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Studentsʼ work orientations and the process of 

contemporary job search

by
Ekaterina Chertkovskaya

Abstract
Unemployment and precarity have become key features of 21st century work. 
Employability  is presented as a solution to these issues. Individuals are exhorted to 
manage their employability, in order to be able to exercise choice in the labour market. 
While employability  is individualsʼ responsibility, governments, employers and educational 
bodies simply provide opportunities for its development. 

Higher education is a key site for this process, as employability rhetoric increasingly 
informs policy and practice. It is founded on rhetoric that emphasises flexibility, skills and 
marketability, shaping students in certain ways with the risk of being deemed 
unemployable as the consequence of disengagement.

At the same time, there has been a rise in employer presence on university  campuses. 
Recruitment is no longer its key feature. Traditional ʻmilkroundʼ recruitment has been 
replaced by year round marketing campaigns. As a result, students are continually 
exposed to a selection of employers promoting a specific image of work and work 
orientations.

The theoretical framework of this study is informed by works of Antonio Gramsci and 
Mikhail Bakhtin. Gramsciʼs notion of ʻcommon senseʼ is central to analysing the rhetoric on 
work and employability present on campus. I also give voice to students by recounting how 
they as ʻdialogical selvesʼ engage with such ʻcommon senseʼ. These issues are explored 
through an analysis of data gathered during seventeen months of fieldwork. This includes 
longitudinal interviews with students, participant observation, documents, interviews with 
careers advisors and non-participant observation of career consultations. From this, I 
argue that there was a strongly normative image of work constructed around an orientation 
I term ʻconsumption of workʼ. This image was closely associated with consumption 
opportunities, marketed to students through corporate presence on campus. ʻConsumption 
of workʼ was central to shaping studentsʼ work orientations and only few of them resisted 
the ʻcommon senseʼ. Those who made ʻalternativeʼ choices articulated doubt about these, 
with the challenge to employability  as a key reason for it. Employability was presented to 
students as a lifelong project of the self, where constant acquisition, development and 
selling of skills were necessary to maintain a position in the labour market. Many students 
embraced the rhetoric of skill ʻpossessionʼ, but were ʻplaying the gameʼ when 
ʻdemonstratingʼ skills. Conforming to what the employers were willing them to 
ʻdemonstrateʼ and understanding how to do this became the primary  condition for 
achieving employability.
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Chapter 1. Introducing the theme and the theoretical 

framework

1.1 Introducing the theme
At the time of starting my PhD, I did not draw a connection between my personal 
experience and the theme I had chosen to explore. Now that I look back, this connection is 
clearer to me. Employability and work orientations were of course themes that were close 
to me as an undergraduate and masters student. However, I was not interested in 
researching them for pragmatic reasons, such as helping myself and others to be more 
employable or deciding what work was most suitable. Instead, these were questions about 
certain norms, rules and shared understandings about these themes, which I will later call 
ʻcommon senseʼ, that made them the object of my research. As I think this is important 
enough, I would like to start the thesis by explaining my interaction with these themes, 
which is something I could not quite articulate then, but which has definitely influenced the 
particular shape my thesis has taken.

Having come to the UK amidst the financial crisis, in 2008, getting a job was an especially 
important topic among my masters classmates. This is when I first came across the word 
ʻemployabilityʼ, with substantial time at the university being devoted to guiding us, 
students, on how to be employable. Having studied Economics before, it was not a 
surprise to me that some university modules could be very practice-oriented, directly 
connecting the content of education with the labour market. However, it was the first time 
that I saw how this connection was arising out of the way modules were organised. The 
subjects I learnt were designed in a way that contributed to employability, for example, via 
having a lot of group work that was done in randomly assigned teams, or, presentation 
skills being assessed separately from the content of the presentation. Outside the degree, 
employability was always in the air too. Almost any voluntary role within the university  was 
advertised through employability, as if nobody would be interested in taking it for other 
reasons. This was all extremely bizarre, especially as fewer and fewer jobs were being 
offered and youth unemployment was rapidly growing as a consequence of the economic 
crisis. I knew I could think of hundreds of examples of how I was an ʻeffective team playerʼ 
or exercised my ʻproblem-solvingʼ skills, but was very unsure that it would help  me (or 
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anyone else) to actually find a job. Also, having done a couple of internships before as well 
as having heard about the experiences of others, doing most graduate level jobs did not 
seem particularly difficult to me, apart from probably getting used to the routine of the job, 
having to work long hours and not necessarily being given much responsibility. It is 
probably this encounter with employability  that made me interested in researching this 
theme. Not having made up  my mind about it yet, I wanted to see how students were 
experiencing the process of job  search and making sense of the (questionable) categories 
that they needed to position themselves around, in the face of intense competition in the 
labour market.

At the same time, throughout my university years, both in Russia and the UK, there 
seemed to be some shared understanding of what a ʻgood jobʼ was, and certain employers 
and industries were considered more prestigious than others. Those who succeeded in 
finding these ʻgood jobsʼ were admired by  others and were giving tips to their friends and 
classmates. Multinational corporations (MNCs) were always popular while investment 
banking and consultancy were often the areas of choice for my undergraduate classmates. 
Somehow I was not as thrilled about these ʻgood jobsʼ, so I decided that doing a masters 
degree in a different area would give me time to think about what other potential paths in 
life could be taken. However, there was not much difference in studentsʼ work orientations 
during the masters, except that among students who studied Human Resource 
Management, the popular choice was now in the HR departments of multinationals or in 
HR consultancies. Also, while there was mostly an informal understanding of the ʻgoodʼ 
places to work during my university studies in Moscow, this became much more ʻofficialʼ in 
the UK, with a variety of rankings guiding students in their life choices and indicating a 
clear hierarchy of employers. Corporate employers were very visible on campus too, 
coming to advertise jobs at their organisations, even though a lot of them were not even 
recruiting for the 2009 graduate intake. It was from the interviews with students half-way 
though my PhD, informed by a shared image by many of them of what a ʻgood jobʼ was, 
that I decided to explore the theme of work orientations in more detail. However, I can now 
see how this theme speaks to my own experience.

University  is a key site (although not the only one) for the processes described above and 
has a role in shaping norms, rules and shared understandings about employability and 
work orientations. In the UK since at least the 1990s, universities themselves have 
become increasingly neoliberalised, corporatised and financialised (e.g. Readings, 1996; 
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Jarry  and Parker, 1998; Aronowitz, 2000; Calás and Smircich, 2001; Beverungen et al. 
2008; Beverungen et al., 2009). As part of these wider changes, university-business 
collaboration has been emphasised by universities and governments, and employability 
rhetoric has been increasingly entering higher education policies (see chapter 2). This has 
provided fertile ground for a rise in employersʼ presence on university campuses, with 
traditional ʻmilkroundʼ recruitment having been replaced by year round marketing 
campaigns (see chapter 3). Arguably, these have been, and still are, shaping university 
practices as well as the lives of people connected to these spaces, which is what this 
study will explore.

Broadly  and in short, this thesis is about ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability. It 
explores a particular context, the university campus, and a particular time, the process of 
the student job search, to analyse the following issues. First, it looks at the images of work 
and employability  constructed on campus (chapters 5 and 6). Second, studentsʼ 
engagement with these during the process of the job  search is analysed (chapters 7 and 
8). These themes are very  interconnected, yet different, so a single theoretical framework 
for working with conceptual and empirical material throughout the thesis needs to be 
introduced, which is what will be done in this chapter (1.2). This theoretical framework will 
also allow me to connect the two broad themes when analysing the results and 
concluding. The structure of the thesis will be outlined in section 1.3.

1.2 Theoretical framework
In this part of the chapter I will outline the theoretical framework of this research.  The 
theory of structure is drawn from the work of Antonio Gramsci (1.2.1). It allows one to 
connect power relations at the macro level with the local level, and hence will help this 
research in two major ways. First, it will provide a framework for the analysis of how 
categories surrounding the student job  search that often seem ʻnormalʼ or even ʻnaturalʼ at 
the local level, being parts of studentsʼ habitual experience, are constructed by the power 
relations at the macro level. Second, it will also help  us to look at the potential differences 
in the images of different categories at the macro and local levels. To do this, I will adopt 
the following concepts: ʻhegemonyʼ, ʻwar of positionʼ and ʻcommon senseʼ. I will also 
introduce the concept of ʻhegemonic projectʼ, which does not come directly  from Gramsci, 
but has been used in research that worked with his writing. However, Gramsci did not have 
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a theory  of agency that would explain individual reactions to socially constructed 
categories. As a result, so as to analyse how students engage with ʻcommon sense(s)ʼ 
surrounding job search, I will first introduce the notions of ʻembracingʼ, ʻresistingʼ, 
ʻmanipulatingʼ and ʻescapingʼ as potentially  articulated reactions to ʻcommon 
senseʼ (1.2.2). Then, so as not to fall into the trap of a ʻfalse consciousnessʼ argument by 
assigning students to one of the categories, I will introduce a ʻdialogical selfʼ as the theory 
of the subject. The ʻdialogical selfʼ will be derived from the work of Mikhail Bakhtin. Then I 
will outline how the ʻdialogical selvesʼ may potentially engage with the ʻcommon senseʼ. 

1.2.1 Neo-Gramscian1 theory of structure
In this section I will look at Gramsciʼs concepts of ʻhegemonyʼ, ʻwar of positionʼ, and 
ʻcommon senseʼ, as well as introduce the concept ʻhegemonic projectʼ, and connect them 
into a single theoretical framework that will inform the analysis of structure at macro and 
local levels.

ʻHegemonyʼ is one of the key concepts in Gramsciʼs writings, and arguably an ʻumbrella 
termʼ for Gramscian thought; that is to say, a term all other themes can be linked to. Also, 
having been used by such theorists as Laclau and Mouffe (1985), Hall (1986) and 
Althusser (1971), the use of the concept in academia is very widespread. For Gramsci, 
hegemony means ʻ“cultural, moral and ideological” leadershipʼ of a certain group (e.g. the 
proletariat or the bourgeoisie) ʻover allied and subordinate groupsʼ (Forgacs, 2000: 423). 
Hegemony goes beyond the groupʼs economic power, but is necessarily rooted in it:

… though hegemony is ethico-political, it must also be economic, must necessarily be based on 

the decisive function exercised by the leading group in the decisive nucleus of economic activity.

Gramsci (Q13§182 in Forgacs, 2000: 212-213)

Hegemony also goes beyond being a system of ideas (i.e. ideology) and is a ʻlived, 
habitual, social practiceʼ, which encompasses ʻthe unconscious, inarticulate dimensions of 

13

1  Neo-Gramscian is often associated with a dimension of research based on Gramsci within International 
Relations (IR). Within management studies when the expression ʻNeo-Gramscianʼ was referred to, the 
reading of Gramsci corresponded to the one in IR. The reading of Gramsci in this research is different, 
especially in the way ʻwar of positionʼ  is interpreted, so ʻNeo-Gramscianʼ  here does not refer to ʻNeo-
Gramscianʼ in IR and management studies.

2 Q here refers to the number of the notebook (quaderno) while § to the concrete paragraph from it. This 
corresponds to the ordering in Valentino Gerratanaʼs critical edition of Gramsciʼs Prison Notebooks (in 
Italian).



social experience as well as the workings of formal institutionsʼ (Eagleton, 1991: 115). It 
goes into and shapes peopleʼs private lives and experiences, being ʻcarried in cultural, 
political and economic forms - in non-discursive practices as well as rhetorical 
utterancesʼ (ibid: 113). Hegemony is maintained by both consent and coercion (or force). 
This may be seen in the text below, where Gramsci analyses the parliamentary regime in 
France after the French Revolution:

This ʻnormalʼ exercise of hegemony in what became the classic terrain of the parliamentary 

regime is characterized by the combination of force and consent variously balancing one 

another, without force exceeding consent too much.

  Gramsci (Q13§37 in Forgacs, 2000: 262)

The idea that hegemony can be maintained by consent has been a very  important 
theoretical contribution of Gramsci, remarkable for not reducing the role of the state to 
ʻrepressive state apparatusʼ (Althusser, 1971). Hegemony is also a dynamic concept 
(Forgacs, 2000: 423); it is ʻcontinually reorganized in the face of the struggle between 
classesʼ, which allowed Gramsci to avoid the ʻfalse consciousnessʼ argument (Brandist, 
1996a: 109).

Gramsciʼs approach to hegemony has been state-centric primarily due to the time when he 
was writing. The twentieth century saw the rise of another power, international business, 
with some individual companies being among the worldʼs largest economic entities (Korten 
1995; Sklair, 2002). As a result, studies drawing on Gramsci have also looked at the 
hegemonic practices of multinationals (e.g. Böhm et al., 2008; Levy and Egan, 2003; Levy 
and Newell 2003, 2005). They assumed the power of multinationals over peopleʼs lives, in 
shaping institutions surrounding them as well as cultural practices.

This research looks at employability  and consumption, both of which will be 
conceptualised as products of power relations. Consumption comes primarily from 
international business, and is the result of their mass production, mass consumption and 
globalisation (see Chapter 3). Employability is the result of both the globalisation of 
business and the need for it to be more flexible, as well as neoliberal labour market 
policies (see Chapter 2). As a result, in this research hegemony is assumed to be rooted in 
the power of international business as well as governments. I would like to call it ʻglobal 
capitalist hegemonyʼ. Although for Gramsci hegemony consists of many elements and 
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spreads into all areas of life and exists at the local level, he does not have a term to 
describe this. As research often takes place at the local level or looks for a limited number 
of dimensions of hegemony, terms such as ʻhegemonic projectʼ (Leggett, 2009; Moore, 
2010) or ʻhegemonic discourseʼ (Böhm et al., 2008) have been used to describe social 
practices that help to maintain hegemony. In this research, as I look specifically at 
employability and consumption, I will use the term ʻhegemonic projectʼ3 to refer to these. 

The process through which hegemony is maintained is called the ʻwar of positionʼ: 

The same thing happens in the art of politics as it happens in military art: war of movement 

increasingly becomes war of position and it can be said that a state will win a war in so far as it 

prepares for it minutely and technically in peacetime. The massive structures of the modern 

democracies, both as state organizations, and as complexes of associations in civil society, 

constitute for the art of politics as if it were the ʻtrenchesʼ  and the permanent fortifications of the 

front in the war of position: they render merely ʻpartialʼ the element of manoeuvre which before 

used to be ʻthe wholeʼ of war, etc. 

Gramsci (Q13§24, in Forgacs, 2000: 233)

ʻWar of positionʼ is a very broad term, which may include anything that builds 
ʻsuperstructures of civil societyʼ. It may involve investment in the non-economic aspects of 
hegemony, and can include building culture and social institutions. This concept is also 
accommodative of the idea that power is maintained by both discourse and practice. In this 
research ʻwar of positionʼ is defined as process(es) and practice(s) that make ʻhegemonyʼ 
work. These may be, for example, labour market policies that focus on employability, 
employability programmes in universities, employer marketing campaigns on university 
campuses etc. In ʻwar of positionʼ democracy, state organisations as well as the civil 
society serve as ʻpermanent fortificationsʼ of the front, i.e. of the existing power. The ʻwar of 
positionʼ helps to maintain hegemony even in times of economic crisis:

The superstructures of civil society are like the trench-systems of the modern warfare. In war it 

would sometimes happen that a fierce artillery attack seemed to have destroyed the enemyʼs 

entire defensive system, whereas in fact it had only destroyed the outer perimeter; and at the 

moment of their advance and attack the assailants would find themselves confronted by a line 

of defence which was still effective. The same thing happens in politics, during great economic 

crises. A crisis cannot give the attacking forces the ability to organize with lightning speed in 
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time and space; still less can it endow them with fighting spirit. Similarly, the defenders are not 

demoralized, even among the ruins, nor do they lose faith in their own strength or their own 

future. Of course, things do not remain exactly as they were; but it is certain that one will not 

find the element of speed, of accelerated time, of the definitive forward march expected by the 

strategies of political Cardonism.

Gramsci (Q13§24, in Forgacs, 2000: 233)

In the excerpts above, ʻwar of positionʼ is a term applied by Gramsci to the powerful, and 
involves strengthening hegemony and protecting it in times of crisis. However, if change to 
the existing order is possible, it may be argued that it should start from modifying the 
ʻtrench-systemsʼ. This is where a very different interpretation of ʻwar of positionʼ comes 
from. It has been adopted in Neo-Gramscian research within International Relations, 
starting from Cox (1983), where ʻwar of positionʼ was applied to subordinate groups4. This 
approach has also been adopted within organisation studies, with ʻwar of positionʼ being 
used to conceptualise resistance to international business (e.g. Böhm et al., 2008; Levy 
and Egan, 2003)5.

It is through ʻwar of positionʼ that ʻcommon sensesʼ are created. Different ways to invest 
into hegemony produce different ʻcommon sensesʼ. For Gramsci ʻcommon senseʼ is a set 
of conceptions of the world, many of which ʻare imposed and absorbed passively from the 
outside, or from the past, and are accepted and lived uncriticallyʼ, which ʻcontributes to 
peopleʼs subordination by making situations of inequality and oppression appear to them 
as natural and unchangeableʼ (Forgacs, 2000: 421). In Gramsciʼs own words, ʻcommon 
senseʼ is ʻthe traditional popular conception of the world: what is very tritely called 
“instinct”, which is itself of rudimentary and basic historical acquisitionʼ (N3§486 in Buttigieg 
2011, V2:51). At the same time, Gramsci (Q11§13 in Forgacs, 2000: 346) does not claim 
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positionʼ is not the strategy recommended to be adopted by the subordinate groups:

ʻWar of positionʼ  in Gramsciʼs conception, just as for Lenin and Trotsky, was not a programmatic strategy 
that  he recommended be adopted by the proletariat. Rather, he recognised it as a technique of nascent 
ʻbiopowerʼ  deployed by the bourgeoisie,  and to which the proletariat, subalternly confined in bourgeois civil 
society, was constrained to respond with a realistic political strategy.

5 For example, Levy and Egan (2003: 807) define ʻwar of positionʼ in the following way:
ʻThe concept of ʻwar of positionʼ employed a military metaphor to suggest how groups challenging 
hegemonic coalitions from below might avoid a futile frontal assault against entrenched adversaries; 
rather, the war of position constitutes a longer term strategy, coordinated across multiple bases of power, 
to gain influence in the cultural institutions of civil society, develop organizational capacity, and to win new 
alliesʼ.

6  N and § refer to the number of the notebook and the paragraph assigned in Buttigiegʼs critical edition of 
Gramsciʼs Prison Notebooks. Where possible, Buttigieg refers to the number and paragraph of the notebook 
in Gerratana, which is however not the case here. 



that ʻcommon senseʼ does not hold any truth; it is a complex and ambiguous concept, so 
one cannot claim that common sense is the confirmation of truth. 

‘Common sense’ is a term that is very close to everyday life practices – this is the 

subjectivity, or set of subjectivities, resulting from hegemonic projects being exercised. 

Although ‘common sense’ exists  at the macro level as well, it may be redefined or take a 

different form locally. So this research will look at ‘common senses’ constructed both at 

macro and local levels. For Fairclough, ‘common-sense assumptions may in varying 

degrees contribute to sustaining unequal power relations’ (2001: 70) as it ‘helps deflect 

attention away from an idea which could lead to power relations  being questioned and 

challenged - that there are social causes, and social remedies, for social problems’ (ibid.: 

71). He developed the concept of ‘common sense’ further, identifying its objective to 

‘naturalise’. Fairclough claims that when ‘naturalised’, the ‘common sense’ appears as 

having no ideological character and seems ‘to be neutral in struggles  of power’ (ibid.: 76). 

This  results in ‘a fundamental ideological effect: ideology works through disguising its 

nature, pretending to be what it isn’t’ (ibid.: 76-77). Within this  thesis, I will look not only at 

how ‘common senses’ are constructed at the macro (chapters 2 and 3) and local (chapters 

5 and 6) levels, but also explore how students relate to the locally constructed ‘common 

senses’ during their job search (chapters 7 and 8). For this  a theory of agency is needed, 

which will be outlined in the next section.

1.2.2 Theoretical framework for the analysis of agency
The major limitation of the Neo-Gramscian framework for this research is its inability to 
explain how subjects engage with ʻcommon senseʼ. It is not that Gramsci does not have an 
analysis of agency at all, or does not treat agency as having the potential to change social 
practices. On the contrary, Gramsci was looking at ways in which subordinate groups can 
engage in counter-hegemonic activities. The concept of ʻwar of positionʼ, as used within IR 
and organisation studies so far (Böhm et al., 2008; Levy and Egan, 2003), ʻthe modern 
princeʼ (Levy and Scully, 2007) or ʻorganic intellectualsʼ (Elliott, 2003) can be used for this. 
However, these are all based on the analysis of groups rather than individuals, i.e. where 
resistance is exercised at group level. This research, however, will involve an analysis of 
the experiences of people while living through ʻcommon sense(s)ʼ. In this section, the Neo-
Gramscian framework for the analysis of structure will be complemented by a framework 
for the analysis of agency. First, the agencyʼs engagement with ʻcommon senseʼ will be 
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divided into ʻembracingʼ, ʻresistingʼ, ʻmanipulatingʼ and ʻescapingʼ. This distinction will help 
me analyse the ways in which ʻcommon senseʼ is referred to by  students. At the same 
time, this is a somewhat simplistic distinction and if not complemented by a theory of 
agency, would be too close to making ʻfalse consciousnessʼ claims. To overcome this 
issue, I will use Bakhtinʼs notion of ʻdialogueʼ to inform the theory of agency, with 
individuals being conceptualised as ʻdialogical selvesʼ.

Agency response to the ʻcommon senseʼ
Part of this research will look at how people engage with the ʻcommon senseʼ. The key 
assumption that I am making here is that although human subjects are socially 
constructed, they do not necessarily take ʻcommon sense(s)ʼ for granted and actively 
engage with it/them. Agency responses to ʻcommon senseʼ in this research will be divided 
into ̒ embracingʼ, ʻresistingʼ, ʻmanipulatingʼ and ʻescapingʼ. ʻEmbracingʼ the ̒ common senseʼ 
is taking it for granted and living uncritically through it. However, knowing that ʻcommon 
senseʼ is itself a dynamic category that takes different shapes in different circumstances 
and is constituted by a number of aspects, when talking about ʻembracingʼ the ʻcommon 
senseʼ, I will pay attention to the way ʻcommon senseʼ is interpreted as well as the 
particular aspects of the ʻcommon senseʼ that are referred to. ʻResistingʼ is in taking 
ʻcommon senseʼ critically and either rejecting it completely or having reservations about 
what the ʻcommon senseʼ manifests. ʻResistingʼ may also further be divided into doing this 
actively and passively. ʻResisting activelyʼ is in explicitly rejecting the ʻcommon senseʼ. For 
example, when ʻcommon senseʼ is an object of popular choice (e.g. the ʻcommon senseʼ of 
a ʻgood graduate jobʼ), this would be in questioning it and making a different choice. Or 
when ʻcommon senseʼ is a process (e.g. the ʻcommon senseʼ of how to be employable), 
actively resisting the ʻcommon senseʼ would be in not acting in the way that is usually 
expected, explicitly  voicing the disagreement with the ʻcommon senseʼ, or even making 
choices where the ʻcommon senseʼ does not have to be lived up to. ʻResisting passivelyʼ is 
in questioning the ʻcommon senseʼ (for example, via irony or cynicism), but still engaging 
with it. This second type of resistance is what may also be called ʻdecafʼ resistance (Contu, 
2008), as even though resistance on the individual level takes place, it accepts and even 
reinforces the existing power structures (see Fleming and Spicer, 2003). However, this 
type of resistance is still worth paying attention to as it highlights human agency even in 
cases of oppression and (seemingly) unchangeable circumstances (Scott, 1990). 
ʻManipulatingʼ the ʻcommon senseʼ may take place when ʻcommon senseʼ is a process, 
and involves using the rhetoric for oneʼs own purposes. This may be, for example, in 
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emphasising that one has the characteristics a particular employer asks for during a job 
search, without necessarily  thinking of oneself as having these characteristics. ʻEscapingʼ 
the ʻcommon senseʼ might mean literal of metaphorical escape. The former is in 
constructing oneʼs choice according to a set of principles not related to the ʻcommon 
senseʼ. Metaphorical ʻescapeʼ may be referred to as an ʻescape attemptʼ (Taylor and 
Cohen, 1992/1976), where the ʻcommon senseʼ is engaged with, but an alternative also 
exists. The alternative can be thought of as something that may be taken in the future 
instead (which would make it literal escape). At the same time, it might be a fantasy  of 
escape without actually escaping. This was the case in LaPointeʼs (2011) study, where 
participants talked about future career transitions as a form of escape, without actually 
making these transitions later. Such fantasies might be a form of escape that helps 
individuals to cope with their everyday  lives and routines. At the same time, in taking this 
route, there is a risk of failing to escape and maintaining the balance between everyday 
life and the alternative world that one would not escape to, resulting in a ʻdead man 
workingʼ (Cederström and Fleming, 2012).

Although this distinction would be a helpful way to analyse agency, assigning individuals to 
one of the categories introduced would be a crude oversimplification. So when using the 
categories of ʻembracingʼ, ʻresistingʼ, ʻmanipulatingʼ and ʻescapingʼ, I will not take them as 
defining a particular subject. Rather, these categories will be looked at as (fragmented) 
articulations of the dialogical engagement of subjects with ʻcommon senseʼ. ʻEmbracingʼ, 
ʻresistingʼ, ʻmanipulatingʼ and ʻescapingʼ are not necessarily  mutually exclusive and may 
belong to the same agentsʼ articulations of ʻcommon senseʼ. Bakhtinʼs notion of ʻdialogueʼ 
will help  me to elaborate on these assumptions via introducing a ʻdialogical selfʼ as the 
theory of the subject, assuming that subjectsʼ identities are not complete and not finalised.

Bakhtinʼs ʻdialogueʼ 
In this section Bakhtinʼs notion of ʻdialogueʼ will be introduced, which will help  me to 
complement the Neo-Gramscian theory of structure and the four types of agency response 
to the ̒ common senseʼ in a manner that would provide a more subtle way to conceptualise 
and analyse structure and agency. However, before I go on to discuss the notion of 
ʻdialogueʼ and how it adds to the analysis of agency, the compatibility of Gramsci and 
Bakhtin will be briefly touched upon. Overall, in the literature that looked at the two 
theorists, they have been considered to be ontologically  compatible (Brandist, 1996a, 
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1996b; Ives, 2004). Both have been influenced by similar intellectual traditions, for 
example, Vossler and Croce, as well as made similar points of critique on these (see 
Brandist, 1996a, 1996b). Influenced, by Vossler, Gramsci and Bakhtin acknowledged the 
presence of ideologies within the semiotic form; as a result language and ideology  became 
the objects of analysis for both, and they attempted ʻto forge a Marxist theory of ideology 
and its relationship  to languageʼ (Brandist, 1996a: 94-95). Bakhtinʼs contribution to the way 
individual subjects may be understood would add to the theoretical framework for the 
analysis of agency and the theoretical framework of this research in general.

The notion of ʻdialogueʼ comes from Bakhtinʼs work on Dostoyevskyʼs new type of novel, 
the ʻpolyphonic novelʼ:

A plurality of independent and unmerged voices and consciousnesses, a genuine polyphony of 

fully valid voices is in fact the chief characteristic of Dostoevsky's novels. What unfolds in his 

works is not a multitude of characters and fates in a single objective world, illuminated by a 

single authorial consciousness; rather a plurality of consciousnesses, with equal rights and each 

with its own world, combine but are not merged in the unity of the event.

Bakhtin (1999/1963: 6)

The notion of ʻpolyphonyʼ has gone far beyond Dostoyevskyʼs novel and has been widely 
used within the social sciences and humanities. ʻPolyphonyʼ has also been referred to as 
ʻpolyvocalityʼ, ʻmultivoicednessʼ and ʻheteroglossiaʼ (Belova et al., 2008). Reference to 
these words might make one think of ʻpolyphonyʼ as a relativist approach. However, this is 
not the case:
	  	  

We see no special need to point out that the polyphonic approach has nothing in common with 

relativism (or with dogmatism). But it should be noted that both relativism and dogmatism 

equally exclude all argumentation, all authentic dialogue, by making it either unnecessary 

(relativism) or impossible (dogmatism). Polyphony as inartistic method lies in an entirely 

different plane.

Bakhtin (1999: 69; original italics) 

Although Bakhtin refers to polyphony as ʻinartistic methodʼ here, the statement that 
polyphony is not related to relativism holds for the life of ʻpolyphonyʼ beyond the novel. 

Within the area of organisation studies ʻpolyphonyʼ has mostly been approached in two 
interrelated and mutually complementing ways (Belova et al., 2008). First, ʻpolyphonyʼ has 
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been used as an approach to writing research. In Bakhtinʼs terms, research within the 
social sciences may often be characterised as ʻmonologicʼ, where the purpose of writing is 
to outline a certain argument that the author wants to make, while research participants 
are treated as objects, interpreted with the authoritarian/expert researcherʼs voice. Studies 
that have been conducted using ʻpolyphonyʼ to approach writing have often challenged the 
ʻmonologicʼ style of academic research, trying to give more voice to research participants 
or to listen to voices that are often unheard in the research (e.g. Boje et al., 1999; Oswick 
et al., 2000). Alternatively, ʻpolyphonyʼ has been approached by researchers in relation to 
themselves, highlighting different voices of the researcher in academic writing (e.g. 
Rhodes, 2001). Second, ʻpolyphonyʼ has applied to organisations and practices within 
them (e.g. Sullivan and McCarthy, 2008; Shotter, 2008). In these works organisational 
practice was viewed ʻas multi-centred, non-linear, and intersubjective activityʼ, which is 
ʻshaped by a multiplicity of voices, dominant and peripheral, which together make up a 
contested and ever-changing arena of human actionʼ (Belova et al., 2008: 494-495). Like 
ʻpolyphonyʼ in Dostoyevskyʼs novels being seen in every aspect of it, it can also be applied 
to different aspects of organisations, subjects and processes in organisations, as well as 
ways they are connected. In other words, ʻpolyphonyʼ can be used at various levels of 
analysis, separately and simultaneously, e.g. intra-organisational, inter-organisational and 
inter-personal (ibid.). 

The notion of ʻdialogueʼ is central to the ʻpolyphonicʼ novel, which ʻis dialogic through and 
throughʼ (Bakhtin, 1999: 40). ʻDialogueʼ is what enables the multiplicity of voices to be 
heard. Here is how Bakhtin refers to ʻdialogueʼ in Dostoyevskyʼs novels:

Thus all relationships among external and internal parts and elements of his novel are dialogic 

in character, and he structured the novel as a whole as a “great dialogue”. Within this “great 

dialogue” could be heard, illuminating it and thickening its texture, the compositionally 

expressed dialogues of the heroes; ultimately, dialogue penetrates within, into every word of the 

novel, making it double-voiced, into every gesture, every mimic movement on the heroʼs face, 

making it convulsive and anguished; this is already the “microdialogue7” that determines the 

peculiar character of Dostoevsky's verbal style.

Bakhtin (1999: 40; original italics)
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Bakhtin highlights that ʻdialogical relationshipsʼ go beyond the novel, being ʻan almost 
universal phenomenon, permeating all human speech and all relationships and 
manifestations of human life - in general, everything that has meaning and 
significanceʼ (ibid.: 40).

ʻDialogical selfʼ
For the purposes of this research and as a result of the limitations of the theoretical 
framework outlined above, it is the ʻdialogue of the subjectʼ that comes to the front as it 
allows to conceptualise agency as a ʻdialogical selfʼ (see also Hermans and Kempen, 
1993; Taylor, 1991; Sullivan and McCarthy, 2008; Beech, 2008; Barge and Little, 2002; 
Jabri, 2004). Conceptualising the subject as a ʻdialogical selfʼ assumes that subjects are 
incomplete, unfinalisable and in constant dialogue with themselves and others. ʻDialogueʼ, 
for Bakhtin is central to oneʼs identity:

It [dialogue] is not a means for revealing, for bringing to the surface the already ready-made 

character of a person; no, in dialogue a person not only shows himself outwardly, but he 

becomes for the first time that which he is and, we repeat, not only for others but for himself as 

well. To be means to communicate dialogically.

Bakhtin (1999: 252)

At the same time, Bakhtin does not deny that the ʻdialogical selfʼ is socially constructed. He 
does not discuss it explicitly [as this is not the purpose of his work on Dostoyevsky], but 
when Dostoyevskyʼs writing is analysed, the agency of the ʻdialogical selfʼ is demonstrated 
through a revolt of the subject that, although constructed by social structures, is not 
completely shaped by  them and is in dialogue with them. This is the case when Bakhtin 
discusses Makar Devushkin8, who is a typical ʻlittle manʼ, as described by another writer, 
Gogol. While reading Gogolʼs ʻOvercoatʼ, he sees himself in the main hero of the short 
story. However, he revolts against being completely  defined, without any potential to go 
beyond what is prescribed by the social and no prospects for the ʻlittle manʼ. From this 
Bakhtin (1999: 58) concludes that ʻa living human being cannot be turned into the 
voiceless object of some secondhand, finalizing cognitive processʼ. So a ʻdialogical selfʼ is 
constructed by  social structures, but can also go beyond them and is in constant dialogue 
with the social, himself/herself and others. The incomplete and unfinalised selves imply 
that subjects have an active position in relation to the ʻcommon senseʼ.
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Epistemologically, the assumption of a ʻdialogical selfʼ means the following for the 
research. First, the way people speak about ʻcommon senseʼ represents their position 
towards it to some extent, but does not define them as subjects. In this study I will primarily 
focus on the positioning of ʻcommon senseʼ within a range of incomplete and unfinalised 
voices. Second, most of the ʻmicrodialogueʼ is not visible to the researcher as this is not 
something that is articulated and happens internally. However, for Bakhtin (1999: 252) it is 
ʻ[o]nly in communion, in the interaction of one person with another, can the “man in man” 
be revealed, for others as well as for oneselfʼ. As a result, the ʻexternal dialogueʼ (dialogue 
with others) ʻis inseparably connected with internal dialogue, that is, with microdialogue, 
and to a considerable extent depends on itʼ (ibid.: 265). For research purposes, the 
ʻexternal dialogueʼ is likely to be more revealing when there is more communication 
between the researcher and the subject. Time stimulates articulation of the ʻmicrodialogueʼ 
externally due to potentially more trust to the researcher, as well as the ʻcommon senseʼ 
being reflected on and thought through. Interaction with ʻcommon senseʼ in different 
contexts may also intensify this interaction between the ʻmicrodialogueʼ and the ʻexternal 
dialogueʼ. Last but not least, when the relationship of a ʻdialogical selfʼ to ʻcommon senseʼ 
is analysed, there is no need to search for a coherent subject position. This means, for 
example, that when seeing students contradicting their own points on the ʻcommon senseʼ, 
I will not try to find a way to assign them to one or the other category, but rather pick up 
these contradictions, taking them as part of the ʻdialogueʼ and discuss what these might 
mean.

The summary of the theoretical framework of this thesis is provided in Table 1.1 below.

Theoretical framework Theoretical framework Theoretical framework 

concept definition in this research

theoretical framework for the analysis of structure (informed by Gramsci, 
2011/1929-1935)

theoretical framework for the analysis of structure (informed by Gramsci, 
2011/1929-1935)

theoretical framework for the analysis of structure (informed by Gramsci, 
2011/1929-1935)

ʻhegemonyʼ - power is rooted in 
economic dominance, but 
goes beyond it, into culture, 
politics, ideology, as well as 
everyday lives
- power is maintained by 
both coercion and consent

hegemony of global 
capitalism, rooted in the 
economic power of MNCs 
and governments
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Theoretical framework Theoretical framework Theoretical framework 

concept definition in this research

theoretical framework for the analysis of structure (informed by Gramsci, 
2011/1929-1935)

theoretical framework for the analysis of structure (informed by Gramsci, 
2011/1929-1935)

theoretical framework for the analysis of structure (informed by Gramsci, 
2011/1929-1935)

hegemonic projectʼ socially constructed (by 
power) dimensions of 
hegemony

- employability (chapter 2)
- consumption (chapter 3)

ʻwar of positionʼ process(es) through which 
hegemonic projects 
operate

e.g. marketing campaigns, 
policies, practices and the 
rhetoric around these

ʻcommon senseʼ socially constructed 
concepts of the world that 
are often lived uncritically

- ʻinitiative 
employabilityʼ (chapters 2 
and 6)
- ʻconsumption of 
workʼ (chapters 3 and 5)

theoretical framework for the analysis of agency (informed by Bakhtin, 
1999/1963)

theoretical framework for the analysis of agency (informed by Bakhtin, 
1999/1963)

theoretical framework for the analysis of agency (informed by Bakhtin, 
1999/1963)

ʻdialogical selfʼ
embracing, manipulating, 
resisting (actively/
passively), ʻescapingʼ the 
ʻcommon senseʼ

subjects are incomplete, 
unfinalisable and in 
constant dialogue with 
themselves and others

- students engaging with 
the ʻcommon senseʼ of 
ʻinitiative 
employabilityʼ (chapter 8)
- students engaging with 
the ʻcommon senseʼ of 
ʻconsumption of 
workʼ (chapter 7)

Table 1.1 Theoretical framework

1.3 Structure of the thesis
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce readers to the theme of my research and the 
theoretical framework that was used to conduct it. First, the key themes were introduced 
by referring to my experience of engaging with them. University was positioned as a key 
actor in informing students on these. Second, I outlined the theoretical framework of this 
research, based on the works of Antonio Gramsci and Mikhail Bakhtin. The rest of this 
thesis will be structured as follows.

In short, chapters 2 and 3 are conceptual chapters that discuss employability and 
ʻconsumption of workʼ respectively. Chapter 4 is devoted to the methodology. Chapters 5, 
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6, 7 and 8 present the empirical findings of this research. Chapters 5 and 6 analyse the 
ʻcommon sensesʼ about student work orientations and employability  constructed at the 
university. Chapters 7 and 8 look at how students engage with these ʻcommon sensesʼ 
during their job  search. Chapter 9 is the discussion chapter, which brings the themes of 
ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability together. Chapter 10 is the conclusion. Now I will 
briefly outline the content of each chapter.

Chapter 2 is devoted to employability. It positions a particular understanding of this notion, 
namely ʻinitiative employabilityʼ (Gazier, 1999), as the ʻcommon senseʼ in employer 
practices and labour market policies. Central to this research, ʻinitiative employabilityʼ also 
shapes the understanding of graduate employability and higher education policies. In the 
contexts that I look at, ʻinitiative employabilityʼ is ʻinstrumentalisedʼ through 
(ʻsoftʼ/ʻtransferableʼ) skills. As a result, my critique of employability in this chapter comes 
from the critique of the conceptualisation of skills that is most often used in graduate 
employability rhetoric and higher education policies. The gaps in the literature that are 
outlined throughout this chapter lead to the following research questions.

RQ1: How is employability  presented to students at the university? How does it 
correspond to the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ identified at the macro level?
RQ2: How do students engage with the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability  during the job 
search?

In chapter 3 I develop  the concept of ʻconsumption of workʼ, which involves the  
commodification of the meaning of work. This concept is positioned within the literature on 
work orientations. Within this work orientation, work is, first, the site for consumption. 
Second, the images and processes of work itself become objects of consumption. In 
addition, by using the notion of the ʻcommodification of the meaning of workʼ, I highlight 
that the politics of consumption goes beyond concealing production (Dunne et al., 2013). It 
is also in concealing that consumer choice is limited to the ʻmenuʼ (Korczynski and Ott, 
2006; Korczynski, 2007). Furthermore, the very act of consumption being concealed from 
consumers might be a specific aspect that ʻconsumption of workʼ adds to the politics of 
consumption. The research questions that have been derived during this chapter are the 
following:
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RQ3: Is ʻconsumption of workʼ constructed as the ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation? How 
does commodification of the meaning of work take place on the university campus? 
RQ4: How do students engage with the ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation constructed at 
the university?

Chapter 4 outlines the methodology  of this research. Here I explain the rationale for 
adopting a critical qualitative research strategy and using interviewing, documenting and 
observing as research methods. Due to a variety of research methods used, they  are 
divided into core and supplementary. Observations at careers fairs and documentary data 
are core to the analysis of university context. They are complemented by interviews with 
students and career consultants, as well as observations at career consultations. 
Longitudinal semi-structured interviews complemented by documentary data are core for 
the analysis of studentsʼ job  search. This section also provides information on how the 
data were gathered and analysed. 

Chapter 5 analyses the construction of the ʻconsumption of workʼ as a ʻcommon senseʼ 
work orientation on campus. It shows how students are primarily  exposed to MNCs and 
large for-profit organisations on campus, which is rooted in the politics of employer 
presence on campus that I also discuss. The positioning of these employers as ʻtopʼ is one 
of the aspects of the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation. Other aspects of ʻconsumption of 
workʼ are identified when analysing the ʻemployee value propositionʼ contained in 
recruitment brochures. These are: organisational brand, lifestyle, self-development, and 
employability. This chapter also pays attention to how these meanings of work are 
promoted to students via marketing campaigns on campus.

Chapter 6 analyses the employability agenda at the university, through which the ʻcommon 
senseʼ of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ is constructed. Employability  is presented as going 
beyond getting a job, being a lifelong project for which oneʼs private experiences are 
mobilised. ʻHigh levelsʼ of skills are presented as the key component of employability, as 
well as the ability  to articulate and ʻsellʼ them to employers. While the university provides 
various programmes to help  students ʻacquireʼ and ʻdevelopʼ their skills, during career 
consultations students are shown how to articulate and ʻsellʼ them. Although it is the 
rhetoric of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ that is communicated to students during career 
consultations, manipulation of it also takes place. Examples of deviation from the rhetoric 
are also highlighted.
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Chapter 7 is devoted to the analysis of studentsʼ work orientations. It shows the 
preferences of most students being shaped by various aspects of ʻconsumption of workʼ, 
as well as instances of resistance demonstrated by a number of students. It also looks at 
studentsʼ work orientations beyond ʻconsumption of workʼ, and how they as ʻdialogical 
selvesʼ navigate between them. The cases that are especially notable are where students 
have to give up some of their preferences about work in favour of others. ʻConsumption of 
workʼ is chosen when other aspects of studentsʼ choices challenge their employability. In 
its turn, this orientation is also ready to be sacrificed by students strongly oriented towards 
the materialistic ends that work might provide.

Chapter 8 looks at students engaging with the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability while 
managing it during their job search. I pay particular attention to how they relate to the 
rhetoric of skills, which they ʻembraceʼ, on the one hand, but actively  manipulate during the 
job search, on the other. I also look at how students learn to ̒ playʼ the job  search ʻgameʼ by 
figuring out how to manipulate the skill rhetoric and how to present themselves to 
employers. This commitment to and manipulation of the skills rhetoric at the same time is 
what leads to instances of resistance from the ʻdialogical selvesʼ during a job search. The 
scope of employability and studentsʼ response to rejections are also examined in this 
chapter.

Chapter 9 is the discussion chapter that brings the themes of employability and 
ʻconsumption of workʼ together. It discusses the ʻmenuʼ of ʻconsumption of workʼ, which 
has been constructed as ʻcommon senseʼ on campus and embraced by  most students. At 
the same time, it highlights how ʻdialogical selvesʼ resist and try to escape this ʻcommon 
senseʼ. ʻInitiative employabilityʼ is discussed as the lifelong ʻproject of the selfʼ (Grey, 
1994), and hints of resistance to it during the job search are highlighted. The two are 
closely  tied together, with the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation strengthening oneʼs 
employability, and employability providing access to ʻconsumption of workʼ. Both are 
argued to be empty of substantive meaning, but at the same time normative, hence the 
potential for resistance is limited.

Chapter 10 is the conclusion, in which I provide a summary of the thesis as well as outline 
its contributions and implications for future research.
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The next two chapters identify gaps in the literature on employability and work orientations, 
and derive the research questions of this study. Chapter 2 is devoted to the rhetoric of 
ʻinitiative employabilityʼ.
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Chapter 2. The rhetoric of employability

2.1 Introduction
Employability  is a word that has become natural to hear and use. It is central to labour 
market and education policies, defines organisationsʼ relationships with their employees 
and is arguably at the core of individualsʼ (working) lives. Hence, we need to understand 
what employability is and where it comes from. This chapter will start by looking at ʻA story 
of employabilityʼ (2.2), in order to see the many interpretations of the concept that have 
been produced since the late 19th century. ʻInitiative employabilityʼ (2.3), which consists of 
ʻEmployability in managerial literatureʼ (2.3.1) and ʻEmployability  in labour market 
policiesʼ (2.3.2), aims to outline how one particular way to understand employability has 
become ʻcommon senseʼ since the 1980s. A ʻGraduate employabilityʼ section (2.4) will 
follow by tracking higher education policies in the UK since the 1960s (2.4.1), raising 
points of their critique (2.4.2) and then outlining the ʻcommon senseʼ of graduate ʻinitiativeʼ  
employability (2.4.3). As the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ is positively 
presented and promises individuals choice and empowerment, so as to challenge this 
view, I will outline ʻwhat is wrong with employabilityʼ (2.5). There are three key points that 
make up  the critique of employability; they will all be discussed in detail. First, 
employability ignores social exclusion (2.5.1). Second, while employability is a concept 
that is central to employeesʼ and citizensʼ relationships with employers and the 
government, its meaning is elusive, if not empty (2.5.2). Third, employability is a normative 
category that intends to produce a certain type of individual (2.5.3), which nevertheless the 
individuals can react to (2.5.4). With these critiques of employability in mind and gaps in 
the literature highlighted, the conceptual positioning of employability within this study will 
then be outlined and research questions framed (2.6).

2.2 A story of employability
This section will tell a story of definitions of the word employability from the late 19th 
century to the present day. It provides a story rather than the story of employability 
because of my acknowledgment of the fact that knowledge is socially  constructed 
(Foucault, 1991/1975). Hence the emphases made here may differ from those made by 
other researchers. Although the definitions of employability primarily follow Gazierʼs 
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(1999), they are complemented by other work on employability  and embrace more recent 
research too. This focus on the different meanings attached to employability throughout 
the twentieth century is necessary in order to emphasise how a certain definition of 
employability (ʻinitiative employabilityʼ) has become ʻcommon senseʼ among policy-makers, 
educators, counsellors, academics and individuals as a result of changes in capitalism that 
took place in the 1980s. This section will also only partially cover the story of employability 
due to other commitments of this thesis. 

Employability  can be traced back to at least the 1880s (Welshman, 2006), when it was 
used with a prefix ʻunʼ, i.e. ʻunemployabilityʼ was the category in question. From the 1880s 
to the 1940s unemployability referred to the social group of ʻthose unable and those 
unwilling to workʼ (ibid.: 578). What is remarkable here is the relationship between 
ʻunemploymentʼ and ʻunemployabilityʼ. Mid-Victorian reformers equated the two, claiming 
that ʻdefects of character automatically caused people to be unemployedʼ (Komine, 2004: 
257). However, a distinction was later drawn between the two. The unemployed were 
considered to be often able and willing to work, but being in temporary unemployment, 
while the unemployable were a permanent social feature (Webb and Webb, 1897, cited in 
Welshman, 2006). Beveridge (1903) proposed a reverse causality  between unemployment 
and unemployability, suggesting that unemployment itself was creating unemployables. 
Interwar social surveys also pointed out that unemployability could become the result of 
long-term unemployment (Welshman, 2006). Gazier (1999) names this type of (un)
employability ʻdichotomicʼ as people were classified as either employable or not. So as not 
to be unemployable, one needed to belong to the 15-64 age group, have no physical/
mental impairment and no family constraints (ibid.) and be willing to work (Welshman, 
2006). Overall, (un)employability was the status of people in relation to the labour force. 
Gazier (1999) identifies this definition of employability as the first of seven concepts of 
employability, representing the first of three waves of the emergence of employability 
rhetoric, which are not mutually exclusive.

According to Gazier (1999), the start of the second wave of using the concept of 
employability is associated with the period from after World War II until the 1980s, with 
three different definitions: ʻsocio-medical employabilityʼ (Byrd et al., 1977; Kolstoe and 
Shaffer, 1961; Schwarz et al., 1968), ʻmanpower policy employabilityʼ (Hopper and 
Williams, 1973; Mangum, 1983) and ʻflow employabilityʼ (Ledrut, 1966; Salais, 1974). The 
characteristic feature of this period was that quantitative scales to measure employability 
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were widely used, and employability was often measured as either employment outcomes 
or potential employment outcomes (Gazier, 1999). ʻSocio-medical employabilityʼ and 
ʻmanpower policyʼ employability were used to measure all sorts of relationships between, 
broadly, individual characteristics and labour market requirements. The former emerged 
before the 1950s in the United States as well as Europe and targeted the disabled while 
the latter emerged in the United States after the 1960s and targeted the entire workforce. 
Both focused on the labour supply side (Gazier, 1999), largely being about getting people 
to work. The emergence of these types of employability  may be explained by countriesʼ 
losses in the war which led to smaller workforces and the need to recover production at 
the same time. ʻFlow employabilityʼ comes primarily from French sociological literature 
(McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005) and focuses on the labour demand and the absorption 
capacity of the economy (Gazier, 1999). ʻSocio-medical employabilityʼ and ʻmanpower 
employabilityʼ were the primary focus of research at the time. It is during this time that 
research on education and employability  also appeared (e.g. Kenneth, 1978), which 
looked at the role of education and teaching in relation to employability. This may be 
considered a subdivision of ʻmanpower employabilityʼ. 

The third wave of employability concepts appeared in the two decades after 1980 and was 
developed in the 1990s (Gazier, 1999). It was during the 1990s that employability became 
a ʻbuzzwordʼ in the area of work and labour market policy (Baruch, 2001; Philpott, 1999). 
During this time policy prescriptions regarding employability  became wider and less 
precise (Gazier, 1999). The same holds for managerial literature, which did not offer any 
mechanisms to estimate employability  or see whether it was increasing or diminishing 
(Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005/1999). Three definitions of employability  emerged in this 
wave (Gazier, 1999). The first refers to employability as ʻexpected labour market 
performanceʼ (Mallar et al., 1982) and presents a statistical definition (Gazier, 1999) that 
shows ʻlabour market outcomes achieved by policy interventionsʼ (McQuaid and Lindsay, 
2005: 201). In addition to this, the emphasis has been shifted to the dynamic nature of 
employability and the individual adaptation to the labour market conditions. ʻInitiativeʼ 
employabilityʼ (e.g. Kanter, 1989; Ghoshal et al., 1999; Arthur and Rousseau, 2001) comes 
from the literature on human resource development and emphasises the importance of 
individual initiative in the labour market. Employment would not be guaranteed by 
employers to employees, but can be achieved through employability. The focus on the 
employer-employee relationship was a distinctive feature of this conceptualisation of 
employability in comparison to those which existed before. The same deal spread to the 
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relationship  between governments and the labour force, with labour market policies 
focusing on the labour supply, i.e. again on making the workforce more employable, but 
not necessarily employed. The often-cited broad definition used by Hillage and Pollard 
(1998) also belongs to this category, defining employability as oneʼs capability of gaining 
initial employment, maintaining employment and obtaining new employment if required. 
However, Brown and Hesketh (2004) criticise ʻinitiativeʼ definitions of employability  for not 
taking into account the conditions in the labour market. For them the definition of 
employability should pay  attention to the dualism of employability, which is a combination 
of the absolute (personal capital1), and the relative (labour market conditions). Hence 
employability refers to ʻrelative chances of getting and maintaining different kinds of 
employmentʼ (ibid.: 25). The issues that Brown and Hesketh (2004) have raised echo what 
Gazier (1999) calls ʻinteractive employabilityʼ (e.g. European Commission, 1997), which 
focuses on individual adaptation in the labour market, but also takes into account labour 
market conditions. He states that ʻinteractive employabilityʼ is the preferred definition of 
employability. However, arguably it is ʻinitiative employabilityʼ that has been the most often 
used definition of employability, and the basis on which labour market policies have been 
implemented since the 1980s, at least across Europe (McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005). This 
will be discussed in detail in the next section. 

2.3 ʻInitiative employabilityʼ
This section will look at how, out of the plethora of definitions of employability that were 
used throughout the twentieth century, ʻinitiative employabilityʼ has become ʻcommon 
senseʼ since the 1980s. First, ʻinitiative employabilityʼ rhetoric appearing in managerial 
literature will be examined. It came as a result of globalisation and the need for employers 
operating internationally to adapt to market conditions, being flexible in hiring and firing 
employees. As a consequence, ʻinitiative employabilityʼ became the new deal for 
employees (2.3.1). It also became the new deal for citizens, being adopted by 
governments, who started planning their labour market policies around labour supply and 
ʻinitiative employabilityʼ rhetoric (2.3.2). Both points will now be discussed in detail.
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2.3.1  Employability in managerial literature
In the late 1980s the need for organisations to be more flexible so as to stay competitive in 
the increasingly  globalised market led to talks about a new deal between employers and 
employees, namely employers investing in employeesʼ training and development, and if 
the company needed to let them go, they would not have problems finding other 
employment (Handy, 1989). ʻEmployability securityʼ (Kanter, 1989) was suggested as a 
substitute to job security  in organisations (Baruch, 2001; Clarke and Patrickson, 2008). 
Employability  has become a ʻbuzzwordʼ (Baruch, 2001) since then, having attracted a lot of 
attention in the 1990s. Mainstream management scholarship  (e.g. Ghoshal et al., 1999), 
practitioner-oriented literature (e.g. Fagiano, 1993) and the media (e.g. The Economist, 16 
March 1996) were promoting employability  within organisations. Employability became the 
centre of the employment relationship, representing a ʻnew moral contractʼ (Ghoshal et al., 
1999) or a ʻnew psychological contractʼ (Martin et al., 1998) between employers and 
employees.

Employability  not only settled at the centre of employer-employee relationships, but 
became one of the key criteria for career success (Carbery and Garavan, 2005). 
Traditional careers, where employees climbed the organisational hierarchy, usually  within 
one organisation which guaranteed relative job  security, were replaced by 
ʻboundarylessʼ (Arthur and Rousseau, 2001) and ʻproteanʼ (Hall and Moss, 1998; Hall, 
2002) careers, which embraced change and flexibility. In these career models 
employability rather than employment came to the fore. Periods of not having a job  were 
now accepted as normal, and it was employability that mattered. The meaning of 
employment itself was reinterpreted as ʻa temporary state, or the current manifestation of 
long-term employabilityʼ (Arthur and Rousseau, 2001: 373). Each employment experience 
could now feed back into oneʼs employability. A very often cited quote by  Hawkins (1999: 
8) states that now ʻto be employed is to be at risk, to be employable is to be secureʼ. The 
notion of skills was presented as the ʻinstrumentationʼ of employability, with each new skill 
acquired or developed contributing to oneʼs employability (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005: 
386). So skills became the centre of ʻemployability securityʼ: 

... the concern is less with the availability of standard jobs than it is with marketability of 

cumulative personal skills. Employment increasingly focuses less on filling predetermined work 

roles, and more on cultivating and using skills and capabilities. In the process, employment is 

coming to mean something at once more exciting and more temporary.
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 Arthur and Rousseau (2001: 373)

Managerial literature presented employability  as a mutually  beneficial relationship  for 
employers and employees (Clarke and Patrickson, 2005) as well as one based on 
consensus between them (see Brown et al., 2003). The benefits for employees were seen 
in independence from employers as well as choice of jobs one could do throughout his/her 
working life. Here is how Ghoshal et al. (1999: 15-16) describe the new contract:

In the new contract, employees take responsibility for the competitiveness of both themselves 

and the part of the company to which they belong. In return, the company offers not the 

dependence of employment security but the independence of employability - a guarantee that 

they fulfill through continuous education and development. 

The employer-employee relationship  based on job security was even seen as an obstacle 
to a long-lasting, satisfying relationship  (ibid.). Bagshaw (1996: 16) described job security 
as ʻservice to one masterʼ and stated that the opportunities for ʻdynamicʼ people in the 
labour market were spreading in all directions. In this analysis, the very transfer of 
responsibility for employment to employees was presented as ʻempoweringʼ the latter 
(Clarke and Patrickson, 2005). Employers were depicted as having to compete for the best 
employees who were free to choose where to go; work could now be seen as ʻthe new 
consumptionʼ (see Brown et al., 2003: 15).

Training was promoted as the bridge between corporate and individual interests 
(Bagshaw, 1996) and the ethical responsibility  of the employer (Van Buren, 2003). 
Employersʼ role as a training (and hence employability) provider was seen as beneficial for 
organisations not only because they could be flexible in hiring and firing employees when 
necessary. Providing enhanced employability was expected to ʻmake jobs so exciting that 
employees do not exercise their liberty to leaveʼ (Ghoshal, 1999: 16). There are different 
interpretations in this literature of where the expectation that employers will provide 
training comes from. For some it comes from ʻenlightenedʼ employers who know that 
investing in employees would bring value to the organisation (Rajan, 1997; Ghoshal et al., 
1999). Others see it as stimulated by  employees themselves, who in light of job insecurity 
and the broken contract demand more from their employers (Herriot et al., 1998; Martin et 
al., 1998). 
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Despite mainstream management literature mostly promoting employability, there were 
also reserved voices in this debate. Clarke and Patrickson (2008) summarised the 
argument for employability into five assumptions and put all of them into question. The first 
three concern individualsʼ relationships with employability. Individuals are assumed to be 
responsible for their employability, have the desire to manage it and have the capacity to 
do so. The fourth assumption is that employers would provide opportunities for employees 
to develop their employability. However, as it is up to the employer to decide what training 
would be provided, it would not necessarily benefit employeesʼ future employability (Clarke 
and Patrickson, 2008; Baruch, 2001). The fifth assumption looks at employability as an 
antecedent of employment. This assumption downplays the structural factors that lead to 
unemployment and joblessness (see section 2.5.1 ʻEmployability  and social exclusionʼ). It 
has been noted that as employers still had the upper hand in making decisions on who to 
hire and fire, when, under what conditions, what training to provide etc, ʻemployability 
securityʼ could ultimately be not as ʻempoweringʼ as its proponents claimed (Jacoby, 1999; 
Clarke and Patrickson, 2008). Furthermore, not everyone assumed that employees would 
accept the new deal. According to Baruch (2001), for employability to be accepted by 
employees, it needs to be accepted by HR managers as they are ʻagents of changeʼ in 
organisations. However, in his empirical study of HR directors their attitude to employability 
was mostly negative. They were not treating it as an equal substitute for employeesʼ 
loyalty and long-term commitment. As a solution to these problems it was suggested that 
employees could undertake more training that would be related to their employability  in the 
labour market in general rather than in a particular company, such as training in 
transferable skills (Baruch, 2001; Clarke and Patrickson, 2008). These reserved voices in 
the literature do not however question the employability deal as such, but propose ways to 
enhance it or make it ʻfairerʼ.

It is arguable that employers also gained the upper hand beyond the employer-employee 
relationship, as governments, too, had to adapt to the new ways that organisations were 
operating. Despite some skepticism about employability being adopted as a management 
practice even within mainstream management literature, governments joined the ʻinitiative 
employabilityʼ rhetoric by making employability central to labour market policies too. 
Employability  has moved ʻfrom corporate wish list to government policyʼ (Taylor, 1998), 
which will be discussed in the next section. 
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2.3.2 Employability in labour market policies
Employability  was taken up by governments who joined hands with the business world 
and, being unable to influence labour demand, built their labour market policies around 
labour supply, i.e. employability. Although it was the New Labour government elected in 
1997 that started explicitly  promoting employability (Peck and Theodore, 2000; Levitas, 
2005), the election of the Conservative government in 1979 may be considered ʻthe 
decisive moment in the shift towards an employability-based orthodoxyʼ in the form of a 
ʻStricter Benefit Regimeʼ (Peck and Theodore, 2000: 733). For example, it was in 1986 that 
people who claimed unemployment for more than 6 months were required to demonstrate 
that they were actively searching for jobs, with refusals to cooperate resulting in benefit 
sanctions (see the detailed discussion in Peck and Theodore, 2000). New Labour first 
emphasised ʻjob securityʼ as a labour market policy priority, but after a number of 
unsuccessful attempts to influence labour demand which resulted only in the deterioration 
of working conditions for employees, their rhetoric shifted to constructing job security as 
employability (Levitas, 2005: 118-121). Demand-driven changes were regarded as being 
outdated, the prerogative of the ʻvery bad old daysʼ (Layard 1998: 27, cited in Peck and 
Theodore 2000: 729). This shift in rhetoric is very similar to the one that was taking place 
in managerial literature and practice at the same time (see the previous section). So it was 
now employeesʼ responsibility  to acquire and develop  skills, adapting to the labour market 
conditions, while the government would provide opportunities for them to do so. Unlike the 
Conservative government, New Labour also committed to spend on active programming 
and framed their policies within the communitarian rhetoric of ʻrights and 
responsibilitiesʼ (Peck and Theodore, 2000: 735). This policy goal can be summarised as 
ʻfrom full employment to employabilityʼ (Finn, 2000).

For Peck and Theodore (2000), supply-side labour market policies can only  bring short-
term labour market attachment, but in the long-run will not help  to fight unemployment or 
create jobs. The short-term solutions employability offers are especially visible in 
geographic regions with a lack of labour demand, like Teesside (MacDonald and  Shildrick, 
2011; Shildrick et al., 2012). It is only by looking beyond employability that sustainable 
solutions can be found (Peck and Theodore, 2000). ʻInitiative employabilityʼ as a policy 
instrument has been criticised not only in the academic literature, but in public debate too, 
being characterised as a theory that failed (e.g. The Guardian, 20 December 1999; The 
Observer, 12 September 1999). Since New Labour, labour market policies have kept 

36



evolving around employability, with, for example, the Employability Programme for 
unskilled (unemployed) employees offered by JobCentrePlus after the Leitch Review 
(2006).

Labour market policies that focus on employability have also been implemented 
internationally. Apart from the UK, labour market policies with a focus on employability 
have been central to EU/OECD policies (Jacobsson, 2004) and adopted by member 
countries. This has also been the case for the English-speaking world outside the UK (e.g. 
Taylor, 1998; Williams, 2005), and some Asian countries like South Korea and Singapore 
(Moore, 2010). Employability policies have targeted the young (Worth, 2003), women 
(Korteweg, 2003), immigrants (Vesterberg, forthcoming) and the disabled (Holmqvist, 
2008). Among graduates too, employability has become a ʻbuzzwordʼ (BBC News, 9 April 
2011), with recent changes in higher education policies and practice more explicitly 
targeting employability. This is what the next section will specifically look at.

Summary
This section has looked at employability  rhetoric in managerial literature, as well as in the 
UKʼs labour market policies. As a response to the globalisation of the economy that has 
been taking place at least since the 1980s, two powerful groups, multinational corporations 
and government(s), put ʻinitiative employabilityʼ at the centre of their relationships with 
employees and citizens. The responsibility for employability  and employment was shifted 
to employees and citizens, positioning employers and governments as ʻenablersʼ (Fejes, 
2010). These changes were implemented by the powerful with almost no scope for 
employees or citizens to oppose them. This may be understood as ʻcoercionʼ, using 
Gramsciʼs terminology (see chapter 1). However, the positive rhetoric around 
employability, and the claim that employability  benefits everybody rather than being a 
forced measure, have worked towards stimulating consent from those affected by the 
changes. The presentation of employability  in a positive way  may be characterised as a 
ʻwar of positionʼ (see chapter 1) as it helps to create the superstructures of society  that 
maintain the hegemony of global capitalism. This ʻwar of positionʼ contributes to the 
creation of the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability. The amount of talk surrounding 
employability, with mostly positive voices, brings forward the principles of employability 
(individualsʼ responsibility, allowing independence and choice, etc), which may then 
become ʻcommon senseʼ not only in policy and organisational practice, but for individuals 
as well. The rhetoric around graduate employability, although it came to the front slightly 
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later than in government policies elsewhere, is an example of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ as 
well, which will be explored in the next section.

2.4 Graduate employability
In this section higher education policy since the 1960s will be outlined so as to understand 
at what point the employability agenda and, more specifically, the ʻinitiative employabilityʼ 
agenda, have entered it (2.4.1). Second, a critique of this policy will follow (2.4.2). Finally, 
the ʻcommon senseʼ of graduate employability, i.e. what exactly graduate employability 
consists of, will be discussed (2.4.3). 

2.4.1 Higher education policy in the UK since the 1960s
Since the 1960s British policy has highlighted the need for higher education to respond to 
business demands in order to achieve economic growth and to be able to compete in the 
global economy. This largely goes in hand with human capital theory  (Becker, 1962) and 
has been the underlying approach to education since then (Brown and Hesketh, 2004). 
The development of the workforce through higher education has been one of the main 
issues in this discussion. The Robbins Report (1963) identified four key objectives of 
higher education, one of which was connecting education with the world of work through 
the development of skills that students would need in the real world2:

We begin with instruction in skills suitable to play a part in the general division of labour. We put 

this first, not because we regard it as the most important, but because we think that it is 

sometimes ignored or undervalued. Confucius said in the Analects that it was not easy to find a 

man who had studied for three years without aiming at pay. We deceive ourselves if we claim 

that more than a small fraction of students in institutions of higher education would be where 

they are if there were no significance for their future careers in what they hear and read; and it is 

a mistake to suppose that there is anything discreditable in this. Certainly this was not the 

attitude of the past: the ancient universities of Europe were founded to promote the training of 

the clergy, doctors and lawyers; and though at times there may have been many who attended 

for the pursuit of pure knowledge or of pleasure, they must surely have been a minority. And it 

must be recognised that in our own times, progress - and particularly the maintenance of a 

competitive position - depends to a much greater extent than ever before on skills demanding 
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special training. A good general education, valuable though it may be, is frequently less than we 

need to solve many of our most pressing problems.

Robbins (1963: 6)

Although the Robbins Report (1963) emphasised the need for skills to be developed via 
higher education and supported university-industry collaboration, its focus was primarily on 
the demand for higher education in the UK, and hence proposed its expansion, which was 
subsequently  supported by the government. The underlying assumption of the report was 
that the principles of traditional liberal higher education and mass access on their own 
would be enough for the creation of the skilled workforce that the labour market needed 
(Squires, 1990). 

