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The recent trend for mass higher education and a growing policy focus on a knowledge-driven
economy has created the expectation that everyone can enter a fulfilling and rewarding career.
However, young people often experience discrepancies between expectations of social mobility
and local or national labour market opportunities. This thesis draws on Bourdieu’s family of
concepts of field, capital and habitus to analyse how young people’s different education and
work trajectories are conceived, validated and realised across different socio-spatial contexts.

An interview-based study of how supranational organisations for education mediate and
shape normative values of education revealed that a global agenda of education is embedded
in a complex geography ranging from the individual to the global level. Within this, orders of
dominance between nation-states are reinforced in the formulation and allocation of problems
and solutions.

In a field study in Thiruvananthapuram, the state capital in Kerala, India, young people’s
dispositions towards mobility in the transition from education to work were analysed. The results
revealed that young people’s future aspirations are shaped in a profound way by Kerala’s history
of in- and out-migration. The study also identified differences within the middle class, where
transnational capital distinguishes rather than unifies ‘Indian youth’.

A similar study on how young people in a sparsely populated area in northern Sweden
negotiate their future education and work alternatives showed that the geographical marginality
of the region influences perceptions of the future in divergent and sometimes contradictory
ways. In a follow-up study of the wider region, individual-level registry data were used to
explore post-graduation mobility in the five northern counties in Sweden. The results showed
that grades, levels of education and choice of occupation or education type all impact the
mobility of young adults within the highly-educated segment of the population, and in particular
the choice of whether to stay or leave the home region.

Overall, this thesis shows how young people’s ambitions and trajectories are embedded in
different socio-spatial contexts that enable them to adapt to, resist or benefit to varying degrees
from global discourses of ‘successful adulthood’.
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1. Introduction 

Young people grow up in different socio-economic contexts, both in 
terms of family resources and in relation to national or local settings. 
Their everyday lives most often involve meeting friends and people 
in their immediate surroundings, taking part in local social activities, 
going to school or work and looking out on a landscape engraved 
with socio-economic structures of housing, labour markets and 
infrastructure. The images of the world presented to young people 
are also influenced by a range of expressions from elsewhere, 
through travel and social contacts reaching well beyond the local 
community. Alternative lifestyles are communicated through social 
media, TV, magazines and newspapers and commercial messages. 
These different inputs contain knowledges that inform young 
people’s career choices and reinforce or challenge normative values 
of progression and success that shape young people’s perceptions of 
different ‘adulthoods’. This thesis sets out to explore how young 
people’s education and work trajectories are conceived, validated 
and realised. In doing so, it highlights a tension between global-
reaching ideas of progression and differentiated local contexts. 

The recent development of mass higher education and the policy 
focus on a knowledge-driven economy has created a feeling that 
everyone has the ‘opportunity’ to enter a fulfilling and rewarding 
career. However, youth unemployment is increasing globally and 
young people are to varying degrees experiencing discrepancies 
between future expectations of social mobility and local or national 
labour market opportunities (ILO 2016). Previous research has 
uncovered difficulties associated with young people’s transition 
from education to work that involve several elements of uncertainty 
(Beck 1992; Jeffrey 2010a; Lundahl et al 2017). 

Policymakers, reformers and politicians cite the close association 
between education credentials and social mobility (Grubb and 
Lazerson 2006). As part of education and labour market ‘matching 
processes’, policymakers point to the need for mobile and flexible 
workers (Urry 2007). Young people are expected to be mobile and 
adapt to changing labour market conditions. This entails social 
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mobility in terms of changing profession, but also geographical 
mobility in terms of going where training and jobs are located, 
which is generally in cities.  

Young people’s mobility strategies are also a way to stand out in 
competition with others on national or international labour markets. 
Students from middle-class families invest in an education abroad to 
gain a competitive advantage (see e.g. Brooks and Waters 2011; 
Börjesson 2005; Findlay et al. 2012). The destination countries are 
foremost the US, UK, Australia and Canada, and the students 
mainly originate from China, India and Korea. The number of 
international students is continuing to rise. In 2010, the OECD and 
UNESCO estimated that there were between 3.6 and 4.1 million 
international students (Börjesson 2017).  

Nevertheless, a large majority of the world’s youth population 
does not engage in international migration. In fact, international 
students only account for a few per cent of the total number of 
students enrolled in higher education. Young people either stay in 
the location where they grew up or move shorter or longer distances 
within their home country. These different strategies are not 
necessarily valued in the same way. The value of people who stay in 
or leave their home region can be measured in terms of ‘objective’ 
measures such as income, education and social relations. It can also 
be valued in terms of dominant normative values of mobility, where 
‘stayers’ and ‘leavers’ are attributed different qualities depending on 
the socio-spatial context. In this thesis, value formation is not 
viewed as pre-defined or absolute, but as an ongoing struggle to 
determine the value of people’s or institutions’ resources. This 
understanding is informed by Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts of 
symbolic capital, habitus and field (Bourdieu 1990). The thesis 
explores three main sets of issues affecting young people’s education 
trajectories in different ways. 

First, global ideas of progression from the perspective of 
supranational organisations of education are considered. The 
literature on internationalisation of higher education reports a shift 
whereby education policy no longer is confined to nation-state 
politics (Ball 2012; Rizvi and Lingard 2010). This is expressed 
through the marketisation of higher education, but also by the work 
of international organisations for education such as the Organization 
for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the United 
Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
(UNESCO), the World Bank and the European Union (EU) 
(Lingard and Rawolle 2011). The supranational organisations 



 17 

measure and compare global data, transfer best practices and 
promote normative values of education (Barnett and Finnemore 
1999; Bradford 2008). However, before policies are printed and 
become concrete, data are discussed and compromises reached. This 
stage in policy is crucial for understanding ‘in whose interest’ the 
global agenda of education is shaped. Previous studies have shown 
that geographical knowledges embedded in ideas of progression are 
not simply ‘ideas’, but are closely intertwined in materialities of 
socio-economic restructuring (Mitchell 2006). This thesis explores 
the role of supranational organisations in shaping education policies 
which affect the lives of young people. 

Second, young people’s future aspirations are considered. The 
focus on horizons underlines a phenomenological point of departure 
in examining what education and work opportunities become visible 
and eligible. Horizons may appear as more or less attainable and 
range from pure fantasy to precise knowledges of how to reach 
different education and labour markets. This thesis examines the 
future horizons of young people in upper-secondary school in a 
sparsely populated municipality, Kalix in northern Sweden, and in 
Thiruvananthapuram, an urban area in Kerala, southern India. The 
former setting exemplifies a rural-urban divide in a high-income 
context in northern Europe, while the latter setting illustrates 
intranational and international migration into and out of one of the 
world’s largest and fastest growing economies, India, with relatively 
low income per capita. It is not the aspirations themselves that are 
of primary interest, but rather how they arise differently for 
different people and why. 

Another aspect of young people’s future aspirations is how they 
rationalise their plans for the future based on awareness of their own 
social and geographical position (Harvey 1973; Mills 1959), which 
underlines the close relation between where they perceive 
themselves to be and where they plan to go. Using examples from 
diverse contexts enables analysis of similarities and differences across 
space and reveals tensions between global-reaching ideas of 
progression and local differentiated contexts. 

