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Children’s aspirations at age 7: Descriptive statistics 
 
In general, children’s aspirations were gendered, and girls’ aspirations were higher than 
boys’. Physically demanding roles were popular with boys - a third (32.3%) of all boys stated 
they would like to be sports players, most of them footballers, when they grow up. Working for 
the emergency services was also popular – 12% aspiring to be policemen and 4.6% firemen. 
Girls were more likely to aspire to be in professional positions working as teachers (23.1%), 
vets (11.8%), and doctors (6.3%) and in creative roles as hairdressers (9.2%), actors (7.8%), 
and artists (5.7%). 
 
For both boys and girls, aspirations at age 7 were high, with 80.2% of girls and boys aspiring 
to be in the top three Standard Occupational Classifications – 2.2% in Managers and Senior 
Officials, 30.4% in Professional Occupations, and 47.7% in Associate Professional and 
Technical Occupations. Yet girls’ aspirations were higher than boys’, with 44.4% aspiring to 
Professional Occupations such as health professionals and teachers compared to 15.9% of 
boys; 62.9% of boys aspired to Associate Professional and Technical roles, compared to a 
third (32.8%) of girls.  
 
Over a third (38.2%) of boys’ aspirations were masculine, 51% integrated, and 10.8% 
feminine or ultra-feminine. Similarly to boys, few girls chose opposite gender aspirations (6%). 
For example, 7 girls wanted to be builders and 2 to join the armed forces.  A third (33.9%) 
named an integrated aspiration, while 38.6% a feminine and 21.6% an ultra-feminine 
aspiration. Children in England tended to mention more integrated aspirations, compared to 
children living in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland – while more girls in Wales and 
Northern Ireland aspired to ultra-feminine aspirations.  
 
Although girls were more likely than boys to aspire to be in managerial and professional 
positions, girls’ goals were more likely to be intrinsic, involving helping or caring for people 
and animals. Just over half (51%) of girls compared to only 10.5% of boys had intrinsic goals. 
Boys’ aspirations were more extrinsic (33.5% of boys and 23.6% of girls), reflecting dreams 
for financial success or concerns about image, power or popularity.  
 
In all, 12 occupations captured three quarters of the children’s aspired occupations. The 
remaining quarter (‘other’) represented a wide range of occupations. The 12 occupations 
were teacher, scientist, hairdresser, sports player, fire fighter, police officer, artist, 
actor/entertainer, animal carer, doctor, builder, and vet. ‘Teacher’ and ‘sports player’ were 
particularly popular.  
  
Boys appeared more likely than girls to aspire to be scientists (4.3% vs. 1.1%), sports players 
(32.3% vs. 4.4%), builders (3.8% vs. 0.1%), police officers (12% vs. 2.8%), and fire fighters 
(4.6% vs. 0.6%). Girls appeared more likely than boys to aspire to be hairdressers (9.2% vs. 
0.1%), vets (11.8% vs. 1.6%), teachers (23.1% vs. 2.9%), doctors (6.3% vs. 2.6%), artists 
(5.7% vs. 2.4%), animal carers (3.7% vs. 2.1%), and actors (7.8% vs. 3.3%). There were 
some small differences by UK country. Children in Northern Ireland seemed to be the least 
likely to aspire to be police officers and actors. Children in England seemed to be the least 
likely to aspire to be hairdressers and the most likely to aspire to be doctors. Children in 
Scotland and Northern Ireland seemed the most likely to state ‘vet’. Children in Wales 
appeared the least likely to aspire to be teachers.  
 
As might be expected, there were associations between parents’ characteristics and their 
children’s aspirations. In general, the more educated the parents the more likely the children 
to state integrated aspirations. Masculine and ultra feminine aspirations were less popular in 
children of parents with a first degree or higher. More educated parents (i.e., with at least a 
first degree) were more likely to have children who aspired to be scientists and artists. Their 
children were the least likely to aspire to be hairdressers, police officers, or fire fighters. 
However, there was also a lot of ambition. For example, just over than a quarter of children 
who aspired to be doctors had mothers with no qualifications. This ambition was also shown 
when we considered the relationship between the classification of the actual occupations of 
the parents and the classification of the aspired occupations of their children. For example, 
almost 20 per cent of the children who aspired to a professional occupation had mothers in 



 2 

administrative and secretarial occupations. Just over 20 per cent of children who aspired to a 
professional occupation had fathers in skilled trades occupations.  
 
