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This Special Issue entitled Positionality and social inequality in graduate careers concerns the chan-
ging status of Higher Education (HE) graduates as privileged occupants of highly desirable jobs. As
a result of the global expansion of higher education, there is now a large and diversified body of
graduates in a crowded graduate labour market and, given the less dramatic expansion of high-
skilled well-paid jobs, only a fraction of them will attain the leading positions and the ranks of top
earners (e.g. Figueiredo et al. 2017; Tholen 2017; Brown, Lauder, and Ashton 2011). The recent labour
market shocks have made graduates’ labour market entry and career trajectories even more com-
plex. Within the last two decades, we have seen the global economic crisis in 2008, the COVID-19
pandemic in 2020-2022, and, more recently, the influence of geopolitical armed conflict hurting
(sections of the) graduate labour markets. The distribution of graduates’ labour market opportunities
and the traditional role of credentials in facilitating access to desired forms of employment is in flux
(e.g. Brown and Souto-Otero 2020; Tholen 2020; Tomlinson 2017; Isopahkala-Bouret and Ojala 2022).

Within changing and uncertain labour market conditions, it is timely to ask how graduate careers
actually develop. Furthermore, social inequality within the graduate labour market is among the
most pressing issues to investigate in a critical and comprehensive manner. In labour markets where
the supply outstrips the demand, positional competition is thought to be heightened (Brown,
Hesketh, and Williams 2004) meaning that labour market opportunities increasingly will depend
on how well graduates can signal their worth relative to other graduate competitors. Yet too often
the positional competition for graduate jobs has become rather a mechanical queuing process
through which supply and demand of educational credentials are coordinated. We need to have
a more sophisticated understanding about the social, cultural, and educational conditions through
which the positional competition becomes meaningful to both employers and graduates.

In this special issue, our purpose is to provide new insights into graduate careers by examining
the institutional and social conditions under which the positional competition takes place and, in
particular, examining how graduates with various backgrounds manage their labour market trajec-
tories in different countries. We aim to advance the state of the art of scholarship by examine the
mediating role of HE systems, policies and practices in access to different job positions and labour
market inequalities. The main questions that we explore are:

e How educational credentials are used and interpreted by employers and graduates in an era in
which the value of educational credentials is often found to be in decline?

e How are advantages based on social origin intensified or reduced in and through HE?

e What is the role of HE systems and institutions in mediating positional competition and the
impact of graduates’ social origins in the labour market?

CONTACT Ulpukka Isopahkala-Bouret @ ulpukka.isopahkala-bouret@utu.fi @ Department of Education, University of Turku,
Finland
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By way of introducing this special issue, we present below the dominant theoretical conceptualisa-
tions of the relationship between credentials and positional competition and show the growing
scholarly interest in social inequalities in entry to graduate labour.

Credentials and the positional competition

The credential literature, often associated by the work of Randall Collins (1979, 2011; see also Brown
2001; Bills 2003; Bills and Brown 2011; Tholen 2020) underscores the fact that the growth patterns in
the number of degrees within the labour force have the hallmarks of a self-driven circle of rising
higher education attainment and rising occupational requirements, resulting in consistent inflation-
ary and stratificatory processes. Particularly in Anglo-Saxon contexts the growth of mass credential-
ing is sustained and legitimated by new forms of credential commodification as part of the
marketisation of higher education (Tholen 2022; Tomlinson and Watermeyer 2020).

Higher Education systems play a pivotal role in credential inflation. David P. Baker (2011) argues
that it is exactly through the processes of greater horizontal and vertical institutionalisation of
education that credentialing is deeply integrated into the occupational structure. Baker explains
how horizontal institutionalisation entails that the demands for a high-level degree concern not only
the elite and the most sought-after occupations but also spread across occupations and jobs;
moreover, vertical institutionalisation explain how new demands for the ‘right’ kind of academic
degree and advanced credentials, such as professional licences and certificates, distinguish elite jobs
from the mass occupations.

