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Abstract
The notion of employability has been dominating the higher education policies and strategies of the European 
Union and other western countries for two decades. From an employability perspective, individuals are 
responsible for acquiring the skills to find and move between jobs, market themselves, and effectively express 
their social, personal, and cultural capital. This article focuses on non-traditional students’ perspectives of 
their transition from higher education to working life, especially on the pathways they have taken and the 
struggles they have experienced in becoming employable. A biographical learning perspective is used to analyse 
biographical interviews with five female students who were 25 years of age or older, with a non-Swedish 
background, studying full time. In the students’ stories, four transition pathways from higher education to 
working life were identified: a linear, a parallel, a further education, and a changing career pathway. The five 
non-traditional students struggled with becoming employable and seemed to be anxious about not being good 
enough at Swedish; being an outsider as a student; being overqualified; and facing discrimination in the labour 
market. These employability struggles mainly arise due to the assumption that all graduates are young, 
Swedish, without children or disabilities, and competing only with their employability within an equal labour 
market. Thus, the notion of employability still gives little attention to non-traditional students and has negative 
consequences for them. 
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Introduction

The article is based on data gained from the EMPLOY European research 
project concerning the employability of non-traditional students (NTSs), i.e. 
underrepresented groups in higher education (HE) in terms of age, class, 
disability, ethnicity, and gender. In particular, the article focuses on NTSs’ 
transitions from HE to the labour market involving six partners across  
Europe (United Kingdom, Sweden, Spain, Ireland, Poland, and Portugal).1 
Employability is defined in its broadest sense as an individual’s ability to  
find, retain, and/or move between jobs (Clarke, 2008). The finding and moving 
between jobs shifts the focus from being employed towards becoming 
employable (Williams et al., 2016). From an individual perspective, employ- 
ability is seen as the individual responsibility for gaining appropriate 
competencies (Fejes, 2010; Fotiadou, 2020), which can also be related to  
the ability to market oneself and effectively express one’s social, personal, 
and cultural capital (Nilsson, 2016; Tomlinson, 2017). Clarke (2008), however, 
suggests that employability discourse pays little attention to ‘demographic 
variables such as age, gender, material status, ethnicity and family responsi- 
bilities or physical characteristics’ (Clarke, 2008, p. 267). Moureau and 
Leathwood (2006) argue that employability discourse in the United Kingdom 
(UK) neglects social inequalities, with negative consequences for non-
traditional graduates. Research concerning non-traditional graduates’ chances 
for employment seems to be contradictory. On the one hand, Egerton (2000, 
p. 63) suggests that ‘mature graduates are at a disadvantage to young  
graduates of both sexes on the labour market’, and Sargeant (2001) points 
out that mature graduates face the same age discrimination as those who 
never entered or returned to HE. Woodfield (2011), on the other hand, argues 
that mature graduates do just as well as younger students. In a recent study 
from the UK, Brooks (2019) critically explores the influence of class, gender, 
and ethnicity on student engagement with graduate employment opportunities. 
She suggests that student engagement with the graduate labour market is 
complex and nuanced, with class, gender, and ethnicity intersecting to 
influence outcomes; she identifies three groups of behaviour. The first group 
decided to postpone engagement with the graduate labour market until after 
they had finished their degree; the second group engaged with employment 
opportunities but were unable to secure a graduate-level job; and the third 

1 EMPLOY. Enhancing the employability of non-traditional students after HE, Erasmus 
+ (2014-1-UK01-KA203-001842-TP).
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group also engaged with the graduate labour market and secured employment 
that required a degree. Brooks concludes that students who move away from 
home to live at university and who complete work experience as part of their 
degree are the most successful. It should be noted, however, that wider 
background factors should be taken into consideration, as graduate employ- 
ment is not equally accessible to all upon completion of a degree. 
 In this article, employability is studied from the life perspectives of NTSs 
and the struggles they experience in becoming employable in their transition 
from HE to the labour market. The focus is on NTSs, especially mature 
students (over the age of 25 when they started to study), having a non-Swedish 
background (not born in Sweden or having both parents not born in Sweden), 
and studying at university programmes specifically designed to become 
employable in the human resource management (HRM) sector (later HR). 
 The article aims to explore NTSs’ transitions from HE to working life 
from their own perspectives. More specifically, we address the following 
research questions:

1. Which transition pathways could be identified in the stories of NTSs?
2. What kind of employability struggles do these students experience  

in the transition between HE and the labour market? 

