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GREEN FUTURES: EXPLORING PERCEPTIONS, MOTIVATIONS AND 

BARRIERS TO GREEN CAREER CHOICES 

Abstract 

Purpose: This study explores the perceptions, motivations and barriers influencing green 

career choices among National Service personnel in Ghana, highlighting green careers as key 

to addressing environmental sustainability and youth unemployment in lower-middle-income 

contexts.  

Design/methodology/approach: Using qualitative research design and interpretivist 

approach, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 22 National Service personnel in 

Ghana to provide an in-depth understanding of green career choices. Thematic analysis was 

performed with NVivo 15. 

Findings: The study found green careers to be understood as value-driven roles focused on 

sustainability and environmental impact. Participants’ perceptions were shaped by academic 

exposure, social networks, workshops and social media. Motivations included environmental 

commitment, social and global impact, innovation and international prospects. Barriers such as 

financial constraints, limited opportunities, unsupportive cultural attitudes and lack of 

awareness shaped how individuals navigated green career choices. 

Originality/value: This study reframes green careers as socially constructed identities shaped 

by discourse, values and relational dynamics. It contributes new insight into how young people 

conceptualise and negotiate green career aspirations, extending career development theory 

beyond structural explanations. 

Keywords: Green Career; National Service Personnel; Sustainability; Youth Career Decision-
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Introduction 

The accelerating impacts of climate change and environmental degradation have intensified 

global interest in green careers, often described as occupational pathways that contribute to 

environmental protection, sustainability and climate adaptation across sectors such as 

renewable energy, sustainable agriculture, waste management and conservation (ILO, 2023; 

Stilwell, 2021). Within global policy discourse, green careers are increasingly positioned as a 

dual response to environmental crisis and youth unemployment, particularly in regions 

characterised by large youth populations and fragile labour markets. In many low- and middle-

income countries, however, green career development occurs under conditions of weak 

institutionalisation, pervasive informality and uneven access, creating a persistent gap between 

policy narratives and lived labour-market realities (ILO, 2023; Van der Ree, 2021). 

Young people occupy a central position within green transition agendas, yet their role is often 

implicitly treated as reactive rather than interpretive. Evidence from African contexts shows 

that youth engagement in green work is shaped by limited training pathways, weak alignment 

between education systems and emerging green sectors, and constrained opportunities for 

labour-market entry (Van der Ree, 2021; Mwaura & Glover, 2021). Comparative research from 

South Africa further demonstrates that green transition jobs are unevenly distributed across 

sectors and regions, exposing young people to structural barriers related to skills recognition 

and economic precarity (David et al., 2024). These conditions suggest that young people do 

not simply respond to the objective availability of green jobs, but actively construct meanings 

around what constitutes a green career and whether such pathways are attainable. 

In Ghana, emerging evidence reflects similar dynamics. Although young people express strong 

interest in environmentally sustainable work, awareness of concrete green career pathways 

remains limited, and opportunities are largely concentrated within the informal economy (Addo 

et al., 2024). Green skills development is fragmented and unevenly supported, particularly for 

those transitioning from education into employment (Owusu-Agyeman & Aryeh-Adjei, 2024). 

These labour-market conditions intersect with acute environmental challenges, including 

deforestation, land degradation, pollution from illegal small-scale mining (“galamsey”), urban 

waste-management failures, and increasing climate-related risks (World Bank, 2024; UNDP, 

2022). From a career constructionist perspective, these structural and environmental conditions 

shape the shared meanings, perceived legitimacy and imagined feasibility of green careers, 

influencing how young people interpret sustainability-oriented work within their social and 

institutional contexts. 

Despite growing policy attention and a developing skills-oriented literature, empirical research 

remains limited on how young people conceptualise green careers (ILO, 2021), what motivates 

engagement with these pathways, and how contextual constraints shape career thinking. 

Existing work largely defines green careers through occupational taxonomies or policy 

frameworks (ILO, 2021; Strietska-Ilina, 2011), reflecting a largely objectivist view of careers 

as fixed labour-market categories. This approach under-theorises the socially constructed 

nature of careers, particularly in contexts characterised by institutional ambiguity and 

informality. From Social Constructionism perspective (Berger and Luckmann, 1966), careers 
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can be understood as products of shared meanings, social interactions and interpretive 

processes rather than solely as structural outcomes. However, little empirical work applies this 

perspective to examine how young people in the Global South construct understandings of 

green careers under conditions of uncertainty (Mwaura & Glover, 2021), despite evidence that 

career decisions are shaped by perceptions of legitimacy, social value and personal fit (Lent & 

Brown, 2020; Morales & Jacobson, 2020). 

In response, this study examines how National Service personnel in Ghana conceptualise green 

careers, the factors shaping these constructions, the motivations influencing engagement and 

the barriers constraining action. As recent graduates navigating the transition from education 

to work, National Service personnel provide a theoretically salient case for examining early-

stage career sensemaking in a lower-middle-income context where green employment is 

actively promoted yet unevenly institutionalised (Segbenya et al., 2021; Boxell et al., n.d.). 

This study adopts the lens of Career Construction Theory, which is grounded in social 

constructionism (Berger and Luckmann, 1966), to specify how the meanings of green careers 

are co-constructed and stabilized through collective sensemaking processes rather than 

emerging from individual choice alone. Drawing on foundational constructivist career theory 

(Collin & Young, 1986; Young & Collin, 2004), we argue that Ghanaian youth construct green 

career identities through narrative resources encountered in education, peer networks, policy 

discourse and mediated representations, well before entry into formal green employment. In 

this context, career construction operates less through role experimentation, as assumed in 

many Global North models, and more through discursive legitimacy-building, where young 

people assess whether sustainability-oriented work is socially valued, economically viable and 

identity-consistent. 

