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Job Shadowing: a guide to delivering an 
effective career development activity 

Strong career guidance systems allow students to explore potential futures in work through authentic 
and personalised interactions with people in work and their workplaces. One form of career exploration 
that can be expected to be of particular value to young people is job shadowing. Typically undertaken 
between the ages of 13 and 16, job shadowing allows students to visit workplaces to investigate their 
career plans through discussions with professionals working in fields of interest.  

This Policy Brief: 

• summarises available evidence on the impact of teenage job shadowing on adult employment 
outcomes; 

• presents international data on the characteristics of students who job shadow;  
• draws on the wider research literature and examples of practice in Canada, Germany, Malta, 

and the United States to illustrate why and how job shadowing can be expected to benefit 
students; 

• provides a step-by-step guide to the effective design of job shadowing programmes; 
• concludes by arguing that in many countries job shadowing is an underutilised resource, 

requiring greater policy attention. 

What is job shadowing? 
The OECD Career Readiness project reviews existing research literature and undertakes new analysis to 
explore the relationship between teenage career-related attitudes and activities and better employment 
outcomes in adulthood. Undertaking a new review of longitudinal data from ten countries, the study 
confirms 11 teenage indicators of better employment outcomes and clusters them into three thematic 
areas. How teenagers in school explore, experience and think about their potential futures in work can all 
be related to lower unemployment rates, higher wages and greater job satisfaction in adulthood.  

This policy brief focuses on job shadowing, one form of career development activity arranged by secondary 
schools to enable their students to explore possible careers. During a job shadowing experience, a young 
person visits a workplace to learn about a job or career by interacting with one or more employees through 
their typical working days. Typically, the occupation under investigation will be of strong prior interest to 
the student. Job shadowing is similar to, but different from, work placements (or internships) and workplace 
visits, two common related activities where students enter workplaces with the support of their schools to 
support their career development. In some education systems, job shadowing is sometimes more 
commonly known as work shadowing. 
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How job shadowing compares to related career development activities 

Job shadowing is most closely related to the workplace visit. Both are relatively short interventions in terms 
of time duration, commonly lasting several hours. Both bring students into a workplace with the objective 
of deepening and broadening student understanding of the world of work and careers of potential interest. 
However, workplace visits tend to be more generic in focus, with large groups (often classes) participating 
in the activity. By contrast, job shadowing is more personalised and undertaken individually or in small 
groups. In many systems, students will undertake job shadowing only after they have engaged in a wider 
series of career exploration activities, such as career talks with guest speakers, job fairs, career 
questionnaires and discussions with career advisors (as well as workplace visits), to help clarify career 
plans. 

 

Job shadowing objectives in Canada and Malta 
The Canadian province of New Brunswick has recently introduced Engagement Days where over a 
single day, students are given the opportunity to visit a workplace and speak with multiple employees 
about the jobs they do. The aim of the programme is: 

• to broaden and deepen the career thinking of students while enabling them to develop useful 
social connections and build better understanding of workplace culture.  

 
Source: Canada: Workplace exploration in New Brunswick - https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-
practice/collapsecontents/canada-workplace-exploration.pdf (accessed on 10 Nov 2022). 

In Malta, the Career Exposure Experience takes place over five days during which students aged 14-
15 shadow multiple employees often within a single enterprise. The programme is designed to enable 
students to: 

• Observe the daily routines of employees in various roles and increase their understanding of 
related careers 

• Begin to identify career prospects within a sector 
• Gain awareness of the academic, technical, inter-personal and other employability skills that 

are usually required of employees 
• Develop an understanding of the critical connections between school and work, particularly the 

relevance of their studies in the identified subject 

Source: Malta: Career Exposure Experience for Year 10 Student - https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-
practice/collapsecontents/malta-cee-job-shadowing.pdf (accessed on 10 Nov 2022). 

 

Like job shadowing, a work placement (or internship) will ideally be focused on an area of career interest, 
personalised to the student. The primary purpose of the activity though will be different. Unlike work 
placements, students who job shadow are not typically expected to undertake a work task or to develop a 
hard skill while at the enterprise. They are not visiting the workplace to see if they are well suited to typical 
work tasks that a young recruit might expect. Rather, they are there to investigate an occupation or career, 
clarifying career ambitions and developing a better understanding of progression routes into relevant 
professions. Such investigation develops through the close interaction of the student with one or more 

https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/canada-workplace-exploration.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/canada-workplace-exploration.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/malta-cee-job-shadowing.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/malta-cee-job-shadowing.pdf
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employee hosts. Consequently, the experience is much more likely to enable information gathering through 
career conversations. 