Third, the relationship between young people’s education 
trajectories and subsequent migration patterns are considered, based 
on quantitative analysis of registry data for the five northernmost 
counties in Sweden. Drawing on individual and family data enables 
discussion of structural patterns and consideration of differences 
within social groups. It also offers an intraregional perspective that 
addresses the broader issue of a growing gap between rural and 
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urban areas. Previous studies of this kind have generally been 
qualitative and have focused on the immediate transition from 
upper-secondary school to higher education or work. Studying post-
graduation mobility by using registry data is a way to trace where 
different education trajectories lead. 

The overall premise of the thesis, in short, is that both education 
policy discourse and young adults’ different aspirations vis-à-vis 
education and mobility outcomes need to be understood in the 
context of progression, structures of social reproduction, cultural 
hegemonies and economic orders of dominance. Studying education 
in relation to mobility and geographical reach is a response to a 
previous call for research addressing young people’s geographies in 
relation to broader processes of socio-economic restructuring (Holt 
and Holloway 2006; Dolby and Rizivi 2008; Katz 2004; Philo 
2000). This thesis provides examples from northern Sweden, 
southern India and the OECD’s and UNESCO’s headquarters in 
France, studies the geographies of education, questions general 
assumptions about mobility and progression, looks for 
contradictions and patterns in aspirations and outcomes and thereby 
unpacks the multi-faceted meaning of ‘someone going places’. 

Aim and research questions 
The aim of this thesis was to explore and interpret how young 
people’s different education and work trajectories become 
conceived, validated and realised across different socio-spatial 
contexts. This was done by focusing on geographical reach and 
mobility. The analyses undertaken explored these matters from 
three different perspectives, namely: i) the influence of global 
organisations, ii) young people’s aspirations and iii) the outcome of 
young people’s education and mobility trajectories. The work was 
based on cases drawing on data from Sweden, India and France and 
mainly consisted of interviews, but also registry data analysis. The 
theoretical point of departure derived from Bourdieu’s idea of a 
symbolic economy where the orders of dominance in society are 
analysed as ongoing struggles of positional advantage. The thesis 
sought to improve understanding of geographies of education by 
identifying contradictions, similarities and interdependencies within 
and between social groups, but also in relation to different scales 
and sites. The following research questions were formulated: 
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 How do staff members at the OECD and UNESCO 
mediate a global agenda of education, especially as 
regards geographical knowledges of youth trajectories and 
progression? 

 How do young people in different socio-spatial settings 
perceive future education and work alternatives, 
particularly in relation to staying in or leaving their home 
region? 

 To what extent do different higher education trajectories 
affect young adults’ inclinations to stay in or leave their 
home region in sparsely populated areas? 

Outline of the thesis 
This is an article-based thesis that draws on four empirical studies 
carried out between 2012 and 2017. The studies are presented in detail 
in Papers I-IV, which are included as an appendix to this thesis. This 
cover essay situates the work in Papers I-IV in a wider study context, 
summarises the results and discusses the main contributions. 

This introductory chapter sets the scene for the research by 
introducing the research problem and defining the aim and research 
questions. Chapter 2 situates the studies within a wider field of 
existing research. Chapter 3 elaborates upon the theoretical points 
of departure for the work. Chapter 4 explains the methods used and 
justifies the methodological choices. It also presents the study cases 
in more detail. Chapter 5 provides a summary of the results 
obtained in Papers I-IV and Chapter 6 discusses the main findings 
and contributions of the thesis. 

Papers I-IV contribute to the overarching aim in complementary 
ways (Table 1). Paper I is based on interviews with staff members of 
the OECD and UNESCO and addresses the first research question. It 
examines political interests that guide the organisations’ work, since 
young people’s lives are not only ‘situated’ but also closely connected to 
wider issues of socio-economic restructurings and global politics. 

Papers II and III are similar in study design, since they both build 
on interviews with students in upper-secondary school, and both 
address research question two. They compare social differentiation 
within the broadly defined middle class, focusing on what makes 
certain future alternatives visible, desirable and attainable, and to 
whom. The two different study cases, Kalix and 
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Thiruvananthapuram, make it possible to compare young people’s 
perceptions across socio-economic and geographic contexts. 

Paper IV, which is co-authored with Marcus Mohall, addresses 
the third research question. It considers post-education mobility 
patterns within the highly educated population in the five northern 
counties in Sweden. 

Table 1. Overview of the work in Papers I-IV, the research question 
addressed, the study location and the methods 

Paper Research question Study location Methods 

I 

How do staff members 
at the OECD and 
UNESCO mediate a 
global agenda of 
education, especially as 
regards geographical 
knowledges of youth 
trajectories and 
progression? Paris, France 

Interviews with 
staff members at 
OECD and 
UNESCO 
headquarters 

II 

How do young people 
in different socio-
spatial settings perceive 
future education and 
work alternatives, 
particularly in relation 
to staying in or leaving 
their home region? 

Thiruvananthapuram, 
Kerala, Southern 
India 

Interviews with 
young people 
aged 17-19 in 
higher secondary 
school 

III Same as above  

Kalix, Norrbotten 
county, northern 
Sweden 

Interviews with 
young people 
aged 17-19 in 
upper-secondary 
school  

IV 

To what extent do 
different higher 
education trajectories 
impact young adults’ 
inclinations to stay in 
or leave their home 
region in sparsely 
populated areas?  

The five northern 
counties in Sweden 

Registry data 
analysis of the 
highly educated 
population born 
in 1977 in 
northern 
Sweden.  

The overarching contribution of the thesis is to show how young 
people’s different education and work trajectories are conceived, 
validated and realised across different socio-geographical contexts, 
by focusing on geographical reach and mobility.  
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2. Research context 

This chapter situates the research questions within the broader 
literature and relates the strands of research in the thesis to a wider 
context. The focus of the thesis is on education and work trajectories, 
which are part of a broader set of questions that concern social 
reproduction, knowledge-economy formation (Thiem 2009), the 
changing nature of citizenship (Ong 1999) and territorialisation 
through state-society relations (Halls 1981; Mitchell 2006). 

A recurring theme in the literature dealing with these kinds of 
questions is how education systems go hand-in-hand with the 
formation of nation-states (Green 1997). In other words, education 
was – and still is – closely associated with citizenship formation. 
However, recent studies describe a shift in power where education 
policy is no longer territorially bound with nation-states (Lingard 
and Rawolle 2011). Kenway and Fitzclarence (1993) argue that 
economic globalisation and the information revolution involve 
radical changes in the very nature of the learning process, promoting 
a new commodification and a dislocation of learning from its 
traditional institutional locations. This is expressed through national 
education systems growing more like each other, increased student and 
staff mobility, widespread policy borrowing and international 
dimensions of curricula at secondary and higher levels. Within higher 
education particularly, researchers question whether it is reasonable to 
draw political or conceptual boundaries between national and 
international inequalities (Beck 2004, p. 149). Other researchers point 
out the close connection of nation-states to globalisation, where the 
state is both a regulator and market-maker (Ball 2012). 