This study therefore extends contemporary social constructionist career research (Yang & 

Chen, 2024) by demonstrating how collective meaning-making, rather than individual self-

authorship alone, shapes early career identity formation under conditions of labour-market 

uncertainty. Understanding this context-specific operation of career constructivism implies that 

policy and educational interventions focused solely on skills provision or job creation are 

insufficient unless they also reshape the narratives, symbols and institutional signals through 

which green careers become thinkable, legitimate and aspirational for young people. In doing 

so, the study advances career theory by situating constructivist processes within African and 

Global South labour markets and offers a framework for aligning youth aspirations with 

sustainability transitions in contexts of precarity. 

This study is guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do individuals conceptualise green careers? 

2. What factors influence their conception of green careers? 

3. What individual and contextual factors motivate them to pursue green career paths? 

4. What structural and perceptual barriers hinder their transition into green career? 
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The Concept of Green Career 

The concept of green careers has gained increasing attention in response to global efforts 

toward sustainable and low-carbon economies. While often used interchangeably with green 

jobs, green careers refer to broader, long-term professional pathways grounded in 

environmental stewardship (ILO, 2018). These careers span diverse sectors such as renewable 

energy, sustainable agriculture, green construction, and environmental education, indicating 

the integration of ecological values across disciplines (Abdallah et al., 2025; Blessy, 2024; 

Deitche, 2010). The International Labour Organization (ILO, 2018) defines green jobs as 

“decent jobs that contribute to preserving or restoring the environment.” Building on this, ILO 

(2021) frames green careers as occupational trajectories aligned with environmental values and 

responsibilities, emphasizing their relevance beyond traditionally “green” sectors. They are 

found in various industries where sustainability principles are applied and advanced. 

From a career development perspective, green careers are often value-driven. Unlike 

conventional career choices motivated primarily by income or status, individuals pursuing 

green careers are frequently inspired by ethical concerns, personal meaning, and a desire to 

contribute to the common good (Duffy et al., 2018). These intrinsic motivations distinguish 

green careers from market-driven occupations. However, the meaning and scope of green 

careers vary by context. In high-income countries, they are linked with innovation, clean 

technology, and policy reforms. In developing regions, green careers are more closely 

associated with resilience, adaptation, and sustainable livelihoods (ILO, 2021). Such 

differences highlight the need for localised interpretations, especially since young people’s 

perceptions are influenced by education access, information availability, and relatable role 

models. 

Despite growing discourse, awareness among youth remains limited, often due to insufficient 

career guidance and exposure (Guan et al., 2019). Bridging this gap requires multi-disciplinary 

approaches involving environmental sociology, career theory, and labor economics. Dierdorff 

et al. (2009) argue that green careers are relevant even within traditional sectors like 

engineering, education, and policy, emphasising that sustainability can be infused into existing 

roles. Meanwhile, Summers and Smith (2014) link green careers to social and intergenerational 

equity, framing them as a means to promote sustainable well-being for future generations. 

Branquinho et al. (2022) further describe green careers as purposeful contributions to 

sustainability, emphasizing collaboration and community engagement. Lastly, Gamage et al. 

(2021) highlight how personal values and ethical responsibility are central to green career 

development. 

Career Construction Theory 

This study is grounded in Career Construction Theory (CCT), which conceptualises careers as 

meaning-making projects shaped through social interaction, discourse and institutional 

contexts (Savickas, 2005; Savickas et al., 2009). Building on social constructionist assumptions 

that knowledge is produced through shared interpretive processes (Berger & Luckmann, 1966), 

CCT directs attention to how individuals make sense of career possibilities by drawing on 
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socially available narratives, symbols and evaluative frameworks (Collin & Young, 1986; 

Young & Collin, 2004). 

From this perspective, we argue that green careers are approached as socially negotiated 

categories whose meanings are shaped by context-specific interpretations rather than fixed 

definitions. Accordingly, this study examines how individuals conceptualise green careers and 

how such conceptualisations are shaped by interactions within educational settings, peer 

networks, media representations and policy discourse (Andrews, 2012). Career Construction 

Theory further suggests that engagement with particular career pathways is shaped by the 

alignment between career meanings, identity and perceived social recognition (Abdou et al., 

2023). This lens therefore enables analysis of the individual and contextual conditions under 

which green careers become motivating and perceived as viable pathways. In this respect, the 

study aligns with broader youth transition research that highlights how institutional framing, 

social recognition and narrative resources structure young people’s uneven and non-linear 

pathways from education to work. In this respect, the study aligns with broader youth transition 

research that highlights how institutional framing, social recognition and narrative resources 

structure young people’s uneven and non-linear pathways from education to work (Furlong, 

2012). 

CCT also foregrounds the role of constraint in career development, emphasising how structural 

conditions and socially constructed perceptions interact to shape career trajectories (Savickas, 

2005). In line with this assumption, the study attends to how labour market arrangements, 

institutional practices and dominant narratives surrounding environmental work shape barriers 

to entering and sustaining green careers.  

Methodology 

This study employed a qualitative, exploratory design situated within an interpretivist research 

paradigm. Interpretivism prioritises understanding the subjective meanings individuals assign 

to their experiences, making it well suited to uncover how individuals perceive, are motivated 

toward, or are deterred from pursuing green careers (Bhattacherjee, 2012). The interpretivist 

paradigm assumes that reality is socially and experientially constructed, and that multiple 

realities can co-exist based on individual perspectives and contexts (Blustein et al., 2005). This 

ontological stance values the lived experiences of individuals as legitimate knowledge for 

exploring complex and evolving career concepts such as green careers (Akkermans et al., 

2021). 