Table 1. New Zealand: WE3 Continuum and Activities 

  Work placement (internship) Workplace visit Job shadowing 

Purpose Skill development and career 
confirmation 

Career exploration  Career exploration  

Primary 
activity 

Undertaking tasks Observing and hearing from 
people in work 

Engaging with people in work through observation 
and conversation 

Duration One to two weeks A few hours Between a half and a full day 

 

Because students are not expected to undertake workplace tasks within job shadowing, it can be expected 
to increase student access to workplaces. As will be seen, job shadowing commonly takes place between 
the ages of 13-16, ages where in many countries increasingly few employers offer entry level employment 
and consequently where it is more challenging for employers to create authentic work tasks for young 
people. A further advantage of job shadowing over work placements is that they are typically much easier 
for employers to organise: they are shorter in duration and much less likely to include activities that can be 
constrained by health and safety considerations. For older students closer to entry to the labour market (or 
post-secondary education and training), work placements serve a valuable purpose in helping students to 
confirm their decisions and gain experience and social contacts of value to their immediate transitions. 
Earlier episodes of job shadowing can help students to make more informed choices about their work 
placements which because of their duration and higher organisational costs are often arranged on only 
one occasion for students while they are in secondary school. Consequently, effective career guidance 
systems will enable students to explore their potential futures in work in growing details, clarifying and 
confirming their preferences before enabling first-hand experiences of occupations of interest. The WE3 
model followed by some New Zealand schools is illustrative. 

Figure 1. Developmental model for workplace engagement 

   
 

Source: New Zealand: WE3 Continuum and Activities - https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-
practice/collapsecontents/New%20Zealand%20WE3%20for%20Web.pdf (accessed on 10 Nov 2022). 

Ages c.10-c.14. 
 

Exposure to the world of work 
through class discussions, job 
fairs, career talks with guest 

speakers and workplace 
visits. 

 

Ages c.13-c.16 
 

Individual exploration of the 
world of work through career 

talks with guest speakers, 
career conversations, student 
research, development of CV 
and interview skills and job 

shadowing. 

Ages c.16-c.18. 
 

Experience of the world of 
work through work-related 

projects, student enterprises, 
volunteering in the community, 

reflection on part-time 
employment and work 

placements. 

https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/New%20Zealand%20WE3%20for%20Web.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/New%20Zealand%20WE3%20for%20Web.pdf
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In some education systems, job shadowing is integrated into a larger workplace experience. Students 
might combine a tour of an enterprise with their classmates before shadowing individual employees or 
they might combined investigative shadowing activities with time spent undertaking work tasks typical of 
the enterprise. Examples exist of job shadowing being undertaken during students’ holidays, but it is 
more commonly undertaken during term time. Many countries have national days where employers are 
encouraged to welcome students into workplaces. In Canada, Take Our Kids to Work Day takes place 
every November and in Germany, every April sees Girls’ Days and Boys’ Days. Such days can involve 
many thousands of students visiting workplaces across a country. 

Who job shadows? 

While it is possible to find examples of students as young as ten and as old as 18 job shadowing, most 
commonly shadowing takes place between the ages of 13 and 16. The length of the job shadowing varies 
between one hour and one day, with half days including lunch being common. Where, as in Malta, the 
experience lasts for multiple days, these can be seen as separate job shadowing experiences with a 
student engaging with one or more new workplace host each day. Students typically job shadow 
individually, but on occasion small groups of up to five students might visit a workplace. 

International data on levels of student participation is limited. The Educational Career Questionnaire 
OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) provides a partial insight into the extent 
to which teenagers take part in job shadowing. The questionnaire completed by students in a select 
number of countries in 2012 and 2018 asks respondents aged 15-16 if they had attended “job shadowing 
or work-site visits”. In 2018, positive responses to the question varied from fewer than 20% of students in 
Belgium and Hong Kong (China) to more than 50% in Thailand, United Kingdom, Malta, Austria, Iceland, 
Denmark and Korea. 

Figure 2. Percentage of girls and boys, in 2012 and 2018, participating in "job shadowing and/or 
workplace visits". 

 
Source: OECD PISA 2018 Database - https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/ (accessed on 30 June 2022). 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Across most participating countries, boys are more likely to have taken part in job shadowing or workplace 
visits than girls, at times substantially so. 

It is also more common for young people from the most advantaged socio-economic quartile to have 
participated in the career development activities than peers from the least advantaged quartile. In Brazil 
and Morocco, the most advantaged are around twice as likely as their most disadvantaged peers to have 
job shadowed or participated in a workplace visit. 

Figure 2. Percentage of students by socio-economic status participating in "job shadowing or 
workplace visits". 

 
Source: OECD PISA 2018 Database - https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/ (accessed on 30 June 2022). 
 

Across participating countries, relatively little variation is found between students living in more urban or 
rural areas and between students from migrant and non-migrant backgrounds. Data on participation in job 
shadowing and workplace visits is available for both 2012 and 2018 in eleven countries. In nine of the 
countries, participation levels have increased over time, in the case of Korea, substantially so. 
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Figure 3. Percentage of girls and boys, in 2012 and 2018, participating in "job shadowing and/or 
workplace visits". 

 
Source: OECD PISA 2018 Database - https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/  (accessed on 30 June 2022). 