Theoretical underpinnings

The article takes a biographical learning perspective on transition and 
employability. A biographical learning perspective views learning as a process 
in which people continually construct their lives and themselves in relation 
to their own biography, i.e. their social and ethnic background and previous 
experiences, as well as to the life settings at present, through storytelling. 
Alheit and Dausien (2000) uses the concept of biographicity to understand 
the continual processes in which people are involved when forming their 
individual lives. However, a biographical learning perspective does not only 
take the individual aspects of learning into account, as biographical stories 
are co-constructed in interaction with others. Biographical stories thereby 
‘constantly seek to remind us of the collective in individual narratives’ (Merrill 
& West, 2009, p. 184).
 Transition is here defined as alternating periods of stability and change 
that individuals experience over time (Merriam, 2005) in relation to different 
periods of change or movements between educational settings (Niesel & 
Griebel, 2005), geographical places (Hörschelmann, 2011), or different  
periods of life (Hudson, 1999). In addition to Hörschelmann’s (2011) concept, 
we define transition as a process of biographical learning, where a person’s 
background and previous experiences are constructed between the past and 
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the future within the present, and between institutional settings or geo- 
graphical places. This is narrated in a personal story, constructed in the 
interaction between, in this case, an interviewer and an interviewee (Thunborg 
& Bron, 2019). 
 In this article, three aspects of biographical learning are crucial for 
understanding the transitions of NTSs. The first aspect is temporality,  
which means that students give their individual retrospective narratives of 
their transition and the struggles they experienced with their employability; 
second, these narratives are grounded in their biographies, i.e. social and 
ethnic background and previous experiences; and finally, their narratives are 
viewed from a collective perspective of what is considered successful in 
becoming employable, which in turn can lead to personal employability 
struggles.

The linear and the parallel transition pathways from HE  
to working life

From previous literature about student transitions from HE to working life, 
we selected two ideal types (cf. Ball et al., 2002): a linear and a parallel pathway 
of transition.

The linear pathway 
The linear pathway could be described as a process in which students first 
graduate and thereafter start to apply for jobs and make the transition to the 
labour market. In Sweden, this could be seen as a traditional pathway that 
focuses on transition as a period after students have formally graduated.  
Some previous studies focus on professional programmes and on student 
struggles in becoming a professional, for example an engineer (Axelsson, 
2008; Nilsson, 2007), a nurse (Ohlsson, 2009), a teacher (Fransson, 2006),  
a physician (Axelsson, 2008; Lindberg, 2012; Nilsson, 2007) or a psychologist 
(Nyström, 2009). These studies more specifically focus on how to relate  
theory to practice (Axelsson, 2008; Fransson, 2006; Nilsson, 2007; Ohlsson, 
2009) or how to handle the shock of reality in practice (Lindberg, 2012). 
Other studies focus on students studying for a bachelor’s degree, for  
example in political science ( Johansson et al., 2008a; Johansson et al., 2008b; 
Nilsson & Nyström, 2013), biomedicine (Edström, 2009), or human resource 
management (Löfgren Martinsson, 2008), and their struggles with the range 
of jobs for which they can apply (Nyström, 2009; Löfgren Martinsson, 2008) 
and with how to market themselves to become employable on the labour 
market (Edström, 2009; Löfgren Martinsson, 2008). 

AGNIESZKA BRON, CAMILLA THUNBORG
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 It is interesting to note that in times in which the notion of employability 
dominates, the linear pathway is seen as a route of failure rather than of 
success. Brooks (2019) views this pathway as being like a ‘fish out of water’ 
as illustrated by students’ lack of career plan: they see themselves as lazy  
and as struggling with their studies; as students that are focusing on getting 
better grades; and as students who want to continue to study.
 The study by Pitman et al. (2019) on disadvantaged students, based on  
a survey of Australian graduates from 2014, supports the findings by Brooks 
(2019), and shows that the linear path does not necessarily lead to employment. 
‘…across all groups, students who had studied full time and/or had studied  
on campus tended to be less likely to find work post-graduation; these were 
modes less conducive to undertaking paid work at the same time as studying’ 
(p. 49).

The parallel pathway
The parallel pathway is when students engage with the labour market during 
their studies to secure employment. Brooks’ (2019) study identifies two 
different groups related to engagement with the labour market during studies: 
those who succeed in getting a relevant job and those who do not. The first 
group is labelled the ‘game players’; they are strategically engaged in the  
labour market and succeed. This can be through an ambitious career plan, 
finding a place that fits their individual characteristics, returning to/or finding  
employment related to job satisfaction. The second group is labelled ‘between 
two worlds’. This group includes students searching for a change but facing 
great barriers in their attempt to find work, or those who, after having part-
time jobs, felt that they were not yet ready for work (Brooks, 2019). Pitman 
et al. (2019) investigated the relationship between disadvantage and graduate 
outcomes, finding that the parallel path improved graduate opportunities  
for employment and the likelihood of being employed post-graduation  
almost tenfold. Seventy percent of graduates reported undertaking paid work 
in their final year of study; more than 60 percent of those still worked for  
the same employer after graduation. The disadvantaged students included  
six categories: low socioeconomic background, Indigenous Australians, 
residence in regional and remote areas, disabilities, non-English speaking 
background, and women graduating from male-dominated areas of study. 