In this thesis, local, national and global interrelations are studied 
in relation to four different socio-spatial contexts. Two of the papers 
engage directly with processes of ‘internationalisation of education’: 
Paper I explores the influence of supranational organisations on 
education policy and Paper II engages with young people’s 
transnational strategies. The thesis also examines the uneven 
influence of internationalisation of education in different settings. 
By drawing attention to different sites of analysis it seeks to shed 
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light on a variety of scales of influence that can be equally important 
in understanding young people’s education strategies. 

This chapter frames the research questions by discussing four 
broad strands of research that to a varying degree relate to the case 
studies described in Papers I-IV in terms of methodology, theory 
and empirical data. First, it describes the emergence of a global 
agenda of education by focusing on the influence of supranational 
organisations and highlighting the need for contextual and multi-
level analysis of policy. Second, international student mobility is 
examined, specifically highlighting three different aspects of young 
people’s motives for going abroad. Third, the influence of socio-
spatial context on young people’s anticipated futures and 
geographical reach is studied, drawing on the concepts of mobility 
and immobility. Fourth, the literature on migration in sparsely 
populated areas is reviewed, with particular attention to the need 
for an intraregional understanding of areas broadly defined as ‘rural’ 
and to previous research showing the benefits of understanding 
internal migration patterns in relation to social theory. The chapter 
concludes by positioning the thesis within some of the main strands 
of literature within different fields and how these overlap and 
complement one another. 

A global agenda of education 
This section reviews the literature examining the work of 
supranational organisations for education, in particular the OECD 
and UNESCO, in order to clarify the role of these organisations, the 
ways they operate and how they influence nation-states and other 
agents within the field of education. The description draws inspiration 
from two other areas of research, namely institutional literature that 
reflects on different ways to ‘contextualise’ the policy process and 
geography studies that in different settings specifically address 
normative values associated with youth policies. 

Rizvi and Lingard (2010, p. 14) suggest that “[t]he discourses 
that frame policy texts are no longer located simply in the national 
space but increasingly emanate from international and supranational 
organizations”. These include intergovernmental organisations such 
as the OECD, World Bank, International Monetary Fund (IMF) and 
UN, as well as regional intergovernmental organisations such as the 
EU and global non-government organisations (NGOs) such as the 
International Association of Universities (IAU) (Barnett and 
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Finnemore 1999, p. 705). The work of these organisations involves 
classifying, fixing meanings, diffusing norms and shaping forward 
thinking (Barnett and Finnemore 1999, p. 711; Jacobsson 2008, p. 
208). Although their formal power is limited, the supranational 
organisations have been described as executers of ‘soft power’, where 
they generate shared understandings that influence policy exchange 
and institutional reforms (Bradford, 2008, p.136). The OECD has no 
authority to implement policy from above, but can “operate as deft, 
interstitial actor, utilizing techniques such as mediation, peer 
pressure, orchestration, evaluation, suasion, and exhortation to ‘move’ 
policy norms” (Theodore and Peck 2012, p. 22). 

During the 1960s and 1970s, intergovernmental organisations 
discussed education policies with emphasis on democracy and 
quality and viewed education and income equality as closely 
intertwined. In the 1980s, organisations such as the OECD started 
to approach education as a resource on a global competitive market 
(Brooks and Waters 2011). Rizvi and Lingard (2010, p. 72) nuance 
this understanding by pointing out that this “does not mean that the 
social values of equality and democracy have been abandoned, but 
rather that they have been re-articulated, subordinated to dominant 
economic concerns”. What was previously promoted as a common 
good was replaced “by calls for flexibility and responsiveness to the 
needs of the labourmarket” (Brooks and Waters 2011, p 26). 

UNESCO has a formal mandate in higher education and has 
been involved in the measurement and monitoring of national 
education systems. In relation to higher education specifically, a key 
influence in recent years has been the ‘world ranking’ of universities. 
These rankings serve a rhetoric that provides legitimacy for higher 
education organisations. Wedlin (2011, p.203) writes that “rankings 
provide an external assessment of organizational reputation [higher 
education institutions] and worth, and generate influential images of 
the positional status of schools to an external audience”. 

The OECD is another influential agent when it comes to 
developing goals and measurements that offer comparability of 
nation-states and education institutions. Most nation-states take the 
OECD’s recommendations seriously, for example some countries 
have installed ‘international divisions’ that deal specifically with 
questions of global education indicators and measurements of 
progression (Rizivi and Lingard 2010). 

Previous studies on the policies of supranational organisations 
have focused on implementation and ‘translation’ of policy in 
different contexts by comparing what is happening on the ground 
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with steering documents (Theodore and Peck 2012; Peck and 
Theodore 2015). Alternatively, they have studied the meaning and 
political interests embedded in policy documents through textual 
analysis (Barnett and Finnemore 1999). Another stream of research 
is devoted to historical overviews of the organisations (Mundy 1999, 
2007). These studies show that the organisations are embedded in 
neo-liberal politics, but also that political interests differ depending 
on the context of the policy (economic or social focus) and the 
context of implementation. 

The literature presented in this section originates from various fields 
within social science and builds on different theoretical approaches, 
such as institutional theories (Suddaby and Viale 2011), scale and 
literature on the ideology of neoliberalism (Theodore and Peck 2012), 
critical theories of international relations (Mahanon and McBride 2009) 
and social theory of fields (Lingard et al. 2005; Rizvi and Lingard 2010; 
Wedlin 2011). Geographers have contributed to policy research by 
drawing on multi-scale analysis and placing the emphasis on 
contextualising education policy (Purcell 2011). 

Policy is usually synonymous with decisions and often takes the 
form of a text or a written document. Several of the studies cited 
above have focused on analysing documents produced by the 
supranational organisations. This thesis applies a broader definition 
of policy as a process that includes agenda setting and work on 
production of policy texts. In the words of Ball (1994, p. 10), 
“[p]olicy is both text and action, words and deeds, it is what is 
enhanced as well as what is intended”. To recognise the different 
stages of policy formulation, it is necessary to be open to applying 
different methods to study policy. Paper I builds on institutional 
work, which is a way to conceptualise and understand the role of 
actors within organisations (Wedlin 2011). Staff members within 
supranational organisations are embedded in the organisational 
context, but are still actively involved in maintaining and/or altering 
the institutions (Clegg et al. 2006). Experts who work for these 
organisations must make different compromises and personal 
sacrifices before policy formulations end up in print. 

In the late 1970s a new rhetoric emerged within the official 
discourse of international agencies with concepts such as “the global 
child” and “the world’s children” (Aitkin 2001, p. 11). Researchers 
have shown how these concepts have been used for different 
political interests that reflect broader shifts within the goals of 
organisations and authorities. Analyses of this rhetoric and change of 
policy were relevant to this thesis, since it sought to explore 
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normative values embedded in concepts articulated by organisations, 
governments or local authorities. Mitchell (2007) identifies a new 
turn for these concepts after Martha Nussbaum’s (1994) paper 
‘Patriotism and cosmopolitanism’. What was intended as a 
philosophical academic essay about young people and global 
citizenship and global humanity was recaptured in political 
statements as an “idea and practice of cosmopolitanism” associated 
with globalisation (Mitchell 2007, p. 708). Furthermore, Mitchell 
identifies interlinkages between the expansion of liberal 
‘cosmopolitan’ freedoms and the reinforcement of market freedoms. 