While the PISA remains the best available comparative international data available providing insight into 
participation levels in job shadowing, the availability of data is frustrating. As noted above, as a career 
development activity, job shadowing typically serves a different purpose to workplace visits. Little 
international evidence is available focusing specifically on participation in job shadowing. National data are 
limited. The 1997 round of the United States National Longitudinal Study of Youth found that 11% to 15% 
of all students aged 15 to 17 years old had job shadowed with students with disabilities more likely than 
other students to have engaged in the activity (Shandra and Hogan, 2008[1]). Twenty years later, a UK 
survey of 1 744 young adults aged 19 to 24 years old found that 9% recalled having job shadowed between 
the ages of 14 and 16 and 9% between the ages of 16 and 19 with participation levels concentrated among 
the former students of fee-paying private schools (19% at 14-16 and 18% at 16-19) and of selective schools 
(14% at both age groups) in comparison to the former students of non-selective state schools (7% at both 
age groups) (Mann et al., 2017[2]). In Germany, it is known that around 100 000 students take part in annual 
Girls’ Day and Boys’ Day actively and in Malta, in 2019, 89% of Year 10 students took part in the Career 
Exposure Experience that includes a strong job shadowing dimension. 

What impact does job shadowing have on employment outcomes? 

A small number of quantitative studies have explored the impact of job shadowing programmes on the 
career development of students and these point towards beneficial impacts for young people. Further 
research is however clearly desirable. (Neumark and Rothstein, 2005[3]) make use of the U.S. National 
Longitudinal Survey of Youth which surveyed young people between the ages of 12 and 17 in 1997 and 
then collected further data from them between 1998 and 2001. Consequently, the oldest participants would 
have been aged 21 at time of final data collection. Significant positive effects were identified between 
participation in job shadowing and greater likelihood of university enrolment for all students, and for young 
women in terms of weeks in work. Dividing the cohort into two groups based upon predictors of university 
attendance, job shadowing was also found to be associated with reduced ‘idleness’ for young women 
(Neumark and Rothstein, 2005[3]). Analysed within a more recent U.S. longitudinal survey within the OECD 
Career Readiness project, the Educational Longitudinal Study (ELS) collected data from 15-year-old 
students in 2002 and then followed them through to 2012. At age 24, positive beneficial associations were 
found between participation in job shadowing or work-site visits (the two activities were combined in the 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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ELS) and higher earnings. Young people who had taken part in the activity by the age of 15 were found to 
be earning 9.7% more than average earnings for the cohort after controlling for academic performance, 
gender and socio-economic background (Covacevich et al., 2021[4]). 

Analysis of other longitudinal studies in Australia, Canada and Korea have also found evidence of better 
adult employment outcomes linked to teenage workplace visits where it is unknown the extent to which 
such visits included elements of job shadowing (Covacevich et al., 2021[4]). In Germany and the United 
Kingdom, OECD analysis of longitudinal datasets failed to find significant evidence of better employment 
outcomes. However, other studies suggest that benefits can be detected. The UK 2017 survey of 1 744 
young adults aged 19-24 found a statistically significant wage premium of 11% (among full-time workers) 
linked to recollection of participation in job shadowing while in secondary school (Mann et al., 2017[2]). 
Evidence from Germany, moreover, suggests that students often gain career momentum through episodes 
of job shadowing: an evaluation of the 2018 Girls’ Day initiative found that 38% of participating employers 
had received enquiries regarding employment or participation in training programmes from girls taking part 
in the day and 20% had subsequently employed a female candidate as a result. 

Why job shadowing can be expected to improve the career readiness of young 
people 

Career guidance delivered by schools is effective when it provides students with resources that they would 
not otherwise have access to information, experiences and social contacts of value to decision-making 
and progression towards desirable futures. In such ways, schools help students to better understand their 
own interests and abilities, their investment in education and training and the breadth of potentially fulfilling 
futures open to them. As young people stay on to pursue upper secondary and tertiary education in ever 
greater numbers, effective guidance will help students build the human, social and cultural capital that will 
allow them to demonstrate agency within their extended transitions through education and training and into 
employment. 

Career uncertainty and confusion is widespread among young people 

Analysis of PISA 2018 shows that uncertainty and confusion about career progression is widespread 
across OECD and non-OECD countries. On average, one in five 15-year-olds in OECD countries are 
unable to name the type of job they expect to have by age 30 and one in four expects to work in an 
occupation typically requiring a university-level education, but do not expect to pursue tertiary education. 
Across the OECD, typically half of students expect to work in one of ten jobs by the age of 30 with this 
proportion tending to be much greater in non-OECD countries (Mann et al., 2020[5]). Effective guidance 
systems will reduce student uncertainty, confusion and concentration in career plans. 

 

Employer engagement within career guidance is strongly associated with better 
employment outcomes for youth 
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Career guidance enriched by employer engagement: a 
statement from international organisations 

A 2021 joint statement from the OECD, European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training 
(Cedefop), European Commission, European Training Foundation, International Labor Organization 
and United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) highlights a wide 
agreement that employers and people in work have important roles to play in enriching career guidance 
(Cedefop, 2021[6]). 