Later, however, the automatic contribution of an educated workforce to international 
competitiveness was challenged (Dunne et al., 1997), and as a result throughout the 
1990s the skills agenda within higher education came to the fore. Various reports coming 
from government, industry and to some extent higher education practitioners highlighted 
the need for studentsʼ skills to be developed in higher education and suggested how 
exactly universities could do this (Atkins, 1999; Dunne et al., 1997). The Dearing Report 
(1997), which has dramatically changed the funding system of higher education through its 
influence on the introduction of student fees, also emphasised the importance of student 
skills received during higher education. The recommendation for higher education 
institutions was to integrate the information about skills into each ʻprogramme 
specificationʼ. These were ʻkey skillsʼ (numeracy, communication, the use of information 
technology and learning how to learn), cognitive skills (such as understanding 
methodologies and ability in critical analysis) and subject specific skills (such as laboratory 
skills) (Dearing, 1997: chapter 9, recommendation 21). In this recommendation university 
is positioned as an ʻenablerʼ (Fejes, 2010), or a body that helps students to develop their 
skills. At the same time, Dearing (1997) highlighted the need for individuals to develop, 
learn throughout life and adapt to the changing economic situation, i.e. studentsʼ ʻinitiative 
employabilityʼ was implicitly addressed. A similar tendency can be found in the Roberts 
Review (2002: 30), which focused on engineering, science and technology students, and 
emphasised a lack of transferable skills (such as communication, business awareness and 
teamwork) among them. Universities were criticised for prioritising the scientific knowledge 
of students and for not paying enough attention to transferable skills. The Lambert Review 
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(2003) explicitly referred to employability. It included a recommendation for Funding 
Councils to require university  departments (or faculties) to publish employability 
information in their undergraduate and postgraduate prospectuses:

Recommendation 8.1

Funding Councils should require universities to publish information in their prospectuses on 

graduate and postgraduate employability for each department (or faculty, if datasets are too 

small) by 2006.

This information should include:

•" Employability statistics and first destination data – to allow students to see whether 

particular courses are likely to be useful for specific careers.

•" Starting salary data – to give students an indication of the value that employers place on 

graduates from particular courses.

•" Other information relevant to specific disciplines.

Lambert (2003: 108)

All the education reports mentioned so far have been based on the assumption that 
education has to contribute to the economy and universities need to address employer 
needs. All of them supported university-industry collaboration. In 2001 Sector Skills 
Councils (SSCs) were introduced, financed by the government and led by employers. 
Their aim was to address employersʼ needs for the workforce, by identifying skills gaps 
and ways to tackle them at all levels, including undergraduate and postgraduate. The 
Lambert Review (2003: 109), which focused specifically on university-industry 
collaboration, recommended that ʻThe Government should ensure that SSCs have real 
influence over university courses and curriculaʼ.

The Browne Review (2010) has contributed to further changes in the system of higher 

education funding, stimulating universities to compete for students, and leading to 

students paying higher fees  and hence as customers supposedly controlling the quality of 

higher education. In this  report higher education was criticised for ‘not being responsive to 

the changing needs  of the economy’ (Browne, 2010: 23). To support this, Lord Browne 

reports that 20% of employers experience a ‘skills  gap of some kind’, and that 48% of 

employers reported students lacking business awareness (ibid.). Employability is referred 

to as one of the criteria for university assessment, and even a criterion on the basis  of 

which some university courses will justify their existence:

40



Employment outcomes will also make a difference to the charges set by institutions. Where a 

key selling point of a course is that it provides improved employability, its charge will become 

an indicator of its ability to deliver – students will only pay higher charges if there is a proven

path to higher earnings. When complemented by the improvements we propose to information, 

this will help students make a better choice about what to study. Courses that deliver improved 

employability will prosper; those that make false promises will disappear.

Browne (2010: 31)

In 2010, as a response to the Coalition Government programme to publish more 
information about the costs, graduate earnings and student satisfaction of different 
university  courses, HEFCE asked universities ʻto publish employability  statements on the 
help they provide to students to improve their employability and transition into 
workʼ (HEFCE, 11 June 2010). The recent Wilson Review (2012) recommends that 
universities should further engage in collaboration with business. Acknowledging the lack 
of jobs with large corporate employers, universities are encouraged to provide students 
more information about opportunities in small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) as 
well as about self-employment. The Wilson Review (2012) pays a lot of attention to the 
theme of skills. Chapter 4 of the review, titled ʻDevelopment of skills and knowledge for 
employmentʼ, starts with the following quote: ʻGraduates of today just donʼt have the 
necessary skills to meet the needs of business todayʼ (ibid.: 30). It is then expanded in the 
following way:

This has been a consistent message from employers for decades. Each generation of 

graduates, as they become managers themselves, repeat the judgement that their 

predecessors made.

As employability climbs up  the agenda of university applicants, todayʼs university leaders seek 

to ensure that their graduates are equipped with the right knowledge and skills for employment. 

This chapter analyses the strategies being adopted to address this long-standing issue.

(ibid.)

Providing more opportunities for students to work while at university  is posited as a way to 
improve graduatesʼ skills.

Summary
The role of the university as a contributor to the economy has been emphasised since the 
1960s, and this was the time when the issue of employability  started being addressed. Up 
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to the Dearing Review (1997), however, universitiesʼ contribution was seen as being the 
production of a more educated workforce. Since the 1990s, the ability of universities to 
address the needs of employers and the economy has been questioned, and they have 
become required to pay more attention to skill development in order to produce a flexible, 
adaptable (i.e. ʻinitiatively employableʼ) workforce. More employer (primarily  business) 
engagement in curricula development is now encouraged, and employability has become 
a measure of the quality of education. Studentsʼ ʻinitiative employabilityʼ is to be developed 
by paying more attention to skills gained at the university. Government policy  is informed 
by skills gaps reported by employers, with more action to enhance these through closer 
collaboration with business.

2.4.2 Higher education policies: A critique
Higher education policies in the UK, as outlined in the previous section, were made on the 
basis of two assumptions. First, business is assumed to be the main partner of the 
universities. This assumption almost completely ignores the public sector, a provider of 
nearly  6 million jobs (ONS, 20 June 2012). These reports seem to equate the well-being of 
business (which the university  provides by supplying a skilled workforce) with the well-
being of society, which is a problematic logic. This is justified by the pursuit of economic 
growth, which is itself a questionable proxy for societyʼs well-being. Even within the 
questionable neoliberal rhetoric that these policies follow, public sector organisations (such 
as universities themselves) compete and also contribute to economic growth. The reason 
for singling out business as the main partner of universities is not, therefore, clear. Second, 
it is assumed that the skills gaps reported by employers are real and need to be acted 
upon. The quote from the Wilson Review (2012) above demonstrates this well, by reading 
employersʼ consistent dissatisfaction with skills as evidence of a ʻlong-standing problemʼ. It 
does not, for example, consider the possibility that employersʼ reports on skills gaps are 
exaggerated (Taylor, 1998). In contrast, Livingstone (1999) argues that the work-related 
knowledge that people have exceeds the supply of jobs where this knowledge can be 
used. Similarly, for Brown and Hesketh (2004), many graduates can effectively work in 
graduate jobs. This point may be further supported by studies that have been conducted in 
the workplace. For example, Brown and Coupland (2005) observed graduates being 
ʻsilencedʼ in graduate jobs, hence the skills that they needed to show when applying were 
not being fully engaged. At the same time, jobs may be not as skilled as they are portrayed 
to be. For example, Costas and Kärreman (2011) found employees experiencing boredom 
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and routine even in the very prestigious and supposedly highly skilled consultancy 
industry. So it is questionable whether there is a problem with skills and whether graduate 
jobs are actually as skilled as they are presented to be. Furthermore, providing more ways 
for students to engage in employability-boosting activities while at university  does not 
mean that employersʼ reports on skills gaps will change. 

The Wilson Review (2012: 31) sees skills development and the subject studied by 
students as being closely  connected, and warns against teaching ʻgeneric skillsʼ 
separately from the degree studied. However, the review recommends that universities 
develop more opportunities for skill development outside the curriculum, where there is a 
risk of knowledge being sacrificed for the sake of ʻskillsʼ. To be competitive in the labour 
market, students, being responsible for their employability, will need to take the time to 
engage in more employability-related activities offered to them by their universities, with 
education becoming a smaller part in the whole ʻuniversity experienceʼ.

Within research the integration of employability  into the education system, in particular the 
curriculum, has been promoted (e.g. Fallows and Steven, 2000; Cox and King, 2006; 
Nilsson, 2010). Critical accounts on universities pursuing the employability agenda warn 
against the potential for a two-tier university system being created, with one tier producing 
leaders and another producing employees (Boden and Nedeva, 2010). At the same time, 
there has been a lack of critical empirical research dealing with employability  at the 
university  level, with some notable exceptions (e.g. Kalfa and Taksa, 2012; to some extent 
Costea et al., 2012). Costea et al. (2012) focused on a specific source of employability 
rhetoric that is available on university campuses: the job advertisements of selected 
recruiters. Kalfa and Taksaʼs (2012) study looked primarily at employability  that is 
embedded in the curriculum. However, with employability rhetoric spreading into all 
aspects of the university, arguably redefining ʻwhat universities are forʼ (Collini, 2012), 
accounts that analyse employability  in a number of contexts within the university are 
needed. At the same time, the importance of analysing local contexts comes from the 
potential of rhetoric that exists at the macro level being redefined locally. For example, 
Williams (2005: 47) interpreted the introduction of employability skills frameworks as an 
attempt at ʻnormalisationʼ and suggested that this would result in the employability  skills 
project being ʻchallenged, resisted, ignored, or appropriated in various ways by educators, 
trainers and learner-workers alikeʼ. Kalfa and Taksaʼs (2012) study showed educatorsʼ 
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resistance to employability rhetoric. However, there is scope for further analysis of local 
agencyʼs engagement with employability.

2.4.3 Graduate employability as a case of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ
Harvey (2001) distinguishes between three definitions of graduate employability. All three 
definitions correspond to ʻinitiative employabilityʼ, with the first one being the broadest and 
embracing the other two, with the potential to be applied both to students and universities. 
First is employability as oneʼs capability of gaining initial employment, maintaining 
employment and obtaining new employment if required (Hillage and Pollard, 1998). It is on 
the basis of this definition that the criteria by which universities are measured as 
institutions which provide employability have been developed. These criteria are nature of 
employment, time after graduation, income and discipline (Harvey, 2001). The second 
definition is employability as ʻthe propensity of the graduate to exhibit attributes that 
employers anticipate will be necessary for the future effective functioning of their 
organisationʼ (Harvey, 2001: 100). The dimensions of this type of employability are various 
skills3, like teamwork, communication and risk taking. The third definition is employability 
as ʻthe ability  of the graduate to get a satisfying jobʼ, with the dimensions in this case being 
factors such as financial reward, levels of interest, and responsibility (Harvey, 2001: 100). 

It is likely that, while at university, students will be most familiar with ʻinitiative 
employabilityʼ as reflected in the second definition, which has skills as its key component. 
First, while universities are measured on the basis of the work students get (six months 
after graduation), it is aspects of the second definition of employability  that universities 
need to develop  in students. For example, the definition of graduate employability provided 
by Yorke (2006: 8) in ʻLearning and Employability  Seriesʼ4, belongs to ʻinitiative 
employabilityʼ:

a set of achievements – skills, understandings and personal attributes – that makes graduates 

more likely to gain employment and be successful  in their chosen occupations, which benefits 
themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy.
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Graduate employability  here is also connected to the idea of the responsible citizen who, 
by being employable, makes a contribution to the society. Notably, this definition of 
employability is often used to define graduate employability  by  universitiesʼ careers centres 
and a modified definition of it has been adopted in the ʻWorking towards your futureʼ guide 
for students, published together by the Confederation of British Industry and the National 
Union of Students (CBI/NUS, 2011: 14). 

Second, individual students during their job searches are expected to be selected on the 
basis of the second definition of employability. ʻEmployability skillsʼ was the most important 
factor in recruiting graduates according to employers surveyed by  the CBI (2011)5, with 
82% of employers valuing such skills (see picture 2.1 below for the definition of these 
skills).

Picture 2.1. CBI (2011: 23)

To be employable, one needs to have the skills employers want, which can supposedly  be 
acquired and developed from different life and work experiences. There is also an 
expectation of ʻmarketability of cumulative personal skillsʼ (Arthur and Rousseau, 2001: 
373), i.e. it is expected from individuals that they  will be committed to developing their 
skills according to employersʼ demands in order to stay up-to-date in the labour market. I 
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regard this expectation of having, acquiring and developing skills as the ʻcommon senseʼ 
of skill ʻpossessionʼ6, where skills are assumed to be tangible, identifiable and measurable. 
At the same time, skill ʻpossessionʼ is not enough to guarantee employment. Whether 
students have the necessary skills is tested by employers as part of the recruitment 
process, during which students supposedly  ̒demonstrateʼ them. First, skills ʻdemonstrationʼ 
involves articulating them. The position of the NUS, for example, sees students as having 
trouble with articulating skills rather than a lack of them (Stevens, 2012), which results in 
problems with employability. Second, ʻdemonstrationʼ is ʻsellingʼ the skills to employers 
during the job search, which may be seen as another aspect of skillsʼ ʻmarketabilityʼ (Arthur 
and Rousseau, 2001). ʻSellingʼ skills implies an attitude of ʻself-marketingʼ (Fogde, 2011) 
with which the process of searching for a job needs to be approached.

The relationship  between ʻpossessionʼ and ʻdemonstrationʼ is not necessarily in the (in)
ability  of students to ʻdemonstrateʼ their skills, which is what graduate employability 
rhetoric points at. It is much more complex and will be traced throughout this study. For 
example, students might want to present a certain image of themselves (Goffman, 1959) 
to employers, deciding what skills to ʻdemonstrateʼ. This can be inferred from Brown and 
Heskethʼs (2004) study. They identified two types of student job-seeker, the ʻpuristsʼ and 
the ʻplayersʼ. The former compete for jobs according to meritocratic rules while the latter 
compete according to market rules. An example they provide is that ʻ[p]urists view the use 
of assessment centres as an attempt to match the right person to the right job, that 
requires a high level of personal disclosure to ensure that the recruiting organization has 
the necessary data to make an accurate judgmentʼ (ibid.: 252). ʻPlayersʼ, on the other 
hand, modify the presentation of themselves to try to match the image that they expect 
employers require from them. However, ʻplayer/puristʼ is a simplistic dichotomy and the 
authors themselves admit that many people belong to neither of the groups and that with 
time and job-search experience the type which a person belongs to might change. This 
distinction is made on the assumption of the reality  and to some extent objectivity  of 
employability (although they do mention problems with ʻobjectiveʼ recruitment methods, 
see 2.5.1). As has been shown earlier (sections 2.2 and 2.3), ʻinitiative employabilityʼ is a 
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socially constructed category. Therefore, the student job  search experience needs to be 
analysed against the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability. In Sharoneʼs (2007) study, the job 
search7  itself was characterised as being a ʻgameʼ, because its rules are socially 
constructed. Consequently, there are no ʻpuristsʼ. This is an interpretation that is supported 
by this study. However, Sharone (2007) focused on the sequence of the job search, while I 
would like to focus on job  seekersʼ engagement with the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiativeʼ 
employability through reflections on their ʻpossessionʼ of skills and the ʻdemonstrationʼ of 
these to employers. This might help us to get a more nuanced understanding of both the 
ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiativeʼ employability  and of how subjects engage with it (see more 
on this point in 2.6).

Summary
In this section I have looked at how graduate employability is addressed in relation to the 
ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ. Overall, the employability  agenda, with a 
particular focus on teaching graduates how to become employable, has been emphasised 
more strongly in education policies since the 1990s. Universities were encouraged to pay 
more attention to the development of skills, and as a result ʻinitiative employabilityʼ came 
into education policy, rhetoric and practice. I also looked at particular examples of how 
ʻinitiative employabilityʼ was presented to students. Being employable is oneʼs own 
responsibility and presented as equal to being a ʻcitizenʼ, i.e. contributing to the community 
and the economy. The ʻcommon senseʼ of graduate employability may be summarised as 
follows. First, to be employable, a graduate needs to ʻpossessʼ skills, i.e. to have them and 
to be committed to acquiring and developing them. Second, he or she needs to be able to 
ʻdemonstrateʼ these skills to employers during the graduate job search, which includes 
articulating and selling them because an individualʼs employability  itself is not visible. 
Judgements about it can be made by employers, counsellors and individuals on the basis 
of measuring, enhancing, testing and selling skills. As a result, skills become the 
ʻinstrumentationʼ of employability (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005: 386). This point will be 
central to my critique of employability as a concept (see 2.5.2).    
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2.5 What is wrong with employability?
Although employability is a socially constructed concept and has been introduced by  two 
powerful groups, employers and governments, as a substitute to job security (see the 
discussion in section 2.3), its image is nonetheless very positive. It is presented as 
empowering employees and citizens, as well as opening more choice for them. This 
rhetoric is of course questionable, but cannot be rejected straight away, without arguing 
what the problems with employability are. In this section three key aspects of the 
employability critique will be addressed. First, the ʻinitiative employabilityʼ rhetoric ignores 
structural issues which lead to problems or injustices in the labour market (2.5.1). Second, 
employability is a concept, the content and meaning of which are questionable (2.5.2). 
Within this subsection, I will introduce the critique of employability  that exists in the 
literature and then take a step further by putting the concept of ʻskillsʼ under critical 
scrutiny. Third, I will criticise employability as a practice of constructing a certain subject, 
one that is needed for employers and the governments (2.5.3). Against this background of 
employability increasingly entering peopleʼs habitual experiences, I will then look at 
agencyʼs potential response to employability rhetoric (2.5.4). 

2.5.1 Employability and social exclusion
With neither employers nor governments taking responsibility  for individualsʼ employability 
and acting only as ʻenablersʼ (Fejes, 2010), individualsʼ employment is presented as lying 
primarily in their hands. Problems with employment are thus seen as the result of not 
trying hard enough. ʻInitiative employabilityʼ, then, is very close to the mid-Victorian 
understanding of employability, where a personʼs unemployment/unemployability  was seen 
as the result of ʻbad characterʼ (see section 2.2). The difference is that while this view did 
not have any grounding before, nowadays there are many programmes paid for by 
governments and employers that are supposed to enhance individual employability. If this 
enhancement does not happen, by this logic it must be nothing else than the result of a 
personʼs ʻbad characterʼ and failure to try hard enough. Of course this is not the case and 
unemployment is often the result of structural problems that employability does not 
address. In other words, ʻinitiative employabilityʼ is a decontextualised concept that 
downplays the influence of structural issues on labour market outcomes and inequalities 
(e.g. Morley, 2001; Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005; Moreau and Leathwood, 2006) and 
individualises social problems (Holmqvist, 2009). The problems of employability  and social 
exclusion have been highlighted for different social groups, e.g. age (Nielsen, 1999), social 
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background (Brown and Hesketh, 2004; Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005; Morley, 2001), 
gender (Morley, 2001; Nielsen, 1999; Smetherham, 2006), disability  (Chapman, 2009; 
Morley, 2001) and race (Morley, 2001). 

The common message in this literature is that although employability  speaks to the entire 
labour force, it usually works for those social groups which are already secure. ʻInitiative 
employabilityʼ for these groups is something they invest in, something they make choices 
about, etc. However, for marginalised groups the link between employability  and 
employment becomes problematic as a result of two issues. First is the limited demand for 
labour. Individuals may enhance their employability, but still fail to find employment as a 
result of the lack of labour demand rather than anything else. An example is MacDonald 
and Shildrickʼs (2011) study of youth unemployment. Unemployed young men were willing 
to work, were available for work and were embarrassed about not having work, but a lack 
of jobs in their area meant that their only experience of employment was temporary, 
precarious jobs for short spells in otherwise unemployed lives. Second, social exclusion 
may happen at the level of the job search, especially with the infinitely many grounds ʻon 
which people can be legitimately rejectedʼ (Brown and Hesketh, 2004: 187):

... out of the continuum of infinitesimal differences between performances [concourse 

(competitive recruitment examination)] produces sharp, absolute, lasting differences, such as 

that which separates the last successful candidate from the first unsuccessful, and institutes an 

essential difference between the officially recognized, guaranteed competence and simple 

cultural capital, which is constantly required to prove itself.

Bourdieu (2005: 20-21)

UK graduates face both problems. First, the expansion of higher education since the 
1960s has led to more graduate-level labour. However, ʻthe rise in credentials in no way 
reflects a genuine economic demand for more highly qualified labour, so often presented 
in government policyʼ (Tomlinson, 2008: 50). The supply of graduate-level labour exceeds 
demand for it (Brown and Hesketh, 2004; The Guardian, 16 November 2011), and the 
difference between the two has become more dramatic since the 2008 economic crisis 
(e.g. The Independent, 28 June 2011; The Guardian, 16 November 2011). This lack of jobs 
leads to the result that ʻsmall decisions have major consequences for individual life-
chancesʼ (Brown and Hesketh, 2004: 202). Second, as a result of the expansion of access 
to higher education, the graduate labour market consists of people from a very diverse 
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range of social groups who all compete for the same jobs. Proponents of social closure 
theories (e.g. Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Bourdieu, 2005; Collins, 1971; Murphy, 1988) 
have been pointing at the smaller chance that people from disadvantaged groups would 
be hired when competing for jobs with people from non-disadvantaged groups. Social 
closure covers a broad range of processes, from deliberate and conscious exclusion to 
more marked ʻunwi t t ing exc lus ion and bo th de l ibera te and unwi t t ing 
inclusionʼ (Smetherham, 2006: 34). ʻBest practiceʼ of human resource management does 
not help  to avoid social exclusion either (see Brown and Hesketh, 2004). For example, 
Newtonʼs (1994) research showed how the ʻobjectiveʼ and ʻefficientʼ assessment centre 
techniques that were supposed to ensure fair selection, when used in the British Army to 
recruit non-middle class officers, failed. This was due to the fact that middle class officers 
conducting the recruitment did not associate with the potential newcomers and ʻobjectivelyʼ 
rejected them on the basis of characteristics that signalled class, like accent and the 
presence of a moustache. Brown and Heskethʼs (2004) research on graduate recruitment 
showed how supposedly ʻobjectiveʼ and ʻrigourousʼ recruitment practices were guided by 
the social closeness of the chosen candidates to recruiters. In this study, employers were 
also more likely to prefer students from more prestigious pre-1992 universities. At the 
same time, Brown et al. (2003: 20) criticise conflict theories for being too simplistic in 
concluding ʻthat elites simply rig the competition in ways that guarantee their success, or 
that modern recruitment techniques amount to an elaborate hoax in a bid to convince us 
that the competition for jobs is fair rather than fixedʼ. A similar critique has been made by 
Tomlinson (2007, 2008). As a result, social closure theories or the further modified idea of 
ʻpositional conflictʼ (Tomlinson, 2007; Brown et al., 2003; Brown and Hesketh, 2004) were 
used to explain the differences in labour market outcomes for people with equal 
credentials.

Overall, the literature on employability and social exclusion primarily  questions unequal 
employability and hence unequal access to employment by different groups of people. For 
example, Boltanski and Chiapello (2005: 385) criticise the fact that individuals are 
responsible for their employability, and suggest a ʻright to employabilityʼ to be offered by 
employers. Part of the ʻright to employabilityʼ would be the fair assessment of peopleʼs 
skills. It is the uncertainty of labour market outcomes and their unfairness under the ʻnew 
spirit of capitalismʼ that they criticise, rather than employability itself or, as Cremin (2010) 
elaborates, capitalism overall. Within research on graduates this argument has been 
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summarised as ʻmismanagement of talentʼ (Brown and Hesketh, 2004), with one of the 
problems being that ʻtalentʼ from disadvantaged groups has difficulty  getting well-paid 
highly skilled jobs in the knowledge economy. For example, one of the conclusions of 
Tomlinsonʼs (2007: 303) empirical study  is that ʻmany graduates are marginalised from 
high-paid, fast-track employment, and that existing patterns of inequality are likely to 
continue well into the future unless employers find appropriate ways of managing the large 
bulk of talent entering the labour marketʼ. The concept of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ as such 
and the celebration of its pursuit are usually not questioned within the literature that 
critisises employability  for social exclusion. Following Cremin (2010) and Moore (2010), I 
argue however that the concept of employability  needs to be put under critical scrutiny. 
This is exactly what the next section will focus on. 

2.5.2 Employability: An elusive concept
Employability  has gone beyond being simply a characteristic of the new relationship 
between employer and employee, and beyond being a criterion for career success8. 
According to Cremin (2010: 145), it has become a ʻcondition for employmentʼ. It has also 
settled at the centre of the relationship between the government and the citizen, with 
citizens referred to as paid workers (Cole, 2008). However, it is questionable what 
precisely employability  means, if anything. For example, for Moore (2010: 42), 
employability does not hold any meaning ʻif it is not an experience lived and constructed 
by people whose relationship  to their work is increasingly subordinated to global and local 
changes to labour marketsʼ. Similarly, Cremin (2010: 133) has referred to employability as 

an ‘empty signifier’ that ‘draws together the fluff or a number of unconnected words’, such 

as teamwork, communication, flexibility and enthusiasm. It can hardly be measured 
whether employability has risen or fallen (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005). Even when one 
gets a job  or promotion, the person cannot be sure why this has happened (Cremin, 
2010). 

These critiques of employability have not however elaborated where the emptiness of 
employability comes from. In this section I am taking a step further, which is in the 
following. The ʻcommon senseʼ of employability has been identified through skills. 
Employability  itself is not visible. However, it is ʻinstrumentalisedʼ  (Boltanski and Chiapello, 
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2005) through the notion of skills (see section 2.4), i.e. judgements about it can be made 
by employers, counsellors and individuals on the basis of measuring/enhancing/testing/
selling a personʼs skills. Therefore, in this section I will engage more closely with the notion 
of ʻskillʼ and argue that the way it is used most frequently today is itself elusive. I will start 
by pointing to a shift in the conceptualisation of the ʻskillʼ, with ʻsoftʼ skills becoming central 
to it9. Then I will briefly summarise problems with this conceptualisation mentioned in the 
literature. Finally, I will elaborate on a specific point that especially  helps to illuminate the 
problems with employability rhetoric. Namely, this will be highlighting the problem of 
distinguishing the mundane from the extraordinary when evaluating oneʼs skill levels.

The meaning of skill has changed in the late twentieth century. Traditionally  skill in the 
workplace was associated with certain technical faculties of manual craft workers and 
technologists in specific jobs and limited within these jobs. This has changed since the 
1970s and 1980s, and ʻ“skill” has expanded almost exponentially to include a veritable 
galaxy of “soft”, “generic”, “transferable”, “social” and “interactional” skills, frequently 
indistinguishable from personal characteristics, behaviours and attitudes, which in the past 
would rarely have been conceived of as skillsʼ (Payne, 2000: 354). Payne (2000) explains 
this shift by three trends. The first two are a shift from traditional manufacturing industries 
to services and the rise of the so called ʻknowledge economyʼ. The third is high youth 
unemployment since the mid-1970s, with policy programmes focused on making young 
people more ʻemployableʼ, i.e. being able to adapt to labour market changes. So the 
redefinition of skill is the result of both changes in the structure of the economy and the 
labour market insecurities that global competition has brought. This way to refer to skills is 
central to employability rhetoric, where skills are positioned as not confined within a job 
and not having a limit, having to be constantly  acquired and developed (see section 2.4). 
This contributes to the absence of limits for employability (see 2.5.3). For example, the 
ʻWorking towards your futureʼ guide (CBI/NUS, 2011: 11) for students works exactly  with 
this ʻsoftʼ and limitless conceptualisation of skills. In fact, it emphasises the point that 
specific technical skills may become outdated, which is not the case with what they call 
ʻemployability skillsʼ.
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practice and peopleʼs habitual experiences (see 2.5.3).



This conceptualisation of skill has been criticised for being decontextualised (e.g. Powell, 
1968; Pye, 1968; Hart, 1978; Darrah, 1994; Hyland and Johnson, 1998; Dunne et al., 
1997). Skills are assumed to be transferable across contexts (Holman, 2000), while both 
the transferability of skills from education to work and from one work context to another 
have been questioned (e.g. Hyland and Johnson, 1998; Atkins, 1999; Cranmer, 2006). 
Second, it is also questionable whether skills can be ʻpossessedʼ (Dunne et al., 1997), 
while skill rhetoric and related education policies has been about having skills, working on 
skill gaps, acquiring and developing skills required by employers. Third and most important 
for the discussion of employability, the complexity of skill is unclear. ʻ[I]t is ambiguous 
whether the term indicates mere adequacy or superior, extraordinary abilityʼ (Attewell, 
1990: 423). Within employability  rhetoric skills are positioned as abilities which make one 
ʻstand outʼ from the rest, and as a result get, for example, a job or a promotion. At the 
same time, they can be gained from almost any experience - university, work, hobbies etc. 
The position within the CBI/NUS report (2011: 15), for example, is that everyone has skills, 
but they need to be developed to a high level so as ʻto stand out from the crowdʼ. 
However, while skill as adequacy can be identified in certain activities, it is much more 
problematic to understand what a high level of skill looks like. This is exactly the point I will 
now elaborate on.

Hart (1978), for example, looked at ʻreading skillsʼ, and distinguished two different 
capacities of reading. First is ʻthe capacity to translate marks on a page into sounds, into 
words, into meaning, and which involves visual discrimination, mastery  of the convention 
that we proceed from left to right, memory and so onʼ (Ibid.: 207). This capacity is what 
may be called the ʻskillʼ of reading. However, it is usually fully  achieved by children by the 
time they finish school. The second capacity  of reading is in ʻcomprehension and 
appreciating significanceʼ, which does not have a certain ceiling (ibid.: 207). However, this 
comprehension cannot be achieved through enhancing the ʻskillʼ of reading. Similarly, for 
Powell (1968: 44), ʻto be able to engage in an argument with some degree of skill, one 
needs to get the feel of a subject, to become sufficiently familiar with its factual, logical and 
procedural terrain to be able to move over it with some confidence and to follow the 
movements of others with easeʼ. In both cases skill is present, but it is mundane and 
secondary to the substance of the activity itself. 

The same logic can be applied to skills that are often listed as making students 
employable. For example, to solve a problem, a person needs to be able to understand 
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what the content of the problem is by applying their knowledge of the area where the 
problem lies, as well as evaluate different ways to solve it. There may be a certain skill of 
problem-solving, such as not delaying the decision for too long after a view on the problem 
is formed. However, this ʻskillʼ is secondary to the knowledge base that the decision would 
be informed by. The same holds for teamwork. Working on a certain project in a team, one 
needs to know what his or her role is and to be able to do this role. The skill of teamwork 
here would be located, for example, in being able to talk to colleagues, listen to them and 
offer constructive criticism. However, such an activity is not particularly  difficult. Teamwork 
(if read as ʻcooperationʼ) is a basic human activity and is as much inherent to human 
nature as competition and struggle (Kropotkin, 2009/1902). Even supposedly exceptional 
skills such as ʻleadershipʼ, being hard to capture, have been characterised as a set of 
mundane activities that are done by managers (Alvesson and Sveningsson, 2003), or 
things that become visible only through mystification and sacralisation (Grint, 2010; Śliwa 
et al., forthcoming).

The mundane component of a skill is possible to identify, and it may also be possible to 
evaluate its level of adequacy. At the same time, it does not seem to be particularly  hard to 
achieve an adequate level of skill in all of the cases that have been mentioned. However, 
what would a high level of problem-solving or teamwork skills look like? The CBI/NUS 
(2011) report suggests that students develop  high-level skills by engaging in many 
different activities at university, work and in life. These achievements, they suggest, must 
be backed up with evidence. This may be, for example, a certificate that shows that a skill 
has been acquired. Or it may be an example of an accomplished activity, where a skill has 
been demonstrated. Even when the former is gained, it is the result of accomplishing an 
activity  that supposedly develops or shows the skill. If an activity is accomplished (well), a 
claim can be made that this is the result of certain skills. So the only proxy for a higher 
level of skill is more experience of having accomplished activities that supposedly require 
or develop these skills. However, two questions arise here. First, would the activity  not be 
completed if skills required for it were absent (Darrah, 1994)? Second, is the accomplished 
activity  the result of skills, or is it the result of other factors (for example, knowledge, 
professional expertise, or luck)? Furthermore, it is questionable whether greater 
experience of accomplishing tasks that require certain skills leads to a higher level of these 
skills. During the job search, another complexity is added to evaluating skills. They are 
usually assessed on the basis of individualsʼ narratives about their skills and simulation 
exercises (like a group  exercise in assessment centres). However, these can be learnt and 
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manipulated by  job  seekers, for example, by exaggerating oneʼs achievements in a certain 
activity. 

In summary, employability is an elusive concept, the instrumentation of which depends on 
a conceptualisation of skill that is itself questionable. When a certain degree of skill can be 
found in an activity, it is mundane and cannot be the basis for ʻstanding out from the crowdʼ 
that employability calls for. The high skill levels required to be employable are elusive 
themselves. As a result, being defined through a set of specific skills and setting their 
extraordinary levels as the key criterion for employability, employability becomes empty  of 
substantive meaning. However, this does not mean that employability or skills can be 
ignored. Skillsʼ emphasis on cognitive, personal and social characteristics as well as 
attitudes, is a way ʻto construct a particular worker-subject replete with certain desirable 
values, attitudes, behaviours and dispositionsʼ (Payne, 2000: 356). This is exactly what 
employability does, and is what the next section will be devoted to.

2.5.3 Constructing and governing the subject
Employability  has a normative character, prescribing what individuals should be and 
operating through a ʻself-workʼ ethic (Heelas, 2002) or through self-government (Knights 
and Willmott, 1990). It ʻdisplaces orientation of the subject from their current job onto the 
longer-term goals of career advancement or continuing employment per seʼ (Cremin, 
2010: 136). Employability becomes a ʻproject of the selfʼ (Grey, 1994), where work and life 
outside work are mobilised in its name (Cremin, 2010). This speaks to earlier studies on 
the career as a ʻproject of the selfʼ (Grey, 1994) or a ʻmoral projectʼ (McKinlay, 2002), 
where a career was key to individualsʼ self-management, discipline and conformity to 
employersʼ demands (Grey, 1994; McKinlay, 2002). For example, McKinlayʼs (2002) 
account on Scottish banks at the beginning of the 20th century shows how management 
controlled the lives of their employees, where this control was self-maintained by 
employees, via the importance they attributed to the career in the organisation. 

However, while the career as a ʻproject of the selfʼ was specific to certain contexts (e.g. 
particular organisations or occupations) and applied to those already in employment, 
employability as a ʻproject of the selfʼ seems to have a broader and more normative scope. 
First, one is ʻnever employable enoughʼ (Cremin, 2010). Based on skills, which do not 

have a limit and are not confined to a certain job or occupation, there are infinite ways to 
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develop employability. This may be referred to as the ‘principle of potentiality’ inherent to 

employability, which is in ‘the exhortation that every individual ought to see itself as always 

capable of “more”’ (Costea et al., 2012: 35). Even though careers rhetoric and labour 

market policies shape the career as something that all individuals need to strive for (e.g. 
Korteweg, 2003), it is arguable that people can to some extent choose to be oriented 
towards a career or not. For example, in Tomlinsonʼs (2007) study some students were 
more oriented towards family life rather than their careers, and ignored the very idea of the 
career as something they would base their life decisions on. However, ʻ[t]he project of 
employability begins at the cradle, if it has not yet been extended to the graveʼ (Levitas, 
2005: 121), and with employability being a condition of employment (Cremin, 2010), it is 
questionable whether one can choose not to be oriented towards employability. The 
employability rhetoric aims at converting all individuals, as well as social groups (see 
Vesterberg, forthcoming10), into employable subjects.

The literature looked at how individuals were constructed as employable subjects in the 
workplace (Fejes, 2010; Fejes and Berglund, 2009), in policies (Fejes, 2010; Williams, 
2005) and through the job  search (Sharone, 2007; Fogde, 2007, 2011). The 
employabilityʼs key principle that subjects should take responsibility for their employability 
has been discussed (Sharone, 2007; Fejes, 2010; Fejes and Berglund, 2009). For 
example, in Sharoneʼs (2007) study, unemployment was shown to be constructed as an 
individual rather than a structural problem, as a result depoliticising it. Employers and the 
state are often constructed as ʻenablersʼ who make ʻit possible for the individual to make 
necessary choices to become employableʼ (Fejes, 2010: 99). Being a ʻlifelong 
learnerʼ (Fejes, 2010; Williams, 2005), having ʻtransferable skillsʼ (Williams, 2005), being 
flexible (Fogde, 2007) and ʻsellableʼ (Fogde, 2007, 2011) may be identified as the key 
features of employability. For example, in Fejes (2010) subjects are constructed as 
responsible for their employability  through the rhetoric of ʻlifelong learningʼ (found in policy 
documents at transnational and national levels, as well as in interviews). This makes 
assumptions about individuals being adaptable, flexible, as well as constantly updating 
their knowledge and skills. 
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Consequently, individuals are not ʻdead selvesʼ (McKinlay, 2002) or ʻempty subjectsʼ (see 
Costea et al., 2012), but people whose (overabundant) individual qualities (ibid.) are 
mobilised in the name of employability. However, employability  positions the worker as 
primarily dependent. No matter how committed an individual is to the development of his 
or her skills, it is the employer who decides whether they are ʻemployable enoughʼ. At the 
same time, not living up to what employability rhetoric demands is likely to result in being 
unemployable. For example, in Bergström and Knightsʼ (2006) analysis of the process of 
recruitment interviews it was the candidatesʼ active subjectification to the companyʼs 
practices and norms (as constructed during the interview) that led to a job offer. This 
results in individuals having to conceal the characteristics that do not fit into employability 
rhetoric, like shyness or mental illness (e.g. Fogde, 2007; Elraz, forthcoming). Alternatively, 
in Swedish context, not being employable enough might lead to being helped into getting a 
job, but via being coded as disabled despite not having any visible disabilities (see 
Garsten and Jacobsson, forthcoming). 

Research on employabilityʼs role in constructing and governing the subject has mostly 
analysed documents (e.g. Fejes, 2010; Fogde, 2007), interviews with counsellors (e.g. 
Garsten and Jacobsson, forthcoming), the interaction between job seekers and 
counsellors/recruiters, and subjectivities (co)constructed during this process (e.g. 
Bergström and Knights, 2006; Sharone, 2007; Fogde, 2011). However, the reflections of 
job seekers on the process of the job  search have rarely been looked at. Sharoneʼs (2007) 
study is one of those where job  seekersʼ voices are heard. However, he primarily 
concentrated on the construction of the subject during the process of the job search. What 
researchers have so far overlooked are the reflections of job  seekers themselves in 
response to the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability while being engaged in the process of 
the job  search. The study by  Finch-Lees at al. (2005), although it did not focus on 
employability or the job  search, looked at how employees were reflecting on the 
competency-based discourse constructed in an organisation. It is in this manner than I 
would like to approach the study of the graduate job search.

2.5.4 Agency response to employability rhetoric
Even though employability  seems inescapable, this does not mean that there is no scope 
for agency response to it. This is what this section will look at, exploring the potential for 
resisting, manipulating and escaping employability rhetoric. Resistance may be a response 
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of those who do not identify with the ʻcommon senseʼ. It may also come from the tension 
between ʻindividualistic work ideologiesʼ (or the positive message of ʻinitiative 
employabilityʼ) and the negative experiences of one struggling to find work (Sharone, 
2007). However, in research on the job search, resistance has rarely  been particularly 
noticeable (Fogde, 2011; Sharone, 2007)11. This is understandable as the practice of 
searching for a job, which includes writing the CV, going through interviews etc, is 
undergone to ultimately find a job, so the attitude to job  search practices is likely to be 
instrumental (Grey, 1994; Fogde, 2011; Sharone, 2007). Individualsʼ lack of power in the 
labour market serves as the material basis for a lack of resistance. 

At the same time, a lack of resistance may be explained by subjects embracing the 
ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ, or ʻindividualised work ideologyʼ (Korteweg, 
2003; Newell, 1999). An example of this ideology  may be, say, talking about meritocracy 
when failing (see Newell, 1999). Sharone (2007) argued that even negative experiences 
during a job search resonate with and help  to reproduce ʻindividualistic ideologiesʼ. He 
divides the process of the job  search into two phases and explains the absence of 
resistance within each. The first phase is active and optimistic, when job  seekers ʻembrace 
the self-help perspective with enthusiasmʼ (ibid.: 412). Resistance does not take place 
there because job  seekers engage in ʻprofessional work of job  searchʼ, thinking that the 
way they search is the determinant of the job  search outcome. Job  seekers are absorbed 
in a ʻwork-gameʼ (Burawoy, 1979) with the desired outcome being to ʻwinʼ, i.e. to get a job. 
During this process the rules of the game are not questioned. The second phase of the job 
search usually follows months of silence and rejections, where enthusiasm and confidence 
decline. With the ʻcommon senseʼ that finding a job is oneʼs own responsibility, not finding 
a job leads to a sense of personal failure. Participants of Sharoneʼs (2007) research were 
usually ignoring any structural issues relating to their inability to find a job, like the situation 
in the labour market. He claims that self-blame comes as a result of playing the job search 
game: ʻ[t]he initially galvanizing experience of being in control and of being able to 
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employability rhetoric, which nevertheless had consequences for oneʼs employability.



“construct your own reality” boomerangs on the job seeker who is left with no one to blame 
but him or herselfʼ (ibid.: 413).

Although the empirical evidence on subjects resisting employability rhetoric is limited, this 
does not mean that employability  cannot be questioned. Agency response to the ʻcommon 
senseʼ of employability may become more nuanced if constituent aspects of employability 
are analysed. Looking at student engagement with the notion of ʻskillsʼ and constructing 
themselves as employable through them may reveal this. Also, while resistance to the 
ʻcommon senseʼ of employability  may be hard to capture from the micro-interactions of 
career consultants/recruiters and job  seekers, this may be more evident if the whole 
experience of a job  search is traced. This is what will be done in this research, i.e. 
students will be tracked throughout the process of their transition from university to work.

Resistance to employability may take both active and passive forms (see chapter 1). 
Active resistance involves rejecting employability rhetoric (in total or in parts), and doing 
this openly. On the one hand, this may be expressed in certain actions, like not applying to 
places where employability  rhetoric contradicts oneʼs views or ideas. It may also be in 
shaping work orientations not in line with what employability  asks for. For example, 
flexibility in the labour market is central to employability. Hence, being inflexible, or being 
committed to a certain job rather than employability on its own terms, may be seen as a 
form of resistance. Notably, in previous research students have been identified as 
committed to bureaucratic careers in organisations (Brown and Scase, 1994). Even with 
the rise of employability  rhetoric, they were treating flexibility  as a forced measure rather 
than something they were keen on themselves (Tomlinson, 2007). Resisting employability 
openly may also involve challenging the employability rhetoric during the job  search, for 
instance by using irony or articulations of oneself as employable that do not fit into what is 
expected by employers. However, an individual needs to be well aware of the expected 
rhetoric to do this. At the same time, taking into account the high competition levels in the 
labour market, following such a resistance route is likely  to challenge oneʼs employability 
(see Bergström and Knights, 2006), and hence it would be a luxury to do so. Potentially, 
but very unlikely, this open resistance may even be a way to ʻstand out from the crowdʼ, 
becoming a competitive advantage. For example, organisations with ʻfun work culturesʼ or 
ʻauthenticityʼ (e.g. Fleming, 2005; Murtola and Fleming, 2011) may allow explicit irony or 
critique of the workplace or the job. It is not completely unimaginable that such a culture 
could be extended to the process of recruitment too, with an applicantʼs rejection of 
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employability rhetoric becoming a facet of employability  itself. Much like ʻfun work culturesʼ, 
which arguably  are a way to control employees and maintain the existing relations of 
power (Fleming and Spicer, 2003), openly resisting employability may be a way of only 
further reinforcing the rhetoric. Nevertheless, it is probably a step too far for advanced 
capitalist employers to take.

Taking into account the material condition of the need to get a job, it is likely  that passive 
resistance to employability, i.e. challenging the rhetoric, in full or in part, seems more 
feasible. This is exactly where the voices of agency need to be listened to. Here resistance 
may be in denouncing some or all of the rhetoric, but at the same time not showing this to 
employers. Another agency position may be in manipulating the rhetoric. For example, this 
can be in ʻplaying the gameʼ during the job  search, but not articulating oneʼs 
denouncement of the employability rhetoric. With the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability not 
being clear cut, but instead consisting of different elements, it may be that agency can 
embrace some elements of the rhetoric while resisting others. Consequently, it is important 
to look at the ʻmicrodialogueʼ (see chapter 1) that may emerge as a result. Finally, even 
though employability  is a condition for employment (Cremin, 2010), and it is impossible not 
to engage in managing it during the process of the job search, ʻescape attemptsʼ (Cohen 
and Taylor, 1992) from some aspects of employability rhetoric can potentially take place. 
For example, aspects of employability  like the lifelong scope of it, or the willingness to 
constantly develop skills may potentially  be ignored by some individuals. With the ever-
increasing emphasis on employability  that is communicated to individuals from very early 
in their lives, being oriented towards something completely  different (without necessarily 
rejecting employability as such) may be treated as an ʻescape attemptʼ.

2.6 Conclusion: Conceptualising graduate employability
In this study I conceptualise the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ as a socially 
constructed category that was introduced and spread by two powerful groups, 
governments and employers. Using Gramscian terminology, this has been done by 
coercion and consent (see chapter 1). Coercion has been in changing policies and 
workplace practices in organisations. Stimulating consent has been in presenting an 
ʻempoweringʼ image of employability and promoting it as giving more choice. This study 
conceptualises employability  as a hegemonic project that helps to maintain existing power 
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relations. The ʻcommon senseʼ of graduate employability that exists at the macro level and 
which has been identified from literature and policies can be summarised as follows. 
Graduates need to ʻpossessʼ (i.e. to have them and be committed to acquiring and 
developing them) high levels of the skills required by employers and to be able to 
ʻdemonstrateʼ them during the job  search. They also need to develop  these skills 
throughout their (working) lives. The concept of skills, however, is elusive, as their ʻhigh 
levelsʼ are problematic to identify, so employability becomes not only elusive, but also 
empty of substantive meaning. However, it is a condition of employment (Cremin, 2010) 
and citizenship, which constructs and governs people throughout their (working) lives.

Three gaps in research have been identified. First, there is a dearth of in-depth studies of 
employability rhetoric within the university context. Second, in research on the graduate 
job search, attention has not been given to employability as a socially constructed 
concept, and hence the constituent aspects of the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability have 
been analysed as ʻgivenʼ categories. Analysing employability as a socially  constructed 
category means that the reflections of participants on the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability 
can be traced, rather than just their experiences of the job search. Third, within critical 
employability literature, it is usually  the process of constructing subjects as employable 
that has been analysed, and as a result subjectsʼ reflections on the ʻcommon senseʼ of 
employability during the job search experience have been overlooked. Consequently, the 
two employability-focused research questions that I would like to address in this study are 
the following:

RQ1: How is employability presented to students at the university? How does it 
correspond to the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiative employability  ̓ identified at  the 
macro level?

RQ2: How do students engage with the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability during the 
job search?

The macro level ʻcommon senseʼ can take a different shape locally, for example, by being 
resisted (Williams, 2005; Boden and Nedeva, 2010; Kalfa and Taksa, 2012), hence its 
presentation to students may be different. Consequently, RQ1 will look at the ʻcommon 
senseʼ of employability at the local level and analyse how it corresponds to the one 
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identified at the macro level. This study will focus more on employability at the university 
campus in general, primarily that implemented by the local careers centre.

RQ2 will look at students as ʻdialogical selvesʼ engaging with employability, potentially 
embracing, manipulating, resisting and escaping the rhetoric. It is important to note that 
these agency reactions to employability  can co-exist due to, on the one hand, studentsʼ 
unfinalised identities, on the other, employability rhetoric consisting of a set of aspects. 
One such aspect is the ʻcommon senseʼ of skill ʻpossessionʼ. Another aspect is the idea 
that skills need to be ʻdemonstratedʼ during job search. For a more nuanced understanding 
of studentsʼ engagement with employability rhetoric, a useful distinction to make when 
exploring RQ2 will be to look at studentsʼ engagement with these two dimensions of 
employability during the job search, which are interlinked, with one feeding back to the 
other.

For a summary of the insights from this chapter and the research questions, see Table 4.1 
below.

ʻCommon senseʼ of graduate 
employability

Addressed in What for?

Macro level - possessionʼ of 
(ʻsoftʼ/ʻtransferableʼ) skills

- their marketability
- attitude of a ʻlifelong learnerʼ, who 

will enhance ʻtransferable skillsʼ 
during the (working) life

Chapter 2 (based on 
review of literature 
and policies)

To identify the ʻcommon senseʼ 
of graduate employability and 
gaps in the literature

Local level 
(structure): 
university

RQ1: How is employability presented 
to students at the university? How 
does it correspond to the ʻcommon 
senseʼ identified at the macro level? 

Chapter 6 (based on 
empirical study of the 
university context)

To analyse the local ʻcommon 
senseʼ on employability, against 
which agency response can be 
analysed

Local level 
(agency):
student job 
search

RQ2: How do students engage with 
the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability 
during the job search? 
(ʻpossessionʼ/ʻdemonstrationʼ)

Chapter 8 (based on 
empirical study of the 
student job search)

- To analyse graduate 
employability as a socially 
constructed category 
(addressing the gap in literature 
on the graduate job search), 
which will give a more nuanced 
understanding of the process
- To give a voice to agency, 
assuming they can engage with 
the ʻcommon senseʼ (addressing 
the gap in critical employability 
literature)
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Table 4.1

Research questions 1 and 2 will be addressed in chapters 6 and 8 respectively. In short, 
they will look at the ʻcommon senseʼ about employability that is constructed at the 
university  and how students (as ʻdialogical selvesʼ) engage with it during the job  search. 
Chapter 3 will focus on developing the concept of ʻconsumption of workʼ, which is closely 
intertwined with employability, the issue that will be brought up in chapter 9.
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Chapter 3. ʻConsumption of workʼ

3.1 Introduction
ʻOurs is a consumer societyʼ (Bauman, 2005: 23), where consumption has become so 
important if not central for many of us (Campbell, 1987) and ʻis laying hold of the whole of 
lifeʼ (Baudrillard, 1998/1970: 20). Consumption may be defined in two distinct but 
connected ways. First, consumption is the process ʻthrough which economic resources are 
used upʼ (Campbell, 1987: 38). Second, consumption is ʻthe use of goods in the 
satisfaction of human wantsʼ (Kyrk, 1923: 4, cited in Campbell, 1987: 38). The latter 
involves human gratification from the process of consumption (Campbell, 1987). The 
concept of ʻconsumption of workʼ described in this chapter, as well as the empirical part of 
this thesis, will primarily engage with this second definition of consumption. This, however, 
in no way undermines the importance of the former, which will also be discussed 
throughout this chapter, by referring to labour as the resource that is used up. In fact, this 
will help  to elaborate on our understanding of the politics of consumption and position the 
concept of ʻconsumption of workʼ within it.

Both definitions of consumption imply that it has always existed. There have always been 
producers and consumers. However, consumption levels have not always been the same. 
These ʻmay alter as a consequence of either an innovation in the use of resources or a 
modification to the pattern of gratificationsʼ (ibid.: 38). For example, a boost in consumption 
could be noticed during the Industrial Revolution (McCracken, 1990), i.e. when the way 
resources were used was altered. Certain consumer gratification patterns existed in 
sixteenth century Europe (Mukerji, 1983) and England (McCracken, 1990). The 
phenomenon of ʻconspicuousʼ, i.e. status consumption, was coined in the late nineteenth 
century (Veblen, 2007/1899) while luxurious consumption itself was not unheard of even in 
Ancient Greece, as briefly depicted by Plato (see Dunne et al., 2013). However, there are 
two key features of the ʻconsumer societyʼ that distinguish it from consumption that 
occurred before. First, it is characterised by the phenomenon of mass consumption, which 
appeared in the twentieth century. Second, the ʻconsumer societyʼ engages people 
ʻprimarily in their capacity  of consumersʼ (Bauman, 2007: 52) while before people were first 
of all engaged as producers. Bauman (2005: 26) even claims that ʻone needs to be 
consumer first, before one can think of becoming anything in particularʼ.
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Consumption has embraced a lot of areas of life, becoming central even where it did not 
have such a role before (e.g. education, Williams, 2013). This chapter will look at one such 
area, namely  work. More specifically, I will look at how work becomes the object of 
consumption via the commodification of the meaning of work, while the process of working 
becomes an act of consumption. This chapter will develop  the concept of ʻconsumption of 
workʼ and proceed as follows. I will start by conceptualising consumption as a ʻhegemonic 
projectʼ (3.2). Here I will discuss the politics of consumption (3.2.1) and the forms of 
consumption that I will engage with in this research (3.2.2). An overview of literature that 
has looked at consumption entering work will then follow (3.3). It will end with a set of 
under-researched questions about ʻconsumption of workʼ, which will determine the 
structure of the rest of the chapter. First, I will explore whether ʻconsumption of workʼ is a 
well-grounded phenomenon by  looking at orthodox management literature (3.4). I will start 
by explaining employersʼ rationale for using marketing practices within the employment  
relationship  (3.4.1) and will follow with an outline of these practices (3.4.2). Graduate jobs 
will be positioned as jobs that are especially targeted by  them. Second, I will position 
ʻconsumption of workʼ as a work orientation that results from the commodification of the 
meaning of work (3.5). Third, I will review the literature on work orientations and position 
ʻconsumption of workʼ within other work orientations (3.6). Last and most importantly, 
based on all preceding sections, I will outline what the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation 
means (3.7). Here, research questions for this part of the study will be raised. Section 3.8 
will provide a summary of this chapter.

3.2. Consumption as a ʻhegemonic projectʼ
At the end of the nineteenth century Lafargue (1999/1880: 21-22) was already referring to 
the ideological function of consumption, writing that the main problem for capitalism was 
no longer about increasing production, but about ʻfinding consumers, exciting their 
appetites and creating artificial needsʼ. Ewenʼs (1976: 54) claim is essentially the same, 
except that he was referring to the development of mass consumption in the US in the 
1920s, which was not an evolutionary development, but ʻan aggressive device of corporate 
survivalʼ. Increased levels of production in all industries due to the ʻFordisingʼ of American 
industry required an equal increase in consumption of its goods. Stimulating mass 
consumption was a way to coordinate the aspirations of capital with those of labour, 

65



preventing worker resistance to monotonous and alienating work (ibid.). Consumption  
operates primarily  through consent and may be viewed as central to maintaining 
capitalism:

[T]he astonishing penchant for creating wholly new product development since the 1950s or so 

has placed the development of consumerism and a rising effective demand at the centre of the 

sustainability of contemporary capitalism in ways that Marx, for one, would have found hard to 

recognise.

Harvey (2011: 95)

Economic growth does not depend so much on the ʻ“productive strength of the 
nation” (healthy and plentiful labour force, full coffers and daring entrepreneurship  of the 
capital owners and managers), as on the zest and vigour of its consumersʼ (Bauman, 
2005: 27). As a result, consumption is often suggested as the solution to economic crises 
(Bauman, 2007).

Within my research, consumption is conceptualised as a ʻhegemonic projectʼ, i.e. a 
practice that helps to maintain capitalism and which has entered peopleʼs daily  lives and 
subjectivities. With consumption being political, what then is the politics of consumption? 
While the examples above speak of the ideological function of consumption, which is 
directed at consumers, the politics of consumption is usually referred to as being in the 
process of production, i.e. in the way labour as a resource is used. However, does this 
mean that the consumption side of the ever-expanding ʻconsumer societyʼ has nothing to 
do with politics? In the following subsection I will argue that the politics of consumption 
stems from both aspects of consumption that I have outlined in the definitions above 
(3.4.1). I will also outline the potential for agency in engaging with the ʻmenuʼ of 
consumption. The description of the forms of consumption central to this research, namely 
communication of signs and hedonism, will then follow (3.4.2).

3.2.1 The politics of consumption
I follow Dunne et al. (2013) in that the politics of consumption is concealed from 
consumers1. However, it is not only the production process being concealed, but also the 
fact that consumer choice is a choice from a ʻmenuʼ (Korczynski and Ott, 2006; 
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Korczynski, 2007). Within this section I will first outline the production-focused critique of 
consumption via the notion of ʻcommodity fetishismʼ (Marx, 2007/1867). Then, following 
Gramsci, I will show how the very act of consumption is also part of the politics of 
consumption and helps to maintain this hegemonic project.

The notion of commodity is central to understanding the politics of consumption. Marx 
defines commodity in the following way:

A commodity is, in the first place, an object outside us, a thing that by its properties satisfies 

human wants of some sort or another. The nature of such wants, whether, for instance, they 

spring from the stomach or from fancy, makes no difference. Neither are we here concerned to 

know how the object satisfies these wants, whether directly as means of subsistence, or 

indirectly as means of production.

Marx (2007/1867: 41-42)

The commodity is specific to the capitalist mode of production, the wealth of which is in the 
accumulation of commodities. A commodity has a use value and an exchange value. Use 
value refers to properties of the commodity  that have the capability to satisfy  human 
wants. At the same time, it is a product of human labour. Use values ʻconstitute the reality 
of all wealth, whatever may be the social form of that wealthʼ (ibid.: 42-43). However, it is 
under the capitalist mode of production that these also have exchange values. Exchange 
value is the value of the commodity  on the ʻfree marketʼ and represents an abstraction 
from use value: ʻwhen commodities are exchanged, their exchange value manifests itself 
as something totally independent of their use valueʼ (ibid: 45). As a result, the products of 
human labour ʻappear as independent beings endowed with life, and entering into relation 
both with one another and with human raceʼ (ibid.: 83). This is what Marx calls ʻcommodity 
fetishismʼ, which is key to the politics of consumption. This politics is about hiding the 
human substance of the society of producers (Bauman, 2007: 14). The market itself, which 
once (in Ancient Greece) used to be the site of political debates over consumption, now 
serves to conceal its political aspect (Dunne et al., 2013). Even if consumers are aware of 
the processes of production behind their acts of consumption, they mostly act as if they 
are not (Billig, 1998):

We all know this relatively distant world of production exists as the very condition of possibility 

for the relatively close world of consumption and yet we are very rarely disposed to think much 

more about it, let alone actually do anything disruptive in it.
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Dunne et al. (2013: 208; original italics)

This point is a fundamental critique of consumption, which is rooted in the economic 
relations of production. It does not undermine the role of agency, but recognises its limited 
role in challenging power structures and the relations of production. However, following 
Gramsci, hegemony, although rooted in the economic, goes beyond it, into all other areas 
of life and habitual experiences. The role of the hegemonic project of consumption in the 
latter is also political and helps to maintain the hegemony. Even if the economic power is 
challenged, and the processes of capitalist production are undermined, for example, 
resulting in job  losses or even closures of some capitalist organisations, this mode of 
production would not necessarily be challenged. In line with Gramsci, this would be due to 
consumersʼ attitudes taking longer to change due to the ʻtrenchesʼ, or the superstructures, 
built through the ʻwar of positionʼ (see chapter 1). Therefore, focusing solely  on production 
as the key to the politics of consumption underestimates the role of this hegemonic project 
on the side of consumers, especially  with the seemingly never-ending sources for human 
gratification in consumption. Therefore, in this thesis, the politics of consumption is also 
seen to be in concealing its ʻmenuʼ (Korczynski and Ott, 2006; Korczynski, 2007) aspect. 

Arguably, there is choice in ʻconsumer societyʼ, but this is choice from the 
ʻmenuʼ (Korczynski and Ott, 2006), i.e. what one is offered to choose from, despite the 
myths of individual sovereignty  surrounding consumption and the ̒ fetishization of individual 
choiceʼ (Korczynski, 2007). By allowing some choice, the ʻmenuʼ at the same time creates 
a sense of autonomy for those choosing:

The restaurant menu is created to enchant and appeal to the customer, and it does this not only 

substantively through the descriptions of the available food, but also formally through the 

placing of the customer as the autonomous figure who chooses between available alternatives. 

This ritualized emphasis on autonomous choice can make the act of choosing as delicious as 

the actual food consumed. The customer here consumes the enchanting myth of sovereignty. 

For management, the genius of the menu is that it offers to the customer the image of 

sovereignty through autonomous choice, while at the same time constraining that choice.

Korczynski and Ott (2006: 912)

The choice from the ʻmenuʼ is constructed within the power structures of the society. There 
is scope for agency here as one may embrace some aspects of the ʻmenuʼ while resisting 
and manipulating others (see chapter 1). However, this very  choice maintains the 
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hegemonic project of consumption. The ʻmenuʼ aspect of choice is concealed from 
consumers, with them feeling that they are making autonomous choices. When some 
patterns of consumption are challenged, for example, due to oneʼs concern about the 
processes of production behind them, others are not, as there is always something else to 
choose from the ʻmenuʼ. For example, ʻethical consumptionʼ not only leaves the mode of 
production unchallenged, but also offers plurality to the ʻmenuʼ of consumption. It 
reinforces the hegemonic project of consumption by potentially adding a source of 
autonomy to the consumer, but being the choice within consumption ʻmenuʼ at the same 
time. At the same time, in line with the conceptual framework (chapter 1), I do not rule out 
the potential for transcending the choice from the ʻmenuʼ in some way, for example, by 
making choices outside the ʻmenuʼ of consumption, or making ʻescape attemptsʼ (Cohen 
and Taylor, 1992). With individuals being ʻdialogical selvesʼ, different, even contradictory 
agency positions can co-exist within one subject and shape his/her ʻmicrodialogueʼ (see 
chapter 1).

3.2.2 Consumer as ʻcommunicatorʼ and ʻhedonistʼ
With both characteristics of the politics of consumption, as well as the theoretical 
framework of this thesis allowing for the role of agency, it is now time to identify the 
characteristics of consumers that I will be engaging with throughout this study. Two key 
types of consumers that will be worked with in this research are ʻconsumer as hedonistʼ 
and ʻconsumer as communicatorʼ (Gabriel and Lang, 1996). They are central to modern 
consumption and are most relevant to the discussion of ʻconsumption of workʼ that will 
follow later in this chapter. Both contribute to the hegemonic project of consumption.

The consumer may be considered to be a ʻcommunicatorʼ when he or she consumes ʻto 
express social differences as well as personal meanings and feelingsʼ (Gabriel and Lang, 
1996: 47). Within this category, to become an object of consumption, the object ʻmust first 
become a signʼ (Baurdillard, 1996/1968: 200). Consumption is then ʻan activity consisting 
of the systematic manipulation of signsʼ (ibid.: 200), and it is not the object itself, but the 
relationship  that is consumed. Veblenʼs (2007/1899) classic ʻTheory of the leisure classʼ is 
an example of the analysis of ʻconsumer as communicatorʼ, with ʻconspicuousʼ, i.e. status, 
consumption being its perspective on the consumer. Although ʻconspicuous consumptionʼ 
is still relevant today (Patsiaouras, 2010), the ʻconsumer as communicatorʼ idea is not 
limited to it. Baudrillard (1998) has also referred to ʻsuper-conspicuous consumptionʼ, i.e. 
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discreet consumption. This is also a way for the consumer to communicate, but not 
through quantitative ostentation and money, but distinction and culture (ibid.: 55). 
Consumption, however, is not only the communication of status signs, but subjectivities as 
well. ʻSubjectivity fetishismʼ2  (Bauman, 2007) is then also one of the ways to look at 
ʻconsumer as communicatorʼ. 

However, ʻconsumer as communicatorʼ does not explain the potential value for the 
consumer in the processes of consumption itself. While for ʻconsumer as communicatorʼ 
the value from consumption is derived from the outcome of consumption (which is in the 
signs that objects of consumption communicate), for ʻconsumer as hedonistʼ the value is in 
the process of consumption itself and the feelings from it. For ʻconsumer as hedonistʼ3 
consumption is about pleasure-seeking, where pleasure ʻis not a state of being, but a 
quality  of experienceʼ (Campbell, 1987: 60). Campbell (1987) divides hedonism into two 
types, ʻtraditionalʼ and ʻmodernʼ. ʻTraditional hedonismʼ relates to pleasure that comes from 
sensations attached to senses (hearing, sight, smell, taste, touch). Under ʻmodern 
hedonismʼ pleasure comes from emotions that accompany different experiences, even 
painful ones. Within ʻmodern hedonismʼ, deferred gratification associated with Protestant 
work ethic (Weber, 1985/1905) may be understood not as a sacrifice of pleasure, but a 
source of excitement. Campbell (1987) talks about a shift from ʻtraditionalʼ to ʻmodernʼ 
hedonism due to a rise in comfort, which dulls pleasure. As a result, ʻpleasure may be 
sought in new stimuli, less predictable, less comfortable, more dangerousʼ (Gabriel and 
Lang, 1995: 104). However, assuming that ʻtraditional hedonismʼ has not died out 
completely, this thesis will work with both types of hedonism as key characteristics of the 
pleasure-seeking consumer. 

Summary
In short, in this thesis consumption is conceptualised as a ʻhegemonic projectʼ. The politics 
of consumption lies in concealing (Dunne et al., 2013) both the human labour used in 
production, but also the ʻmenuʼ (Korczynski and Ott, 2006; Korczynski, 2007) aspect of 
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consumer choice. Surrounded by  the myths of individual sovereignty, consumers have 
choice, but it is limited to the choice constructed by the power structures (Korczynski and 
Ott, 2006). At the same time, the existence of choice from the ̒ menuʼ might help one feel a 
sense of autonomy. ʻCommunicatorsʼ and ʻhedonistsʼ (Gabriel and Lang, 1995) is what 
consumers are encouraged and constructed to be. Although partly being constructed by 
the hegemonic project of consumption, consumers are also ʻdialogical selvesʼ (see 1.2.2), 
i.e. have incomplete and unfinalised identities, hence are not defined by it completely. The 
notion of the ʻdialogical selfʼ and the concept of the ʻmenuʼ bring up the role of agency and 
help to avoid sliding into ʻstructural pessimismʼ (du Gay, 1996: 81-82). See Box 3.1 below, 
which depicts this summary.