However, increasing demand for more and better degrees does not tell the full story. In the
current context of HE expansion, degrees appear to have become a ‘defensive tool’ in the labour
market rather than a differentiating factor for the majority of jobs (Brown and Souto-Otero 2020;
Tomlinson and Anderson 2020; Tomlinson 2008; Brown, Hesketh, and Williams 2003). Graduates are
increasingly positioned as in need of ‘adding value’ to their university degrees by exhibiting non-
strictly academic qualities and skills (Brown, Hesketh, and Williams 2004). Educational credentialing
in general and the current emphasis of ‘adding value’ to educational credentials in particular can be
seen as a process of social exclusion by which the educational elite systematically restrict upward
mobility from the rest (cf., Bills 2004; Brown 2001). This process is partly driven by elite graduates’ fear
of increased competition from working-class and minority background students, some of who have
gained access to HE thanks to a variety of widening participation initiatives (Harrison and Mountford-
Zimdars 2017; van Zanten et al. 2017). The credentials inflation is not evenly realised in the
increasingly hierarchical systems of higher education. There are credentials offering exceptionally
high positional value (Mangset, Maxwell, and van Zanten 2017; van Zanten, Ball, and Darchy-
Koechlin 2015; Rivera 2011; Brown, Lauder, and Ashton 2011) and others offering little value.
Moreover, the national systems differ in how closely the higher education and labour market are
aligned; how employers perceive the value of different educational credentials; how common
qualification standards are regulated; how vocationally orientated the different sectors and fields
of HE are; and how involved labour market representatives are in university boards, and in curriculum
development.

The symbolic differentiation between degree holders

An emerging number of educational sociologists today are concerned with graduate labour and how
positional competition produces and maintains social inequalities. Positional competition entails
that opportunities for graduates in the labour market do not depend only on their own skills,
experience, and abilities, but on how other graduates act and the different forms of capital that
they possess (Isopahkala-Bouret and Ojala 2022; Blackmore and Rahimi 2019; Siivonen and
Isopahkala-Bouret 2016; Tholen 2015, 2017; Brown, Lauder, and Ashton 2011). The extent to which
higher education degrees are devaluated has important consequences for the debate regarding



JOURNAL OF EDUCATION AND WORK e 3

social inequality in graduate careers. Tomlinson'’s (2008) study showed that students are concerned
about the declining currency of their hard credentials (degrees), and aware that one needs to add
value and significance to a degree. This tendency applies especially to privileged, high achieving
students from a high-status university.

Prior research, mainly drawing on Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological conceptions, has recognised that
the impact of social origins can be traced back to classed socialisation, expectations and prepared-
ness (Burke, Scurry, and Blenkinsopp 2020), raising children in a competitive culture (Friedman 2013),
the awareness of how to ‘play the game’ (Bonnard 2020; Bathmaker, Ingram, and Waller 2013) and
convert acquired educational capital into success (Hurst 2018). There are differences however in how
strategic the different groups of students are for example in their choice of major, in taking part in
extracurricular activities, and in finding a good internship, as well as being mobile after graduation.
Student exchanges, such as the Erasmus year abroad, serve the same function as internships in
allowing students to improve their competitive capitals and the social class has similar impact on
their experiences too (Courtois 2019). Moreover, social origin makes a difference in how willingly
graduates’ are using social networks in order to advance their careers (Culliney 2020; Abrahams
2017).

Ann-Marie Bathmaker, Ingram, and Waller (2013) have argued that it is not the case that (all)
working-class students do not know that degrees need to be supplemented by ‘other’ valuable stuff,
they just have less capitals to do it in practice, because of monetary or time constraints, or lack of
social networks (See also: Burke, Scurry, and Blenkinsopp 2020; Hurst 2018). Parental economic
capital has a large impact in being able to convert forms of capital into desired outcome (Hurst 2018).
Especially in systems of HE where students pay high fees, parental resources influence higher
education outcomes more strongly for advanced-degree holders than for those with a bachelor’s
degree alone (Torche 2011). Other research highlights the various economic and cultural barriers
that working-class graduates face to move into higher positions within firms once they have been
recruited (Friedman and Laurison 2019; Lehmann 2019). Merrill et al. (2020) have further pointed out
how the availability and volume of capitals accumulate in a life course and effect labour market
outcomes of working-class mature students.

Furthermore, the robust gender differences in higher education attainment indicate gendered
credentialing values. Women often need more credentials than men in similar positions are under-
represented in certain sectors, especially in science and technology, but for different reasons than
graduates from working-class backgrounds (van Zanten and Maxwell 2015). Entry to graduate career
is also stratified by race or ethnicity (Smith et al. 2019; Lessard-Phillips et al. 2018) and patterns of
racial discrimination have been clearly documented despite employers’ growing discursive emphasis
on increasing ‘diversity’ as a main focus of their recruitment strategies (Pager and Quillian 2005;
Pager and Shepherd 2008; Bereni 2009). These results highlight the need to develop intersectional
theory and analysis in research on positionality and symbolic differentiation in graduate careers.