When people in work cooperate with schools and other providers, better understanding can be expected of 
the working world in all its varieties. This is particularly important for youth. It allows access to useful 
experiences and to new and trustworthy information which broaden and deepen career aspirations. First-
hand encounters are powerful learning opportunities. Direct experience of workplaces helps individuals to 
develop the skills, knowledge and attitudes needed to access available work.  

Employer engagement within career guidance is a very effective means of helping employers to signal 
demand for labour. During a period of turbulence in the jobs market, it is especially important for guidance 
to be enriched through first-hand access to people in work. In an uncertain world, employers and their 
employees are best placed to advise future job seekers of how their workplaces and occupational skill 
requirements are changing. 

 

Seven out of the eleven OECD career readiness indicators relate to activities and experiences in which 
students actively participate (the remainder relate to how young people think about their future lives in 
work). Of the seven, six can only be delivered, or can be expected to be offered with substantially greater 
quality, only if employers and people in work are involved in their delivery. As well as workplace visits/job 
shadowing, teenage activities that commonly predict better employment outcomes include: career talks 
and job fairs, application and interview skills development, occupationally-focused short programmes, part-
time working, and volunteering in the community. When employers work with schools to enrich career 
guidance, they provide resources which educational institutions cannot easily replicate without their 
participation. While not being based on evidence of direct interaction with employers, the seventh activity 
identified within the OECD longitudinal analysis is also very relevant to what happens within a job 
shadowing experience. Career conversations are discussions with young people about their interests in 
future employment. Available longitudinal data relates solely to conversations with friends, family 
members, teachers and guidance counsellors (OECD, 2021[7]). However, it would be consistent (and 
unsurprising should data ever be collected) that conversations with employers and people in work would 
help young people to gain information of value to their transitions. 

Job shadowing events are commonly designed to enhance student understanding of jobs and careers 
through first-hand interactions with people working in professions of interest within visits to relevant 
workplaces. Consequently, job shadowing is a tool that enables a targeted investigation of a potential 
future in work through an experience that, like other engagements with people in work, is commonly 
perceived to be highly authentic – and so difficult for a student to ignore. Requiring investigative career 
conversations, job shadowing provides moreover strong opportunity for the development of useful social 
contacts – people in work who can offer further advice, recommendations and (as seen in Germany) the 
possibility of future training or employment. Job shadowing demonstrably broadens the social capital of 
individuals, allowing access to new and useful information and to professionals with access to resources 
(internships, apprenticeships, jobs) of future potential value. Such engagement can be expected to 
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enhance the clarity of young people’s career thinking, increasing confidence in career decision-making 
that underpins a strong sense of personal agency through transitions into ultimate employment. 

Helping students to overcome social barriers to career progression 

For more disadvantaged students, as (Neumark and Rothstein, 2005[3])suggest, job shadowing can be 
expected to offer particular value, particularly if young people are provided with the opportunity through 
their schools to engage with people and workplaces that are beyond the network of acquaintances that 
they or their families otherwise possess. Studies show that access to workplaces through work 
placements/internships are commonly linked to the social background of students, particularly where they 
are tasked by their schools with sourcing a placement with the help of their family. In such circumstances, 
patterns of social reproduction can be expected as students gain substantive experience of professions 
where their parents are better connected. While such patterns are also observed with regard to the broader 
social networks enjoyed by schools, the less demanding character of a job shadowing placement increases 
the likelihood of schools being able to work successfully to identify opportunities that align with student 
interests (OECD, 2021[8]) (Percy, 2019[9]). 

Helping students to overcome gendered barriers to career progression 

In Germany and an increasing number of countries, annual Girls’ Day and Boys’ Day events are designed 
with the explicit objective of helping students to explore careers and occupations where their gender is 
historically under-represented. Girls typically explore professions, occupations and tertiary education 
programmes related to science, technology, engineering and mathematics while boys often investigate 
health and social care. Job shadowing represents a particularly valuable opportunity to allow students to 
learn about such careers and to gain confidence about pursuing them. Studies from the UK show that 
sizable proportions of students have interest in exploring non-traditional occupations, but commonly are 
unable to investigate such careers while still in school. In the UK, students have traditionally completed 
one to two week long work experience placements at ages 15-16. A 2005 study for the Equal Opportunities 
Commission examined 90 000 placements and found them to be highly gendered: 95% of students 
undertaking placements covering mechanical, engineering and construction occupations were undertaken 
by boys and 79% of placements related to education, health and community care were undertaken by girls. 
However, a survey of 566 students aged 15-16 from 18 schools found that 36% of girls and 14% of boys 
agreed that they would have liked to have tried a non-traditional placement. A further 33% of girls and 38% 
of boys were undecided (Francis, 2005[10]). A 2017 survey of 1 744 young British adults (aged 19-24) found 
moreover that 25% of girls and 16% of boys agreed that they would have welcomed greater help from their 
schools in understanding more about jobs in which their gender is under-represented (Mann et al., 2017[2]). 
Gendered thinking around the careers which are suitable for girls and boys to pursue reflects powerful 
societal norms and segregation of the labour market that may include workplaces that are actively hostile 
to workers from an under-represented gender. In most education systems, students tend to have one or 
at most two substantial opportunities to gain first-hand experience of the working world through placements 
or internships before completing secondary education. Effective career guidance systems will encourage 
students to consider the breadth of career options from an early age and use job shadowing as a means 
to help students seriously and safely explore a potential future career prior to important decisions being 
made on subject selection at upper secondary level and confirmation of more substantive work 
placements/internships. Being personalised to student interests, job shadowing represents an important 
tool in enabling the equitable, effective and efficient career development of young people. 
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Delivering effective job shadowing  

