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The Ambition Question was 

an attempt to answer these 

questions as I explored 

these topics over ten 

months with different 

communities worldwide. 

Travelling from my native 

UK out to New Zealand via 

Singapore, Australia and 

Hong Kong, and then back 

again via Cambodia and 

Malaysia, I sought to gain a 

greater appreciation of this 

area by speaking to the 

various people I met. 

During this time I talked 

with groups at the heart of 

this issue: teenagers, 

students, teachers,  

researchers, and people 

working in education. I 

also met with other groups 

affected by these issues in 

their local communities: 

parents, grandparents, 

colleagues, and neighbours. 

And I also heard from other 

people I just happened to  

meet along the way: 

commuters, graffiti artists, 

holidaymakers, sports 

coaches, shopkeepers, and 

even round-the-world 

cyclists… 

In short, what could I learn 

about young people 

growing up nowadays? 

And in parallel, what 

advice did we, the older 

and supposedly wiser 

generation, most want to 

share with them?  

What ambitions do young 

people have around the 

world? What do they need 

to get there?
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Looking back, the trait that 

stands out most is just how 

seriously young people 

took their ambitions. 

I do not mean they were 

somber in their 

considerations – far from it. 

If anything, young people 

only become more 

animated and energised as 

they talked about their

hopes and dreams. And 

even if they found it hard 

to pin down, they still 

approached the 

conversation with 

prudence. Few saw it as a 

throwaway question. 

Young people were 

consistently optimistic and 

enthusiastic about their 

futures. Irrespective of their 

backgrounds, many 

indicated an aspiration for 

a positive outcome rather 

than appearing to worry 

too much about their 

potential prospects. Hence 

their responses were 

generally positive: places 

they wanted to go, things 

they wished to do, jobs 

they hoped to pursue. 

Perhaps this was due to 

the wording of the 

question. It might have 

been quite different had I 

pushed them to really 

reflect on the likelihood of 

these different ambitions. 

That said, most could 

readily articulate what was 

needed to make them 

happen: ‘to work hard’, ‘get 

good grades’, ‘do some 

work experience’, ‘get help 

from my teachers’. 

They saw the next steps. 

2. Young people are 

(mostly) optimistic

1. Young people care
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So what were these

different ambitions? Well, 

sadly far too broad and 

varied a range of responses 

for me to ever effectively 

outline here. 

Dozens of different career 

choices were fired at me. 

Whilst at the same time, 

many teenagers chose to 

interpret the question in a 

different way. 

Of the young people who 

stated their ambition was a 

certain job or career, there 

was rarely anything linked 

directly to becoming an 

overnight celebrity or a 

quick route to fame; 

something we often easily 

associate with youth 

culture. Instead, there were 

routes that would need 

graft and a substantial 

commitment of time. Roles 

they would be challenged 

by. That would push them. 

This isn’t a lazy generation 

it seems. 

However, many teenagers 

in fact didn’t jump at this  

chance to define a specific 

vocation. By contrast, many 

touched on much broader 

themes.  Many just saying 

they hoped for a happy life. 

When examined further 

there were some interesting 

contrasts here. British and 

Australian students often 

equated this happiness with 

having a fulfilling and 

challenging job whereas 

Singaporean students 

equated it much more 

explicitly with needing a well- 

paid job.  

Encouragingly, young people 

across all cultures saw good 

relationships with family and 

friends as a core part of 

bringing this happiness. 

3. Young people do not 

want to be rich celebrities
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Young people were at ease 

talking about their 

ambitions. Sometimes at 

first there was a little 

embarrassment. However, 

this rarely lingered. More 

often, teenagers appeared 

emboldened and 

empowered by the scope 

and opportunity this topic 

provided; taking time to 

expand on their initial 

response.  

Notably, many said how 

rarely they were asked this 

particular question. Always 

being peppered by the 

ever-familiar ‘What job do 

you want to do when you 

are older?’ or ‘Which 

university do you want to 

attend?’ And whilst 

relevant, young people 

rarely saw these variants as 

a starting point for a wider

discussion. No, they were 

seen to require short, pre- 

prepared answers to satisfy 

the questioner - be it a

parent or a busy teacher.  

This response continually 

highlighted two 

considerations. Firstly, what 

questions do we as adults 

actually ask young people? 

And secondly, and perhaps 

just as importantly, how do 

we actually ask them? 

4. Young people want to 

talk about this topic (and 

we need to help them to)
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Adults felt this was a vital 

topic for young people 

to explore and consider as 

they grew up. 

But there was also a 

balance to be struck. Many 

also warned that spending 

too much time on this 

question - agonising over 

its every detail - was also 

not beneficial. In short, 

teenagers should seek a 

middle ground. Taking the 

topic seriously, but not 

so as to be too burdened 

by it all.  