In a different research context, Raco (2009) identifies a shift in 
the British welfare state towards aspirational citizenship in urban 
policy where people in deprived areas are being encouraged to 
‘dream higher’. The geographical imaginations in these policies are 
accompanied by the rolling out of a ‘new localism’ in welfare states. 
Raco (2009, p. 441) writes: “In existential terms this local focus is 
seen as being more in touch with citizens and therefore more 
effective in changing cultures and aspirations”. Raco (2009, p. 443) 
further concludes that “much of the work on the rise of neo-
liberalism focuses, primarily, on the re-shaping of state institutions 
and governance structures and much less on debates over citizenship 
and philosophical conceptions of human nature, what this consists 
of and how it can be (re)produced”. What is interesting to note is 
how geographical knowledges are embedded in perceptions of 
young people’s education and work trajectories. ‘Politics of 
aspiration’ is studied in this thesis from both a top-down and 
bottom-up perspective (Brooks and Waters 2011). 

Previous research on the emergence of a global policy field of 
education is mainly occupied with understanding the relationship 
between the individual organisations and their policies, or the 
internal structure and history of the individual organisations. 
Meanwhile, literature on the internationalisation of education often 
refers to the influence of supranational organisations as a unit. The 
present thesis adds to this strand of research by focusing on 
interdependencies within a wider field of supranational 
organisations. Furthermore, the study on the OECD and UNESCO 
focuses particularly on the effects of geographical knowledges 
embedded in the organisations’ policies on young people’s 
trajectories and progression (Paper I). 
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Motives for going abroad to study  
Research on student mobility is multifaceted and has contributed to 
socio-spatial understandings of how education relates to national 
politics, gender inequalities and socio-spatial differentiation. Student 
mobility highlights processes of internationalisation of education 
from a bottom-up perspective. Although the proportion of young 
people going abroad to study is quite small, the comparatively large 
number of international students plays a significant economic role 
on education markets (Börjesson 2017). Young people’s motives for 
going abroad are summarised in this section in relation to personal 
motives, family expectations and socio-spatial contexts. 

Going abroad to study is part of young people’s identity 
formation. There is a close connection between research on 
international student mobility and studies on youth transitions, 
either in terms of going abroad as a ritual of becoming an adult (Tse 
and Waters 2013) or as a prolongation of youth (Waters et al. 
2011). In her study of young New Zealanders’ ‘Overseas 
Experience’, Haverig (2011) uses Rose’s theory of ‘governance 
through freedom’ to understand how young people perceived ‘going 
away’ as a necessity to feel later that living in New Zealand was a 
‘free choice’. Moving away from home, even going abroad, has been 
advanced in other studies as an inherent part of young adults’ 
freedom and the “project of their selves” (Haverig, 2011, p. 119). 

When more people enter higher education, going abroad to study 
is also a way to stand out in competition with others. In a study by 
Findlay et al. (2012), UK students viewed their choice to go abroad 
as a way to ‘be different’ from ‘stay-at-home’ students (p. 126). 
Waters and Brooks (2011) conducted an extensive interview study 
of 85 individuals who had completed a degree abroad or were 
seriously considering going abroad. They found that although young 
people claim that they want to be different by going abroad, they 
still want a familiar destination, for example a destination that is 
familiar to them through film and television. 

Going abroad to study is a chance to enter top education 
institutions that are internationally recognised and bring symbolic 
capital closely associated with identity formation (Findlay et al. 
2012). In a study by Waters (2006), Hong Kong and Chinese 
students cited education credentials as the main motive for studies 
abroad. These students were orientated towards career 
development, learning English and adopting certain social skills 
deemed important on a competitive labour market. Going abroad to 
study may also be a strategy to ‘avoid failure’ in the highly 
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competitive national education system (Brooks and Waters 2009; 
Xiang and Shen 2009; Findlay et al. 2012; Sancho 2017). 

Personal reasons for going abroad to study are closely related to 
family expectations and social class formation, which is the second 
set of motives addressed here. In a study by Ong (1999) of 
privileged families living in Hong Kong, sending children abroad was 
a way to open up economic opportunities for the whole family and 
to gain citizenship in another country. Going abroad for education 
purposes is a way to maintain or improve the social status of families 
and young people (Findlay et al. 2012; Waters 2006; Xiang and 
Shen 2009). While investing in education abroad is not necessarily a 
first step in entering an international career, it is often a way to gain 
a positional advantage in the national or regional context. 

In southern India for example, Sancho (2017) detected a 
dominant middle-class culture of education, which promotes a 
competitive, economic and status-based conception of aspiration 
that plays a central role in the reproduction of inequalities between 
the established and emergent middle classes. However, that study 
also found that the students in India who go abroad to study cannot 
be reduced to a privileged middle class, since it is also a strategy for 
those who hope to achieve the social status of being middle class. 
Language was found to be a main obstacle for young men who 
planned to go to Australia to study, even more so than money. 
English is an important indicator of middle class formation. 
However, students from suburban or rural regions of southern India 
are primarily educated in the state language Malayalam, so going 
abroad is a way for those aspiring to be middle class to “catch up 
and accumulate forms of cultural capital which they had failed to 
acquire during the years of schooling” (Sancho 2017, p. 52). 

In relation to class formation, students’ motives also have to be 
set in relation to the wider processes of internationalisation of 
education referred to previously in this section as regards 
competition between higher education institutions on global 
markets, standardised ideas of progression and, not least, cultural 
orders of dominance embedded in languages. In a study of 
international students based on data from 2010, Börjesson (2017) 
identified different language relations in between sending and 
receiving countries, where English as a ‘global language’ partly 
explains why most international students choose to go to the US, 
the UK and Australia. That study also underlined the dominant 
position of the US and UK in academic rankings, which reproduces 
their exceptional position on a global education market. This takes 
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us to the last aspect of young people’s motives for going abroad, 
which addresses the various implications of ‘internationalisation of 
education’ and differing ability to resist pressures of globalisation 
(Brooks and Waters 2011). 

Finally, young people’s motives for going abroad are closely 
associated with the socio-geographical context. This is evident not 
least in the literature on class formation in different places, as 
illustrated previously through Sancho’s work in southern India. 
Furthermore, Holloway et al. (2012) draw on the case of 
Kazakhstan and highlight the importance of a contextual 
understanding of student mobility, since in Kazakhstan the state 
plays an important role ensuring that a wide range of middle-class 
students can study abroad. This makes it an alternative for a broader 
social group. The choice to go abroad is then explained partly by 
students’ patriotic sentiments and a will to drive the nation forward. 

Previous research shows how the individual, the family and the 
socio-spatial context shape young people’s trajectories. The 
contribution of this thesis to that body of research is to deepen our 
understanding of how these different dimensions interplay in 
different socio-spatial contexts. The validation of different mobility 
strategies was emphasised by including students planning to go 
abroad and students planning to migrate within the region or 
nationally. Furthermore, the alternative of going away to study was 
examined in relation to the alternative of staying in the home 
region. Several studies in the Indian context on education have 
focused particularly on men (Jeffery 2010b; Sancho 2017), so by 
including women in the study, a different kind of gender analysis is 
possible. The Kerala study (Paper II) and the Kalix study (Paper III) 
present two interesting cases where the ‘need to be mobile’ 
(Eriksson 2017) and normative values of cosmopolitanism are 
explored and questioned from two different perspectives.  