In understanding the character of effective practice, this paper draws the limited research literature 
concerning job shadowing in schools and from practice in four countries where programmes have been 
developed by governments, school systems or non-for-profit bodies: 

Canada 

• Take Our Kids to Work Day has been in operation since 1994. Annually, thousands of students 
typically aged 14-15 will visit workplaces to shadow people in work over a full day. Many, but by 
no means all, shadow their parents.  

Learn more: Canada: Take Our Kids to Work Day - https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-
practice/collapsecontents/canada-take-our-kids-to-work-day.pdf (accessed on 10 Nov 2022). 

 
• Engagement Days have recently been introduced by the province of New Brunswick. Over one 

day, students from grades 3 through to 12 are eligible to take part in a workplace visit structured 
around a series of career conversations with working professionals. 

Learn more: Canada: Workplace Exploration in New Brunswick - https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-
practice/collapsecontents/canada-workplace-exploration.pdf (accessed on 10 Nov 2022). 

Germany 

• Girls’ Day was launched in 2001 as a means of challenging barriers preventing the more equal 
distribution of people in work by gender. Girls have the opportunity to spend a day meeting people 
and observing work in a field where they are traditional under-represented. In 2011, Boys’ Day was 
introduced providing boys with the same opportunity. 

Learn more: Germany: Girls’ Day and Boys’ Day - https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-
practice/collapsecontents/germany-girls-boys-days.pdf (accessed on 10 Nov 2022). 

 

Malta 

• The Career Exposure Experience is aimed at Year 10 students aged 14-15. Every year, the great 
majority of students in the grade spend up to five days in workplaces exploring vocational areas of 
interest. Each day is structured around a student engaging with a different host often within the 
same workplace. Over the week, students learn about individual occupations and how they interact 
within a vocational area. 

Learn more: Malta: Career Exposure Experience for Year 10 Students - https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-
practice/collapsecontents/malta-cee-job-shadowing.pdf (accessed on 10 Nov 2022). 

 

United States 

• Chicago Public Schools is one of the largest networks of schools in the country and has a long 
tradition of encouraging and enabling job shadowing. Aimed at students aged 14-18 and attracting 
mostly participants aged 16-17, over a half day the student visits a workplace to shadow a 
professional working in an occupation of interest. 

Learn more: United States: Job Shadowing in Chicago Public Schools - https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-
practice/collapsecontents/us-cps-job-shadowing.pdf (accessed on 10 Nov 2022). 

https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/canada-take-our-kids-to-work-day.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/canada-take-our-kids-to-work-day.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/canada-workplace-exploration.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/canada-workplace-exploration.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/germany-girls-boys-days.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/germany-girls-boys-days.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/malta-cee-job-shadowing.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/malta-cee-job-shadowing.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/us-cps-job-shadowing.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/us-cps-job-shadowing.pdf
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Identifying job shadow placements and matching students with placements of interest 

Job shadowing experiences can be expected to be of greatest value to students if they are directly related 
to career interests that have been identified following periods of exploration and reflection. In the WE3 
Continuum programme delivered by some secondary schools in New Zealand for example, job shadowing 
activities are aimed at students aged 13 to 16 and would follow several years of career investigation. 
Through such activities as encouraging students to discuss parental occupations, parental shadowing, 
career talks in school from guest speakers, classroom discussions on the gendered character of work, 
workplace visits and reflection on work-related curriculum content, students in their early teens are helped 
to narrow down their career interests through periods of more focused exploration. Such processes are 
designed to enable students to think seriously about potential futures in work in order to take fullest 
advantage of personalised opportunities to job shadow within a workplace.  

Once students have identified occupations of potential interest, job shadowing placements are sourced 
through a range of different approaches. Parents and other contacts through the school community, 
intermediary organisations that liaise between employers and schools to enable work-related activities and 
direct approaches from school staff and students are all used to identify opportunities. In some systems, 
schools require students to approach potential job shadowing hosts themselves. Such approaches have 
the benefit of exposing students to processes of researching and applying to workplaces, helping to 
familiarise them with approaches that will be of later potential benefit in securing work placements, 
internships and applying for jobs. However, risks emerge of social reproduction, whereby students will 
make preferential use of family-based networks to secure opportunities to the detriment of students lacking 
such social capital. This risk is also clearly apparent where students are encouraged to job shadow with 
their parents – an approach which might be considered at a younger age alongside more generic workplace 
visits and guidance activities designed to first introduce students to the working world. 