The role of higher education institutions in mediating the positional competition

Against the background of educational expansion, credentialing, and social inequalities, it is timely
to ask how higher education institutions mediate, and co-construct the positional competition
beyond their role as a provider of educational credentials. HE institutions are sites for equalising
and/or enforcing graduates’ positional competition. The institutional policies and practices in every-
day settings shape graduates’ subjectivities, aspirations and ideas about prospective careers (Binder,
David, and Bloom 2016; Rivera 2011): ' ... [Alctors’ dispositions on specific campuses are learned
through their participation in shared understandings in meaningful contexts on campus. This learning is
collective and interactional. Informal group settings and formal organisational arrangements — where
students learn, live, debate, and search for jobs together — lend cultural support for leaning into the
dominant style of their university, and considerable constraints against branching off into unendorsed
styles or choices.’ (Binder et al. 2018, 381)
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The unique organisational features of HE institutions, such as course registration procedures,
classroom size, and availability of career services, socialise graduates to think of themselves as
a certain kind of people with a certain kind of careers (Binder, David, and Bloom 2016; Binder et al.
2018). Moreover, institutional ‘devices’, such as meetings with alumni, on campus recruitment
exhibitions, career guidance and mentoring, orient graduates’ choice of career trajectories.
Inherited social capital makes a difference in acquisition of work placements (Abrahams 2017;
Bathmaker, Ingram, and Waller 2013), but HE has also a role to play in the development of social
networks and trainee opportunities for the benefits of graduates. Students’ drive for credentials and
the degree inflation influence higher education policy, institutional reforms and academic practices
(Collins 1979, 2011). Moreover, HE policy and governance, especially New Public Management tools
and practices affect the recurrence of structural inequalities in accessing favourable labour market
outcomes (Tomlinson and Watermeyer 2020).

Highly resourced institutions with high student-teacher ratio, all-round curriculum, and high
provision of extracurricular activities, do appear to equalise, to some degree, class differences
while in HE; however, even such elite institutions fail to erase the impact of social origins after
graduation (Hurst 2018). Some HE institutions have implemented specific widening participation
programmes that intent to respond to demands for corporate ‘diversity’ and affirmative action in
business and state administration (van Zanten and Maxwell 2015; van Zanten et al. 2017). Existing
research nevertheless highlights the limited capacity of higher education to change wider social
structures in the labour market and in society (Merrill et al. 2020). These results raise important
questions: is HE just another site for the middle and upper classes to compound and exploit their
advantage, or can HE institutions actively provide opportunities to have ‘more than just a degree’ in
order to address inequalities of working-class graduates (Bathmaker, Ingram, and Waller 2013)? Is it
possible to develop a critical social justice agenda in HE to proactively address social inequalities in
graduate careers (Morrison 2019; Burke, Scurry, and Blenkinsopp 2020)?

Organisation of the special issue articles

The contributors for this special issue represent a wide range of approaches, methodologies, and
empirical work. Focusing on the meaning and value of educational credentials and/or the effects of
social origin (and the intersecting social differences) in graduate careers, the six papers collected in
this special issue demonstrate how higher education shapes the labour market opportunities.

This special issue begins with an article written by Gerbrand Tholen who demonstrates that
positionality within the graduate labour market is not a simple demand and supply issue. The value
of credential for employers is contingent on the type of role advertised, the availability of alternative
signals, and the educational composition of those making hiring decisions. Tholen provides an
overview of the key theoretical perspectives to understand why employers value and seek out
educational credentials in hiring. Qualifications can function as proof of productive skills (Human
Capital Theory), as a signal of desirable characteristics (Signalling and Screening theories) or as
a means for social closure (Closure Theory). Drawing on semi-structured interview data with external
recruitment consultants in England, the findings demonstrate that employers’ reasoning can include
more than one of the three theoretical perspectives, creating hybrid forms.