Exploratory qualitative research was chosen due to the relatively limited empirical 

understanding of green career choices in lower-middle-income countries. This design allowed 

for a deep exploration of the meanings and motivations underlying participants’ career 

perspectives, enabling the emergence of themes without imposing a rigid theoretical 

framework. The study aimed to generate insight into how individual actors navigate early 

career decisions in relation to sustainability, opportunity and constraint. 

Research on qualitative sampling suggests that thematic saturation can be achieved with 

relatively small samples when the research focus is clearly defined and participants share a 
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common contextual background (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). As a result, 22 participants were 

purposively recruited and interviewed. The purposive sampling was used to ensure diversity 

across gender, academic discipline, institutional placement and geographical background. 

Participants were invited based on eligibility rather than expressed interest in environmental 

sustainability or green careers, reducing the likelihood that the sample would be dominated by 

individuals with strong pre-existing environmental motivations. 

Eligibility criteria required participants to be (1) currently enrolled in Ghana’s National Service 

Scheme, (2) graduates of tertiary-level education, and (3) willing to reflect on their career 

pathways and experiences. Recruitment was conducted through multiple channels, including 

direct contact at National Service placement institutions, peer referrals and announcements 

shared via National Service personnel WhatsApp groups and other informal graduate 

communication networks. National Service personnel represent a transitional demographic, 

recent graduates entering the workforce, making them an appropriate cohort for investigating 

emerging career orientations (Segbenya et al., 2021).   

While self-selection bias was acknowledged, it was considered appropriate given the 

qualitative focus on perspectives and experiences. Consistent with established qualitative 

approaches (MacNeill et al., 2016), purposive sampling and cautious analytic framing were 

employed to capture a range of perspectives without making claims of representativeness. 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews.  Semi-structured interviews are well 

suited to the study’s inductive orientation as it allows for consistent exploration of core themes 

while remaining responsive to participants’ individual experiences and emergent insights 

(Maxwell, 2012). An interview guide was developed in alignment with the research questions 

and relevant literature on green careers. Example interview questions included: “What does the 

term green career mean to you?”, “What factors have influenced your understanding of green 

careers?”, “What motivates you to consider a green career path?”, and “What challenges or 

barriers do you perceive in pursuing a green career?” Probing questions were used where 

necessary to encourage elaboration and clarify responses. Each interview lasted between 45 

and 60 minutes and was conducted either face-to-face or virtually (see Table 1). 

With participants’ informed consent, all interviews were audio-recorded to ensure accuracy 

and completeness of the data. The recordings were transcribed verbatim by the research team 

using Microsoft Word. Transcripts were reviewed alongside the audio files to ensure accuracy 

before being anonymised and imported into NVivo 15 for analysis. Identifying information 

was removed to protect participant confidentiality. 

Thematic analysis was used to identify, organise and interpret key patterns in the data. 

Transcripts were analysed inductively using NVivo 15 software. Interview recordings were 

transcribed verbatim in Microsoft Word and analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2021) six-

phase thematic analysis. This method, comprising familiarisation, coding, theme generation, 

theme review, defining/naming themes and reporting, was chosen for its flexibility and 

suitability for inductive analysis in under-researched contexts like green careers in Ghana. 

Transcripts were read multiple times, with notes taken to guide initial coding. To enhance 
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reliability, a second researcher reviewed a subset of transcripts. NVivo 15.00 software was 

used to code data line-by-line, tagging excerpts relevant to the research questions. Codes were 

organised into preliminary themes representing broader patterns in the data. Themes were then 

refined, merged, or discarded based on clarity and evidential support. Each theme was named 

and defined to reflect its core meaning. The final themes were presented in a report illustrated 

with verbatim quotes, offering insights for educators, policymakers and career advisors 

supporting youth engagement with green career opportunities in Ghana. 

To enhance credibility and analytical rigour, peer debriefing was conducted with a second 

researcher, and thematic validation was performed with selected participants. Data were 

triangulated with existing literature on green careers and youth employment to ensure findings 

were contextually grounded and theoretically relevant (Denzin, 2017). Verbatim quotations 

from participants are included in the results to preserve authenticity and illustrate key themes. 

Ethical clearance was granted by the University’s Human Research Ethics Committee. 

Informed consent was obtained from all participants, who were assured of confidentiality, 

anonymity, and the voluntary nature of participation. Data were securely stored and accessible 

only to the research team. Given the non-sensitive nature of the topic and adult status of all 

participants, the study was classified as “low risk.” 

[Insert Table I] 

[Insert Table II] 

Findings 

Guided by career construction theory, this study reveals how young individuals conceptualize 

green careers through five key dimensions: (1) environmental sustainability as a core element, 

(2) long-term intergenerational responsibility, (3) integration of professional-environmental 

goals, (4) personal ethical obligations, and (5) both specific and broad sectoral applications. 

These understandings emerge from four formative influences: (1) academic exposure, (2) 

social networks, (3) workshops/seminars, and (4) social media, reflecting the dynamic 

construction of green career meanings through lived experiences and societal narratives 

(Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Burr, 2015). Six motivational themes emerged as drivers of 

green career pursuit: 1) personal commitment to environmental protection, (2) ethical and 

social responsibility, (3) inspiration from networking and role models, (4) opportunities for 

innovation and growth, (5) global and community impact, and (6) desire for international 

opportunities and relocation. These motivational drivers suggest that individuals are 

increasingly aligning their career aspirations with broader values of sustainability, social equity 

and global engagement (Duffy et al., 2018; Branquinho et al., 2022). Conversely, four systemic 

barriers were identified: (1) economic constraints, (2) lack of opportunities, (3) cultural 

attitudes, and (4) knowledge gaps could hinder them from pursuing green careers. Such barriers 

highlight the tension between individual agency and structural limitations in emerging 

economies (ILO, 2021). Notably, participants universally defined career success through 

purpose and societal contribution rather than economic gain alone, signalling a paradigm shift 

toward work that merges environmental consciousness with professional fulfilment. 
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[insert Figure 1] 