In the Chicago Public School system, a central team reaches out to employers and registers opportunities 
on a customer relationship management system (such as salesforce). Students are then matched through 
the system based on their career interests and geographic locations. In other models, such as in Germany 
where local coalitions of interested organisations come together to promote Girls’ Day and Boys’ Day to 
the economic community, students choose themselves from lists of job shadowing opportunities. 

In all circumstances, benefits can be expected if students are supported by career advisors to reflect fully 
on their choices as these can be unduly shaped by student anxiety about whether they are suitable for 
taking part in job shadowing opportunities that may be seen as stretching or atypical from someone of their 
background or selected based upon financial or other constraints linked to attending the placement. For 
some students, additional benefits will be apparent if the job shadowing host shares demographic 
characteristics (such as gender or ethnicity) with the student (Linnehan, 2004[11]). In both Chicago and 
Germany, workplace hosts may specify that only students above a certain age can be considered for a 
placement, but are not able to select students based on academic performance. A common question may 
be whether job shadowing should be required of all students or voluntary. Students may vary by age in 
their maturity and capacity to benefit from job shadowing experiences. Where students have yet to identify 
occupational areas, they wish to explore in detail, one option is to combine a job shadowing day with a 
selection of workplace visits for smaller groups of students. 

In approaching employers as potential hosts, schools and intermediaries tend to stress the long-term 
benefits for recruitment by taking part in job shadowing: helping students to understand the skills and 
experience required for successful entry to the profession and ensuring that they are aware of ultimate 
employment opportunities at the host workplace. This can be especially important for employers looking 
to diversify their workforces. They also emphasise potential reputational benefits and in the United States 
it is common for schools to encourage employers and students to publicise the activity through social 
media. Employers are also prompted to think about the benefits to staff in engaging in job shadowing, both 
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in terms of staff morale and as experience of effective communication in an unfamiliar situation. Perhaps 
the most important information to offer employers relates to how easy it is to be job shadowed: the more 
authentic an experience is for a student, the greater the potential gain. Toolkits and briefing notes can help 
address common questions and concerns that employers may have. It is important in the matching process 
to ensure the safety of students, confirming that registering enterprises exist and that all contact details 
given are legitimate. Some schools in the United States adopt a further policy of refusing any potential job 
shadowing host who is under the age of 21 and/or works alone. 

Due to the nature of its objectives, job shadowing is among the career development activities utilised by 
schools that is more difficult to deliver virtually. While it is certainly possible and common for career 
conversations to be enabled online by schools, the full value of the job shadowing experience comes from 
the immersion of a young people into a working environment. In a number of countries however, 
programmes are in development seeking to deliver a comparable experience online, reflecting in part the 
growing trend of online homeworking. An ongoing research priority will be to collate examples of practice 
and develop understanding of the capacity of online provision to provide comparable experiences to youth. 
If successful, online delivery promises to significantly increase more equitable access to shadowing 
experiences. 

Preparing students to benefit from the activity 

Once the job shadowing placement is confirmed, students are commonly encouraged or required to 
research the occupation, industry and enterprise they will be interacting with and may create an explicit 
learning objective for the day. Students are also, as in the Canadian province of New Brunswick, helped 
to articulate their assumptions about the planned experience in order to facilitate processes of critical 
reflection. In many systems, students are coached to ask questions and engage the professionals they 
interact with in conversation and to think particularly about the connection between the working worlds 
they observe and their classroom learning. On some occasions, they are offered interview templates to 
structure interactions. Where, as in Germany, a primary focus of the day is to support the career 
development of students interested in careers where their gender is under-represented, students are also 
challenged to think about how gender is linked to participation in different types of work. 

Preparing for job shadowing 
In the Chicago Public Schools system, students are provided with a worksheet prior to their job 
shadowing experience. The research activity prompts the student to record the name, address and 
website of the host enterprise and to consider a range of further questions. 

• What is the mission statement of the enterprise? 
• What is the enterprise’s primary business? 
• What departments exist within the enterprise? 
• Which enterprises compete with the host employer? 
• After researching the enterprise, what questions do you think you will ask of your job shadow 

host? 
• Based on your research, what do you think you will like most about the job shadowing? 
• Based on your research, what is your biggest concern about the job shadowing? 
• If you could come away from the job shadowing having learned one thing, what would it be? 
• Is there anything else you learned from your research you would like to share with your teacher 

or class? 
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Source: United States: Job Shadowing in Chicago Public Schools - https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-
practice/collapsecontents/us-cps-job-shadowing.pdf (accessed on 10 Nov 2022). 

In the run up to the job shadowing experience, schools will typically expect to collect completed parental 
permission forms and if appropriate (for example, in healthcare settings) confidentiality agreements.  
Immediately before the job shadowing day(s), students are commonly reminded of any dress code, 
workplace norms, behavioural expectations, the location of the enterprise, transport plans and timings of 
the day. They are often encouraged to arrive early. They are also reminded to be prepared to turn their 
telephone for the duration of the day.  