Box 3.1 Consumption as a ʻhegemonic projectʼ

=> consumer (constructed as):

 ʻcommunicatorʼ (Gabriel and Lang, 1995) - consuming signs (Baudrillard, 1996)
- ʻconspicuous consumptionʼ (Veblen, 2007)
- ʻsuper-conspicuous consumptionʼ (Baudrillard, 1998)
- consuming subjectivities (including ʻsubjectivity fetishismʼ: Bauman, 2007)

 ʻhedonistʼ (Gabriel and Lang, 1995) - pleasure-seeking consumer (Campbell, 1987)
- ʻtraditional hedonismʼ (Campbell, 1987)
- ʻmodern hedonismʼ (Campbell, 1987)

 agency - ʻdialogical selvesʼ (Bakhtin, 1999) choosing from the ʻmenuʼ (Korzcynski and  
Ott, 2006) 

3.3. Consumption entering work
Arguably, work and consumption have always been intertwined, with the interaction of the 

two shaped by  social and historical circumstances. For example, we can talk about 
working to consume for survival as a pre-industrial relation between the two (for the 

majority of people who lived at the time). Working hard to refrain from consumption might 
be seen as a characteristic of industrialisation and the Protestant work ethic (Weber, 

1985/1905). Working to engage in consumption is then a characteristic of ʻconsumer 
societyʼ (see also 3.5). This section explores the intersection of work and consumption that 

modern forms of work and its organisation within the ʻconsumer societyʼ have brought. I 
argue that consumption has become central to the process of work. First, the rise of 
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consumption rhetoric at work is looked at, which is in customer-focused rhetoric at work 
and the importance of the brand becoming central for organising production. Second, the 
potential of work itself to provide consumption experience is explored by looking at work as 
a site for consumption and at (the features and images of) work as an object of 
consumption. It is the latter way  to look at the intersection between production and 
consumption that is key for developing the concept of ʻconsumption of workʼ throughout 
the rest of this chapter.

Since approximately the 1990s, consumption rhetoric has been increasingly  entering work, 
which may be explained by the rise of service work and the more direct interaction of 
organisations with their consumers. First, this has led to a rise in customer-focused 
rhetoric at work (du Gay, 1996; Russell, 2011). For example, the retail organisation 
analysed by du Gay (1996: 145) was constructed as an enterprise where ʻcustomersʼ 
needs and desires were to be satisfied, productivity to be enhanced, quality service 
guaranteed, flexibility increased and innovation fostered through the active engagement of 
the self-fulfilling impulses of all the organizationʼs membersʼ. Similarly, the rhetoric of 
customer sovereignty  was the key principle of all practices targeting employees within the 
organisation researched by Russell (2011: 106), including training and development 
programmes as well as organisational decor and artefacts.

Second, in addition to managing consumption, the maintenance of the corporate brand 
has become central for organising production (Kornberger, 2010). The practice of 
ʻemployee brandingʼ, i.e. attempts by employers to make employees ʻlive the brandʼ, has 
become increasingly widespread in organisations (see Brannan et al, 2011; Pettinger, 
2004). A substantial contribution to this area comes from the book ʻBranded livesʼ edited 
by Brannan et al. (2011), which highlights the contested issues around ʻemployee 
brandingʼ practices. For example, Land and Taylor (2011) show how the image of the 
corporate brand at the organisation they researched did not correspond to management 
practices within it. Promoting alternative lifestyles as a brand to external customers, largely 
through employees, the work-life balance of the latter left much to be desired. Employees 
do not necessarily take ʻemployee brandingʼ practices for granted, often demonstrating 
resistance to them (e.g. Russell, 2011; Tarnovskaya, 2011).

However, the interaction of work and consumption in contemporary organisations 
operating within the ʻconsumer societyʼ goes beyond consumption-related rhetoric being 
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central to production. Work itself seems to be able to provide a consumption experience. 
First, work is a site for consumption. For example, a job  in the financial industry gives 
opportunities for conspicuous consumption (Patsiaouras and Fitchett, 2010) while at work, 
as depicted in films such as ʻWall Streetʼ and ʻThe Boiler Roomʼ. Attire, spaces and 
lifestyles associated with the process of work in the financial industry provide sign values 
of status. However, it is not only the financial industry with its hierarchical corporate 
cultures that provides opportunities for consumption at work. New forms of work 
organisation, which focus on looser structures and flatter hierarchies, have opened more 
opportunities for work as a consumption site. ʻFun culturesʼ (Butler et al., 2011) and 
authenticity  (Murtola and Fleming, 2011) are examples of these new forms of work 
organisation. These provide characteristics of work that employees may consider to be 
genuinely important, and at the same time function as a form of neo-normative control 
(Fleming and Sturdy, 2009). In addition, these may create sign values associated with 
work (not necessarily connected to status) as well as opportunities for hedonist 
consumption (Campbell, 1987). Dale (2012: 13) refers to employees being constructed as 
ʻthe “consumers” of “cafeteria-style” benefits and development opportunitiesʼ. While 
ʻcafeteria-style benefitsʼ is another example of work as a site of consumption, the 
consumption of development opportunities implies the possibility of features of work itself 
or the images of work being consumed, which is what the next paragraph will focus on.

Second, more than just being influenced by  consumption rhetoric and being a site for 
consumption, work too has been seen by some as becoming an object of consumption. 
For example, Brown et al. (2003: 15) note that work is presented as an object of 
consumption in orthodox management literature:

Knowledge work is presented as a source of excitement, creative fulfilment and personal 

development, alongside monetary rewards including, salary, benefit packages and share 

options. Work is the new consumption! 

The term ʻconsumption of workʼ or similar expressions have been used to highlight 
consumption entering into the heart of the employment relationship  (Jenner, 2004; 
Korczynski, 2007; Dale, 2012). Jenner (2004) talks about graduates ʻconsuming jobsʼ. This 
comes from an empirical study, which showed how employers wanted to portray  a 
particular image to potential recruits via recruitment materials. At the same time, not much 
information about the actual jobs was provided. Graduates, in their turn, reported that 
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recruitment materials informed their job  choices. Salomonsson (2005) discusses potential 
employees ʻshopping for jobsʼ in cyberspaces. They surf for jobs and put those that they 
like into the virtual shopping basket. The only problem with this consumer good is that it 
needs to be affirmed by the ʻsellerʼ, i.e. the employer. As a result, the job-seeker 
simultaneously becomes both a consumer - with the potential to choose and to influence 
the market - and a commodity that can in turn be rejectedʼ (ibid.: 122). 

This relatively new phenomenon of ʻconsumption of workʼ might be the ultimate merger 
between consumption and production. However, the studies mentioned so far, although 
helpful in highlighting ʻconsumption of workʼ, do not explain what its scope is, what it 
means and involves, where it comes from and how it can be possible. They show that 
consumption has entered employment, and that work itself, rather than being just a means 
to consumption in leisure time, may provide some form of consumption. This is often done 
through human resource management (HRM) practices (Dale, 2012). At the same time, 
employees are expected to demonstrate certain subjectivities within organisations, which 
need to correspond to corporate values (Willmott, 1993):

[T]he employee is expected to actively engage in the commodification of themselves, 

performing an appropriate organizational identity as a necessary part of being a successful 

employee. 

Dale (2012: 13; original italics)

In this sense, ʻconsumption of workʼ as a set of attitudes to work might not just be a matter 
of individual preferences towards work, but a normative orientation that employees have to 
adopt. 

Taking the points that have been raised in this section as the first step, in the sections that 
follow, I am going to develop the concept of ʻconsumption of workʼ. To do this, three 
questions need to be addressed. First, is ʻconsumption of workʼ a well-grounded 
phenomenon? In other words, is there more evidence that it has been promoted to current 
and potential employees, and why has this been the case? Second, theoretically, is it 
possible to talk about ʻconsumption of workʼ at all? Third, if it is, what is ʻconsumption of 
workʼ?
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3.4 Outlining the potential for ʻconsumption of workʼ
In this section, I will outline the potential for ʻconsumption of workʼ, based on an overview 
of orthodox management and practitioner literature. I will discuss the rhetoric of ʻwar for 
talentʼ among employers and HRM practitioners (3.4.1). This rhetoric applies to the 
workforce in general and graduates in particular, with graduates likely to be the potential 
ʻtalentʼ. ʻEmployer brandingʼ is one of employer responses to the ʻwar for talentʼ (3.4.2). 
The idea has gained popularity  in practice, orthodox management and practitioner 
literature. Its aim is to make working for a certain employer desirable by the ̒ talentʼ, which I 
argue shows that ʻconsumption of workʼ is a well-grounded phenomenon.

3.4.1 ʻWar for talentʼ
ʻWar for talentʼ is a phrase that is based on two key assumptions. First, it differentiates the 
importance of roles within organisations and assumes that corporate performance 
depends on a small number of ʻtalentedʼ individuals (Michaels et al., 2001; Cohen, 2001). 
Second, ʻtalentʼ is limited (e.g. Chambers et al., 1998). So as to be able to compete 
globally, companies need to attract this ʻtalentʼ. Although the issue of global competition for 
a ʻtalentedʼ workforce had been raised earlier (e.g. Reich, 1991), the phrase ʻwar for talentʼ 
was coined by the McKinsey consultancy company (Chambers et al., 1998; Michaels et 
al., 2001) and promoted by them, as well as other business consultancies (see Pfeffer, 
2001; Brown and Tannock, 2009). The conclusion that a ʻwar for talentʼ was taking place in 
the corporate world was based on the results of the survey conducted by McKinsey. It 
involved 72 HR executives, 359 corporate officers and 5679 executives from 77 large 
companies and 20 case studies of companies who were acknowledged for their 
ʻtalentʼ (Chambers et al., 1998). The study showed that three quarters of respondents were 
stating they had ʻinsufficient talent sometimesʼ or were ʻchronically talent-short across the 
boardʼ. The conclusion was that ʻwar for talentʼ would be a defining characteristic of global 
competition and corporate performance of the future, and due to problems with talent 
identified already, this was a ʻcall to arms for corporate Americaʼ (ibid.: 24). A  variety of 
reasons were outlined as the causes of the ʻwar for talentʼ, like a shift from an industrial to 
an information economy (hence higher demand for ʻtalentʼ by organisations), the 
propensity of people to switch from one workplace to another, which has come with the 
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rise of employability  (see 2.3), as well as the challenge from smaller companies, who were 
sometimes competing for the same people (Chambers et al., 1998; Michaels et al., 2001). 

It was noted that different companies would require different types of ʻtalentʼ, which would 
likely  be found in different social groups (Chambers et al., 1998). One of the groups where 
potential ʻtalentʼ is to be found are graduates. At the same time, the expansion of higher 
education is assumed to have done little to solve the problems with talent shortages 
(Brown and Tannock, 2009). In other words, not all graduates are assumed to be equally 
good at work due to skill shortages constantly reported by employers (see 2.4.1), so the 
ʻwar for talentʼ spreads to graduate recruitment as well (see Brown and Hesketh, 2004).

Despite some criticism of the ʻwar for talentʼ and examples of failures of organisations that 
have embraced it5, the rhetoric has spread way beyond recruiting executives and 
graduates. It has also spread into the non-corporate sphere, being promoted within cities 
(Peck, 2007) and countries (Florida, 2005; see also Brown and Tannock, 2009), as well as 
integrated into social programmes (Porschitz et al., 2012).

What ʻtalentʼ actually  involves is not clear (Lewis and Heckman, 2006): it is assumed that 
there is ʻtalentʼ and that it makes a difference, but it is not clear what being a ʻtalentʼ is 
defined by. It is usually noted that the constituent characteristics of ʻtalentʼ are to be 
understood in particular contexts, but whenever specific examples are provided, these are 
framed in terms of skills, a concept that is itself elusive (see 2.5.2): 
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5  The notion of the ʻwar for talentʼ has been criticised from a variety of angles by scholars (e.g. Brown and 
Hesketh, 2004; Brown and Tannock, 2009), including in orthodox management literature (e.g. Pfeffer, 2001; 
Stumpf and Tymon, 2001; Somaya and Williamson, 2008). For example, Pfeffer (2001) outlined three main 
problems with the ʻwar for talentʼ: emphasis on individuals rather than teams, glorification of outsiders, self-
fulfilling prophecy (i.e. those labelled as ʻpoor performersʼ  become poor performers, being asked to do less, 
given less attention etc.) and ignoring systemic and cultural problems that affect performance. Another major 
concern with the ʻwar for talentʼ  is social exclusion (Brown and Hesketh, 2004; Brown and Tannock, 2009): 
not only is ʻtalentʼ socially constructed, it is disproportionately rewarded, and everything except ʻtopʼ talent 
performance is devalued. In other words, ʻwar for talentʼ is ʻthe intellectual justification for why such a high 
premium is placed on degrees from first-tier business schools and why the compensation packages for top 
executives have become so lavishʼ  (Gladwell, 2002: 28). Ironically, one of the companies that was ahead of 
most in ʻwar for talentʼ was Enron (ibid.), probably one of the most epic corporate failures in history. Even 
though ʻwar for talentʼ  was not the only reason for Enronʼs collapse, it could stimulate some re-thinking of this 
popular rhetoric.



... complex economy demands more sophisticated talent with global acumen, multi-cultural 

fluency, technological literacy, entrepreneurial skills, and the ability to manage increasingly 

delayered, disaggregated organizations.

Chambers et al. (1998: 8)

3.4.2 ʻEmployer brandingʼ
ʻEmployer brandingʼ is one of the responses to the ʻwar for talentʼ. It is also seen as an 
employer response to the ʻnew psychological contactʼ, i.e. employability (Backhaus and 
Tikoo, 2004; Martin et al., 2005), a way to restore employee trust6  by advertising ʻthe 
benefits they [employers] still offer, including training, career opportunities, personal 
growth and developmentʼ (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004: 504). ʻEmployer brandingʼ means 
that marketing practices enter the area of HRM, so it is HRM practitioners who are 
responsible for it. Within the ʻemployer brandingʼ rhetoric, current and potential employees 
are explicitly addressed as consumers, with HRM leaders being expected ʻto deliver value 
to employees as much as they do to consumersʼ (Sartain, 2005: 90). ʻEmployer brandingʼ 
is seen as a way in which HRM can become more strategic and bring value to 
organisations (see Martin et al., 2005)7. Although ʻemployer brandingʼ has mostly been 
discussed as the HRM strategy  of primarily large corporations, it has also been advocated 
as a practice to be adopted within the public sector (Ewing and Caruana, 1999). 

According to Backhaus and Tikoo (2004: 501), ʻemployer brandingʼ represents a firmʼs 
efforts to promote, both within and outside the firm, a clear view of what makes it different 
and desirable as an employerʼ. It may be divided into two steps. First is having an 
ʻemployee value propositionʼ on offer for potential and current employees (Chambers et 
al., 1998; Michaels et al., 2001). Second is communicating this proposition to them, i.e. 
marketing the ʻemployer brandʼ internally and externally (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004).

According to Chambers et al. (1998), the first step  of the ʻemployer brandingʼ, ʻemployee 
value propositionʼ, consists of the following. First, is the positioning of the organisation as a 
ʻgreat companyʼ to work for in employeesʼ eyes, i.e. building the ʻemployer brandʼ (Ambler 
and Barrow, 1996). This may be in creating the image of a socially responsible company 
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them, who saw marketing practices as manipulative and artificial (Barrow and Mosley, 2005). Another 
problem has been in HRM being seen as ʻcommunicatorsʼ of the brand rather than the source its values 
(Martin and Beaumont, 2003).



(see also Bhattachariya et al., 2008; Cheese et al., 2008), an industry leader, a provider of 
training opportunities or a place that attracts ʻtalentʼ. Second, these are ʻproductsʼ on offer, 
i.e. ʻgreat jobsʼ:

What a company can and should consider changing straight away are the particular products it 

offers: its jobs. If a company succeeds in attracting a target executive group  with great jobs, the 

brand should take care of itself as the changing mix of employees reinforces the values the 

company is seeking to build.

Chambers et al. (1998: 4)

ʻGreat jobsʼ may be in having freedom and autonomy, providing challenges or career 
advancement. Third, these are compensation and lifestyle, such as high levels of 
compensation and respect for the employeeʼs lifestyle.

The characteristics of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ may be divided into the functional 
(e.g. salary, benefits) and the symbolic (e.g. prestige, social approval from working in the 
firm) (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004), alternatively  put as the ʻbrand experienceʼ (Mosley, 
2007) or ʻbrand excitementʼ (Sartain, 2005). Attention to the symbolic is considered to be a 
new feature of recruitment, which distinguishes ʻemployer brandingʼ from traditional 
recruitment practices:

Traditional recruiting focuses on functional employment benefits, such as job  security; 

opportunities for creativity and individual growth; and compensation. But an employerʼs 

intangible, emotional associations - “itʼs fun to work at this company”, “we have passionate and 

intelligent culture”, “there is a strong team feeling here” - are just as important to recruits as 

similar associations with branded consumer goods are to potential buyers. So companies would 

do well to compare themselves with their peers on both functional and intangible dimensions. 

Hieronimus et al. (2005: 13)

Similarly, Sartain (2005: 90) talks about ʻbranding the meaningʼ when discussing Yahooʼs! 
ʻemployer brandingʼ practices:

By branding the meaning, promise, and overall employee experience, organizations can engage 

and enchant employees, giving deeper meaning to the promise that lies behind their daily 

efforts. This gives jobs a deeper resonance and results in an emotional connection that compels 

commitment.
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In addition, some empirical evidence has shown the higher importance of the symbolic 
over the functional characteristics of employment for employees (Lievens and Highhouse, 
2003). As a result, going beyond tangible characteristics of work into the symbolic, may be 
considered to be the central feature of ʻemployee value propositionʼ. 

So far I have outlined what the orthodox and practitioner management literature sees as 
an ʻemployee value propositionʼ. The next step to win the ʻwar for talentʼ is in marketing 
this proposition to current and potential employees. ʻInternal marketingʼ, i.e. bringing the 
employer brand to employees of the organisation, has been highlighted as important in 
stimulating customer-focused behaviours by employees (Mosley, 2007). It is expected to 
contribute to organisation identity and organisational culture (that also feeds back to the 
employer brand), which would stimulate employeesʼ loyalty to the brand and hence would 
increase productivity (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004). The goal of internal marketing is to 
stimulate employees to ʻlive the brandʼ and hence be more committed as employees 
(Mosley, 2007). To attract ʻtalentʼ from the outside, companies are encouraged to engage 
in ʻexternal marketingʼ, applying branding techniques to recruitment:

For a company to exploit its brand effectively when it fishes for talent, it must think of recruits as 

customers, use sophisticated marketing analysis to identify its key rivals, determining which 

corporate attributes matter most to specific types of recruits, and understand how best to reach 

them. 

Hieronimus et al. (2005: 12)

Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) explain the mechanism of attracting applicants. First, employer 
branding is expected to stimulate ʻbrand associationsʼ. These ʻcan be verbalized, but also 
might reside at a more sensory level - in other words, consumers have a feeling about a 
brand, an emotional response or the memory of a smell, taste or other sensationʼ (ibid.: 
505). ʻBrand associationsʼ in turn create a certain image of the employer.

There are many ways in which organisations can engage in ʻexternal marketingʼ. These 
can be internships, joint projects with universities; mentorship  programmes; events, 
workshops, campaign visits, seated dinners; campus presentations, career fairs; online 
games, sponsorship of awards for excellent students; direct marketing; direct-response 
marketing; print media campaigns, radio advertising (Hieronimus et al., 2005). These are 
also discerned by two scales, the number of people reached and the intensity of 
communication implied. All these can apply to the recruitment of students, while the first 

79



five marketing tools in the list apply primarily to students. It is also suggested to combine 
marketing activities with general corporate advertising (Edwards, 2010). So employers, 
when engaging with potential recruits, are expected to present both the employer brand 
and their corporate brand.

This section has shown that what I have referred to as ʻconsumption of workʼ in the 
previous section is indeed a well-grounded phenomenon. With the rise of ʻemployer 
brandingʼ in HRM practice, work is presented as an object of consumption to current and 
potential employees. First, the ʻemployee value propositionʼ puts special emphasis on 
symbolic and intangible characteristics of work, constructing an attractive image of work. 
Second, this image is actively promoted to target audiences via ʻinternalʼ and ʻexternalʼ 
marketing practices, in a way trying to sell this constructed image of work to them.

3.5 Commodification of the meaning of work
Having analysed the orthodox management and practitioner literature, it can be concluded 
that consumption has been promoted within the employment relationship. This is also a 
phenomenon that was primarily taking place in practice and which received attention in 
academic literature later. ʻEmployer brandingʼ has been emphasised, with explicit 
marketing-related terms being applied to work. ʻEmployer brandingʼ has also been the 
initiative of employers rather than employees. The promotion of the image of work as an 
object of consumption to current and potential employees is one of the aspects of the 
hegemonic project of consumption. The practice of ʻemployer brandingʼ is the ʻwar of 
positionʼ, i.e. the process through which the hegemonic project of consumption is 
promoted within the employment relationship.

Within theoretical writings, the potential of work to be an object of consumption has been 
discussed by Bauman (2005) and Baudrillard (1998). Bauman (2005: 33) links the change 
of the status of work with the demand for aesthetic experience brought by consumption, as 
a result of which work itself can become an object of consumption:

Like everything else which may reasonably hope to become the target of desire and an object of 

free consumer choice, jobs must be ʻinterestingʼ - varied, exciting, allowing for adventure, 

containing certain (though not excessive) measures of risk, and giving occasion for ever-new 
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sensations. Jobs that are monotonous, repetitive, routine, unadventurous, allowing no initiative 

and promising no challenge to wits nor a chance for self-testing and self-assertion, are boring. 

Bauman talks about work as an object of ʻhedonist consumptionʼ (Campbell, 1987; Gabriel 
and Lang, 1995), where the value of work is ʻjudged by  its capacity to generate 
pleasurable experienceʼ (Bauman, 2005: 33). He juxtaposes this attitude with the idea of 
work as a place for identity construction, ʻmoral improvement, repentance and 
redemptionʼ (ibid.). For him work can still be a site for identity construction, but for a 
minority of people from privileged professions. However, Baumanʼs claim about work as an 
object of consumption remains undeveloped.

Baudrillard (1998) also mentions the potential for work to be an object of consumption. For 
him, leisure in democratic societies is a ʻfactor of cultural distinction and selectionʼ (ibid.: 
156). However, with the developing of leisure activities, they will become competitive and 
more disciplinary, so the privilege may change into spending less time in ʻobligatory 
consumptionʼ with particular types of work becoming the place and time where one could 
recover from leisure. Although he admits this is paradoxical, Baudrillard allows for the 
possibility of work to be consumed, as indeed ʻanything can become a consumer 
objectʼ (Ibid.: 157). However, he does not think this time has come yet, and that for a long 
while leisure will be valued. Later in the book he explains the problem with consuming 
work:

[N]on-economic demand for work is an expression of all the aggressivity that has not been  

satisfied in leisure and satisfaction. But it can find no resolution by that route since, arising from 

the depths of the ambivalence of desire, it here reformulates itself as a demand or a ʻneedʼ  for 

work and thus re-enters the cycle of needs, from which we know there is no way out for desire.

Baudrillard (1998: 185)

Baudrillard (1998) sees a contradiction between needs and desires, with needs potentially 
being a means for satisfying a desire, but not being the desire itself. For him, work, lying 
within the realm of needs, cannot be the object of desire and hence consumption. By 
allowing for the possibility  of consuming work and then denying it, Baudrillard almost 
contradicts himself. But the point he raises needs to be considered before the discussion 
of work as an object of consumption can be proceeded with.
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Radin (1996) uses the concept of ʻincomplete commodificationʼ to depict the contested 
nature of some commodities. Rather than splitting the world into ʻcommoditiesʼ and ʻnon-
commoditiesʼ, ʻincomplete commodificationʼ allows for something to take both the form of a 
commodity and non-commodity, depending on meanings that people attach to these 
objects or processes. Work fits well into the concept of ʻincomplete commodificationʼ. In 
fact, Radin demonstrates it using the example of work. First, she introduces the terms 
ʻworkʼ and ʻlabourʼ, where ʻlabourʼ suggests the complete commodification of work, when 
work is done purely  for money and hence is viewed as a need. This is where Baudrillardʼs 
interpretation of work stands. Work, for Radin (1996), unlike labour, has meaning and 
hence goes beyond just selling oneʼs labour power. People may be willing to take some 
form of work even if they had a financial opportunity not to do so (e.g. Morse and Weiss, 
1955; Vecchio, 1980; Bradley et al., 2000). This might be explained by work itself having 
meaning for them, like doing a job as a craft, for society  or enjoyment, etc. So looking at 
work only as a need provides a limited account of why people work. Meaning does not 
belong to the transactional relationship of buying/selling the labour power.

As a result, in this research the conceptualisation of work is divided into work as a means 
to materialistic ends and work as a source of meaning (see Table 3.1). Work as a means 
to materialistic ends holds for almost all people, as the majority of them face the economic 
need to work. Work as a source of meaning holds for some people, as soon as there is 
some meaning attached to it.

Conceptualisation of workConceptualisation of work

Work as a means to materialistic ends

work is commodified: a person sells his/
her labour to an employer

 Work as a source of meaning

work goes beyond the commodification of 
labour: work brings meaning

Table 3.1

However, this distinction so far is not helpful in explaining how the ʻconsumption of workʼ 
may take place. The key to further conceptualisation lies in relation to meaning. In Radinʼs 
(1996) example, this is what is not commodified. It is also the non-commodified meaning of 
work that Bauman (2005) refers to as the site of identity construction at work. However, 
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within the literature that has been reviewed, it can be claimed that commodification of the 
meaning of work takes place. The meaning of work, having previously lain outside the 
market relationship, is now the target of carefully  thought through marketing practices. I 
will now explain what I mean by the commodification of the meaning of work and connect it 
with the politics of consumption (see 3.2.1). Then I will use this notion to further develop 
my conceptualisation of work.

Commodification is when something that was not an object of consumption (i.e. a 
commodity) becomes one. The meaning of work becomes a commodity when it is 
produced under capitalist relations of production and gets an exchange value. As seen in 
section 3.4, the meaning of work is produced (by human labour) via employer branding 
practices. The exchange value of the meaning of work as a commodity is not a monetary 
one. The practice of meaning being produced and advertised to potential and current 
employees implies the possibility of an exchange. However, it is not a monetary exchange 
that we usually think of when discussing commodities. The meaning of work is exchanged 
for an individualʼs labour in addition to the monetary reward he/she gets. Although the 
meaning of work as a commodity is produced by human labour, which is concealed, this is 
not the key to making it part of the hegemonic project of consumption. The politics here is 
in the meaning of work entering the realm of consumption. So the meanings an individual 
attaches to work may not be the outcomes of his/her individual choice, but have been 
constructed by the hegemonic project of consumption. Furthermore, the commodification 
of the meaning of work adds a third dimension to concealment as a feature of the politics 
of consumption. Here, it is not only production and the choice from the ʻmenuʼ that are 
concealed, but the very fact of consumption. Consumers of the meaning of work may be 
unaware that they are engaged in the process of consumption as such.

With the potential  for the commodification of the meaning of work explained, the meaning 
of work may be divided into two categories: being commodified and not being commodified 
(see Table 3.2 below). ʻConsumption of workʼ is, then, in the commodification of the 
meaning of work. It occurs when work brings value or meaning as a result of the 
ʻhegemonic projectʼ of consumption being promoted within the employment relationship. 
So ʻcommodification of the meaning of workʼ refers to how work is constructed at the level 
of macro or local structures by groups having power. ʻConsumption of workʼ, in its turn, 
refers to individual work orientation. This work orientation, however, is necessarily the 
result of the ʻcommodification of the meaning of workʼ.
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Conceptualisation of workConceptualisation of workConceptualisation of work

Work as a means to materialistic ends

work is commodified: a person sells his/
her labour to an employer

 Work as a source of meaning

work goes beyond the commodification of 
labour: work brings meaning

 Work as a source of meaning

work goes beyond the commodification of 
labour: work brings meaning

Work as a means to materialistic ends

work is commodified: a person sells his/
her labour to an employer

meaning is 
commodified

(ʻconsumption of workʼ) 

meaning is not 
commodified

Table 3.2

The paradox with the ʻcommodification of the meaning of workʼ is as follows. On the one 
hand, with the previously non-commodified aspect of work becoming commodified, work 
itself becomes more commodified. On the other, it may become more meaningful for those 
who work, i.e. they gain meaning at work through an act of consumption.

Within this section, the problem with work being within the realm of needs has been solved 
by identifying two key functions of work, a means to materialistic ends and a source of 
meaning. The literature in the area, both orthodox and critical, makes it possible to make 
the claim that a relatively  recent pattern has been seen in employers commodifying the 
meaning of work. As a result, ʻconsumption of workʼ has been conceptualised as an 
orientation to work that is the result of the commodification of the meaning of work. In the 
next section, I will look at different work orientations (i.e. reasons to work) and position 
ʻconsumption of workʼ as one of them.

3.6 Work orientations
Psychological literature usually  identifies three types of values/rewards that shape 
peopleʼs work orientations: extrinsic, intrinsic and social (see Ros et al., 1999). Within 
extrinsic values work serves an instrumental function, being a means to material ends. 
Intrinsic values are the rewards from doing the job  itself, like achievement and interest. 
The social values of work refer to relationships at work. These three categories imply two 
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key divisions in work orientations: work as a means to materialistic ends (extrinsic) and 
work and its characteristics bringing value (intrinsic and social). This is a useful distinction 
that shows work going beyond necessity. However, this typology  is derived from 
assumptions about peopleʼs personalities, and views work orientations as coming from 
them. However, it does not connect work values to the social or cultural contexts in which 
work is performed.

For Heelas (2002) work as an economic activity is necessarily connected to the cultural. 
Noon and Blyton (2002) divide reasons to work into economic and moral, where the ʻwork 
ethicʼ, i.e. ʻascription of value to workʼ (Heelas, 2002: 78), refers to the latter. For them 
economic reasons to work include both ʻworking to liveʼ and ʻworking to consumeʼ. 
However, for Heelas (2002), work is always a means to some ends, where these ends 
may be materialistic or in work itself. So even working purely  for the sake of economic 
reasons is a ʻwork ethicʼ for him. Applying Tiptonʼs (1984) four ʻstyles of ethical evaluationʼ 
to work, Heelas (2002) provides four types of ʻwork ethicʼ: the Protestant work ethic 
(Weber, 1985), ʻorganisational work ethicʼ, ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ and ʻself-work 
ethicʼ. Although these types of work ethic are not mutually exclusive, there are certain 
chronological benchmarks when one or the other type of work orientation may have been 
more visible. These correspond to the development of capitalism and its cultural dimension 
at a particular time. The Protestant work ethic (Weber, 1985) sees work as means to 
achieve salvation and was characteristic of orientations to work at the beginning of the 
twentieth century. At the same time, traces of the Protestant work ethic may still be found 
in some work (Bell and Taylor, 2003). The ʻorganisational work ethicʼ was prominent in the 
1950s and sees work ʻas a means to the end of professional or community status and 
career advancement, as defined by the organizationʼ (Heelas, 2002: 80) with its rules and 
regulations. Here, a career within an organisation may  be seen as the ʻmoral 
projectʼ (McKinlay, 2002). The ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ sees work as an economic 
means to a consumer lifestyle, and has appeared in the UK since approximately  the 
1960s. The key  pattern in this work orientation involves taking work as a means of 
satisfying the desires (rather than needs) that have been constructed by consumer culture 
(e.g. Lasch, 1977, 1980, 1984) with leisure being a site for identity construction 
(Featherstone, 1990). It has been argued that the consumer society and instrumental 
attitude to work led to the demise of interest in work itself (Berger, 1964; Gorz, 1985). The 
ʻself-work ethicʼ, being a characteristic of ʻsoft capitalismʼ, according to Heelas (2002), 
returns the interest to work. Within this ethic work exists for the self to ʻenrich and explore 
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itself, in the process of dealing with its problemsʼ (Heelas, 2002: 80). Work again becomes 
meaningful, involving an element of personal development and providing a means for 
ʻpsychological identity exploration and cultivationʼ (ibid.: 83).

These different types of work ethic are useful and allow us to connect the reasons why 
people work with the social and cultural. However, the question of where the social and 
cultural come from still remains. Heelas (2002), when talking about the ʻself-work ethicʼ, 
attributes the shift to this work ethic as a result of a new generation of people who 
demanded more meaningful work. However, the ʻself-work ethicʼ to a large extent underlies 
the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ discussed in Chapter 2, where it was also 
shown that the choice of employees themselves was probably the last factor that could 
have affected the shift to employability rhetoric. Rather, it was a structural change initiated 
by large employers and governments, which has developed a certain cultural rhetoric. The 
ʻself-work ethicʼ, which includes employability, lays the ground for ʻinfinite human 
resourcefulnessʼ (Costea et al, 2007). The ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ also comes from 
the hegemonic project of consumption. So in this research, the work ethic is assumed to 
be linked with the cultural, which in its turn is constructed by relations of power. Following 
Anthony (1977: 2), historical and ʻcontemporary  views about work which have been 
regarded as axiomatic are ideological in that they are intended to influence the behaviour 
ofʼ the workforce8.

Anthony (1977) traces work as an ideology from Ancient Greece, where it was not an 
ideology and was not taken seriously, through the Protestant work ethic and into the 
industrialised twentieth century up to the 1970s. Although the ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ 
and ʻself-work ethicʼ are not the focus of the book9, it provides a very elaborate account of 
the twentieth century work ethic before the boom of mass consumption. This is what 
Heelas (2002) identifies as the ʻorganisational work ethicʼ, but there is more to it, as 
Anthonyʼs (1977) analysis shows. First, he divides ʻsubordinatesʼ into industrial workers10 
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8 Anthony (1977) uses the word ̒ subordinatesʼ, but I have substituted ʻworkforceʼ for it. The reason for this is 
that ʻsubordinatesʼ imply paid work done within a certain setting. However, modern forms of work go beyond 
this (e.g. entrepreneurs), the citation used applies to them also.

9 The latter is a more recent phenomenon. As for the first, it is mentioned briefly within the book and some 
thoughts on it are provided, but probably falling outside work itself and into the leisure life, this was not the 
authorʼs focus.

10  Anthony (1977) describes the time prior to the boom of the service economy. At the same time, his 
observations on this type of work may also be applied to this type of economy.



and managers, and looks at how the ideology of work targets these two groups. He sees 
managers as the group who were initially delivering the ideology  of work to the shop floor. 
This ideology was coming from human relations and psychology theorists, who were 
ʻpromoting the development of organizations that are more humane and less irksome to 
their inhabitants, by sharing control, by allowing for greater participation, by recognizing 
the reality of conflict, by acknowledging the needs of employees for responsibility  and 
growthʼ (ibid.: 255). Then the author highlights how managers themselves, becoming 
important elements in capitalist production, became the subjects of the same ideology of 
work. He calls it ʻmanagement ideologyʼ and primarily looks at normative, psychology-
based management education. These do not necessarily fall into the ʻorganisational ethicʼ, 
and even though Anthony (1977) was writing before the rise of employability (see 2.3), he 
already spotted the potential loss of job security even by  managers. The main feature of 
this work ethic is in making work a source of meaning not because of its nature, the 
outputs or social importance, but because of the way it is designed. This is what I will call 
the ʻabstract work ethicʼ. It involves the introduction of ʻabstractʼ elements to work, which 
may draw intrinsic rewards from it. Examples of these rewards may be teamwork (Sennett, 
1998), job  rotation and employee engagement. The ʻself-work ethicʼ that Heelas (2002) 
talks about, being the product of job  design, is also part of the ʻabstract work ethicʼ, and 
includes elements such as self-development at work and employability.

Anthony (1977) also notes that not all attitudes to work are the product of ideology. Some 
types of work may be considered satisfying in themselves; to these he assigns the term 
ʻcraft ethicʼ. Or, expanding on this point, some work may be done because of its social 
value, with professions such as doctor, teacher or fireman being examples. It is not 
necessarily the profession itself that is important here, but the context in which it is 
exercised. For example, someone with the credentials of a lawyer might choose the 
precarious and low-paid, but socially important, work of providing legal advice to 
vulnerable groups rather than use the same knowledge to work for large legal firms. These 
examples may be described as ʻsubstantive work orientationsʼ. Having said this, it is 
important to notice that this type of work orientation may have ideological elements too; for 
example, if someone is motivated to work in a particular organisation due to its corporate 
social responsibility11 policies. So when categorising an orientation as ʻsubstantiveʼ, this is 
something important to keep in mind. Furthermore, with the rise of new forms of work 
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organisation like authenticity, self-management and fun work cultures (see 3.3), whether 
work orientations towards these are a product of the ideology of work or peopleʼs genuine 
preferences might be hard to identify. Based on the overview of the literature, work 
orientations in this research are categorised as follows.

Work orientations may be divided into two broad categories: work as a means to 
materialistic ends (extrinsic value of work) and work itself being of value (intrinsic value of 
work). Like Heelas (2002), I assign ʻworking to consumeʼ to the ʻinstrumentalised work 
ethicʼ because of this orientation to work being rooted in the cultural rather than the 
economic. So work as a means to materialistic ends is divided into ʻworking to 
surviveʼ (work as economic necessity) and ʻworking to consumeʼ (ʻinstrumentalised work 
ethicʼ). Work itself can bring value too. This category consists of ʻsubstantive work 
orientationsʼ and the ʻabstract work ethicʼ. The former values work for being a craft, 
interesting and meaningful in itself, or being socially  important. The latter values 
characteristics of work that do not correspond to the nature or content of a particular job, 
but to specific features of work that come from the way it is designed (by management). 
These may be features of work such as autonomy, variety  of tasks involved, teamwork etc. 
The ʻself-work ethicʼ also belongs to the ʻabstract work ethicʼ and implies further 
abstraction of its meaning, where the value of work comes from opportunities for the self to 
develop, learn, enhance skills, and as a result of all these become more employable.

The patterns of work orientation that have been outlined, although having the potential to 
be associated with particular periods of time and social contexts, are not mutually 
exclusive. For Heelas (2002), it is the ʻself-work ethicʼ that is the most visible work 
orientation now. However, as has been outlined above (3.1), we live in a consumer society, 
where consumption has entered and keeps entering all areas of life, so it might as well be 
the reason for people to work and cannot be looked at as secondary to the ʻself-work 
ethicʼ. Table 3.3 below provides a conceptual map  that has been derived so far. It provides 
a summary of work orientations discussed in this section and positions ʻconsumption of 
workʼ as one of them, with the commodification of the meaning of work being its 
discernible feature.
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Conceptualisation of workConceptualisation of workConceptualisation of workConceptualisation of workConceptualisation of work

Work as a means to materialistic 
ends

work is commodified: a person 
sells his/her labour to employer

Work as a means to materialistic 
ends

work is commodified: a person 
sells his/her labour to employer

 Work as a source of meaning

work goes beyond commodification of labour: work 
brings meaning

 Work as a source of meaning

work goes beyond commodification of labour: work 
brings meaning

 Work as a source of meaning

work goes beyond commodification of labour: work 
brings meaning

Work orientationsWork orientationsWork orientationsWork orientationsWork orientations

work as an 
economic 
necessity

working to 
survive

instrumentalised 
work ethic

working to 
consume

consumption of 
work

meaning is 
constructed via the 
hegemonic project 

of consumption

abstract work 
ethic

(incl. self-work 
ethic)

substantive 
work 

orientations 
work as an 
economic 
necessity

working to 
survive

instrumentalised 
work ethic

working to 
consume

meaning is 
commodified

meaning is not commodifiedmeaning is not commodified

Table 3.3

3.7 ʻConsumption of workʼ orientation
In the way that work orientations have been categorised so far, consumption in connection 
to work is viewed as something that instrumentalises work and does not attach value to 
work, apart from the value of extrinsic rewards taken from it. At the same time, the 
ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ and ʻabstract work ethicʼ have been viewed as parallel to 
each other, without an attempt to explore the way they are connected. Neither of them 
help to explain how consumption is promoted within the employment relationship either. 
ʻConsumption of workʼ is a work orientation that helps to overcome both of these issues. In 
this thesis, it will be viewed not as a completely new and different work orientation, but a 
combination of these two types of work ethic that brings them together in a novel way. The 
ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation, like the ʻabstract work ethicʼ and ʻinstrumentalised work 
ethicʼ, is an ʻideology of workʼ. However, its main distinction from the two is that it is an 
ideology of work brought by the ʻhegemonic projectʼ of consumption. It is through 
ʻemployer brandingʼ practices that the meaning of work may become commodified. The 
ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ and ʻabstract work ethicʼ (primarily ʻself-work ethicʼ) are not 
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characterised by this aspect. This is how the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation is 
conceptualised in this study (see also Table 3.4 below). 

Within the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation, the ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ still uses 
work as a means to material ends. However, these ends are not in consumption outside 
work, but consumption that comes from work itself. The ̒ instrumentalised work ethicʻ takes 
two key forms here. First, there is the ʻconsumption of (the image of) workʼ. Here the 
consumer might be a ʻcommunicatorʼ as the work he/she does may communicate ̒ signsʼ to 
others. These signs may be in the ʻemployer brandʼ, the industry one works in (e.g. 
banking), the job one does (e.g. a financier) or in the employerʼs image as a recruiter. At 
the same time, the consumer may be a ʻtraditional hedonistʼ (Campbell, 1987), having an 
emotional connection to the brand connected with one of the senses (Backhaus and Tikoo, 
2004). The second strand of the ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ entering ʻconsumption of 
workʼ is consumption through work processes. The process of work may offer one a 
certain lifestyle, which might involve travelling, a particular organisational culture with its 
way of dressing, organisation of space, etc. For example, a job  in investment banking is 
likely  to involve a lifestyle of conspicuous consumption (Patsiaouras and Fitchett, 2010). 
The ʻfun culturesʼ at work (Fleming, 2005; Warren and Fineman, 2007) may also be 
considered to be an example of ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ within ʻconsumption of workʼ. 
All these provide access to consumption that often happens outside work, but now work 
also provides access to it. These processes may be considered pleasurable and at the 
same time might show ʻsignsʼ to others, so within consumption though work processes, 
consumers can be both ʻhedonistsʼ and ʻcommunicatorsʼ.

The ʻabstract work ethicʼ within ʻconsumption of workʼ is in the consumption of abstract 
features, processes and outcomes of work. These can be features of job design like 
teamwork and job rotation. At the same time, the ʻself-work ethicʼ is part of this work 
orientation too and may be considered central to it, especially with the rise of self-
management as a form of work organisation (Lopdrup-Hjorth et al., 2011). Consumption 
related to this work orientation would be primarily the consumption of processes related to 
self-development at work and employability. These may be learning and training 
opportunities offered by employers, acquisition of skills in a job, career development and 
the potential to keep getting jobs in the future. Employees here may be seen as ʻmodern 
hedonistsʼ (Campbell, 1987), as pleasure may come from sometimes tedious and 
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challenging processes (e.g. passing exams, taking part in boring skills sessions), but these 
will lead to the excitement of improved employability. 

ʻConsumption of workʼ presents a ʻmenuʼ of work orientations that are on offer from 
employers. So for ʻconsumption of workʼ to take place at the individual level, the presence 
of one of the dimensions of this concept (see Table 3.4 below) in oneʼs work orientations is 
enough. From the overview of management literature (3.4.2), as well as critical literature 
(3.3), the set of work orientations surrounding ʻconsumption of workʼ seems to be the 
ʻcommon senseʼ offered by corporate employers. This study will look at whether this is the 
case at the local level and explore how commodification of work takes place, summarised 
in the following research question:

RQ3: Is ʻconsumption of workʼ constructed as the ʻcommon sense  ̓ work 
orientation? How does commodification of the meaning of work take place on the 
university campus? 

Throughout this chapter I have discussed how the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation is 
promoted at the macro level via the rise of ʻemployer brandingʼ. RQ3 will look at whether 
ʻconsumption of workʼ is promoted as the ʻcommon senseʼ on campus and how this takes 
place. However, in line with the theoretical framework of this study, the promotion of a 
certain ʻcommon senseʼ in no way implies that it will be automatically embraced by the 
agency. The engagement of students with the ʻcommon senseʼ constructed on campus 
may be in embracing, manipulating and resisting it (actively or passively) or even 
transcending the ʻcommon senseʼ, shaping individual choices independently  from it or 
thinking through ʻescape attemptsʼ (Cohen and Taylor, 1992). At the same time, with 
students being ̒ dialogical selvesʼ, it will be important to look at the co-existence of different 
agency positions in the same subjects. This would be a way to trace the ʻmicrodialogueʼ 
within agency and the potential contradictions that the ʻcommon senseʼ brings to studentsʼ 
work orientations. As a result, the fourth research question of this study is the following:

RQ4: How do students engage with the ʻcommon sense  ̓ work orientation 
constructed at the university?

While exploring this research question, it will be important to look at the interaction of 
ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability. First, although ʻemployer brandingʼ is addressed 
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to all potential ʻtalentʼ and hence may be the choice for many, only the selected few will be 
able to ʻconsume workʼ, i.e. those who would be able to secure job  offers in organisations 
that provide the opportunities to do this. Second, resisting ʻconsumption of workʼ might 
also be problematic for oneʼs employability. If this orientation to work is what employers 
expect, then articulating a subjectivity  different from what is prescribed by ʻconsumption of 
workʼ might potentially challenge employability.

ʻConsumption of workʼ orientationʻConsumption of workʼ orientationʻConsumption of workʼ orientation

work orientation consumption that takes place examples of rewards

ʻinstrumentalised work 
ethicʼ

- consumption of (the image of) 
work: ʻworkʼ, ʻjobʼ, ʻemployerʼ 
have ʻsign valuesʼ (ʻconsumer as 
communicatorʼ)
- consumption through work 
processes
(ʻconsumer as hedonistʼ, 
ʻconsumer as communicatorʼ)

- organisation brand, ʻtopʼ 
employer, ʻtopʼ industry

- lifestyle associated with 
work: travelling, 
organisational culture (e.g. 
way of dressing, organisation 
of space at work)

ʻabstract work 
ethicʼ (especially ʻself-

work ethicʼ)

consumption of work 
processes and outcomes 

(consumer as a ʻmodern 
hedonistʼ)

- employability: learning, 
skills, career, getting jobs in 
the future
- self-development (e.g. 
challenge in a job)
- elements of job design (e.g. 
teamwork, job rotation)

Table 3.4 

3.8 Summary
This chapter contributes to the area of the sociology of work by developing the concept of 
ʻconsumption of workʼ. Although the notion of ʻconsumption of workʼ seems to be in the air 
in the literature, what it means and involves has not been elaborated. This is what has 
been done in this chapter after reviewing both critical and orthodox literature on 
consumption and work. First, it has been found that ʻconsumption of workʼ seems to be a 
well-grounded phenomenon, with employers presenting jobs as objects of consumption 
within the rhetoric of ʻwar for talentʼ as well as eliminating the negative consequences that 
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employability has brought to employeesʼ trust to organisations. Second, ʻconsumption of 
workʼ has been conceptualised as ʻcommodification of the meaning of workʼ by employers, 
which is part of the ʻhegemonic projectʼ of consumption. The practice of ʻemployer 
brandingʼ is understood as a ʻwar of positionʼ, i.e. the way in which organisations invest in 
shaping the orientation to work (and subjectivities associated with them) of current and 
potential employees. ʻConsumption of workʼ is the orientation to work that results from this 
ʻwar of positionʼ if subjects ʻembraceʼ this rhetoric. Hence ʻconsumption of workʼ has been 
positioned within the work orientations literature and conceptualised as an ideology of 
work that combines the ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ and ʻabstract work ethicʼ (especially 
ʻself-work ethicʼ). It combines other work orientations in a novel way  and the 
ʻcommodification of the meaning of workʼ is its distinctive feature. At the end of the chapter, 
what ʻconsumption of workʼ involves is summarised. In short, this is consumption of (the 
image of) work and consumption through work processes (the ʻinstrumentalised work 
ethicʼ), as well as consumption of work processes and outcomes (the ʻabstract work ethicʼ). 
These patterns of consumption associate with the ʻconsumer as communicatorʼ and 
ʻconsumer as hedonistʼ (Gabriel and Lang, 1996). In this research, I will analyse whether 
ʻconsumption of workʼ is a ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation and how the commodification 
of the meaning of work takes place on campus (RQ3, addressed in Chapter 5). Then I will 
look at how students as ʻdialogical selvesʼ engage with the ʻcommon senseʼ work 
orientation constructed there (RQ4, addressed in Chapter 7). The next chapter will outline 
the methodology that the empirical part of the study was informed by, in line with the 
theoretical framework of the research (see Chapter 1).
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Chapter 4. Methodology

4.1 Introduction
The purpose of this research is to look at student work orientations and the job search in 
detail, and to question assumptions about them both which are constructed at the macro 
and local levels. Such research involves identifying what these assumptions are, how they 
are present in the local context, and exploring studentsʼ subjective experiences and their 
articulation of these experiences. The methodology was chosen in order to fit this broad 
orientation of the research and to stimulate in-depth analysis of both the initial themes that 
I had in mind and to allow for new themes to emerge from the data. As a result, doing 
fieldwork was not just the result of the research questions I asked and the theories I 
adopted. Fieldwork constantly informed the conceptual stance of my research and its 
research questions, which in turn have been informing fieldwork. This will be highlighted 
throughout this chapter.

This chapter will proceed as follows. It will start by explaining why a qualitative research 
strategy has been chosen (4.2). The positioning of this research within qualitative research 
methodologies will follow, outlining why a critical perspective has been chosen (4.3). Then 
the research methods will be described in detail (4.4), all of which are compatible with the 
critical qualitative research perspective. The discussion of the process of fieldwork will 
then follow (4.5). Here the data that were gathered may be divided into data for the 
analysis of the student job search (4.5.1) and data for the analysis of context (4.5.2). They 
are tied together ontologically and epistemologically. It is on the basis of analysing the data 
on the student job search that I derived themes for the fieldwork on context. The 
penultimate section will focus on how the data were analysed (4.6). Finally, ethical 
considerations relating to this research will be discussed (4.7).

4.2 A qualitative research strategy...
A qualitative research strategy has been chosen for this study. Initially, when considering 
what angle to approach the topic with, I already had qualitative research in mind, and the 
ʻcriticalʼ angle, which is the focus of the next section, came later. The main rationale for this 
was that most research into the student job search adopts a quantitative perspective (e.g. 
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Steffy et al., 1989; Barber et al., 1994, Harris et al., 1996; Saks and Ashforth, 1999, 2000), 
and as a result these studies do not present a nuanced view of the job search process, 
which qualitative research would provide. Furthermore, in existing research pre-
determined analytical categories were brought into the field, often resulting in a 
reproduction of the taken-for-granted. By using this research strategy, previous research 
may have been neglecting important themes which were present during the student job 
search. Furthermore, in this research there was no discussion of analytical categories as 
social phenomena. I am not trying to question the need for this kind of research as such. 
However, in engaging with it I decided that there was a need for qualitative research which 
tries ʻto appreciate inherent patterns rather than to impose preconceived ideas on the 
dataʼ (Bryman and Bell, 2007: 407), and that this is what my research would be about. In 
designing this project, I wanted to allow themes to emerge rather than to have them 
imposed by me as the researcher, although I am well aware that qualitative studies are 
also shaped by the set of ideas brought by those conducting them.

A qualitative research strategy  was chosen to explore peopleʼs wider perceptions (Miller, 
1997: 12) during the process of the job  search, as well as to analyse how ʻpatterns unfold 
over timeʼ (Bryman and Bell, 2007: 418) through longitudinal interviews (see section 4.4.1 
below). In addition, this research strategy has created new directions for this thesis, such 
as themes and research questions which had originally not been present. In particular, 
during the first round of the analysis of longitudinal interviews the theme of student work 
orientations, i.e. their preferences for jobs with particular characteristics, came to the fore. 
Most students spoke of work at MNCs and large organisations as ʻcommon senseʼ best 
places to work at, and also expected their future work to be a pleasurable experience and 
a part of their lifestyles. This puzzling pattern led me to gather more data so as to analyse 
where these preferences may have been formed. Analysis of the local context as a space 
that may contribute to the construction of these preferences then emerged as significant. 
Additional data led me to the conceptual idea of a ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation.

The flexibility of a qualitative methodology and its ability  to guide research in unexpected 
directions is a great advantage. However, this very advantage can become problematic for 
the research as it involves taking greater theoretical risks (Barley, 2006) and requires 
continuous questioning of oneʼs theoretical assumptions, being flexible to amend them 
according to what the data suggest. Furthermore, with several promising themes coming 
up, I had to decide which of them to take up. At times when these theoretical risks were 

95



being taken, following Marshall (1984: 396), there was ʻa kind of fear that nothing is going 
to come out of the research and that Iʼm going to be left with a pile of tapes and nothing to 
say at the endʼ. In order not to lose focus, I decided to divide the data into core and 
supplementary, and concentrate on the themes coming from the former, complementing 
them with the latter.

The rigour of qualitative research is in ‘principled development of research strategy to suit 

the scenario being studied as it is revealed’ (Holliday, 2007: 6). In this research the 

methodology has been subtle enough not to involve a narrowing down to some pre-

determined categories, but to be able to find and embrace themes that emerge from the 

data, and to modify research questions accordingly. Furthermore, in qualitative research it 

is  important to show how research was conducted, step by step. Holliday (2007) compares 

this  with solving maths problems at school when it is  important to show workings rather 

than the answer. In this research a lot of attention has been devoted to the thoroughness 

of fieldwork, which will be demonstrated throughout this  chapter. However, the principles of 

qualitative research are also diverse, and consequently in the next section this research 

will be located more precisely within one of the dimensions of the qualitative research 

tradition. 

4.3 ...With a critical angle
From what has been discussed in the previous section, i.e. the fact that data have 
informed development of the theoretical perspective, this research may be read as a form 
of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). However, that implies adherence to a set 
of specific procedures and methodological canons, as ʻotherwise researchers end up 
claiming to have used a grounded theory approach when they have used only  some of its 
procedures or have used them incorrectlyʼ (Corbin and Strauss, 1990: 6). This relative 
rigidity  of grounded theory relates to neo-empiricist research (see Johnson et al., 2006; 
Holliday, 2007), which assumes that social reality can be ʻscientifically explainedʼ through 
qualitative inquiry, with the role of researcher being ʻneutralʼ within this process. However, 
such neo-empiricist assumptions about qualitative research are different from the stance 
taken by myself. In the previous section it was mentioned that I, as the researcher, needed 
to make choices regarding where to go with the data, which themes to continue working 
on and which to drop. Supplementary  data were rich and interesting on their own, but it 
was my decision to classify  them as ʻsupplementaryʼ, based on the initial aims of this 
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research, my previous knowledge and background. This shows that the researcher is not a 
neutral technician (Taylor, 2001), but is actively involved in shaping the research purposes 
and ʻconstructingʼ the data (Alvesson and Skölberg, 2000). Hence, there is a need to 
clarify the positioning of this research within the qualitative research perspective. While 
doing this, it will become clear that my assumptions about reality and how it can be 
analysed are very different from those made in neo-empiricist qualitative research.

This research belongs to what may be called the critical qualitative perspective (Johnson 
and Duberley, 2003; Johnson et al., 2006; Holliday, 2007). Unlike a neo-empiricist (or 
naturalist) qualitative perspective, it is assumed that ʻreality and science are socially 
constructedʼ (Holliday, 2007: 16). However, this principle holds not only for the critical 
qualitative perspective, but also for postmodern qualitative research, so a distinction 
between the two needs to be made. For Holliday (2007), critical qualitative research is a 
part of the postmodern perspective. Johnson et al. (2006) divide the postmodern 
perspective into two distinct categories: a ʻsoftʼ/ʻskepticalʼ/ʻresistantʼ perspective and a 
ʻhardʻ/ʻaffirmativeʻ/ʻreactionaryʼ one. Both are ʻskeptical about the representational capacity 
of languageʼ, claiming that ʻall linguistic manifestations are precarious, as there can be no 
single discoverable true meaningʼ (Ibid.: 144). The difference is in their ontological 
positions, where the ʻsoftʼ/ʻskepticalʼ/ʻresistantʼ perspective assumes the ʻontological 
existence of the social worldʼ (Tsoukas, 1992: 648), while ʻhardʼ/ʻaffirmativeʼ/ʻreactionaryʼ 
postmodernism sticks to the subjectivist ontological status of social reality (see Alvesson 
and Deetz, 1996; Parker, 1992). The first category may also be referred to as the critical 
qualitative perspective: it assumes power beyond discourse, which produces ʻhegemonic 
versions of realityʼ (Johnson et al., 2006: 147). This dimension of qualitative research is 
where my research is located. The assumption that discourse is the product of power 
relations goes hand in hand with a Gramscian theoretical perspective (see chapter 1), 
where power is rooted in economic domination, but creates social, cultural and political 
structures and practices, some of which are discursively constructed. This in turn fits with 
the way employability and ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation have been conceptualised in 
my research. Its aims are the ʻdenaturalisationʼ (Alvesson and Willmott, 1996) of 
hegemonic regimes of truth by analysing how they are constructed at the local level (the 
university) and how they relate to student work orientations and job searches.

It is important to note that it is not only the philosophical assumptions of critical qualitative 
research which are different from the more mainstream positivist research, but its aims, 
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methodological commitments and evaluation criteria as well. The research questions in a 
naturalist (positivist, neo-empirical) study are ʻwhatʼ questions while in a critical qualitative 
study these are primarily ʻhowʼ questions (Johnson et al., 2006). Due to their mainstream 
status in management research, positivist evaluation criteria ʻhave gained a status of 
common-sense benchmarks which might be inadvertently, and inappropriately, imported 
into the assessment of management research when the latter deploys non-positivistic 
knowledge-constituting assumptionsʼ (Ibid.: 139). However, they are different from critical 
qualitative research, and it would be inappropriate to evaluate this study using positivist 
principles. Critical qualitative research assumes epistemological subjectivity (Johnson and 
Duberley, 2003). The methodological commitments of this study are primarily in the critical 
interpretation (see Denzin, 1998) of texts and interviews and to some extent in critical 
ethnography (see Morrow and Brown, 1994) so as to understand how hegemonic projects 
relate to local rhetorics and their interpretation by students who are engaged in job 
searches. This is a crucial part of ʻcritical empirical researchʼ (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000) 
rather than theoretically critical research that uses orthodox research methods.

Within the wider field of critical qualitative research, this project is close to the specific 
methodology of critical discourse analysis (CDA, see Fairclough, 1995), an 
ʻinterdisciplinary method that combines micro- and macro-levels of analysis to expose the 
ideological workings of languageʼ (Benwell and Stokoe, 2006: 9). However, there has been 
a tendency in organisation studies to use CDA as a ʻhardʼ/ʻaffirmativeʼ/ʻreactionaryʼ 
postmodern perspective, which Fairclough (2005) has been critical of. This is because he 
does not want to reduce the study of organisations to the study of language; rather, he 
wants to attribute importance to the analysis of the relations between structure and agency 
through discourse (ibid.: 916). Although Fairclough suggests critical realism as a 
potentially fruitful turn for CDA in organisation studies, the critical qualitative perspective of 
this research corresponds to this key principle of CDA. This research is concerned with 
issues of power, ideology, social structures and the ʻcommon sensesʼ created by them, 
and how agents (i.e. students) engage with them at the micro level. Furthermore, the Neo-
Gramscian theoretical framework for the analysis of structure within this research fits well 
with the underlying assumptions of CDA. Theoretically CDA is indebted to Gramsciʼs 
theory and has explicitly used the concepts of hegemony and ʻcommon senseʼ (e.g. 
Fairclough, 2001).
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There are also principles that need to be followed in CDA, which have been summarised 
by Benwell and Stokoe (2006). First, analysis needs to be based on close engagement 
with the language of texts. Within this principle it is important to emphasise that CDA is a 
critical perspective for doing research, rather than a subdivision of discourse analysis (Van 
Djik, 2001), and there are a number of ways to approach it: 

... some versions of discourse analysis (which are typically Foucaultian in inspiration) limit 

themselves to identifying the presence and forms of combination of recurrent and relatively 

stable and durable ʻdiscoursesʼ in texts, whereas others carry out various forms of detailed 

linguistic analysis (e.g. analysis of grammar, semantics, vocabulary, metaphor, forms of 

argumentation or narrative, and so forth) and/or detailed analysis of other semiotic features of 

texts such as their visual aspects. Some versions of discourse analysis do both, and that is the 

position I adopt.

Fairclough (2005: 916)

My research focuses on the first approach to CDA outlined above, working closely  with the 
texts and the rhetoric that is present within them. When analysing data, it follows 
Chouliaraki and Fairclough (2005, see section 4.6). However, it does not carry any  of the 
linguistic analysis of the data that would be expected in, for example, conversation 
analysis.

Second, ʻlanguage is context-bound and social phenomena can be properly understood 
only by paying due attention to the social and cultural contexts in which it occursʼ (Ibid.: 
44). In this research, careful attention has been paid to the rhetoric of employability and 
consumption at the macro level, and how these are rooted in power relations. 
Furthermore, two levels of micro-analysis have taken place: the analysis of local context 
and the analysis of student agency within this context. When ʻcommon sensesʼ in the local 
context were analysed, they were compared with the rhetoric at the macro level. 

Last but not least, CDA acknowledges that any  text can be interpreted in different ways 
and depends a lot on the identity of the interpreter (Chouliaraki and Fairclough, 2005). 
While gaining distance from the subject of research is always difficult, it is necessary for 
the researcher. To achieve this necessary distance, the researcher needs ʻto be aware of 
the distinctiveness of oneʼs own languages of description (the theoretical framework and 
the construction and analysis of research object) and be reflexive in managing their 
interplayʼ (Ibid.: 68). 
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4.4 Research methods: Interviewing, documenting, and 

observing
In total, three types of research method are used in this study: interview, documentary, and 
observation. All of them fit into the critical qualitative research strategy. For each of these 
methods, a number of datasets was generated. These datasets were divided into core and 
supplementary. This section will be structured around the discussion of the research 
methods used to gather the core datasets, and around how these are complemented by 
the research methods used to gather supplementary  datasets. The core dataset for the 
analysis of job  searches and work orientations (see chapters 7 and 8) comes from 
longitudinal interviews, and was supplemented by documentary data (4.4.1). The core 
dataset for the analysis of the construction of work orientations and employability at the 
local level (see chapters 5 and 6) comes from documentary data and observations at 
careers fairs (CFs), supplemented by interviews with students, employees of the Careers 
and Employability Centre (CEC) and the Student Union (SU), as well as observations at 
career consultations at the CEC. In the last part of this section I will reflect on the 
researcherʼs presence in interviews and observations (4.4.3).

4.4.1 Longitudinal interviews supplemented by documentary data
In this research longitudinal interviews have been used as a method to collect data for the 
analysis of job searches and work orientations. Longitudinal interviews have been used to 
analyse student engagement with the ʻcommon sensesʼ in chapters 7 and 8. They have 
also shaped the direction for further data gathering.

Interviews provide depth to the analysis of job  searches and work orientations. In 
interviews data are not manipulated by hypothesis testing, but instead meanings that 
people attach to their words are interpreted (Marshall, 1984). The research might then 
provide the literature with new concepts and even new theories, addressing issues that 
have not been studied before. Interviews are thus a method which fits well with the aim of 
analysing how students engage with the ʻcommon sensesʼ around employability and work 
orientations. The interviews intended to cover broad, but nevertheless particular, themes of 
studentsʼ job choices and searches, which explains the choice of semi-structured 
interviews instead of more flexible unstructured interviews. Also students as a group have 
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shown that they sometimes wanted guidance in terms of where the interview would go, so 
in that sense it was also useful to have a set of questions targeted at them.

Now, what does the longitudinal aspect of interviews add up  to? First, it has given a full 
picture of the student job search, tracking students up  to the moment of their graduation or 
even to the start of working life. One interview would give no more than a snapshot of 
studentsʼ job searches, without a chance to follow on some of the themes, clarify  them, 
and see how the job search unfolds. Longitudinal interviews, for example, made it possible 
to return to themes from the previous interview in the interview that followed, and to build 
questions for each interview based on previous conversations. Second, longitudinal 
interviews enabled me to avoid imposing questions that I, as the researcher, was 
personally  interested in on the students, so that the replies they were providing would be 
their own rather than framed in the way I wanted. For example, I was interested in the 
theme of skills from the very beginning, and how one needs to demonstrate them 
throughout the job search, and was interested in what students thought about them. 
However, taking the advantages of a longitudinal study, I chose not to ask them anything 
related to skills at all, so that students themselves could raise this theme in our interviews 
if they thought it was relevant. As a result, the theme of skills could be claimed as being a 
ʻcommon senseʼ among students not because I made interviewees talk about it, but 
because this theme emerged in interviews.

These features of longitudinal interviews fit well with the conceptualisation of the subject 
as a ʻdialogical selfʼ (see chapter 1). First, the dialogical relationship  of students with the 
rhetoric on work and employability can be highlighted with the help of a longitudinal study. 
Throughout their job  search, by engaging in a ʻmicrodialogueʼ, students may be articulating 
different positions in relation to the ʻcommon sensesʼ, which can be inconsistent and 
contradictory. Second, longitudinal interviews are likely to help  establish trust between the 
researcher and the participants and hence stimulate the ʻexternal dialogueʼ.

The main problem of a longitudinal study is that it required commitment from students, 
meeting with me three times and maintaining communication in between, during the 
busiest year for them. As a result, I got a smaller sample than I would get if I were asking 
people just for one interview. My one off interviews with students at the Graduate 
Recruitment and Placement Fair (GRPF) showed how much easier it was to find students 
for one interview, when during a week I easily interviewed 17 people who had been to the 
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event. This was not the case with longitudinal study. Having sent hundreds of emails and 
contacted people personally, I managed to find 20 interviewees and tracked 15 throughout 
their job  search. However, I decided it would be better to have a smaller, more focused 
sample rather than a large sample with me as a researcher not being able to grasp  all the 
nuances of the student job search.

To help  the interpretation of longitudinal interviews, documentary data, namely 
participantsʼ CVs were gathered. These were not central to the analysis of studentsʼ 
management of their employability, but helped to interpret claims made by the researcher, 
as well as provided data on some themes that students did not reflect on during the 
interviews (e.g. mobilising the private in the name of employability).