 

 

Findings for RQ1: How Do Individuals Understand Green Careers 

Environmental Sustainability as a Core Element 

Participants commonly understood green careers as professions that prioritise environmental 

protection, sustainability and long-term ecological well-being. They consistently associated 

these careers with preserving natural resources, reducing environmental harm and addressing 

climate change. As one participant explained: 

“A green career is a profession dedicated to protecting the environment and promoting 

sustainable practices. It’s about ensuring that what we do today preserves natural resources 

and supports a healthy planet for future generations.” (Participant #5) 

These interpretations align with existing scholarship that frames green careers not merely as 

forms of employment, but as purposeful commitments to environmental stewardship and 

sustainability (ILO, 2018; ILO, 2021; Stilwell, 2021). In addition, this finding extends the 

career identity theory, which conceptualises identity formation as emerging through role 

experimentation and occupational engagement Ibarra, 1999). In contrast, participants in this 

study articulated green career identities as value-driven and morally anchored prior to entry 

into specific roles, suggesting that within emerging and loosely institutionalised fields, career 

identity construction may precede occupational experience rather than result from it. 

Long-Term Focus and Intergenerational Responsibility 

Participants strongly emphasised future-oriented thinking, describing green careers as roles 

that safeguard environmental resources for future generations. One participant described green 

careers as: 

“Ensuring that what we do today doesn’t destroy opportunities for others tomorrow.” 

(Participant #3) 

This emphasis reflects a commitment to intergenerational responsibility, where present 

professional actions are evaluated based on their long-term social and ecological consequences 

(Summers & Smith, 2014; Branquinho et al., 2022). From a theoretical perspective, this 

challenges individualistic career models by showing that participants evaluated career meaning 

through collective and future-oriented moral frameworks. Purpose was socially negotiated 

rather than individually defined, reinforcing career constructionist claims that career meaning 

is shaped through shared cultural narratives (Burr, 2015). 

Integration of Professional and Environmental Goals 

Many participants perceived green careers as a fusion of professional advancement and 

environmental stewardship. For instance, one participant explained: 
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“To me, a green career is about combining personal career goals with the aim of protecting 

the environment.” (Participant #7) 

Thus, participants described green careers as pathways that allow for personal and professional 

growth while contributing to environmental well-being. Analytically, this supports and extends 

career identity theory by showing that identity work involved integrating sustainability into 

existing professional aspirations rather than replacing them. Sustainability functioned as a 

guiding lens, enabling individuals to reinterpret conventional careers as environmentally 

meaningful (Dierdorff et al., 2009). 

Personal Values and Ethical Obligations 

Participants frequently described green careers as expressions of personal values and moral 

obligation. One participant stated: 

“A green career is more than a job; it’s a commitment… it’s a way to live out my values every 

day.” (Participant #2) 

Green careers were viewed as meaningful because they allowed individuals to align work with 

ethical commitments, reinforcing a sense of purpose and fulfilment (Gamage et al., 2021). 

However, this qualifies value-based career models (Brown, 2002; Duffy et al., 2018), which 

typically treat values as pre-existing individual traits. The findings suggest that values in green 

careers function less as static motivators and more as evolving commitments, co-constructed 

through lived work experiences. This challenges individualistic assumptions within value-

based career theories and points to the need for models that account for the socially and morally 

embedded nature of career development in sustainability-oriented fields. 

Specific and Broad Scope of Application 

Whilst some participants understood green careers as environmentally specific roles: 

“It’s about professions that only focus on protecting the environment.” (Participant #15) 

Others adopted broader interpretations: 

“…..They can be found in all sectors like technology, construction and even finance, as long 

as the job contributes to sustainability in some way.” (Participant #1) 

This reflects recognition that sustainability can be integrated across diverse sectors (Abdallah 

et al., 2025; Blessy, 2024; Deitche, 2010; ILO, 2021). This variation demonstrates that green 

careers are discursively constructed, with boundaries shaped by exposure and social narratives 

rather than fixed occupational categories. This supports career constructionist accounts of 

career meaning as negotiated rather than objectively defined. 

Findings for RQ2: What Factors Influence How Individuals Understand Green Careers 

Academic Exposure 

Participants described academic exposure as foundational to their understanding of green 

careers: 
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“It was in my contemporary issues in management class at university that I first realised people 

actually build careers around protecting the environment — that’s when it clicked for me what 

a green career really means.” (Participant #8) 

Universities acted as legitimising institutions that framed sustainability as a credible 

professional pathway (Andrews, 2012). This aligns with social constructionism, where 

institutions shape what is recognised as legitimate knowledge and work (Berger & Luckmann, 

2016). Academic exposure enabled participants to reframe career success as compatible with 

environmental stewardship rather than economic reward alone. 

Social Networks 

Family members and peers translated sustainability into relatable career narratives: 

“My mum… always stressed the importance of choosing a career that supports sustainability.” 

(Participant #14) 

Another participants said that: 

 ‘‘It was my friends who helped me understand green careers ….. Some of them are working 

on small eco-projects, and they showed me how sustainability can fit into different 

professions.” (Participant #18) 

These interactions functioned as informal mentorship (Ali Abadi et al., 2023), shaping career 

identity through relational sensemaking. This extends career identity theory by demonstrating 

that identity formation occurred through interpersonal dialogue, not solely individual 

experimentation (Ibarra, 1999). 