Place attachment and geographical reach 
Aspirations refer to understandings of how future trajectories 
become visible and eligible, are influenced by individual experiences 
and those of the family and are embedded in socio-economic and 
cultural circumstances (Ball et al. 2002). Geographers have 
connected young people’s aspirations with the particular place in 
which they grow up, both in quantitative studies of neighbourhood 
effects on socio-economic careers (see e.g. Andersson 2001; 
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Bergsten 2010) and in qualitative interview studies of place and 
identity. Those studies that directly address education and work 
trajectories are relevant to the studies in this thesis on young 
people’s perceived attachment to place, the influence of local and 
regional labour markets and geographical reach. 

Young people face several transitions: between education and 
work, between education and higher education and between 
education and uncertainty. In fact, transition is not always a suitable 
way of describing young people’s time between education and work, 
since it might involve a permanent state of uncertainty. The 
transition between education and work is also closely associated 
with a transition from youth to adulthood, which is rarely a clear-
cut process (Jeffrey 2010a). 

The pressure that young people feel to ‘succeed’ in the eyes of 
the family and the community is not a new phenomenon, but youth 
transitions have become inevitably bound up with notions of what 
constitutes education and an educated person (Crivello 2011). The 
normative values of higher education also affect those who pursue 
alternative trajectories of vocational programmes (Olofsson and 
Panican, 2008) or who drop out of school without graduating 
(Lundhal et al. 2017). Even well-qualified graduates are not 
guaranteed access to secure and well-paid jobs (Horschelmann 
2008). In a study by Jeffrey (2010b), middle-class young men in 
northern India spent a lot of their time ‘waiting’ for employment. In 
that case, this time of waiting became political action with public 
demonstrations and formation of a political party. 

Several of the studies that link place to aspiration draw 
inspiration from the classic study by Willis (1977), which identifies 
a culture of masculinity under-pinning resistance to schooling within 
a British community. Following that work, McDowell (2003) 
interviewed young men in Sheffield and Cambridge in their final 
year of compulsory schooling and concluded that their perceptions 
of future opportunities were closely related to labour market 
restructurings. That study also underlines the gendered nature of 
local labour markets and youth transitions and the gender 
stereotypes with perceptions of working-class young men as lazy, 
irresponsible, and failing in school, an image that complicates the 
lives of young men (McDowell 2008). Bright’s (2011) ethnographic 
study of young people’s education aspirations in a former coal 
mining district in northern England instead explores a locally 
situated notion of a counter-aspiration where young people position 
themselves as a contrast to dominant models of ‘being educated’. 
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Allen and Hollingsworth (2013) explore the specific relationship 
between labour market restructurings, place and mobility. In a 
comparison of three socially and economically deprived areas in the 
UK, they show that Nottingham’s “geographical proximity to the 
capital and its employment opportunities shape the aspirations of 
the young people in this locale, producing a sense of mobility and 
possibility in the narratives” (p. 510). By contrast, the local labour 
market and local history in Stoke-on-Trent create feelings of loss 
and immobility, which affect students’ aspirations negatively. The 
habitus of these students is shaped by parents and friends who have 
chosen and value similar paths, but also relates to what is 
conceivable for “people from around here” (ibid., p. 501). Allen and 
Hollingsworth (2013, p. 513) introduce the concept of “place-specific 
habitus”, which aims to capture how social class and place come 
together to shape people’s aspirations and capacity for mobility. 

Another concept that has been implemented to describe the 
relationship between place and a horizon of possibility is the notion 
of reach, which was developed by, amongst others, Buttimer 
(1980). She wrote extensively about knowledges associated with the 
lifeworld, which also include an ‘actual reach’ that involves the 
surroundings, an ‘attainable reach’ that is closely associated with 
people’s future dreams and expectations and a ‘restorable reach’ of 
memories from past experiences. She underlines that reach differs 
between different people and may provide a point of departure to 
study place identity: 

[..] for any individual the home and the reach of one’s thought and 
imagination may be quite distinct from the home and reach of one’s 
social affiliations which may again be distinct from the actual 
physical location of physical home and reach (Rose, 1977). These 
distinctions are not just abstractions: if they are actually mapped 
within the lived-space time horizons of any individual or group they 
could provide some clues into what constitutes place identity 
(Buttimer 1980, p. 171) 

Thulin and Wilhelmson (2014) draw on the concept of reach to 
explore how young people’s use of the internet broadens potential 
action spaces. Amongst other things, they highlight the role of social 
media in bringing ‘insider information’ on places. The internet also 
makes it possible for young people and adults to find jobs in a broad 
geographical area and to widen the geographical scope of the search 
and thereby include more ‘opportunities’. 

In a ‘global world’, distance has become less constraining due to 
the internet, television and social media (Beech 2014; Brooks and 
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Waters 2011), opportunities to travel (Frändberg, 2008) and social 
networks reaching beyond the immediate surroundings (Carlson 
2013; Green and White 2007). Researchers are now seeking to 
understand how cultures diffuse through new technology, with 
young people usually being the first to meet problems and 
possibilities. Technology can provide opportunities to distribute 
subversive information, for resistance and for alliances between 
grass-root movements. It is not considered to be imposed on young 
people, but rather related to the “waves of modernization from 
below” (Willis 2003, p. 390). Developments in technology and 
increased opportunities within communications are making it 
possible to create a new sense of belonging and new youth cultures 
outside the local community. On the other hand, researchers such 
as Katz (2004), in her comparative work of lower middle-class 
families in New York and children in a Sudanese village, have shown 
that increased flows of information, goods and people also create 
feelings of social and geographical distance. 

This thesis contributes to, and elaborates upon, research on 
young people’s education and work trajectories by studying the 
recognised value of mobility in different socio-spatial contexts. The 
analyses of Kalix and Kerala were performed using a relational 
approach that recognises the unequal power geometries which are 
such a significant part of mobility systems, whereby the mobility of 
some comes at the expense of the immobility of others (Bissell and 
Fuller 2011). The ‘idealisation of movement’, or its transformation 
into a fetish, depends upon the exclusion of others who are already 
positioned as “not free in the same way” (Ahmed 2004, p. 152). The 
value embedded in mobility is not a matter of course, however. 
Cresswell’s (1999) work shows that mobility has to be understood 
in relation to specific contexts in which mobility or immobility takes 
place, such that what is an expression of domination in one context 
may be an act of resistance in another. Another important aspect of 
mobility is that “there is never any absolute immobility, but only 
mobilities which we mistake for immobility, what could be called 
relative immobility” (Adey 2006, p. 83). While recognising that 
‘immobility’ is not a term that captures the meaning of someone 
who stays in their home region, in this thesis it fills a theoretical 
purpose in terms of ‘relative immobility’, as also seen in other 
studies (see e.g. Allen and Hollingworth 2013; Carling 2002; Waters 
and Leung 2013). According to Sheller and Urry (2006, p. 211), ‘It 
is not a question of privileging a “mobile subjectivity”, but rather of 
tracking the power and politics of discourses and practices of 
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mobility in creating both movement and stasis’. Finally, it should be 
pointed out that a relational approach does not assume that all kinds 
of mobility in all places are equally interrelated or of equal 
importance to one another. However, as education systems and 
discourses of mobility are becoming more similar in different parts 
of the world, young people’s different needs and desires to be 
mobile are bound to become more decisive. 