Methodology

This study uses a biographical approach for understanding NTSs’ transitions 
and employment struggles from HE to working life, from a biographical  
learning perspective. There are three reasons for studying NTSs in the HR 
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sector. First, research concerning NTSs’ chances for employment seems 
infrequent and often contradictory (Egerton, 2000; Sargeant, 2001; Woodfield, 
2011). Second, several studies show that people with different ethnic 
backgrounds from the majority in the country are generally discriminated 
against in recruitment processes when they seek employment (see e.g. Baert 
et al., 2015; Blommaert et al., 2014; Bursell, 2007; Bye et al., 2014). Finally, HR 
pro-fessionals are often seen as gatekeepers in recruitment (see Osman & 
Thunborg, 2019). After graduation, and if considering the HR profession, 
NTSs will be engaged in recruiting university graduates, and thus be practically 
involved in implementing the employability policies they learned about. 
 The Swedish part of the EMPLOY project involved data collection  
that included 38 biographical interviews with 28 NTSs and graduates  
(ten students were interviewed twice). All interviewees studied at the HR 
Programme at Stockholm University. Approximately 75 students start the 
programme each semester, and they study full time. Questionnaires were  
sent to all students attending the two last semesters (about 150 students)  
and with majors in education, psychology, or sociology, in order to explore 
which of these students were non-traditional, and who would be willing  
to be contacted for a biographical interview. From this sample, we recruited 
all 28 NTSs who responded positively; the majority were women. The HR 
programme is one of the most popular and tends to be dominated by women, 
born in Sweden, between the ages of 19 and 24. It is a three-year general 
academic programme leading to a bachelor’s degree related to organisation, 
working life, and the labour market, specifically designed for work within 
HR. There are about 18 similar programmes at various HE institutions  
in Sweden. The programme in Stockholm, however, is seen as one of the 
more theory-based ones. During the first year, participants study behavioural 
sciences; during the second year, they learn about business, law, and human 
resource management; in the final year, students choose either education, 
psychology, or sociology for in-depth studies in which they also write their 
bachelor theses. After graduation, an optional half-semester internship is 
provided by the university. 
 In this article, we analyse the biographical interviews of the students  
who were 25 years of age or older with a non-Swedish background. In total, 
we analysed eight biographical interviews with five female students.  
All were interviewed just before graduation; three of them were interviewed 
a second time during their transition to working life2; two had children  
when they started to study (see Table 1).

2 The two other participants were not available for a second interview. 
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Table 1
The non-traditional students’ backgrounds (age, gender, ethnicity, and number of children)
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Alexandra 26 30 32 33 F Hungary –
Anastasija 25 35 38 39 F Poland –
Clare 40 46 48 49 F UK 1
Guadelupe 15 26 28 – F Chile 1
Liisa 23 26 28 – F Latvia –

A biographical interview usually consists of several narratives in relation to 
different life periods, life settings, and experiences.
 Biographical interviewing is part of biographical research that is  
concerned with people’s stories and experience of everyday life. Using  
a biographical method means to be engaged in in-depth biographical 
interviewing. A biographical interview takes place in an interaction between 
an interviewer and an interviewee, where the interviewee is telling his or her 
life story without being interrupted. It is a time-consuming process, which 
requires engagement in narrating, describing and explaining one’s own life 
to the interviewer (Bron & Thunborg, 2015).
 In the first part of the interviews, the students told their life stories without 
being interrupted. After that, they were asked specific questions about their 
past, future, and present situation. All interviews contained questions 
regarding graduates’ social and ethnical background and previous experiences 
before starting to study, as well as their study period and the specific period 
of transition from HE to working life. When analysing the biographical 
interviews, we first used open coding to become familiar with the graduates’ 
lives as well as the specific processes of transition through and after HE that 
were formed as vignettes. From the open coding process, we then identified 
ideas of transition pathways and different struggles within their employability 
narratives. In the second step, we analysed each narrative by using selective 
coding concentrating on (1) the transition paths they were planning to take 
and/or took to working life; (2) comparing the different transition paths  
with each other; and (3) identifying the struggles they experienced during 
the transition. Finally, through the biographical learning perspective lens,  
we used transition and struggles as sensitising concepts. During the analysing 
process we found how NTSs’ age, social, cultural, and ethnic background, 
and the notion of employability were reflected in their stories. These factors 
had an impact on the transitions that graduates expressed and contributed to 
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developing the concepts of transition pathway and employability struggles 
(Thunborg & Bron, 2018; 2019). As our article consists of eight in-depth 
interviews with five students, we focused on the variations of their biographies, 
transition pathways, and employability struggles as NTSs in HE. 
 In the interviews, we needed to create a relaxed and trusting atmosphere 
between the researcher and interviewees. Being well experienced in conducting 
biographical interviews, we are aware that each situation is unique, and rapport 
is crucial (Bron & Thunborg, 2015; 2017). Thus, it was important to have 
in-depth interviews with the researcher listening carefully, giving as much 
space to the participants as possible, and encouraging them to take the lead 
to avoid researchers eliciting ‘correct’ answers. The consent with each 
participant was written and ethical considerations followed thoroughly.