Workshops and Seminars 

Workshops and seminars provided exposure to real-world sustainability practice: 

“I once attended a sustainability seminar, and it really opened my eyes to how green careers 

function in the real world, not just what we learn in class, but how people actually turn 

environmental values into professional paths.” (Participant #21) 

It can be concurred that these events acts as bridges between theory and practice (Lijfering & 

Lacey, 2022). In that, workshops and seminars function as career legitimate arenas, rather than 

merely informational events (Gayle Baugh & Sullivan, 2005). Unlike academic exposure, 

which framed green careers as conceptually valid, these settings demonstrated practical 

enactment, allowing participants to observe sustainability as doable work. This distinction 

matters theoretically: career identity theory (Ibarra, 1999) assumes identity formation emerges 

through direct role experimentation, yet participants had not entered green roles. Instead, 

observational exposure to practitioners allowed participants to conduct vicarious identity work, 

mentally rehearsing themselves within green careers without occupational entry. 

Social Media 

Participants described social media as shaping awareness and imagination: 
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‘‘Following sustainability pages on Instagram and watching eco-career content on TikTok 

really changed how I think about green careers…it made the whole idea feel more real and 

achievable” (Participant #11) 

This means that social media shaped career understanding through repeated, low-threshold 

exposure to sustainability narratives. Rather than offering deep guidance, social media 

platforms normalised green careers as visible and attainable, supporting identity imagination 

through asynchronous mentorship (Ghosh & Reio, 2013). This qualifies traditional mentoring 

models by showing that career sensemaking can occur without direct relationships. While 

sometimes superficial, social media lowered access barriers to career imagination, especially 

in contexts lacking formal green career infrastructure (Burr, 2015). 

Findings for RQ3: What Motivates Individuals to Engage in Green Careers 

Personal Commitment to Environmental Protection 

Participants’ motivation was grounded in everyday environmental behaviour: 

“Personally, I have a desire to protect the environment, and I daily take steps to ensure that 

the environment is protected. For example, I do not litter the road when I am done drinking 

sachet water.” (Participant #18) 

Thus, participants’ motivation was grounded in everyday environmental behaviour, indicating 

that green career interest emerged from an already-formed moral identity. This challenges 

calling theory, which frames purpose as internally discovered (Dik & Duffy, 2009). Instead, 

purpose developed through socially reinforced practice, where habitual pro-environmental 

actions later became career-relevant. Calling therefore appears as an outcome of lived identity 

alignment rather than a starting point, qualifying dominant purpose-driven career models in 

sustainability contexts (Sulich et al., 2021). 

Ethical and Social Responsibility 

Participants framed green careers as vehicles for social contribution: 

“Choosing a green career feels like a moral responsibility ….My work could contribute to 

social well-being.” (Participant #4) 

Participants responses demonstrated that ethical motivation was framed as social obligation, 

not personal preference. Participants linked green careers to community well-being and societal 

contribution, extending value-based career models that treat values as individual traits (Brown, 

2002). Instead, values were relationally activated, shaped by discourse around responsibility 

and impact. This supports socially constructed views of career motivation, where ethical 

meaning emerges through collective narratives rather than individual self-expression. 

(Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002; McMahon & Knight, 2024). 

Inspiration from Networking and Role Models 

The participants of the study revealed that exposure to role models and professional networks 

within the sustainability sector emerged as a significant source of motivation. Respondents 
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highlight the inspiration they derive from interacting with individuals who have successfully 

pursued green careers. One participant noted:   

“Networking with professionals in the sustainability field has also inspired me. Hearing their 

stories and experiences has opened my eyes to the possibilities within green careers.” 

(Participant #9) 

Role models functioned as credibility signals, showing that green careers were viable rather 

than merely desirable. Participants used others’ career stories to assess feasibility and reduce 

uncertainty. This extends informal mentorship theory (Ali Abadi et al., 2023) by highlighting 

mentorship as evidence-based reassurance rather than guidance alone. In emerging labour 

markets, such credibility work is critical for transforming interest into realistic aspiration. 

(Mitul et al., 2024). 

Opportunities for Innovation and Growth 

Many participants expressed excitement about the potential to engage in cutting-edge 

technologies and creative problem-solving within the field. One respondent remarked:  

‘‘Green careers feel innovative. It seems it involves working with new technologies and finding 

creative ways to deal with environmental challenges.” (Participants #17) 

Another participant shared:  

“Many sustainable practices involve new technologies and creative solutions to environmental 

challenges. Being part of such a dynamic field motivates me to seek out opportunities in this 

area.” (Participant #13) 

Beyond intrinsic enjoyment, participants perception of the opportunity to be innovative 

symbolised resilience within uncertain labour markets. This qualifies intrinsic motivation 

theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) by showing that autonomy and creativity also serve strategic 

functions, helping individuals navigate precarity. Green careers were thus imagined as 

pathways for continuous learning and relevance rather than solely personal fulfilment (Sulich 

et al., 2021). 

Global and Community Impact 

Participants often frame their motivations in the context of making a tangible difference in their 

communities while contributing to broader sustainability goals. As one participant stated: 

‘‘The idea of being part of a global effort to address climate change motivates me to pursue 

this path, making me feel connected to a larger purpose.” (Participant #6) 

Participants constructed green careers as enabling simultaneous local and global contribution. 