The different writings on mobility and immobility are relevant in 
relation to questions of international student mobility or experience of 
place, but in this thesis are also explored in relation to intraregional 
differences in mobility strategies. Having addressed qualitative studies 
based on text analysis and interviews, the next section discusses 
patterns of mobility, with particular focus on rural areas. 

Migration patterns in rural areas 
Studies on rural migration show that young people in rural areas 
who are planning to continue to higher education sometimes feel 
more or less required to move away from their home town to access 
education institutions and labour markets (Cairns 2014, p. 237; 
Stockdale and Catney 2014). In the Swedish context, the majority 
of work on young people’s education trajectories in rural areas has 
been qualitative and has focused on young people’s aspirations to 
move away or stay in rural areas (Kåks 2007, Svensson 1996; Waara 
1996). These studies highlight differences in men’s and women’s 
aspirations to migrate (Rauhut and Littke 2016). Girls are described as 
more orientated towards urban areas, whereas boys are perceived to be 
more ‘attached’ to rural local communities (Dahlström 1996). 
However, some qualitative studies focus more on gender ambiguity in 
rural areas, where women and men can both adapt and challenge local 
gender contracts (Forsberg and Stenbacka 2017). 

The social stratification process mainly determines whether 
young people will continue to higher education or not, but studies 
within the sociology of education also show differences in how 
recruitment to different types of courses and programmes reflects 
students’ social background. In a study by Börjesson (2003), the 
Swedish field of higher education is explored with geometric data 
analysis. It shows that social reproduction within the higher 
education system is not only hierarchical in terms of grades, length 
of education and status of a profession, but also reveals vertical 
polarities in terms of families’ differing possession of economic and 
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cultural capital. For example, children of doctors and university 
professors are likely to be recruited to different programmes and 
courses than children of business leaders and lawyers. The field of 
higher education is also gendered, with more women studying to 
become teachers and men being over-represented in technical 
programmes. Börjesson’s (2003) study does not consider young 
people’s home region or place of residence after finishing higher 
education, but rather highlights differences within the highly 
educated population, which is rarely explored in register data analysis. 

A survey of rural return migration of graduates in Switzerland 
shows that return migrants are influenced by socio-familial 
backgrounds and professional biographies (Rérat 2014). Family 
situation, such as having a partner or not, also affects decisions to 
return to the home region. Based on register data and logistic 
regression analysis, Bjerke and Mellander (2017) examine the 
location choices of university graduates in Sweden in relation to 
place of origin and destination. The population is based on the year 
of graduation, 2001, and examines where the students live five and 
ten years after graduation. The results indicate that having children 
is positively correlated with people who move back to their home 
region. In the Irish context, a study by Stockdale and Catney (2014) 
of urban to rural migration shows that graduates sometimes develop 
education trajectories that lead back to local labour markets. 

In a survey in 2002 that covered the five Nordic countries, young 
people were asked questions about their decision to move and 
attachment to place (Malmberg et al. 2005). The survey focused on 
areas of work, housing situation, social relations and leisure 
activities, using questions with fixed alternatives. In accordance with 
previous research, the study shows that young people with higher 
education are more mobile. It also makes the interesting finding that 
social networks, which are often cited in relation to place attachment, 
can reach beyond the local community and therefore influence people 
to be mobile. Niedomysl (2008) also studies people’s mobility 
patterns, but with the focus on ‘place attractiveness’. His survey 
draws on open-ended questions and, in contrast to Malmberg et al. 
(2005), he shows that occupational aspects have a great impact on 
people’s choice to migrate. A conclusion is that research on people’s 
preferences for location is sensitive to the ways in which the questions 
are formulated, especially since people’s reasons to stay in or move 
from their home region are the result of interwoven motives. 

Rye (2006), meanwhile, explores the link between social and 
geographical mobility in a study of young people’s rural to urban 
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migration in the mountains in Norway. He follows a cohort born in 
1966 for a 30-year period and shows that people from upper-class 
backgrounds are not only most likely to move, but also benefit more 
economically from mobility than non-movers from a similar social 
background. The difference between low-income movers and 
stayers is much smaller. 

Based on the literature, theories applied to explain young 
people’s migration to and from rural areas can be divided into two 
main traditions, applying economic theory or a life-cycle 
perspective. Studies drawing on economic theory, in particular 
human capital theory, view people’s motives for moving as a 
calculated act based on estimates of economic losses and gains 
(Bjerke and Mellander 2017; Sjaastad 1962). Studies applying a life-
cycle perspective reveal how mobility and immobility patterns 
follow people’s life course and are affected by ‘life events’ such as 
having children, marriage and retirement (Fischer and Malmberg 
2001). This form of biographical analysis has been developed as an 
alternative to economic theories of migration (Halfacree 2004), but 
the life-cycle perspective is not well-suited to studying alternative 
life-course patterns (Dannefer 2003) or explaining moves in 
response to job opportunities (Geist and McManus 2008, p. 285). 

However, some studies combine a life-cycle perspective with 
analysis of social class (e.g. Rérat 2014; Rye 2006; 2011). The 
decision to continue to higher education is then explored in relation 
to the habitus of social groups, where for some social groups it 
appears ‘natural’ to continue to university (Carins 2014). The 
importance of people’s socio-economic backgrounds in relation to 
mobility and immobility is well established within the literature on 
short-distance migration, for example between neighbourhoods in 
urban areas. In fact, in a study of geographical mobility in the US, 
Geist and McManus (2008) highlight an unfortunate divide in 
research where residential mobility is assumed to be motivated by 
families’ socio-economic background, while long-distance migration 
tends to be explained by economic gains from the move. Focusing 
on preferences without considering social theory of uneven 
distribution of resources risks overlooking structural differences 
embedded in the choices that become eligible to different people. 

Previous studies agree that people with a higher education degree 
are more mobile in general. Departing from a Bourdieusian 
perspective, Paper IV contributes to previous research by exploring 
differentiated strategies of staying in or leaving the home region 



 35 

(northern Sweden) within the highly educated population, and how 
that mobility is related to vertical and horizontal social differences. 

Final remarks on the research context 
The literature within geography has begun to make a real 
contribution to understanding education through multi-level 
analysis, recognition of socio-geographical contexts and analysis of 
aspiration, strategies and outcomes of mobility. This chapter 
adopted a broad perspective on ‘internationalisation of education’ in 
terms of increased mobility of policy and people and embedded in 
processes of globalisation and ideologies of neoliberalisation. How 
and where these global flows and political interest are made visible, 
experienced and implemented is, however, an empirical question 
that needs to be approached both from a top-down and a bottom-
up perspective (Brooks and Waters 2011). 

The supranational organisations have been identified as agents 
that influence normative values of education and standardise 
measures of progression. However, different organisations are often 
put under the same umbrella as contributors to an 
‘internationalisation of education’. Paper I sought to contribute to 
previous research by examining interdependencies and differences 
between supranational organisations. Policy studies often draw on 
text document analysis, whereas in Paper I interviews were 
conducted with staff members to understand how recommendations 
emerge and are altered before they are published. 