4.4.2 Documentary data and observations at CFs supplemented by 

observations at career consultations and interviews
Observations and documentary data have given an insight into how hegemonic projects of 
employability and consumption are present within the university, and how campus space is 
a location for the enactment of rhetoric (Benwell and Stokoe, 2006). The analysis of the 
local context and ʻcommon sensesʼ that are present there (see chapter 6) has been crucial 
to discussing studentsʼ work orientations and job  searches. Documents and observations 
of the context have helped to create ʻbenchmarksʼ for the analysis of agency. These have 
helped to avoid the assumption that the ʻcommon sensesʼ that exist at the macro level 
automatically take place in local contexts, and have instead allowed to see the presence 
and the shape they take locally. The core data for the analysis of context are documents 
and observations, which include the following: documents gathered from the CEC and 
CFs, participant observations conducted at three CFs. Documentary data consist of four 
formats: field notes, documents, objects and photos. Supplementary data are interviews 
with students at or after the GRPF, interviews with the CECʼs employees and non-
participant observations at career consultations. The details of all documents and 
observations that have been gathered are summarised in Table 4.1. 

The primary advantage of analysing local context via documentary data and observations 
is the ability to encounter the ʻrealʼ, i.e. to engage with real situations and real 
documentation, rather than these being retranslated by someone else. Documentary data 
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help us to look at practices and ʻcommon sensesʼ at Aimfield University not through the 
eyes of individual stakeholders, but through data that describe and ascertain what 
happens in the local context. There are several features of documentary  data that have 
made it central for the analysis of context in this research. First, parts of the documentary 
data show the official presentation of, for example, employability and employers on 
campus. This primarily  refers to data created by the CEC, such as content from the 
website, which are available to all students and present the position of the CEC and the 
university  on employability. With the help of these documents the local rhetoric may be 
analysed. Second, parts of the documentary  data show ʻcommon senseʼ at the university 
that does not necessarily present the official position of the CEC and the university. These 
are various recruitment materials distributed by employers on campus, often through the 
CEC.  Third, documents help to provide factual data, i.e. a summary of events on campus 
or the description of employers that come to campus, which has been an important source 
of information for this research. It was necessary not to take for granted the statement that 
students are mostly exposed to MNCs, but to analyse whether and to what extent this was 
the case on campus.

The need to analyse context is based on the idea that by  observing spaces and actions, 
we might receive an understanding that is different from the one that interviews would give 
and at the same time which may say more than documents. During participant 
observations at CFs, for example, I had a chance to observe participants of the event 
behaving ʻnaturallyʼ, undisturbed by the presence of the researcher. For example, student 
attention to the symbolic at GRPF, as well as to certain employers, was saying more than 
the mere presentation of some employers as being ʻtopʼ at the university (see chapter 5). 
Observing was a way to see agency in action within the analysed context, which in its turn 
contributes to the construction of the context itself. Observations of career consultations at 
the CEC were a way to see how the ʻofficialʼ employability rhetoric was performed in 
practice, and to understand how it was manipulated by  its carriers (see Newton, 1998). A 
concern with observations is that they  are very  much shaped by the person conducting 
them. This can be mediated by the assumption that knowledge obtained in research is 

partial, situated and relative, precisely because the researcher is not a neutral technician 

(Taylor, 2001). Another issue with observations arises when analysing non-linguistic 
phenomena, and stems from the impossibility of avoiding the articulation of these 
phenomena through language. In this research, this was the case for observations of 
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spaces at CFs. For Benwell and Stokoe (2006: 241), ʻthere is no clear distinction to be 
drawn between the worlds of objects and space, on the one hand, and discourse, on the 
otherʼ as physical entities ʻare designed just like language is, to have social semiotic value 
through and throughʼ. 

In order to support or contest the researcherʼs analysis of university space via both 
linguistic and non-linguistic methods, semi-structured interviews with students at GRPF, 
the CECʼs employees and the SUʼs employability  officer were conducted. This helps to 
moderate the drawbacks of observations and documentary  data, creating a more balanced 
and well-grounded account of the data. For example, interviews after GRPF showed that 
all students noticed the expensive cars at the entrance, and did not notice the less 
luxurious exhibits that employers were presenting (see chapter 5). This complemented my 
observation of the importance of the symbolic at the fair, which I could have otherwise 
treated as a product of my vision. Contesting what has been seen through researcherʼs 
eyes is as important as supporting it. For example, looking at the programme of events on 
campus that was organised by  the CEC, and conducting observations at CFs, almost led 
me to think that the CEC deliberately prioritised big corporate employers and graduate 
jobs over all other types of work graduates may do, as if they were the agents of these 
organisations. However, talking to people from the CECʼs team encouraged me not to rush 
to such quick conclusions, with the explanation being more complex and involving the 
ways in which work and funding of the CEC are organised. In short, running interviews 
with the CECʼs team and with students after GRPF were helpful in preventing me from 
locking myself into my own vision, and expanded my horizons to a certain extent.

4.4.3 Researcherʼs presence in interviews and observations
The need to be reflective in research is  important at various stages of it, such as when 

analysing data, or shaping the conceptual framework of the study. However, it is especially 

important when there is interaction with human participants. 

For Holstein and Gubrium (1995) the communication of the interviewer and the interviewee 

is  crucial in qualitative interviews. They argue that interviewees should not be treated 

passively, but stimulated to increase their reflective capacities. The interviewer should take 

active part in the production of the narrative. So my role has been not only in making 

people answer my questions, but stimulating them to reflect on their narratives. This leads 
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to both producing research data and exploring ‘the meaning of the research topic for the 

respondent’ (Elliott, 2007: 22). 

Another issue about the researcher’s presence is how he or she is treated by research 

participants. For Miller and Glassner (1997) the reaction of respondents to interviewers  on 

the basis of who they are presents an issue of practical, theoretical and epistemological 

significance. Researching adolescents presents  unique concerns here (Ibid.). To reflect on 

how I was  treated by research participants, I will discuss what identity I think each group of 

participants assigned to me, following Parker (2000).

In most interviews with students the identity that I had was of a fellow student, or even a 
friend. There was almost no social distance between us as I am also a student, almost of 

the same age, from a similar background (as some of them), with a life similar to theirs 

outside the university, who would face or has faced a similar experience of searching for 
jobs. This attitude was especially obvious during longitudinal interviews, where students 
saw me as someone to share their concerns about finding a job and future work 
orientations with. The two other identities that students assigned to me were an imaginary 
employer and a consultant. Students who treated me as an imaginary employer in 
longitudinal interviews were replying to questions as if they were practicing for the 
upcoming interviews. The information they were giving to me matched with the kind of 
information they would give to employers. Students who treated me as a consultant tried to 
get advice on their job searches from me. However, I limited my participation in students’ 

job search experiences by staying away from helping them with any job-related advice. 

The identities of imaginary  employer and the consultant were usually  assigned to me at 
earlier stages of longitudinal interviews and with time I felt that students opened up more 
in all cases.

In interviews with the CECʼs employees I was usually treated as a younger colleague, 
someone interested in the CECʼs activities, but not having the practical experience and 
knowledge. This resulted in people I interviewed telling me the details of their roles within 
the CEC and explaining how everything worked. At the same time, as I was treated as a 
colleague rather than a friend, I think I was often getting the professional rather than 
personal positions of the CECʼs employees. For example, when asking slightly  provocative 
questions, the intention of which was to stimulate personal views, this did not always work 
and the replies did not go beyond the discussion of oneʼs role. One way to respond to 
those replies was to become more provocative or to stop  and switch topics. I usually did 
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not push respondents too much, trying not to exercise duress, but at the same time being 
more persistent could have given me more interesting replies (see Wray-Bliss, 2003; 
Brewis and Wray-Bliss, 2008).

I was a participant observer at CFs. Like other students, I was going across the stalls, 
collecting brochures and chatting to employers. I believe my participation at the fairs was 
unobtrusive to other participants. Although I made observations about student behaviour 
there (e.g. number of people coming at different times of the day, their level of interest to 
different stalls at the fair etc); these were observations about them as a group rather than 
as individual people. In interviews that I conducted with students as part of the fair, the 
information about my research was provided to them. As for my chats with employers, I did 
not use the information from them in the analysis. These chats were primarily  to help me 
with collecting the brochures, fulfilling the social norm of having ʻsmall talkʼ with 
representatives of different organisations before grabbing the brochure.

The observations at the CEC  were of a different nature. As I was observing consultations 
of careers advisors with students, I needed to gain access to them from a careers advisor 
conducting the consultation, and he/she then asked the student who attended the 
presentation for permission for me to be present there. So here both participants of the 
consultation knew about my research. During these consultations students were asking for 
advice and careers advisors were providing it. The consultations usually took exactly the 
same time as they would normally (which corresponded to the CECʼs rules). The flow of 
the consultation seemed to be ʻnaturalʼ. However, as I was the only ʻintruderʼ in a 
somewhat intimate talk between two people, just observing, but not taking part in the talk, 
the content of what was said may have been disturbed to some extent. For example, 
students at the consultation could decide not to ask some questions that they would have 
asked otherwise.

4.5 Fieldwork: Data gathering
In this section I will outline the process of data gathering, or data construction (see 
Alvesson and Deetz, 2000) in a chronological order. This will be done in order to see what 
the research started with and how it developed, with data gathered initially suggesting data 
to be gathered at later stages of the research. The research was a seventeen-month (from 
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December 2010 to May 2012) case study at one higher education institution, a pre-1992 

Top 20 UK university. This setting provides both boundaries and richness (Holliday, 2007) 

for the research. I started gathering data from longitudinal interviews with students who 

were engaged in the job search. These data were complemented by documentary data 
from their job  search, i.e. student CVs. Second, data from careers fairs were gathered, 
including observations, interviews and documentary data. Third, data gathering at the CEC 
took place, including interviews with CEC employees, observations of career consultations 
and documentary data. Table 4.1 below provides a summary of data that were gathered 
during fieldwork, including their division into core (c) and supplementary (s).

Type of Data What for?  Amount of data gathered

Data from monitoring 
the student job search 

- longitudinal semi-
structured interviews 
(c)

- documentary data (s)

analysis of work orientations and the job 
search (research questions 2 and 4) 

Used primarily in chapters 7 and 8

- 48 interviews with 18 participants, 
including 45 longitudinal interviews 
with 15 participants

- CVs of 18 participants

Data from careers fairs

- Observations at 
GRPF, sGRPF, DCF 
(c)

- Semi-structured 
interviews with 
students during and 
right after GRPF (s)

- Documentary data 
from GRPF, sGRPF, 
DCF (c)

analysis of the construction of work 
orientations on campus via careers 
events (research question 3)

Used in chapter 5

- 3 participant observations conducted 
at three different careers fairs

- 17 interviews with students 
- Documentary data from all fairs: 20 

brochures from employers, 3 fairsʼ 
programmes, freebies, emails from 
the CEC and information from the 
CECʼs website about these events; 
GRPF: photos

Data from the CEC and 
the SU

- Interviews with the 
CECʼs employees (s)

- Observations during 
careers consultations 
(s)

- Documentary data (c)

analysis of the construction of work 
orientations as well as employability on 
campus via the CEC and events 
organised by them (research questions 1 
and 3)

Used in chapters 5 and 6

- 9 interviews, including interviews with 
4 advisors, the director, employability 
award coordinator and employer 
liaison manager

- 1 interview with SUʼs employability 
officer

- 4 non-participant observations at 
careers consultations

- Documentary data: brochures, the 
CECʼs career guide, employer 
rankings, finalist pack, data from the 
CECʼs and SUʼs websites

Table 4.1. Summary of data gathered during fieldwork
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4.5.1 Longitudinal semi-structured interviews (complemented by 
documentary data)
To find interview candidates, I decided to contact a wide range of Aimfieldʼs students by 
email. I sent emails to students from five1  different schools within the university, once 
directly, but mostly  through programme administration staff. This method gave me three 
research participants. I also contacted the CEC, who advertised my research on the 
universityʼs website. They also emailed 160 final year students who were on their 
Employability  Award directly, saying that by taking part in my research, they could gain 
points for the Award. This resulted in attracting two more students. The Student Union also 
sent an email about my research to all its members, which did not result in any new 
research participants. I also used my own professional and personal networks to attract 
participants. My research was advertised by one of my (then) supervisors at his lecture, 
and I recruited one more person this way. Four students were recruited from a course 
where I was an assistant tutor, and four students from one of the student clubs I was 
engaged in. The rest were recruited through snowballing. 

As a result, I recruited 20 participants. I conducted longitudinal semi-structured interviews 
with 15 of them, three interviews with each. Three more students did not fit the research as 
they were not searching for a job  or had found one before the first interview, so I decided 
not to proceed with them. However, I kept one of these 3 interviews in the sample, as it 
was illuminating about how studentsʼ work orientations were constructed at the university, 
and contributed to the decision to analyse the context within the university. The other 2 
dropped out at the second wave of the interviews, having spoken to me once. Although I 
did not receive a complete picture of their job search, I found the only interview they had 
given me raised the themes similar to those in other interviews, so I decided to include 
them in the analysis. The 2 students who dropped out did not differ significantly from other 
students in the sample, and their dropping out did not have any  similar patterns. One 
stated a very serious reason connected with his family as to why  he could not proceed with 
interviews while another interviewee just disappeared. As a result, I included 48 interviews 
with students in the final sample, 45 of them being longitudinal interviews with 15 
participants. The length of interviews ranged from twenty minutes to an hour and a half. 
This very much depended on the participant and the state of the job  search he/she was at 
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when interviewed. Longer interviews by no means imply more important or content-rich 
data.

The sample contains students from a variety of programmes. However, the degrees of the 
majority of students (holds for 13 participants), as can be seen from Table 4.1, are related 
to Business, Management and Economics. This may be explained by two reasons. First, 
being based in the Business school myself, I had more ways to contact these students. I 
was directly emailing these students as a cohort, I was an assistant tutor to some of them 
and mentioned my research in class, and I could ask for my research to be advertised 
through lecturers. Second, to some extent it may be that people from these disciplines 
were more keen to take part in my project, for example, thinking that it might help  them to 
find a job  in the future or to cope with the process of the job search. However, this is still a 
diverse sample, with a variety of degrees present. The rationale for not worrying too much 
about the programme people study is that students need to construct themselves as 
employable in similar ways throughout the job search. The emphasis on employability is 
facing all current and potential employees, no matter what jobs they are searching for, be it 
a teacher, a doctor, a lawyer or an engineer. The focus on employability is also 
emphasised for all students at the university. The work orientations of participants may be 
more the result of the research sample. The students I was working with may have been 
more oriented towards ʻconsumption of workʼ than, for example, students applying to be 
teachers. Although this does not mean that the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation does not 
exist in professions like teaching, it may have been less evident. Within the sample, the 
effect of degree on the research questions has been accounted for during data analysis. 
As for other parameters of the sample, the male-female ratio in the sample is 50/50. The 
ratio of Home/UK to overseas students is 2.6, while it was 5.4 for Aimfield University in 
2010/11 and 2.3 for the School of Business and Economics2.

Interviews were conducted at various places on and off campus. Five third interviews were 
conducted via Skype as this was more convenient for the participants. These were video 
interviews, which made them closer to the usual interviews. As a researcher I could not 
notice any difference in the way students talked to me in comparison with the two previous 
interviews. All interviews were recorded and then fully transcribed. For the first round of 
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interviews, I used a generic interview guide with broad questions [appendix 5]. Depending 
on where the interview went, I asked follow-up  questions. As for the second and third 
rounds, I had a generic interview guide, and had some specific questions, tailored to the 
previous meeting with each interviewee [appendix 5].

Data gathering lasted from December 2010 to January 2012. The data from longitudinal 
interviews were the basis for the analysis in Chapters 7 and 8, hence I have provided all 
detailed information about the sample in Table 4.2 below. As students in this sample were 
referring to interaction with the CEC  as well as attending events organised by it as a 
common theme, a decision was made to look more closely  at the CECʼs and employersʼ 
activities on campus. Last but not least, all students who participated in the longitudinal 
interviews also provided me with their CVs, which were used to complement the analysis 
in chapter 8.

Name Gender Nationality Course N of 
interviews

Range

1. Auriel female Overseas BSc Economics with 
Sociology

3 Dec 2011 - July 2011

2. Rachel female UK BSc Economics 3 Dec 2010 - July 2011

3. Derek male UK BSc Geography with 
Economics

3 Dec 2010 - July 2011

4. Melanie female EU BSc Communication and 
Media Studies

3 Dec 2010 - Dec 2011

5. John male UK BSc Management Sciences 1 Jan 2011
6. Andy male overseas BSc Information 

Management and Business 
Studies

3 Feb 2011 - Nov 2011

7. Peter male UK BSc Management Sciences 3 Feb 2011 - Nov 2011

8. Hugo male overseas MEng Mechanical 
Engineering

3 March 2011 - July 2011

9. Lyle male UK BSc Computing and 
Management

3 March 2011 - Nov 2011

10. Simon male UK BSc Economics 1 March 2011

11. Michelle female overseas BSc International Business 3 March 2011 - Oct 2011

12. Beatrice female UK BSc Information 
Management and Business 

Studies

3 March 2011 - Oct 2011

13. Jolene female UK BSc Mathematics with 
Management

3 March 2011 -  Nov 
2011

14. Kelly female UK Sport and Leisure 
Management

3 March 2011 - Nov 2011

15. Archer male EU MSc Renewable Energy 
Systems Technology

3 March 2011 - Sept 2011

16. Anthony male overseas MSc Renewable Energy 
Systems Technology

3 April - Sept 2011
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Name Gender Nationality Course N of 
interviews

Range

17. May female EU MSc Renewable Energy 
Systems Technology

3 May 2011 - Jan 2012

18. Holly female UK BSc Politics with 
Management

1 May 2011

Summary 9 (50%) - male
9 (50%) - 

female

10  (≈55%)- 
UK

5  (≈28%)- 
overseas

3 (≈17%) - EU

13 (≈72%) - Business/
Economics related

4 (≈22%) - Engineering

15 
completed 
longitudin

al 
interviews
3 one-off 

interviews

Range: December 
2010 - January 2012

Table 4.2. Summary of the longitudinal interviewsʼ sample

4.5.2 Data from CFs, the CEC and the SU
The data that I gathered from CFs consist of observations, interviews and documentary 
data. The major chunk of these data comes from GRPF, complemented by observations 
and documentary  data from sGRPF (spring Graduate Recrutiment and Placement Fair) 
and DCF (Springboard: A Different Careers Fair).

To conduct observations at GRPF, an event open for everyone, I needed to be there. So 
on 25 October 2011, the day of GRPF, I arrived at the start and left at the end of the fair. I 
observed inside and outside the space where it took place, writing notes in chronological 
order at different times during the day. These were mainly  descriptive notes of what I saw. 
To be a real ʻparticipantʼ observer, I approached employers and spoke to them, like all 
other students who came there. Usually I asked them to tell me a bit more about their 
graduate programmes before taking their brochures and picking up ʻfreebiesʼ. I could not 
talk to all employers at GRPF, so I chose to come first of all to those whose stalls were 
especially busy with students.

The documentary data that I gathered during GRPF consist of the following: the 
programme of GRPF, brochures from employers, ʻfreebiesʼ that they provided and photos 
of the event. Brochures are especially important as they were used to analyse the key 
constituents of the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation. I collected the brochures from all 
employers I talked to, which were mainly banks and business-to-business companies. I 
complemented these with brochures from other sectors as well, like manufacturing and 
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retail companies, so I could analyse the images of work in a range of organisations as 
wide as the range presented at GRPF.

My observations at two other fairs were shorter and more focused. I collected information 
about these fairs, employersʼ brochures and freebies provided by employers, as well as 
making notes on what was happening. At sGRPF (March 2012) and DCF (May 2012) I 
was more focused on the kinds and variety of ʻfreebiesʼ employers provided as well as how 
they were presenting themselves to students. This was due to the fact that ʻconsumption of 
workʼ was a theme that had appeared in the data by then. I wanted to see whether the 
claims I was starting to make based on data from GRPF could as well apply  to sGRPF, as 
this was the fair which attracted employers similar to GRPF. I also wanted to see whether 
there was a difference in the type of ʻfreebiesʼ and employer presentation at DCF, a fair for 
alternative careers. Observations at DCF also focused on the kinds of organisations 
present, and finding out the percentage of these that were coming as employers, as this 
was not always clear from the information provided about the fair, both on the CECʼs 
website and in the official programme. It was also important to see the scope of alternative 
careers offered to students. I collected all emails from the CEC regarding these events too, 
as well as publicly available information about them from the CECʼs website.

I also conducted 17 interviews with students who came to GRPF, using my personal and 
professional networks and snowball sampling. There were also students whom I was 
almost randomly  stopping at the fair. These were students from different departments and 
years, mainly undergraduates, but also postgraduate students, but they all visited GRPF. 
In comparison to students in the longitudinal interviews, this was a sample from a broader 
range of programmes, not skewed to any specific degree. None of these students had 
been interviewed by me before. All of them were provided with the information about the 
research. As the aim of these interviews was primarily to complement the observations at 
the fair and not to have a detailed analysis of these studentsʼ work orientations or job 
search experiences, I have decided not to present full demographic information about 
them in this chapter. However, when their replies are referred to in chapter 5, demographic 
information about them will be provided in brackets.

The interviews were semi-structured but focused, as most of them were conducted on the 
day, asking first of all questions related to their instant impressions from GRPF and how 
these connected to studentsʼ job preferences [appendix 6]. Their aim was to add to the 
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information gathered from documents and observations, so they had a format of quick 
chats, and were usually 10-20 minutes long. The interviews were recorded and partially 
transcribed. 

Data gathering at CEC and the SU took place from autumn 2011 to January 2012, and 
consisted of the following: interviews with the CECʼs and the SUʼs employees, 
observations at career consultations and documentary data. 9 semi-structured interviews 
with the CECʼs employees were conducted, including interviews with 4 out of 9 careers 
advisors, the director, the Employability Award coordinator and the Employer Liaison 
manager. The number of interviews conducted constitutes at least a third of the CECʼs 
total number of employees. Access was gained through one of the careers advisors, who 
sent round an email to her colleagues about my research and then introduced me to some 
of them during a Christmas event at the CEC. This led me to contact people I met 
individually  and ask them for interviews. The interviews usually lasted from thirty minutes 
to an hour. These covered specific roles within the CEC, how the work of the centre in 
general was organised, as well as issues that had come up  in my research. In addition, I 
interviewed SUʼs employability officer. The format of this interview was similar to interviews 
with the CECʼs employees. These interviews were helpful in getting a full picture for the 
analysis of university context. All interviews were recorded and partially transcribed.

I secured 4 observations at career consultations conducted by three different advisors. 
These consultations were of different length and conducted with students from different 
departments and at different stages in their education and job  searches. I was allowed to 
be present in these consultations and to make notes. Documentary data gathered at the 
CEC and the SU consists of the following: career guides, brochures, employer rankings, 
the CECʼs own employability guide, the finalist pack, information from the CECʼs and the 
SUʼs websites. All non-website documentary  data could be picked up  by students for free 
from the CEC. All data from the website are available to the general public, so permission 
to use these materials was not required either.

4.6 Data analysis
This research primarily followed Chouliaraki and Fairclough (2005) to analyse the data. 
For them, in CDA the text is read in two ways: reading distanced from and reading through 
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conceptual language. The purpose of reading distanced from conceptual language is 
primarily to understand what the text is about, or what happens in the text. Reading 
through the ʻsyntax of conceptual languageʼ (Bernstein, 1996) re-describes empirical 
material and ʻcrucially involves making invisible categories become visibleʼ (Chouliaraki 
and Fairclough, 2005: 67). Both readings are part of an interpretation. It is the interplay of 
these two readings that leads to an explanation. When conducting an interpretation in this 
way, one needs to avoid descriptions of the text that are self-confirming of a theory  (Ibid.: 
68). This principle of dual reading was followed throughout my data analysis. Even in 
observations and gathering non-textual data, one reading sought to understand what they 
were about in a manner distanced from my conceptual framework. Now I will describe 
each step of the analysis in detail. It will be structured by the core research methods of this 
study. First, the analysis of longitudinal interviews will be described, which will involve 
outlining the point during my analysis where the decision was made to gather more data 
and analyse context (4.6.1). Second, the description of the analysis of local context will 
follow (4.6.2).

4.6.1 Analysing longitudinal interviews
The data gathered from longitudinal interviews were transcribed verbatim and then coded, 
which has provided a systematic way of working with them (Eriksson and Kovalainen, 
2008). This was done via an online program called Dedoose, which helps users to work 
with large volumes of data. This is a program similar to the more widely used NVivo. 
However, NVivo is designed only for Windows while Dedoose is compatible with any 
operating system, which is why I chose it. All interviews were uploaded to Dedoose and 
before coding, socio-demographic characteristics were added to each of them. These 
included the following: gender, nationality, ethnicity, class, programme, interview stage. 
Although the sample was small and finding differences between various socio-
demographic groups was not the aim of the research, adding these factors helped to 
control for any potential differences or similarities. Then the data were coded. This was 
done through a close reading of each interview transcript several times, line by line. While 
reading, I was assigning codes to phrases that interviewees used. At the first stage of 
longitudinal interviews, codes were assigned to almost every sentence throughout the text. 
This can be explained by the openness of research questions and the willingness to 
search for potentially  interesting patterns in the data. With the analysis becoming more 
focused, the number of codes being consistently assigned to interviews throughout the 
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stages decreased. Codes showed the themes interviewees were bringing up. The aim of 
using them was to understand the text itself. Here are a few examples of codes that I was 
using in interviews: ʻideal jobʼ, ʻtransferable skillsʼ, ʻaspirationsʼ, ʻrejectionsʼ, ʻapplicationsʼ. 
The codes were then grouped into themes. For example, the theme ʻwork orientationsʼ 
contained the following codes: ʻideal jobʼ, ʻgood jobʼ, ʻbad jobʼ, ʻorganisationʼ, ʻsizeʼ, 
ʻindustryʼ, ʻaspirationsʼ, ʻdesirable work characteristicsʼ. Consequently, a theme was also a 
descriptive category. When all the large themes were identified, each was analysed in 
detail. First, patterns within the theme were analysed. Then these patterns were linked to 
analytical categories from the conceptual framework. So within this analysis there was a 
separation of understanding between what the text was about and how it was understood 
through the conceptual syntax. It is also important to note that some conceptual categories 
were not there before the analysis of the data, or were there in a much more simplistic 
form. Throughout the data analysis, they  were constantly modified and enriched through a 
more nuanced reading of the text that was distanced from the conceptual language.

In order to demonstrate how the analysis took place, I will proceed with the example of the 
category of ʻwork orientationsʼ. Before conducting my data analysis I did not have the 
analysis of ʻwork orientationsʼ in mind. I was thinking about it as some sort of control 
category that would shape the student job  search, but not as an underlying theme of my 
thesis, which it has become. Examining this category in detail will also help to lay the 
ground for describing how the analysis of Aimfieldʼs context took place. When the theme of 
work orientations appeared, I started analysing it in detail. The pattern was that work 
orientations had similar characteristics for many students. In short, usually graduate jobs in 
MNCs and large companies (code ʻsizeʼ) were stated to be preferable. In addition the 
ʻdesirable work characteristicsʼ were often connected with the level of enjoyment one 
would get at work and associated with characteristics like travelling, learning, work as part 
of lifestyle (all part of ʻdesirable work characteristicsʼ code). There were also other 
orientations that students had about work, like working in small organisations (ʻsizeʼ code) 
and helping society (ʻaspirationsʼ code), but they were mentioned by fewer students. 
Seeing a particular tendency in work orientations, despite having students with different 
preferences in their sample, meant that I was puzzled about where these work orientations 
were coming from. Having looked at a different code, called ̒ CECʼ, I spotted a tendency for 
students to attend events organised by  the CEC as well as consultations there. This led 
me to the idea that campus could be the environment that contributes to shaping student 
work orientations. As a result of working with these two codes, where a pattern within one 
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provided a conceptual puzzle (ʻwork orientationsʼ) while another proved a potential key to it 
(ʻCECʼ), I came to the decision to analyse how ʻwork orientationsʼ were constructed on 
campus. As this was after the first set of interviews and a lot of students had been at 
earlier stages of their job  search, I did not see any striking patterns in how students were 
managing their job  search. However, having thought about ʻwork orientationsʼ being 
constructed on campus, I thought that student understanding of the process of the job 
search and employability in general may also be coming from there. Ultimately, the plan for 
the analysis of context was to look at how both ʻwork orientationsʼ and, broadly, 
ʻemployabilityʼ are presented or constructed on Aimfieldʼs campus (see section 4.6.2 for 
details on how the analysis took place). After the context was analysed, certain 
benchmarks for the analysis of longitudinal interviews were created, i.e. the ʻcommon 
sensesʼ that existed on campus were used to discuss patterns in work orientations and job 
searching among students.

4.6.2 Analysing the context data
The analysis of context data consisted of data for the analysis of how work orientations 
were constructed on campus and how employability  was constructed. The first had the 
largest number of methods used and hence a larger part of this section will be devoted to 
explaining how analysis there was conducted.

To analyse the construction of work orientations on campus, the following process took 
place. First, I looked at documentary data gathered from the CEC (primarily web-pages 
and emails) to analyse how they talked about different CFs on campus. This revealed the 
categories of ʻtopʼ and ʻdifferentʼ, where the first was used to present employers coming to 
GRPF and sGRPF and the second to present employers coming to DCF. Second, on the 
basis of the CECʼs documentary data about CFs, simple descriptive analysis was 
conducted to see what kinds of employers were coming to each fair. This was done to see 
which employers were presented as ʻtopʼ and ʻdifferentʼ. Another purpose of it was to 
analyse the scope of the presence of ʻtopʼ and ʻdifferentʼ employers, avoiding 
unsubstantiated claims about MNCs being more visible on campus. The analysis revealed 
a difference in size and the level of internationalisation between organisations coming to 
GRPF and sGRPF in comparison to DCF. I did the same analysis for all employer events 
organised on campus. Third, observations were conducted at each CF, where encounters 
with real events took place. As a result of the observations, the patterns of employer 
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presentation to students were analysed. These observations were supplemented by 
interviews with students and CEC employees [see the interview guide in appendix 7]. The 
analysis of these interviews was not as detailed as in longitudinal interviews. The main 
feature of them was that I used them to enrich and explain data on themes that were found 
during the observations. Consequently, I was specifically searching for themes related to 
those identified during observations. Observations were also supplemented by more 
documentary data, mostly  in the form of brochures, ʻfreebiesʼ and photos. This resulted in 
a broad theme of marketing jobs to students at GRPF and sGRPF. This was mostly  related 
to marketing organisations, presenting themselves as brands. Last but not least, I 
analysed the content of recruitment brochures in terms of what characteristics of work they 
were highlighting to students. This was done via the analysis of both visual and textual 
material in the brochures, assigning images and texts to descriptive themes associated 
with various characteristics of work and organisations. The interplay between these 
descriptive themes and the theme of consumption, which was constantly  present in these 
contexts, has resulted in developing the idea of ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation, which 
has become a central conceptual category of the thesis.

The analysis of employability was more straightforward. First, I analysed the language that 
was used to refer to employability, primarily in information from the CECʼs and the SUʼs 
websites. These included the definitions of employability that were used, what 
employability included, how it was said to be developed as well as the scope claimed for it. 
I complemented these with interviews with the CECʼs and the SUʼs employees and 
information about employability  training that was organised on campus. This gave me a 
picture of the discourse and ʻpracticeʼ of employability at Aimfield. Furthermore, by 
conducting observations, I could observe how the ʻcommon senseʼ about employability 
was operating in real situations, and whether the meaning of it was manipulated by the 
participants of career consultations. As a result, I described the ʻcommon senseʼ about 
employability at the local level, as a benchmark that could be used for the analysis of the 
student job search, and compared it to representations of employability at the macro level.
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4.7 Ethical considerations
Two approaches to research ethics have been central to this study3. The first sees 
research ethics as a set of rules which govern how the empirical part of research is 
conducted. This is a perspective which frames ethics as a series of ʻhurdlesʼ (see Brewis 
and Wray-Bliss, 2008; Christians, 2005). These hurdles correspond to the four broad 
dimensions of potential ethical problems in research: harm to participants, lack of informed 
consent, invasion of privacy and deception (Bryman and Bell, 2007). The second approach 
sees research ethics as a form of critique, especially in its use to ʻseek out silencesʼ (see 
Brewis and Wray-Bliss, 2008: 1524) – something which is emphasised in critical 
management research (e.g. Alvesson and Deetz, 2000; Fournier and Grey, 2000). Here it 
is ethical to be critical (Pfeiffer, 2013), to look at power structures in society, or at issues of 
oppression and exploitation. However, the two approaches can be in conflict, primarily 
because being critical in theory  has implications for how the research is conducted in 
practice. This is an issue of concern for (critical) management scholars (ibid.) and has not 
been an exception for this research. In this study, the categories of an ethical empirical 
research identified above have been drawn upon as fundamentals of ethical research. 
However, some if not all of these categories may  be subject to questioning and 
interpretation, which is to some extent intensified by the critical theoretical stance of this 
research. I will now discuss each of the principles of an ethical empirical research and how 
these have been followed in this study. While doing this, I will reflect on some problematic 
issues that arose when conducting this research.

There has been no harm to participants as no real names have been used in the research, 
and the outcomes of research are not likely to affect people who have taken part here. All 
names were changed so that participants could not be identified. Also any words that may 
provide hints of who the participant is (and therefore potentially bring harm) have been 
changed into broad characterisations of these words. For example, when a participant 
openly referred to his/her country of origin (if it was other than the UK), and I used this 
quote in the text, I changed this word into ʻcountry he/she comes fromʼ, and mentioned 
whether it was EU or overseas. One of the interviewees also asked me not to name the 
company she was working for after graduation, as this was requested by her contract of 
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employment. For this case, I have not been using the name of the company, but the 
industry, size and its international scope instead. The organisation that has been the 
research setting, i.e. the university, has also been anonymised. The same holds for 
various names that can identify what the setting is. As a result, names of buildings, as well 
as names of some programmes and bodies within the university have been renamed. 
However, due to the fact that publicly available data have been used in this research, this 
means that if needed, one can find the name of the research setting. This problem with 
anonymity  has also been identified in recent research (Taylor and Land, forthcoming). 
These publicly  available data contain the richness that has been necessary  for the 
analysis of the university context.

In this research, all participants were provided with a research information sheet that 
summed up  its aims and purposes [appendices 2, 3, 4]. Their rights as research 
participants were explained to them and the informed consent forms [appendix 1] were 
signed. Throughout conducting the research, however, I have noticed that there was no 
single way to interpret the principle of informed consent, or to identify  a lack of informed 
consent. What information would be enough to ensure informed consent and the absence 
of what information would lead to a lack of it? In this research participants had general 
information about the study, but not specific information on theories used or the categories 
that the research was questioning. In other words, they knew of the themes the research 
would focus on (e.g. the job search, job  choice, challenges and changes throughout this 
process for participants of longitudinal interviews), but not the critical theoretical stance of 
my research. There are two key reasons for this. First, the theoretical part of the research, 
although critical and trying to look at the ʻcommon senseʼ categories and how these are 
constructed and interpreted in a specific context, was very  open-ended at the start. 
Indeed, it was the studentsʼ replies themselves that were informing it. Second, the opening 
of the critical stance of my research would have affected intervieweesʼ behaviour. 
Furthermore, the information provided to participants was also dependent on the context 
and the role of each group  of participants (e.g. longitudinal interviewsʼ participants, GRPF 
interviewsʼ participants, CEC interviewsʼ participants) in the research. The key difference 
was in emphasising why the data that would be gathered from them was needed for the 
research. So although informed consent is an ambiguous category  in research, I have 
done my best to largely  follow this principle in a consistent manner while conducting 
fieldwork. Also, if additional information about research was requested by participants, I 
provided it. For example, when I asked for access to observe career consultations at CEC, 
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I was asked to provide more details of why I needed it, which I did. I also said that careers 
advisors could check my notes after each observation, as well as in the final text (however, 
just to check the wording and not the interpretations on the basis of it).

Informed consent may  be one of the elements of the broader ethical principle of ʻno 
deceptionʼ. Informed consent refers to no deception taking place prior to participants 
agreeing to take part in research, while ʻno deceptionʼ refers to all stages of research. 
Overall, my purpose was to provide clear and accurate information about my research at 
all stages, and to ensure continuous participation in the project without deceiving the 
participants. During the interviews with participants, I was trying to be ʻneutralʼ, listening to 
what respondents were saying, being sympathetic, but not challenging the claims they 
were making or arguments they were putting forward. This approach to conducting 
interviews helped me to discover the ʻcommon senseʼ categories and critically  analyse 
them. However, I did not reveal my identity as a critical researcher to the participants. This 
indicates a contradiction between the researcherʼs identity  while conducting fieldwork and 
outside of it (see also Pfeiffer, 2013). While being critical in theory is ethical, criticality is 
not always exposed in the process of data being gathered. 

Every attempt has been made to avoid or minimise the invasion of privacy in this research. 
All interviewees and participants were aware of the fact that I was conducting research, 
knew exactly  when they were taking part in it, and had information about it. Prior to 
interviews, I asked whether people were comfortable being recorded, and started the 
recording only after they had agreed. All participants agreed to be recorded. It was only 
when observing careers consultations at the CEC that I made notes, since these were 
sufficient for the purpose. In these consultations, everyone knew that I was present, but I 
was not engaged in the consultation itself, trying not to intrude into the usual flow of it. 
Although the flow of the consultation may have been undisturbed, my very  presence as an 
observer could be intrusive. So as not to make the situation more uncomfortable for the 
participants, I decided that recording a consultation where the researcher would not be 
present would not be appropriate and hence decided to make field notes. Furthermore, 
none of the information about real participants has been shared with third parties, so what 
is anonymous on paper has also been anonymous beyond the written outputs of the 
research.
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In short, this study has recognised the fundamental principles of ethical empirical research 
and tried to stick to them. However, these principles are not rigid categories, but can be 
interpreted in different ways by  the researcher and also depend on the context and 
problem being studied. Some interpretations of ethical empirical research may contradict 
the principle of ethics as a form of critique. At such instances in this study, I, as the 
researcher, needed to draw the line and determine what it would be ethical to do 
depending on the context and consequences for my research aims.

Based on the methodology outlined in this chapter, the following four chapters will present 
the empirical findings of my research. Chapters 5 and 6 will focus on the analysis of the 
local context at Aimfield University, discussing the ʻcommon sensesʼ about studentsʼ work 
orientations and employability respectively. Chapters 7 and 8 will look at how students 
engage with these ʻcommon sensesʼ while searching for a job.
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Chapter 5. Commodification of graduate work

5.1 Introduction
This chapter looks at the presence of the ʻhegemonic projectʼ of consumption at the local 
level, focusing on the commodification of graduate work at Aimfield university. First, I 
identify that certain employers are presented as ʻtopʼ to students (5.2). These are 
multinational corporations (MNCs) and large for-profit organisations that have this image. 
They are not only  presented as ʻtopʼ, but are most visible on campus too, creating a 
ʻcommon senseʼ that these are the best places for students to work at. Although events 
involving different employers and sectors also take place on campus, their proportion is 
incomparably smaller. This may be explained by the politics of employer presence on 
campus (5.3). MNCs and large for-profit organisations are keen on coming to campus and 
are ready to pay for it. The Careers and Employability Centreʼs (the CEC) activity is partly 
sponsored by these organisations, and by working with them they can afford to support 
other activities, like working with smaller and local employers. Third, I look at the practice 
of ʻemployer brandingʼ at Aimfield University, which addresses students as consumers 
(5.4). Within this section, first, I look at the ʻemployee value propositionʼ to explore what 
work for a ʻtopʼ employer looks like (5.4.1) by analysing employersʼ recruitment brochures. 
Second, I look at how this image is communicated to students during the on campus 
marketing campaign (5.4.2). Third, I look at studentsʼ and the CEC  employeesʼ reflections 
on the marketing aspect of employersʼ presence on campus (5.4.3). Section 5.5 is the 
conclusion.

5.2 MNCs and large for-profit organisations as ʻtopʼ employers
The data suggest that on campus events played an important role in informing students 
about the potential work paths they can take in the future, as well as shaping their work 
orientations. For example, Holly (female, Politics with Management, UK), got a graduate 
job at PwC. It was at the careers fair that she became aware of the company that has now 
become her employer:

IR: At what stage did you become acquainted with PwC as a company?

122



H: I knew of the name, and I knew it was like a huge company ... but I didnʼt really understand 

what they did, and then there were a few careers fairs, here at the university, and I met with 

some people from PwC... so I met them here.

The importance of events organised within the university in shaping student work 
orientations has also been mentioned by Samantha (the CECʼs career advisor):

S: ... Aimfield University is certainly geared towards corporate careers, certainly from the 

careers fairs, I think. So, the two fairs we run in the spring and the autumn, theyʼre very much 

big corporate employers, so a lot of finance, a lot of professional services ... um, firms, that kind 

of thing. So if youʼre exposed to those kinds of organisations, it makes sense that you would 

think of those for career options.

According to her, being exposed to certain organisations, one starts thinking about them 
as potential employers. Samantha also mentions the kinds of organisations Aimfield 
students are exposed to, namely  big corporate employers. Although this claim accurately 
depicts my findings, I am not taking this statement for granted. Instead, in this section I will 
show, step  by step, how at Aimfield University certain organisations are more visible to 
students, and are presented as ʻtopʼ. These surround students throughout their time at 
university  and it becomes ʻcommon senseʼ that these are the best places to be at. The 
ʻcommon senseʼ best are MNCs and large for-profit organisations with graduate 
programmes. To show this, I will look at a number of events on campus as well as 
essential information provided to students. First, I will look at careers fairs, which take 
place three times a year. Their main feature is gathering many employers in one place 
(5.2.1). Second, I will focus on other events on campus involving employers, which are 
spread throughout the year (5.2.2). Then I will look at information on university-to-work 
transition provided to students at the CEC (5.2.3). 

5.2.1 Careers Fairs
There are three annual Careers Fairs at Aimfield: the ʻGraduate Recruitment and 
Placement Fairʼ (GRPF), ʻSpring Graduate Recruitment and Placement Fairʼ (sGRPF) and 
ʻSpringboard... “A Different Careers Fair”ʼ (DCF)1. From the way these careers fairs are 
presented by the CEC, it is clear how employers coming to them are positioned. The 
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messages coming from the CEC contain characterisations of the fairs, from which it may 
be established which employers are considered to be the ʻtopʼ ones.

The GRPF is the biggest careers fair and it takes place in the autumn. It is positioned as 
the biggest fair in the Midlands, having attracted 140 organisations in 2011/12 and 120 in 
2010/11, and attended by around 5000 students2. Below is an extract from an email 
reminding students about the GRPF, which was sent out by the CEC: 

140 TOP employers will be visiting Aimfield for one day only to attend the BIGGEST careers fair 

in the midlands3. This fantastic line up  of companies are coming to the careers fair in the hope 

to recruit a[n] Aimfield student or graduate which could be YOU!! And remember, 60% of the 

companies attending recruit from all subjects and the event is for all students, not just finalists!!

18th October 2011 [original emphases kept]

From this extract it can clearly be seen that these are ʻTOPʼ employers coming to the Fair, 
which is something that the CEC wants students to pay attention to in its email, by writing 
the word in capital letters. The same holds for the sGRPF, which is smaller, having 
attracted 70 organisations in 2011/12 and 60 in 2010/11. On the CECʼs website, the 
following information is provided about it:

This [sGPRF] will provide you with the opportunity to network with a variety of top recruiters, find 

out information about Careers in other sectors and talk to exhibitors about further study.

Again the word ʻtopʼ comes just before recruiters, so this is what is supposed to attract 
students when going to this fair. These two fairs are similar in terms of the employers 
coming to them. The main difference is in scope. Another style of presenting the DCF is 
clear from its name. The word ʻdifferentʼ signals that the fair is different from the other two. 
This is also evident in the email that was sent to all students by the CEC.

This is a very different and exciting careers fair and we have invited a range of organisations 

here to give you access to information, advice and opportunities in sectors ranging from Art & 

Design to Charities and from Sport to Summer Work and many more... 

5th May 2011
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The DCF is presented as ʻvery different and excitingʼ. However, it is not ʻtopʼ. The word 
ʻtopʼ is never attached to the DCF, neither in emails nor on the website. This fair attracted 
40 organisations in 2011 and around 50 organisations in 2012.

From the style of the CECʼs emails and texts used on the CECʼs website, it may be seen 
that ʻtopʼ employers come primarily  to the GRPF, and in smaller numbers to the sGRPF. 
The scope of the fairs is also incomparable, with two big fairs with ʻtopʼ employers 
involving more than four times as many organisations than the DCF (see Table 5.1). Now 
that it has been established that ʻtopʼ employers could be found at the GRPF and sGRPF, 
the question that comes next is what a ʻtopʼ employer looks like. The GRPF helps to 
analyse this question for two reasons: employers coming to it are presented as ʻtopʼ and it 
attracts the largest number of employers in one place. It has also grown significantly over 
the past years. According to Linda (the CECʼs employer liaison team), the number of 
employers attending the GRPF has grown from approximately  40 seven years ago4 to 140 
in 2011.

All information about organisations at the GRPF comes from the Guide to it published by 
the CEC. Out of 140 organisations at the GRPF, 17 did not come to the fair to offer jobs 
(e.g. educational bodies and professional networks). Hence, there were 123 organisations 
recruiting for jobs. There were 11 small and medium-sized employers (i.e. organisations 
with fewer than 250 employees, which is the EU cap  for medium-sized enterprises). This 
means that almost 80% of organisations at the GRPF and 90% of organisations that came 
to advertise actual jobs were MNCs and large for-profit organisations. 42 organisations 
that attended the fair were also in the Times Higher Top 100 Graduate Employers guide. 
This partly explains the success of the event, according to Linda (the CECʼs employer 
liason team):

L: And in terms of employers, the list was fantastic, and therefore that attracted others, and 

therefore it attracted students. The best, the good names that you can get there, the more of 

them you can get, then the more successful the event will be.

She refers to employers that came as being ʻbestʼ or having ʻgoodʼ names, hence 
diversifying employers in the hierarchy  and discerning those with this attractive image from 
the rest. Even the opportunity to speak to these employers is perceived as ʻuniqueʼ:
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L: So the students look at the list of exhibitors, and you know, all the top  Times 100 employers 

are there, at this event on campus, which is quite, like, in some respects, the unique opportunity 

to talk to them, for students.

The GRPF used to be called the Engineering, IT and Finance Fair,5  but as they started 
attracting more employers from a variety of sectors and some employers were recruiting 
for a variety of jobs within the organisations, they  shifted to a more generic title. The jobs 
they are recruiting for are from four key dimensions: Business, Engineering, Finance and 
IT, and one organisation may be recruiting for a number of these dimensions. This division 
was drawn by analysing areas organisations were recruiting for. It also matches the one 
mentioned by the CECʼs representatives during interviews with them. Knowing that ʻtopʼ 
employers are those who come to this fair and having looked at the type of organisations 
that came to the fair, it may be concluded that ʻtopʼ employers are MNCs.

The description of employers who came to the sGRPF largely corresponds to the GRPF 
both in terms of the types of employers that come and areas they represent. Out of 70 
organisations at the sGRPF, 55 were employers, including 43 MNCs and large for-profit 
organisations (i.e. 78% of employers). The DCF was not only much smaller than the GRPF 
and the sGRPF, but the actual number of employers there was up  to 10 with most of the 
exhibitors being professional networks, and voluntary organisations (e.g. offering gap  year 
opportunities). Out of these 10 employers, 2 were also MNCs. 

Some of the ʻtopʼ employers also seem to be more ʻtopʼ than others. The most attention at 
the GRPF was drawn to banks; there were often queues of people willing to talk to them. 
Janet (the CECʼs director) refers to them as ʻthe very top end employersʼ:

There are the top, very top  end employers, where, perhaps the, you know, we may have an 

entrée with some of the banks, where students may go into, say, operations, rather than, say, 

front end investments. But, thatʼs fine because weʼre playing to the strengths of the students. 

So, we wouldnʼt necessarily say we have investment bankers, but we have students who go 

into, say, the operations or back desk functions with the investment bankers.

Fred (male, Politics with Economics, EU) did not like the GRPF as there were no 
organisations that appealed to him. He wanted to see at least one NGO, but there was 
nothing there. When asked whether he was interested in any organisations that came to 
the fair, he replied the following:
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I would like to avoid it if possible. The idea of working just to make money is not what I want. I 

just canʼt imagine becoming an investment banker and having the sole purpose of life to make 

money, donʼt care about anybody else. 

Out of all organisations that were at the fair he refers to investment banks, a very  specific 
industry and not the most present at the fair. He refers to it as something which is an ideal 
for a lot of other people, but an antipode to his preferences. Indeed, most first year 
students I talked to after the GRPF, i.e. those who started exploring their career options 
from the very beginning of their studies, were interested particularly in investment banks. 
The ʻvery topʼ reputation of these organisations is alluring to some students. Despite 
expressing an interest in journalism when I met him a couple of weeks before the fair, at 
the GRPF Chris (male, Politics, overseas) was already looking into consultancy and 
banking, holding brochures of companies like Goldman Sachs, Nomura, Accenture and 
HSBC.

5.2.2 Other events involving employers 
Apart from careers fairs, a lot of career-related events that involve employers are 
organised on campus. In contrast to careers fairs, these are spread over the study  year 
with more intensity during particular months (e.g. October and November) and create 
employer presence on campus throughout the year. These include: employer events, 
spotlight forums and skills programmes.

Employer Events may be organised in the form of presentations and skills sessions. In 
2011/2012 there were 90 employer events on campus, with 69 events taking place in 
October/November 2011 and 21 in February 2012. The year before, in October 2010, 34 
organisations attended. Spotlight forums organised in October/November 2011 included 6 
events altogether. With an extensive employer events programme, it is important to 
analyse what kinds of employers attend. In October 2011, 37 out of 44 events (i.e. 84%) 
were held by MNCs, and 39 (i.e. 88.6%) events by large for-profit organisations. In 
November 2011, 20 out of 25 (i.e. 80%) events involved MNCs, and 21 out of 25 involved 
large for-profit organisations (i.e. 84%). A similar picture was taking place in October 2010. 
Out of 34 events, 27 (i.e. 79.4%) were held by  MNCs, and 28 (i.e. 82.3%) by large for-
profit organisations. Events that were led neither by MNCs nor by large for-profit 
organisations were mostly held by non-employers. These were, for example, professional 
bodies, placement agencies and companies arranging gap-years.
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In short, Employer Events usually attract MNCs and large for-profit organisations, and 
constitute almost 100% of organisations who come there as employers. Organisations that 
attend Employer Events were mostly recruiting for a wide range of areas that may broadly 
be categorised as business, engineering finance and IT. In terms of size, scope and areas, 
organisations that took part in Employer Events were similar to organisations that attended 
the GRPF or sGRPF. In fact, many of them took part in both. Most of these organisations 
were offering graduate opportunities, often delivered in the format of specific graduate 
programmes.

Spotlight forums are different in that they involve talks by guest speakers representing a 
certain professional area, not necessarily a particular organisation or employer. These also 
represent different types of potential pathways in the world of work in comparison to those 
offered by the GRPF and sGRPF. These correspond more to the types of organisations 
coming to the DCF. For example, spotlight events held in October/November 2011 
included speakers representing freelance journalism, the charity sector and work in EU 
institutions. These are potential paths that are different from careers with MNCs. However, 
their presence and visibility is small compared to that of MNCs and large for-profit 
organisations. 

Aimfield University  also has four programmes that are designed to develop  student skills. 
These are all led by the CEC in collaboration with employers. Again, it is MNCs that come 
to deliver these sessions, and hence pass students ʻknowledgeʼ on employability. This will 
be discussed in more detail in chapter 6. 

From the analysis of events involving employers on campus it may be seen that it is MNCs 
and large for-profit organisations whose presence is most visible, despite the wide range 
of events that are organised. 

Tellingly, according to Janet (the CECʼs director), it is not the employers who are most 
visible on campus who will provide the most jobs to graduates.

J: And, I think one always has to go back to the fact that 80% of all graduates are employed in 

companies outside the big companies. The medium-sized companies is where most graduates 

will end up.

IR: Mmm. So, thatʼs the case?

J: Yes. I mean, youʼve heard of AGR, the Association of Graduate Recruiters, who always have 

the voice of, of the press. They would be the first to say their members probably provide about 
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16,000–17,000 vacancies each year. And what have we got? 100,000 graduates going on to the 

market? Where do the rest go? They go into medium-sized companies. Um, and some of those 

have been names we all know but theyʼre not the really massive multinational companies.

While it is not MNCs and large for-profit organisations that will be employing most 
students, other potential recruiters are hardly visible on campus, as may be seen from the 
analysis of careers fairs and events involving employers (as summarised in Table 5.1 
below). Why this is the case will be addressed in detail in ʻThe politics of employer 
presence on campusʼ section (5.3).

Events on campus where mostly MNCs are 
present 

Events with mostly alternative 
employers

Graduate Recruitment and Placement fair 
(GRPF)
123 employers out of 140 exhibitors
112 - MNCs/large for-profit organisations

Different Careers Fair (DCF)
10 out of 50 - employers
2 - MNCs
8 - alternative employers

spring Graduate Recruitment and Placement fair 
(sGRPF)
55 employers out of 70 exhibitors
43 - MNCs/large for-profit organisations

Spotlight forums (6 in total)

Employer Events (90 in total)
(e.g. October 2011, 39 out of 44 held by MNCs/
large for-profit organisations; November 2011, 
21 out of 25 involved MNCs/large for-profit 
organisations)

Spotlight forums (6 in total)

Skills sessions (4, led by 9 different employers)

Spotlight forums (6 in total)

Table 5.1 A summary of events involving employers on campus (2011-2012)

5.2.3 Careers Centre 
The Careers Centre as a space has a lot of information for students, including a small 
library  and brochures that people can pick up. The analysis of the library has not been part 
of this research. However, the brochures that one may pick up  also contribute to the 
ʻcommon senseʼ that MNCs and large for-profit organisations are the best places to work 
for. One may pick up employer rankings, like The Times 100 Graduate Employers, The 
Job  Crowd Top 50 companies for graduates to work for, or Top 50 Placement & Internship 
Employers by Ratemyplacement.co.uk. These lists introduce the hierarchy of employers 
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and show who the ʻtopʼ employers are. The ʻFinalist packʼ, a bag with material offered to all 
finalists that they can pick up  at the CEC, was also skewed towards the ̒ topʼ employers, as 
well as the Aimfield Careers Guide 2012, which could be found inside the bag.

The ʻFinalist packʼ contained information about the job search for finalists. It may be 
considered as essential information for students, all they need to know about the graduate 
job search in one bag. Indeed, the bag contained some essential information, like a 
schedule of Employer Events on campus, the full programme of events taking place in 
Autumn 2011 and Aimfield Careers Guide 2012, produced by the CEC. Also there was 
information about certain employers. On the bag itself there were logos of Jaguar Land 
Rover, IBM, Deloitte, BAE Systems, Ernst & Young and PricewaterhouseCoopers, all 
MNCs. The two logos that were not MNCs were ACCA, an accountancy network, and the 
College of Law. Inside the bag there were also leaflets of these organisations. Apart from 
them, the presence of other MNCs could be noticed inside the bag, which had flyers of 
Nestle, Unilever, GE, Enterprise-Rent-a-Car, Rolls-Royce, National Instruments and BDO.

ʻThe Careers Guide, Aimfield 2012ʼ (CGA 2012) is also worth paying attention to. It was 
organised into four sections: ʻAimfield University and your careerʼ, ʻExploring your optionsʼ, 
ʻApplying for jobsʼ and ʻJobs and course providersʼ. ʻAimfield University and your careerʼ 
provided information on services that the CEC  provides and how to use them. ʻExploring 
your optionsʼ explained the various paths that graduates could take after finishing 
university. ʻApplying for jobsʼ provided information on how to apply. The jobs and course 
providers section gave information on ʻ[l]eading employers [my italics] and course 
providers who want[ed] to hear from youʼ (CGA 2012: 3). This last section occupied 14 
pages of this 44 page guide (i.e. 32%) and was the largest of all four sections. Here is part 
of the introduction to this section:

The next 12 pages detail some of the opportunities available from larger recruiters [my italics] in 

traditional graduate career sectors. The Careers and Employability Centre hosts Graduate and 

Placement careers fairs in the Autumn and Spring term and in May you can go to the 

Springboard Fair which hosts companies from alternative careers areas - see our website for 

specific dates.

It was clearly specified that the section provided information about potential jobs from 

larger recruiters. Right after this text and mentioning the GRPF and sGRPF, the DCF was 

mentioned too, as well as that it represented careers which were alternative to those 

presented most prominently in the guide. Further down on the same page, the CEC said 
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that they could help students if their interests were outside the area represented in the 

guide, which means they do not push students to necessarily apply to larger recruiters. 

However, they emphasise certain employers: the information students get is  mostly about 

MNCs and large for-profit organisations and it is easier to become aware of these 

employers rather than any others. At the same time, there is again a link between large 

and leading. They are almost used as synonyms, ‘leading employers’ and ‘larger 

recruiters’.

Summary
Although a variety of organisations come to campus to take part in fairs and events, there 
are certain organisations that students see most and that appear as ʻtopʼ employers to 
them. In short, the ʻcommon senseʼ that is created on campus is that the ʻtopʼ employers 
are MNCs and large for-profit organisations. The construction and promotion of this 
ʻcommon senseʼ speaks to an ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ within the ʻconsumption of 
workʼ orientation, where the (image of) work itself becomes an object of consumption.

5.3 The politics of employer presence on campus
So far I have discussed which organisations are most visible on campus and are 
presented as ʻtopʼ employers. However, in the previous section I did not give any 
explanations for this, but just stated the facts. I will now discuss the politics of employersʼ 
presence on campus and in various materials that are available to students. This will be 
done by analysing the interaction between the CEC and employers6. MNCs and large for-
profit organisations are keen on coming to the university  and they  usually get in touch with 
the CEC themselves. Smaller employers need to be contacted by the CECʼs employer 
liaison team directly and encouraged to come. Here is how Linda (the CECʼs employer 
liaison team) summarises these aspects of her role:

L: Thereʼs sort of two elements to my role. Some of it is pro-active, some of it is reactive, and 

the reactive elements of it are ... there are a plethora companies out there who actively look to 

recruit graduates and in terms of Aimfield University, those companies are mainly Engineering, 

IT, Finance and Retail, with quite a lot of others as well, but these are the main sectors. Um, and 

also, Marketing and PR roles. So those companies actively come here and contact ourselves 
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and use our services and that type of thing. And then as well as that, we also look to try and 

encourage other companies to come along, who may not necessarily consider it. So, for 

instance, we put on an event at the end of the academic year called Springboard, and we will 

invite organisations to come along to that event, but are not represented at other fairs, such as 

media companies, art companies, design companies, sport, ergonomics, psychology, to try and 

actually have something on campus for all of our students, so we do try to ( ) as well. 

IR: And for Springboard, do you need to contact companies directly?

L: Yeah, thatʼs a lot more resource-intensive. They donʼt contact us, and we contact them... 

Springboard, we need to talk to them, encourage them, explain the benefits of coming along to 

campus... 

From what Linda says it may be seen that the CEC is keen on working with a variety of 
employers. MNCs and large for-profit organisations, who are willing to come to campus 
themselves, need to pay for events that they attend, both careers fairs and employer 
events. It is only when they are providing a specific course for students, like a skills 
session, there is no charge. The DCF is an opportunity to invite organisations from sectors 
that are not present in other fairs and to attract smaller employers. In fact, the CEC has a 
strategy to work with smaller companies as, according to Linda, these are the 
organisations a significant percentage of students would choose (according to her, around 
27%). These employers are not charged to attend events on campus. However, to attract 
these employers, Linda needs to be proactive, which is resource-intensive. The same is 
mentioned by Janet (the CECʼs director), who says that there are no economies of scale 
when working with these organisations. Furthermore, the time-consuming work with each 
employer will not necessarily mean that they would be recruiting for many positions. 

L: We have a strategy as well to work with smaller companies, but thatʼs quite resource-

intensive, because you can work sort of, you can, you know, commit quite a few hours working 

with one small company and then, they can only sort of, have one vacancy at the end of it.

So it requires additional effort to attract those smaller organisations from unrepresented 
sectors, and even more so making them equally visible on campus. MNCs and large for-
profit organisations come to campus as part of their recruitment campaigns and ʻemployer 
brandingʼ practices, and are ready to spend significant amounts of money on these 
activities. So the visibility of these employers on campus is rooted in their economic power. 
However, the effects of this presence may go beyond the economic transaction and the 
contribution to winning the ʻwar for talentʼ. The presence of MNCs and large for-profit 
organisations on campus and being presented as ʻtopʼ employers may also act as a ʻwar of 
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positionʼ. The latter would be in stimulating student work orientations to be aspired to these 
organisations rather than alternative forms of employment, with MNCs and large for-profit 
organisations as ʻtopʼ employers becoming part of studentsʼ habitus. Even for the majority 
of students who would not be able to enter the ʻtopʼ world of work, this image might stay 
with them. 

The CEC in turn is dependent on these employers for the funding they get, as it may be 
seen from Janetʼs (the CECʼs director) quote below:

J: The larger employers must be kept warm, as well because we depend upon them for our 

bread and butter, basically. They book into fairs year on year on year, come and do 

presentations, who attract the student audiences, who get the momentum going, in terms of 

student activity within the centre.	  	  

It is not only careers fairs and employer events that provide ʻbread and butterʼ for the CEC, 
but various other forms of sponsorship  too. The ʻfinalist packʼ that was described earlier in 
this chapter (5.2.3) was financed by employers, and information about this could be found 
in the bag. This fact, while hinted at by the bagʼs content, has been confirmed by the 
information on the CECʼs website. The GRPF 2011 was sponsored by Barclays Capital 
and Ernst & Young. The GRPFʼs guide contains advertisements for 18 organisations. The 
largest section of the CECʼs Career Guide 2012, described above, was also sponsored by 
employers. A guide for employers on the cost of the CECʼs services is publicly available on 
the CECʼs website.

Getting funding from large employers, the CEC may afford to diversify the range of 
organisations coming. However, being dependent on organisations that pay for the CECʼs 
services, the representation of organisations and sectors is likely to be skewed to those 
paying, which is exactly the case, as it has been shown throughout the previous section 
(5.2). MNCs and large for-profit organisations are in the centre, presented as ʻtopʼ and the 
information about other types of work paths comes in addition to this. Employer rankings 
and careers guides that students can find in the CEC, are also often funded by employers. 
For example, a ratemyplacement.co.ukʼs guide ʻTop 50 Placement and Internship 
employers 2011-2012ʼ is sponsored by PwC, Targetjobsʼs guide on various graduate jobs 
by Baker & McKenzie, Prospectsʼ ʻReal Prospects Directory 2011/12ʼ by PwC. I will not go 
into the details of the content of these guides and the amount of advertising associated 
with them. Employer rankings are usually  conducted within MNCs or large for-profit 
organisations as they recruit a lot of graduates every year and have graduate 

133



programmes. So the information on ʻtopʼ organisations is limited to these specific 
organisations.

In this section I have discussed the fact that MNCs and large for-profit organisations are 
most visible on campus and are presented as ʻtopʼ employers does not exist in a vacuum. 
This is a result of macro power relations, namely the power that they  hold in global 
capitalism, entering the local context. ʻWar of positionʼ is in the practice of these 
organisations coming to campus and creating the ʻcommon senseʼ of them as ʻtopʼ 
employers. This is intended to attract students, of whom a minority  could get a job in these 
places. The practice of coming to campus is paid for by these organisations and the CEC 
is dependent on this income. With this funding, the CEC  may choose to contribute to the 
diversity of organisations that come, but the representation of MNCs and large for-profit 
organisations compared to any other organisations is still unbalanced.

5.4 Commodification of work: The practice of ʻemployer 
brandingʼ
From the discussion above on how MNCs and large for-profit organisations are keen to be 
present on campus, sponsor various events, and place their advertisements in materials 
that are distributed among students, it may already be spotted that their activities on 
campus very much correspond to the practice of ʻemployer brandingʼ, which involves 
creating an appealing employer brand that attracts ʻtalentʼ. This section will look at this 
practice in more detail. Apart from making themselves visible to students, employers 
provide information on what it would be like to work for them via recruitment brochures. On 
the basis of the analysis of this material, section 5.4.1 will explore the ʻemployee value 
propositionʼ offered to students. Section 5.4.2 will look at the second step of ʻemployer 
brandingʼ (as identified in section 3.4.2), namely the marketing campaign on campus, 
exploring the activities employers engage in to market themselves. The analysis here will 
be based primarily  on observations of employer presence on campus. The discussion in 
both sections will be complemented by  interviews with students (after the GRPF) and the 
CECʼs team.

134



5.4.1 ʻEmployee value propositionʼ
This section will look at the ʻemployee value propositionʼ offered to students on campus, 
based on the analysis of textual and visual material in recruitment brochures. Five key 
dimensions of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ have been identified: the benefit package, 
organisational brand, lifestyle, self-development and employability. The benefit package 
can be viewed as part of an ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ while the last four dimensions 
contribute to the construction of the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation. I will now briefly 
explain why the benefit package is not part of ʻconsumption of workʼ. Then I will discuss 
each of the four dimensions of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ.

The benefit package is a set of tangible benefits that employees get when working for the 
company. It may include medical insurance, corporate discounts, access to the corporate 
fitness club, etc. The benefit package may be viewed as income in kind, i.e. non-monetrary 
income. The availability of such a package positions work as a means to materialistic ends 
outside work and hence may be attributed to an ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ. However, it 
neither offers ʻconsumption through work processesʼ nor ʻconsumption of (the image of) 
workʼ and is therefore not part of the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation.

The organisational brand is one of the dimensions of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ, 
which positions (the image) of work as an object of consumption and contributes to 
shaping the ̒ consumption of workʼ orientation. All organisations associate their brands with 
the symbolic, via constructing ʻsign valuesʼ around them. These were often associated with 
opportunities for hedonism too. These were both the image of the corporate brand and the 
employer brand that organisations were constructing.