This dual framing allowed them to connect community responsibility with global sustainability 

efforts. Such nested meaning challenges career models that assume a single reference point for 

purpose. Instead, green careers provided a symbolic bridge between place-based identity and 

global citizenship, reinforcing motivation through collective belonging (Van der Werff et al., 

2013; McMahon & Knight, 2024). 
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Desire for International Opportunities and Relocation 

Many believe that pursuing a career in sustainability can lead to recognition by global 

organizations, offering opportunities to work abroad. This desire is often fuelled by current 

economic hardships. One respondent shared:   

“I see green careers as a chance to gain international recognition. Many organizations abroad 

value sustainability, and they are willing to hire talent from other countries. This could be my 

opportunity to relocate.” [Participants #11] 

Another participant emphasizes how the global demand for green expertise aligns with their 

aspirations:   

“With the increasing focus on sustainability, I believe that excelling in a green career could 

make me stand out to international bodies. It feels like a way to better opportunities outside 

the country.” [Participants # 16] 

Thus, international mobility was framed as a response to structural constraint, not lack of local 

commitment. Participants viewed relocation as a way to sustain green career identities where 

domestic opportunities were limited. This qualifies calling and purpose-based models by 

showing that meaningful work often requires mobility under unequal conditions. Purpose and 

economic survival were not opposing motives but jointly negotiated through transnational 

career strategies (Ojedokun, 2024; Mitul et al., 2024). 

Findings for RQ4: What Hinders Individuals from Engaging in Green Careers 

Economic Constraints 

A prominent barrier identified is the financial burden associated with green careers. Many 

respondents noted that pursuing a green career may require significant investment in education 

or training in this field. For instance, one individual stated: 

“….Training can be expensive.” (Participant #19) 

Thus, economic constraints functioned as structural filters on career identity, not merely 

practical barriers. While participants expressed strong commitment to green careers, financial 

costs limited their ability to act on these intentions. This contradicts value-based and calling 

models, which often assume that motivation leads to choice (Brown, 2002; Dik & Duffy, 2009). 

In this context, purpose was present but constrained by material realities, highlighting how 

economic inequality shapes the feasibility of purpose-driven careers in Global South labour 

markets (ILO, 2021; Rieckmann, 2017; Strietska-Ilina, 2011). 

Limited Opportunities 

Many respondents expressed frustration over the scarcity of positions available in their regions, 

particularly in countries where sustainability practices are still developing. One participant 

remarked: 

“If this were another country, it would be easier. Here, green careers are still struggling to 

grow, so opportunities are limited.” (Participant #14) 
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This creates a gap between career identity and labour market structure. Career identity theory 

assumes roles exist for experimentation (Ibarra, 1999); however, participants faced identity 

aspirations without corresponding opportunities. This reveals a structural condition where 

identity formation outpaces labour market development, forcing individuals to delay, redirect, 

or externalise green career aspirations (Martínez-Fernández et al., 2010; Lent & Brown, 2020). 

Cultural Attitudes 

Some respondents pointed out that in certain communities, sustainability is not prioritized, 

leading to a lack of support for those interested in green careers. One respondent stated that:  

“People in my family often associate green careers with waste collection’’ (Participants #2) 

…..If my friends and family do not see the value in sustainability, I might feel isolated in my 

choices.” (Participants #20) 

Cultural attitudes acted as symbolic barriers, shaping whether green careers were seen as 

legitimate or prestigious. Participants’ accounts show that social approval influenced career 

confidence and persistence. This supports career constructionist views that career feasibility 

depends on shared meanings, not individual motivation alone (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). 

When sustainability work was culturally undervalued, participants experienced hesitation and 

isolation, demonstrating how social norms can constrain career choice even when personal 

values are strong (Udall et al., 2021). 

Knowledge Gaps 

Many respondents indicated that a lack of information about green career prevents them from 

making informed decisions about their career paths. For example, one individual noted:  

“Even though I am interested in pursuing a green career, I don’t think I know enough about 

this career path.” This lack of awareness can lead to indecision and reluctance to pursue green 

career paths.” (Participant #12) 

Thus, participants’ uncertainty was not about interest, but about pathways, roles and required 

competencies. This challenges rational choice assumptions that individuals can act once 

motivated. Instead, lack of accessible information constrained agency, narrowing perceived 

options despite strong pro-environmental values (Cedefop, 2010; Duffy et al., 2018). 

Knowledge, therefore, functioned as a prerequisite for translating identity and motivation into 

actionable green career plans. 

[insert Table III] 

 

Theoretical Contributions 

This study advances career constructionist career theory by demonstrating how green career 

identities are actively constructed under conditions of labour market precarity in a lower-

middle-income context, rather than treating social constructionism as a broad interpretive 
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backdrop. While much of the existing literature defines green careers through formal 

occupational categories, sectoral boundaries, or policy frameworks (Dierdorff et al., 2009; ILO, 

2018), the findings demonstrate that in settings where green labour markets are still 

underdeveloped, career meanings emerge largely through everyday social and discursive 

spaces. University teaching, family expectations, peer networks, workshops and social media 

become central arenas where green careers are talked about, evaluated and imagined. By 

highlighting these processes, the study extends career constructionist approaches to career 

development into contexts characterised by institutional weakness and economic uncertainty 

(Blustein et al., 2019). 

Moving beyond the generic claim that careers are “socially constructed,” this study specifies 

the mechanisms through which green careers are constructed in practice. Green careers are 

legitimised through educational and policy discourses that frame sustainability work as socially 

valuable, moralised through ethical narratives that cast environmental engagement as a 

responsibility rather than a preference, sustained through aspiration-building processes linked 

to role models and global sustainability imaginaries, and constrained through boundary-

drawing practices embedded in cultural prestige hierarchies and family norms. These 

mechanisms are particularly consequential in precarious labour markets, where weak 

institutional signals heighten the influence of informal, symbolic and relational forms of career 

meaning-making (Burr, 2015; Savickas, 2013; Vaughan, 1996). 