Many adults recognised 

that pursuing their own 

ambitions had rarely

followed a neat linear 

path. Frequently their 

journeys had followed  

something of a roundabout 

route. 

Perhaps events had 

developed in ways they 

had not anticipated. Or 

perhaps elements of their 

childhood dreams had 

evolved with time. In some 

cases, situations had simply 

dictated that events could 

not occur in the manner 

1. Considering your 

ambitions is important

2. Enjoy the journey (even 

if unpredictable)
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they had hoped for. 

Regardless of the how and 

the why, there was a 

consistent thread that 

‘sometimes life happens’. 

Yet many didn’t necessarily 

see this as a negative 

outcome. Instead, being 

quick to reference, ‘often 

it’s the journey that’s as 

important as the final 

destination’. Sticking with 

this analogy, a small 

handful of adults stressed 

that young people should 

not even worry about this 

topic at all. Just see where 

the road takes them. 

Spending time in such 

different cultures, I had 

anticipated, and generally 

heard, many differing 

viewpoints. However, one 

message was surprisingly 

consistent. Be yourself. 

Adults hope that young 

people grow to truly know 

themselves, and to be 

comfortable with this - 

enabling them to be fully   

   

themselves in the decisions 

they ultimately follow. 

That said, many recognised 

times when they 

themselves had betrayed 

this clear advice. However, 

such experiences only 

served to remind them of 

the central importance of 

this message; leading them 

to make more informed 

and self-aware choices in 

the future. And so there 

was agreement. Young 

people need this 

awareness (of who they 

are) to really move forward 

with any part of life. 

There was however an 

important caveat. Being 

yourself should not be used 

as an excuse. A person 

justifying their failure to 

meet a deadline because 

of their (known) absent- 

mindedness had failed to 

use their self awareness 

effectively. Namely, to do 

something about it! 

3. Be true to yourself
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Alongside the importance 

of self awareness, the 

presence of fear in our 

decision making process 

was rarely left out. 

Adults shared countless 

examples - both large and 

small - where their own 

self-confidence had held 

them back. They 

continually urged young 

people to fight such fears. 

But also, just not to worry 

about them. 

Moreover, countless people 

shared examples when in 

fact they had avoided 

opportunities because of 

what others might think of 

them. Often, irrespective of 

whether they had a certain 

person in mind! 

Expanding on this, many 

indicated they had sensed 

there being a ‘right’ and a 

‘wrong’ option, causing   

them to choose a less risky 

path rather than the one 

that suited them most. In 

fact, many adult saw this

aspect as pivotal; getting 

hung up on this fear rather 

than just giving things a 

try.  

One young German couple 

described exactly this. 

'When we discussed things 

[as a couple] we sat down 

and wrote what is the 

worst that might happen, 

but then you figure out 

that it isn't too bad. That 

process really helped 

[when she decided to quit 

her job]. But you need to 

be brave.’ 

‘Be brave. Don’t shy 

away from things’, 

‘Don’t worry about 

failing.’ 

4. Learn to fight the fear
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Many adults felt they could 

(and perhaps should) have 

pushed themselves more. 

Be it when they were at 

school, at university, or in 

their first jobs. 

Those who mentioned this 

also tended to emphasise 

the importance of  

individual responsibility.  

Ultimately that everyone is 

the individual most 

responsible for his or her 

own development. Hence  

young people need to take 

full ownership of this - not 

to leave it to others. 

Some felt young people 

might misinterpret this as 

promoting workaholism. 

However, most saw it as 

the opposite. You should 

push yourself to get all you 

can from the opportunities 

available to you.  

Having a great attitude 

came up time and time 

again. In fact, to many this 

was their main advice. 

So many examples were 

given: be prepared to work 

hard and to push yourself; 

be inquisitive, always ask 

questions; follow your

passions even when 

challenges arise; deal with 

setbacks in a positive 

way; always try to learn 

from your mistakes; take 

risks; be brave. 

So, less a certain approach 

in a given scenario; instead 

a recognition that young 

people appreciate the 

potential of any situation 

facing them. 

5. Push yourself

6. The importance of a 

great attitude 
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Many adults gave near 

identical advice, broadly 

summarised as, ‘know 

what your passions are and 

follow them.' 

Ignore what you perceive 

you are ‘supposed to do’ or 

what other people ‘say you 

should do’. Keep working 

towards them. 

Equally crucial was the 

importance adults placed 

on young people really 

understanding the reality 

of their ambitions. What 

they actually involve.  

Illustrating this, a New 

Zealander wanted his 

interest in society and 

systems to actually bring 

change. First pursuing a 

career as an academic – 

something he had always 

wanted to do - he grew to 

realise this would be better 

served by working in policy. 