For example, Aston Martin primarily emphasised their corporate brand in the recruitment 
brochure. The logo of the company was placed on a white background on the front cover, 
and there was nothing apart from it there. In the brochure itself, all visuals depict Aston 
Martinʼs products, their cars, and clearly emphasise the ʻsign valueʼ of this product. Hence 
the brand is associated with style, status and conspicuous consumption, which employees 
of the organisation can partly share and ʻcommunicateʼ to others. At the same time, the 
brochure is image-intensive, with five Aston Martins appearing on a six-page brochure. 
Abercrombie & Fitch is another example of emphasising the corporate brand. Their logo 
was placed on the black background of the front cover. Within the brochure every second 
page has a visual image associated with the brand. These accompany both information 
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about working at the company and the range of brands within it. In fact, if one does not 
pay attention to the text, from the images only it is hard to tell that this is a recruitment 
brochure and not a catalogue of their products. Eight images out of twelve contain some 
form of nudity and most of them are explicitly  sexual. The first page of the brochure, for 
example, depicts a sensual kiss. Here students are addressed as ʻtraditional hedonistsʼ, 
emphasising pleasures associated with the senses, which the consumption of the brand 
can bring. While nudity comes as no surprise on one page, where the brand that produces 
underwear is presented, it is not clear why a half-naked male body also accompanies 
pages with content on diversity and inclusion. 

Most organisations, however, put more emphasis on their brand as an employer. This is 
often done by placing a slogan that summarises in a short phrase or sentence what 
working in this particular company means on the front cover of the recruitment brochure. 
For example, Amazonʼs brochure says ʻWork hard. Have fun. Make historyʼ. This 
constructs their employer brand as having a ʻsign valueʼ of being ʻfunʼ and ʻimportantʼ at 
the same time, something that employees who work there could embrace and 
ʻcommunicateʼ to others. ʻHave funʼ, however, not only constructs a certain ʻsign valueʼ of 
the employer brand, but also hints at a ʻfunʼ lifestyle at work that employees can have, 
addressing students as ʻcommunicatorsʼ. This brings us to the discussion of lifestyle as 
another dimension of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ.

Lifestyle in the brochures was presented via three key categories: organisational culture 
that one may engage in at work, ethical lifestyle, and adventure. The ʻHave funʼ 
opportunity that Amazon emphasised in their brochure hints at ʻfun work culturesʼ at the 
organisation, which might imply creativity, flatter hierarchies, authenticity  and other 
elements. It was a different organisational culture that could be captured from images of 
most banks and business-to-business organisations (e.g. Nomura, RBS, Morgan Stanley, 
Citi, Accenture, HSBC, Ernst & Young). These usually use pictures of skyscrapers (see 
picture 5.1), office spaces and the business area they are based in (e.g. the City of 
London) in their brochures, which symbolise hierarchy and being serious about business. 
Students here are addressed as ʻcommunicatorsʼ of status, success and prestige.

All organisations, irrespective of whether they present work as ʻfunʼ or work as a 
competition for status, provide opportunities for one to engage in an ʻethical lifestyleʼ 
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through work. Each company has at least a page in the brochure devoted to its corporate 
social responsibility practices. For example, one has the following content:

Our Community programme provides graduates with lots of opportunities for involvement; past 

activities have included transforming a network of run-down footpaths through our support of 

Raleigh, mentoring young offenders as part of our work with the Princeʼs Trust and trekking from 

coast to coast in Costa Rica to help  change the lives of the UKʼs most disadvantaged young 

people.

Capgemini graduate brochure (2012: 13)

Here students are addressed as ʻcommunicatorsʼ, who can show to others that they  are 
ʻethicalʼ by engaging in organisational initiatives. At the same time, the quote above 
accentuates the experience these socially-responsible activities provide. So students are 
also addressed as ʻmodern hedonistsʼ. It is not just helping young people, but helping 
them through acquiring life experiences while trekking coast to coast in Costa Rica.

Organisations often emphasise the opportunities for travel and adventure that working for 
them offers. For example, Nomuraʼs front cover, apart from office buildings, depicts a 
globe. Within the brochure itself, there are images of the key landmarks of different 
countries, like the Eiffel Tower, the Leaning Tower of Pisa and Taj Mahal. This 
demonstrates both the scope of organisationʼs operations and the opportunities for 
working and travelling globally that it provides. PwCʼs front cover (see picture 5.1 below) 
depicts people engaged in an extreme sport. Throughout the brochure, all pictures show a 
dynamic lifestyle associated with travelling and adventure. In fact, the brochure does not 
have a single picture demonstrating work or organisational space. The slogan that 
supports this picture is ʻItʼs the experience that stays with youʼ. Here students are 
addressed as ʻmodern hedonistsʼ, who receive pleasure from the variety of experiences 
(including extreme and challenging ones) available through work processes.

The portrayal of lifestyle in recruitment brochures is not limited to depicting the possibility 
of ʻconsumption through work processesʼ. PwCʼs slogan mentioned above might refer not 
only to the adventures and travelling that work provides access to, but to work itself and 
the experience it gives, such as opportunities for self-development and employability. Self-
development and employability are parts of an ʻabstract work ethicʼ (ʻself-work ethicʼ in 
particular). However, being presented within the ʻemployee value propositionʼ and 
promoted to students opens the opportunity for these processes themselves to be 
consumed. HSBCʼs slogan ʻDiscover HSBC. Discover Yourselfʼ (see picture 5.1) and 
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Accentureʼs ʻBe > You Imaginedʼ, which appear on the front covers of their brochures, are 
also examples of self-development as part of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ. All 
employers highlight the opportunities for enhancing employability offered by  them. These 
include formal trainings and development opportunities (e.g. training for a professional 
qualification), joining the in-house Business Schools, networking events, mentorship 
schemes, etc. Many of them also highlight that work at this particular organisation will help 
employees to develop their skills. At PwC, for example, ʻyouʼll learn most from an 
outstanding variety of work, picking up business, personal and technical skills you can use 
across PwC and throughout your careerʼ (PwC graduate brochure, 2012: 21). However, it 
is also emphasised that although organisation provides all these opportunities, 
ʻenablingʼ (see chapter 2) them to become more employable, it is the responsibility  of the 
individuals to take care of their employability. For example, it can be seen in the quote of 
one of HSBCʼs employees:

Your own progression and growth is solely down to you, you have to drive your own 

development. There are, however, plenty of people to help you with this. Programmes are 

designed to push and test individuals to get them to draw on skills and strengths they never 

knew they had.

HSBC graduate brochure (2012: 16)

ʻConsumption of workʼ orientation positions (the image of) work and experiences 
associated with it as acts of consumption The key elements of ʻconsumption of workʼ are 
ʻtopʼ employers/industries (as discussed earlier in this chapter), organisational brand, 
lifestyle, self-development and employability. They offer a certain ʻmenuʼ of work 
orientations to choose from. For example, one can choose to work for an organisation with 
a ʻfunʼ culture or a more bureaucratic corporate culture. However, both would be choices 
from the ʻmenuʼ of ʻconsumption of workʼ. Students are addressed as consumers, 
sometimes explicitly (see picture 5.3), which the next section will discuss in more detail by 
analysing the marketing campaign on campus.
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Picture 5.1 Front cover of HSBCʼs 2012 graduate brochure

Picture 5.2 Picture from the front cover of PwCʼs 2012 graduate brochure

Our business areas
We tackle a huge range of burning 
business issues and complex 
commercial challenges. And our ideas 
boost the performance of all sorts of 
organisations. So it’s not surprising 
that we offer a massive variety of 
career paths. Over the next few pages 
you can start to explore the 
possibilities. And as there are so many, 
you’re bound to discover something 
that fits you perfectly.

[From PWC’s 2012 graduate brochure: p. 
4-5]

Picture 5.3 Using the metaphor of shopping to depict choice available to students
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5.4.2 The marketing campaign
While recruitment brochures provide students with an idea of what it would be like to work 
for a particular employer, allowing them to fantasise on this theme, events on campus 
provide them with a more dynamic experience. During the marketing campaign students 
are addressed as consumers by  both the CEC and employers. This is demonstrated in the 
email from the CEC about the GRPF sent to all students:

This is for ONE DAY ONLY so make sure you are there to meet employers, hear about all their 

amazing recruitment opportunities and pick up  a few freebies as well!! Even if you are unsure 

about your career or don't really feel prepared, come along anyway and chat to the friendly 

exhibitors.

As well as the fair there will also be a BBQ outside and luxury cars for you to look at and to sit 

in, from Aston Martin and Jaguar Land Rover.

[email from the CEC, 18 October 2011]

From this email it can be seen that the GRPF is not just an opportunity for students to 
meet the ʻtopʼ employers, but an event that allows them to engage in consumer pleasures. 
The CEC  mentions ʻfreebiesʼ that students may pick up as well as luxury cars, which are 
the two major ways of addressing students as consumers during the marketing campaign. 
Being given ʻfreebiesʼ addresses students primarily as ʻtraditional hedonistsʼ, giving them 
something that can engage their senses. However, it can go beyond it and address 
students as ʻmodern hedonistsʼ and ʻcommunicatorsʼ too. The presence of luxury cars on 
campus provides temporary access to objects with ʻsign valueʼ of status and prestige. As 
students can also look at and sit in the cars, they are also addressed as ʻtraditional 
hedonistsʼ. Both ʻfreebieʼ marketing and temporary access to objects with sign value will 
now be discussed in more detail.

ʻFreebiesʼ
Giving out ʻfreebiesʼ is the most common way to engage students as consumers. After all, 
not all organisations can provide objects with sign values. ʻFreebiesʼ are often advertised 
by the CEC. Employers bring them to fairs and meetings with students. It is almost a must 
to have some ʻfreebiesʼ on the stand. At the sGRPF, for example, I have not noticed any 
organisations without ʻfreebiesʼ. Every stand had something to offer. When passing 
through a stand that was actually  selling snacks, I initially  thought this was another 
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organisation. The most common ʻfreebiesʼ were sweets and pens. However, there was a 
whole variety of products: thermo cups, bags, red double-deckers, deodorants, toys and 
rainbow springs. 

One may also differentiate in terms of what the stands offer. These may be just ʻfreebiesʼ, 
or a whole experience. Steve (male, Sport, UK) liked Aston Martinʼs stand for its ʻcoolnessʼ 
and different ways to engage the students: a video, freebies, car parts:

S.: [Aston Martin] had a little video of the car and stuff. They had parts of their cars, engineering 

examples, I guess. Stuff that sort of engages you, I guess.

Indeed, a lot of organisations at the sGRPF had screens on their stands, which were there 
to demonstrate what the organisation was doing, trying to engage the students. One 
organisation invited students to enter a competition and win a giant Chupa-Chups by 
subscribing to their email list. Just by coming to the sGRPF and taking part in filling in a 
questionnaire, one could win an iPad, and this was advertised on the door of the front 
entrance to the fair. At the DCF organisations also usually offered some ʻfreebiesʼ to 
students, but the variety was not as huge as at the GRPF and sGRPF.

The ʻfinalist packʼ that was financed by employers and had information about them, as well 
as employer events on campus, also contained ʻfreebiesʼ. This was advertised both on the 
website and on the wall on the way to the CEC, mentioning ʻgoodiesʼ that were in the bag. 
Here is how the finalist bag is presented on the CECʼs website. On top  there is a picture of 
the bag with some of its contents, including the ʻgoodiesʼ. In fact, only  the ʻgoodiesʼ are 
recognisable. We can clearly  see a Dove deodorant and a Kit-Kat chocolate while the text 
on the brochures is too small to recognise what it represents. Right under the picture, the 
following text can be seen:

Finalists - Come and get your Finalist  Pack from the Careers and Employability  Centre - 
free chocolates and goodies with every bag!

The bag contains information on: employer presentations, employer information, Careers and 

Employability Centre leaflets, Lynx Aftershave, Dove Silk Body Wash, Chunky Kit Kats, Pens, 

Mints and Mars Confectionary (TBC) - whilst stocks last.

[all emphases are original]
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Picture 5.4 ʻFinalist packʼ. The picture on the left shows the finalist pack that I got and the picture on 
the right is taken from the CECʼs website (name of the university has been removed).

The informative part of the bag and the consumer part of the bag are listed in one line, 
giving these items the same importance. Finalists who are looking for jobs are also 
consumers, so the bag contains all they need. ʻWhilst stocks lastʼ, however, even seems to 
put more emphasis on the consumption rather than the informative aspect of the bag. 
ʻTBCʼ that is put in brackets after Mars Confectionary is written in capital letters, unlike any 
other word in the text, signifying the importance of not misinforming the customer. The bag 
that I got at the CEC  contained the following ʻfreebiesʼ: a Unilever deodorant (with a £1 
sticker on), a shower cream, and a KitKat. Nestle (producers of KitKat) directly address the 
student-consumer by writing ʻHow many graduates does it take to make your KitKat?ʼ on 
the box.

Apart from coming to campus for recruitment related events (fairs, presentations), some 
employers come to campus specifically  to campaign. PwC is one of the most actively 
present employers. Apart from coming to various events on campus, they also organise a 
number of massive marketing campaigns throughout the year. They offered free lifts on 
Tuk Tuks in 2011 and free flipbooks for students in 2012. Some of their events match the 
widely celebrated holidays too. For example, on Valentineʼs Day they came on campus 
with ʻValentine ballonsʼ, heart-shaped red balloons, with a PwC logo and the following 
quote ʻweʼre at the heart of the best opportunitiesʼ. Apart from this, they were giving away 
heart-shaped chocolates in red foil and encouraging people to take part in a prize draw 
and win an ʻexclusive £100 meal at a great restaurantʼ.
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Another company, Jaguar Land Rover, also came to campus around Valentineʼs Day to 
give students free fish and chips. Here is how the CEC presented this event:

Need something to warm you up  on a cold day? Well weʼve got the solution for you. Jaguar 

Land Rover will be visiting you soon, giving away FREE fish & chips on your campus, so you 

can enjoy a taste of a Great British favourite, courtesy of another Great British favourite.

The key branding here is in that both Jaguar Land Rover and fish and chips are British 
favourites. This marketing campaign was also explicitly linked with graduate recruitment. 
The aprons of the people serving fish and chips as well as the napkins and the van itself 
all had the information that Jaguar Land Rover was in The Times Top  100 Graduate 
Employers. 

While ʻfreebiesʼ are primarily a source of ʻtraditional hedonismʼ and appeal to studentsʼ 
senses (taste, sight, etc), some of them also address students as ʻmodern hedonistsʼ and 
ʻcommunicatorsʼ. ʻExclusive meal at a great restaurantʼ will satisfy the winnersʼ senses, but 
at the same time going to that ʻgreat restaurantʼ may be a way to communicate his/her 
status to others. Furthermore, the mere experience of taking part in the game addresses 
students as ʻmodern hedonistsʼ. 

Temporary access to objects with sign value
Apart from ʻfreebiesʼ, Jaguar Land Rover and Aston Martin provide students with access to 
objects with ʻsign valueʼ. Their cars were at the GRPF in 2010 and 2011. In 2010 there 
was no parking near the fair venue, so the cars were parked in the middle of studentsʼ way 
and on the grass. There was a lot of interest in them. In 2011 I observed the cars on 
campus throughout the whole fair. There were four cars in total, a new Land Rover 
ʻEvoqueʼ, Jaguar ʻXKRʼ and two Aston Martins. Some of them had their boots open. 
Whenever I looked at the place where the cars were, there were at least 20 people around 
throughout the day. Students who were walking past the cars were turning their heads 
while walking away (see picture 5.5 below). Company representatives were almost 
unnoticeable, it was only the sign-object that was allowed to shine. These were the ʻsign 
valuesʼ of status and prestige, symbolising conspicuous consumption, that students had 
temporary access to. Students were taking photos of the cars, or of themselves with the 
cars in the background. This experience engaged studentsʼ senses, addressing them as 
ʻtraditional hedonistsʼ, allowing them to look at the cars and sit in them. Student 
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experience of feeling these luxury products went beyond these: they were also allowed to 
press the gas pedal when in the car, which created a very specific and loud noise.

The students I talked to at the GRPF all noticed the cars, unless they were coming from a 
different side of campus, which meant they  could enter the fair not seeing the cars. Most of 
them were surprised to see the cars at the GRPF, but it was usually  a pleasant surprise, 
like for Chris (male, Politics, overseas): 

IR: Did you see, um, did you notice those cars outside?
C: Yeah, they’re so nice, like Aston Martin, and was it a Jaguar, I don’t know. I want to go inside 

(laughs).
IR: Can you?

C: Yeah, I saw, like, couple of guys going inside, like, being amazed. 
IR: Was it a surprise for you?

C: Yeah, a complete surprise. But I can see why they did it (laughs).
IR: Why do you think?

C: Um, to advertise their companies, companies slash products.

Chris is willing to engage in ʻtraditional hedonismʼ by going inside the cars, to feel the 
objects that most students cannot possess now. He also notices that this was a form of 
promoting the product and the organisation, to make it more attractive in the eyes of 
potential employees and customers. Other students assessed this as a ʻsmartʼ marketing 
solution. However, the function of these cars goes beyond the purposes of exhibitors, were 
they to promote the company, the product or to attract ʻtalentʼ. The luxury cars were 
complementing the image of ʻtopʼ employers. Engaging studentsʼ senses helps to 
symbolise what working for a ʻtopʼ employer will be like and what one would be able to 
ʻcommunicateʼ to others. This brings a hint of potential lifestyle, most likely a lifestyle of 
abundance and conspicuous consumption. Some of the respondents, when looking at the 
cars, foresaw them possessing such a car in the future. For example, Sophie (female, 
Economics, overseas) is not interested in cars themselves, but looking at them makes her 
think that she would like to have a ʻfancyʼ car in the future:

S.: donʼt think I will be interested so much in it [working for one of these car manufacturers], 

because ... Iʼm not interested in cars [laughs]. Iʼm not very passionate about cars. I, I like cars, 

and I obviously want a fancy car, but I donʼt know if I would ... it would sustain my interest very 

long.
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Although Walter (male, Mathematics, UK) was not interested in organisations that came to 
the fair, seeing the cars led to him project himself driving them:

W: Yeah, the cars, the get you like, I was, ah, thatʼs what Iʼm gonna be driving.

So as to show that I am not overstating the role these luxury cars were playing on campus, 
I would like to refer to another exhibit outside the venue of the GRPF. These were two 
huge Caterpillar diggers standing outside the building, around 15-20 meters away from the 
cars (see picture 5.6 below). These were orange diggers with the flag of the employer on. 
There was nobody nearby when I came up to them. One of the representatives was keen 
to talk to me, and spent around ten-fifteen minutes chatting. During this time, only  three 
people came up  to the diggers and quickly left. The representative of Caterpillar admitted it 
was hard for them to compete with the cars. Throughout the day, a similar level of attention 
was drawn to the diggers. Furthermore, when I was talking to people who attended the 
fair, right after asking students about cars, I asked whether they had seen the diggers. 
However, most of them said they had not seen them. Those who did were not as excited 
about them. Despite the diggers also allowing students to engage their senses, they do 
not want to consume the diggers as these are not sign-objects. The CEC also did not 
mention anything about the diggers in their email.
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Picture 5.5 Luxury cars at the GRPF
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Picture 5.6 Caterpillar diggers at the GRPF

5.4.3 No surprise
The fact that students are addressed as consumers is something that the CECʼs 
employees and students are aware of and find normal.

Linda (the CECʼs employer liaison team) referred to employers coming to campus as part 
of their marketing campaign: 

L: ...and then we also have companies who come to see me on face-to-face basis and ... ask for 

help in their marketing strategy on campus. And that relationship then ... can then develop  into 

something a bit more ... deeper, and that will involve me, um, looking at their opportunities, 

looking at how their company operates and is structured, and ... ways in which they can market 

themselves to students that enhances their general marketing strategy, um, and also looking at 

what type of students they want best to target, and how to target those students. 

So part of Lindaʼs role is in advising companies how to market themselves on campus, and 
ʻtargetʼ the right customers. Janet (the CECʼs director), when asked about the practice of 
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luxury cars being presented on campus as part of the GRPF and who initiated it, stated 
that it was all employer driven and described them as having ʻstrong marketing teamsʼ:

IR: ... Is it, and I was surprised when I saw it [luxury cars] last year because it was something 

that I didnʼt expect and it was near the William Hicks building. Then, this time I saw this practice 

again. Who initiated it?

J: The employers, the employers will. It was Aston Martin, Jaguar Land Rover. I think we had, 

was it Caterpillar or JCB brought their diggers as well, and they regard it as a real opportunity to 

showcase their cars and attract the good engineers. And then they can go in and talk to the 

employers about their, about career opportunities. So, itʼs really them wanting to attract 

students. Employers try so many things. I mean, today I noticed that somebody was, I think, it 

was PricewaterhouseCoopers were going to have Valentine balloons at William Hicks this 

afternoon, because itʼs Valentineʼs Day. And, then Jaguar Land Rover are having a fish and chip 

van on campus. So, they all try new things. Weʼve had hot air balloons. Um, you know, and all 

sorts of things. Weʼve had street runners, parkour type people and all that sort of thing to attract 

students and catch studentsʼ attention.

IR: Yes, it is interesting in a way because, definitely, there is a lot of competition amongst 

students to get into those jobs [=

J:" " "        [ Absolutely

IR: = but they still keep this pace, in terms of attracting them.

J: Yes, employer, and itʼs all employer driven. Linda will work hard to make sure that that can 

happen if an employer comes to us. But, those big employers who do these things, they will say 

“We want to do this”. They will have very strong marketing teams. They will believe if they can 

do something like that, they can attract the best for their business.

Janet (the CECʼs director) sees marketing campaigns on campus as something normal. 
She speaks positively about them overall, listing numerous catchy marketing campaigns 
employers have initiated and referring to employers as having ʻstrong marketing teamsʼ. It 
seems that she is pleased by the attention employers give to students as consumers and 
the effort they put in attracting them.

Likewise, some students I talked to at the careers fair actually  recognised the marketing 
aspect of the fair. Walter (male, Mathematics, UK) referred to organisation representatives 
as salesmen, noticing their salesmen techniques.

IR: Were they [exhibitors] friendly?
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W: Yeah, yeah, they were really friendly, like salesmen-friendly, as any salesman would be. You 
know, they try to speak to you, you walk past, and they try to speak to you like that.

This was in them trying to catch his attention while he was walking past the stands, and to 
attract him to their ʻproductsʼ. Another student referred to his experience of looking around 
the fair as ʻwindow-shoppingʼ. Being in his second year, he was not interested in applying 
yet, and came to the fair to have a look around. 

Chris (male, Politics, overseas) appreciates being addressed as a consumer by 
employers: 

C: ...and Accenture, like ... I think theyʼre advertising for like graduate schemes and like 

placements, and like all the ads are really good, because throughout my 3 years at university 

Iʼve seen them, so, um consistently advertising to students.

IR: Yeah

C: Um, look, look at the brochure, itʼs like, hard copy, like, you can tell theyʼre really into 

recruiting (laughs).

For him, this is a signal of serious intentions on the side of the employer, that they are 
interested in recruiting Aimfield students. He recognises that he is a customer, and 
evaluates the process from a customerʼs perspective, i.e. whether the service is good, 
assessing employersʼ interest in its ʻclientsʼ this way.

In a ʻconsumer societyʼ one expects to see objects of consumption in the most unexpected 
places, and appreciates being addressed as a consumer. None of the respondents were 
critical about the carsʼ presence at the GRPF or thought this was inappropriate. Some 
people were skeptical about the cars, saying they did not attract them. However, these 
replies were still given from a consumer perspective (i.e. whether this marketing trick 
worked or not) rather than questioning the approach to students as consumers in general. 

5.5 Conclusion
This chapter shows that the pattern towards the commodification of the meaning of work 
identified at the macro level accurately depicts what happens at the local level, i.e. at 
Aimfield University. This phenomenon is rooted in the economic power of MNCs and large 
for-profit organisations, who are keen to come to campus as part of the ʻwar for talentʼ 
rhetoric and advertise themselves to students. Their economic activity  on campus 
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contributes to the funding that the CEC  gets. However, this economic activity goes beyond 
the competition of employers for ʻtalentʼ and contributes to the creation of a certain image 
of work. Employer presence on campus is part of the ʻhegemonic projectʼ of consumption. 
The practice of ʻemployer brandingʼ is the ʻwar of positionʼ, which promotes ʻconsumption 
of workʼ as the ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation. First, this ʻcommon senseʼ is in 
positioning MNCs and large for-profit organisations as ʻtopʼ employers. Organisations of 
different sizes and from non-business sectors are neither ʻtopʼ nor very visible to students. 
Although the CEC can redistribute the funding they get from these employers to diversify 
the range of activities on campus, which they do, the proportion of events involving MNCs 
and large for-profit organisations is incomparably larger than that involving any other 
organisations and professions. Second, four out of five features of the employee value 
proposition fit into the ʻconsumption of workʼ. Work is presented as a site for hedonist 
consumption (both traditional and modern) as well as a provider of signs that can be 
communicated to others (both status signs and subjectivities). Third, marketing campaigns 
on campus are the dynamic part of the ʻwar of positionʼ, which actively promote 
ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation to students. This is done via engaging them as 
consumers and providing them with various consumption experiences during employer 
events, and showing what it would be like to work for them. The marketing aspect of 
ʻemployer brandingʼ is something that is acknowledged by both the CECʼs employees and 
students, and seems to be accepted as ʻnormalʼ. From what employers are doing on 
campus, it might be inferred what kind of students they  are looking for. The ideal-type 
student is a student-consumer, who reacts to employer marketing campaigns and 
embraces the images of work created by employers. Although the ʻtopʼ employers provide 
jobs only for a small minority of students, their visibility  to everyone on campus creates an 
image of them as desirable employers that might stay with both those who manage to get 
in and those left overboard. 

This chapter, via looking at the presence of power at the local level, has analysed how 
ʻconsumption of workʼ is constructed as a ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation. However, 
constructing ʻconsumption of workʼ as a ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation by employers 
does not mean that students will necessarily shape their work orientations around it. 
Student agency has not been analysed in this chapter and will be addressed in Chapter 7, 
where student work orientations will be looked at in more detail. I will analyse the 
ʻdialogical selvesʼ engaging with the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻconsumption of workʼ constructed 
on campus. The next chapter will look at the ʻcommon senseʼ about employability that is 
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constructed on campus, keeping in mind that employability  is exactly  what the opportunity 
to ʻconsume workʼ is dependent on.
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Chapter 6. The overwhelming emphasis on 
employability

6.1 Introduction
The employability agenda is very much present at Aimfield University, and is noticeable in 
a variety of bodies within it, spreading beyond the CEC into the Student Union (SU), 
university  departments and the university in general. Employability surrounds students in 
whatever they do at the university. There is also a particular notion of employability that is 
communicated to students: this is the notion of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ. This chapter will be 
structured as follows. First, the employability agenda within the university will be 
addressed (6.2). The discussion here will be around the rise and presence of the 
employability agenda on campus (6.2.1) and employability programmes that are offered to 
students (6.2.2). Second, I will look at the meaning of employability  that is communicated 
to students (6.3). This will include the definition of employability used by the CEC (6.3.1), 
its scope (6.3.2) as well as what it constitutes (6.3.3). The communication of employability 
rhetoric to students at career consultations will then be considered (6.3.4). Finally, 
deviations from and manipulations of the employability rhetoric at the local level will be 
addressed (6.3.4). The conclusion will then follow (6.4).

6.2 Employability agenda at Aimfield University
Looking at various bodies within the university, it may be seen how employability has 
become a word that has to be there, no matter what is discussed, be it the strength of a 
certain degree programme, taking part in volunteering or joining the model United Nations 
group on campus. The employability agenda has spread beyond the activities of the CEC 
and become one of the key issues in the university as a whole, entering departments and 
the student union (SU). This section will discuss this rise of employability in more detail. 

6.2.1 The rise and presence of re-articulating the usual
In this subsection I will first discuss the rise and presence of employability at different 
bodies within Aimfield University (the CEC, SU and university departments). Second, I will 
also pay attention to this rise taking place primarily at the rhetorical level, with the activities 
of various bodies within the university being re-articulated through employability.
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In 2010/11 Aimfieldʼs CEC changed its name from ʻCareers Centreʼ to ʻCareers and 
Employability  Centreʼ, emphasising employability as one of its main activities. This took 
place after an Employability Award was established and resulted in planning the CECʼs 
activity  more around employability. Employability  is often addressed in career 
consultations with students, assessed in mock interviews and developed with the help of a 
variety of courses that are aimed at employability (see section 6.2.2). It may be stated that 
the CEC plays the most important role in working on the employability agenda within the 
university. First, its activity is explicitly about employability, which is also reflected in its 
name. This is not the same for the SU and departments, which add employability  to their 
own agendas [at least at the moment]. Second, currently they are the only provider of 
formal programmes that target employability, designed together with employers and 
providing formal recognition on completion. The CECʼs role within the university  has also 
become more important with the development of employability, as reported by Janet (the 
CECʼs director):

J: And, so, instead of being some organisation up  the hill that provides vacancies with strange 

people who sit in rooms and do interviews with students, we were actually seen as helping 

students and, by default, helping departments to get better results in terms of students getting 

better jobs. Which means their degree programmes and courses were regarded more highly 

and, so the university, you know, benefitted as a whole... And now, of course, we can use it to 

actually put ourselves on committees and in places that we couldnʼt do previously.

From what Janet says, there has been a power shift within the university with more power 
going to the CEC. Samantha (the CECʼs employability  advisor) made a similar point, but 
also mentioned the centrality of the CEC in terms of employability:

S: I think the name change was a good one at the time because, um, different other people at 

the university might be getting on board with employability agenda. We like to see ourselves 

quite central at the university in terms of the employability offering. So politically I think it was 

quite a good thing to do.

Aimfieldʼs SU also deals with employability. In 2011 the role of Employability  Officer was 
introduced. This intends to gear students towards employability by recognising the skills 
they have gained through various activities within the union. As explained by Jack, who 
holds this position, currently employability  at the SU is about giving student activities an 
employability focus, ʻturning skills theyʼve [students] got into employable skillsʼ. The SU 
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has always organised various training sessions for its members, especially for students 
involved in running student societies and organisations. Now these sessions are re-
articulated as contributing to employability. This is how a ʻdevelopment training sessionsʼ 
webpage of Aimfieldʼs SU is now presented (the same holds for various organisations 
within the SU like societies, volunteering, media etc):

Here at Aimfield Students Union, we value our volunteers and ensure everything YOU do is 

developed and targeted towards employability.
So what are you waiting for, sign up today and start developing YOUR skills for YOUR future!

[original bold]

This is the start of the text on a student development page, and it begins by addressing 
the employability agenda. The text highlights how what students currently  do at the SU is 
beneficial for their future, which is closely connected with enhancing employability via  
developing skills. It is only  after this text that the information about the actual purpose of 
these sessions is provided:

Aimfield Students Union is here to support you and develop you further to ensure what 
ever position you take on you receive the support that is required.

[original bold]

University  departments have also been going down the employability  route. A lot depends 
on the particular department and people running it. However, in some departments 
employability is actively addressed. This happens by emphasising employability to 
prospective students, appointing employability officers within departments and running 
employability-related modules. The latter already exist, for example, in the School of 
Business and Economics, School of Art and Design and School of Geography. 
Departments often ask the CEC to help them with designing the employability modules, 
but they  are usually  delivered by academics. Also, according to Valerie (the CECʼs 
employability team), there is still not that much activity  within the departments aimed at 
formal employability modules:

Aimfield is still much focused on the academic qualifications, so that comes first, but other 

things you do might help you in getting a job.
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At the same time, departments choose the way they are going to address employability. 
Within the university, there is an online learning system with outlines of all modules in 
different departments. In each module specification one can find an outline of the skills that 
students get from doing it. A module is not only  about gaining knowledge of a specific 
subject, but should also give skills. For example, when studying Genetics and Cell Biology, 
students also acquire the skills of teamwork and presentation. ʻCourses with employability 
in mindʼ is something that is emphasised in Aimfieldʼs employability statement:

Employers are not only involved in the design of many of our courses but also contribute to their 

teaching and assessment. Many of our academics continually liaise with employers to ensure 

their research and teaching maintains its relevance and we also offer sponsored opportunities 

with some of the UKʼs biggest employers.

This statement is in line with the Lambert (2003) and Wilson (2012) reports on higher 
education, which both call for more university-business collaboration. Notably, 
collaboration with ʻUKʼs biggest employersʼ is highlighted.

From the discussion so far it may be seen that employability is part of the overall university 
agenda and has been on the rise in recent years. This rise has primarily taken place at the 
level of rhetoric, through re-articulating the activities of various bodies within the university 
as being connected with employability. Everyone I interviewed at the CEC mentioned that 
employability was nothing new for them, and that their activities had always been about 
employability. Below is a quote from Janet (the CECʼs director) that emphasises this:

J: I would say that weʼve always really been about employability. Careers services, particularly 

as long as Iʼve been here in the last 22-23 years, weʼve always been about employability. Weʼve 

been about helping students to go through what I first saw, when I sat out there for an interview, 

as the five stages of career choice. And, that was about employability. It was about giving the 

people the skills to maintain employment throughout their lives in areas that they were most 

fitted for.

Samantha (the CECʼs career advisor) makes a similar point, but also emphasising the 
marketing aspect of employability:

S: Itʼs [employability] always been there. The interesting thing now is that itʼs turned into this 

marketing-type concept, where, you know, weʼre delivering on employability... Itʼs just now, 

trying to translate the activities weʼve always done into this nice marketing package for all 
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external stakeholders. So whether they be parents, whether they be the senior management 

within the university, or whether they be the students...

Nonetheless, after the change of name, more programmes and events that explicitly focus 
on employability appeared. When asked why this has been the case, here is what Janet 
(the CECʼs director) replied:

J: Well, at the bottom level, a lot of other universities were doing it. Uh, it was seen as a very 

good thing because the one thing that students, like a lot of us, donʼt like doing, is reflecting. 

And, that doesnʼt help  when it comes to the way that career progression happens these days. 

So much is about being able to market what youʼve got to offer.

So the drive towards employability was a way to follow the same trend that was taking 
place at other universities. This need to follow the trend is surrounded by positive rhetoric 
about what employability has to offer. In the extract above, Janet mentions reflection and 
self-marketing. These are important parts that constitute the hegemonic project of 
employability, and will be discussed in section 6.3.3 below.

While the CEC has gone beyond only re-articulating their usual activities by introducing 
new ones, the SUʼs actual activities have not changed at all with the rise of employability. 
What happened is that training and involvement in the SUʼs activities have been re-
articulated through employability. According to Jack (the SUʼs Employability Officer), as of 
now the employability agenda at Aimfieldʼs SU is primarily  about making the connection 
between what happens within it and employability. This involves, for example, explaining to 
students what skills they have on the basis of what they had done at the SU.

However, there are plans to develop  employability at Aimfieldʼs SU. One is related to 
incorporating SIFE1 into the Student Union. SIFE is a global not-for-profit organisation with 
branches at many university  campuses. It organises community projects, is financed by 
employers and focuses primarily  on employability. This is one of the projects where 
employability becomes the primary reason for taking part in volunteering. However, 
Aimfieldʼs own volunteering organisation does not seem to be much different and has 
employability emphasised on their website. Below is the information from the 
organisationʼs main page:
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There is so much to get out of volunteering. You will meet so many new people, have so much 

fun, learn new skills, get the chance to make a real difference to people's lives and your CV will 

massively benefit from the extra experience...

Here it may be seen that employability-related issues, the ʻfunʼ of doing it, and ʻmaking a 
differenceʼ are on the same level of importance. Employability is even paid slightly  more 
attention as two points that relate to employability  are mentioned – CV development and 
skills. In the outline of one of the projects, V-teams (where students who do not engage in 
volunteering on a regular basic can participate), there is no mention of the importance of 
what is actually done within the volunteering organisations. It is about employability 
(getting extra CV experience), combined with ʻfunʼ and ʻfreebiesʼ:

[V-teams] are a great way to get involved in volunteering without committing too much time 

every week. You can just sign-up  to any of the community projects we have going on whenever 

you want and get yourself some extra CV experience as well as your Volunteering t-shirt of 

course. You are guaranteed to have a great time and meet loads of fantastic people.

6.2.2 Employability programmes on campus
Apart from addressing employability  at the level of rhetoric at Aimfield, there have also 
been increasing attempts to credentialise it. These may be seen in existing and provisional 
employability programmes on campus (by the CEC and SU), endorsed by employers or 
the university, that formally recognise that one has been working on his/her employability. 
In this subsection I will look at employability programmes run by the CEC as well as the 
programme the SU is planning to introduce.

At the moment, the CEC has five employability-related programmes that students may 
take part in while at university [see Table 6.1 below]. These are: ʻEmployability Awardʼ, 
ʻInsight into Managementʼ, ʻTop Graduate Skillsʼ, ʻAccelerate your Careerʼ and ʻCareer 
Management Skillsʼ. The Employability Award and Accelerate your Career are new while 
others existed before. Completion of an Employability  Award results in a certificate that 
appears on the student transcript and degree qualification. Completion of the other four 
results in employer-endorsed certificates. So they all credentialise oneʼs employability.
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Programme 
name

length who can take 
part

focus in collaboration with Certificate

Employability 
Award

1-3 years need to start as 
1st-2nd year 

students

employability supported by employers Yes
(university 
endorsed)

Insight into 
Management

3 days 2nd, 
penultimate 

year students

business games/
skills

Rolls-Royce, RSM 
Tenon

Yes
(employer 
endorsed)

Top Graduate 
Skills

5 days (5 
1.5-2 hour 
sessions)

finalists commercial 
awareness, 

communication, 
leadership, 

negotiation, team-
building

IBM, PwC, Rolls-Royce, 
Ernst&Young, Accenture 

Yes
(employer 
endorsed)

Accelerate 
Your Career

3 days (2 
full days 

and 1 
afternoon)

finalists skills/job search/
career

Accenture, IBM Yes
(employer 
endorsed)

Career 
Management 

Skills

5 days (5 
1-1.5 hour 
sessions) 

open to all, but 
primarily for 
finalists and 

taught masters 
students

job search Grant Thornton, 
Caterpillar, PwC, 

Deloitte

Yes
(employer 
endorsed)

Table 6.1 Employability related programmes organised by the CEC

The ʻEmployability  Awardʼ is the longest programme (it takes 1-3 years to complete) and 
requires more commitment than the others. It is a voluntary scheme students may take 
part in. It recognises studentsʼ ʻpersonal development gained through participation in skills-
related activitiesʼ outside their degree. To get it, students need to get a certain number of 
points. These points are awarded for participating in various activities outside their 
degrees. These may include work experience, taking part in university societies, 
volunteering, etc. Apart from just completing these, students also need to fill in a 
completion form (1 page long, or longer if the student wants to write more) and submit a 
mock application form with typical application questions like what their greatest 
achievement was, the greatest challenge, etc. Currently the level of Award completion is 
around 50% and one of the CECʼs targets is to increase this rate. The next potential step, 
according to Valerie (the CECʼs Employability  Award Coordinator), might be a Leadership 
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Award, which would be designed as a further step for students who get points quite quickly 
for their Employability Award. However, she is not sure whether they will implement it, with 
increasing the Employability Awardʼs completion rate being the priority. Also the CEC is 
piloting a smaller, but similar, scheme for postgraduate students.

ʻInsight into Managementʼ is a three-day programme that provides an introduction into 
business and management. It mostly focuses on business games and skills. The fee for 
the programme is £55. Although the CEC  does not put this programme in the category  of 
skills programmes, in terms of the content it is similar to them, apart from the business 
games that are more visible in ʻInsight into Managementʼ.

ʻTop Graduate Skillsʼ is a programme that has been running for twelve years and probably 
appeared during the first rise of the employability  agenda within British universities (see 
2.4.1). It is a scheme where the CEC ʻhas joined with five top employers to offer 
undergraduate students a series of interactive sessions which will help you to understand 
and learn how to develop  the skills most sought by graduate recruitersʼ. According to 
sessions organised, these are teamwork, leadership, communication, negotiation and 
commercial awareness.

ʻAccelerate Your Careerʼ was a new programme for 2011/12. Students can sign up for 
either this programme or ʻTop Graduate Skillsʼ, and only in cases when there is spare 
space can they attend both. The focus of ʻAccelerate Your Careerʼ is on skills as well as 
the job search and career management.

ʻCareer Management Skillsʼ is a programme that is focused primarily  on going through the 
process of the job  search and the sessions organised within it are on how to fill in 
applications, pass psychometric tests, and perform at interviews and assessment centres. 
In this sense, the content of ʻAccelerate Your Careerʼ is somewhere in between ʻTop 
Graduate Skillsʼ and ʻCareer Management Skillsʼ.	  These are all schemes that students can 
write about in their CVs. Their key purpose is to boost the CV by employer- and university-
endorsed certificates.

Although no formal employability schemes outside the CEC are offered at the moment, 
according to Jack (the SUʼs employability officer), the SU might establish its own award in 
collaboration with the NUS. This will be called ʻStudent Skills Awardʼ and is currently  being 
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piloted, with Aimfied being one of the participating universities. Similar to the CECʼs 
Employability  Award in principle, the difference would be that it will include a narrower set 
of activities (i.e. only those done within student unions) and will be nationally recognised. It 
will aim ʻto bring big graduate employers, charities, universities and studentsʼ unions 
together in partnership  to accredit the skills students gain outside of their studies at 
universityʼ and will be organised around the nine skills demanded by employers: team 
working, problem solving, communication, self-management, business and stakeholder 
awareness, leadership, application of numeracy, application of IT, specialist skills.

Summary
The employability agenda that exists at the macro level, pushed by governments and 
employers, has entered the local context of Aimfield, making bodies within the university 
shape their activities in ways that address employability issues. While the CEC has always 
been about employability, despite being named differently  before, for the SU and university 
departments the need to work explicitly with employability has taken place recently. 
However, addressing employability has primarily  taken a rhetorical turn, with the usual 
activities these bodies are engaged in being articulated as connected to employability. 
Credentialising employability  has also been taking place with the CEC introducing more 
formal programmes that are supposed to recognise studentsʼ employability  and skills. 
These are usually supported by large employers, the same employers that are presented 
as ʻtopʼ (see chapter 5). All this contributes to the image of employability as important and 
even central to oneʼs time at the university. The way it is communicated to students is the 
issue that will be addressed in the following section.

6.3 ʻWhat is employability?...much more than just getting a 
jobʼ: Presenting employability to students
In this section I will discuss how employability  is presented to students. Despite 
employability being addressed by all bodies within the university, it is primarily  the CEC 
that explains what the word means. Therefore, it is by looking at information from the 
CECʼs resources that I will analyse how employability is presented to students. The CEC 
has a leaflet devoted to employability, explaining what it means and why it is important. It 
is available both on the CECʼs website and in printed form. It is called ʻWhat is 
employability?... much more than just getting a jobʼ. Already from the title of the leaflet it 
may be seen that employability has a positive connotation and goes beyond ʻjust getting a 
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jobʼ, appealing to its ʻpotentialityʼ (see 2.5.3). Now I will look at how the CEC  presents 
employability in more detail, first by analysing definitions of employability used by  the CEC, 
then its scope and finally what employability is constituted by.

6.3.1 ʻInitiativeʼ definition of employability
Overall, there are three definitions of employability used by the CEC on their website. They 
all fit into the definition of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ, emphasising the importance of oneʼs 
work on his/her employability. The university is positioned as the ʻenablerʼ that provides 
opportunities for this and places a ʻhigh valueʼ on employability-related activities outside 
the curriculum.

One of the definitions from the CECʼs website is the following:

Employability is the potential of the individual to be employable (Lee Harvey, 20032).

That potential comes from a complex mix of skills, knowledge, aptitudes, abilities, self-

confidence, work and life experience and your own awareness of your potential in the 

employability stakes.

[original italics]

In this definition it is assumed that employability resides in the individual and is closely 
connected to the limitless category  of ʻpotentialʼ. Oneʼs own responsibility for employability 
is emphasised. While it is implied in the definition above, it is stated explicitly in other 
sections of the CECʼs website. There is a section in the employability  leaflet that invites a 
student to take responsibility for his/her employability:

Take responsibility for your employability
Make the most of any work experience, volunteering or other opportunity to put into practice 

what you have learned at university, to develop  your leadership  or negotiation skills or other 

attributes that contribute to your employability. Create your own opportunities!

Self-awareness is important. The process of identifying your skills gaps and acting on this 

knowledge and doing something to fill the gaps is a process that will continue into your working 

life.

[original bold]
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From this text it may be seen that employability is about the individual, making the most of 
his/her opportunities, creating their own opportunities etc. If there is a ʻgapʼ in skills, the 
individual needs to act upon it.

It may be concluded that the ʻinitiativeʼ definition of employability is accepted at Aimfield, 
where employability is the concern of those supplying their labour to the labour market. 
The university, in its turn, helps students to enhance their employability. Students are 
made aware of the tough labour market conditions, but employability is presented as a 
solution to this, a way to ̒ stand outʼ from other candidates. The Vice Chancellorʼs comment 
on the ʻEmployability Awardʼ demonstrates this:

In a competitive recruitment market, we are well aware that it is becoming increasingly 

important to differentiate yourself from other graduates gaining a good degree qualification. The 

University places a high value on our studentsʼ participation in extra-curricular activities which 

help to develop skills that are transferable to a commercial environment.

Getting a good degree qualification is seen as something that is common and that a lot of 
students already have. So these are skills that will make one ʻstand outʼ. At the same time, 
in this statement it is claimed that the university welcomes the employability agenda by 
placing a ʻhigh valueʼ on what happens outside the student degree. By doing this, it is 
implied that the university  experience at Aimfield should not just be about studying, but in 
taking part in extracurricular activities that develop employability as well.  

Nowhere is it stated that employability and its increased celebration in recent years is the 
consequence of labour market conditions or that despite being ʻemployableʼ many 
students will struggle to find jobs, or will have to go for precarious positions. When 
employability is presented to students, nowhere can alternative voices be heard; the 
rhetoric within the university clearly reflects the macro level rhetoric of ʻinitiative 
employabilityʼ.

6.3.2 Scope of employability: More than just getting a job
The definition of employability  I have referred to so far does not explicitly emphasise that it 
goes beyond obtaining a job (although the word ʻpotentialʼ implies this). However, other 
definitions more clearly  highlight this. In the CECʼs employability  leaflet employability  is 
defined in the following way:
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• Employability involves the development of a set of fundamental skills and attitudes and is 

more than simply applying for and obtaining work.

• It is about having an awareness of your level of skill and acquiring transferable skills that are 

further developed in the workplace. 

• It is being able to demonstrate your employability to potential employers through self-

knowledge of your skills, attributes and personality.

   [original bold]

Here it is explicitly  stated that employability  is ʻmore than simply applying for and obtaining 
workʼ. Consequently, the question is what the scope of employability  is and where it  
spreads. From the data publicly available at the CEC, I have identified three dimensions, in 
which employability goes beyond ʻjust getting a jobʼ. It is the potential for success, 
spreading into oneʼs personal space and developed throughout oneʼs [working] life.

First, employability  is about success in a job, which the definition on Employability Awardʼs 
webpage demonstrates:

A set of achievements – skills, understandings and personal attributes – that make graduates 

more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations (Yorke, M. 

20043).

This definition suggests employability  implies success. Being employable, one is ʻmore 
likely  to gain employment and be successfulʼ. Notably, the ʻmore likelyʼ adds some 
uncertainty  to the definition and does not exclude that being employable does not 
guarantee one would be employed or successful.

Second, employability goes beyond the job  itself, entering oneʼs personal space. Almost 
everything that students may do apart from their studies may contribute to their 
employability. With having a good degree becoming insufficient to get a job, employability 
is enhanced by mobilising personal interests and experiences. These make one ̒ stand outʼ 
from the rest, and need to be exposed to employers. The Vice Chancellorʼs comment on 
Employability  Award emphasises the role of extracurricular (and personal) activities in 
employability:
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Through the establishment of the Aimfield Employability Award, the University is recognising 

how important extra-curricular activities are in enhancing your employability.

This is not just about mobilising oneʼs personal life in the name of employability. Students 
are taught how to do this in the workshops offered by the CEC. For example, one of the 
themes of the ʻAccelerate Your Careerʼ course is ʻusing social media in career planning 
and personal brandingʼ.

Third, the scope of employability  is about lifelong learning and developing professionally 
and personally  throughout peopleʼs [working] lives. Thus, employability at the university is 
presented as the basis for employability  that will be developing when one has already 
entered the world of work. From the CECʼs employability  leaflet students may see the 
ongoing importance of employability that spreads into their working lives:

Continuous Professional Development
Many employers have appraisal and review processes which help you to continue to develop, 

both professionally and personally. You may engage with your employment areaʼs professional 

body to help  you with career progression or you may decide to take further qualifications. 

Whatever you do, you will always be developing skills and attributes and reflecting on your 

progress, so starting the process of reviewing your employability while you are a student is a 

good habit to get into.

[original bold]

This development in a job is presented as not only  professional, but also personal 
development, both of which feed back into oneʼs employability. 

The view on employability  going beyond getting a job was shared by the CECʼs employees 
as well, which Samanthaʼs (the CECʼs career advisor) citation demonstrates. During our 
interview I mentioned the following quote by  Hawkins (1999: 8): ʻto be employed is to be at 
risk, to be employable is to be secureʼ and asked what she thought about it. Here is the 
reply that I got:

S: [Laughs] Iʼm a hundred percent behind that, because effectively it is the same as give man a 

fish and heʼll eat for a day, teach him how to fish and heʼll eat for life. For me, itʼs just a 

restatement of that particular metaphor. Because effectively by understanding and developing 

your employability skills, youʼre able to survey the employment landscape, understand the 

trends, see where your skills may fit into that, address the gaps in your skill set, make those 

connections through networking that will get you to the next position, and your next position, 
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and your next position, and strategically manage your career. To me, thatʼs the essence of 

employability.

Here employability  is viewed as something that, when grasped by students during their 
time at university, will help them during their future working lives. And the CEC has the 
central role in helping students to understand this.

Overall, employability is presented as limitless and based on the principle of ʻpotentialityʼ. 
Going beyond getting a job  and being the criterion for oneʼs success, its development is 
unlimited in time and space, engaging oneʼs professional and personal lives, and needs to 
be constantly worked on.

6.3.3 What constitutes employability?
With ʻinitiative employabilityʼ presented as ʻcommon senseʼ to students at Aimfield 
University, as well as positioned as a limitless project of the self, it is now time to analyse 
what constitutes employability. Skills are emphasised in all three definitions of 
employability that have been mentioned above. In these definitions an individualʼs 
potential (to be employable), achievements and development that make up his/her 
employability are all understood through skills. So skills as the ʻinstrumentationʼ of 
employability holds for how employability is defined at Aimfield. The CEC highlights the 
following skills in its employability leaflet:

• Communication skills - oral and written

• Teamworking

• Organisation/planning

• Adaptability/flexibility

• Problem-solving

• Presentation

• IT skills

• Commercial/business awareness

This list of skills broadly  corresponds to the list of skills required by employers identified in 
chapter 2. These are predominantly ʻsoftʼ, transferable skills that are listed in the 
employability leaflet and taught in various skills sessions organised by the CEC. For 
example, within the ʻTop  Graduate Skillsʼ programme the following sessions on five skills 
ʻmost sought by graduate recruitersʼ are organised: commercial awareness, 
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communication, leadership, negotiation and teamwork. ʻAccelerate your Careerʼ is 
supposed to develop the following skills: teamworking, communication, problem solving, 
networking, commercial awareness, understanding organisations, relationship building, 
emotional resilience and creativity. From skills that are targeted by the CEC, it can be seen 
that they correspond to the conceptualisation of ʻsoftʼ/ʻtransferableʼ skills (see 2.5.2).

Skills are also presented as the criterion on the basis of which employers discern 
exceptional employees:

Employers have a wide range of graduates to choose from and are looking for potential 

employees with an ʻedge'. To ensure that your CV, application or interview stands out from the 

rest, you have to be able to demonstrate that you have the skills that they are looking for by 

providing good examples of how you have acquired those skills.

[quote taken from the CECʼs website]

To be selected by employers, students need to have the skills required by employers, and 
to be able to ʻdemonstrateʼ that they  have these skills during the process of job  search. 
According to the quote above, this ʻdemonstrationʼ takes place by ʻproviding good 
examples of how you have acquired those skillsʼ. However, how exceptional skills can be 
discerned from average skills is not clear. This does not become clear from consultations 
with career advisors either. In fact, the CEC  does not offer students any ways to assess 
their skills. 

Emphasis is put on studentsʼ narrative accounts of activities, where skills have supposedly 
been acquired/developed/shown. This highlights a broader tendency of the understanding 
of skill at Aimfield: articulation of oneʼs skills becomes a necessary criterion for both 
ʻpossessionʼ and ʻdemonstrationʼ of skills. 

ʻPossessionʼ of skills is primarily about a personʼs articulated construction of him/her 
having, acquiring and developing skills. The CECʼs activity is directed towards studentsʼ 
constructing themselves as skilled, through making students ʻreflectʼ and helping them to 
ʻbecome awareʼ of their skills. For example, Lindsey (the CECʼs career advisor) explained 
the benefits of taking part in Employability Award through reflection:
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L. (to student): Employability Award is not compulsory, but a kick in the back to keep you 

reflecting. If youʼve completed it, it means youʼve been reflecting. The main aim is to write it in 

your CV.

[6 February 2012, observation 3]

The CECʼs employees report studentsʼ lack of reflection on their skills. This lack is seen 
through problems with articulating skills. In the quote below Valerie (the CECʼs 
employability team) demonstrates what not being able to articulate the skills means:

V: We knew that employers were having candidates interviewed and the students werenʼt able 

to articulate um the skills that they were getting from their activities. So, um, for example, if a 

student was working part-time in a bar, they would say ʻwell, Iʼve only been doing bar workʼ, 

when actually, you see, well, youʼve been time managing, youʼve been managing difficult 

people, youʼve been managing money, you might have had to manage other staff. You know, 

thereʼs a range of skills that they werenʼt actually articulating. But I think itʼs really important to 

have that structure we put in the award.... Weʼre bridging that gap  between what students are 

doing and then being able to demonstrate this to employersʼ.

This position within the CEC  is similar to the position of the NUS mentioned in chapter 2, 
i.e. students are assumed to be skilled, but having problems articulating what their skills 
are. Valerie, like other people at the CEC, sees how skills can be gained by engaging in 
day-to-day mundane activities. This ʻknowledgeʼ is passed to students at career 
consultations, through which they learn how to articulate themselves as skilled.

Articulating skills is necessary not just for the ʻpossessionʼ of skills, but for their 
ʻdemonstrationʼ. Not articulating themselves as skilled would make students appear as 
lacking skills to others (including employers). While constructing themselves as skilled is 
the first step  towards being recognised as skilled by others. However, there is another 
aspect that is necessary for the ʻdemonstrationʼ of skills: selling.

Articulation of skills is not enough to ʻdemonstrateʼ that one ʻpossessesʼ skills to 
employers. Articulation of skills needs to go in hand with a ʻsellingʼ attitude. Talking about 
the job search using the language of selling, marketing and branding seems to be 
absolutely normal and is actively used by the CECʼs advisors and in sessions organised by 
the CEC. The very role of the CEC  may be seen as helping students to sell their skills, as 
it may be seen from Janetʼs (the CECʼs director) statement below:
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J: And, there are so many graduates in the marketplace that you have to find an effective way to 

help students to learn how to sell themselves. And, itʼs not something that some people find 

naturally very easy, at all. I donʼt need to tell you all this. But, you know, you probably have 

already heard this. The thing is that we will have the brightest and best and most able students 

out there, and they will not be selling themselves, on paper, in the right way, to the right 

employer.

Janet talks about students not selling themselves ʻin the right wayʼ, which implies a certain 
attitude or pattern of behaviour with which a job  search needs to be approached. So part 
of the work the CEC does in helping students to ʻdemonstrateʼ their skills is to form the 
ʻrightʼ attitude to selling themselves. This is demonstrated in Valerieʼs (the CECʼs 
employability team) quote below:

IR: Youʼve mentioned that they [students] donʼt sell themselves well enough. How is that? And is 

there a need actually to sell yourself?

V: Yeah [sighs], because we do quite a lot of work with them at the careers centre, about, sort 

of, youʼre a brand, youʼre a product, and thatʼs one way looking at it. Itʼs not the only way 

obviously, but you are a product, and that company wants to buy you, if you use that sort of 

analogy, and so, youʼve obviously got to think about your skills, your personality fit, you know, 

what the company wants. So you are packaging yourself, especially if youʼre applying for 

different jobs, itʼs like writing a CV, or youʼre writing an application, you donʼt write the same one 

for everybody, you tailor it according to the job youʼre applying for. So itʼs the same sort of 

process really, as when you are writing an application form, you are tailoring it, tailoring yourself 

to fit the job  that youʼre applying for.... And thatʼs a good analogy to make to students, because 

they realise there are lots of brands and products around these days, so if we say youʼre not 

actually selling yourself well enough, and they watch the Apprentice and things like that, you 

know, so they know itʼs something that means more to them and say to them...

Sessions such as ʻSelling yourself in interviewsʼ are listed on the CECʼs Skills 
Programmes, like ʻAccelerate Your Careerʼ.

6.3.4 ʻInitiative employabilityʼ at career consultations
During the career consultations, the rhetoric of ʻinitiativeʼ employability  was also 
communicated to students. First, this was in putting emphasis on skills, primarily their 
articulation, as their ʻpossessionʼ was assumed. Second, this was in promoting the ʻrightʼ 
attitude to skill ʻdemonstrationʼ, i.e. being ready to actively sell oneʼs skills. I will use 
Elaineʼs (the CECʼs career advisor) consultation with a research student to demonstrate 
this.
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At the consultation with a student, Elaine asked him whether he knew what he wanted to do 

after graduation. The studentʼs reply indicated a clear picture of the route he was going to take 

and the type of role he wanted. Despite this clear picture of what the student wanted to do, 

Elaine emphasised that it would be hard to get a job if he did not have a clear picture.

E. [to student]: Youʼre very skilled and talented, but if you donʼt know what to do, it will be hard 

to find a job. Youʼre further than that of course.

[16 December 2011, observation 2]

Here Elaine emphasises that it may be hard to find a job, but she connects it not with any 
structural issues, but being rooted in the individual (not knowing what to do), which is 
central to ʻinitiative employabilityʼ. At the same time, by referring to the student as ʻvery 
skilledʼ, a high level of skills that employers claim very few students have is assumed and 
not put under question. The emphasis on the need to ʻdemonstrateʼ skills goes throughout 
the consultation, but here is one specific example:

Having skimmed through the studentʼs CV, Elaine says the following:

E: Iʼd like to see more about skills here. If these are skills the researcher needs, you should 

illustrate that.

The student responds that he is a bit concerned that when he lists skills, it looks as if this is 

everything he has done. Elaine, in turn, suggests him to use ʻfor exampleʼ  to show that the list of 

skills is not confined to only those skills he has mentioned.

[16 December 2011, observation 2]

From this example it can be seen that emphasis on skills needs to be placed explicitly 
rather than inferred from the experiences the job candidate has mentioned in the CV. So  
ʻarticulationʼ of skills, i.e. stating that one has them, is a necessary condition for skill 
ʻdemonstrationʼ. The studentsʼ response to Elaineʼs comment may be interpreted in two 
ways. First is that listing a limited number of skills in the CV might lead employers to think 
he does not have other skills they want. This is the interpretation Elaine reacts to. Advising 
the student to use ʻfor exampleʼ is an instrumental way of showing that the list is not a 
complete one. A second interpretation of this response is also possible. It may be that the 
student questions the centrality  of skills to employability, thinking that what he has done 
already and can do in the job  in the future cannot just be pinned down to skills and goes 
beyond them. However, no attention is paid to this interpretation of the studentʼs response.
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Furthermore, not having an attitude of a keen ʻsellerʼ of skills is something Elaine 
challenges in the student:

Student: Maybe itʼs a silly question, but can the employer think that Iʼm too old, and theyʼd want 

somebody fresh from the university?

E: Youʼre not going to sell yourself this way. Your job  is to sell yourself the best as you can. Itʼs 

your job to tell them what you have what they donʼt have yet.

[16 December 2011, observation 2]

When the student asked the question, having some doubt about who employers want, 
there could be lots of ways to reply to this. For example, that this was a myth, or that 
organisations would want people as qualified as him for the role he was looking into. 
However, Elaine immediately decided to challenge his doubts, as she saw these as 
obstacles to the studentʼs employability. She immediately switched to the ʻrightʼ attitude 
and the ʻrightʼ way  to demonstrate skills, i.e. the importance of selling. Her tone seemed to 
be even threatening, making it clear that the student should not think in such a way as this 
would affect his employability. The comment she gives is normative, stating that being a 
keen seller is necessary to be employable and not questioning this condition. Their 
meeting was summed up in the following way:

Elaine: What youʼve got to sell is your high level skills, your research skills. Donʼt underestimate 

this.

[16 December 2011, observation 2]

6.3.5 Deviating from and manipulating the employability rhetoric
The rhetoric of employability  at Aimfield University closely connects with the rhetoric that 
exists at the macro level (see chapter 2), which this chapter so far has demonstrated. 
However, some deviations from the rhetoric and manipulations of it have also been noted, 
and this section will be devoted to them.

Although it is ʻinitiative employabilityʼ that is constructed as the ʻcommon senseʼ of 
employability at Aimfield, this does not mean it is automatically shared by the people 
through whom this ʻcommon senseʼ is promoted, i.e. the CECʼs employees. For example, 
Elaine (the CECʼs career advisor) emphasised the importance of structural issues in 
determining oneʼs employability:
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IR: As someone who has been studying youth unemployment ... I mean, do you have any 

concerns with employability? Do you see any problems with focusing on employability or 

something like that?

E: Itʼs a good question. Yeah, I think, well, the focus always has been on working, and that is ok, 

if there are jobs around there to be had, but there has to be the balance. Itʼs ... you can give 

somebody all the employability skills in the world, and they will be perfect, but if the jobs are not 

out there for them, you know, it doesnʼt really help  them... Um, I do think, and what Iʼve seen 

with so many more people getting degrees, is that the demand for degree levels, then goes up, 

and there arenʼt necessarily all enough jobs to go round. And then I do find it sad when they 

have to take a job  that doesnʼt need a degree, and that also then concerns me, because what 

about the people who donʼt have degrees who would normally have done those jobs. Um, but 

thereʼs never a right solution, is there? [laughs]. Governments just do whatever best they can in 

the circumstances.

However, Elaine keeps these reservations about employability to herself, and it is the 
ʻinitiativeʼ employability rhetoric that she communicates to students (see 6.3.4).

The ʻcommon senseʼ of initiative employability is not necessarily shared by  students either. 
This is demonstrated in Valerieʼs (the CECʼs employability team) quote below: 

V: Itʼs quite challenging as a lot of these students [postgraduates] are international students, 

and maybe donʼt understand the concept of... not so much of employability, but the concept of... 

I donʼt know, itʼs a funny thing to explain to them really, how to sort of get to self-awareness, 

because if you come from a different culture, I mean, thinking about China, for example, you 

might be sort of thinking, I do this, a degree, I do this degree, and then I get a job. So they donʼt 

think so much about having to demonstrate skills. So, it can be quite a challenge, but equally, 

we want to offer all students the opportunity to develop employability, because, you know, they 

might be working in any country, itʼs not necessary that theyʼre going back to their home 

country.

Valerie talks about postgraduate international students sometimes not grasping the tenets 
of employability, and it is hard to explain to them why self-awareness and demonstrating 
skill are so central to employability. However, this non-grasping may also be understood as 
not taking the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability  for granted. Valerie, however, does not 
challenge her own thinking about employability. International studentsʼ difficulty  of 
understanding why they need to demonstrate skills during a job search is perceived as the 
result of coming from a different culture. As a result, the role of the CEC is seen as making 
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these students understand ʻinitiative employabilityʼ, which is implied in the last sentence of 
the quote above.

Manipulation of employability rhetoric takes place in the process of giving advice to 
students. In particular, it happens when career advisors give students advice on skills. 
According to employability  rhetoric, getting a job  is the result of having the right set of skills 
for this particular job and demonstrating these skills to employers. When applying for the 
job, this means that a student needs to make sure that the skills he or she is writing/talking 
about correspond to those the job  description asks for. However, not all students know 
this, which results in career advisors making them aware of this implicit rule, and show 
them how to play the job  search game. The example from one of my observations of a CV/
cover letter check at the CEC demonstrates this:

The student was applying for a placement in marketing and wrote about teamwork, planning 

and analysis as being her skills. This looked fine on the application, but the careers advisor 

asked her to find the job  description for the placement and discovered that skills that were 

asked for there were initiative, problem-solving and working autonomously. The advisor 

suggested to leave the skills that the student had already mentioned as they would be needed 

anyway, but making sure the ones from the job description were there too.

[19 November 2011, Observation 1]

Here the career advisor teaches the student how to play the game by making her aware 
what to pay attention to. If the student does not write about skills that are mentioned in the 
job description, this does not mean that she would not be able to do the job  she applies 
for. Furthermore, examples of activities she would use to demonstrate other skills may be 
the same examples she could use for demonstrating the skills required by employer. 
However, no explicit mentioning of them in the narrative of the cover letter and the CV 
might make employers conclude that she does not have these skills, which is what the 
career advisor warns her about.

At the same time, one is usually advised to apply for jobs where his/her skill sets lie. 
However, in the observation above the career advisor did not ask the student whether she 
had the skills required by the employer, i.e. her suitability for the job. This demonstrates 
the general tendency  that I have observed at the CEC, i.e. the ʻpossessionʼ of the ʻrightʼ 
skills is not questioned, and it is the articulation of the assumingly  present (high level) skills 
that students are guided through.
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Summary
In summary, students at Aimfield are informed about the importance of ʻpossessingʼ (i.e. 
having, acquiring and developing) and ʻdemonstratingʼ skills to be employable. A 
necessary condition for both is the articulation of skills, i.e. constructing oneself as skilled 
through certain narratives. Problems with the articulation of skills is what the CEC sees as 
the cause of studentsʼ problems with employability. At the same time, articulating skills is 
not enough for the ʻdemonstrationʼ of skills. During a job search, articulation of skills needs 
to come with selling, a particular attitude to articulating oneʼs skills. This is another aspect 
that students lack, according to the CEC. The role of the CEC is to help  students articulate 
their skills, as well as learn the ʻrightʼ way of selling them. As a result, at careers 
consultations, the rhetoric of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ is communicated to students. 
However, this understanding of skills leaves out the high versus average skill rhetoric on 
the basis of which employers discern ʻtalentʼ. There is no way the CEC evaluate whether 
studentsʼ skills ʻstand outʼ or not. The advice is given to students on the assumption that 
they have the skills required by employers, helping only with articulation and the ʻrightʼ 
attitude. This demonstrates the manipulation of the skills rhetoric that takes place at the 
local level. The CECʼs advisors also show students how to play the job search game, i.e. 
what to pay attention to while applying, manipulating the rhetoric in a way that helps 
students appear as employable. Deviation from employability rhetoric also takes place at 
Aimfield. This might be in not taking ʻinitiative employabilityʼ for granted, or reporting 
students not taking it for granted. The latter, i.e. student engagement with employability, is 
what chapter 8 will be devoted to.