The stories of five students

In this section we present stories from the five students: Alexandra, Anastasija, 
Guadelupe, Claire, and Liisa. 

Alexandra’s story
Alexandra was 30 when she began studying at the HR-programme. She had 
come to Sweden from Hungary nearly a decade before with her husband who 
had obtained a job at an international company. In Alexandra’s family, there 
was no tradition of studying at the HE level, but her mother had graduated 
later in life. Alexandra had studied literature and psychology in Hungary and 
became a secondary school teacher. When she arrived in Sweden, she could 
not work in her former profession, so she looked for both a job and 
opportunities to study. She started learning Swedish, which she considered 
crucial, and then continued studying to become a healthcare assistant. That 
gave her an opportunity to work in elder care and improve her Swedish. 
Nevertheless, she felt she wanted to do something more demanding and 
important, so she started the HR programme. This suited her perfectly well, 
as the programme was only three years long and could provide her a gateway 
to the HR sector. Furthermore, she could study psychology as a specialization, 
which she had previously studied and really enjoyed. During her studies, other 
students also told her that psychology was the discipline within the programme 
that was most in-demand, and as such was more appreciated by prospective 
employers. Thus, choosing psychology would make it easier to get a job. Her 
choice, therefore, became a strategy to become employable. As Alexandra 
had both worked and studied before, she wanted to be able to concentrate 
on her studies. Therefore, she did not apply for a part-time HR job like other 
students. She deliberately chose a linear pathway.

AGNIESZKA BRON, CAMILLA THUNBORG
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 During the programme she learnt about employability skills, which initiated 
the struggle and doubt about her own chances of getting a job:

During our education, we read many studies and statistics about the most wanted on 
the labour market… and those who have the best chances to get a job and I am quite 
down the list, I am a foreigner… that is bad…I am a woman, not so good either,  
I am over 30 and probably soon having a child, not so good, I have no experience in 
HR work. 

She thought that the competition was enormous, and that her situation as a 
foreigner made her situation especially hard. She applied for around 40 
different jobs with no success. As the recruitment companies, which had 
employed many of her study mates, did not give her applications any attention, 
she thought that the recruitment companies were full of young Swedish 
women, ten years younger than she was, working as gatekeepers for people 
like themselves. She thought that these first junior jobs were unavailable for 
people like her and talked about discrimination due to her age, her foreign 
name, and her inability to speak Swedish perfectly. Finally, she was employed 
by a company whose personnel had diverse nationalities. Here, her language 
skills and foreign background were considered an advantage.
 In retrospect, Alexandra saw herself as being successful in getting a job, 
and after a few months, she landed a permanent position in the HR sector:

The day after graduation I started to look for a job and went to the Public 
Employment Service.... I did not search for so many jobs actually … and from this 
company they called me back shortly, within a week it was… so it went quite quickly 
because they needed a recruiter who speaks Swedish, English, and another language 
as well. That company is active in the construction industry where there are very 
many who have a foreign background and then it is an advantage that we in the 
office can speak several different languages. (Alexandra)

From Alexandra’s story, we found several life transitions that took place 
before she started studying at the programme. These transitions included 
becoming a teacher, moving to Sweden, learning Swedish, becoming an 
assistant nurse, and finally choosing to study in HE in Sweden. When choosing 
an educational programme and a subject, she combined her previous interest 
with a strategy to become employable in the Swedish labour market, and she 
also chose a linear pathway as she wanted to concentrate fully on her studies. 
Her transition from HE to the labour market began when she was about to 
leave the university, but her employability struggles started at the beginning 
of her studies and increased during her studies when she learnt about the 
skills that employers were seeking. Thus, rather early in her studies she 
believed that she had fewer opportunities to find a job because of being older, 
having another ethnic background, and not speaking perfect Swedish. She 
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also drew the conclusion that she was subjected to discrimination after 
applying for 40 jobs and being unsuccessful, concluding that the junior jobs 
were not for people like her and that young students acted as gatekeepers in 
the recruitment process. In retrospect, however, she ended up in a job where 
her ethnic background was seen as an advantage.