Preparing employers to optimise the benefits of the activity 

Prior to the job shadowing day, employers are contacted to confirm important information that may be 
related to the character of work undertaken at the enterprise such as confidentiality agreements, health 
and safety and insurance regulations. They may also be asked to share relevant weblinks about their 
enterprise, industrial sector and profession. In addition, in some systems schools are encouraged to share 
background information about the visiting student(s) to help them understand where students are in their 
development, their career aspirations and how the employer can link the experience to the classroom. In 
their interactions with students, job shadowing hosts are asked to ‘keep it real’ and provide as authentic 
an experience as possible to provide the student with a clear insight into the occupations and vocational 
areas encounter. 

In the Chicago Public School system, in advance of the experience, hosts are encouraged to prepare 
themselves for the job shadowing day where they might plan to: 

• Give students instruction in workplace safety, if needed. Include a safety talk at the start of the day 
and highlight potential hazards. 

• Be sure the student shadowing you is engaged in a range of activities throughout the day. Try to 
choose activities that highlight the skills needed to do your job. 

• Ensure the student cannot inadvertently disrupt or damage your work. 
• Be ready to adjust the level of difficulty of any shared tasks depending on the student’s abilities. 
• Share the educational and career path you took to your current position. 
• Ask questions about what the student shadowing you is learning, and what his/her career 

aspirations are. 
• Talk about how school subjects (such as math and language arts) and good habits (such as 

punctuality and consistent attendance) are important skills in the workplace. 
 

Source: United States: Job Shadowing in Chicago Public Schools - https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-
practice/collapsecontents/us-cps-job-shadowing.pdf (accessed on 10 Nov 2022). 

Organising the job shadowing day(s) 

Most school systems advise employers to begin a job shadowing experience with student orientation. At 
the beginning of the day, students are introduced to the people who will be responsible for visit, have the 
details of their day confirmed, are familiarised with the purpose and structure of the enterprise, and briefed 
on any health and safety issues of which to be aware. Employer hosts may also include ice breaking 
activities, particularly when the visiting students form a small group. Effective job shadowing experiences 

https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/us-cps-job-shadowing.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/us-cps-job-shadowing.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/us-cps-job-shadowing.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/education/career-readiness/examples-of-practice/collapsecontents/us-cps-job-shadowing.pdf
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will be rich in interactions between students and the professionals with whom they interact. Consequently, 
taking the time to learn names and identify areas of overlapping interest will help the student approach the 
day with greater confidence and ease. Students should be encouraged strongly to ask questions through 
the day. 

By the end of the job shadowing day, students should have a significantly clearer idea of the occupations, 
enterprise and industrial sector encountered.  

In New Brunswick and Malta, job shadowing activities are designed to enable students to spend dedicated 
time with a range of individuals working in an enterprise. Confirmed in advance, the approach allows 
students to confirm or question emerging insights and to develop social capital of potential future value. 
Positive results can be optimised through planning semi-structured conversations where students have 
the opportunity to ask pre-prepared questions or talking points. 

 

In New Brunswick (Canada), a job shadowing experience is structured around five 45-minute 
conversations. 

Table 2. A typical New Brunswick Engagement Day 

9:00-12:00 Students are welcomed to the workplace and take part in three 45-minute meetings with different professionals 

12:00-1:00 Lunch with the employees at the enterprise 

1:00-2:45 Students meet with two further professionals with 15-minute transition 
2:45-3:00 Closing remarks and student departure 

 

In Malta, experiences take place over a week and each day a student is expected to shadow a different 
member of staff working in the same workplace. 

Table 3. A typical Career Exposure Experience in Malta: 

Sample Programme (Financial Sector) 
Day 1 Client accounting Name of Mentor  

Day 2 Legal - compliance Name of Mentor 

Day 3 Transaction advisory services Name of Mentor 

Day 4 Audit Name of Mentor 

Day 5 People & Culture - Marketing Name of Mentor 

On occasion, students are given short tasks to complete. More typically, they will accompany employees 
through their typically working days: joining meetings with colleagues and clients, listening in (with 
permission) on work phone calls and observing how work tasks are completed. Such experiences will bring 
to life student conversations with staff concerning the character of their work and employment. 

In Chicago, employers are encouraged to enable students to spend time with staff at different levels of 
responsibility, providing opportunities for further insights. Within such observation, it will helpful for students 
to understand what is typical within a working day, how shadowed professionals plan their time and 
undertake key tasks. 

Students are typically encouraged to bring with them a pen and notebook to take notes through the day. 
In Malta, students are expected to take notes in a reflective journal that will ultimately be shared with their 
workplace host and their school to inform post-activity career development discussions. The journal is 
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complete with prompts for students to record their aims for the experience and important organisational 
information in advance of the event. During the activity, students record who they have spoken to, tasks 
they have undertaken and their feelings about them. 