Cora Lingling Xu and Yin Ma in their contribution highlight that the value of credentials are not
universally accepted or drawn on by all actors. They demonstrate how regional inequalities influence
employment opportunities through the concept of ‘geography-mediated institutionalised cultural
capital’. Their study looks at the opportunities and labour market strategies of Chinese graduates
who chose to work as the ‘targeted selected graduates’ (TSG) of an elite university located in an
underdeveloped region; while their credentials from qualified them for these elite TSG programmes,
they were disadvantaged by being excluded from TSG recruitments at economically developed
regions. The regional authorities’ official and unofficial interventions can thus shape the graduates’
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employment opportunities. The study highlights the importance of regional and geographic
inequalities across national, economic, higher education, and graduation employment fields.

The value and role of particular credentials can also not be understood in isolation from other
educational credentials individuals may hold. In their article, Valentina Goglio, Sonia Bertolini and
Paolo Parigi take a somewhat different perspective in relation to educational credentialing and
graduates’ social positioning in the labour market. They look at the perceived labour market value of
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), which are ‘micro credentials’ often issued by prestigious
universities. The analysis focuses on how individuals living in United States and Europe, who have
undertaken MOOCs, have strategically used such courses to leverage on their career opportunities.
Theoretically, the article situates MOOCs and their potential impact within the literature of human
capital theory, job competition model and educational credentialism. The analysis reveals some
interesting tensions: while university graduates, who represented a majority of the participants in
this study, were able to use MOOCs to boost specific skills (human capital) and to signal motivation
for continuing learning and professional development, individuals who lack the formal university
credentials were unable to improve their careers despite their effort invested in MOOCs. The authors
conclude that the MOOCs do not have the potential of substituting formal university degrees;
nevertheless, they contribute to a broader signalling strategy pursued by (highly educated)
individuals.

The higher education system forms a key field through which graduates aim to improve their
labour market position. Ulpukka Isopahkala-Bouret, Paivi Siivonen & Nina Haltia expand the discus-
sion on higher education practices and their mediating role in the reproduction of social inequalities
in graduate careers. Their article focuses on how students’ participation in extracurricular activities
(ECA) is affiliated with educational and job market competition. ECA refer in this study specifically to
cultural and social activities organised by student associations at Finnish Business Schools. By
applying the insights of a positional conflict theory, Bourdieu’s concept of ‘cultural capital’ and
insights from contemporary theories of gender and capitals, ECA is here understood as a site of
classed and gendered practices. The analysis demonstrates that ECA provided opportunities to
accumulate valuable cultural capital and to become a member in the professional middle class.
Participation in student-led ECA was especially important for young women as they could acquire
valuable employability skills, refine their career aspirations and attain masculine cultural capital. The
article advances the critical, gender-sensitive approach to cultural capital and graduate
employability.

The final two contributions demonstrate how the value of educational credentials become
meaningful through people’s own class position. Agnés van Zanten analyses the obstacles faced
in the labour market by graduates who benefited from a positive discrimination scheme at an elite
French higher education institution. She adopts a Bourdieusian perspective combined with insights
from research focusing on groups who suffer from an ‘intercategorical ceiling’ due to their simulta-
neously belonging to different categories subjected to inequality and discrimination. Based on
interviews with beneficiaries of this scheme, who are at the early stages of their professional careers,
the article shows that the graduates’ disadvantages and ways of coping with them, as well their
chances of being stigmatised and reactions to this process, vary considerably. The author explores
the extent to which this is due to differences in students’ social origin and ethnoracial characteristics
and to differences in their axiological positions towards employability and social mobility.
Concerning the latter, she highlights that ‘purists’ are more likely to invest in increasing their
technical cultural capital while ‘players’ are more likely to put forward ‘soft skills’ including, in
some cases, those associated with their ‘diversity’.

Wolfgang Lehman'’s article provides a complementary analysis of non-traditional students’ higher
education and work careers. Using data from a qualitative longitudinal study of first-in-family,
working-class students in Canada, he analyses the evolution of their goals in terms of employment
and mobility and the kinds of strategies they developed to reduce the potential disadvantages
associated to their social background. The article shows that most youngsters revised their initial
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very ambitious career goals opting for positions offering stability and evoking a broader notion of
mobility beyond career achievement. It also highlights the fact that in order to compensate for their
initial lack of economic and cultural capital these youngsters invested in post-graduate programmes
offering close connection to employment and in networking while also being more likely than
traditional students to take jobs below those they could expect given their education and to work
more intensively to be recognised. However, rather than talking about their career experiences in
terms of stunted ambitions, middling achievement, and substantial sacrifice, most of them told
a story of success, stability, and contentment.
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