6.4 Conclusion
The rise of employability has taken place at Aimfield University  at all levels, with 
employability becoming an important item on the agenda of various bodies within the 
university. This matches the increased attention to employability in higher education 
policies in recent years (see chapter 2). New programmes within the university devoted to 
employability have appeared (e.g. the Employability  Award), as well as new roles (like 
Employability Officer at the SU).

The rise in programmes that formally  recognise studentsʼ development of their 
employability may be seen as a way to credentialise employability. This credentialisation 

173



continues with more programmes planned to be introduced (both within the CEC and other 
bodies at the university). The programmes that are currently provided are often co-run with 
MNCs and large for-profit organisations. Most of what is offered to students for their 
employability development is not compulsory (although this may be the result of the 
sample that has been chosen). So the change has primarily  taken place at the level of 
rhetoric and has been in re-articulating the activities done within different bodies at 
Aimfield with more emphasis on employability. Employability is promoted primarily by 
stimulating consent, with its rhetoric becoming an integral part of the universityʼs and 
studentsʼ activities. Overall, the rise of employability at Aimfield demonstrates a Gramscian 
ʻwar of positionʼ, with rhetoric and practice aimed at making employability  contribute to a 
certain ʻcommon senseʼ.

It is the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ that is promoted to students at Aimfield. 
Studentsʼ responsibility for their employability is emphasised, while the university is 
positioned as the ʻenablerʼ. Employability is presented as going beyond getting a job in 
three directions: it is key to success in the labour market (and in life), a lifelong project, and 
individualsʼ private experiences are mobilised in its name. Skills are presented as being 
the central component of employability and their high levels are key to employees with an 
ʻedgeʼ. Articulation of skills is key to both ʻpossessionʼ and ʻdemonstrationʼ. At the same 
time, articulating skills is not enough for oneʼs employability, with selling them in the ʻrightʼ 
way being important to ʻdemonstrationʼ of skills to employers. The CECʼs role is both in 
helping students articulate their skills and guiding them towards this ʻrightʼ way of selling 
them. Notably, the CEC does not assess studentsʼ skills. Their role is to provide 
opportunities for skill development and to help students learn to articulate them and have 
the ʻrightʼ attitude, often manipulating the employability  rhetoric. When the CEC, for 
example, organises mock interviews with students, this is the articulation of skills that it 
assessed. Studentsʼ ʻpossessionʼ of skills is not questioned. In helping students to 
articulate the skills, the CEC emphasises how skills are present in day-to-day activities that 
almost all students engage in. However, what makes oneʼs skills exceptional is not 
addressed. Exceptionality  of skills, and ultimately  employability, is dependent upon 
employersʼ decisions during the process of recruitment. 

Although ʻinitiative employabilityʼ is the ʻcommon senseʼ at Aimfield and informs the CECʼs 
practices, it has been seen throughout this chapter that this rhetoric may take a different 
shape in practice and is also not necessarily accepted by everyone. The former has been 
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noticed in the CECʼs advisors showing the students the implicit rules of the job  search 
game, as well as in not questioning studentsʼ ʻpossessionʼ of skills. The latter holds for 
some employees at the CEC, as well as for students, who sometimes do not understand 
or question the assumptions of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ. Chapter 8 will look in more detail at 
how students as ʻdialogical selvesʼ engage with employability rhetoric during the job 
search. Prior to this, in chapter 7, studentsʼ work orientations will be analysed in relation to 
the ʻcommon senseʼ of the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation (see chapter 5).
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Chapter 7. ʻConsumption of workʼ and other work 
orientations

7.1 Introduction
This chapter focuses on studentsʼ work orientations and is based fully on the data 
collected from longitudinal interviews with students. While chapter 5 suggests that at 
Aimfield University campus the image of graduate work is constructed around the 
ʻconsumption of workʼ, this chapter gives voice to students, analysing how they  as 
ʻdialogical selvesʼ engage with the locally constructed ʻcommon senseʼ. Studentsʼ 
preference for flexibility, which, they treat as the ability  to exercise choice in the labour 
market, is brought up in section 7.2. This is primarily  a choice within consumption, with 
studentsʼ work orientations being shaped by the constitutes of the ʻconsumption of 
workʼ (7.3-7.5). First, studentsʼ preferences towards consuming (the image of) work at 
certain organisations/jobs/industries are discussed (7.3). This section highlights particular 
organisational features which provide meaning for students (7.3.1-7.3.3). It also pays 
attention to alternative voices, which resist the ʻcommon sensesʼ about these features 
(7.3.2). Second, student preference towards consumption through work processes are 
looked at (7.4). Third, studentsʼ willingness to consume work processes is outlined (7.5). 
The ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation, despite being embraced by most students, is not 
the only work orientation among them (7.6). Section 7.6.1. looks at cases where work is 
primarily a means to a consumer lifestyle (that is not connected with work). The cases of 
orientation towards a ʻsubstantive work ethicʼ are discussed in 7.6.2. The interactions of 
both with the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation are considered here. Section 7.7 is the 
conclusion.

7.2 No job for life, or the virtue of flexibility
For most students it was ʻcommon senseʼ to be flexible, changing jobs throughout their life. 
They were talking about flexibility  as something positive, explicitly stating how they liked 
change and did not want to stick to one job, with the ideal job  consisting of different 
projects. Kellyʼs (female, UK, Sport & Leisure Management, L11) quote demonstrates this:
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K: ... I like to be busy a lot of the time so er Iʼm not really driven by ... making money, I just ... I 

like challenge. I like to be kind of stimulated. I like to have my brain working so ... and I like – 

and I like change as well so ... something that allowed me to kind of perhaps move around the 

world, different parts of the world and kind of have different projects and different deadlines.

Change, moving around and project-based work with different deadlines are among the 
key features of ideal work for her. This orientation towards flexibility  is a choice within the 
ʻnew spirit of capitalismʼ. Engaging in different projects is not only  desirable on its own, but 
is also a way to enhance employability. This is what Michelleʼs (female, overseas, 
International Business, L1) quote demonstrates:

IR: ... And in what way you would like to grow within the graduate job or another type of job  that 

youʼd get?

M: Iʼd like ... ideally international communication with different markets. Iʼd like to own projects 

such as say for a marketing company – whether itʼs my own – well not my own one, but 

something that Iʼve helped create, something I can see my result in it and say this happened,  

because Iʼve done this and that. And Iʼd like – Iʼd like to work on particular promotions and just 

be able to own projects. And then when I write in the  future in my CV or my LinkedIn profile Iʼd 

like to be able to say Iʼve – Iʼve worked on these campaigns and you can go online and see 

them and see what theyʼre like and see what Iʼve done within them.

From what Michelle says here, we can see that employability is not the only  aim of what 
she is doing, although she does consider how the projects she has done will look on her 
CV and LinkedIn profile, and how they will be perceived by others. 

Jolene (female, UK, Mathematics with Management, L1) had ideas of the kinds of projects  
she would want to engage in later in life. Thinking of going into teaching in around fifteen 
years and willing to start from a graduate job, her attitude to flexibility  is summarised 
below:

J: I donʼt think ... Iʼm not the type of person that will look at one job  and thatʼs it for life. Iʼm 

definitely one that will change.

Derekʼs (male, UK, Geography with Economics, L1) preferences are similar. He knows that 
he would like to become a teacher in the future: 
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D: But since Iʼve been at university ... becoming a teacher is being more ... like more 

attractive ... um, but then at the same time also having a different job, like prior to being teacher, 

because thereʼs nothing thatʼs gonna stop  you changing like your career ... your career path. 

Being able to do both will be good.

In a labour market characterised by flexibility, Derek is confident that teaching is something 
he can postpone till later in life, unlike the graduate jobs he wants to start his working life 
with. Derek also uses flexibility to defend his decision to do teaching later in life:

D: it is a lot about like job satisfaction, which is why Iʼm looking to being a teacher, cause Iʼd 

really enjoy being able to pass them my knowledge. Cause what Iʼve always found at school 

was that some teachers who were younger and still had a passion for the subject and as a 

result ... the students also found it a lot more interesting whereas you had people whoʼve been 

in the job for a very long time, um ... who, it seems to be itʼs just like recounting things theyʼve 

done so many times that they no longer found it interesting, and then the students didnʼt find it 

interesting either. 

For him too much time in one job can even be harmful for the profession, referring to 
teachers who get bored of the subject. So flexibility is seen as something that helps to 
maintain interest as well as bring experiences and knowledge from previous projects to 
each next project. Kellyʼs (female, UK, Sport & Leisure Management, L1) understanding of 
what makes a good teacher is similar to Derekʼs:

IR: Why did you want to be a teacher and why were you not encouraged to proceed with it?

K: I wanted to be a teacher because ... I like working with people and – and kids as well 

specifically. But I wasnʼt ever ... encouraged to because my Mum used to say it wouldnʼt 

challenge me enough – she said I would – I would get bored ... and I should do something else 

and be a teacher later ... and I think sheʼs probably right actually. And all my best teachers were 

older anyway ... cause they all had good stories.

Although Kelly and Derek have different views on what age makes a good teacher, their 
reasoning takes place along similar lines. For them a good teacher is someone who has 
done other things in life, so that he/she is not bored, and so that the knowledge from other 
work (in particular from the commercial world) can be passed to pupils. So it is the variety 
of experiences in life that is valued by students rather than experience and expertise 
gained within the profession. 
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Flexibility, which was introduced as a result of labour market insecurity and marketed as 
providing choice and employability, has become a desirable characteristic of modern 
working life. At the same time, flexibility for students has certain limits. Although willing to 
be flexible, they do not want it to be employer-driven. In other words, they want to exercise 
their choice in the labour market. These are primarily choices within ʻconsumption of workʼ, 
as sections 7.3-7.5 suggest.

7.3 Consuming (the image of) work
This section is devoted to one of the aspects of the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation - 
consuming (the image of) work. First I look at student preferences towards multinational 
organisations, treating them as ʻbestʼ places to work at (7.2.1). Second, students referring 
to organisational brand as a preference for the place they would like to work at is 
discussed (7.2.2). Third, the alluring image of finance shared by many  students is 
highlighted (7.2.3). Finally, alternative voices, which challenge the ʻcommon senseʼ 
understanding of an ideal graduate workplace, are explored (7.2.4).

7.3.1 MNCs as ʻbestʼ organisations to work for 
As it has been discussed in chapter 5, MNCs are presented as ʻtopʼ employers to students 
and are the organisations that are most visible on campus (5.2). It is also implied that 
these are the places where the ʻbestʼ students would end up working. However, whether 
this image is unquestionably adopted by students is another issue and is exactly what this 
section is devoted to.

The data indicate that the majority  of students were interested in working for big 
employers. They not only preferred to work at MNCs, but perceived them as being the 
ʻbestʼ places to work at, which corresponds to the ʻtopʼ image of these organisations 
created on campus. The fact of a company being big or international was a reason on its 
own for applying there. Andyʼs (male, Information Management & Business Studies, 
overseas, L1) case demonstrates well what is common for many students in the sample:

A: So for ideal job, at the moment Iʼm interested in HRM, so Iʼm trying to apply for obviously HR 

positions, and basically the bigger the company the better.

When asked what an ideal job would be for him, Andy first mentioned the area that he was 
interested in, and then what immediately followed was the size. During the interview he 
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mentioned other areas apart from HR that he was thinking of applying to. However, he 
allowed no flexibility for the size:

A: Well, Iʼm trying to like keep  the plank [bar] quite high. Cause I donʼt know, I feel like yeah, 

keep  applying for big companies or internationals, and then after Iʼm really pressured, like after 

this year, if I donʼt get a job  this year, Iʼll go for masters. If I donʼt get a job  then, thatʼs when Iʼm 

gonna lower my plank. Well, I think for now, you should go for as high as possible.

This quote shows that getting a job  in a smaller company would be the last resort for Andy. 
He equates looking for a job  in a smaller organisation with lowering the plank, and this is 
something he would do only if he cannot get a job  after the masters. When we met for the 
third interview (L3), when Andy was already doing a masters degree, he was still firm on 
the size of organisation, while being open to the area he was going to:

A: ... but, I think, in general, the career Iʼm pursuing hasnʼt really changed. Iʼm still going to be 

going for big companies, Unilever or Procter & Gamble, or those really big companies. Basically, 

Iʼll do as many applications as possible, like, for administrative positions. Itʼs really hard, like, 

people when they want a human resources person they want, like, someone with experience of 

things. A really great deal of experience. I donʼt really qualify for that one, I guess ... but I keep 

trying [sniggers]

IR: Yeah, and administrative? So, do you mean managerial, more managerial?

A: Yes, like. I donʼt mind. For me, Iʼm interested in both, like, marketing or project management, 

or human resources. Like, you obviously canʼt get all of them. So you just reading the 

companyʼs job description to see what they offer and then just charge which one to go for.

Size for Andy is a preference on its own. He embraces the ʻcommon senseʼ that big 
organisations are the ʻbestʼ employers, and it is one of the main driving factors for his job 
choice. 

Jolene (female, UK, Mathematics with Management, L1) not only characterises big 
organisations as the ʻbestʼ she could do in terms of finding a job, but applies this ʻbestʼ to 
the people who work there:

J: They [MNCs] seem just like the best that you can do. Er. Like if you work – to me if I work in a 

littler bank Itʼs not the best bank in the world ... whereas if I work for another bank itʼs like the 

best bank in the world so Iʼm working with the best people in the world.
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This explanation of her willingness to work in a big company corresponds to the image of 
the ʻtopʼ jobs for the ʻbestʼ students that is implied on campus.

The preference to work for big companies, and why students perceived these places as 
ʻbestʼ, were explained both within the rhetoric about MNCs that was present on campus as 
well as going beyond it. The most common explanations for being willing to work in MNCs 
were employability and training opportunities. Derek (male, UK, Geography with 
Economics, L1) explained his preference towards working in large organisations by  both. 
First, he talked about how large organisations would make him employable, indicating he 
has done something ʻmajorʼ:

D: ... whereas I think that in a large company though youʼre kind of ... not worth as much to the 

company as a whole, I think it has a lot more scope for being able to reach the potential and 

then ... if youʼre gonna say that you worked for like a large company, I think if you want to go 

anywhere else, employers will gonna take a lot of notice of you cause you know the company 

youʼve worked for who had a very good reputation rather than you saying that youʼve worked for 

like a small accountancy firm, thereʼs no proof that youʼve done anything major. I think this 

gonna stop ... well, positively, not as positively as if you say youʼve worked for um 

PricewaterhouseCoopers or KPMG.

Although he mentions being ʻnot worth as muchʼ to a big company, their name would work 
for him, and this is something he takes into account when applying for jobs. Second, Derek 
did not expect smaller organisations to provide training and hence develop: 

D:... I just feel that a larger company is gonna provide more scope for ... for a career in that 

company rather than joining a small company who arenʼt able to train you, but then you find two 

or three years down the line and youʼre still like in the same position as you were when you 

joined without being able to ever progress, you know, to reach the potential... 

Both training opportunities and employability  in general correspond to the ʻemployee value 
propositionʼ communicated to students on campus. However, there were also explanations 
students mentioned that went beyond it. Jolene (female, UK, Mathematics with 
Management, L1) started her response to my question from a remark that was different to 
the one above. It was that these organisations were powerful. This claim was followed by 
Jolene laughing, as if denouncing this explanation as not being serious, and proceeding 
with the one cited above. However, she was not the only one mentioning this, as it also 
holds for Beatrice (female, UK, Information Management & Business Studies, L1):
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IR: What do you think attracts you in these [big] organisations?

B: I think more than anything itʼs just feeling part of something thatʼs influential, big – like I said 

the status bit is quite important.

Here Beatrice says that working in a big company would make her part of something 
influential, as if she herself would feel empowered by it. Although in chapter 5 as well as in 
the assumptions of this research it has been assumed and shown that MNCs are the ones 
having power both at the global and local levels, they  do not position themselves as such 
on campus. This shows how a rhetoric that does not directly come from corporations is 
created by students. Although they embrace the image of MNCs as the ʻbestʼ places to 
work for, they explain it in their own ways. While power is not the aspect that companies 
explicitly promote, students feel it is there and make this one of the explanations for being 
willing to work in these places.

7.3.2 Organisational brand
Organisational brand has been shown to be important when choosing where to work. 
Although it is not only  MNCs and large for profit-organisations that have brands, these are 
the organisations whose brands students in this sample talked about. There were three 
key patterns of explaining why brand was an important criterion of work choice.

First, students in the sample wanted to work for a place that would be recognised by 
others. An example is Beatrice (female, UK, Information Management & Business Studies, 
L1):

B: You know I like – [laughs] – I like to think that my parents would be proud you know. Saying 

oh my daughter works somewhere, theyʼd go oh where? ... So you know the chances are the 

kind of people they talk about it – to – would know what organisation – so yeah, thereʼs that side 

of it.

For Beatrice parental pride will be coming not from what she does, not from how she 
identifies with the job, but from others knowing about the place she works at, i.e. 
recognising the company brand and seeing her through it.

Peterʼs (male, UK, Management Sciences, L3) case is another example of the importance 
of the brand being recognised by others. He found a job in sales in a small company near 
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home. However, when interviewed a couple of months since he started the job, he was 
already actively  applying to other places, saying that he wanted to work for a global 
company. One of the main explanations of his willing to move was exactly the 
unrecognisability of the company he worked for:

IR: Um, so with your current job  itʼs not the money thatʼs the problem. So there is the chance to 

earn the money. So itʼs something different that is the problem?

P: Itʼs not sort of, I mean if I told you I work for [name of the company] that doesnʼt mean 

anything to you. You know what I mean, it doesnʼt resonate. You donʼt know what it is. Thereʼs 

no prestige about it at all. Um, I mean I donʼt feel any ownership  of it. I just feel as if itʼs a young 

personʼs job  whoʼs sort of passing through. Um, possibly paying off debts. Possibly in between 

sort of maybe travelling or saving up to do something. I donʼt think itʼs a long term job, you know.

For Peter the dissatisfaction from the current job comes from the fact that it does not mean 
anything to other people as they  do not recognise it as a brand. As a result, at the time of 
our third interview, he was applying to places like Barclays, Aldi, Asda, etc – all brand 
names that people know.

Second, students associated themselves with being consumers of particular brands, and 
this made them interested in becoming employees of these organisations. This has been 
the case for Derek (male, UK, Geography with Economics, L1), who replied as follows 
when asked why he had applied to John Lewis:

D: I think a lot of it is first impressions, cause (pauses), um, well like in my life, Iʼve always been 

around companies like John Lewis whoʼve always been in the high street, so Iʼve got kind of a 

mindset that itʼs a good company to work for because Iʼve been there and spent money there, 

and I know itʼs a good company, which then leads me to believe that they will be a good 

company to work for as well.

Third, students were interested in organisations with recognisable names as this would 
make them employable. An example is Anthony (male, overseas, Renewable Energy 
Systems Technology, L1):

IR: Youʼre saying that they are all good companies [big companies that he was applying to]. In 

what way they are good?

B: Well they have a lot of scope in which they could er – a lot of scope for renewables. They 

have large renewable programmes, a lot of them. (pause) And they – you can get experience 
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from them. So I think – thatʼs why theyʼre all good companies. And – they also have the large 

name that you know – it looks good on a CV to work for these big companies.

Although this is not the first explanation for Anthony willing to work in big companies, but it 
comes up. Anthony mentions that the ʻlarge nameʼ of these companies is something that 
will enhance his CV. The way he looks at the recognisable name of these organisations is 
different from the examples above. While in previous examples the recognisability  of the 
brand was the reason to apply on its own, in Anthonyʼs case the recognisability of the 
name is expected to serve his own purpose, i.e. making him more employable.

7.3.3 The alluring image of the financial industry
The research sample consisted of people from a broad range of disciplines, and although 
financial industry was not considered by some students in the sample at all, it was the 
most popular destination among students. However, it is not just the level of interest that 
students showed to finance in comparison to other industries, but the image that it had. 
There was a certain aura about the financial industry that was not the case for any other 
industry that students in the sample considered. Finance had an image of a ʻtopʼ industry, 
a place that is associated with the consumer lifestyle through work and the sign values of 
status and prestige (ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation), as well as opportunities to earn a 
lot of money and become an active member of the consumer society  (ʻinstrumentalised 
work ethicʼ). This aura around the financial industry  is something students become 
seduced by  even before the university. This may even be a reason for them to attend it. 
Rachel (female, UK, Economics, L1) was already thinking of investment banking before 
coming to the university: 

IR: And as for investment banking at grade twelve, where do you think ideas of that job ... were 

coming from? So why you were thinking that this would be a good ... job to do?

R: You know, cause ... that was quite superficial, so I just thought ok Iʼll just be wearing my suit, 

(work) in the City, just walking around having my own office, and ... thatʼs thatʼs how I just 

pictured it, but I donʼt think itʼs really like that, itʼs so competitive, so I donʼt know, now Iʼm just 

thinking, no, itʼs definitely not for me.

The suit and the City were the images coming up  when Rachel was thinking about her 
future work, particular sign-objects of the financial industry. Although now she talks about 
her thinking as superficial and is not going into investment banking, she has still chosen 
the financial industry. 
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Beatrice (female, UK, Information Management & Business Studies, L1) had a similar 
image in mind, which had been with her since college:

B: Yeah. I donʼt think I had a particular job  in mind when I was younger. However the business – 

business has always been a theme I think ever since er college. So definitely – business – like it 

was a general business job. I just imagined myself in a suit. You know like working in a very very 

big – you know even now that I go to London I still admire the big tall buildings that people go in 

and out. And you know Iʼm like one day I want to work for you [laughs]. And er I - I find that er 

finance sector – cos Iʼm not very good with numbers, finance sector is almost like a challenge. 

Itʼs something thatʼs er – I find is quite a challenge to get into. And yet thatʼs the one that ... in 

some ways attracts me more.

 
There is a certain image of the self that comes from the financial industry. This can be 
clearly seen in what Peter (male, UK, Management Sciences, L1) says:

P: ... I love the sort of image that it will put up, you know, ʻyeah I'm a banker, and drink at this 

sort of coffee house and got a leather briefcaseʼ, no problem with that at all – the lifestyle. 

These are lifestyle images that come with banking for him, and he does not mind having 
such an image of himself.

Despite this attractive image of the financial industry and the (consumer) lifestyle 
associated with it, students did not deny that it was money that primarily motivated them. 
This holds for Peter (male, UK, Management Sciences, L1):

IR: Why do you think this industry ... why banking and insurance companies?

P: I just think that itʼs got the ... you hear about it on the news all the time and you know I was 

thinking that people had sort of ... you know one place where they have earned so much money 

while they have been there. I think on my placement year I was on about £14,000 per year and 

the same students who were at the bank, they were on £38,000 so the difference there ... you 

know I was unknowing at the time that this was going on but erm, yeah I just really saw the 

difference in the quality of life you could have with that actual money so that's why I thought Iʼll 

have a look at this.
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Simon (male, UK, Economics, L1) was also motivated by the amount of money he could 
potentially earn in the financial industry, but he tried to explain his choice as more than just 
money-motivated and something that he really liked doing as well:

IR: ... When do you think you understood that you would like to do this, working in the...?

S: Oh, definitely, university. Prior to coming to university I wasn't too sure. Like the average 

Charlie, I just wanted to make a lot of money and coming to university thatʼs changed, itʼs  

become ... I want to make a lot of money in doing what I like to do. So yeah coming in to 

university for my first year just you know being involved. There's loads of recruiters on campus 

as well.  They do a good deal publicising themselves. With my course as well, I have seen a few 

great examples, I've seen quite a few students who have done a placement with banks half the 

year and come back and the changes are great.  I mean, the perks are great and that's all sort 

of motivating in that sense. The earning potential in the city is just ridiculous. I mean youʼre 

starting off at £40,000 average, so itʼs just as good as the law firms whereas you don't get an 

average graduate job. I mean, forgive me if I'm wrong, that in between the range of £23,000 to 

£26,000. That is a big difference.

 

However, from what he was saying it is clear that earning potential is the biggest 
motivating factor to join banking. 

One student, John (male, UK, Management Sciences, L1) who was applying for jobs 
within investment banking, despite making a choice towards this industry, demonstrated 
some distance from it:

IR: What is the kind of job you are looking for currently?

J: Ah, something, something to do with banking, something in the financial industry, in the City.

Me: Could you explain why, how you [came...?

J:" " " "     [Why is because I live in London, so thatʼs convenient. Ah, 

and then, thereʼs financial benefit, ah, something, something Iʼm interested in. Yeah, just for the 

lack of a better idea. I thought why not give it a shot.

John demonstrates his attitude to the choice he is making with irony. He starts explaining 
his choice with convenience, then lists a couple of the usual reasons that people give 
when applying to banking, and then denounces his choice by mentioning the ʻlack of a 
better ideaʼ. Later on in the interview he talked about other jobs he has always wanted to 
do, and these differed dramatically from the banking industry.
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7.3.4 Alternative voices
Not everybody embraced the ʻcommon senseʼ of MNCs as being the ʻbestʼ places to work 
at. However, most students who were making an alternative choice or making their job 
choice irrespective of size, acknowledged that working for MNCs was the ʻcommon senseʼ 
among others, and articulated their choice around it. This can be seen in their narratives 
almost always being structured in relation to this ʻcommon senseʼ, overcoming it, resisting 
it, or defending oneʼs choice from it.

Archer (male, EU, Renewable Energy Systems Technology, L1) talked about how he 
overcame the idea that big companies were the best employers:

A: ... when I was young I was picturing myself you know doing – working in like a big company 

with a - like wearing a suit and stuff like that [laughs] 

IR: When was it?

A: Er. I was like fifteen - fourteen, Iʼd say I wanted to be a consultant. I didnʼt even know what a 

consultant was, but I wanted to be a consultant in a big company ... and I wanted to travel the 

world and work in many countries and stuff like that – and learn languages and experience 

different things. But [laughs] it – it changed a bit.

IR: [Yeah.

A:  [Er [ and I moved -

IR:      [ Where do you think that image was coming from?

A: Movies mostly I guess [laughs]

This willingness to work for a big company, a product of the dominant rhetoric, although 
denounced by Archer now, is a typical characteristic of the choices of other students in the 
sample. However, he has overcome this and now has a certain idea of the area he wants 
to go into, renewable energy. This becomes the most important factor in choosing a job. 
Although Archer mentioned that he would prefer to start working in a smaller company, 
organisation size was not a factor of job choice on its own for him.

Another example of not embracing the ʻcommon senseʼ of MNCs as the ʻbestʼ places to 
work is active resistance towards working in a large organisation, as demonstrated by 
Melanie (female, EU, Communication and Media Studies, L1):

IR: So something that Iʼd like to start from. What thoughts do you have about the kind of work 

youʼd like to do or organisation youʼd like to work for and why? 

187



M: Aa ... I definitely know that I donʼt want to work in a large company, I donʼt want to work in a 

corporate, I donʼt to go into the corporate career where everybody wears a suit and there are 

like thousands of employees, thatʼs very impersonal. So Iʼd rather like to be in a small/medium-

sized company ... but to be honest Iʼd rather actually ... I think Iʼm better at working on my 

own ... as such, so like working for myself, and ... you know, actually rather than working for a 

company Iʼd prefer having my own company being self-employed.

In the excerpt above Melanieʼs first reaction to the question on her ideas about future work 
is rejecting the idea of working in a large company. This may be classified as her resisting 
the ʻcommon senseʼ that exists on campus. Notably, Melanie uses the same sign-object, 
the suit, that others used to explain their willingness to work in MNCs, to demonstrate the 
impersonality  of these organisations. Impersonality  is what corporations are associated 
with for her. Similarly, Kelly (female, UK, Sport & Leisure Management, L1) referred to 
large companies as being ʻtoo strategicʼ. Being ʻimpersonalʼ as an image of MNCs does 
not match the image provided in graduate brochures.

Another way to refer to ʻcommon senseʼ while raising an alternative voice was defending it. 
Kelly (female, UK, Sport & Leisure Management, L1), who was searching for jobs in small 
companies, had to defend her choice against the image of large companies being the 
ʻbestʼ:

IR: Have you ever been questioned your choice in terms of not choosing this traditional 

graduate route within a large company [and -

K:  " " " "        [Oh yeah - my mum. My mum er she works in marketing 

now. Sheʼs – sheʼs very successful, sheʼs ... absolutely brilliant at what she does. But she 

always put quite a lot of pressure on me to go into kind of a traditional graduate scheme and – 

and - she used to say it was like finishing school. She - she did a [laughs] she did a graduate 

scheme with Harrods, she did a sales graduate scheme. And ... she said for her it was 

absolutely fantastic. So she always put quite a lot of pressure on me to do that. 

Despite the popularity of the financial industry among students with many of them seeing it 
as the most desirable one to get into, there were also students who openly criticised it, not 
accepting its alluring image. This included cases of active resistance. Auriel (female, 
overseas, Economics with Sociology, L1) talked about the choice she was making in 
opposition to the choice of finance and banking that her classmates from the Economics 
department were making:
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IR: ... What are your professional interests?

A: I think my ideal job  would be to work for a think-tank or an NGO. That would be like ... my 

dream... but many want and few are chosen, so ... yeah, if not that, the consultancy, I just donʼt 

wanna work in a bank. I donʼt wanna work in finance or ... banking, or, yeah.

IR: Could you expand a bit more on that, ... [why NGOs, why ...?

A: " " " " "  [WHY, just because I have no interest in it. Not 

because of like the financial crisis, Iʼm just not interested in finance. And cause Iʼm doing 

Economics, and it involves maths, people usually pre-think oh, youʼre doing Economics, you 

wanna be a banker=

IR: = Ugm, yeah, no more choice.

A: Yeah [laughs]. I donʼt want to be a banker, you know, Iʼm interested in research, and how 

research could be applied to affect everyday life, but ... from the economic nature ... rather 

than ... rather than social issues.

Here Auriel opposes the image that an economist necessarily wants to work in the 
financial industry. In the way her reply is structured, it may be seen how her choice is 
made against the ʻcommon senseʼ one (at least within Economics). She names 
consultancy as another option, but not finance and banking. She mentions that this is not 
as the result of the financial crisis that she is not interested in banks. This implies that she 
does not necessarily  oppose the industry  on the moral grounds, or due to the lack of jobs 
there. What she opposes is the socially constructed popular choice of banking that a lot of 
students embrace.

Whenever Archer (male, EU, Renewable Energy Systems Technology, L3) was referring to 
something ʻbadʼ or something polar to what he was searching for, he was mentioning 
banking:

IR: Itʼs quite interesting that er whenever youʼre referring to something like polar to what youʼre 

searching for [youʼre mentioning -

A:"       [Sorry, what?

IR: Something polar to ... something [opposite. 

A:"  " "                  [Yeah.

IR: You mention banking. Why?

A: Because I think itʼs exactly the opposite of engineering or – cause itʼs not creating anything. 

Itʼs not producing anything. Itʼs just er ... winning stuff. Itʼs just betting and - [laughs].

IR:" [Laughs].
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A:" And just making money out of money. Theyʼre not doing anything - in my opinion ... 

and itʼs exact opposite of engineering. Engineering – in engineering you have a product at the 

end, a real thing you know.

Archerʼs own confidence in the choice he was making was in contrasting engineering, 
which is ʻrealʼ for him, to banking, which is in ʻmaking money out of moneyʼ.

7.4 Consuming through work processes
The ability of work to provide consumption opportunities without leaving its realm was 
another aspect key to student work orientations. The potential to consume through work 
processes includes travelling, access to consumer lifestyle through work and 
organisational culture.

A lot of students referred to travelling when talking about ideal life situations, answering 
the question what they would do if money were not an issue. In the real world, work that 
involves travelling is something that brings them closer to this ideal. A lot of students 
wanted their work to provide travelling opportunities, to be able to work globally and visit 
the world through work. This was one of the reasons for Derek (male, UK, Geography with 
Economics, L1) to apply for a graduate position in buying and merchandising:

D: ... I also applied for um John Lewis, um as Buying and Merchandising graduate, and the 

reason I applied for that is because that was what my dad used to do. Um, he he had a 

successful career as like a buying, buying-merchandising manager for like a number of 

companies. When I was younger I always thought that was a brilliant job  cause he got to travel 

around the world, met lots of people, you know had a really good time as well as working, paid 

well, it just seems like an attractive job  so I applied for that. Um, yeah, but thereʼs thereʼs no 

kind of one area or one specific kind of thing that Iʼm looking to be employed in. As long as itʼs ... 

fun job Iʼll be happy to give it a try.

Derek talks about work as more than just work, but a place where he would be having ʻa 
really  good timeʼ, which is made up from the potential for travelling and meeting new 
people. Through travel, work processes (e.g. business trips, training) can provide 
hedonistic experiences for him.
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For Beatrice (female, UK, Information Management & Business Studies, L1) travelling is 
also key to an ideal job:

B: Well like I said I like moving around so for me working in a desk by myself isolated would not 

be my ideal job. My ideal job  would be to do with people, ideally move around, possibly even er 

go outside the city, travel a lot – and so on. That would be my ideal job. 

Apart from travel, access to a consumer lifestyle provided through work processes also 
attracts students. Lyle (male, UK, Computing & Management, L3), as a newcomer to a 
major computer technology corporation, has already experienced this access to a 
consumer lifestyle through work processes:

L: All the new recruits, all the new teams that were recruited for those offices, everyone was 

there putting into the Malaga office where we had our training and we were put up  in a hotel, all 

expenses paid, taxis, food, clubbing, everything, was paid for by the company.

Lyleʼs employer provided travel opportunities for new employees and paid for a trip to 
Spain. What the employer paid for during the trip  is associated with a certain lifestyle (e.g. 
clubbing, food, taxis). This is a lifestyle of abundance, where all is paid for, which can give 
both hedonist experience for consumer-workers and signify a certain status as well. The 
fact that travel and expenses were paid for by  the company was something that Lyle 
mentioned a number of times during our third interview (L3), where his impressions from 
the job he got were discussed. He saw this generous attitude of his employer as an 
investment in him:

L: So they invest. [Name of employer] spend loads of money where theyʼre involved, giving 

perks such as flying out to different countries, meeting new clients, giving laptops, phones, 

giving (permission), um, whatever you want, they will invest in you.

From how Lyle reflects on it, it seems that this investment in the form of access to a 
consumer lifestyle through work processes is something that he enjoys, and the 
experience he wants to tell about to others.

Organisational culture is also something that students found important. In general, the 
preferences for organisational culture can be divided into those providing sign values of 
ʻstatusʼ and ʻfunʼ or ʻauthenticityʼ, metaphorically characterised as being for or against the 
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suit. As can be seen from quotes that have already been used in the text, the suit is the 
item of clothing that was most often mentioned in student interviews. Sympathy towards a 
suit was usually  demonstrated by students who were willing to work for MNCs, especially 
in the financial industry, being a part of the corporate environment. The suit is not just an 
element of clothing, it has a sign value of status, which implies oneʼs access to a 
consumer lifestyle and can be communicated to others. At the same time, people who 
were against the suit were associating it with an impersonal corporate environment. 
However, their views on the characteristics of suit-less jobs were different. For example, 
for Melanie (female, EU, Communication and Media Studies, L1), the suit is a feature of 
work in MNCs, and this is what makes all MNCs unattractive to her. However, for Archer 
(male, EU, Renewable Energy Systems Technology, L3), the suit was a feature of only 
some MNCs, primarily banks, those places where he did not want to work. From the quote 
below it can be seen that Archer equates the absence of a suit with a ʻrelaxedʼ atmosphere 
in organisations:

A: ... And then he [Archerʼs potential manager] came down. He was very friendly as well. We 

talked – we talked about various subjects, not only like er – on Name Of The Company and stuff 

like that. We talked about – we talked about [country where he comes from] for example and he 

asked me you know whatʼs going on and stuff like that. Er – yeah. ... they were very relaxed you 

know the way they dressed, so that was also good – you know they were not with er suits and 

ties.  

Archer talks negatively  about ʻcorporateʼ employers, but as it turned out during the 
interview, not all corporations are ʻcorporateʼ for him:

IR: Would you consider them [E.ON] a corporate employer or you =

A: = Not really, not – I mean they are a corporation, but ... itʼs – again from people that I – that 

work there I donʼt hear stuff like you know having ... a very competitive environment or itʼs ... 

relaxed. You learn a lot at E.ON. So I applied – I applied to E.ON, but I got rejected.

Archer talks critically about the typical ʻcorporateʼ hierarchies, which associate with a ʻsuitʼ 
for him while those that seem more relaxed attract him more. This may imply that he would 
embrace ʻfun work culturesʼ or ʻauthenticityʼ, which are a popular form of work organisation 
today. Jolene (female, UK, Mathematics with Management, L1) also talks about not being 
willing to be in ʻpressuredʼ organisations:
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J: Er. But I donʼt think Iʼd like to be in a pressured one where itʼs very strict and strategic. I donʼt 

think many places are like that at the moment. I think they tend to be a bit more open.

For Jolene being ʻstrict and strategicʼ is associated with pressure. However, she thinks 
employers are not like this now, adopting other organisational cultures. This may mean 
that companies are successful in promoting an image of them as ʻrelaxedʼ places, 
potentially using fun and informality at work as control. Both types of organisational culture 
are, however, choices from the ʻmenuʼ of ʻconsumption of workʼ (see 5.4.1).

7.5 Consuming work processes
Another key aspect of student work orientations is in valuing work processes and 
outcomes connected with self-development, which correspond to the ʻabstract work ethicʼ 
and in particular the ʻself-work ethicʼ (see chapter 3). Potential for self-development is also 
one of the aspects of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ marketed to students on campus 
(see 5.4.1), being one of the features of the ʻconsumption of workʼ (see chapter 3). The 
particular characteristics of work that students articulated as important are learning (7.5.1) 
and challenge (7.5.2), which will now be discussed. However, while studentsʼ orientation to 
learning in this study leads me to claim that they engage in consuming this work process, I 
cannot do the same in case of challenge, and leave this up for the readers to decide.

7.5.1 Learning
Training is part of employability deal, which job security in organisations was substituted 
for (see chapter 2). It was offered as part of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ on campus 
(see 5.4.1). Learning was considered as very important in a job  by  students. It is exactly 
employer-endorsed learning primarily in the form of training that most of them were 
oriented towards. In addition, these were abstract features of training that students were 
referring to as desirable in a job. This allows me to claim that students were consuming 
this work process.

The opportunities for learning provided by employers were a reason for treating MNCs as 
best places to work at. Here is how Jolene (female, UK, Mathematics with Management, 
L1) explained her choice of working in corporations rather than taking the teaching route:
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J: So Iʼve ... I have ... sort of leaned towards ... I think I want to be in education for longer. So 

with the job that Iʼve chosen itʼs sort of – itʼs got my good points about it ... like my strengths are 

in that job. But also ... sort of ... not sure what Iʼm trying to say... And it also means I have to 

carry on learning so Iʼve got another like fifteen qualifications I need to get and stuff. And I think 

thatʼs my main thing. Like obviously with teaching you have another year ... and youʼre in ( ) 

forever. But I wanted to carry on studying. But I didnʼt really want to do a Masters. Not yet. So 

thatʼs why. ... Thatʼs one of the plus things about the – like the route Iʼm looking at.

Jolene likes the perspective that she would get various professional qualifications and 
hence appreciates the opportunity for ʻlifelong learningʼ offered in MNCs. At the same time, 
she compares it with the educational experience she could have doing a PGCE or a 
Masters. The main difference is in the number of years she would be spending in each. 
She does not touch upon the content of the experience that these various learning 
opportunities will provide. It is continuous self-work that students like Jolene are oriented 
to, as seen through their preference for learning. However, it is a very  specific form of 
learning they are interested in, i.e. which is employer-endorsed, and usually delivered in 
the format of training. For Lyle (male, UK, Computing & Management, L3), the formal 
qualifications provided by his employer were one of the most important benefits of the job 
he got after graduation:

L: They have the top  training package. So, itʼs one of the best. They have a scheme for a 

diploma in technology. So, that is offered to you after twelve months. After six months you start 

your diploma. Thereʼs about six or seven different modules that you do in the [name of 

institution]. And, then youʼre given this Diploma in Technology from the [name of institution]. And 

thereʼs another program which they have for sales. So, once youʼve completed the sales 

program, you get a qualification, a graduation in that. And that is recognised globally. So, if 

youʼve got that then youʼve basically got a degree in sales. If youʼve got the other one, youʼve 

got a degree in technology. ... So they invest. [Name of organisation] invests quite a lot of 

money into their employees. 

The provision of training makes Lyle feel he is being ʻinvestedʼ in. The global recognition of 
this training is a way to enhance his employability.

The lack of formal training within a job made some students feel unsatisfied with the jobs 
they got after graduation and resulted in them wanting to change. This was one of the 
reasons for Peter (male, UK, Management Sciences, L3) being dissatisfied with the job  he 
got after graduation and starting to search for jobs with global employers: 

IR: Yeah. So, big firm what would it give you? In comparison to the small one.

194



P: Room to progress, I think. Um, sort of resources to study. Iʼve seen a lot of people and they 

really havenʼt stopped doing their examinations. Theyʼre straight on to finance modules, 

insurance modules and, if you like you know, after they do that theyʼre sort of progressing, 

really, and getting qualifications and it doesnʼt stop  at university, really. So, I think I miss that all 

and in a company so small theyʼre not going to pay for all that for you. In places like, you know, 

banks and stuff like that itʼs sort of progression oriented and things.

Not doing ʻexaminationsʼ that other graduates were doing was a sign that he was not given 
enough by his employer. 

Seeing training as an important aspect of a good job  was so strong among students that 
even those making alternative choices were affected by it. Kelly  (female, UK, Sport & 
Leisure Management, L3) resisted the idea of working in a big organisation (see 7.3.4) and 
found a job  she wanted in a small marketing company. During our third interview (L3), 
despite her being satisfied with what she was doing and being given responsibility, she 
was already looking into graduate positions with large employers. Lack of training was the 
primary explanation for her willingness to change:

K: I think I see myself here, maybe, for not much longer than a year. Uh, just because ... 

because of what I mentioned earlier. We donʼt get much formal training, because itʼs a very 

small agency thereʼs not much structure. And, whilst, um, thereʼs a higher chance that youʼd be 

promoted quicker, um, I think it, I think I would benefit a lot from being in a larger company and, 

kind of, learning from a more corporate structure, perhaps. Um, so Iʼm actually looking into 

maybe a grad scheme.

However, when asked what training she wanted to get a job  in a bigger place, here is what 
Kelly replied:

K: ... Um, so I think I would like, I would see myself in a management role. Um, in the next 5 

years or so, whatever. But I would like, I think I would benefit hugely from having some formal 

management training. I studied management as part of my degree. Um, but I think itʼs really 

important to have some practical management training. Uh, and I think that would be really 

beneficial, definitely. Um, and also just things, things like, um, economics and accounting, that 

type of thing that, um, Iʼm not very good at but I think is always useful to know more about, so. 

And I think thereʼs opportunities to do that kind of thing in corporate grad schemes.

IR: In a bigger place, yeah. In what way you would see economics and accounting and those 

kinds of things which are, well, related to what you are doing? Or how can it benefit you?

K: Um, well I think itʼs always good to have a base knowledge of that kind of thing, just so you 

can, you understand more about the business generally. I think one day I want to start my own 
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business, so, um, at some time. I think for that reason it would be useful to understand a bit 

more about it. Um, yeah, I think generally, and because actually being in a small agency is great 

for the fact that we do have input in the new clients that the agency is taking on. We do have 

some kind of influence in the direction that the agency is taking, so, um, to have an, um, 

economic perspective of that thing would help  because it means youʼre kind of just a bit more 

educated in your opinions.

Being in a marketing role, Kelly  thinks she lacks trainings in management, economics and 
accounting. It is the presence of formal training at work rather than its content that is 
necessary, even training that is not directly  related to what she is doing. The lack of formal 
training does not satisfy Kellyʼs orientation towards consuming work processes and 
outcomes. However, the problem is not only the lack of training, but the challenge it 
creates for her employability:

K: ... I donʼt know. Iʼm kind of thinking about it [changing employer] already because I want to be 

prepared for my next step, whenever itʼs going to be. But, um, I think, I think Iʼve always thought 

that you need to get as much benefit for your later life from whatever youʼre doing now. So 

obviously I think itʼs good to think about your next step after this.

In summary, students were oriented towards learning provided by  employers, and its 
absence could lead to changing jobs. Students embraced the ʻlifelong learnerʼ attitude, but 
it was confined within the boundaries of employer-endorsed learning, usually in the format 
of formal training, which is part of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ advertised on campus. 
The content of these formal trainings was a secondary issue, with students hardly 
specifying what they wanted to learn from these trainings and why. Michelle (female, 
overseas, International Business, L3) was the only  exception. Although learning was 
something she saw as necessary in her job, her understanding of it went beyond formal 
training that employers provide:

M: ... So, I actually make a point of separating half a day every week to just read and research. So, 

that is development for me. But that is really key. 

Michelle created her own learning and organised it in a way that suited her, while the 
absence of formal training did not make her think she was not invested in enough.

7.5.2 Challenge
Challenge was mentioned as part of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ in orthodox 
management and practitioner literature discussed in chapter 3. Within the empirical data, 

196



employers promoted self-development at work as one of the features of the ʻemployee 
value propositionʼ at Aimfield (5.4.1). It may be inferred from the brochures that challenge, 
as one aspect of self-development, was also part of this proposition. At the same time, 
challenge as a rhetorical device was not central to describing self-development in the 
brochures. As was noted in chapter 5, more symbolic phrasing was used for this. ʻBe > 
You Imaginedʼ by Accenture or ʻItʼs the experience that stays with youʼ by PwC speak of 
opportunities for self-development at work, and although this implies challenge in a job, 
the implication is made somewhat indirectly. The images of people engaging in extreme 
sports that can be found in some brochures (e.g. PwC, Mitsubishi UFJ) imply challenge 
more directly, but this choice of visuals was not made by all employers. Therefore, 
studentsʼ orientation towards challenge might mean that students are consuming this work 
process as part of self-development offered by employers. At the same time, this 
orientation is not necessarily the result of being promoted to students as part of the 
ʻemployee value propositionʼ. So by  placing challenge within the section I would like to 
highlight that it can be ʻconsumedʼ as part of self-development offered by employers, at the 
same time leaving it for the readers to decide whether references to challenges by 
students means they have embraced this feature of ʻconsumption of workʼ. Throughout this 
subsection I will highlight how some students are oriented towards challenge and at the 
same time how this feature for them comes from job design, and therefore is part of an 
ʻabstract work ethicʼ. 

Kelly (female, UK, Sport & Leisure Management, L1) was one of the students who 
considered the ʻchallenge aspectʼ of a job as motivating:

K: ... I think Iʼm motivated by kind of responsibility and er Iʼve – Iʼve always ... throughout my 

career and at university Iʼve always been involved in kind of voluntary positions er that have 

involved kind of organising events or – or er ... kind of managing people. Er. And – and thatʼs 

always motivated me more. Itʼs – itʼs been the sort of challenge aspect as opposed to the 

reward aspect.

By contrasting the challenge aspect of work with the rewards aspect, she highlights how 
the intrinsic value she gets from the process of work itself (ʻself-work ethicʼ) is more 
important than the monetary  benefits she gets from it. For Kelly the challenging aspect is 
in responsibility, being involved in organising and managing. Hence ʻchallengeʼ is about 
action (ʻdoingʼ). Action was always present when students were referring to challenge. For 
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example, Jolene (female, UK, Mathematics with Management, L1) does not like ʻbeing sat 
down doing nothingʼ and likes ʻto be challenged and doing lots of different thingsʼ. So 
challenge as ʻdoingʼ is opposed to ʻdoing nothingʼ, or the absence of action. 

Furthermore, for students challenge involves going beyond just action and was often 
talked about as ʻdoingʼ something interesting and non-routine, involving variety and 
change. An interesting job is a job that is not boring:

D: ... it seems youʼre valued within the company, youʼre not just another, youʼre not just like 

another number that adds some more income, that youʼre actually given responsibility and kind 

of like um tutored and mentored to become a better ... person and being better at your job 

rather than just sitting at a desk like punching numbers into your computer and then not getting 

any satisfaction and like value in whatever youʼre doing. 

Here Derek (male, UK, Geography with Economics, L1) contrasts being given 
responsibility, tutored and mentored as opposed to ʻpunching numbersʼ, i.e. doing 
something boring. From what he says it is clear that not any action is a challenge. 
ʻPunching numbersʼ for Derek is not one. Likewise, for Anthony (male, overseas, 
Renewable Energy Systems Technology, L1) challenges go beyond action:

A: Back on to what er – what I wouldnʼt like about a bad job. Er. A job where youʼre not 

challenged. I love challenges ... Day by day Iʼm in a job  where I do the same old thing every 

day, no ... I - I wouldnʼt like that job ...

It is doing different things as well as new things that make a challenge for Anthony. 
Similarly, for Lyle (male, UK, Computing & Management, L1), the absence of change in a 
job is a characteristic of the absence of challenge:

L: ... a bad job  is where youʼre just stuck in a ... job  where thereʼs no way of promotion, or ... 

youʼre just doing the same thing on a daily basis, youʼre not learning anything new, nothing 

challenging.

ʻChallengeʼ is a category that is valued by students on its own, characterising action, 
variety and change. However, it is an abstract category, not being tied to any particular 
jobs or even particular dimensions of ʻdoingʼ these jobs. According to studentsʼ reflections 
on challenge, it is more about how oneʼs job  is organised. Then it is a product of 
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management, being given or allowed, it is ʻto be challengedʼ. The promise of ʻtopʼ 
employers corresponds to offering this ʻchallengeʼ to their employees. By loving challenge 
and seeing it as a desirable work characteristic, students engage in modern hedonism. 
Challenge is not necessarily  a pleasant experience, but it contributes to oneʼs self-
development, it is part of the ʻself-work ethicʼ. At the same time, loving to be challenged 
and successfully going through challenges is a way to enhance oneʼs employability.

However, despite this image of a challenging job as desirable, a number of students were 
aware that ʻchallengingʼ jobs would not necessarily be so ʻchallengingʼ, in a way being 
skeptical about the promise of challenge by employers. For example, Simon (male, UK, 
Economics, L1) talks about the limit of challenges:

S: ... I wouldn't want to be in a job  where there's not much motivation and incentive, where I'm 

doing the same thing every day.  No, that's not for me.

IR: Do you think it could be different every day for the kind of job you're choosing?

S: I used to. But having spoken to people who do work ... I've spoken to like two, three, four 

people on a personal level who do work with investment banks and no, it doesn't seem to be. 

You know they say, yeah, well its challenging, in this and that and after three to six months you 

sort of ... it hits a plateau .... So itʼs just on the same level and itʼs kind of boring, you know, blah, 

blah, blah, blah, ... but when you look at most of these companies and stuff these days they do 

give you chance to move around within the organisation ... to do slightly different roles, so Iʼm 

not too concerned about that.

Although initially stating he would not want to do ʻthe same thing every dayʼ, he recognises 
that this will probably be the case in the job  he is choosing, with his job  even becoming 
ʻboringʼ after three to six months. However, for him this is mediated by the ability to ʻmove 
aroundʼ within an organisation. Although not part of the excerpt above, it is even more 
mediated by the earning potential. Likewise, Anthony (male, overseas, Renewable Energy 
Systems Technology, L2) talks about his job as potentially boring:

A: So itʼs a lot of legislation, seeing consultants about documentation – they have to do 

environmental assessment which is a lot of paper – paperwork. You probably have to meet with 

a lot of er locals to see how the – the proposed wind farm will impact their operations and what 

not. So itʼs a – that is a pretty boring job  [laughs]. [Having to do – cause you do all this 

paperwork - and these environmental assessments are like hundreds of pages thick. So I could 

see myself would just be writing and having to correspond with different people all the time and - 

just a lot of writing. ... It could be boring.
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7.6 Other work orientations?
ʻConsumption of workʼ, as has been shown, is the work orientation most of the students 
embraced. In contrast, the importance of other work orientations in shaping studentsʼ 
preferences towards work were not as pronounced. This section looks at these other work 
orientations. One is ʻworking to consume (outside work)ʼ, which corresponds to one of the 
forms of ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ, where work is only a means to materialistic ends 
that enable people to consume outside work (7.6.1). The other is ʻsubstantive work 
orientationʼ, which can be in 1) seeing work as a craft and 2) in professional/social values 
of the job/profession or the context in which these were performed (7.6.2). These different 
types of work orientation are not mutually  exclusive and can co-exist in studentsʼ ideas 
about work. However, this section pays particular attention to instances where they are in 
conflict, as it highlights how students as ʻdialogical selvesʼ navigate between them. 

7.6.1 Working to consume (outside work)
Within this category students referred to work as the means of earning money to afford a 
consumer lifestyle, but not being part of this lifestyle. It is the earning potential of jobs that 
they were motivated by. This holds for Simon (male, UK, Economics, L1): 

IR: Why do you think that's important?  Having this earning potential.

S: Incentive. I mean money is one of the biggest incentives you need.  I think, you know, if you 

are doing an incentive based job, it will get the most out of you at the same time.  I like the 

reward culture if I can put it that way.  Although itʼs led to risky behaviour and stuff like that but I 

mean there has to be an incentive; I want to have a reason to know that I'm going to go to work 

and I'm going to have to push myself in exceeding at work. Why? Maybe because I want to 

make the cash bonus at the end of the month or maybe because I'm trying to get a promotion 

and I want to have something to drive me; I wouldn't want to be in a job where there's not much 

motivation and incentive, where I'm doing the same thing every day.  No, that's not for me.

Money was also the key motivator for Lyle (male, UK, Computing & Management, L1), 
who explicitly connected it with the consumer lifestyle he could get outside work:

L: ... Well obviously money motivates everyone. So the more you earn obviously means that 

you have a better life. You can get what you want rather than having to worry about anything. 

Whereas the only reason I like commission structured jobs is because I know I am good at sales 
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and if I can go out there and be earning more than what my basic salary is, rather than sitting in 

an office working nine to five and be paid like £18,000-£20,000 and that's it - full stop then at 

least it gives me that basic plus on top of that commission structure which allows me to live a 

better lifestyle.  So it is something that motivates me more.

IR: Yeah. What do you understand by a better lifestyle?

L: Well obviously luxury items like ... you can get what you want; better car, buy a big house and 

just things like that for standard living.  So it gives you a better lifestyle in that sense.

Although these students demonstrated an attitude to work as a provider of access to 
consumption outside it, it was usually  not the only value they saw in work. The 
ʻconsumption of workʼ complementing the importance of monetary rewards was desirable 
for all students. For example, Lyleʼs access to the aspects of ʻconsumption of workʼ he 
finally got through the job was something he appreciated (see 7.4 and 7.5). 

However, students with this work orientation were ready to sacrifice ʻconsumption of workʼ 
in favour of earning potential. Beatrice (female, UK, Information Management & Business 
Studies, L3) is one example. When we met for the third interview, she was working in door-
to-door sales, a non-graduate job, and although she was not earning much at that point 
and her parents opposed her choice, it was the opportunity  to earn a lot that motivated 
her:

B: The reason why Iʼm obviously choosing this job is because a lot of people that have been 

with the company about two years or so are actually either owners, or a step away from being 

owners. Now, in the office, the opportunities to grow with the business are, I canʼt find, I will 

never find another job  like that in that I can grow so much. Because I am hard working. I think I 

am hard working. Iʼm not so much academic. Iʼm, you know, if someone says you go out there 

and you knock on a certain amount of doors I will do it. Well, I have to do now. Even now Iʼm not 

doing well currently, just earning wise. £100 a week or less. So I obviously have to get better 

because I could be earning up  to £2000 a month. Thatʼs just for that. Then you grow in the 

business. And then you end up, like, just earning money. Because obviously the quicker you 

get, the more money you get. So then you can get money from the job from people that you are 

training.

Beatrice explains the willingness to earn a lot of money so as to be able to afford a 
consumer lifestyle outside work, with a big house and privileged education being parts of 
it. She also wants her parents to experience this lifestyle as it is something that is 
unaffordable for them at the moment:
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B: Um, is basically people at the office, they went off to, whatʼs it called, basically on holiday for 

a business meeting, right. But it wasnʼt a business meeting, it was more like a holiday. But they 

did it as a reward for them. And they showed pictures and videos and they were all completely 

blown away at the fact that it wasnʼt a five star, it was more than five stars. The place was 

absolutely amazing, absolutely incredible. I was, like, Iʼd love, like I wouldnʼt mind not doing that. 

I donʼt have, I donʼt have ambition to go on holidays like that because it was the hotel that was 

amazing with me, and I might just not do that. Going  to travelling, whatever. But, Iʼd love for my 

parents to experience that, experience any luxuries really. So, I was just looking at it going, oh 

my God. Iʼd love it if my parents, could you imagine. Because if their reaction was like that and 

theyʼre quite young, theyʼve seen a lot more than my parents, and theyʼve experienced a lot 

more. Imagine what my parents would be like.

Peterʼs (male, UK, Management Sciences, L1) story  is along similar lines. He was aware 
of how ʻcut throatʼ a headhunterʼs job can be, but he was still able to accept it because of 
the earning potential and the lifestyle it could offer him:

P: Another one was ... I think I've applied for this year, I donʼt know if you read on the letters, 

was recruitment – headhunting? ... which is quite cut throat really as an industry.  Itʼs the same 

sort of thing but the rewards are massive I think for that ( ), a potential to earn £90,000 a year, a 

company car - £45 000 worth, holidays and dinner at the Ritz and stuff like that so, it just ... 

probably be the worst job  in the world and you know Iʼd be on the phone to people and theyʼd 

be telling me to ... you know, where to go and whatever, but, itʼs the benefits that outweigh what 

you go through ... well, not what you go through, Iʼd put up  with working the hours and getting 

told where to go for the rewards basically, so ... I know how to sort of, shut myself off and leave 

my work life at work and my home life at home so I think I would be good in that sort of industry.

It can also be seen from this quote how ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation co-exists with 
seeing work as a means to consumer lifestyle outside work. Peter mentions having a 
company car worth £45 000, which shows his orientation to consume through work 
processes. At the same time, he speaks about his leisure time outside work, mentioning 
holidays. Both correspond to ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ. Although this orientation was 
particularly strong for Peter, he was not alien to other aspects of ʻconsumption of workʼ. 
However, students for whom the earning potential of a job  was particularly important, were 
ready to sacrifice ʻconsumption of workʼ if it was not possible to combine the two. 
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7.6.2 Substantive work orientation
Very few students were treating work as a craft or articulating the importance of 
professional or social values of the job in shaping their choices. Tellingly, students did not 
pick the corporate social responsibility rhetoric that featured in all corporate brochures as a 
characteristic of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ, offering an ʻethical lifestyleʼ to their 
employees (see 5.4.1). This was not a theme that students would raise and explain their 
choice with. Despite the overall trend, there were some notable exceptions. May (female, 
EU, Renewable Energy Systems Technology, L1) is one of the students whose work 
preferences were shaped within substantive work orientation:

IR: What ideas do you have about the kind of the job  youʼd like to get and the organisation youʼd 

like to work for? 

B: The kind of job  I would like to get is ... related with engineering, because my background is 

very technical, itʼs physics. Itʼs ( ) exercise my specialisation in my undergraduate. I have the 

renewable energy systems technology Masters. So I want to find jobs in the energy field, - 

engineering and designing of wind farms, maybe solar cells... and that sort of jobs.

IR: Yeah. Why are you interested in this area – in renewables?

B: ... Because I guess that is the – is the – is the most likely option for energy. So I guess it has 

– it will have a lot of opportunities, it will have a lot of vacancies. So the probability to get a job  in 

this area will increase eventually. It was very important for – I mean for the society to keep a 

balance between renewable energy and fuels. So I – I feel like I am helping on one hand and 

doing work – work that I like on the other hand so - itʼs a kind of balance. 

In the quote above May explains what exactly  she wants her job  to involve (designing wind 
farms/solar cells). This interest is directly connected with her education and with the 
specific technical knowledge and skills she acquired. She also mentions that this is what 
she likes doing, i.e. she finds value in the process of work itself, which implies that work is 
a craft for her. At the same time, May articulates the social function of her work as 
something that also motivates her to work in this area. Valuing these characteristics of 
work contributes to a ʻsubstantive work orientationʼ. There were elements of ʻconsumption 
of workʼ in Mayʼs orientation too. At the start of her job search she was especially 
interested in working, as she put it, for ʻbig and famousʼ companies. However, from the 
very  beginning this was not the key preference for her. The preference towards working for 
these organisations was also the object of Mayʼs rethinking throughout her job search. 
Having started a job in a small organisation by the time of our third interview, her 
orientation changed completely. This shows that different types of work orientations are 
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not mutually  exclusive, with students as ʻdialogical selvesʼ navigating between aspects of 
these orientations that they find important.

Archer (male, EU, Renewable Energy Systems Technology, L1) is another student for 
whom societal contribution of the job was important. Having overcome the idea of being a 
consultant in a big company (which is part of a ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation) he is 
now willing for his work to bring something ʻgoodʼ to the society. It is by this drive that he 
explains his decision to work in renewable energy:

IR: How did you come to that idea of renewable energy? Why – why this? 

A: Er. Well, I did engineering – mechanical engineering. I didnʼt like it that much so I stopped 

and moved onto business. I didnʼt like that either. I – I would consider the essence of the thing – 

I can see the contribution to the whole thing... And er yeah I thought – I – I want to do something 

nice, something good for the environment, for the society – for anything. ... So I thought what 

could I do where I could use my – something – some of my skills that Iʼve gained through my 

first degree so I – I donʼt let it go to waste. So I thought maybe renewable energy was the thing. 

And I tried it.

Archer explains his will to contribute to the society  through overcoming a period when he 
was captured by  the attractive images of work in big companies and learning about the 
world:

IR: Where does the will to contribute to the society come from?

A: Well, you know during my university years I started learning about whatʼs really going on in 

the world [laughs]. When I was – when I was young I just didnʼt know anything, I was just 

watching movies and – you know [laughs]. I saw the guys with the suits and I thought they were 

cool and said OK letʼs be one of them. But now I am learning about what the guys in the suits 

are doing so ... I donʼt like it very much ... and I want to do with my life, something good.

For Archer doing something ʻgoodʼ with his life is necessarily  connected to contributing to 
the society, and this factor was important for him when determining his educational and job 
routes. 

As has been mentioned before, there were very few people like May and Archer. However, 
more students were referring to ʻsubstantive work orientationsʼ when talking about 
imaginary situations. The socially important job that was most commonly mentioned by 
students was teaching, which seemed to be the job  that symbolised all the ʻgoodʼ one 
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could be doing, but which students were not considering entering right after graduation, if 
at all. When Lyle (male, UK, Computing & Management, L1) was asked what he would do 
if he did not need to earn money at all, here is what he replied:

L: Well I – I – if I – if I didnʼt have to earn money then Iʼd just have – Iʼd have to do gardening, just 

do something just to occupy my time. And Iʼd probably go and ... do something like teaching ... 

er ... like try and teach ... kids ... anything that Iʼve experienced in life ... er and just talk to them. 

Because obviously itʼs not a money perspective, itʼs just to ... do something for – for other people. 

And like ... so whatever Iʼve been through, what Iʼve managed to learn, is to pass that knowledge 

on to other people.

Here Lyle connects teaching with ʻdoing something for other peopleʼ, hence his imaginary 
motivation here may be characterised as ʻsubstantive work orientationʼ. 

Peterʼs (male, UK, Management Sciences, L1) reasoning was similar:

P: ... I can't really think of something right now that would give me that sort of, I donʼt know, 

reward in ... you know come home from work every day and feel like you've made a difference. I 

think something like that would be teaching or maybe being a doctor which is like really sort of out 

of my ... itʼs not really the route I want to go down to be honest. But, yeah at the moment itʼs just 

the salary that I'm entirely motivated by. Iʼd like it to be sort of rewarding as everybody would but I 

donʼt see myself going down that route. Maybe later on – when I'm a millionaire! 

He is aware of the potential to get intrinsic value from doing a job that ʻmakes a differenceʼ, 
but defers it until potentially later in life, when his pursuit for money will have been 
satisfied.

Derek (male, UK, Geography with Economics, L1) wanted to become a teacher, but also 
mentioned deferring this till later in life:

D: As a result, I donʼt know what I want to do. I have an incline that Iʼd like to become a teacher at 

some point in my life, but I donʼt think Iʼm gonna be doing that until ... later on. First, before Iʼm 

going to long-term teaching career, Iʼd like to try like a job  in the city, but what job, I have 

absolutely no idea. At the moment Iʼm just applying for anything that sounds like it could be half-

interesting rather than focusing on a specific job or a specific area Iʼd like to get into. 
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Before going into teaching, he wants to try a different job, about which he has no specific 
idea (hence applying to anything sounding half-interesting). Whenever Derek was asked 
about an ideal job, or how he has come to the current ideas of what he wanted to do in life, 
he always referred to teaching. His orientation towards teaching was substantive, he could 
see getting intrinsic value from the profession itself. However, this orientation is postponed 
until later in life, to first of all engage in ʻconsumption of workʼ.

In referring to professions like teaching, students treat them as jobs into which they might 
make an ʻescapeʼ in the future or in an imaginary situation. They think of the possibility  of 
ʻescapingʼ, but build their work orientations around ʻconsumption of workʼ. Discussing 
teaching may then be a legitimising device, which, anchored in a moral rhetoric, allows 
students to explore the ʻconsumption of workʼ.

7.7 Conclusion
This chapter has looked at studentsʼ work orientations. Regardless of the type of job they 
would get and their satisfaction with it, students treated flexibility as a virtue. They were not 
committed to a job for life and wanted to exercise choice in the labour market. The macro 
level rhetoric of employability  as providing ʻchoiceʼ through flexibility (see chapter 2) was 
embraced by students. It was mostly a choice within ʻconsumption of workʼ that they were 
willing to exercise. The three aspects of this work orientation were key to shaping the 
preferences of the majority of students. 

