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W HAT DRIVES A PERSON TO CHOOSE A MAJOR, A FIELD, A JOB? 
This is an extremely complex question. Research shows, and my experience 
supports, that several factors weigh into early career decisions—including 

teacher and parent feedback, interests, known aptitudes, as well as some healthy fantasies 
about what the day to day will look like.

Often feedback from parents and teachers is on target. 
Unfortunately, however, sometimes negative messaging, 
particularly for people with ADHD, can get stuck in a 
child’s or adolescent’s head like a broken recording. Un-
fortunate comments such as “If you don’t improve your 
grades, you’ll never become an x, y, z” or “What’s wrong 
with you?” can have long-lasting and devastating conse-
quences. Positive messages and support can make all the 
difference, but it is hard to know how to direct our kids. 
Parents are in a very tricky position when it comes to 
offering advice and support. How much is just enough? 
Too much? Too little?

When people describe their ADHD and its relation-
ship to career choice, they often mirror other dynamic 
and creative high achievers who get their work done in a 
pressure-prompted nonlinear manner. Instead of focus-
ing on the unique challenges of ADHD, an individual-
ized strengths-based approach is essential, one in which 
a person can identify their multiple strengths and inter-
ests. While limitations should be acknowledged and 
understood, everyone should find that place for work 
where alignment with skills and interests is found and 
energy can flow.

Would you encourage someone who fears water and 
can’t swim to become a swimmer? You would instead 
encourage them to find a land sport. Some people insist 
that work should be “hard” and that we each have a re-
sponsibility to push through limitations. But work 
should not feel “hard”; one should focus on areas that 
come naturally. Nobody should be watching the clock 
from boredom or lack of engagement.

Temple Grandin, now a prominent author and speak-
er on autism and animal behavior, had an extraordi-

narily difficult childhood filled with various diagnoses 
to explain her “different” behavior. There is an unforget-
table line in the movie that depicts her life in which her 
mother, who was a huge advocate for her, speaks pas-
sionately on her daughter’s behalf. She says, “She’s differ-
ent—not less.” 

Explore this notion as it relates to attention and ca-
reer. Paying attention differently and struggling with 
executive functioning doesn’t always mean less overall 
ability. While it is true that people who have ADHD 
struggle more in traditional learning environments and 
in sedentary, repetitive, data-driven roles, it is so critical 
to question the notion that people with ADHD will 
struggle in traditional careers. 

Ten tips for parents
A parent’s role can be integral to their child’s career 
success.

Parents consciously want the best for their children, 
but because of unconscious patterns, current pressures, 
and concern for their children’s well-being, they may 
have trouble discerning what that is. We should want 
our children to reach for the stars and surpass our suc-
cess. Sometimes, we may also, unconsciously, want 
them to fulfill our unfulfilled dreams. The dynamics 
between parents and children can get complicated as 
parents assert their opinions, and adult children try to 
assert their independence.

There are multiple ways parents can positively impact 
their child’s career growth. The following are ten best 
practice tips for parents who want to help their children 
succeed in the career journey—without compromising 
the relationship.
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1 Allow your child room for error.
Are you the parent who sets the alarm so your child 
won’t miss class? Children whose parents do every-

thing for them can end up quite compromised and not be 
able to make their own decisions. Our kids need to skin 
their knees and get back up; they need to learn about con-
sequences and responsibility. It can feel like an impossible 
ask to let your child fail a course, take an extra year to fin-
ish school, or take a job that you feel is misaligned, but 
allowing them to make decisions, and learn that they can 
thrive and survive the consequences of their actions is a 
great gift. It can take a lot of restraint.

2Encourage exploration of interests. 
Don’t insist that your child study something just 
because you believe it will further their career. Let 

your child find what interests him or her, then explore 
career opportunities within that discipline. It can come as 
a surprise that our children are very different from us—
but whether it’s math, dance, psychology, business, or lit-
erature, our children are born with unique temperaments 
and personalities. If you watch them closely—observing 
the television shows or movies they choose, the hobbies 
they love, the websites they visit, and the topics they chat 
about with their friends—you will learn something very 
important about their unique interests.

3Do not impose your values on them.
Values are defined by what is important to us. In a 
career, this can mean anything from money, work-

life balance, intellectual achievement, security, helping 
people, etc. We are all seeking various things from the 
workplace. So often we confuse our values with those of 
society, culturally and from our parents. Children are giv-
en so many messages about what is important in a career. 
It is often difficult for them to discern their own. Be 
mindful of where your values might conflict with those of 
your children. Often you will have shared values, but of-
ten values can be a reaction to the environment of early 
childhood. For example, if a family experienced struggle 
around finances, the child might unconsciously repeat 
that struggle (because it is familiar) or make choices to 
ensure that they never have to struggle with money again.

4Don’t expect them to fulfill your unfulfilled 
dreams.
Unfortunately, unfulfilled parental dreams can 

show up as advice. Many people have limited opportuni-
ties due to financial or educational limitations or other life 
circumstances. When they see potential in their children, 
parents may have difficulty separating their dreams and 

wishes from those of their kids. A child’s desire to quit 
dance, baseball, or choose an alternative career may cause 
great rifts in families. There are clearly emotional ties to 
particular dreams that parents have had, and perhaps this 
is not even a conscious part of the equation for parents.