Anastasija’s story
Anastasija comes from a family who moved back and forth between Sweden 
and Poland throughout her life; therefore she was ambivalent about her 
national identity early in life. Her parents were educated in Poland: her mother 
in art education and her father in engineering. She had studied and worked 
before entering the HR programme at the age of 35 and took pride in being 
good at Swedish. During her studies, she felt that she had to be active to be 
accepted among other students, both because she was older and because of 
her ethnic background:

I felt sometimes that I had to be active to be accepted, take more initiative because 
no one is going to invite me. I have to show that I am like you or that I am someone 
to talk to and to have coffee with. (Anastasija)

She also found that some other students with other ethnic backgrounds were 
subjected to prejudice from other students as they dressed differently:

We have a woman in our class that comes from … Latvia and I know she is dressed 
a little different from others, I have noticed that… It is terrible but someone has 
talked about her, they call her the Russian and I do think it has to do with clothes... 
We also have a woman from Latin America who has colourful clothes… I notice 
that they react to that as well, I heard something from someone saying that she just 
came home from a holiday or was on her way to go to a night club, it is very interesting 
… Many of the students are young women, they are very smartly dressed, simple 
but smart, they wear jackets and jeans, you should be smart but discreet in a Swedish 
way. (Anastasija)

Anastasija also reflected upon the dress code among younger students as an 
identification marker within the labour market which contrasted with the 
dress code of mature students.

We that are a little older think that the younger, who have limited work experiences, 
try to prove something through their clothes. (Anastasija)

Anastasija identified herself as a mature student, but she also saw herself as 
a bridge builder between students of different ethnicities, as she spoke nearly 
perfect Swedish according to others. Anastasija supported herself during her 
studies with a part-time job by helping people with a criminal background 
to find their way back into the labour market. Anastasija, like Alexandra, had 
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planned to follow the linear pathway; however, one year before graduation, 
she felt forced to take a part-time HR job to become more employable in the 
HR sector, and, thus, took a parallel pathway instead. At that time, she realised 
that employers saw her as already overqualified as she was in her final year; 
she also found that companies required a three-day-a-week commitment to 
get employment after HE:

I have applied for some positions as an HR assistant or recruitment assistant3 but 
they’ve told me quite clearly that you have to have more than a year left of your studies… 
you should work three days a week…. and then when you have completed your studies 
you have a chance to start to work full time ... but then they want you to have worked 
longer than a year… it feels a little late… and I feel that I am stuck in the middle, 
not yet finished my studies, and when I finish, I will be overqualified. (Anastasija)

She struggled with getting a part-time HR job; however, during her last 
semester, she was lucky to land a part-time position at one of the labour 
unions, which became her gateway to a permanent job in another labour 
union where her education was useful.
 Anastasija started off with a plan to take the linear pathway but changed 
to a parallel pathway during her last year. Her story also tells us something 
about how her employability struggles were formed during the programme, 
where other students positioned themselves in terms of age and ethnicity but 
also in relation between studies and working life. The struggles led, in 
Anastasija’s case, to changing her pathway from a linear to a parallel one. 
Finally, she got a relevant job even better than the junior jobs younger students 
got, despite the fact she was considered to be overqualified.

Guadelupe’s story
Guadelupe came to Sweden as a child, with her mother, sister, and two 
brothers as refugees from South America. When she was 15, she gave birth 
to her son and was a single mother from that time. She was 25 years old when 
she started studying in HE. Previously, she had had various jobs: as a 
babysitter, a librarian assistant, a salesperson, and an elderly person’s caregiver. 
She also studied business for one year. Guadelupe had moved a lot; at the 
time of interview, she lived in a small apartment in a disadvantaged suburban 
area of Stockholm. She experienced life as a university student as tough: not 
only did she struggle with her studies, but she also struggled with a chronic 
illness, with being a single mother and working evenings and weekends to 
be able to support herself as a mother, and with having a disability. Although 
she got some support from the university and was exempt from some 
assignments, she had difficulties making friends with her study mates and 
felt discriminated against, isolated, and lonely: 
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 … I have to fight, fight. I think if I had not had such problems with my illness, 
being a single mother, immigrant, living in separation … I think, I would have gotten 
much, much better grades… (Guadelupe)

Guadelupe was aware of her own intellectual capacity but not sure if she could 
get a job in the HR profession, as she thought her Swedish was not good 
enough and other students were much better than her. She did not, therefore, 
dare to apply for any jobs:

No, I do not dare! [job hunt] ... because I know they will say no, no. Well, my peers 
are so good, why should someone want to hire me where there are several [students], 
you know. So, I dare not seek [a job]. (Guadelupe)

Guadelupe’s strategy was to continue to study to get a master’s degree in HR. 
She thought that would give her the social status that she lacked. Her pathway 
could, therefore, be described as the further education path.
 Several struggles in Guadelupe’s life affected her choice of a transition 
pathway. Being a single mother and having to work to support herself, 
suffering from a chronic illness, not being successful in her studies, not having 
any student friends and being discriminated against, she developed low self-
confidence and low self-esteem as well as mental illness, and, therefore, she 
did not dare to even apply for a HR job. Her decision to take the further 
education transition pathway was, thus, more a way to avoid being rejected 
in a recruitment process than a choice of interest.