Academics have a huge 

influence, but he grew to 

  

realise that he himself  

needed to see those 

changes take place - to see 

them in action. And for 

him, over time, that single 

aspect became critical.  

By contrast, in a very 

different field, a resident of 

Melbourne had always 

wanted to act. Pursuing 

her dream all the way to 

Hollywood, she simply

found the daily repetition 

of rejection audition after 

rejection audition far too 

negative. So left, to follow 

another of her passions. 

7. Follow your passions

8. Knowing what 'it' is

’Yes, if you want to 

climb a mountain

you need to take a 

first step, but you 

also need to 

appreciate and 

understand what 

climbing your 

mountain actually 

involves' 
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Adults understood the 

frustrations teenagers  

sometimes had with school 

and exams. But despite 

this empathy, they went to 

great lengths to reinforce 

the importance of getting 

a good education, giving a 

strong platform for the 

future. 

Without their own 

educational safety net a 

number of adults had felt 

restricted in the choices 

available to them; held 

back in their pursuit of 

their ambitions. Alongside 

this, with so many adults 

outlining roundabout 

routes to their own 

journeys, adults only saw 

this as further rationale 

behind young people 

trying their best at school: 

creating a stronger 

foundation for the future 

and keeping more doors 

open in the longer term.   

  

.  9. School and 

qualifications are 

important
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1. Listen to a few editions of Desert Island Discs that are 

available online. Pick a famous person you want to know 

about and see what you can learn from their past. 

2. Ask your parents, family friends, and teachers similar 

questions. What did they want to do when they were 

younger? What happened? What did they learn along the 

way?’ 

3. Search online for bloggers writing about your interests. 

Follow them. Contact them. Ask them questions. 

4. When researching careers, try to hear from people who 

are actually doing those roles - not just from the promo 

materials. 

- Is the career as they had hoped and expected? 

- What parts do they find most enjoyable or challenging? 

- How well does it suit them? Why?  

  

Young people
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Parents

1. Try to create an environment where your children can 

start, and then continue talking about their ambitions. 

Move the conversation beyond ‘What career do you want 

to do when you are older?’ seeking to broaden this into a 

much wider discussion about their hopes and aspirations, 

as well as questions they have about the future. 

Try (where possible!) to avoid stating your own immediate 

advice. Instead, attempt to share specific examples from 

your own journey – or those of your friends - and the 

lessons that might be learned. Young people want to 

understand our deeper rationale (if there even was one!) 

behind our biggest decisions. 

2. Encourage your child to research the opportunities that 

exist: places to visit, activities to try, things they daydream 

about doing. Support them to then go on, and to explore 

and evaluate these options as well as their various 

implications: advantages and disadvantages, tradeoffs, 

potential tensions, deal-breakers to weigh up etc. 

3. Urge your child to be inquisitive. To learn more about 

different contexts so they can reflect more deeply on their 

own situation - asking similar questions of the people they 

know and meet: family members, friends, your contacts, 

teachers, people from different places… 

4. Tell them when you don’t know. Then both go and try to 

find an answer.  
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1. Provide ongoing opportunities for students to hear real 

people’s stories and then to explore and discuss them. 

In addition to teachers presenting famous examples seek 

to also involve local guest speakers. These might include 

people from the local community, members of the PTA, 

school governors, previous students, parents, or other 

members of school staff – all have interesting stories to 

share. 

These might be via ad-hoc events or something more 

sustained. For example taking place in assemblies, or as 

part of a series of form time activities, as evening talks, or 

during lunch clubs. As part of this process support 

students to actively ask questions of these guests – as well 

as with each other - and to then reflect on their 

developing awareness of this broad topic, maintaining a 

short journal they return to over time. 

2. Direct students to additional supporting materials. For 

example, short interviews with prominent people (e.g. 

Desert Island Discs), podcasts about everyday people (e.g. 

thisamericanlife.org, gettingbetteracquainted.co.uk), The 

Ambition Question e-book, careers and university websites, 

or relevant articles from newspapers and magazines. 

3. Set students a short project to interview 3 adults in their 

community, presenting their findings in a poster. These 

might include a family member, a member of school staff, 

and someone in their local community. This could then be 

extended into a school-wide exhibition attended by other 

students, parents as well as the local community.  

Teachers
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4. Consider carefully the language you use when exploring 

this topic. Be comfortable discussing the uncertainty of its 

themes as well as the different avenues it unearths. 

Share your failures as well as your successes. Young 

people are curious to hear of our mistakes yet too often 

seem to get the impression we don’t make any! Try to 

support students to see the connections between 

different stories as well as their contrasts. 

Finally, try to avoid putting pressure on students to have 

an answer if they simply need more time to reach one.  