The literature on student mobility within geography has in a 
persuasive way engaged with power embedded in mobility and how 
it is closely associated with social distinction. Paper II took its 
starting point in the socio-spatial context to study individuals’ and 
families’ motives for going abroad. A similar approach was applied 
in Paper III, which examined place attachment and (im)mobility. It 
also examined relations between gender, labour market 
restructurings and young people’s perceived alternatives to stay in or 
leave their home region. 

Quantitative studies based on register data analysis usually focus 
on broad categories of ‘stayers’ or ‘leavers’ in ‘rural’ and ‘urban’ areas. 
The results then become unambiguous when university graduates 
move from rural to urban areas. Paper IV extended this research issue 
by studying differences within the highly educated group and in 
relation to intraregional differences. It complemented previous studies 
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on economic theories of migration and life-cycle analysis by assessing 
the need for rural studies to engage with social class analysis. 

While framing the research questions, a few concepts were 
introduced, for example policy as processes, how young people’s 
reach can be explored as actual, attainable and restorable and how 
immobility relates to mobility. The concepts of field, habitus and 
symbolic capital are also mentioned throughout the chapter in 
relation to global rankings, place identity, young people’s motives 
for going abroad and middle class formation. Chapter 3 continues to 
explore these concepts, which served as important methodological 
and theoretical points of departure for the work in Papers I-IV. 
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3. Theoretical points of departure 

This chapter presents the theoretical points of departure that 
structured data collection and analysis. The overarching theoretical 
framework for the thesis was the work of the French sociologist 
Pierre Bourdieu. Drawing on a single theoretical framework 
facilitated analytical conversation between the papers. The theory 
was deemed suitable for three main reasons; i) The epistemology of 
the theory underlines that social queries should be addressed from 
various levels of analysis. ii) The research questions concern issues of 
social distinction, which are at the core of the theory’s explanatory 
approach. iii) The theory has been successfully applied in a range of 
closely related studies examining transnational strategies (Börjesson 
2005; Findlay et al. 2012; Waters 2006), local symbolic economies 
(Allen and Hollingsworth 2013; Jeffrey et al. 2008) and migration 
(Rérat 2014; Rye 2006; 2011). 

Key concepts such as global education policy field, symbolic 
capital and habitus are described in detail in this chapter. Although 
the descriptions are divided into different subsections, the strength 
of Bourdieu’s family of concepts lies in how they relate to one 
another. This does not mean that they all need to be mobilised 
simultaneously, but rather that they are part of the same ‘system of 
thinking’ that provides theoretical anchoring, regardless of whether 
one or two of the concepts or the whole family is invoked. 

The work of Bourdieu bridges a dualistic social ontology and 
sidesteps the agent/structure divide and dualities of ‘spontaneity and 
social constraint’, ‘freedom and necessity’ and ‘choice and 
obligation’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, p. 23). Similarly to 
Durkheim, Bourdieu discusses classification systems and principles 
that help people orientate in the world (Broady 1997, p. 247). An 
important difference between the two is that Bourdieu, while still 
emphasising the role of the collective, perceives individuals as 
thinking subjects. Class is constantly negotiated, ‘without forsaking 
the gains of the objectivist phase: groups, such as social classes, are 
always in the process of being made. They are not given in “social 
reality”’ (Bourdieu 1989, p. 18). 
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Another important aspect focused upon in this chapter is how 
Bourdieu’s relational approach and ‘bridging of dualities’ take 
account of the intertwined relations of social and physical space that 
are fundamental for a geographical understanding. This is an 
underlying common theme in Papers I-IV, which explore place 
attachment, mobility, spatial hierarchies, proximity and distance in 
relation to Bourdieu’s theories of social space. The merging of 
perspectives is never without friction. Harvey (2001, p. 282) writes: 
“I have long espoused the view that the insertion of space (let alone 
tangible geographies) into any social theory (including that of Marx) is 
always deeply disruptive of its central propositions and derivations”. 
The widening of spatial conceptions was approached in diverse ways in 
this thesis, depending on the study context. The separate analyses 
presented in Papers I-IV provided different insights. 

This chapter moves between the theoretical points of departure 
for the thesis and more specific concepts. Bourdieu’s concepts are 
not pre-defined, but are given explanatory force in relation to 
empirics (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992). The study contexts and 
the collected data influenced how Bourdieu’s family of concepts was 
utilised in this thesis, as discussed below in subsections covering the 
global education policy field, educational capital, spatial capital and 
transnational capital. 

A global education policy field 
Field is the main concept examined in Paper I and is a natural point of 
departure for introducing Bourdieu’s family of concepts. A field is 
defined as a system of relations between positions (Broady 1997). It is 
the social playing field where agents or institutions compete for a 
positional advantage. What that advantage might be and what is 
recognised as valuable depends on the specific field. A field holds a 
certain level of autonomy, where the social sphere substantially differs 
from the ‘outside world’. In other words, it embodies a doxa of 
accepted social rules and conduct that are only familiar to the initiated. 

Bourdieu identified a field of power by studying elite schools in 
France and their connections to the political and administrative power 
(Bourdieu 1996), the French academic world (Bourdieu 1988) and 
the genesis of the literary field (Bourdieu 2006). Although Bourdieu 
focused on a national French context, other researchers have 
successfully applied the concept on a global scale as regards, for 
example, internationalisation of law (Dezalay and Garth 1996), 
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international banks (Lebaron 2008) and transnational regional fields 
of social sciences (Heilbron 2014). Börjesson (2017) builds on the 
concept of field when studying international students, but prefers to 
speak about a ‘global space of higher education’. Space in this regard 
is closely associated with Bourdieu’s ideas of ‘social space’ in which 
actors and agents take positions and struggle for competitive 
advantage. The concept of the field relates social position to a 
hierarchal structure, but also to horizontal polarities. 

The OECD defines normative values of education in relation to 
questions of employability, while UNESCO focuses on individual 
well-being and human rights education. These supranational 
organisations are embedded in a larger, much more complex global 
field of education that also contains institutions and international 
students (Börjesson 2017). Paper I focuses on what could be described 
as a sub-field of this larger global field, namely a global education policy 
field that involves for instance the World Bank, the EU and the OECD. 
Bourdieu (2011) argues that the researcher can make certain 
assumptions about a field in order to formulate a case study without 
pre-determining its objective structures. Similarly to Lingard et al. 
(2005), Paper I identified a global education policy field. 

It is reasonable to discuss a sub-field since the supranational 
organisations hold a certain level of autonomy when it comes to a 
place of symbolic struggle. The strategies of the supranational 
organisations, for instance education position-staking on employability 
and human rights, depend on these symbolic struggles. The outputs 
of the organisations and the language and concepts they draw upon 
are debated and argued inside this arena, before they become a 
‘theme’ or concept for a publication or conference. 

Paper I examined how the supranational organisations for 
education struggle for recognition in determining normative values 
of education internationally. Based on the work of Harvey (1990a, 
2001, 2006) and Massey (2005), the study focused on the OECD’s 
and UNESCO’s production of geographical knowledges. However, 
neither Harvey nor Massey suggests any precise analytical tools for 
uncovering the production of geographical knowledges. By studying 
the symbolic struggles within a global education policy field, Paper I 
sought to uncover the organisations’ bounds of possibility in relation 
to what is perceived by staff members as ‘necessary’ to say or do. 