First, studentsʼ choice of places to work were often shaped by criteria such as size, global 
status, and the brand, with finance being the industry with a particularly alluring image. At 
the same time, there were clear alternative voices to this aspect of ʻconsumption of workʼ. 
The choice of these students was shaped by different categories, and they articulated it as 
opposite to the ʻcommon senseʼ one, sometimes through active resistance to it. However, 
this does not mean that resisting one aspect of ʻconsumption of workʼ implies resisting the 
whole work orientation. Other aspects of ʻconsumption of workʼ were as appealing to some 
of these students as to those who did not question the ʻcommon sensesʼ about the best 
places to work at.

Second, for many students the understanding of good work was closely connected to 
ʻconsumption through work processesʼ. Students here were positioned as modern and 

206



traditional hedonists as well as communicators. They wanted to travel and enjoy  this 
experience through work (modern and traditional hedonism). At the same time, they 
expected a consumer lifestyle of abundance, where the employer paid for pleasures such 
as food and clubbing (traditional hedonism). The ʻsign valuesʼ associated with 
organisational culture that could be communicated to others were also appealing to 
students (e.g. wearing/not wearing a suit). While some of these could seem to be 
contradictory preferences, they are choices from the ʻmenuʼ of ʻconsumption of workʼ (see 
chapters 3 and 5). 

Third, an orientation towards ʻconsuming work processes and outcomesʼ existed in 
studentsʼ preferences for learning and (potentially) challenge. Learning was mostly 
understood through the provision of employer-endorsed training. Challenge was 
articulated as an abstract action that was not confined within a job, but provided by 
employers. However, although challenge may be ʻconsumedʼ as part of the ʻemployee 
value propositionʼ, it is problematic to claim that this was the case from the data of this 
study.

Although embracing some and rejecting other aspects of the ʻconsumption of workʼ was 
possible in studentsʼ ideas about work, these were not easy to combine in practice. The 
inability of ʻalternativeʼ organisations to provide elements of ʻconsumption of workʼ made 
students feel that part of their preferences about work were not satisfied. In this study, this 
conflict made students doubt their choices and consider applying for positions where 
ʻconsumption of workʼ would be satisfied. 

ʻConsumption of workʼ was not the only work orientation that students articulated. For a 
number of students it was important that work was a means to a consumer lifestyle outside 
work. ʻSubstantive work orientationʼ shaped the choices of a small minority  of students. 
Often a number of different work orientations were combined in studentsʼ preferences 
about work, with ʻconsumption of workʼ almost always being part of them. However, it is 
the relationship between ʻconsumption of workʼ and other work orientations that is 
particularly important. Students who saw work as providing access to a consumer lifestyle 
outside work were ready to sacrifice the ʻconsumption of workʼ for earning potential. A 
small number of students who expressed a ʻsubstantive work orientationʼ were ready not to 
engage in ʻconsumption of workʼ, with the substantive element being more important. 
Deferring the ʻsubstantive work orientationʼ till later in life so as to engage in ʻconsumption 
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of workʼ was however more common. Referring to ʻsubstantive work orientationsʼ in the 
future or in an imaginary situation might be treated as ʻescapingʼ the ʻcommon senseʼ, 
which, rooted in a moral rhetoric, at the same time legitimises the current choice of 
ʻconsumption of workʼ.

There was no section within this chapter that singled out employability as a desirable 
characteristic of work for students. This is because, as has been seen throughout this 
chapter, employability surrounded almost all desirable characteristics of work. It was not 
the only reason for studentsʼ choices, but it was something they always thought about. It 
shows the scope of employability  spreading beyond getting a job, which is part of the 
ʻcommon senseʼ about employability at Aimfied (6.3.2). With employability being an elusive 
category, the potential to acquire and develop  skills comes from almost anywhere, but 
especially  from various experiences within the ʻconsumption of workʼ. This point will be 
discussed in chapter 9. The next chapter, chapter 8, will explore studentsʼ engagement 
with the various aspects of the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability while managing it during 
the job search.
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Chapter 8. The graduate job search: Managing 
employability

8.1 Introduction
In this chapter, by looking at students actively managing their employability during the job 
search, their relationship  with employability rhetoric is analysed. First, the ʻcommon senseʼ 
of skill1  ʻpossessionʼ2 among students is examined (8.2). This section shows that students 
mostly  embrace this rhetoric (8.2.1), with only a few cases of questioning it (8.2.4). Even 
students who have not been aware of the skills rhetoric before (coming from countries with 
different job  search principles) get used to it quickly and start using the language of skills 
to manage their employability  (8.2.2). At the same time, the way students talk about skill 
ʻpossessionʼ highlights its elusive meaning (8.2.3). However, the skill rhetoric is not only 
about skill ʻpossessionʼ, but skill ʻdemonstrationʼ with articulating and selling skills being 
key to it. This is where, despite students embracing the rhetoric of skill ʻpossessionʼ, active 
manipulation of the rhetoric takes place: students are playing the job search game (8.3). 
During this game they learn to adapt by ʻdemonstratingʼ skills in the way employers 
require, the key to which is conforming (8.3.1). At the same time, the need to conform and 
present oneself in such a way is questioned by  students (8.3.2). However, even 
questioning some aspects of the skills rhetoric does not undermine the scope of 
employability, with students managing it before and during the job  search, mobilising their 
private lives in the name of employability  (8.4). With rejections being an inevitable part of 
the process of job searching, the penultimate section of this chapter (8.5) is devoted to this 
theme. The last section is the conclusion (8.6). 
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1 I would like to remind the readers that by referring to ʻskillʼ  throughout this thesis I do not mean any notion 
of skill, but a particular conceptualisation of it that has become ʻcommon senseʼ  and is increasingly informing 
policies, practice and peopleʼs habitual experiences. Within this conceptualisation skills are ʻsoftʼ and not 
confined to a job (therefore, are transferable across contexts). See also section 2.5.2.

2 I would also like to remind the readers about the rationale for referring to ʻpossessionʼ and ʻdemonstrationʼ 
when discussing skills. This distinction was drawn from the discussion of graduate employability rhetoric. On 
the one hand, studentsʼ  employability was positioned as dependent on them having the skills required by 
employers and their commitment to acquiring and developing them. I called this skill ʻpossessionʼ, which is 
what the activities at the university ʻenabledʼ students to gain. On the other hand, ʻdemonstrationʼ of skills 
consists of ʻarticulatingʼ  and ʻsellingʼ them, which can only partially be ʻenabledʼ, which students manage 
themselves during a job search and which is ultimately up  to the employer to assess. It is on the basis of this 
dynamic process of skill ʻdemonstrationʼ that employers assess whether students have the skills needed.



8.2 The ʻcommon senseʼ of skill ʻpossessionʼ
Skills are a key component of employability, both at the policy  level (see Chapter 4) and 
within the rhetoric present at Aimfield University (see Chapter 6). Their ʻpossessionʼ 
contributes to individualsʼ employability and is tested at all stages of the student job 
search. Skills are supposed to differentiate students with equal credentials and it is their 
high levels that supposedly make the ʻtalentedʼ students ʻstand outʼ from the rest. 
Unsurprisingly, skills were a theme that all students referred to during the interviews, 
although there were no interview questions that were directly  addressing them. Within this 
section, the largely embraced ʻcommon senseʼ of skill ʻpossessionʼ among students is 
discussed. First, studentsʼ referring to having, acquiring/developing and describing 
themselves through skills is examined (8.2.1). Second, the cases of two students 
discovering the skills rhetoric are discussed (8.2.2). Third, the elusiveness of the meaning 
of the skills rhetoric is identified (8.2.3). Fourth, instances of questioning the ʻcommon 
senseʼ are brought up (8.2.4).

8.2.1 Embracing the ʻcommon senseʼ
Students talked about skills as if they could be ʻpossessedʼ, were tangible and identifiable. 
There were three main patterns of discussing skills, which are not mutually exclusive. The 
first was in students talking about having certain skills. For example, here is how Hugo 
(male, overseas, Mechanical Engineering, L1) talks about the importance of having a 
certain set of skills:

H: I think theyʼre the most important ... skills. I mean ... cause itʼs so competitive you know. 

When you go ( ) you need to – if you want to excel in your field I think you need to first of all be 

a good team player as all – most of the projects are team based – know how to work in a team. 

And also you need to you know – I think – even if youʼre not a leader per se – you should have 

some leadership  qualities where you can, you know, manage a team, you know manage what 

theyʼre saying, and you know get everyoneʼs views and come up ... come up with you know like 

a decision. I – so I think leadership  skills, communication - also interpersonal skills, you know, 

working with people, understanding them you know and ... I think thatʼs very important.

Hugo speaks about skills in a normative way, i.e. that one needs to have them to excel. In 
line with the positioning of skills within employability rhetoric, he connects skills with 
ʻstanding outʼ as a professional.
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The second pattern was in students talking about skills as something to be acquired and 
developed, which Lyleʼs (male, UK, Computing & Management, L1) quote demonstrates:

Although if I donʼt get a job by the time Iʼve graduated, that might mean I might need to do some 

more work, to gain more training, gain more skills, might need to do a few work qualifications or 

training, maybe do a few training courses in communications or whatever to actually prove to 

them that Iʼm actually capable of doing this and Iʼve achieved these qualifications in my previous 

experiences, come back with that...

Lyle treats not getting a job  as a signal that he would need to acquire and develop  his 
skills. He speaks of a formal way of doing it, through a training course that would give him 
a credential ʻprovingʼ he has the skills employers want. Other students in the sample talked 
about acquiring and developing skills via other means, like volunteering, work experience 
and activities outside work.

Although it was not articulated by the majority of students (it pertained to four people in the 
sample), the third pattern was in students describing themselves through skills rhetoric. 
This can be demonstrated by an excerpt from the interview with Derek (male, UK, 
Geography with Economics, L1):

D: ... I see myself as quite pro-active student, enjoying student life, um, Iʼm quite sporty, 

outgoing, social, um, I donʼt know I just ... I think Iʼm quite an alright person.

The first term Derek refers to when describing himself is pro-active, which is a skill3 . Both 
Hugo (male, overseas, Mechanical Engineering, L1) and Peter (male, UK, Management 
Sciences, L2) were referring to leadership  when characterising themselves. While Hugo 
thought he was a ʻnatural leaderʼ, Peter was not sure whether he was one yet, but aspired 
to become one:

P: Maybe I'm not a born leader, though I'm not sure.

IR: What do you think yourself?

P: I think you know there's something that some people are born with it of course but like, 

obviously it is a learned skill as well, so I like to think, in a few years or whatever I'll give it a go 
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3  Brown and Hesketh (2004), when comparing selection criteria of employability in the 1990s and 2000s, 
refer to pro-activity as a term that emerges in the rhetoric of the 2000s to substitute capability, which was the 
term for the 1990s. Capability relates to ʻthe identification of future leaders and individuals who can “add 
value” through their “raw talent”  and “charismatic personality”ʼ  (Ibid.: 150), which is no longer enough. 
Proactivity relates not only to the possession of capability, but shows that the person ʻhas demonstrated the 
capacity to get things doneʼ (Ibid.: 150).



and learn how to be (a leader) or whatever ... and when in your job  feel more comfortable you 

become sort of, you sort of ... you sort of emerge as a leader or whatever. I don't know how you 

do it. I definitely want to be a sort of, well everyone wants to be a sort of leader or manager of 

whatever one day but, maybe I'm not sort of naturally born to be one. But I think definitely over 

time ... even now I feel like I am becoming a bit more of a leader, you can do it like a clothing 

company, make an active effort to sort of take charge or whatever so. 

8.2.2 Discovering the skills rhetoric
Not all students were aware of skills rhetoric before starting their job search. Two 
students in the sample came to the UK from abroad to do a Masters course and had not 
been applying for jobs in the UK before. May (female, EU, Renewable Energy Systems 
Technology, L1) first encountered the emphasis on skills when coming to the CEC:

M: They [CEC] helped me how to present the – the CV. I mean the information was good but the 

– the thing that was wrong with my CV was the – Iʼm used to do the CVs in [name of the 

country] way, so that is not valid here in the UK - at least the – the way of – of (presenting) the 

ideas. So they helped me in order to organise the ideas to look better. And to show better my 

skills for example. To put a specific – specifically - for example, from this year to this year I have 

this role in the company and this gave me these several skills. That er – I didnʼt have it before, 

going to the careers centre, so they helped me a lot.

...

IR: And the [name of the country May comes from] format of the CV, what is it like?

M: Itʼs not umm... itʼs like saying I have this education, I have worked in this company doing this, 

but the [name of the country] format does not show so explicitly the skills, for example. And in 

the [name of the country] format, for example, you donʼt put your interests. And here it is 

important to know which interests um this person has.

The skills that May had in her CV were teamwork, self-confidence, decision-making, 
leadership, creativity, capability to meet deadlines, problem solving, working under 
pressure, and communication skills, which are all ʻsoftʼ skills. So having accepted the 
ʻknowledgeʼ about skills and the importance to have them explicitly emphasised in the CV, 
May embraced the previously unfamiliar rhetoric.
 
Like May, Anthony (male, overseas, Renewable Energy  Systems Technology, L1) was not 
familiar with skills rhetoric before coming to the UK. The quote below shows his reaction to 
skills questions in applications:
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A: Itʼs [applying for jobs] challenging in the sense that OK you – youʼll think you just send them a 

CV, send them a covering letter and that – that is it. No, it doesnʼt stop there – they have like 

these special online application processes - and that in itself is like an exam ... Like youʼre 

studying for a degree... and I find it a challenge sometimes. They [employers] twist the 

questions in certain ways - and there are some really (pause) abstract questions like ... like for 

instance I applied to Eon UK and they ask you give me a – give me one experience in your life 

where you demonstrated leadership skills... It was a question on those lines.

He refers to the question on skills (leadership  in this case) as ʻabstractʼ, because it has not 
become part of his familiar landscape yet. However, by interpreting such questions as part 
of the challenge, skills start making sense for him. The unfamiliarity with the demand for  
skills makes him treat questions on them as something that needs to be overcome so as to 
get a job.

Anthony and May were aware of how the job  search process worked in their countries, but 
when they came to the UK and started their job  search, they became came across the 
skills rhetoric. This shows that it has not become universally used yet, at least at the level 
of individuals. The standards of job searching differ, so the ʻknowledgeʼ about what is 
needed to be employable varies in different countries. This allows students from abroad to 
look differently  and potentially critically at what is taken for granted in the UK. This echoes 
the comment made by Valerie (the CECʼs employability team), that it is a challenge to 
explain to international students why they need skills (6.3.5). In this sample May embraced 
the rhetoric immediately, while Anthony was more distant and even critical about it during 
our first interview. However, when asked in interview 3 why he thought he would be a good 
employee, he answered using exactly the language of skills:

IR: So – apart – yeah – putting aside the application and what youʼre supposed to write there, er 

you yourself what would you think – I donʼt know – your strong qualities for getting into the 

company? So why you would be a good employee – something like that?

A:  Well provided that my skills are on par with what they want - my keen eye for detail. My er – 

well I work very hard. Iʼm not lazy. I think I have very good er communication skills – both written 

and verbal. So I think those will be strong points. Er what else can I think of?... Iʼm willing to go 

the extra mile.... 

So even if he has not completely and unquestionably accepted the ʻcommon senseʼ of 
skills, it now comes ʻnaturallyʼ as part of his vocabulary.
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8.2.3 The elusiveness of the skills rhetoric
While skills were ʻcommon senseʼ for some students and becoming ʻcommon senseʼ for 
others, the question of what constitutes the ʻinstrumentationʼ of employability deserves 
attention. When reflecting whether he was a leader, Peter (male, UK, Management 
Sciences, L1) mentioned that ʻeveryone want[ed] to be a sort of leader or managerʼ, using 
the two words interchangeably, which raises the question of whether there is any 
difference between the two. Similarly, when Hugo (male, overseas, Mechanical 
Engineering, L1) talked about what leadership involved, he mentioned managing, knowing 
what to say and making decisions, which also does not show much difference between a 
leader and a manager. Later in the interview, Peter claimed that he could see a leader, but 
his expression of what ʻnatural born leadersʼ looked like was summarised somewhat 
abstractly:

P: ... you know there are some guys there and some girls who were just cool, calm and 

confident in any situation so that's probably the best leaders that I could think of. But they have 

a certain look about them as well. Do you know what I mean? They sort of stood out from the 

crowd, so I think that's what the natural leader part of them. But I don't know, they spoke more 

clearly, more sort of thorough in what they were saying, they sort of said much more in much 

little ... they said less sentences but said much more that other people, so they didn't tend to 

waffle. So a lot of sort of body language involved, maybe that's something. You know they were 

using their hands a lot and all that. And basically, yeah they performed the best anyway so.

For him, being a leader is in looking like a leader, i.e. being confident, speaking clearly and 
concisely, and having a certain body language, none of which imply anything about the 
leaderʼs interaction with others or where they would lead.

Using the example of leadership, it may be seen that skills, although embraced by 
students as an identifiable tangible category, have an elusive meaning. Answering what 
having skills involves is problematic. If a single skill is interpreted, the meaning of it is hard 
to be captured. If an attempt to do this is made, it is mundane (e.g. managing) or has a 
close connection to oneʼs personal characteristics (like charisma, potentially class) rather 
than with the activities the leader is involved in. However, this elusive meaning of skills is 
central to employability.
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Students, treating skills as what made them ʻstand outʼ from the rest, did not characterise 
every experience as giving them skills, and were selective in what counted as such 
experience. So despite embracing the same ʻcommon senseʼ of skill ʻpossessionʼ, the 
understanding of how they can be gained was different among students. Here is how Andy 
(male, overseas, Information Management & Business Studies, L1) refers to the 
acquisition of skills: 

A: It was optional for me. Some guys, they still continue this, few of them, for chartered 

organisations to get some more experience, which is I guess good, they gonna get, whatʼs it, 

diploma of professional studies, DPS, yeah. I guess itʼs good, but itʼs still kinda wasting all the 

year, because chartered organisation gives you a bit of good experience, so they might get a 

job later, but you donʼt really get that much of transferable skills.

Andy speaks about skills as something that not every experience gives. For this reason 
doing something through which he would not acquire them is a waste of time for him. From 
what Andy says, the experience not giving skills is actually  work experience, so we can 
see that for him these are mainly non-work activities (like sport and extra-curricular 
university activities) that develop oneʼs skills.

May (female, EU, Renewable Energy Systems Technology, L1) also thinks that not every 
experience gives skills, but her understanding of what develops them is completely 
different from Andyʼs. This can be demonstrated by  her reply to the question whether her 
classmates without work experience could apply to the same positions as her, although 
she had three years of experience in a different industry:

M: Yes, I think they can. The difference is that this experience has provided me with several 

skills, for example, that they do not have. Because when youʼre working, you acquire skills, 

even if itʼs not your field, you acquire several skills, like ... for example, working under pressure, 

being used to giving the work on time, um, being able to react and respond in different 

situations, in different troubles, these type of skills that you do not acquire at university, but you 

learn them at work.

She refers to skills she has acquired through her work experience that can be transferred 
to jobs she is applying to, saying that university cannot give these skills. Mayʼs 
interpretation of how skills can be gained is opposite to Andyʼs, although both of them are 
speaking about them as something significant, something they reflect on.
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Looking back at the discussion in Chapter 6 (6.3.3), within the CEC both experiences the 
students mentioned here would lead to them acquiring skills. According to the CEC, they 
can be acquired in almost any experience. At the same time, it is on the basis of them 
(their ʻdemonstrationʼ, to be more precise) that people are selected for jobs. So, to make 
sense of the category of skills that students embrace, they  interpret it in more normative 
ways, creating boundaries for what can count as building a skill and what cannot.

8.2.4 Questioning the ʻcommon senseʼ?
Despite taking skills as an unproblematic category by the majority of students, four of them 
brought up points of their critique. Archer (male, EU, Renewable Energy Systems 
Technology, L1) disliked questions on skills, both in applications and in interviews:

A: ... The long ones [applications] are bad cause you spend a lot of time to answer these 

questions that theyʼre asking. And most of the time in order to find things to say you mostly end 

up lying [laughs] to fill their profile of accepted candidates. 

Here Archer does not take the skills rhetoric as ʻnaturalʼ. In our second interview (L2) he 
also noticed the absence of meaning in answers to these questions without making a 
story:

IR: What are the kind of questions that make you lie?

A: Teamwork and stuff like that. You have to bullshit, you have to use the STAR approach, you 

know – situation, task, action, response [the last one is supposed to be result]. Those are the 

questions that you have to lie [laughs].

IR: Yeah. Why is that – that you have to lie there? 

A:  Well you – you donʼt lie lie, you donʼt lie lie, but you make up  a story. You – you say it the 

way they want to hear it, you donʼt say the way it actually happened because that – then it 

wouldnʼt make any sense. You just make a story like that... If you said what er actually 

happened ... you cannot – you bullshit it a little bit.

The issue that Archer brings up here is that skills are captured only through a narrative 
highlighting how they were used or acquired. However, to highlight a skill, the story needs 
to be articulated in a certain way, which makes the story itself superficial.
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Michelle (female, overseas, International Business, L1) referred to replying to questions on 
skills as ʻwindow dressingʼ and mentioned she did not like this emphasis on skills:

M: ... I donʼt like that much focus on skills because like – ʻTell us a situation when you did thatʼ. 

People not make them up, but you window-dress your situations. The skills which were relevant 

for the job  they could see from my CV... I mean he wanted someone whoʼs good in Maths. I did 

an A-level in Maths in one year. Itʼs a hard A-Level, people do it two years, they fail, they donʼt 

get an A in it. It was my first year in England and I did it in one year and got an A. That is an 

evidence of my skill. And I donʼt see a reason for them to ask me ʻSo tell me something about 

when you were good in Mathsʼ when I am already showing it.

Here Michelle challenges the point that was emphasised in careers consultations, i.e. that 
skills need to be explicitly stated by students rather than implied from the experiences they 
list in their CVs and cover letters (see 6.3.4).

The critique of the selection process for its emphasis on skills also applies to the skills 
rhetoric itself. Skills become identifiable only through creating a narrative, in which their 
presence is articulated. However, when doing this, the narrative distances from the original 
event that took place. Archerʼs and Michelleʼs reflections on skills may be seen as passive 
resistance to the skills rhetoric. Students are usually criticised for not being able to 
articulate their skills, which is not the case for these two students, as can be seen from the 
excerpts above. They were aware of how they needed to articulate their skills, but were 
skeptical about it, highlighling the superficiality  of this process. At the same time, they were 
primarily skeptical about how they as applicants were accessed, but did not explicitly 
question the ʻcommon senseʼ notion of skills. For example, in our third interview (L3) 
Archer again mentioned that he disliked long questions on applications most out of the 
whole job  search process. When asked to clarify  why, he started explaining it by his 
laziness and by them being hard, taking time and energy, almost blaming himself for such 
an attitude.

Summary
Overall, from this section it can be seen that students embrace the skills rhetoric, 
accepting skills as tangible and identifiable, something that they need to ʻpossessʼ (i.e. 
have, acquire and develop) to be employable. With this rhetoric being strong and an 
integral part of the job search, it is embraced even by people who have not come across it 
before. However, the way students talked about skills reveals their elusiveness, with the 
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impossibility  of seeing what makes skills ʻstand outʼ as well as contradictions around how 
they are thought to be acquired. Through a critique of questions on skills in applications, 
students have brought up  the issue of them being captured through superficially 
constructed narratives, where a narrative articulates the skill, but distorts the story itself. 
However, this critique of the skills rhetoric was articulated only  by two students, with others 
seemingly embracing it without question. However, embracing the rhetoric does not mean 
that students are not using it instrumentally, manipulating it in the interests of their 

employability. This engagement of the ʻdialogical selvesʼ with the skill rhetoric will be 

discussed in the next section.

8.3. Playing the job search game
This section looks at studentsʼ playing the job  search game. Although the ʻcommon senseʼ 
of skill ʻpossessionʼ may have been embraced by most students, it was manipulated in the 
process of ʻdemonstratingʼ skills (8.3.1). First, students did not question whether they  had 
the skills required by employers and always acted as if they did. Second, ʻdemonstratingʼ 
the skills was about playing the game. Throughout the job search students, through trial 
and error, were figuring out what employers wanted and were adapting accordingly. 
However, not all students were unquestionably accepting this need to adapt, showing 
instances of passive and active resistance (8.3.2).

8.3.1 ʻDemonstratingʼ skills
Overall, students knew that they needed to present themselves to employers in a certain 
way, which Archerʼs (male, EU, Renewable Energy Systems Technology, L1) quote 
demonstrates: 

IR: What do you think that profile looks like of the candidate that would be accepted?

A: It differs from company to company. If you look at the website you will find their core skills 

and what they look from people and you have to make sure you put them in the application.

From what Archer says, it may be seen that students do not assess whether they have 
skills that employers demand or not when applying for jobs, but ʻmake sureʼ that they put 
them in applications. Studentsʼ approach to applications was in applying wherever they 
wanted to apply, and assuming they had the necessary skills for the job. Irrespective of 
what skills they thought they had and what they thought about the notion in general, 
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students were trying to ʻdemonstrateʼ that they had all the skills employers asked for. So 
there was no questioning of whether the students actually had the adequate level of skills 
required for the job. This echoes the advice to given to students at the CEC (see chapter 
6). Simon (male, UK, Economics, L1) was the only  interviewee who reflected on his lack of 
certain skills in a job application, which resulted in no reply from the place he had applied 
to.

Apart from presenting themselves as having the skills employers asked for, whichever 
these were, students were aware of the marketability aspect of the job search and spoke 
about particular ways of presenting themselves to employers. Below Auriel (female, 
overseas, Economics with Sociology, L1) speaks about how she is working on her CV:

A: ... To make you come to life on paper you need to give examples of you being active and 

demonstrating these skills that they [employers] want, so thatʼs what Iʼm trying to do. Iʼve 

structured it in such a way that youʼve got different skills and Iʼve got bullet points with me 

describing me in this situation showing me demonstrating these skills that are that they want 

and hopefully that should, that should do the trick [laughs].

She is aware of what employers want and tries to structure the CV accordingly. 
ʻDemonstratingʼ skills through structuring them in a certain way is an instrument of 
presenting oneself, which ʻshould do the trickʼ of attracting the employer. Jolene (female, 
UK, Mathematics with Management, L1) was talking about a certain way of filling in her 
applications, which involves showing different skills in the answers to the different 
questions that employers ask, thereby demonstrating a variety of skills:

J: Like I do sit there and think right whatʼs this questions asking me, what skills shall I show 

here, and try and make sure that I donʼt show like the same skill in three different things. Like I 

make sure I try and be like well this – this question Iʼll have that skill in. The next question Iʼll 

have another skill, another question Iʼll have another skill in instead of ... Trying to mix it all up.

Students were engaged in playing the game during other stages of the job  search too. 
Here is how Hugo (male, overseas, Mechanical Engineering, L2) talked about the 
assessment centre in which he took part:

H: So yeah I took the role of leader as soon as I started so I was basically controlling all 

activities and what we were doing so it was quite good. I think I did well, as an individual and 

also as leading a team.  So letʼs see.
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IR: How did you manage to do that, to take the role of the leader - was there anyone else who 

did so?

H: I just sort of, as from the start I just started saying letʼs do this, everyone sort of looked at me 

as the leader so it was left to me, so I thought it was a good idea because I read that in one of 

the magazines that you should do that.

IR: In which magazine? Graduate related?

H: Yeah, it was Target Jobs I think.

IR: I see yeah.

H: There was this one guy who got many interviews and he got a lot of job  offers, he was writing 

why, so he said in group  exercises you should try to take the leaderʼs position all the time 

because sometimes if you donʼt then itʼs kind of hard to judge your capabilities because youʼre 

just a team member and youʼre not doing anything, not saying anything.  So the less you say 

the less chance you have to basically do well. The more you talk, not you should talk like 

random stuff, but you talk relevant stuff you know, give relevant ideas and also take ideas from 

everyone else so look at what everyone else is saying so take their ideas as well; so mostly 

companies like a person who can naturally lead and also get everyoneʼs ideas and then come 

up with a solution.

Although Hugo described himself as a ʻnaturalʼ leader, he needed to figure out how to 
show this at the assessment centre, which he did by taking the advice from one of the 
specialist graduate magazines. 

The understanding of how to play the game ʻrightʼ does not come at once and needs to be 
figured out by students during the process of job searching. Anthonyʼs (male, overseas, 
Renewable Energy Systems Technology, L3) example demonstrates this:

A: But what Iʼve learned from the careers centre is that they look at all those things 

[qualifications and skills]. Those are the things that sell you. So thatʼs what I think... As well as 

how I answer these questions that (might seem dumb). And I think thatʼs my weak point 

sometimes. Or I might come off as self-centred depending on how I answer the questions. Or 

they might ask you like, oh, me, in a team situation, this – this happens. What would you do? 

And yeah I might not answer how they might like. Iʼve had an application like that I think. I canʼt 

remember for which company.

IR: How do you understand selling yourself to employers and what one needs to do – er – to do 

it well?

A: Well, itʼs a really delicate balance between showing confidence and showing off your skills, 

but at the same time not coming off as arrogant and self-centred. Thatʼs what I think. And I donʼt 

think Iʼve achieved that balance as yet in terms of er expressing it on paper. I think itʼs a very 

fine balance between those two things.

220



Similarly, the excerpt below shows how Peter (male, UK, Management Sciences, L1) 
wrongly figured out how to answer employersʼ questions at the interview:

P: ... they were ʻwhy do you want to be an investment bankerʼ – not investment banker – ʻwhy 

do you want to work in this industry?ʼ  and I said ʻitʼs rewarding and I see like a lot of societies 

relying on banking for the quality of life, I just feel like a social responsibility aspect of it, like me 

doing a good job  would basically ... I donʼt know, itʼs like politics really you know, you do a good 

job  and you're serving the country really or the world and the quality of life ... itʼs like  throughout 

the ages back and bonds and this sort of thing has built empires and I just think itʼs a massive, 

massive part of society and like I just think it was completely the wrong answer because he was 

like ʻno its about the money!ʼ [laughs] 

Emphasising the social function of the financial industry was what Peter thought would be 
a good answer, presenting himself as someone believing in combining social responsibility 
and material benefits the job would bring. However, the interviewer denounced this line of 
reasoning as inappropriate. This made Peter think of how he should have responded, and 
how to play the game during an interview in the future:

P: And I thought of that because I mean, itʼs part of the inspiration behind ... itʼs just about ... I 

probably should have said ... if I was thinking about it now I would just say I've never really 

pushed to my limits and in an industry so volatile and big as this I can really see how far I can 

go, something like that would have been good but like ... I wanted like ... a pursuit of happiness 

Will Smith moment, but it just never came.

It may be concluded that conformity to whatever employers require and figuring out how to 
do this seems to be the key skill that makes one employable during job  search. 
ʻDemonstratingʼ skills during a job search is in learning to play the game, i.e. figuring out 
how to write and speak about oneʼs skills in the way that employers want. In this case 
practice makes perfect, and with more experience in attending interviews and assessment 
centres, it was becoming easier for students to ʻdemonstrateʼ their skills. Derekʼs (male, 
UK, Geography with Economics, L3) case illustrates this:

D: And obviously I got like interviewed as well and asked questions, but it was – they were 

questions that Iʼd been asked so many times that I kind of knew answers to. Because each 

person would ask you pretty much the same question – why do you want to go into you know 
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recruitment and why youʼre gonna be good at it – so you know I kind of had just a list of answers 

that Iʼd just reel off - knew them by heart by then [laughs].

8.3.2 Questioning conformity: A moment of resistance?
ʻDemonstratingʼ skills to employers necessarily  involved playing the game, i.e. assuming 
that one had the skills employers asked for and figuring out what to say  to employers and 
how at various stages in the job search to ʻstand outʼ from other candidates. However, this 
process implies conforming to whatever employers ask for, and approaching the job 
search accordingly. The problem here may be in having to present oneself in a way that 
contradicts the way students would present themselves if this was not a criterion for their 
employability. While most students did not express any concerns about this, it was not the 
case for four students in the sample. 

Employability  rhetoric requires the marketability  of oneʼs skills, which involves them being 
not just up-to-date, but oneʼs ability to actively promote them to employers. At the same 
time, during the process of the job search skills are assessed on the basis of an articulated 
narrative that highlights these skills. As a result, the narrative becomes central to the 
marketability of the skills, and the grander the narrative, the more marketable the personʼs 
skills would seem. However, the very construction of these grand self-promoting narratives 
seemed to be artificial to some students and contradicting the way they  wanted to present 
themselves. This holds for Andy (male, overseas, Information Management & Business 
Studies, L1):

A: I think like one of the major things that changed [during the job  search] was when I was 

writing CV, for example, I tried to be I donʼt know I guess it derives from my [his nationality] 

roots. Iʼm trying to be like direct, direct, open and honest, kind of basics. But when I was doing 

my CV and I went for the CV check, she was saying I was just like too open and like, it doesnʼt 

promote me. So like basically the person to get like a highly competitive job  position must 

promote himself, sell himself, but I canʼt really do that. Itʼs just not in my nature. So I had to like 

adapt to that and like when I was doing several CV like workshops, yeah, she made me sort of 

make any little bit sound amazing kind of thing, but sometimes itʼs not, I donʼt know how to say, 

itʼs just like makes the entire thing really biased. Like some of my friends, they say things on the 

CV that werenʼt true actually. 

Later in the interview he said that things that sounded amazing in the CV were in reality 
just standard, which was the main problem of employability rhetoric for him.
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Similarly, Auriel (female, overseas, Economics with Sociology, L1) felt uncomfortable about 
the way she needed to hype her skills to employers:

A: Yeah, Iʼm trying to make the CV as best as it can be and yeah, my cover letter really good, 

but itʼs so hard not to sound like youʼre very arrogant. Cause Iʼm not an arrogant person, but I 

think when it comes to job  hunting, you have to be ̒ Iʼm the best, Iʼm the best, you want meʼ, and 

itʼs so out of my personality that I almost feel like a fool when Iʼm saying yeah, Iʼm the best, 

blah-blahʼʼ, but I feel like these recruiters, they should know that itʼs not genuine.

The way she thinks about herself (i.e. as not arrogant) does not match the way she needs 
to present her skills to employers. For Derek (male, UK, Geography with Economics, L3) 
adapting his behaviour in the interview to what employers wanted, based on the feedback 
he had been given earlier, resulted in a job offer. However, he was not positive when 
reflecting on his job search experience:

D: The – the job  kind of – er search and not being massively involved in money but being more 

about the kind of job  satisfaction. But then as Iʼve kind of progressed through it my view on that 

has changed in the fact that Iʼve had to kind of hide my real person from the – the interviewers 

because someoneʼs already – you know Iʼve previously been told that Iʼm not good enough for 

the job  because Iʼm too honest. So then you know that honesty is then hidden from you know 

these people that have actually gone and employed me because Iʼve you know kind of said that 

Iʼm something else to what I am in reality. So you know I think the job hunt is – well finding a job 

is almost – itʼs like kind of – itʼs flawed essentially because I reckon nearly all the people that get 

jobs donʼt get a job  because itʼs their real – you know their real person, who theyʼre really about, 

itʼs how well theyʼve said things that the company want them to say. So thatʼs – yeah something 

that is – has made me more aware that itʼs not necessarily about who you are or what youʼve 

done, itʼs about how well you can fabricate you know. Something that may not necessarily be 

true, but that may be appealing to a – like an employer – which kind of defeats the object of 

them employing you in the first place – because theyʼre not employing you, theyʼre employing 

you know sort - like a story that youʼve made up to like display a point.

Conforming to what was expected of him in an interview made Derek disillusioned about 
the job search process. He was aware that it was through pretending that he was 
recruited. However, when asked what he thought about his future job  and whether it would 
be affected by him pretending to be what he was not, Derek was still positive and hoping 
that the flawed job search process would stop the moment he was hired.
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The cases that have been mentioned so far may be considered as instances of passive 
resistance. Students did not unquestionably construct themselves the way employers 
required. Although this informed the way they were presenting themselves to employers, in 
private conversations students were sharing their concerns and discomfort about having to 
do this, showing the unwillingness to conform. Archerʼs (male, EU, Renewable Energy 
Systems Technology, L1) case may be considered as active resistance. Not willing to 
construct himself as someone he did not associate himself with, Archer limited the number 
of applications to places where he thought he would need to compromise himself most:

IR: How do you feel about that – lying or pretending to have those core skills they emphasise?

A: Well I – thatʼs why I havenʼt applied to many big ones, I donʼt like doing it. And I think that – 

itʼs not that I donʼt like doing it that much, itʼs just that I think that whatʼs the point in doing it if 

youʼre not that person that theyʼre looking for, so why should I be bothered to be that person?

Here Archer shows that he is ready to sacrifice his employability  so as not to make 
compromises with himself. The phrase ʻwhy should I be bothered to be that personʼ 
demonstrates the strength of his position, which is a challenge to conformity. 

8.4 The scope of employability
According to the employability rhetoric at Aimfield University (6.3.2), the scope of 
employability goes way beyond getting a job. Employability  was presented as a criterion 
for success and a lifelong project, where peopleʼs private lives also contribute to their 
employability. Studentsʼ work orientations were largely in line with this rhetoric, with 
students willing to be flexible in the labour market (7.2), as well as choosing jobs with 
employability in mind (see chapter 7). During their job  search experiences, other facets of 
the scope of employability were spotted.

First, students were referring to actively managing their employability before job  search, 
which adds to the image of employability  as a lifelong project. Students talked about their 
past experiences as having been done with employability  in mind. This was in reflecting on 
how to ʻstand outʼ from the rest, by creating experiences that would enhance oneʼs 
employability and provide relevant examples for employers. Michelle (female, overseas, 
International Business, L1) is a good example:
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M: I like to think Iʼm different, but thatʼs I guess what everyone likes to think. Iʼve tried to set 

myself apart by making the digital marketing blog... So I think thereʼs loads of interest for it, but 

not everyone is willing to pursue their interest. They just put it in the CV as in Iʼm interested in it, 

but...

Michelle created a blog that was closely linked to the area of marketing she was interested 
in. As the first reason for doing this, she mentioned ʻsetting herself apartʼ from others. 
While other students just mentioned they were interested in marketing, Michelle was 
thinking of ways to communicate this to employers and make her more employable.  

Attending skills courses organised by the CEC was the most common way in which 
students consciously managed their employability before starting job search. Below 
Beatrice (female, UK, Information Management & Business Studies, L1) provides the 
rationale for doing it:

B: Well, the workshop that I did Iʼve got a certificate for it and thatʼs pretty much why I did it. I 

didnʼt do it because I knew I was going to get some skills that I didnʼt already know. All it was 

was a presentation about little things – and a bit of group  work. And you know I – Iʼve done that 

before. Itʼs – it doesnʼt – itʼs just slides that they read out. Itʼs not the most helpful thing you 

know. But theyʼre really big businesses so er when you have that on a certificate... It looks a lot 

better. So thatʼs why I did it.

The way she talks about this course shows that she is skeptical about the actual content 
and whether it helps to develop skills, taking them quite instrumentally. She sees courses 
provided by the CEC as having the potential to increase employability, but unlike the CEC, 
who present them as developing skills, treats them as an opportunity  to get a credential 
(from a big employer). This also shows that playing the (job search) game starts before 
one starts searching for a job.

Second, throughout the job search students were mobilising their private experiences so 
as to be employable. With the potential for skills to be acquired from any experience, 
students often used examples from beyond their work and studies to talk about skills. Most 
students mentioned their hobbies and interests to employers, showing a part of their 
private lives, what and who they were outside work and studies. These were not just listed, 
but expanded on to provide examples of skills acquired. Michelleʼs (female, overseas, 
International Business) CV can be used as an example:
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I have an immense interest in archaeology and I pride myself in being a member of [name of the 

centre]. It is a scientific institution for young talent from across the country. 

I have written and presented a research paper on [name of the project]. It was a result of a year-

long research and I have successfully presented to a scientific panel.

With the supposed transferability of skills, Michelleʼs example here shows who she would 
be outside work, and implies a number of skills, like presentation skills, research skills, 
being committed to long term goals and having talent in general. 

Similarly, Anthony (male, overseas, Renewable Energy Systems Technology, L1) used 
experiences from his private life in replying to questions on skills in applications:

A: I try to look back at instances in my life. So like for instance I was the president of my 

churchʼs youth group  - and I describe like the situations where probably Iʼve organised events 

or ... kind of er - was a liaison between the churchʼs hierarchy and the group ... those will be 

situations Iʼll kind of describe in those applications.

While Anthonyʼs example fits with what is asked in the application, he exposes something 
that may be deeply personal and important for him, his religion, and talks about it in a way 
that presents himself as an employable individual.

Overall, it was normal to talk about private experiences for the sake of employability, 
hence giving the employer not only what would be required for work, but the ʻpersonalityʼ 
as well. This shows the integration of personal life into working life: work and life 
boundaries are blurred even before finding a job. This may  be a part of the job  search 
game that students actively  engage in, and they all accept the mobilisation of the private in 
this. At the same time, this raises the question of whether personal life becomes 
constructed with employability  in mind. This is what the local context at Aimfield called for 
(see chapter 6). Although this was the case for a number of students in the sample, there 
was not enough data to comment on it in detail.

8.5 Rejections
The contemporary job search is not only about managing employability, but also about 
facing rejections. There were no students in the sample who got a job on the first attempt – 
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all got rejections or ʻno repliesʼ from employers. For most students these were hard to 
face. One interviewee, Auriel (female, overseas, Economics with Sociology, L1), was slow 
to start applying as she was afraid of being rejected:

A: Well, they [an employer] say they want people with predicted first class and I am but like, in 

my second year, I got just below First Class, so I'd probably be eliminated in the first stage. 

That's what I thought anyway so I just didn't apply [laughs], I was too scared of the rejection! I 

only had it once, like when I was my second year so...

IR: The rejection?

A: Yeah, from them. So, I decided not to apply.

IR: Why, you are scared about getting rejected?

A: It's not nice! It's very discouraging ... you have to be tough skinned and I guess I'm not. I 

really don't like people saying they don't want me so I just didn't bother and stuff. I know I 

probably should have applied, take the risk unless you don't know, but I guess it's just 

perseverance, but I was scared, I just don't like getting rejected [laughs]. 

Although Aurielʼs case is exceptional, it highlights other studentsʼ attitudes to rejections 
too. They described being rejected as ʻheartbreakingʼ, ʻdishearteningʼ, ʻa confidence 
knockʼ, etc. Below is an example of how Jolene (female, UK, Mathematics with 
Management, L1) treated rejections:

J: I think itʼs a big confidence knock. It does take you back a bit and you are a bit – you are a bit 

gutted for a few days. Youʼd be like oh I wish I got that. Cause when Deloitte rejected me, cause 

that was where I wanted to work, I was really gutted and I didnʼt really want to apply for a job  for 

a while and it was a big set-back.

Generally, the more students were applying, the more ʻnormalʼ rejections were becoming, 
as Andyʼs case demonstrates (male, overseas, Information Management & Business 
Studies, L1):

A: ... last year I did like around ten applications as well, so I guess after a year failing so many 

times, it comes easier [laughs]. I was like alright, I tried.

Archer (male, EU, Renewable Energy Systems Technology, L1) was the only case of 
taking rejections more ironically, referring to them as ʻpart of the gameʼ:
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A: Itʼs [rejections] part of the plan – itʼs part of the game [laughs]. I donʼt feel bad. I feel better 

when I receive a rejection than when I donʼt receive anything at all. At least I ... you know they -  

pay – give you some attention.

Although other students did not articulate it this way and were not as easy-going about 
rejections, they reacted to rejections as ʻbeing part of the gameʼ. Being rejected did not 
stop most students from applying for jobs, only temporarily. They did not make students 
question their ability to do the job either. As a result, rejections were mostly a way for 
students to act upon their employability. A number of students considered investing in skill 
ʻpossessionʼ (e.g. attending employability courses, gaining skills via volunteering) if they 
were unsuccessful for a long time. However, it was mostly the ʻdemonstrationʼ of 
employability that students acted upon, i.e. figuring out how to play the game. Usually this 
was in figuring out how to ʻdemonstrateʼ their skills. For example, this could involve 
amending their CV, as was the case for Andy (male, overseas, Information Management & 
Business Studies, L1):

A: So I was like down I guess [when rejected], well, itʼs natural reaction, but it made me sort of 

well obviously it pushed me to improve, so I redrafted my CV another like three times I guess by 

now. 

IR: Yeah, I see.

A: So I think itʼs a natural process of just pushing you further, like finding this and this that you 

could improve.

Getting a rejection was also one of the very few points in the job search where students 
criticised organisations they were willing to work for. This may be explained as follows. 
Having been rejected, students were particularly keen to get feedback from employers. 
Knowing where the ʻproblemʼ was and acting upon it was treated as potentially  ʻenablingʼ 
them to become more employable. As a result, not getting replies or receiving standard 
rejection letters, which was usually the case, made students frustrated and disappointed, 
thinking they had wasted time. Here is how Simon (male, EU, Economics, L1) criticised 
employers for impersonal feedback:

S: Itʼs [application process] very challenging and you do all of that and then they say ʻno, I'm 

sorry we canʼt take you onʼ. Itʼs highly de-motivating. I mean it would be great if they said okay 

no, but this is where you messed up so next time around you know you can improve yourself. 

But they just send you, I mean ... even worse you never hear it from them. The ILO job  - never 
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heard from them and thank god I didn't have to do any of those online tests but there's loads of 

other jobs where you don't hear from them or they send you a generic email: ʻOh yes, we are 

sorry to inform you or we have carefully considered your applicationʼ ... there's so many of those 

e-mails and you know people know that when you read the first line and you can just go ahead 

and delete it.

Similarly, this was the case for Peter (male, UK, Management Sciences, L1):

P: I despise them [rejections] really because you know, you spend that much time researching 

the company and like different aspects and the correct things to say and then you just get a 

standard rejection letter; itʼs a bit sort of disheartening...

Peter makes a somewhat resistant response to such an attitude from employers, by 
treating companies as they treat him:

P: ... I just think, you know, treat the application process like they treat you and just apply for 

everything and the more sort of options and applications I make the more chance ... itʼs the law 

of averages really.

Getting feedback was more likely  at further stages of the application process. This was the 
case for Derek (male, UK, Geography with Economics, L3). The feedback also had an 
ʻenablingʼ effect. Having acted upon it, Derek got the job:

D: ... I definitely learned from that experience of having the interview cause then I learned that 

you know itʼs not necessarily what you want to – what you want to tell them, itʼs kind of what 

they want to hear is the thing thatʼs gonna er – you know, put you in good stead with them.

However, although he was glad to get the job, the very feedback he got from the previous 
employer made him feel disappointed:

D: ... And they said they would have employed me and they would have offered me the job  but I 

was too honest - in the – in the interview. Which was really disappointing cause I think if youʼre 

not going to be offered a job  and the excuse is going to be youʼre too honest, I just donʼt – I 

canʼt really see how you cannot employ someone for being honest. Because the company 

themselves were saying weʼre different from all other recruitment firms because we have 

integrity and weʼre honest about what we do and weʼre like, weʼre transparent in how we like 

operate kind of thing. And for them to then turn around and say yeah youʼve got too much 

integrity and youʼre too honest was just like really – like confusing but annoying at the same 
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time because it was just contradictory of what they were about. And they said the one thing that 

let me down was obviously being too honest and – like I said – they said whatʼs your plans for 

the future in like say 20 years and I was like well I donʼt really have any plans for looking that far 

ahead but the only – the one plan that I do have is that – well not really a plan, but I kind of have 

an aspiration to be a geography teacher at some point in my life. And that was the thing that 

they highlighted is – that kind of thing – so – that was that one down the drain.

This was in recognising that he was rejected for something small and insignificant, not 
related to his ability to do the job, but resulting in not getting it, that made Derek 
disappointed. The disappointment spread beyond the content of the feedback itself, to 
Derek treating the job search process as flawed (as he said during our third interview).

Rejection, then, may be a point of sensation, a point for questioning not only how the job 
search process is organised, but also the idealised images of employers and work. 
However, in this sample this questioning only resulted in students applying more, or, as in 
the case of Derek, treating the job  search process as flawed rather than, for example, 
changing his work orientation. 

8.6 Conclusion
This chapter has looked at students engaging with employability  rhetoric during the job 
search. Most students embraced the ʻcommon senseʼ of skill ʻpossessionʼ, referring to 
having skills, acquiring/developing them and even sometimes describing themselves 
through them. Even students who discovered the skills rhetoric only  after coming to the UK 
embraced it, and it also shaped their very way of talking about the job  search. Students 
who were skeptical about skills were primarily voicing their concerns through issues arising 
around the ʻdemonstrationʼ of skills, but not going beyond this critique and into questioning 
the ʻcommon senseʼ itself. 

At the same time, the necessary ʻdemonstrationʼ of skills during the job  search allows me 
to characterise the students as players, who were aware of certain rules that they need to 
follow to be more likely to get a job. They were actively manipulating the skills rhetoric 
during the job search by not questioning whether they had the skills needed for the jobs for 
which they were applying. This corresponds to the way students were led to manipulate 
the skills rhetoric at the CEC (6.3.5). Manipulating this rhetoric was also manifested in 
ʻdemonstratingʼ skills in a certain way (e.g. not repeating the same skill in different 
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application questions). However, the rules of the ʻgameʼ were neither clear nor universal 
for all employers, and through trial and error, as well as using various advice available, 
students were figuring out what these were. Learning that it was ʻdemonstratingʼ what the 
employers wanted them to show, rather than what students thought they  ̒ possessedʼ, was 
the primary condition for achieving employability. In other words, there was a need to 
conform to whatever employers wanted at the risk of being deemed unemployable 
otherwise.

However, there is a tension between the ʻcommon senseʼ of skills ʻpossessionʼ and the 
way they need to be ʻdemonstratedʼ during a job  search. If a person embraces the 
ʻcommon senseʼ of skill ʻpossessionʼ, it is likely they will think that they are good at some 
skills and lack others. However, when they need to ʻdemonstrateʼ these skills, it becomes 
insufficient to have some skills and reflect on them. They need to present themselves as 
being the best, and act on the assumption that they have any skills required by employers. 
This is the moment when students might start questioning the rhetoric of skills that they 
have been embracing. This is what happened to some participants in this research. 
Conforming to whatever employers wanted was not a comfortable situation to be in for a 
number of students, leading to dissatisfaction with the job  search and signs of resistance. 
Students were especially  uncomfortable about the need to overstate their previous 
experiences and present them as something extraordinary, which they knew was not the 
case. While this dissatisfaction was something students usually kept to themselves, there 
was just one case of active resistance, where the student refused to be the person 
organisations required.

Rejections were another point in the job  search that made students question the process 
and criticise employers. Being a negative experience in general, rejections usually made 
students realise that being rejected had nothing to do with the ability to do the job, and 
was usually  connected with how they ʻdemonstratedʼ their skills to employers. However, 
studentsʼ dissatisfaction here did not result in disillusionment with the skills rhetoric or the 
employers they were applying to. It was getting standard rejection letters and not getting 
feedback from employers that made students disillusioned. In other words, students 
treated rejections as a way to work on their employability. Not being provided with advice 
on this by employers is what made them frustrated. 
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However, these were not only  rejections that motivated students to enhance their 
employability. Students showed that the project of employability for them started long 
before the job search. Furthermore, to ʻdemonstrateʼ their skills to employers, students 
were using examples from their private lives, making these examples work in the name of 
employability. None of the students questioned this all-embracing character of 
employability. However, this alone does not necessarily  make them employable enough. 
Only  3 out of 15 students in the sample got the job they initially wanted, while others got 
their second choice job, or none at all. So even actively managing the all-embracing scope 
of employability throughout an individualʼs (working) life does not imply that he or she will 
be employable enough to be employed, to get desirable employment or to receive a 
promotion. At the same time, resisting the employability rhetoric is likely  not only to 
undermine oneʼs employability, but also to make the access to the ʻconsumption of workʼ, 
which most students in the sample were oriented to (see chapter 7), less likely. The close 
connection of the ʻcommon sensesʼ of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ and ʻconsumption of workʼ 
will be highlighted in the next chapter, where the themes from data analysis (chapters 5, 6, 
7 and 8) will be discussed. 
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Chapter 9. The normative emptiness of ʻconsumption of 
workʼ and ʻinitiative employabilityʼ

9.1 Introduction
This chapter is devoted to the discussion of the empirical findings of this thesis in the 
context of relevant conceptual and empirical literature. I start with a discussion of the 
ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation (9.2). Here I argue that there was a strongly normative 
image of work constructed on campus. ʻConsumption of workʼ was the ʻcommon senseʼ 
work orientation, which was actively  marketed to students while other work orientations 
were marginalised (9.2.1). While it was embraced by most students, it was not the only 
work orientation around which their preferences were shaped. As ʻdialogical selvesʼ 
students navigated between different work orientations (9.2.2). There were instances of 
resistance to the ʻconsumption of workʼ. However, this resistance was ʻfragmentedʼ and 
alternatives were fantasies of escape rather than studentsʼ actual choices (9.2.3). The lack 
of students making alternative choices, however, comes not only from the hegemonic 
project of consumption in action on campus, but also from its connection with 
employability. This conclusion gives rise to the question of whether employability itself is 
normative, which is discussed in the following section of this chapter (9.3). Here I make an 
argument about employability  as a normative lifelong project of the self. First, I look at 
employability as a ʻlifelong project of the selfʼ, where constant enhancement and selling of 
skills are necessary to maintain a position in the labour market (9.3.1). Then I look at the 
problem with the ̒ common senseʼ conceptualisation of skills that leads me to observe hints 
of resistance during the process of job  search (9.3.2). In the final section of this chapter I 
comment on the ʻnormative emptinessʼ of the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation and 
employability that can be traced throughout this chapter and the thesis in general (9.4). 
Also, despite the outlook for any resistance being very bleak, I make a comment on the 
potential for individual resistance in rejecting both ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability 
at the same time, and therefore shaping oneʼs work and life according to an alternative set 
of principles. Finally, I reflect on the possibility that the conclusion is the result of using 
data concerning students at a specific point in their lives, as well as the specifics of the 
dataset itself (9.5).
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9.2 ʻConsumption of workʼ
In this section, first, the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻconsumption of workʼ constructed on campus 
is discussed (9.2.1). While a certain variety of work characteristics is offered, these are all 
part of the ʻmenuʼ of ʻconsumption of workʼ (Korczynski and Ott, 2006; Korzcynski, 2007). 
Second, I look at how students as ʻdialogical selvesʼ navigate between a ʻconsumption of 
workʼ orientation, which most of them embraced, and other work orientations their 
preferences were shaped by  (9.2.2). Here I pay particular attention to instances when 
these were in conflict and students had to make choices. Finally, I look at instances of 
resistance to ʻconsumption of workʼ, as well as fantasies associated with escape (9.2.3). I 
characterise this resistance as ʻfragmentedʼ as it challenges only  some items on the 
ʻmenuʼ. At the same time, the fantasies of escape do not present a completely alternative 
world view, being shaped in addition to and partly within the ethic of ʻconsumption of workʼ 
and potentially serving as rhetorical devices to legitimise ʻconsumption of workʼ.

9.2.1 The ʻmenuʼ of ʻconsumption of workʼ
Employer activities on campus were shaped by the context that the university and in 
particular the CEC were facing, especially  the partially commercial aspect of the CECʼs 
activity. This highlights the financialisation of the university (Beverungen et al., 2009), with 
increased corporate funding and emphasis on university-business collaboration (see 
chapter 2). Within this context, it was primarily MNCs and large for-profit employers who 
were interested in the CECʼs services and ready to pay for them, as part of their HRM 
practices. On-campus presence is, then, one of the ways that corporations enter peopleʼs 
daily  lives. As a result, students were continually  exposed to a selection of employers 
promoting a specific image of work and work orientations. The presence and activity of 
these employers corresponds to the practices of ʻemployer brandingʼ, which have been 
promoted in orthodox management and practitioner literature (e.g. Sartain, 2005; 
Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004; Mosley, 2007). This is an example of human resource 
management going beyond corporate boundaries (Costea et al., 2012), shaping the work 
orientations of students, the majority of whom would never be employable enough 
(Cremin, 2010) to get jobs in MNCs.

ʻEmployer brandingʼ may be viewed as the ʻwar of positionʼ through which the 
ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation is constructed as ʻcommon senseʼ. The way  that the 
symbolic elements associated with work (Backhaus and Tikoo, 2004) are highlighted, both 
in graduate recruitment brochures and in the way organisations presented themselves on 
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campus, was one of the key aspects of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ that I considered. 
Symbolic elements associated with work especially relate to the ʻinstrumentalised work 
ethicʼ within the ʻconsumption of workʼ, but are not limited to it (see chapter 5). A lot of 
effort was put into stimulating so-called ʻbrand excitementʼ (Sartain, 2005) and ʻbrand 
experienceʼ (Mosley, 2007) among students. These were marketed through the corporate 
presence on campus. Students were addressed as communicators (Gabriel and Lang, 
1996), traditional and modern hedonists (Campbell, 1987). The empirical material showed 
that ʻconsumption of workʼ goes beyond cafeteria-style benefits (Dale, 2012) and the 
aesthetic (Bauman, 2007) characteristics of work. ʻConsumption (of the image) of workʼ, 
ʻconsumption through work processesʼ and ̒ consumption of work processesʼ, as outlined in 
the conceptual framework (see chapter 3), were all part of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ 
and the marketing campaign on campus.

First, ʻconsumption (of the image) of workʼ was seen in constructing ʻsign valuesʼ 
associated with MNCs and large for-profit employers, the financial industry and 
organisational brands. MNCs and large for-profit employers were presented as ʻtopʼ to 
students and were also the organisations they were mostly exposed to. Organisations of 
different size and from non-business sectors were neither ʻtopʼ nor very visible to students. 
ʻSign valuesʼ of status, prestige and conspicuous consumption may be referred to as 
characterising the financial industry. There were different ways to build ʻsign valuesʼ 
around the organisational brand, highlighting the ʻsign valuesʼ of the corporate brand, the 
employer brand, or both.

Second, the opportunity of ʻconsumption through work processesʼ existed in getting 
access to ʻsign valuesʼ as well as hedonist experiences through the process of work. 
Within this dimension of ʻconsumption of workʼ, access to different lifestyles was offered 
and marketed to students. These were organisational culture, ethical lifestyle, and 
adventure. For example, some organisations promoted ʻfun work culturesʼ (e.g. Butler et 
al., 2011; Fleming, 2005) while others promoted more hierarchical corporate cultures 
where employees would engage in conspicuous consumption (Patsiaouras and Fitchett, 
2010). This was done through such symbolic objects as a suit, or the visuals of working 
spaces, as well as through branded employees (Brannan et al., 2011; Pettinger, 2004) at 
careers fairs. All organisations promoted access to an ʻethical lifestyleʼ via the presence of 
corporate social responsibility in recruitment brochures. They also provided opportunities 
for adventure and travel within a job.
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Third, even some aspects of the work process were marketed to students as consumer 
experiences, becoming part of the symbolic meanings of the images and slogans in the 
recruitment brochures. Opportunities for self-development and employability were key to 
the ʻemployee value propositionʼ. Training was one of the central elements of employability 
on offer, being part of the employability  deal of MNCs (see chapter 2). These address 
students as ʻmodern hedonistsʼ (Campbell, 1987), for whom hedonism goes beyond 
engaging the senses and may even be associated with unpleasant experiences. Self-
development at work, being a part of work design, may fit into the rhetoric of authenticity 
(Murtola and Fleming, 2011) and self-management (Lopdrup-Hjorth et al., 2011), which 
have become popular in organisations. These take characteristics of work that may be 
viewed as genuinely important by employees and turn them into management tools, for 
example, as a form of neo-normative control (Fleming and Sturdy, 2009). This study shows 
that these characteristics of work can also be commodified.

In summary, the image of work within the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation is closely 
associated with consumption opportunities. Here the meaning of work is derived from the 
process of consumption being promoted by employers, with the help  of the symbolic 
images in recruitment brochures, as well as the marketing campaign on campus. There is 
choice within ʻconsumption of workʼ, with the potential for students to prefer some aspects 
of it and be indifferent to or reject others. There is also some variety on offer, like choosing 
more relaxed ʻfun culturesʼ or hierarchical corporate cultures, or being against or for the 
suit. However, these are choices from the ʻmenuʼ (Korczynski and Ott, 2006; Korczynski, 
2007). At the same time, ʻconsumption of workʼ is a normative work orientation. Being the 
ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation on campus, other work orientations were marginalised. 
This image not only marginalises the visibility of other work orientations on campus, but 
limits studentsʼ choices by challenging their employability, which is what will be covered in 
the following two sections (9.2.2 and 9.2.3).

9.2.2 ʻDialogical selvesʼ engaging with ʻconsumption of workʼ
Studentsʼ work orientations, as chapter 7 showed, were very  much shaped by the 
ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻconsumption of workʼ. However, with students being ʻdialogical 
selvesʼ (see chapter 1), preferences towards certain aspects of different work orientations 
at the same time were common among them. This combination of work orientations was 
also something students were thinking through and reshaping throughout their job  search. 
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This section first looks at ʻconsumption of workʼ as the work orientation that most students 
embraced. Then I look at how students navigated between different work orientations 
during their job search, paying particular attention to instances of conflict between them. 

Organisational size, brand and the financial industry were all associated with certain ʻsign 
valuesʼ for students. Large employers were considered the ʻbestʼ employers to work for, 
which corresponds to the image of these organisations as ʻtopʼ that was constructed on 
campus. Organisational brand was either something students wanted to associate with as 
consumers of the products of this brand, or as the employer brand. The very 
recognisability of a certain organisation due to its size or brand were important for 
students. The financial industry was usually associated with ʻsign valuesʼ of status, 
prestige and conspicuous consumption. While the ʻsign valuesʼ associated with (images of) 
work were considered to be important by  most students, this aspect of ʻconsumption of 
workʼ was the one that met the most resistance from other students (see also 9.2.3). There 
were students who were oriented towards smaller employers, did not attribute a particular 
attention to the brand and despised the financial industry, shaping their preferences in 
contrast to the ʻsign valuesʼ associated with it.

ʻConsumption through work processesʼ was a less contested aspect of the ʻconsumption of 
workʼ orientation, most likely  due to the broader ʻmenuʼ it offered. Students were oriented 
towards travelling, access to consumer lifestyle and organisational cultures that work 
provided. These were articulated as important both due to the opportunities for hedonism 
and communication of ʻsign valuesʼ that they  provided. There was some diversity  within the 
orientation to organisational culture among students, which may be divided into being for 
or against the suit. Students who were for the suit were usually  strongly oriented towards 
ʻconsuming (the image of) workʼ. Students who were against the suit were usually the ones 
who rejected the previous aspect of ʻconsumption of workʼ. Notably, students did not refer 
to the ʻethical lifestyleʼ offered as part of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ as important to 
their choices.

Training and challenge were the processes of work that students were oriented towards. 
These are both aspects of the ʻabstract work ethicʼ, which is an intrinsic work orientation, 
where value from work comes from its abstract features, like the way it is designed. Being 
part of the ʻemployee value propositionʼ, these processes may also be ʻconsumedʼ. While 
this was something I argued in the case of training, I could not claim this in the case of 
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challenge (see 7.5). Employability  was another process of work that students were 
oriented towards, which infiltrated all other aspects of work orientations. Notably, almost all 
features of ʻconsumption of workʼ, especially ʻconsumption (of the image of) workʼ and 
ʻconsuming work processesʼ were perceived by students as contributing to their 
employability. It was not just training that students thought would provide employability, but 
the ʻsign valuesʼ of status associated with images of MNCs, the financial industry and well-
known brands, as well as their recognisability.

Alternative choices were doubted by students as they challenged some of the aspects of 
ʻconsumption of workʼ that were important and desirable to them. For example, working for 
a brand that did not have a ʻsign valueʼ that could be communicated to others made work 
less meaningful for some students. The preference for a choice of training programmes 
within an organisation, which would enhance employability, is another example in which 
the ʻconsumption of workʼ took precedence over other considerations. This connection 
between ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability further strengthens the normative aspect 
of this work orientation (see 9.2.1) and makes alternative choices even less likely to take 
place. However, there were also cases when ʻconsumption of workʼ was ready to be 
sacrificed for the sake of an ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ. There were also cases of 
students navigating between a ʻsubstantive work ethicʼ and ʻconsumption of workʼ, for 
whom aspects of ʻconsumption of workʼ were less important than the substantive 
elements, or became less important while rethinking their preferences throughout the job 
search. The examples in which ʻconsumption of workʼ was not as important, or was ready 
to be abandoned by  students, do not undermine its centrality in shaping the preferences of 
most students in the sample. However, those few instances of resisting the ʻcommon 
senseʼ or going beyond it deserve a more detailed discussion, which is what the next 
section is devoted to.

9.2.3 ʻFragmentedʼ resistance and ʻescape attemptsʼ
Passive (Scott, 1990) or ʻdecafʼ (Contu, 2008) resistance are common forms of resistance 
in the workplace. Distancing from work may take place through humour, irony and 
cynicism (e.g. Fleming and Spicer, 2003), which become ways of everyday coping, but do 
not challenge the causes of this resistance or the power structures which shape them. 
Surprisingly, then, this form of resistance was almost entirely absent in studentsʼ narratives 
about their choice of work. For example, nobody sarcastically  or ironically commented on 
the features of work they were choosing, such as training, or the attention companies pay 
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to culture, whether it is a culture for or against the suit1. Although these were mostly 
choices within ʻconsumption of workʼ, students seemed to have taken them seriously and 
at face value. However, although passive resistance to ʻconsumption of workʼ was minimal, 
there were instances of active resistance to some aspects of this work orientation. For 
example, the choice of small and medium-sized employers rather than MNCs, or rejecting 
the financial industry while being an economist, can be considered as instances of active 
resistance. At the same time, other aspects of this work orientation, such as training, were 
embraced. In other words, even though some elements of ʻconsumption of workʼ were 
openly rejected by students, this was resistance to some items on the ʻmenuʼ and not the 
ʻmenuʼ itself (see 9.2.2). I would like to refer to this phenomenon as ʻfragmentedʼ 
resistance.