Children living in families below the poverty line appeared more likely to state a desire for 
public sector jobs, compared to those living in non-poor families. Compared to children in 
non-poor families, these children appeared more likely to state they would like to be doctors, 
teachers and police officers, and less likely to state they would like to be scientists or vets. 
  
There has been little research about primary school children’s aspirations; most previous 
work focussed on adolescents’ aspirations. These UK data showed that girls’ aspirations were 
higher than boys’ even at this early age – reflecting the gender differences found in work with 
adolescents. The aspirations of boys and girls at age 7 tended to be gendered, and their 
goals reflected stereotypical gender roles – girls wanting to be helpful and caring, while boys 
were more likely to focus on physical activities, financial success and power.  
 
Although, as might be expected, there were associations between parents’ characteristics 
and their children’s aspirations, there was also a lot of ambition. 
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Millennium Cohort Study, MCS4 - Aspirations of 7 years olds  
(Base: All children who took the self report child module at Sweep 4 of MCS; only 
first aspirations stated; all tables are unweighted) 
 
Children’s aspirations coded using the Standard Occupational Classification 
2000 (SOC2000) 
 
Table 1: Children’s aspirations (SOC2000) 
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Table 2: Aspirations (SOC2000) by child’s sex  
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Table 3: Aspirations (SOC2000) by country 
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Table 4: Boys’ aspirations (SOC2000) by country 
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Table 5: Girls’ aspirations (SOC2000) by country 
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Femininity/masculinity of aspirations  
 
Table 6: The femininity and masculinity of girls’ aspirations  

 
* cutoffs

1
:  “masculine” (< 25% women), “integrated” (25% to 49.9% women), “feminine” (50%-74.9% women), and 

“ultra-feminine” (>=75% women). 

 
Table 7: The femininity and masculinity of aspirations by child’s sex  
 

 
* cutoffs:  “masculine” (< 25% women), “integrated” (25% to 49.9% women), “feminine” (50%-74.9% women), and 

“ultra-feminine” (>=75% women). 

 
 

                                                 
1 Social change and innovation in the labour market (Hakim, 1998) Oxford, Oxford University 

Press 
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Table 8: The femininity and masculinity of aspirations by UK country 

 
* cutoffs

2
:  “masculine” (< 25% women), “integrated” (25% to 49.9% women), “feminine” (50%-74.9% women), and 

“ultra-feminine” (>=75% women). 

 
 
Table 9: The femininity and masculinity of boys’ aspirations by UK country 
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Table 10: The femininity and masculinity of girls’ aspirations by UK country 

 
* cutoffs

3
:  “masculine” (< 25% women), “integrated” (25% to 49.9% women), “feminine” (50%-74.9% women), and 

“ultra-feminine” (>=75% women). 
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Aspiration coded by type of goal (extrinsic, intrinsic or otherwise) (Flouri, 2000) 
 
 
Table 11: Children’s goals 
 

 
 
Table 12: Goals by child’s sex 
 
 

 
 
 
Table 13: Mother’s academic qualifications by child’s femininity/masculinity of 
aspiration 
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Table 14: Father’s academic qualifications by child’s femininity/masculinity of 
aspiration 
 
 

 
 
 
Table 15: Mother’s academic qualifications by child’s job aspiration 
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Table 16: Father’s academic qualifications by child’s job aspiration 
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Table 17: Classification of mother’s actual occupation by classification of child’s 
aspired occupation  
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Table 18: Classification of father’s actual occupation by classification of child’s 
aspired occupation  
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Table 19: Children’s aspired jobs 
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Table 20: Aspired jobs by child’s sex  
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Table 21: Aspired jobs by UK country 
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Table 22: Boys’ aspired jobs by UK country 
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Table 23. Girls’ aspired jobs by UK country 
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Table 24: Aspired jobs by family poverty  
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