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Abstract
Fit between individuals and their educational environments (person-environment fit; P-E fit) is an important topic in vocational psychology and a key factor in understanding educational and career development. In vocational education and training (VET), this alignment is particularly relevant because programs are closely linked to specific occupational pathways. Although previous research shows that better alignment is associated with more positive educational outcomes, less is known about how individual characteristics and program-level context jointly shape both subjective and more objective indicators of fit. This study examines predictors of student–program fit among first-year VET students in Croatia, guided by Holland’s vocational theory, which proposes that individuals thrive in environments that match their interest profiles. Alignment was assessed using students’ subjective evaluations as well as two profile-based indices derived from vocational interest structures. The sample included 1,182 students (Mage = 16) enrolled in 72 VET programs across 19 schools. Individual-level variables included gender, prior academic achievement, whether the program was the student’s first choice, and career decision-making characteristics (readiness-confidence, autonomy, and disengagement). Program-level indicators included average academic achievement, gender composition, and program popularity based on student preferences. Multilevel modeling was used due to the hierarchical structure of the data. Results indicated that a notable portion of variation in P-E fit was explained by differences between programs, especially for objective indicators. At the individual level, higher prior academic achievement and more adaptive decision-making patterns were linked to stronger fit across both perceived and objective measures. Male students tended to show higher profile-based alignment, and enrolling in a preferred program was positively associated with one of the objective fit indicators. At the program level, academic achievement and structural characteristics showed selective effects on P-E fit outcomes. Overall, findings suggest that both personal readiness and contextual program features play a role in shaping how well students’ interests fit their vocational education pathways, with implications for career guidance practice.
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Introduction
Person–environment (P–E) fit is a central concept in vocational psychology and career development, referring to the degree of congruence between individuals’ characteristics and the environments in which they study or work. In vocational education and training (VET), achieving a good fit between students’ interests and the characteristics of their chosen programs is particularly important because VET pathways are typically closely aligned with specific occupational trajectories. Previous research suggests that higher levels of congruence are associated with greater satisfaction, persistence, and performance in educational and career contexts. However, empirical research examining determinants of student–program fit in VET remains limited, particularly when considering both subjective and objective indicators of fit and the role of contextual characteristics of educational programs.

Objectives
The present study aims to examine predictors of student–program fit among first-year vocational high school students in Croatia. Specifically, the study investigates how individual student characteristics and program-level contextual factors contribute to differences in perceived and objective indicators of student–program congruence.

Theoretical Basis
The study is grounded in Holland’s theory of vocational personalities and work environments, which proposes that individuals seek environments compatible with their vocational interests and personality types (Holland, 1997). According to this framework, congruence between individuals’ RIASEC interest profiles and the characteristics of educational or occupational environments facilitates positive educational and career outcomes. Objective indicators of congruence can be calculated by comparing the similarity between interest profiles of individuals and environments using correlation or distance measures (Tracey & Robbins, 2006; Tracey et al., 2012). At the same time, students’ subjective perceptions of fit may reflect motivational and psychological processes associated with career decision-making and adjustment to educational contexts.

Methodology
The study was conducted within the VETfit project, a longitudinal research initiative examining person–environment congruence among vocational students. The present analysis is based on the first wave of data collected at the beginning of the 2024/2025 school year. The sample consisted of 1,182 first-year VET students (Mage = 16) enrolled in 72 vocational programs across 19 vocational high schools in Croatia.
Three indicators of student–program fit were examined. Perceived fit was measured using a four-item scale assessing students’ subjective perceptions of congruence between their characteristics (e.g., interests, skills, and personality) and the characteristics of their enrolled program. Objective fit was operationalized using two indices derived from Holland’s RIASEC interest model. Students’ vocational interests were assessed using the Personal Globe Inventory–Short (Tracey, 2010), while program interest profiles were derived from occupational interest profiles based on the O*NET database. Two objective indices were calculated: the correlation index, capturing similarity between student and program interest profiles, and Euclidean distance, representing structural distance between profiles (Tracey & Robbins, 2006).
Student-level predictors included gender, primary school grade point average (GPA), whether the enrolled program was the student’s first choice, and three dimensions of career decision-making agency (readiness-confidence, autonomy, and disengagement). Program-level predictors included gender composition, average GPA of enrolled students, and program popularity derived from national administrative data. Multilevel linear modeling was applied to account for the hierarchical structure of the data, with students nested within vocational programs.

Results
Preliminary analyses indicated that a substantial proportion of variance in student–program fit was attributable to differences between vocational programs. Intraclass correlation coefficients showed that 12.7% of variance in perceived fit and more than one-third of variance in objective fit indices were explained by program-level differences.
At the student level, higher primary school GPA was consistently associated with higher perceived and objective fit. Positive aspects of career decision-making agency were particularly relevant for perceived fit: students reporting higher readiness and confidence in their career decisions, as well as greater autonomy, perceived stronger congruence with their chosen program, whereas disengagement was negatively associated with perceived fit. Gender differences were observed only for objective indicators of fit, with boys demonstrating higher congruence between their interest profiles and program characteristics. In addition, students enrolled in their first-choice program showed higher objective fit when measured using Euclidean distance.
At the program level, programs enrolling students with higher average GPA showed higher levels of perceived fit. Objective fit varied depending on program characteristics: programs with a higher proportion of boys exhibited higher objective fit according to the correlation index, while students in more popular programs demonstrated higher objective fit according to Euclidean distance.

Conclusions
The findings highlight the importance of considering both individual and contextual determinants of student–program fit in vocational education. Students’ academic achievement and proactive engagement in career decision-making appear to play a key role in shaping perceptions of congruence with vocational pathways. At the same time, structural characteristics of vocational programs contribute to differences in objective fit across educational contexts. These findings have practical implications for career guidance and educational policy aimed at improving alignment between students’ vocational interests and educational choices.



Table 1.
Standardized estimates and standard errors from multilevel analyses of models predicting different fit indices
	
	Model 1: Perceived fit index
	Model 2: Correlation index
	Model 3: Euclid distance index

	
	Estimate
	SE
	β
	Estimate
	SE
	β
	Estimate
	SE
	β

	Student level predictors
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Gender 
	0.08
	0.07
	0.03
	-0.23
	0.03
	-0.16**
	-43.65
	5.14
	-0.18***

	GPA
	0.40
	0.08
	0.13***
	0.10
	0.03
	0.07**
	14.41
	5.20
	0.06**

	First choice
	0.09
	0.06
	0.04
	0.04
	0.03
	0.03
	12.52
	4.37
	0.06**

	Readiness-confidence
	0.33
	0.04
	0.27***
	0.06
	0.02
	0.10***
	2.79
	2.46
	0.03

	Autonomy
	0.10
	0.04
	0.07**
	0.03
	0.02
	0.03
	3.80
	2.53
	0.04

	Disengagement
	-0.07
	0.03
	-0.06*
	0.01
	0.01
	0.01
	4.24
	1.99
	0.05*

	Program level predictors
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Gender
	0.17
	0.11
	0.06
	-0.47***
	0.09
	-0.35***
	33.22
	17.58
	0.15

	GPA
	0.60
	0.10
	0.24***
	0.11
	0.08
	0.09
	19.85
	15.53
	0.10

	Popularity
	-0.28
	0.15
	-0.07
	-0.21
	0.12
	-0.11
	-66.29
	24.09
	-0.21**


Note. Student level predictors are group-mean centered, while program level predictors are grand-mean centered; *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001***
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