ʻFragmentedʼ resistance arises from the concealed nature of the politics of consumption 
(Dunne et al., 2013; see also chapter 3). However, it is not only the process of production 
that is concealed here, but the fact of consumption. Nothing that the students said in 
interviews indicated they were aware that they were consuming an image of work 
produced via ʻemployer brandingʼ practices and employersʼ presence on campus. Even 
though they may have noticed the marketing aspect of the recruitment campaign, they did 
not associate their choice of work with the process of consumption. The ʻmenuʼ aspect of 
consumer choice is also concealed. By not challenging the ʻmenuʼ, ʻfragmentedʼ resistance 
thus does not challenge the hegemonic project of consumption, which has produced 
ʻconsumption of workʼ. For the potential of it to be challenged, students need to become 
aware of the fact of consumption taking place. Once this is revealed, ʻfragmentedʼ 
resistance may turn into active or ʻdecafʼ resistance. Active resistance might involve 
rejecting the whole ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation and shaping oneʼs work orientations 
around an alternative. At the same time, passive or ʻdecafʼ resistance would be manifested 
in choosing ʻconsumption of workʼ, but perhaps being more distanced from or ironic about 
the work characteristics on offer.

ʻFragmentedʼ resistance to elements of the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation is not the 
only way to see agency in action. When answering questions that allow them to fantasise, 
students gave their visions of a potential alternative future. Some students saw it as only a 
fantasy while others spoke about it as a potentially realisable goal or even as something 
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they would definitely do later in life. However, even the latter by no means necessarily 
implies that the alternative choice will be made in the future (e.g. see LaPointe, 2011). 
These fantasies may be treated as ʻescape attemptsʼ (Cohen and Taylor, 1992). It is in 
these fantasies that, although not resisting ʻconsumption of workʼ, students were going 
beyond the ʻmenuʼ offered by it. The motivation behind these fantasies of escape 
corresponded to a work ethic different from the ʻinstrumentalisedʼ and ʻabstractʼ meaning of 
ʻconsumption of workʼ. The escape to being a teacher, the most frequently  mentioned 
fantasy, was often explained by the importance of this profession to society or by seeing it 
as a craft (Anthony, 1977), i.e. as a ʻsubstantive work orientationʼ (see chapter 3). Students 
not embracing the ʻethical lifestyleʼ that was offered to them as part of the ʻemployee value 
propositionʼ might mean that they saw a distinction between the two ways of contributing to 
society. At the same time, using the moral anchoring associated with ʻescape attemptsʼ 
might have served as a rhetorical device that legitimised studentsʼ orientations towards 
ʻconsumption of workʼ.

From studentsʼ speaking of ideal situations, the following may be inferred. If they had 
unlimited resources, if work were not a necessity, students would probably be more likely 
to construct their work choices around substantive work orientations, with it being their 
moral choice. Notably, however, this does not mean that fantasies of escape, in going 
beyond ʻconsumption of workʼ, would be consumption-free, and that ʻsubstantive work 
orientationʼ would be chosen instead of ʻconsumption of workʼ. The fantasies of escape in 
studentsʼ accounts appeared when students were to imagine they had enough money so 
they did not need to work. Therefore, they are not some completely alternative views of the 
world in which being part of the ʻconsumer societyʼ is not central to peopleʼs lives. 
Consumption would still be at the forefront of studentsʼ choice, and only if they  were 
consumption-abundant would they search for an escape in substantive work orientations. 
At the same time, in their escape fantasies students were mostly referring to the societal 
contribution of what they  would be doing. Work as craft, which is another element of a 
ʻsubstantive work orientationʼ (see chapter 3), was present in accounts of very few of them. 
Students saw their experiences outside work as being transferrable to the alternative work 
of teaching they could do in the future or in an ideal life situation. There would be no return 
to the professional values of the job if these escape attempts were ever to materialise, 
even, or especially, in the world of consumer abundance.
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9.3 ʻInitiativeʼ employability
This section discusses the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ. First, based on the 
way employability was presented to students on campus, I argue that it is a lifelong ʻproject 
of the selfʼ (Grey, 1994) (9.3.1). Here I make a distinction between career and 
employability as lifelong ʻprojects of the selfʼ by highlighting how employability  is wider in 
scope and is also a normative project, with few chances for people to avoid it. Second, I 
look at students who are managing employability during a job  search, showing that 
manipulating the skills rhetoric by  conforming to employersʼ demands is key to oneʼs 
employability (9.3.2). At the same time, this leads to instances of resistance to the 
otherwise embraced ʻcommon senseʼ. This resistance is mostly ʻdecafʼ (Contu, 2008), 
while active resistance involves challenging not only employability, but changing oneʼs 
work orientations.

9.3.1 Employability as a normative lifelong ʻproject of the selfʼ
The ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiativeʼ employability  (Gazier, 1999) was promoted to students 
at Aimfield, which corresponds to the rhetoric of graduate employability at the macro level 
(see chapter 2). The studentsʼ responsibility for their employability  was emphasised (see 
also Fejes, 2010; Fejes and Berglund, 2009), while the university was positioned as the 
ʻenablerʼ (Fejes, 2010). This involved providing students with opportunities to enhance 
their employability while at university, and highlighted the value Aimfield put on 
employability at the rhetorical level. However, the universityʼs role went beyond that of 
ʻenablerʼ: it was an active agent in the construction of the norm of employability. The need 
to have, acquire, develop  and sell oneʼs skills was central to this norm, with the risk of 
being deemed unemployable being the alternative. The importance of employability was 
emphasised on campus, and was presented as something students should act upon 
throughout their (working) lives. In other words, employability was positioned as a lifelong 
ʻproject of the selfʼ (Grey, 1994), indeed stretching from the cradle to the grave (Levitas, 
2005). Furthermore, rooted in the British context and informed by policies within this 
country, employability  rhetoric addressed all students irrespective of where they  came from 
(see chapter 6). So while employment (and hence employability) is at the centre of the 
relationship  of a particular government with its citizens (Cole, 2008), employability  rhetoric 
transcends citizenship  in aiming to convert everyone into employable subjects (see 
Vesterberg, forthcoming).
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The attitude to employability as a lifelong ʻproject of the selfʼ was visible in studentsʼ 
accounts too. First, employability  was part of their aspirations about work, and informed 
studentsʼ choices. Flexibility was treated by most students as a virtue, as the ability to 
exercise choice in the labour market. They were willing to be flexible and rejected the idea 
of a job for life. This was flexibility  both in the type of work they would want to do, as well 
as the areas they would work in. This empirical outcome is different from the findings of 
previous research. In Brown and Scaseʼs (1994) study, students still embraced the image 
of a bureaucratic career within one organisation, and hence flexibility to change jobs was 
not central to their preferences. In a more recent study by  Tomlinson (2007), students 
articulated the need to be flexible as a result of the end of a job  for life. They treated 
flexibility as a necessity, a part of the new reality in the labour market that they  needed to 
face. This difference in outcomes might be the result of this aspect of employability rhetoric 
becoming more embedded in studentsʼ habitual experience.

Second, most students started working on their employability  long before the job search,  
highlighting it as the drive for their future plans and the central element of their work 
orientations (see 9.2.2). The choice of work paths and employers was often justified by 
employability. This again speaks to previous studies on careers (Grey, 1994; McKinlay, 
2002), where the career was the key motivation for self-management at work. At the same 
time, while careers were very much linked to a particular profession in these studies, or (a 
type of) organisation, employability  is different. It blurs the boundaries between different 
types of jobs, professions, organisations and life even further. The scope of actions to 
which employability can be attached seems to be immense. Furthermore, these studies 
speak of careers for careersʼ sake, being part of a moral project (McKinlay, 2002) of the 
self-work ethic (Heelas, 2002). This thesis, however, highlights how employability is not 
important only in itself, but in giving the opportunity for ʻconsumption of workʼ (see 9.2.2). 
The provision of employer-endorsed training and work experience makes one more 
employable to work for employers with ʻsign valuesʼ (e.g. ʻtopʼ employers, recognisable 
brands). Through access to these employers the opportunity  to ʻconsume through workʼ 
processes, i.e. having a certain organisational culture and lifestyle brought via working, 
become more likely. Alternative choices (i.e. those outside the ʻconsumption of workʼ 
orientation), on the other hand, challenged employability, and were hence doubted by 
students (see 9.2.2).
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More than just being a lifelong project to be constantly worked on, an individualʼs life at 
and outside work contributes to their employability. People are not ʻdead selvesʼ (McKinlay, 
2002) or ʻempty  subjectsʼ (see Costea et al., 2012), but their creative (and human) 
potential is mobilised in the name of employability  (ibid.), further blurring the boundaries 
between life and work. Work both shapes employeesʼ personal lives (e.g Grey, 1994; Land 
and Taylor, 2011) and demands these lives to be brought back to work. This was 
especially  evident in this thesis, where students were primarily  drawing on their 
experiences outside work and studies to construct themselves as employable. With skills 
being central to employability and at the same time assumed to be present within a variety 
of contexts, students were actively encouraged to mobilise their private lives in the name 
of employability. Using examples of extracurricular activities was suggested as a common 
way to prove students had the necessary  skills. A lot of extracurricular activities were 
advertised to students through employability, encouraging them to construct the personal 
with employability in mind (see chapter 6). 

From what has been said so far, employability  may be claimed to be a lifelong project of 
the self, where oneʼs self, including life outside work, is mobilised for its sake. This 
conclusion very much resembles Greyʼs (1994) career as a ʻproject of the selfʼ, where the 
private lives of employees were also very much embedded in their careers. McKinlayʼs 
(2002) account of Scottish banks at the beginning of the twentieth century also raises the 
issue of the close connection between careers and personal lives. Are there any 
differences, then, between career as a ʻproject of the selfʼ and employability as a ʻproject of 
the selfʼ? I argue there are, and although the two are closely linked, the latter is not simply 
a restatement of the former. I see the key difference between the two in the normative 
aspect of employability and its scope. Employability is part of the policy rhetoric, which is 
enforced at different levels and within different contexts (e.g. unemployment policy, 
educational policies). Careers can also be normative. For example, Korteweg (2003) 
showed how single mothers in the United States were pushed into ʻgetting a careerʼ as a 
result of change in government legislation. However, in this case the ʻcareerʼ is a by-
product of the rhetoric at the job  search centre. Employability, on the other hand, is at the 
centre of policy rhetoric. Not being able to live up to employability rhetoric marginalises 
individuals more than not pursuing a career. One can choose whether they are going to 
have a career or, for example, an orientation towards non-market roles (see Tomlinson, 
2007) and (for instance) view the job in an instrumental way, as a means to pay the bills. 
However, with employability  being a condition of employment (Cremin, 2010), irrespective 
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of whether one wants a career, or whether he/she is in employment, the lifelong ʻcommon 
senseʼ of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ needs to be lived up to. Failing to do this, resisting the 
rhetoric or trying to escape it by constructing oneʼs life around an alternative set of values 
may result in becoming unemployable. More than this, people who do not actively 
construct themselves as employable might be framed as abnormal, or even ʻdisabledʼ. The 
latter is inferred from Garsten and Jacobssonʼs (forthcoming) study of Swedish public 
services, where those unable to find a job for a long period of time were coded as 
disabled, despite not having any apparent disabilities. Furthermore, unlike a career, 
employability becomes normative and enters peopleʼs lives long before they enter 
organisations (see also Costea et al., 2012); for example, being central to oneʼs time at the 
university, both within formal education (see chapter 2) and outside it, as this section has 
highlighted.

In summary, despite being an empty signifier (Cremin, 2010) that is based on an elusive 
concept of skill (see chapter 2), employability is a normative lifelong ʻproject of the selfʼ. 
Even though the potential for resisting employability  and the possibility of escaping from it 
seem limited, the hints of resistance to the rhetoric will be looked at in the next section, in 
addition to discussing how students play the job search game.

9.3.2 The problem of skill2 and hints of resistance during the job search 
game
At Aimfield skills were presented as the central component of employability and their high 
levels were key to employees with an ʻedgeʼ (see chapter 6), this being the 
ʻinstrumentationʼ of employability  (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005). Employability-boosting 
activities on campus focused on the acquisition and development of skills. At the same 
time, the importance of awareness of skill gaps, and understanding how to work on these, 
were stressed. The assumption at Aimfield was that although many students had the 
necessary skills to become employed, it was problematic for them to ʻdemonstrateʼ them. 
This rhetoric of skills at Aimfield contributed to a certain ʻcommon senseʼ about what an 
employable job candidate looked like and how they would present themselves to 
employers. According to this ʻcommon senseʼ, constant acquiring, developing and selling 
skills were necessary to maintain a position in the labour market. This corresponds to the 
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position of a ʻself-steering subject that shapes norms of self-promotion, self-evaluation and 
working on the selfʼ, who is always ready  to sell themselves (Fogde, 2011: 78). However, 
employability went beyond selling skills. In this sense, skill ʻdemonstrationʼ is a broader 
term to work with. The key to ʻdemonstrationʼ was both articulating and selling skills, but 
also manipulating the skills rhetoric, which is where the tension between individualsʼ 
evaluations of their skills and employersʼ requirements were taking place.

Students mostly embraced the skill rhetoric and used it to talk about their employability, 
being keen to provide examples of skills they had, and how they were or could be acquired 
and developed3. They took the category of skills as a measure of employability, and 
evaluated their employability  through it, without questioning the notion itself and its 
elusiveness (see chapter 2). Even those students who were new to the rhetoric of 
employability and skills soon became familiar with it and were actively  using it to describe 
themselves and their position in the labour market. At the same time, while engaged in 
impression management (Goffman, 1959) in the game of job search (Sharone, 2007), 
students actively manipulated the rhetoric of employability  to ʻdemonstrateʼ their skills. The 
ʻdemonstrationʼ of skills existed in creating narratives about situations where they were 
acquired and developed. The ʻarticulationʼ of skills, i.e. being able to talk about them, may 
be seen as the basis of skill ʻdemonstrationʼ. However, two key aspects come in addition to 
it so as to ʻstand outʼ. These are ʻsellingʼ the skills to employers and conforming to 
whatever employers require. The former involved presenting mundane narratives about 
skills as extraordinary. The latter speaks to McKinlayʼs (2002) study of careers in Scottish 
banks, where conformity  was key to a career within the organisation. Similarly, this speaks 
to Bergström and Knightsʼ (2006) study of recruitment interviews, where following the line 
recruiters were pursuing in the interview was a way to be recruited, while not following it 
could lead to rejection. However, the findings of this study also show that conformity is not 
a clear-cut category, and involves interpretation. It was often through trial and error, 
through being rejected, that students were figuring out what employers wanted and thus 
how to conform. This demonstrates an instrumental attitude to employability (Fogde, 2011; 
Grey, 1994) as a set of principles that need to be followed in order to get a job. As a result, 
none of the students were ʻpuristsʼ (Brown and Hesketh, 2004). A  ̒puristʼ attitude to the job 
search involves competing for jobs according to meritocratic rules. However, learning to 
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manipulate the rhetoric of employability  was key to navigating the process of the job 
search. 

A tension for students arose in embracing the ʻcommon senseʼ of skill ʻpossessionʼ and 
understanding their employability through it, on the one hand, while manipulating it and 
having to conform to any characteristics required by employers on the other. This 
stimulated studentsʼ ʻmicrodialogueʼ (Bakhtin, 1999; see chapter 1) and made some 
question the process of the job search. There were, however, a minority of students whose 
ʻmicrodialogueʼ around this issue was expressed externally in the interviews. These 
students were concerned that they needed to present themselves in a way that was not 
comfortable for them. The aspect of selling themselves, by exaggerating their skills and 
making every  tiny bit in the application sound extraordinary, was something students did 
not like, thinking it was artificial. This result goes in line with Fogdeʼs (2011) study, in which 
not all the participants were comfortable with selling themselves. However, the very need 
to conform and to pretend to have the skills that employers wanted was another aspect of 
ʻsellingʼ that some students did not like. So it was not just the lack of confidence or 
shyness of some students that were the obstacles to selling themselves, but the 
unwillingness to conform as well. The difference in these two ways of being uncomfortable 
with the process of job  searching is significant. The first way shows how the values of 
some students do not correspond to what is required for being employable, and run the 
risk of not getting a job if these values are ʻdemonstratedʼ to employers. However, there is 
no resistance here4. The second way of responding to employability  rhetoric demonstrates 
resistance. Students criticised the need to conform in interviews, by not accepting 
conformity as part of skill ʻdemonstrationʼ. These studentsʼ voices present the very 
resistance that has not been spotted in critical research on employability so far. In Fogdeʼs 
(2011) study, although students were negotiating, adopting and contesting the 
assumptions about how to market themselves during the interaction with career coaches, 
they did not openly resist self-marketing as such. A number of students in this study 
resisted by questioning the need to conform rather than to present themselves the way 
they thought was appropriate. Students resisted both actively  and passively. Passive 
resistance was seen in questioning the need for conformity, but amending behaviour to 
that expected by employers. Active resistance was seen when students did not apply to 
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employers who were perceived to require conformity to a degree they considered 
unacceptable. This type of resistance is, then, closely connected to the choice of work.

9.4 Conclusion: Normative emptiness and the potential for 
individual resistance?
As has been argued throughout this chapter, the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation and 
ʻinitiative employabilityʼ are both normative ʻcommon sensesʼ, which have mostly been 
embraced by students. The ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation is closely tied to hegemonic 
projects of both consumption and employability. First, it positions the image of work as an 
object of consumption and the process of working as an act of consumption. This was 
promoted as the ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation on campus. Second, ʻconsumption of 
workʼ is also likely to enhance employability. Work orientations outside the ʻmenuʼ of 
ʻconsumption of workʼ, on the other hand, do not bring the pleasure of consumer 
experience, and may also challenge oneʼs employability. These are the two key reasons 
for the majority of students in this study being oriented towards ʻconsumption of workʼ. 
Employability, however, was an important reason for students willing to sacrifice alternative 
work orientations in favour of the ʻconsumption of workʼ. As a result, the emphasis on 
employability necessarily marginalises alternative work choices, such as substantive work 
orientations. Employability  itself is a normative lifelong project of the self, which shows a 
certain attitude that labour market participants should have. Students mostly did not 
question this attitude, and were willing to be flexible, being concerned with their 
employability and not questioning the blurring of life-work boundaries demanded by the 
attitude. 

Both ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability are empty of substantive meaning. Within 
the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation the meaning of work comes from the process of 
consumption and the abstract characteristics of work, which are connected with work 
design. The professional or social values of a job are not part of this work orientation. 
Employability  in its turn is an empty signifier (Cremin, 2010) for which infinite human 
potential needs to be mobilised (Costea et al., 2012). It is based on an elusive notion of 
(ʻsoftʼ/ʻtransferableʼ) skills, where the key skill is conforming to whatever employers ask for. 
In addition, employability further takes the meaning away from ʻwork as craftʼ (Anthony, 
1977) by not attaching skills to any particular profession and positioning them as 
transferable across contexts.
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As a result of the ʻnormative emptinessʼ of ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability, even 
fantasies of escape, which could present completely  alternative views on the world and on 
work, are tied to their core principles of flexibility, (ʻsoftʼ/ʻtransferableʼ) skills and consumer 
abundance. Resisting some aspects of ʻconsumption of workʼ while embracing others is 
ʻfragmentedʼ and does not challenge this work orientation. Questioning only the process of 
recruitment as a result of having to conform is ʻdecafʼ resistance (Contu, 2008) that does 
not challenge the employability rhetoric. The potential for individual resistance might then 
lie in challenging ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability together, and constructing oneʼs 
work and life choices around a completely different set of values.

9.5 Epilogue: Reflections on the conclusion
However, the conclusions of this study may be specific to the context in which the data 
were gathered. The data in this study and the themes that came from it are the product of 
the specific position of students who were in the process of transition from university  to 
work. With most students not having much work experience yet, they may be more open to 
the images of work constructed by employers and the marketing practices through which 
these images are promoted. This does not mean they will not rethink their work 
orientations once they  have entered work. For example, they may do this by questioning 
whether the images promoted by employers actually live up to the promise (see for 
example Costas and Kärreman, 2011). Students may also question the images of work 
they embraced earlier, potentially constructing their work orientations around a different set 
of meanings.

Similarly, studentsʼ relation to employability rhetoric might change when they are in a job. 
Before entering the world of work, being pressured by the need to find work in an 
extremely competitive labour market, students might not have the opportunity to think 
through the various aspects of employability. Once in the job, this may change. For 
example, some might rethink their work orientations towards values outside employability, 
and as a consequence the very way they  speak about work might become less 
employability-centric. They might also be willing to set boundaries on what they do and do 
not mobilise in the name of employability. Alternatively, the various aspects of 
ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability might be engaged in from a ʻcynical 
distanceʼ (Fleming and Spicer, 2003) or actively resisted. However, on entering the 
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capitalist world of work with its norms and rules, there is also a risk of failing to escape, 
becoming the ʻdead man workingʼ (Cederström and Fleming, 2012). So the context in 
which the data for this study were gathered is important to examine.

The conclusions of this study  might also be the outcome of the specific sample that was 
analysed. For example, most of the students within the sample, although not necessarily 
studying for a business or economics degree, had some connection to it. So the sample 
itself may have consisted of students who were more likely to be oriented towards 
ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability. Students with a different set of attitudes, or even 
active resistance to the ʻcommon sensesʼ, may have been uninterested in this study. 
Indeed, the degree was one of the important socio-demographic characteristics. For 
example, most students with a ʻsubstantive work orientationʼ were doing non-business 
degrees, like Renewable Energy Systems Technology. Furthermore, students with more 
work experience were more likely  than others to have less idealised views about work and 
organisations, and were more likely to resist some aspects of the ʻcommon sensesʼ 
constructed on campus. Having said this, other socio-demographic characteristics like 
gender, ethnicity, nationality and class were also controlled for when analysing the data, 
but have not revealed any substantive differences between groups within these categories. 
At the same time, with the research designed to be an in-depth one, the sample might 
have been too small to capture differences at the group level.

Chapter 10, the next and final chapter of this thesis, will summarise the findings and the 
argument, as well as outline the contribution and implications for future research.
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Chapter 10. Conclusion

10.1 Introduction
The final chapter of this thesis is structured as follows. First, I outline the summary of the 
thesis, addressing the research questions of the study  (10.2). Second, I list the 
contributions of this thesis to the literature in (critical) management/organisation studies 
and, more widely, the social sciences (10.3). Finally, I suggest directions for future 
research, which stem from the outcomes and limitations of this thesis (10.4).

10.2 Summary of the thesis
In this section I will summarise the theoretical, conceptual and methodological frameworks 
that have been used in this research (10.2.1). These have been developed in chapters 1 
(theoretical framework), 2 (conceptualisation of employability), 3 (conceptualisation of 
ʻconsumption of workʼ) and 4 (methodology). Then I will address each of the four research 
questions of the study, based on the data from chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8. I will first address 
the research questions related to employability (10.2.2) and then the research questions 
related to work orientations (10.2.3). The analysis of the data in light of the theoretical, 
conceptual and methodological frameworks of this study resulted in the ʻnormative 
emptinessʼ argument developed in chapter 9. The summary of this argument is provided at 
the end of this section (10.2.4).

10.2.1 Summary of theoretical, conceptual and methodological 
frameworks
Within this section I will first summarise the theoretical framework of the study. Second, I 
discuss the way ʻemployabilityʼ and ʻconsumption of workʼ were conceptualised, which 
were informed by the theoretical framework. Finally, I summarise the methodology of the 
research.

The theoretical framework of this study was informed by the works of Antonio Gramsci and 
Mikhail Bakhtin, and complemented by literature on resistance. Macro and local structures 
were interpreted and analysed with the help  of Gramscian concepts. The engagement of 
agency with local structures (the university in this study) was analysed with the help  of the 
ʻBakhtin-inspired theory of the subject. To analyse local and macro structures, the 
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concepts of ʻhegemonyʼ, ʻwar of positionʼ and ʻcommon senseʼ were adopted from 
Gramsciʼs work. ʻHegemonic projectʼ was another concept used to refer to specific 
dimensions of hegemony, i.e. employability and consumption in this study. The notion of 
ʻcommon senseʼ was central to this research. ʻCommon sensesʼ about employability and 
work orientations at macro and local structures were identified, and agencyʼs engagement 
with them were analysed. Subjects were assumed to be ʻdialogical selvesʼ with incomplete 
and unfinalised identities. To classify  individualsʼ responses to ʻcommon sensesʼ, four non-
mutually  exclusive categories were used: embracing, manipulating, resisting (actively or 
passively) and escaping. These were looked at as (fragmented) articulations of the 
dialogical engagement of subjects with ʻcommon senseʼ. The way people speak about 
ʻcommon senseʼ was assumed to represent their position towards it to some extent, but 
not defining them as subjects. When the relationship  of a ʻdialogical selfʼ to ʻcommon 
senseʼ was analysed, I was not searching for a coherent subject position, paying special 
attention to interpreting incoherences, which are part of the ʻdialogueʼ (ʻmicrodialogueʼ and 
ʻexternal dialogueʼ).

In this study employability  was positioned as a hegemonic project that helps to maintain 
existing power relations. As a result of the Gramscian reading of the academic and policy 
literature on employability, I identified ʻinitiative employabilityʼ (Gazier, 1999), a specific 
form of employability rhetoric, as the ʻcommon senseʼ that was constructed and spread by 
two powerful groups, governments and employers. This ʻcommon senseʼ assumes 
individualsʼ responsibility for their successes and failures in the labour market, positioning 
employers and governments as ʻenablersʼ (Fejes, 2010). This ʻcommon senseʼ was 
constructed via a combination of coercion and consent. Coercion was seen in changing 
labour market policies and workplace practices in organisations, which employees had 
limited options to resist. Stimulating consent was seen in surrounding employability  with a 
positive rhetoric, promoting it as ʻempoweringʼ and giving more choice. The ʻcommon 
senseʼ of ʻgraduate employabilityʼ was largely in line with ʻinitiative employabilityʼ, and can 
be summarised as follows. ʻGraduate employabilityʼ involves ʻpossessingʼ high levels of 
skills required by employers, i.e. having them and being committed to acquiring and 
developing them. Second, it involves being able to ʻdemonstrateʼ these skills during a job 
search, by articulating and selling them to employers. This conceptualisation of 
employability is closely tied with the notion of (ʻsoftʼ/ʼtransferableʼ) skills, where the latter 
are the ʻinstrumentationʼ of the former (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005). So I based my 
critique of employability  on a critique of this particular notion of skills. As a result of this 

251



conceptualisation, analysing employability  through skills in this research has laid grounds 
for a nuanced analysis of both the rhetoric, its inconsistencies and subjectsʼ engagement 
with it. 

ʻConsumption of workʼ, which involves the ʻcommodification of the meaning of workʼ by 
employers, was positioned as part of the ʻhegemonic projectʼ of consumption. It is a work 
orientation within which images of work are presented as objects of consumption and the 
process of work itself as an act of consumption. These are promoted to employees via the 
practice of ʻemployer brandingʼ, which has been understood as a ʻwar of positionʼ. The rise 
of ʻemployer brandingʼ practices and attention to them in the literature has been the reason 
for considering ʻconsumption of workʼ as potentially  the ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation 
promoted by employers. ʻConsumption of workʼ was not presented as a completely  novel 
set of attitudes to work, but conceptualised as work orientation that combines an 
ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ and ʻabstract work ethicʼ (especially a ʻself-work ethicʼ) in a 
novel way. ʻCommodification of the meaning of workʼ is its distinctive feature. This work 
orientation was also understood via the notion of the ʻmenuʼ (Korczynski and Ott, 2006; 
Korczynski, 2007) and hence viewed not as a work orientation consisting of some 
homogenous features, but one offering choice. ʻConsumption of workʼ consists of 
ʻconsumption (of the image) of workʼ, ʻconsumption through work processesʼ and 
ʻconsumption of work processes and outcomesʼ The first two are part of an 
ʻinstrumentalised work ethicʼ while the latter is part of an ʻabstract work ethicʼ. Various 
aspects of this work orientation were associated with the ʻconsumer as communicatorʼ and 
ʻconsumer as hedonistʼ (Gabriel and Lang, 1996).

The methodology of this study  was chosen so as to stimulate in-depth analysis of the key 
themes. At the same time, the fieldwork was constantly informing the conceptual stance of 
this research and the research questions, which in turn were informing the fieldwork. This 
study followed a critical qualitative research strategy, with interviews, observations and 
documents being the methods used within this strategy. Within the wider field of critical 
qualitative research, this project is close to the specific methodology of critical discourse 
analysis (see Fairclough, 1995), which is theoretically rooted in Gramsciʼs work. The data 
gathered were divided into data for the analysis of the student job  search and data for the 
analysis of context, with subdivisions into core and supplementary datasets within each. 
They were tied together ontologically  and epistemologically. Longitudinal interviews were 
key to the analysis of studentsʼ agency for two reasons. In line with a Bakhtinian 
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framework for the analysis of agency, the ʻexternal dialogueʼ was thought to be more 
revealing when there was more communication between the researcher and the subject, 
which longitudinal interviews provided. Time was thought to stimulate articulation of the 
ʻmicrodialogueʼ externally due to potentially  more trust to the researcher, as well as the 
ʻcommon senseʼ being thought through. Interaction with ʻcommon senseʼ in different 
contexts was also thought to intensify  this interaction between the ʻmicrodialogueʼ and the 
ʻexternal dialogueʼ.

10.2.2 Addressing research questions 1 and 2: Employability

RQ1: How is employability presented to students at the university? How does it 
correspond to the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiative employability  ̓ identified at the 
macro level?

It is the ʻcommon senseʼ of ʻinitiativeʼ employability that was promoted to students at 
Aimfield. Studentsʼ responsibility for their employability was emphasised, while the 
university  was positioned as the ʻenablerʼ. Employability  was presented as going beyond 
getting a job, being key to oneʼs success in the labour market (and in life) and a lifelong 
project for which private experiences were expected to be mobilised. Skills were presented 
as being central to employability and their high levels defined employees with an ʻedgeʼ. 
Articulation and selling them in the ʻright wayʼ were highlighted as key to employability. 
These were also indicated as the areas where students had problems. The prevalent 
assumption was that students ʻhadʼ the ʻhigh levelsʼ of skills required by employers, but 
could not articulate and sell them ʻproperlyʼ. The CECʼs role was in ʻenablingʼ students to 
articulate and sell their skills. This rhetoric was communicated to students via the various 
opportunities for skill development that were provided on campus, the number of which 
had been increasing over the years. It was also communicated to students in the 
informational material on employability that the CEC provided, as well as through career 
consultations with students. 

Although ʻinitiativeʼ employability was the ʻcommon senseʼ at Aimfield and informed the 
CECʼs practices, there was manipulation of the rhetoric at the local level, as well as some 
evidence of deviation from it. The former has been noticed in the CECʼs advisors showing 
the students the implicit rules of the job  search game, as well as in not questioning 
studentsʼ ʻpossessionʼ of skills. While helping students learn how to articulate and sell their 
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skills, the employability rhetoric was manipulated by the CECʼs advisors, who were 
showing students how to play the job  search game. This was in assuming that students 
had ʻhigh levelsʼ of any skills required by employers, as well as in showing students how to 
spot what exactly these were from job  descriptions, and in making these explicit during a 
job search.

The latter holds for some employees at the CEC, who raised issues of employability  being 
problematic in times of high unemployment, irrespective of the levels of skills students 
ʻhadʼ. At the same time, I have not spotted evidence of such critiques of employability 
communicated to students. Deviation from the rhetoric was also in some students not 
understanding or questioning the assumptions of employability  or (ʻsoftʼ/ʻtransferableʼ) 
skills, and, as reported by  the CECʼs advisors, was more typical for students from outside 
the UK, and amongst overseas students in particular. However, studentsʼ confusion at the 
rhetoric was interpreted as them ʻnot understandingʼ it, and the CECʼs task was to make 
the importance of employability clear to them, converting everyone into employable 
subjects.

RQ2: How do students engage with the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability during the 
job search?

When analysing the ʻdialogical selvesʼ engaging with the rhetoric of employability, it is the 
dynamic relationship between the ʻcommon senseʼ of skill ʻpossessionʼ embraced by most 
students and their reflections on skill ʻdemonstrationʼ during the process of job search that 
is most notable. The conflict between the two in the narratives of some students is where 
hints of resistance could be found.

Most students in the study embraced the ʻcommon senseʼ of skill ʻpossessionʼ, referring to 
having, acquiring and developing skills, and even sometimes describing themselves 
through them. Even students who discovered the skills rhetoric only when coming to the 
UK embraced it, and it also shaped their way of talking about the job search. At the same 
time, students were playing the job  search game while ʻdemonstratingʼ their skills to 
employers. They were aware of certain rules that they needed to follow to be more likely to 
get a job. Playing involved actively manipulating the skills rhetoric during the job search. 
First, this involved assuming they  ̒ hadʼ the skills needed for the job, which corresponds to 
the way students were taught to manipulate the rhetoric by the CEC. Second, this was in 
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ʻdemonstratingʼ skills in a certain way, like not repeating the same skill in different 
application questions for the same job. However, the rules of the ̒ gameʼ were neither clear 
nor universal for all employers, and through trial and error (including rejections), as well as 
using available guidance, students were figuring out what these were. Learning that it was 
ʻdemonstratingʼ whatever skills the employers were willing them to show (i.e. conforming to 
employersʼ demands) rather than what students thought they  ̒ possessedʼ was the primary 
condition for achieving employability.

This contrast between embracing the ʻcommon senseʼ of skills ʻpossessionʼ and  
constructing oneself as employable through it, and the need to conform to whatever 
employers ask for, led to a minority of students reflecting on the skills rhetoric and showing 
signs of resistance to it. These students were uncomfortable about the need to overstate 
their previous experiences and present them as extraordinary, which they knew was not 
the case. This shows passive resistance to employability rhetoric as a result of the 
inconsistency between two of its aspects (ʻpossessionʼ and ʻdemonstrationʼ of skills). 
However, students usually did not voice this dissatisfaction during the recruitment process 
and did not make alternative work choices either. There was just one case of active 
resistance, where the student refused to be the person organisations required him to be, 
by not applying to employers where he thought he needed to compromise the way he 
presented himself too much.

Despite the resistance of a small number of students to the ʻdemonstrationʼ aspect of 
employability, the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability was not questioned. Employability was 
central to most studentsʼ work orientations. First, they were willing to be flexible in the 
labour market. Second, the project of employability  started long before the job search and 
was something that future work choices were dependent on. Third, to ʻdemonstrateʼ their 
skills to employers, students were using the examples from their private lives, making 
these work in the name of employability. None of the students questioned this all-
embracing character of employability.

10.2.3 Addressing research questions 3 and 4: Work orientations

RQ3: Is ʻconsumption of workʼ constructed as the ʻcommon sense  ̓ work 
orientation? How does commodification of the meaning of work take place on the 
university campus? 
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The pattern towards ʻcommodification of the meaning of workʼ identified at the macro level 
accurately depicts the construction of work orientations at Aimfield University. 
ʻConsumption of workʼ was constructed as the ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation on 
campus. Work was presented as a site for hedonist consumption (both traditional and 
modern) as well as a provider of signs that can be communicated to others. Construction 
of symbolic images associated with these was key to the promotion of the ʻconsumption of 
workʼ.

First, (the image of) work itself was constructed as an object of consumption, with certain 
ʻsign valuesʼ surrounding it and addressing students as ʻcommunicatorsʼ of these signs. 
MNCs and large for-profit organisations were presented as ʻtopʼ employers, while 
organisations of different sizes and from non-business sectors were neither ʻtopʼ nor very 
visible to students. ʻSign valuesʼ also surrounded organisational brands, highlighting both 
employer and corporate brands. These could be, for example, ʻsign valuesʼ of status and 
prestige, as well as fun. The financial industry had an alluring image, with ʻsign valuesʼ of 
status and conspicuous consumption being central to it.

Second, work was presented as a site for consumption (ʻconsumption through work 
processesʼ). This was in getting access to ʻsign valuesʼ as well as hedonist experiences 
through the process of work. Access to different lifestyles with different consumer 
meanings was offered. Organisational culture with a ʻmenuʼ consisting of ʻfun work 
culturesʼ or more hierarchical corporate cultures where employees would engage in 
conspicuous consumption was one of them. All organisations promoted access to an 
ʻethical lifestyleʼ via the presence of corporate social responsibility in recruitment 
brochures. They also provided opportunities for adventure (including travel) within a job.

The extensive use of visual images associated with adventure was interpreted as 
symbolising not only work as a site for consumption, but work processes themselves as 
consumer experiences addressing students as ʻmodern hedonistsʼ. The two key work 
processes on offer were opportunities for self-development and employability, which are 
both part of the ʻself-workʼ ethic. The provision of training, as one of the central elements of 
employability, being part of the employability deal, was emphasised by employers.

The ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation was promoted to students via a marketing campaign 
on campus, often involving ʻbranded employeesʼ (Brannan et al, 2011), which is the 
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dynamic part of the ʻwar of positionʼ. This was done via engaging students as consumers 
and providing them with consumption experiences like ʻfreebiesʼ or temporary access to 
objects with sign values of status during employer events. During the careers fair students 
were addressed both as hedonists and communicators. 

RQ4: How do students engage with the ʻcommon sense  ̓ work orientation 
constructed at the university?

Even though students as ʻdialogical selvesʼ navigated between different work orientations 
throughout their job search, ʻconsumption of workʼ was central for most participants in the 
study.

First, studentsʼ selection of places to work were often shaped by criteria such as size, 
global status and brand, with finance being the industry with a particularly alluring image 
about it. At the same time, there were clear alternative voices against this aspect of the 
ʻconsumption of workʼ. The choice of these students was shaped by different categories, 
and they articulated it as opposite to the ʻcommon senseʼ one, sometimes through active 
resistance to it. However, this does not mean that resisting one aspect of ʻconsumption of 
workʼ implies resisting the whole work orientation. Other aspects of ʻconsumption of workʼ 
were as appealing to some of these students as to those who did not question the 
ʻcommon sensesʼ about the best places to work at.

Second, for many students the understanding of good work was closely connected to 
ʻconsumption through work processesʼ. They wanted to travel and enjoy this experience 
through work (modern hedonism). At the same time, it was a consumer lifestyle of 
abundance they expected, where employers paid for pleasures such as food and clubbing 
that they as employees would engage in (traditional hedonism). The ʻsign valuesʼ 
associated with organisational culture that could be communicated to others were also 
appealing to students (e.g. wearing/not wearing a suit).

Third, an orientation towards ʻconsuming work processes and outcomesʼ was seen in 
studentsʼ preferences for learning and (potentially) challenge. Learning was mostly 
understood through the provision of employer-endorsed training. ʻChallengeʼ was 
articulated as an abstract action that was not confined within a job, but was provided by 
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employers. However, although challenge may be ʻconsumedʼ as part of the ʻemployee 
value propositionʼ, it is problematic to claim that this was the case from the data of this 
study.

Navigating between different work orientations was possible in studentsʼ ideas about work,  
but was not always easy to combine in practice. The inability of ʻalternativeʼ organisations 
to provide elements of ʻconsumption of workʼ made students feel that part of their 
preferences about work were not satisfied, so it was a question of which preferences were 
stronger. Choices in favour of ʻconsumption of workʼ were made due to the lack of ʻsign 
valuesʼ provided by alternative employers as well as the risks to employability  due to 
alternative employers being less likely  to propose the same employability deal as MNCs. 
There were instances when ʻconsumption of workʼ was sacrificed too. Students who saw 
work as providing access to a consumer lifestyle outside work were ready to sacrifice 
ʻconsumption of workʼ for the earning potential. A small number of students who expressed 
ʻsubstantive work orientationʼ were ready not to engage in ʻconsumption of workʼ, with the 
substantive element being more important. Deferring the ʻsubstantive work orientationʼ till 
later in life so as to engage in ʻconsumption of workʼ was, however, more common. 
Referring to ʻsubstantive work orientationsʼ in the future or in imaginary situations might be 
treated as an ʻescape attemptʼ, which, being rooted in a moral rhetoric, at the same time 
legitimises the current choice of ʻconsumption of workʼ.

10.2.4 Summary of the argument
In summary, the analysis of empirical material shows that strongly normative images of 
work and employability  were constructed on campus. ʻConsumption of workʼ was the 
ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation while ʻinitiative employabilityʼ was the ʻcommon senseʼ 
about employability constructed on campus. The former was closely associated with 
consumption opportunities, marketed to students through corporate presence on campus. 
Employability  was presented to students as a lifelong project of the self, where constant 
enhancement and selling skills were necessary to maintain a position in the labour market, 
at the risk of being deemed unemployable otherwise. However, the normative aspect of 
ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability  were not only in them being the ʻcommon sensesʼ 
on campus. They were also closely connected and mutually reinforcing. Employability  was 
a component of the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation, but also a criterion that allowed for 
this work orientation to take place. However, what is perhaps even more important, 
ʻconsumption of workʼ contributed to oneʼs employability, while alternative choices 
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challenged it. So employability marginalises alternative work orientations. This relationship 
of employability and ʻconsumption of workʼ was evident in studentsʼ accounts. 
ʻConsumption of workʼ was central to shaping studentsʼ work orientations and only a few of 
them resisted some aspects of the ʻcommon senseʼ or shaped their work orientations 
around alternative meanings of work. However, those who made alternative choices 
articulated doubt about these, due to either these not providing them access to 
ʻconsumption of workʼ, or challenging their employability. So the normative aspect of 
employability and ʻconsumption of workʼ was strengthened by  the close relationship 
between the two, and employability being the lifelong project of the self.

At the same time, both employability  and ʻconsumption of workʼ were argued to lack 
substantive meaning. Within the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation, the meaning of work 
was associated with features external to the process of work or the outcomes of it, being in 
consumption and abstract features of work design. Employability was argued to be empty 
as it was rooted in the rhetoric of (ʻsoftʼ/ʻtransferableʼ) skills, the high levels of which were 
elusive while the low levels were not particularly  hard to achieve. At the same time, the 
empirical data showed that during job  search conforming to whatever employers wanted 
students to show and figuring out how to do this was the primary condition for achieving 
employability. Despite the emptiness of ʻconsumption of workʼ and employability, they are 
normative and guide studentsʼ decisions on their future lives. Both were mostly embraced 
by students and were central in making their decisions during the transition from university 
to work. Even though resistance to some aspects of both was taking place, it was 
ʻfragmentedʼ and not challenging the ʻcommon sensesʼ. The issue with committing to an 
alternative was in the mutual interconnectedness between the two. As a result, I 
suggested that to challenge the ʻcommon sensesʼ at the individual level, they needed to be 
resisted together, constructing work and life choices around a completely different set of 
values.

10.3 Contributions
This section outlines the conceptual, theoretical, methodological and empirical 
contributions of the thesis. First, I highlight its theoretical, conceptual and methodological 
contributions (10.3.1). The theoretical, conceptual and methodological contributions of this 
thesis have been merged under the same heading to show that they have been closely 
connected and mutually informing. In particular, I specify the contribution of my work to the 
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take on Gramsci in critical management/organisation studies, as well as the fruitful 
combination of Gramsci and Bakhtin that has informed the theoretical framework of my 
research. Second, I discuss how the empirical outcomes of this thesis contribute to 
research on universities, student work orientations, job search and employability (10.3.2).

10.3.1 Theoretical, conceptual and methodological contributions
This study contributes to the area of critical management/organisation studies by  having 
closely  engaged with the work of Antonio Gramsci. This was done in a way different from 
how previous research engaged with Gramsciʼs work. While earlier studies mostly looked 
at single Gramscian concepts to analyse a certain phenomenon, this study used a whole 
set of concepts that were connected into a single framework for the analysis of the 
ʻcommon senseʼ at the macro and local levels. This also allowed me to connect power 
relations at the macro level and the rhetoric they produce to how power is present at local 
levels, and consider how it shapes habitual experiences of people. The combination of 
Gramsci and Bakhtin is also a fruitful one to engage with, both in critical management/
organisation studies and beyond. Although the compatibility of the two theorists was 
noticed before in political studies (Brandist, 1996a, 1996b; Ives, 2004), in this research the 
concepts adopted from both were combined in a way that was not discussed earlier. 
Furthermore, with the help of the methodological framework, the theoretical framework 
was illuminating for the analysis of empirical material. It was the longitudinal aspect of this 
research and the analysis of the ʻcommon senseʼ at three levels (macro, local structure, 
local agency) that provided a nuanced understanding of the processes studied, and 
brought up the consistencies and discrepancies between them. In particular, the notion of 
ʻdialogical selvesʼ adopted from Bakhtinʼs work allowed me to analyse the complex 
relationship  of students with the ʻcommon sensesʼ, without assigning their attitudes to 
predetermined categories.

This study also adds to our understanding of the ʻpolitics of consumptionʼ. Following 
Gramsci, it shows how it is rooted in the economic relations of production, but goes 
beyond it in highlighting that it is not only the process of production that is concealed 
(Dunne et al., 2013). Other aspects of concealing in the ʻpolitics of consumptionʼ are the  
ʻmenuʼ aspect of consumer choice, as well as the fact that even consumption itself can be 
concealed from consumers, even though it is taking place. The two latter aspects of the 
politics of consumption hold for the phenomenon of ʻconsumption of workʼ.
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The conceptual contribution of this study is the development of ʻconsumption of workʼ. This 
or similar expressions have been referred to in earlier research (e.g. Dale, 2012; Bauman, 
2005; Salomonsson, 2004; Jenner, 2004), but the meaning of it was not clear. Grounding it 
within the literature on work orientations and highlighting commodification of the meaning 
of work as its specific feature, I identified three dimensions of ʻconsumption of workʼ 
orientation. This concept can be further worked with in conceptual and empirical research. 
Although open for modifications, I hope it has set ground for discussing one of the 
important ways in which consumption has entered work. Furthermore, with this concept 
articulated, ʻconsumption of workʼ can be positioned as one way in which modern 
workplaces are understood, and potentially even as a characteristic of the relationship  of 
modern employees with work, which goes beyond the ʻself-work ethicʼ (Heelas, 2002). 

This study also adds to the previous critiques of employability (e.g. Cremin, 2010; Moore, 
2010; Costea et al., 2012). It positions employability as a normative lifelong ʻproject of the 
selfʼ (Grey, 1994), which is empty of substantive meaning. The claim on emptiness of 
employability comes from looking at the notion of (ʻsoftʼ/ʻtransferableʼ) skills, which is 
central to employability, being its ʻinstrumentationʼ. While employability rhetoric asks for 
ʻhighʼ or ʻexceptionalʼ levels in skills like teamwork, problem-solving and communication, 
these are elusive. When a degree of skill can be identified in an activity, it is mundane or 
not central to the activity itself. As a result, being dependent on an elusive understanding 
of skills, employability is empty of substantive meaning. Furthermore, when analysing 
oneʼs employability during job search, I have used the division into the ʻcommon senseʼ of 
skill ʻpossessionʼ and their ʻdemonstrationʼ during their job  search, which has been 
conceptually  helpful for analysing subjectsʼ engagement with the rhetoric and spotting 
instances of resistance.

10.3.2 Empirical contributions
Within this section I outline three key empirical contributions of this research. First, it is the 
in-depth analysis of the ̒ common sensesʼ constructed at the local university context, and in 
particular in the universityʼs activities outside education and research. Second, these are 
empirical contributions related to the theme of work orientations. Finally, there are 
empirical contributions related to the theme of employability and the graduate job search.
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First, the empirical findings of this research contribute to the understanding of the 
university  as an ideological space, by providing an in-depth account of the construction of 
ʻcommon sensesʼ there. Lack of critical research on employability  in local university 
contexts was highlighted in chapter 2 (except Kalfa and Taksa, 2012; Costea et al., 2012). 
By working closely with the university context and providing an in-depth analysis of how 
the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability  is constructed within it, this thesis has contributed to 
this area of research. By analysing employer branding practices on campus, this research 
has provided a critical account on ʻemployer brandingʼ as a Human Resource 
Management (HRM) practice too. It shows the ideological role of HRM and how it 
transcends organisational boundaries, adding to previous research on the theme (e.g. 
Costea et al., 2012; Dale, 2012). This study analysed a whole set of material related to 
employer branding, both the content of recruitment brochures and the marketing campaign 
on campus. In particular, this study has focused on university practices, which are not 
education and research related. Such a focus is especially important for the following 
reason. With the rise of the employability  agenda the extracurricular time of students at the 
university  becomes more and more important for their employability (as highlighted in 
chapters 2 and 6), as skills gained in these activities are considered to make one ʻstand 
outʼ. At the same time, when local communities at the universities resist changes to 
university  practices, these are primarily  the values of higher education that are defended. 
However, paying attention to these non-educational spaces and activities at the university 
is the key contribution of this thesis to empirical research on the university  as an 
ideological space. I argue that university needs to be researched and considered as a 
whole. Otherwise, the potentially valuable educational part of universitiesʼ activities would 
be a drop in the ocean in comparison to the uncritical takeover of the non-educational 
activities at the same universities.

Second, this study provides a detailed empirical account on studentsʼ work orientations, 
exploring their ideas about work, the particular features of this work and the different work 
ethics these are rooted in. It closely works with the conceptual phenomenon of 
ʻconsumption of workʼ. Its empirical contribution is in identifying ʻconsumption of workʼ as 
the ʻcommon senseʼ work orientation that is constructed on a university campus and 
embraced by most students. However, the comparison of studentsʼ preferences about 
work with the image of it presented at the university is particularly  important. It is especially 
notable how not all aspects of ʻconsumption of workʼ were embraced by students. This was 
the case for the ʻethical lifestyleʼ promoted by organisations as part of the ʻemployee value 
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propositionʼ via corporate social responsibility rhetoric. Although students were talking 
about socially  important jobs like teaching as ʻescape attemptsʼ, anchoring them in moral 
rhetoric, they did not see this anchoring as coming from corporate employers. This study 
also adds to empirical accounts of studentsʼ attitudes towards flexibility as part of their 
work orientations (Brown and Scase, 1994; Tomlinson, 2007). It was internalised as a 
need, as a result of loss of job security in previous research (Tomlinson, 2007). However, 
this is the first empirical research on students I am aware of where flexibility was 
articulated as a preference on its own.

Third, this research adds to research on graduate job search and employability. First, it 
provides a detailed account of the process of the student job search and how employability 
is managed during it. It adds to the previous seminal study by Brown and Hesketh (2004) 
on this theme. At the same time, analysing employability  as a socially constructed concept 
has provided nuance to interpretations of studentsʼ engagement with employability 
rhetoric, tracing their engagement with the ʻcommon senseʼ within the process of the job 
search, rather than just their experience of it. Second, this study adds to critical 
employability literature by giving voices to agency. It is not that agency was not paid 
attention to in previous research, but was more often analysed in interaction, e.g. during 
career consultations or recruitment interviews. Interviewing students and letting them 
reflect on the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability, and doing this over a period of time, brings 
up  subjectsʼ complex engagement with the ʻcommon senseʼ of employability. In particular, 
the analysis of ʻdialogical selvesʼ engaging with different aspects of employability rhetoric 
has shown hints of resistance in a situation where it was not spotted before (e.g. Fogde, 
2011; Sharone, 2007). This was passive resistance coming from the mismatch between 
embracing the ʻcommon senseʼ of skill ʻpossessionʼ and understanding oneʼs employability 
through it, and being uncomfortable about or unwilling to conform to the kind of subject 
that employers wanted students to ʻdemonstrateʼ. However, this resistance did not 
challenge other aspects of ʻinitiative employabilityʼ, and in all but one case did not make 
students rethink their job  choices. Such an account on resistance also helps to avoid the 
somewhat simplistic dichotomy spotted when analysing recruiter-candidate interaction 
during recruitment interviews, where subjectification to recruitersʼ presentation of the 
organisation during the interview was key to individualsʼ employability (Bergström and 
Knights, 2006). From studentsʼ accounts analysed in this study conforming or following the 
recruitersʼ line of thought during the selection process was something that students 
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needed to understand and figure out through trial and error (including rejections) during 
the process of job search.

10.4 Directions for future research
In this section I discuss some of the directions for future research, which have been 
informed by  the outcomes and limitations of this thesis. I have divided these into three 
broad and overlapping themes. The first theme is university as an ideological space, with 
particular attention to non-educational activities there. The second theme is ʻconsumption 
of workʼ and the third is employability.

First, there is further scope for the analysis of both educational and non-educational 
activities at the university, as well as the ideologies surrounding them. This thesis has 
explored careers fairs and employer events as shaping studentsʼ work orientations. A 
detailed analysis of information available at the careers centre would be another place to 
explore. Although universitiesʼ careers centres are key to informing students about work, 
there are other non-educational activities on campus that might encourage certain work 
orientations in students. For example, employability rhetoric is not only about being able to 
get paid work, but potentially being an entrepreneur as well. A lot of universities in the UK 
have so-called enterprise centres on their campuses, which encourage students to start 
their own businesses. These may  also be constructing studentsʼ work orientations, as well 
as their understanding of employability. Another aspect of non-educational activities at the 
university  to look at are business games that are often organised on university campuses 
and are sponsored by corporations. These may have an important role in integrating 
students into the world of business and the rhetoric associated with it. Employer and 
corporate branding on campus can also go beyond careers-related activities that I focused 
on in this thesis. It can also be branding through sponsorship  of various initiatives at the 
university  (e.g. sports teams). This might also be in using brands to name university 
spaces (for example, an Ernst & Young Suite within a university  building). Although this 
tendency has not been noticed at Aimfield yet, I am aware of it taking place at other 
universities. It is important to look at how these construct the image of work and of the 
ideal employers to work for, as well as how students engage with this presence while at 
university. Such analysis does not have to be limited to work orientations and students, 
and can look at other ideological underpinnings of corporate presence on campus, as well 
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as at other participants of university life (e.g. academics, administrative staff) engaging 
with these.

Second, this thesis calls for further critical research on ʻconsumption of workʼ. This would 
include positioning the concept within research on consumption and work, as well as work 
ethics. This would also include more critical research on the theme of employer branding, 
which is crucial to creating the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation. More specifically, the 
phenomenon of ʻconsumption of workʼ can be explored at the workplace, as well as in 
different professional areas and national contexts. Within different professional areas it 
would be especially interesting to look at the non-corporate sphere. This is where a 
different image of a certain profession might be expected. At the same time, with the ʻwar 
for talentʼ rhetoric going beyond the corporate sphere (e.g. Ewing and Karuana, 1999; 
Peck, 2007; Brown and Tannock, 2009), more professions may have become constructed 
around the ʻconsumption of workʼ orientation. Such research would look at images of a 
certain profession and potentially  how these have been changing over time. It can also 
analyse the rationales of people for being within the profession, as well as the rationales of 
people willing to enter the profession. The work with the subject here does not have to be 
built around the Cartesian subject, but can also work with theories of the body, and 
analyse how a profession is embodied and performed. The phenomenon of ʻconsumption 
of workʼ may also be explored in different national contexts. It would be especially 
interesting to look at the contexts where mass consumption started later than in the UK 
and other western countries. These could be, for example, Eastern European countries, 
including former Soviet republics, as well as countries such as India, China, Brazil, etc. It 
can be analysed whether corporations brand themselves as employers in the same way in 
these countries, or whether they choose different paths. It can be analysed whether 
universities in these countries accept employersʼ presence on campus, or whether a 
different dynamic of the corporate-university relationship can be found there. The reaction 
of those targeted by employer branding practices would also be important to look at within 
these national contexts.

Third, this thesis has implications for future research on employability. I would be most 
interested in future studies on the agencyʼs engagement with employability rhetoric, which 
would include studies on students, as well as employees, those seeking work, or not doing 
it. The theme of mobilising the private in the name of employability seems to be particularly 
important in this regard. With people being encouraged to use experiences from their 
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private lives to appear as more employable, the boundaries between work and life become 
even more blurred. In this research students were actively mobilising their private lives in 
the name of employability. However, I did not ask students what they thought about doing 
this, while they did not bring up  this issue themselves, so this aspect of the theme was not 
covered in this thesis. This is exactly what I think could be done in future research. 
Furthermore, the issue of private life being constructed with employability in mind needs to 
be explored. Employability  was one of the criteria through which extracurricular activities 
were presented to students on campus and was sometimes even central to the description 
of these activities. There were a number of instances in this thesis where students talked 
about constructing the private with employability  in mind, but there was not enough data to 
comment on this theme in any depth. A study that would explore this issue would have a 
very  different design. For example, it might look at how different social activities and 
voluntary roles are presented at a university in more depth. The agency that constructs the 
private with employability in mind might be especially hard to capture and needs to be 
carefully  thought through when being designed. Engagement with employability rhetoric at 
the university level needs to be further analysed. This study has looked at the image of 
employability on campus, but not on the local agency ʻenablingʼ students to be 
employable. Here it is especially important to look at academics dealing with employability 
rhetoric, which is what has been done by Kalfa and Taksa (2012) in an Australian context. 
There are two aspects within this theme that I think are particularly important. First, 
conceptually, individualsʼ engagement with employability rhetoric needs to include their 
relation to the notion of skill, which is so central to graduate employability. In general, 
individualsʼ relation to different aspects of the ʻcommon senseʼ could be looked at, without 
assuming that a unity  and consistency exists between them. Second, when constructing 
the data, it is important to look not only at employability entering academic modules, but 
also academics engaging with it at the administrative level. I am stressing this due to the 
potential for academics to have different approaches to activities that are educational and 
non-educational in nature.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Informed consent form

Studentsʼ work orientations and the process of contemporary job search

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 
(to be completed after Participant Information Sheet has been read)

The purpose and details of this study have been explained to me.  I understand that this 
study is designed to further scientific knowledge and that all procedures have been 
approved by the [Aimfield] University Ethical Advisory Committee.

I have read and understood the information sheet and this consent form.

I have had an opportunity to ask questions about my participation.

I understand that I am under no obligation to take part in the study.

I understand that I have the right to withdraw from this study  at any stage for any  reason, 
and that I will not be required to explain my reasons for withdrawing.

I understand that all the information I provide will be treated in strict confidence and will be 
kept anonymous and confidential to the researchers unless (under the statutory 
obligations of the agencies which the researchers are working with), it is judged that 
confidentiality will have to be breached for the safety of the participant or others. 

I agree to participate in this study.

                    Your name

              Your signature

Signature of investigator

                               Date
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Appendix 2. Research information sheet for longitudinal 
interviews with students

Research information sheet

A bit about the research
This project seeks to discover how students see themselves and the world of work during 
the very  important and often challenging process of job  search. Together with students in 
their final year of study, I want to explore their experiences of this process and see how 
they make sense of them.

Job  search during the final year of oneʼs studies is an important step  towards the future 
career, so for many students itʼs very  important to succeed in it and find a suitable job. At 
the same time during this period a lot of people ask themselves very important questions 
like who they want to become, what they want to achieve, whether they  are doing the right 
thing etc. This process is likely to be associated with a variety of feelings and emotions.

In research, attention is usually drawn to the technical part of the process, i.e. applying for 
jobs, passing interviews and assessment centres. The same holds for advice that 
graduates get when searching for a job. This is, of course, important. However, I think that 
graduatesʼ personal experiences, emotions and concerns during this process are even 
more important, and definitely in need of research.

Why should you take part?

• to discover yourself
• to have an opportunity to reflect on your job search experiences
• to think about some issues you would have not thought of otherwise
• to be able to share your views whenever you want to
• to be able to articulate your views more clearly to employers
• to figure out your preferences/priorities more clearly
• contributing to research on graduate job search
• contributing to the understanding of graduate job search in general

What youʼll need to do
• Take part in 3 interviews approximately at the beginning, in the middle & at the end of 

your job search (e.g. December, March and June)
• Provide me with your CV, cover letters and applications to employers

Ethical issues
• Confidentiality and anonymity are guaranteed
• You can ask further questions about the research and your participation in it
• I will be happy to share the results of the research with you as well as keep you updated 

on how it goes in case you are interested
• It is entirely up to you whether you would like to be recorded during our interviews
• You can withdraw from the study at any stage for any reasons
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Appendix 3. Research information sheet for interviews with 
students at GRPF

Research information sheet

Interview after the Careers Fair
This interview is an important part of the PhD research I am conducting. What I would like 
to explore is your impressions from/reflections on the Careers Fair and how it is organised. 
This will be a semi-structured interview taking around 10-20 minutes. The motivation for 
this is that the Careers Fair is one of the major events happening within the university that 
presents what employment opportunities are available for students, almost like a model of 
graduate labour market.

A bit about the research
This project seeks to discover how students see themselves and the world of work during 
the very important and often challenging process of job search. The main empirical part of 
my work has been exploring experiences of final year studentsʼ job search and see how 
they make sense of them.

Job  search during the final year of oneʼs studies is an important step  towards the future 
career, so for many students itʼs very  important to succeed in it and find a suitable job. At 
the same time during this period a lot of people ask themselves very important questions 
like who they want to become, what they want to achieve, whether they  are doing the right 
thing etc. This process is likely to be associated with a variety of feelings and emotions.

In research, attention is usually drawn to the technical part of the process, i.e. applying for 
jobs, passing interviews and assessment centres. The same holds for advice that 
graduates get when searching for a job. This is, of course, important. However, I think that 
graduatesʼ personal experiences, emotions and concerns during this process are even 
more important, and definitely in need of research.

Ethical issues
• Confidentiality and anonymity are guaranteed
• You can ask further questions about the research and your participation in it
• I will be happy to share the results of the research with you as well as keep you updated 

on how it goes in case you are interested
• It is entirely up to you whether you would like to be recorded during our interviews
• You can withdraw from the study at any stage for any reasons
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Appendix 4. Research information sheet for interviews with 
CECʼs employees

Research information sheet

A bit about the research
This project seeks to discover how students see themselves and the world of work during 
the very important and often challenging process of job search. The main empirical part of 
my work has been exploring experiences of final year studentsʼ job  search, how they make 
sense of them and what changes throughout the process.

Job  search during the final year of oneʼs studies is an important step  towards the future 
career, so for many  students itʼs very important to succeed in it and find a suitable job  at 
this stage. At the same time during this period a lot of people ask themselves very 
important questions like who they want to become, what they want to achieve, whether 
they are making the right choice. This process is likely to be associated with a variety of 
feelings and emotions.

In research, attention is usually drawn to the technical part of the process, i.e. applying for 
jobs, passing interviews and assessment centres. The same holds for advice that 
graduates get when searching for a job. This is, of course, important. However, I think that 
graduatesʼ personal experiences, reflections and concerns during this process are even 
more important, and definitely in need of research.

Observations and interviews at the Careers Centre
Careers Centre plays an important role in studentsʼ job  search. A lot of students in my 
interview have been referring to the Careers Centre as the place they have been going to 
for advice. So I would like to find out more about the help that careers centre provides to 
students, the job of career advisors, ways in which they  work with students as well as 
challenges and pressures of it.

Ethical issues
• Confidentiality and anonymity are guaranteed
• You can ask further questions about the research and your participation in it
• I will be happy to share the results of the research with you as well as keep you updated 

on how it goes in case you are interested
• It is entirely up to you whether you would like to be recorded during our interviews
• You can withdraw from the study at any stage for any reasons
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Appendix 5. Guide for longitudinal interviews
 
Interview 1

1. What thoughts do you have about the kind of work youʼd like to have/organisation 
youʼd like to work for and why?

2. Potential supportive questions:

3. What do you value most when thinking of your future job? Why? 

4. Do you think your choices are different from your classmates from the same subject 
or department? Why or why not?

5. What would you consider to be a ʻgoodʼ and a ʻbadʼ job?

6. Try to think of your ideas about work since you were a child, before university and 
during university years. What thoughts did you have at each of these periods and 
how they were changing/developing? 

7. If you didnʼt have to work at all, if money werenʼt an issue, what would you do in life?

8. If you didnʼt have to apply and any job were accepting you, where would you choose 
to go?

9. Do you have any particular ideas/strategy on how to approach job search and if yes, 
what are they? If no, why?

10.What are your impressions from applying so far?

11.Potential supportive question: how does it feel to face a rejection from employer? 

12.  In what way, if any, you think you have been affected so far by the process of job 
search?

[Guides for interviews 2 and 3 are sample guides tailored to specific students based 
on the discussion we had in previous interviews and the stage of job search they 
were at.]

Interview 2 (Melanie)
1. Whatʼs happened since we last met?

2. What is it that attracts you so much about being a sport agent?

3. What will this job involve? What will a typical working day be?

4. How would you describe yourself?

5. With most of your classmates willing to go into graduate schemes, have you ever 
been doubting your choice?

Interview 3 (Lyle)
1. Could you tell me how you got the job at [name of organisation]? 
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2. How has the job been going?

3. Could you describe what your working day is like?

4. What do you like most/least about the job?

5. What is the atmosphere like in the company? 

6. What would your next step be (if this is something you are thinking of already)?

Appendix 6. Guide for interviews with students at GRPF
1. What was your main purpose for coming to this fair?

2. What do you think about the careers fair youʼve been to today?

3. Which stands did you like? What did you like about them?

4. Would you like to work for them?

5. What roles you were looking into? Why?

6. What do you want from a job?

7. What do you think this kind of job will give you?

8. What was the atmosphere at the fair like?

9. What did you like most about the fair and why? Least?

10.  What do you think about the luxury cars you can see outside? Do you think they are 
relevant there?

Appendix 7. Guide for interviews with CECʼs employees
1. Could you tell me a bit about your role at the careers centre?

2. How did you start working as a careers advisor? 

3. What are the best/worst aspects of your jobs in terms of working with students? 
What is most challenging about being a careers consultant?

4. What do you think is the key to oneʼs successful/smooth transition from university  to 
work?

5. What do you think is the role of the careers centre in studentsʼ job search?

6. In what ways do you help students?

7. What do you think are the most common problems students have when applying for 
jobs?

8. Do you think that employability  has become more important in recent years.  In what 
specific ways have you noticed that? In what ways has it impacted on the concrete 
things that you do with students?
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9. Employers pay a lot of attention to studentsʼ transferable skills during the application 
process. Why do you think this is the case? In what ways do you help them to work 
at their transferable skills?

10.  How do you decide which organisations to invite? [Question primarily for employer liaison 
manager and the director of CEC]

11.  Are there organisations that have not been our campus yet, but who youʼd like to be 
coming in the future? Why has it not been possible to invite them so far? [Question 
primarily for employer liaison manager and the director of CEC]

12.  If you were a student yourself now, what jobs/organisations youʼd be most 
interested in and why? 

294