After the activity 

After the event, students write to thank their host and, in some systems, they are encouraged to share their 
experiences on social media as a means of highlighting publicly the value of an enterprise’s support for 
school students. Commonly, students engage in reflective activity and learning tasks to solidify thinking 
about the experience. In Malta, students continue to complete their journal responding to statements that 
push the student to reflect on the utility of the experience within their own personalised journey of career 
development, for example: 

• I learnt a lot of new things about careers in the sector 
• I learnt about courses related to careers in the sector 
• I established contact with key persons in the field 
• I found the environment to be welcoming 
• I found a career in the sector challenging and interesting 
• I became more determined to pursue a career in the sector 
• I did not learn anything new 
• I realised I should pursue a career in another sector 
• I think the whole experience was a waste of time  

In the Chicago Public School system, students are prompted “now that the job shadowing is over, [to] take 
some time to reflect on what you learned and how the experience might inform your college or career plans 
in the future.” Students respond to nine questions within a reflection exercise: 

• What aspects of the job shadowing were interesting? Which were not? Why? 
• What did you like about the job shadowing? What would you change? 
• Would you consider a career in the host company’s field? Why or why not? 
• What was the most memorable aspect of the job shadowing? Why? 
• What did you learn about the host company and its employees? Please explain. 
• What knowledge and skills are you learning in school that would likely be used at the host 

company? Please explain. 
• What knowledge and skills do you need to strengthen to be successful at a workplace like the host 

company’s? Please explain. 
• Would you recommend that other students have a job shadowing experience? Explain. 
• Anything else you would like to say about the job shadowing? 

Following the job shadowing experience, Chicago students update their employment skills profile, 
articulating desired further steps with regard to career exploration and are encouraged to present their 
reflections to classmates and school staff. As elsewhere, following the activity, Chicago schools review 
feedback from both the employer host and the student to identify lessons for the further enhancement of 
provision. As an activity, job shadowing is an opportunity for a wide range of classroom activities linked to 
career development. In Canada for example, national Take Our Kids to Work Day provides a range of 
teaching plans for schools to consider ranging from classroom discussions and articulation and research 
of ‘dream jobs’ to detailed exploration of how employers make use of social media profiles within 
recruitment. 
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Table 4. Checklist for designers of job shadowing programmes 

In the years running 
up to the job 

shadowing 

Students are helped to explore career interests through a range of career development activities, 
including those which bring them into first-hand contact with people in work and workplaces  

Step 1 Students are helped to identify a small number of occupations where they would like to job 
shadow 

Step 2 Relevant placements are identified and confirmed, necessary paperwork is completed 
Step 3 Students research the occupation, enterprise and industry that they will job shadow and are 

prepared to think critically about the experience  
Step 4 Employers are provided with information about the student and encouraged to optimise the 

activity through considered planning 
Step 5 During the activity, both students and employers are encouraged to ensure that the experience is 

authentic, insightful and productive 
Step 6 After the activity, employers are thanked and students engage in further reflective activity 

Conclusion  

While data are currently limited, there is strong reason to believe that job shadowing programmes can be 
an effective tool within career development programmes for teenagers. Through job shadowing, students 
have the opportunity to clarify and confirm career plans, gain useful new information about how they can 
best prepare for entry to occupations of interest and are presented with valuable opportunities to develop 
social networks of value to career progression. Built on experiential interactions and career conversations 
with people possessing information of relevance to student’s career plans, job shadowing enables young 
people to deepen the ways in which they explore, experience and think about potential futures in work. 
Information on the extent to which young people job shadow is very limited, but points to the activity being 
underutilised in many countries. Best delivered at ages 13 to 16, job shadowing should follow periods of 
career exploration and should be followed by deeper engagements in vocational areas of interest, notably 
through work placements and volunteering. Greatest benefits can be expected to be secured from job 
shadowing where students are prompted to think critically about the activity both before and after they take 
part in it. 
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The bottom line  

Encouraging and enabling students to job shadow while in 
secondary education can be expected to have long-term 
employment benefits 

To maximise the benefits of job shadowing, schools can: 

• help students to identify job shadowing opportunities following extensive career exploration 
• design experiences that are authentic, insightful and productive for students 
• encourage and enable students to think critically about what they can learn from the experience 

about themselves and their career plans 

 

 

Career Readiness in the Pandemic 
The OECD Career Readiness project provides policy makers and practitioners 
with evidenced guidance on how schools can best prepare young people for 
employment during a period of economic disruption. The project makes 
particular use of the results from the 2018 round of PISA and new analysis of 
national longitudinal datasets in ten countries. 

For more information, visit: https://www.oecd.org/education/career-
readiness 

Contact: Anthony Mann, project leader, Anthony.Mann@oecd.org 

Key papers include: 

Covacevich, C., et al. (2021), "Indicators of teenage career readiness: an analysis of longitudinal 
data from eight countries ", OECD Education Working Papers  

Mann, A., V. Denis and C. Percy (2020), "Career ready?: How schools can better prepare young 
people for working life in the era of COVID-19", OECD Education Working Papers OECD 
(2021), 

OECD (2021), "Getting the most out of employer engagement in career guidance", OECD Education 
Policy Perspectives, No. 36, OECD Publishing, Paris 
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