Liisa’s story
Liisa moved to Sweden from Latvia when she was 23. She was the first in her 
family to study in HE. Before moving to Sweden, she worked as a secretary. 
She was interested in moving to Sweden and listened to Swedish radio to 
learn the language. In Sweden she started to work as an au pair in a family 
and continued learning Swedish. She wanted to learn the language properly 
to be able to study in HE. However, she returned to Latvia, where she worked 
and studied to become a pedagogue. As she did not find that interesting, she 
decided to change her educational programme and began studying English 
instead. After two years, she returned to Sweden and studied Swedish as a 
second language at the university. At the age of 26, she began her studies in 
the HR programme.
 As Liisa did not have permanent residency in Sweden, she was not eligible 
for a study loan, and was forced to secure her living by working during her 
studies. She worked as an au pair, missed lectures, and failed all her exams 
during the first semester. She had difficulty becoming part of the study group 
and gaining friends, as she was often absent. During her second year, she still 
worked as an au pair but only in the afternoons and evenings, which made 
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it easier to concentrate on her study. Her results then became better, but she 
was still an outsider in the study group. In her last year she applied for a part-
time job in recruitment but did not get one. She thought that it might have 
been too late. She struggled with not having the right experience to get a job:

… and you feel that you have no experience, and it scares you a bit, because it can be 
really hard to find a job, and when reading [job advertisements], they usually require 
two or three years of experience as well. … If you don’t have it, then it’s hard to get it 
… (Liisa)

As she was not sure if she would find HR employment, she thought of getting 
a master’s degree. In this way, she was about to choose the further education 
pathway to be able to compete with others. Liisa’s story presents information 
about the struggles related to studies and the language, having to work to 
support herself, not being part of a study group, not gaining social networks, 
and not getting any part-time job in HR. For Liisa, as for Guadelupe, these 
struggles led her to choose the further education transition pathway.

Clare’s story
Clare was 41 when she moved to Sweden from the UK. Her husband is 
Swedish. Clare and her brother and sister were the first generation in their 
family to go to HE. Before moving to Sweden, Clare had a degree in law and 
psychology, and 20 years of experience as a solicitor. She had started studying 
Swedish in Scotland, and continued learning the language in Sweden after 
her arrival. She got a mentor to support her efforts looking for a job as solicitor. 
As it was not possible to obtain such a job, she had to change her career track:

… I had twenty years of experience as a lawyer and I have always worked and  
I didn’t see that it would be a problem because I also felt that Sweden is a country 
that very much works in English as there are many international companies, so  
I thought I must be able to get something without much difficulty, but then quickly 
you realise that it has not worked at all and I realise that as a lawyer and to use 
my experience that I would have to, you know, to re-educate myself so that employers 
might find me attractive…(Clare)

Clare talked to a career adviser at the university and decided to take the HR 
programme. Being a good student, she wanted to learn as much as possible, 
both the language and the content. Thus, it was obvious for her she had to 
study without a part-time job. During her studies, she became aware that she 
might be too old to be able to get a job; nevertheless, she applied for a part-
time HR assistant job and was called in for an interview. She did well during 
the interview, but she was told that she was overqualified.
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… I just actually thought of getting a part-time job as other students do, have 
part-time jobs, with sort of the same branch, you know a lot of people are recruiting 
assistants working in some kind of HR, I think it’s great, I have two problems 
with that: one – my son is only five… After being on the interview … I got to 
know that I was overqualified, so I realised I am not fitting the profile to be an 
HR assistant. (Clare)

She wrote her final essay for the degree and applied for an internship offered 
in connection with the HR programme.

…yes I have these strategies for what I want and I still do think that I am employable 
but we will see how it turns out depending on what response I get, but I figure an 
internship place might do, if I might persuade an employer to take me on the basis 
of what I would be actually doing or anything … I will see what’s good I will see 
… now I am starting the internship course with the HR programme that starts in 
the spring, so I have my application…(Clare)

However, although Clare successfully graduated, she could not find a company 
in which she could do her internship. Instead, she started applying for jobs 
in the HR sector, but was not even called in for interviews. Clare talks about 
the labour market in Sweden as being narrow-minded and closed for people 
that are not really seen as the ‘ordinary ones’, not having the right networks 
and being old and changing their careers:

… eh, I think marketplaces is extremely closed for people who you know first of 
all they need networks eh despite that this course highlights you know competencies, 
it’s not competencies you now, there is the ages between 32 and 42, there is your 
employability that Sweden hires. And, I know that I passed that … I can work 
and have more to give, there is somebody who is 32 and has less experiences than 
me. Eh I eh, you just know you can be down the pail on the older side, you know, 
particularly trying to start a new career and again it is contradictory information 
they can get, as I could see that one wants to encourage people to change careers. 
(Clare)

She then decided to change her career again and applied for other jobs. Finally, 
she got a job in the state insurance agency, where she had to work provisionally 
for six months before gaining permanent employment. Although Clare did 
find a job, the job is not related to HR. In this way, she once again took the 
changing career pathway.
 It is interesting to understand how Clare changed pathways several times 
in relation to the struggles she experienced. She started off with the changing 
career pathway, then wanted to take the linear pathway, changed to a parallel 
pathway, and finally took the changing career pathway once more. Her employ- 
ability struggles consisted of learning Swedish, going through mentorship, 
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studying a new educational programme, applying for part-time work, trying 
to get an internship, and finally changing her career twice. Her story raises 
questions about age discrimination and what it is like to be seen as overqualified 
in HR work in Sweden. 