The study further extends existing green career literature by reframing barriers to career 

engagement as discursively produced and internalised, rather than solely structural. While prior 

research foregrounds skills gaps, limited job creation, and policy deficits (Guan et al., 2019; 

ILO, 2021), the findings show that perceptions of low prestige, social risk, and limited 

feasibility are sustained through repeated social narratives and the absence of visible success 

trajectories. These discursively constructed barriers shape individuals’ sense of career 

legitimacy and self-efficacy, thereby constraining aspiration even in the presence of strong 

environmental values. Finally, the study contributes to value-based models of career 

development by demonstrating that pro-environmental motivation and purpose are not purely 

internal dispositions but emerge through sustained interaction with culturally and 

institutionally mediated discourses (Duffy et al., 2018; Gamage et al., 2021). In doing so, the 

study positions social constructionism as an explanatory framework for understanding how 

green careers are made meaningful, desirable, and constrained in contexts of economic 

precarity, extending career theory beyond stable labour market settings. 

Practical Implications 

The findings of this study hold practical implications for educators, policymakers, and career 

development practitioners seeking to promote green career engagement among young people.  

Implications for Education 

The findings highlight the importance of embedding sustainability concepts across educational 

curricula, rather than confining them to environmental or science-based programmes. Higher 

education institutions should integrate green career pathways into business, engineering, social 
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sciences and humanities programmes to broaden students’ understanding of how sustainability 

aligns with diverse professions. Experiential learning opportunities, such as sustainability-

focused projects, internships, and service-learning, can further strengthen students’ ability to 

connect academic knowledge with real-world green career opportunities. 

Implications for Policy 

For policymakers, these findings highlight the importance of going beyond broad, aspirational 

green employment policies and focusing on how such strategies are put into practice. This 

means making green career pathways clearer and more visible to young people, creating more 

accessible entry-level opportunities, and offering practical financial support, including 

scholarships, paid internships, and incentives for organisations that generate green jobs. 

Equally important is the need for targeted awareness campaigns that present green careers as 

credible, stable, and socially valued options. In settings where cultural norms or 

misconceptions may discourage young people from pursuing such paths, policy efforts should 

actively work to normalise and legitimise green careers as meaningful and respectable choices 

for the future. 

Implications for Career Development Professionals 

Career development practitioners have a strong influence on how young people understand and 

navigate green career options. The findings point to the need for guidance practices that 

deliberately highlight sustainability-focused pathways and move beyond narrow or 

stereotypical views of what green work involves. This can be achieved by adopting values-

based and narrative approaches that encourage individuals to connect their personal beliefs and 

concerns about sustainability with their career choices. At the same time, practitioners should 

offer practical, grounded guidance by clearly explaining the skills required, the transferable 

competencies young people already possess, and realistic entry points into different green 

sectors. 

 

These practical implications also reflect the study’s career constructionist framework which 

emphasises that career meanings, motivations and perceptions of feasibility are shaped by 

discourse, institutional cues and everyday interactions. The recommendations therefore call for 

policymakers, education providers and career guidance services to improve the visibility, 

credibility and communication of green career pathways. Rather than responding passively to 

labour-market demand, policy interventions can play an active role in shaping how green 

careers are understood and accessed. This alignment between theory, evidence and practice 

also points to the need for further policy-relevant research on how institutional messaging and 

support structures can enable more inclusive and sustained youth participation in green 

transitions. 

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Studies 

While this study offers valuable insights, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, its 

qualitative, interpretive design emphasises depth over generalisability. Future studies should 

adopt quantitative or mixed-methods approaches to examine the prevalence of green career 

perceptions across larger and more diverse populations, including the development and scale 

validation of survey instruments based on the themes identified in this study. Such efforts 
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would allow for systematic testing of the robustness and transferability of these themes. 

Second, although the career constructionist lens revealed how meanings are formed, it did not 

fully account for the role of institutional power and policy. Future research could explore how 

governmental structures and labour market systems influence access to green careers. Third, 

the study did not examine how intersectional factors such as gender, socioeconomic status, or 

ethnicity shape individuals' capacity to conceptualise or pursue green careers. Future research 

should integrate an intersectional lens to capture these dynamics. Lastly, this study offers a 

snapshot in time; future longitudinal studies are needed to understand how early conceptions 

of green careers influence long-term trajectories, decision-making, and career sustainability in 

green sectors. 

Conclusion 

This study reframes green careers as socially constructed identities shaped by discourse, values, 

and relational dynamics, rather than as predefined occupational categories. By applying social 

constructionism to the experiences of Ghanaian National Service personnel, the study shows 

how young people actively conceptualise and negotiate green career aspirations at the 

intersection of education systems, policy narratives and precarious labour-market conditions. 

Theoretically, the findings extend career development and green employment scholarship 

beyond structural explanations by foregrounding meaning-making, legitimacy and identity 

construction in a lower-middle-income context. Practically, the study highlights the importance 

of visible pathways, credible role models and institutional narratives that support sustained 

youth engagement with green careers. 
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Table I: Demographics of Study Participants 

Code Gender Age Range Duration of 

Interview 

Mode of Interview 

P1 Male  23 35 min Face-to-face 

P2 Female 21 38 min Face-to-face 

P3 Female 22 36 min Face-to-face 

P4 Female 22 30 min Face-to-face 

P5 Male 22 31 min Face-to-face 

P6 Male 23 33 min Online 

P7 Female 23 37 min Online 

P8 Male 23 35 min Face-to-face 

P9 Female 23 25 min Online 

P10 Male 22 37 min Face-to-face 

P11 Female 23 39 min Face-to-face 

P12 Male 22 33 min Face-to-face 

P13 Female 23 35 min Face-to-face 

P13 Male 23 31 min Online 

P14 Male 21 29 min Face-to-face 

P15 Male 22 23 min Face-to-face 

P16 Male 23 35 min Online 

P17 Female 23 32 min Online 

P18 Male 23 29 min Face-to-face 

P19 Female 25 33 min Online 

P20 Male 24 38 min Face-to-face 

P21 Male 23 34 min Face-to-face 

P22 Female 23 36 min Face-to-face 

Source: Authors’ own construct, 2025 
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Table II: Semi-Structured Interview Guide 

Concept Evidence Interview questions 

Green career Green career definitions often 

rely on policy or technical 

categories (ILO, 2021; 

Stilwell, 2021), but individuals 

may define them differently 

based on lived experience 

(Strietska-Ilina, 2011). 