5Separation is not rejection.
Developmentally, it is the task of adolescents to 
explore their own identities. So why does it feel so 

much like rejection when they explore interests, relation-
ships, or cities, and make decisions that are so foreign to 
us? Separation is tricky. We nurtured them, instilled val-
ues, have grand plans for their lives, and feel dismissed 
when they veer too far. Separation is not rejection; it’s a 
healthy and normal process on our children’s journeys to 
becoming themselves. They might very well return to 
more familial and familiar ways, but maybe not. It’s so 
important to allow this separation as long as it is not dan-
gerous or destructive. When parents criticize their chil-
dren during this time, it can lead to incredible self-doubt 
and anger, and most likely they will push the parent away. 
The conflict is too great. Trust that all the great seeds one 
planted in childhood are dormant inside and when the 
time is right, they will come back, a more mature version 
with glimpses of your similarities shining through.

6Minimize pressure to settle down.
When my son turned three, we had a wonderful 
birthday party with a local singer who performed 

great age-appropriate interactive songs with the kids. One 
of their favorites was “When I grow up I want to be…” We 
think nothing of it. Work, career, and profession are an 
integral part of a healthy life, and we want to role model 
and instill ideas early on in life. The only problem is that 
society is sending the message that kids should know what 
they want to professionally at ages when it is developmen-
tally impossible to know. We might all agree that three is 
too young, but frankly, so is thirteen—and for some peo-
ple, twenty-three. The intentions are good, but the reality 
is that career decision-making evolves. Parents can help 
minimize the stress and pressure by helping with the deci-
sions that are right in front of their children. After all, ev-
eryone’s careers are a bit circuitous, does anyone have an 
exact plan and see it executed in a linear way? We want to 
have a growth mindset, be open to the teachers from 
whom we learn, and opportunities that arise along the 
way. Time can only tell how we navigate the workplace 
toward advancement. Life is not a race; let’s help our kids 
pace themselves. Finding a career is a process, and we 
should join the journey with them, not push them toward 
some artificial end. 
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7Be their mirror, show their strengths.
Be your child’s support system and remind them of 
their strengths, even if they are struggling. Parents 

have the unique opportunity of seeing their children 
grow up, watching those unique and special moments 
when their children shine. These moments provide the 
perfect opportunity to highlight these strengths verbally 
and maybe even in writing directly to them. Often people 
don’t see their strengths as strengths; because they come 
naturally to the individual, they assume everyone and 
anyone can excel. Even if your child is reluctant to ask for 
career advice, pointing out their strengths can be incred-
ibly empowering and can nurture the relationship. 

8Create opportunities.
Parent’s might be accused of being helicopter par-
ents if they try to use their professional or nonpro-

fessional networks to help their children, but the reality is 
that networking is the best way to secure jobs and intern-
ships. Whether one is using LinkedIn or verbal introduc-
tions, this is one way parents can be helpful. It is important 
that they not recommend their children for particular jobs, 
but stop at the introduction and let the children earn the 
role themselves. Not only can it compromise the parent’s 
relationships, but keeping a distance from the process will 
benefit everyone. There is great nuance to networking. Nei-
ther the parent or job seeker wants to portray a sense of 
desperation or extreme neediness; people want to hire peo-
ple who are fully employable. A parent’s life and profes-
sional experience can benefit or hinder their child’s jour-
ney; creating opportunities from one’s own network can be 
a positive intervention.

9Encourage them to find mentors and role models.
There is never one person who can model every-
thing our children might want to emulate. Teach-

ers, friends, relatives, leaders in religious institutions—all 
can serve as mentors and role models. Encourage partici-
pation in formal mentoring programs; encourage conver-
sations and informational interviews so your children can 
learn about various fields. Everyone needs occupational 
information to fill in their knowledge gaps about a par-
ticular career and to see the day-to-day reality. Parents 
can be essential in making this connection.

10Remember that it’s never too late to advance 
your own education or career.
It’s never too late to get a degree or to switch jobs 

and careers. Seeing their parents succeed will motivate their 
own success. Children observe their parents closely—food 
choices, communication style, power dynamics in relation-
ships, and particularly career motivation and satisfaction. 
Hands-down the best way to manage the boundaries and 
not overstep is to focus inward. The return on investment 
will be immeasurable, for many generations to come.  

Ilana Tolpin Levitt, CCC, LMHC, LPC, is a nationally recognized career 
counselor and licensed mental health counselor. She is known for helping 
and inspiring individuals and organizations to address career questions 
and organizational and workplace problems. She empowers people to 
understand their true strengths and personality to make great career 
decisions and navigate their professional lives. Levitt is the author of 
What’s Mom Still Got to Do with It, a self-help book focusing on how 
the mother-daughter relationship has impacted women’s lives. She is a 
senior director in human resources at The New School and has a private 
practice in career counseling in both New York City and Central New 
Jersey. Her mission is to understand where we come from, how family 
influences the decisions we make, and how to live an authentic, inspired, 
aligned life accordingly… taking risks and reaching our personal and 
professional goals.

FOR MORE INFO

For more information on career assessment and resources, visit www.ncda.org.

Find other highly recommended strengths-based assessments at 
www.youscience.com, www.viacharacter.org/www/ and www.
gallupstrengthscenter.com.

It can come as a surprise that our children 
are very different from us—but whether 

it’s math, dance, psychology, business, or 
literature, our children are born with unique 

temperaments and personalities.

SHUTTERSTOCK/ YUGANOV KONSTANTIN 33August 2019