Transition pathways and employability struggles

From the stories of the five NTSs, we identified four transition pathways: 
linear, parallel, further education, and changing career. By using these 
pathways, the NTS experienced four types of employability struggles: being 
overqualified; being an outsider as a student; not being good enough in 
Swedish; and facing discrimination on the labour market.

Table 2
The summary of non-traditional students’ pathways and employability struggles

Name Transition pathways Experienced employability struggle
Alexandra Linear pathway Not being good enough in Swedish 

Being discriminated against in the labour market 

Anastasija Linear pathway 
Parallel pathway

Not being good enough in Swedish 
Being discriminated against in the labour market 
Being overqualified

Clare Linear pathway
Parallel pathway
Changing career pathway

Being overqualified
Being discriminated against in the labour market 

Guadelupe
Linear pathway
Further education pathway

Being an outsider as a student

Liisa
Linear pathway
Parallel pathway
Further education pathway

Being an outsider as a student 
Being discriminated against in the labour market

Initially, the NTSs intended to follow the linear pathway. It was perceived as 
a straightforward path. In the end, though, only Alexandra took this pathway, 
as she wanted to concentrate on her studies, be a good student, and improve 
her Swedish. Anastasija, Clare, and Liisa, however, became convinced that 
they had to switch to the parallel pathway to enhance their employability. 
 The parallel pathway, starting to work in parallel alongside full-time study 
as soon as possible, became part of their strategies during their studies. 
However, the idea that they needed at least two years of work experience in 
parallel with a diploma from HE was something that they recognised too 
late. From the stories of the four students, Anastasija, Clare, Guadelupe, and 
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Liisa, only Anastasija was somehow successful; although she did not get a 
real HR job, her competences from the programme were seen as important.
 From these stories, we saw that NTSs changed their decisions along the 
way and also chose two other pathways as a consequence of their struggles: 
the further education pathway and the changing career pathway. 
 Taking the further education path means continuing to study at a master’s 
degree level to become employable. Liisa and Guadelupe considered studying 
at the master’s level in the hopes of being in a better position to find a job in 
the future. For Guadelupe, the further education pathway was her only choice, 
as she thought she was not good enough. For Liisa, it was her third chosen 
path, after she had tried two others and not been successful.
 Some NTSs choose to change career and apply for jobs outside the HR 
sector. Clare already changed profession once when going into the HR 
programme, but she decided to apply for jobs outside the HR sector as a 
consequence of not being able to get either a part-time job during her studies 
or an internship after, and not even a permanent job in her field.
 From the NTSs’ stories, we also identified four struggles they cope with 
in becoming employable, something we define as employability struggles: 
being overqualified; being outsiders as students; not being good enough at 
Swedish; and facing discriminated on the labour market. 
 Mature students in particular are regarded as being overqualified by 
employers when it comes to the part-time jobs available in the HR sector, 
which leads to a struggle in attaining employment. Work experience from 
these types of HR jobs seems to be relevant to becoming employable in the 
HR sector; however, Clare, Alexandra, and Anastasija had difficulties in 
getting the experience. For Clare, her former career was seen as a disadvantage, 
and at the same time her lack of HR experience was a disadvantage for getting 
a job requiring more qualification. She was therefore caught in a double-bind 
situation, where she had to take a changing career pathway again to be able 
to become employed.
 Another struggle is the study situation in which mature students with 
non-Swedish origins do not fit into the study group and therefore face the 
risk of failing both in their studies and in applying for a job. From the 
narratives, it seems like mature students and younger students in the HR 
programme, form different study groups during their studies; Alexandra, 
Anastasija and Clare seemed to belong to the mature group, while Liisa and 
Guadelupe were outsiders in both groups. The latter two students had 
difficulties succeeding in exams, and as they had to work to support themselves, 
they had difficulty in engaging with other students and were exposed to 
prejudice from their peer students. They seem to be too vulnerable to try  
to compete on the labour market and choose a further education pathway as 
a means of gaining more formal competences to increase their employability.  
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The NTSs’ narratives revealed that being part of the student group seems  
to be important as a social network for becoming employable, as peer students 
may be gatekeepers in the recruitment process. Being an outsider, therefore, 
becomes a disadvantage on the labour market as well.
 The NTSs in this study expressed their struggles with not being good 
enough in Swedish. This was seen as problematic during their studies and 
even worse for their ability to become employed in the Swedish labour market; 
although some students are competent and very good in the language, they 
have anxiety about not being good enough, and perceive problems with  
not being a perfect match on the labour market.
 Finally, the students struggled with expectations, as they can face 
discrimination on the labour market because of their age and ethnicity.  
This is something they become aware of during their education and they 
internalise these anxieties. Alexandra and Anastasija were very worried during 
their transition but ended up in employment where their ethnic backgrounds 
were seen as an advantage rather than disadvantage. Clare also, retrospectively, 
referred to facing discrimination because of her age.