What comes to mind when you hear 

the term “green career”? 

How would you personally define a 

green career? 

Can you describe any jobs or 

professions that you consider to be 

green careers? 

When did you first become aware of 

green careers?  

What influenced that awareness? 

Influencing 

Factors 

Environmental education, peer 

influence, and public discourse 

are known to shape 

sustainability orientation 

(Simmonds and Lally, 2024; 

Sulich et al., 2021). 

How has your education introduced 

you to sustainability 

or green careers? 

How have friends, mentors, or family 

members influenced how you 

view green careers? 

What role has social media, news, or 

online platforms played in shaping 

your understanding? 

What role has workshops, events, or 

seminars that you have attended 

impacted how you think about green 

career? 

Motivations 

for Pursuing 

Green Careers 

Career motivation is shaped by 

values, environmental ethics, 

identity, and social meaning-

making (Duffy et al., 2018; 

Gamage et al., 2021). 

What would motivate you to pursue a 

green career? 

How important is environmental 

protection or sustainability to you in 

your career choices? 

Do you see green careers as aligned 

with your personal or professional 

goals? 

How do you think a green career 

could impact society or future 

generations? 

Barriers to 

Green Career 

Pursuit 

Career barriers are shaped 

both by external structures and 

What challenges or limitations do 

you see in pursuing a green career? 
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internalised perceptions (Guan 

et al., 2019; Troy, 2023). 

Do you think cultural or family 

expectations support or discourage 

pursuing a green career? 

Do you feel confident about your 

knowledge of how to enter a green 

career? Why or why not? 

Source: Authors’ own construct, 2025 

 

Table III: Exemplary Quotes by Aggregate Theme and Second-order Code 

Research 

Question 

Aggregate Theme Second-order Code 

(Analytical 

Interpretation) 

Exemplary Quote 

RQ1 Environmental Sustainability as a 

Core Element 

Value-led career 

identity prior to role 

entry 

“A green career is a 

profession 

dedicated to 

protecting the 

environment and 

promoting 

sustainable 

practices.” (P#5) 

RQ1 Long-Term Focus & 

Intergenerational Responsibility 

Collective, future-

oriented moral 

framing of career 

meaning 

“Ensuring that 

what we do today 

doesn’t destroy 

opportunities for 

others tomorrow.” 

(P#3) 

RQ1 Integration of Professional & 

Environmental Goals 

Identity integration 

rather than role 

replacement 

“Combining 

personal career 

goals with the aim 

of protecting the 

environment.” 

(P#7) 

RQ1 Personal Values & Ethical 

Obligations 

Socially cultivated 

values, not fixed 

traits 

“It’s a way to live 

out my values every 

day.” (P#2) 

RQ1 Specific & Broad Scope of 

Application 

Discursively 

negotiated career 

boundaries 

“They can be found 

in sectors like 

technology, 
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construction, and 

even finance.” 

(P#1) 

RQ2 Academic Exposure Institutional 

legitimation of 

green careers 

“That’s when it 

clicked for me what 

a green career 

really means.” 

(P#8) 

RQ2 Social Networks Informal mentorship 

and relational 

sensemaking 

“My mum always 

stressed choosing a 

career that supports 

sustainability.” 

(P#14) 

RQ2 Workshops & Seminars Vicarious identity 

work through 

observational 

exposure 

“It opened my eyes 

to how green 

careers function in 

the real world.” 

(P#21) 

RQ2 Social Media Asynchronous 

mentorship and 

low-barrier career 

imagination 

“It made the whole 

idea feel more real 

and achievable.” 

(P#11) 

RQ3 Personal Commitment to 

Environmental Protection 

Purpose emerging 

from lived moral 

practice 

“I daily take steps 

to ensure that the 

environment is 

protected.” (P#18) 

RQ3 Ethical & Social Responsibility Relational and 

collective moral 

obligation 

“My work could 

contribute to social 

well-being.” (P#4) 

RQ3 Networking & Role Models Credibility 

signalling and 

feasibility 

assessment 

“Hearing their 

stories opened my 

eyes to the 

possibilities.” (P#9) 

RQ3 Innovation & Growth Innovation as 

resilience in 

uncertain labour 

markets 

“Being part of such 

a dynamic field 

motivates me.” 

(P#13) 
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RQ3 Global & Community Impact Nested local–global 

career meaning 

“It makes me feel 

connected to a 

larger purpose.” 

(P#6) 

RQ3 International Opportunities & 

Relocation 

Mobility as strategy 

under structural 

constraint 

“This could be my 

opportunity to 

relocate.” (P#11) 

RQ4 Economic Constraints Structural filtering 

of purpose-driven 

careers 

“Training can be 

expensive.” (P#19) 

RQ4 Lack of Opportunities Identity–

opportunity 

misalignment 

“Companies are not 

yet focused on 

sustainability.” 

(P#14) 

RQ4 Cultural Attitudes Symbolic 

legitimacy and 

social approval 

“I might feel 

isolated in my 

choices.” (P#20) 

RQ4 Knowledge Gaps Discursive 

constraint on career 

agency 

“I don’t think I 

know enough about 

this career path.” 

(P#12) 
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Source: Authors’ own construct (2025) 

Figure 1: Green Career Framework 
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