Discussion

The aim of this article is to explore NTSs’ transition from HE to working 
life from their own life perspective. It adopts a biographical learning 
perspective (Alheit & Dausien, 2000; Bron & Thunborg, 2017; Merrill & 
West, 2009). From our analyses of the transitions, we elaborated on the 
concept of transition pathways as specific periods of movements and changes 
between HE and working life, and identified the linear, parallel, further 
education, and changing career pathways. We claim, in accordance with the 
definition of transition (see Hörschelmann, 2011; Hudson, 1999; Merriam, 
2005; Niesel & Griebel, 2005), that it is not a linear development from one 
phase to another, but an integral process of biographical learning, in which 
social background, ethnic background, and previous experiences are of 
importance. The NTSs had been through different periods of life transition 
and these experiences seem to form their transition pathways. On the other 
hand, their transition pathways also seem to be influenced by the collective 
notions of employability and of having the appropriate competencies required 
by the labour market (Fejes, 2010; Fotiadou, 2020). 
 Being a NTS means, from the student’s experiences, to struggle with 
background and previous experiences as well as with employability notions, 
i.e. employability struggles. Employability struggles can emerge from student 
biographies, i.e. background and previous experiences of being non-Swedish 
and lacking language skills that affect their view of their own ability to become 
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employable. Other employability struggles emerge from their knowledge  
about discrimination in the labour market generally or from not being 
recognised as competent enough or being seen as too skilled in the recruitment 
process (Osman & Thunborg, 2019). Still other struggles emerge from 
experiences of being outsiders as students. 
 This article supports the idea that Swedish students generally start to 
struggle earlier with becoming employable (cf. Brooks, 2019; Pitman, 2020) 
than they did a decade ago (cf. Axelsson, 2008; Edström, 2009; Löfgren 
Martinsson, 2008; Nilsson, 2016) and that some students even start to struggle 
with how to become employable when they are choosing their education. 
Using our categorisation of the literature of transition from HE to working 
life, there are two ideal types of pathways: the linear and the parallel.  
Brooks’ (2019) studies suggests that students who take a parallel transition 
pathway, have an active career plan, and actively engage with the labour 
market have better opportunities to successfully gain employment. According 
to this article, the parallel pathway also seems to be more successful than  
the linear pathway from the students’ perspective. From our study, an active 
career plan is, however, no guarantee for successfully gaining employment, 
and the linear pathway could also be quite successful. We also stress that 
NTSs change their career plans to navigate between various pathways during 
their transition to secure employment. The article shows how the policy of 
employability is socialised by students and leads them to changing their 
pathways to the parallel pathway to be successful. This pathway, however, 
seems to be easier to follow if you are ‘a young Swedish woman, without too 
much study and work experience, without a family to support and without 
difficulties with studies or language’ (cf. Thunborg & Bron, 2017).
 The shift towards employability seems to create specific struggles for  
NTSs who could be seen as overqualified for the jobs available in the HR 
sector or struggling with not being good enough in Swedish. Being afraid  
of discrimination also leads to a constant attempt to find different ways to 
get a job or sometimes to changing careers. Finally, being seen as an outsider 
as a student creates life struggles that lead to low self-esteem and a further 
education pathway, a pathway not chosen from interest, but due to struggles 
with not daring to apply for a job. This might create a situation in which 
students choose to concentrate on their studies to be able to get a diploma 
and thereby follow a linear pathway or take the further education pathway 
that, in turn, can be a disadvantage on the labour market.
 The notion of employability, which claims that individuals are responsible 
for gaining the right competencies, seems to have created a need to take the 
parallel path in order to secure chances of employment. Clarke (2008) suggests 
that the discourse of employability pays little attention to ‘demographic 
variables such as age, gender, material status, ethnicity and family responsibi- 
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lities or physical characteristics’ (Clarke, 2008, p. 267). The successful path 
to employment that everyone in our study struggles with is mainly built  
on the collective notion that graduates are young, Swedish, without children 
or disabilities, and competing only with their employability within an equal 
labour market. The results support the argument by Moureau and Leathwood 
(2006) that the discourse of employability has negative consequences for 
non-traditional graduates in the UK. More research in Sweden is needed to 
understand how this affects both HE and the labour market policies and 
practices.
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