The field generates multiple layers of analysis. In Paper I, it 
proved particularly useful to think in terms of the actors (staff 
members), the agents (the organisations) and the outputs 
(conferences, documents, reports, reviews etc.). In addition, the 
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outputs hold a discursive level of concepts, catchphrases and a 
general language specific for the field. The staff members were 
interviewed as representatives of their organisations, but they have 
the ability to distance themselves slightly from this role. However, 
their acting space within the organisation is limited by the 
organisation’s struggles for recognition within a wider global field. 
The interdependencies within the field of supranational 
organisations to a large extent influence their outputs. If one 
organisation releases a report within a certain area, the other 
organisations are likely to respond by producing another report that 
emphasises a slightly different aspect of the problem (Mundy 1999). 

This is where Foucault’s (2002) and Bourdieu’s (2011) theories 
merge, in the discursive level of language or the field of possibles. 
Foucault (2002, pp. 30-31) points out a need to “grasp the 
statements in the exact specificity of its occurrence; determine its 
conditions of existence, fix at least its limits, establish its 
correlations with other statements that may be connected with it, 
and show what other forms of statements it excludes”. Some of the 
key literature drawn upon in Paper I is influenced by Foucault’s 
writings (see e.g. Mitchell 2006; Ball 2012). The field concept was 
used in Paper I, instead of Foucault’s (1991) theories of discourse 
formation or governmentality, because it relates what is being said 
(language and concepts) to the other levels of analysis, such as the 
social position of agents and actors. Using the case of OECD and 
UNESCO, Paper I explored in particular how policies of progression 
and youth are embedded in tensions and interdependencies within 
and between supranational organisations. 

The notion of symbolic capital is essential for understanding 
power struggles and polarities within the field. Symbolic capital was 
also used in Papers II-IV, but with different emphasis. The following 
subsection introduces the general components of cultural capital 
and three related subgroups, namely education capital, spatial 
capital and transnational capital. Since the theoretical concepts only 
concretise in relation to empirics, empirical material obtained in 
Papers II-IV is used to illustrate these different forms of cultural 
capital. Some premature discussion of the empirical results is thus 
necessary at this point to clarify the concepts, their applicability and 
the possibility to emphasise their added value. 
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Different forms of symbolic capital  
Capital in Bourdieu’s meaning refers to assets and resources that can 
be of a symbolic or material nature. The relational sociological 
approach assumes that the value of capital is determined by others’ 
recognition of its value. There are different forms of such capital: 
institutionalised capital such as degrees and titles; objectified capital, 
such as libraries, art work and literature; and embodied capital 
expressed by people’s culture, taste, ability to value music and art, 
and linguistic abilities (Broady 1997). 

Symbolic capital is an overarching form of capital that refers to 
anything recognised as valuable in a given context. The concept is 
inspired by Bourdieu’s early anthropological work on the Kabylia in 
Algeria, where he studied the complicated system of honour in a 
Berber community (1962). Symbolic capital is not always 
transferrable outside the local context, which is a condition for the 
other forms of capital that more broadly structure the orders of 
dominance in society. 

Bourdieu brought the ideas of symbolic capital to France, where 
he found similarities with the system of honour in Algeria (Broady 
1988). In the French school context, he saw the rewards for 
students who were at ease with language and who talked in a way 
that was considered proper. These qualities were also associated with 
a familiarity and appetite for high-end culture, for example, students 
who possessed cultural capital. This kind of awareness and talent is 
perceived in French society as a personal choice deriving from self-
driven interest. However, the lifestyles, tastes and knowledges that are 
rewarded strengthen the value of inherited and acquired assets 
amongst dominant social groups (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990). 

In his studies of people’s possession of different forms of capital, 
Bourdieu distinguishes between dominated and dominating cultures. 
The theory does not ‘value’ certain aspirations ‘higher’ than others, 
but rather indicates to whom (in what social and geographical 
positions) certain aspirations become visible. The essence of the 
theory is to emphasise the social construction of value and how it is 
embedded in social stratification processes at large. Here Bourdieu’s 
theories hold similarities to other class analyses where an absence of 
‘orders of dominance’ would mean disregarding socio-spatial 
inequality, and eventually the possibility to counteract inequality. 

Economic capital can be described as the counterpart of cultural 
capital and includes material possessions such as income, 
landownership and shares, as well as knowledge of economic 
matters and financial systems. The different forms of capital can all 
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in one way or another be transformed into economic capital 
(Bourdieu 2006). In this thesis, it proved particularly useful to assess 
different forms of capital by examining their accumulative and 
transformative value across sites. One example is how young people 
in Thiruvananthapuram invest in education capital in higher-
secondary school, an investment that later can be transferred and 
accumulated at a higher education institution in the US or UK and 
become symbolic capital for the family in the regional and national 
context in Kerala and India (Paper II). 

The final form of capital analysed here is social capital, which 
offers gateways to certain social arenas between relatives and friends 
(Broady 1997, p. 171). It is therefore not strictly a sub-category of 
symbolic capital, since it is about social relations between people. 
These strong social ties that develop over time can open doors to 
certain education trajectories or labour markets. The concept refers 
to more or less institutionalised relationships or acquaintances 
which offer a collectively-owned amount of capital, whereby it is 
possible to contact another group member if an individual needs 
assistance (Bourdieu 1977). This is not the same thing as 
networking at a conference, but rather long-lasting and durable 
relationships built on mutual understanding (Broady 1997). 

Struggle is another aspect of how capital is maintained and 
accumulated. Groups (families, classes, organisations) develop 
strategies to maintain or improve social positions by increasing the 
value of possessed capital and diminishing that of others in 
competing groups. These are not always conscious decisions, which 
makes Bourdieu’s concept of strategies slightly different from its 
everyday meaning (Bourdieu 1984, p. 125). 

In this thesis, the struggle for capital was examined for agents 
within the supranational field of power, as OECD and UNESCO 
compete with different measures to define normative values of 
education internationally (Paper I). In the studies in Kalix, Kerala 
and northern Sweden, how individuals’ and families’ education 
strategies depend on families and young people’s composition and 
volume of capital were analysed in relation to future horizons and 
geographical reach (Papers II-IV). 

Bourdieu’s concepts were used for guidance in study design and 
analysis. What is at stake, the composition and volume of different 
forms of capital, was treated as an empirical concern. The empirical 
data were then embedded in the concept of capital, so it was 
possible to sharpen the precision of the more general concepts of 
capital based on the study context and data. 



 43 

Paper II mobilised the concept of transnational capital and Paper 
III the concept of spatial capital. These are by no means ‘new’ 
concepts and the level of innovation in the approach should not be 
overstated. These can be viewed as sub-categories, or different 
dimensions, of cultural capital. All forms of capital have a 
geographical dimension; an analysis of ‘spatial capital’ highlights 
dimensions of place and mobility that would otherwise be easily 
overshadowed by analysis of social position. The next section 
elaborates on educational capital, a form of capital that suffuses all 
four studies and therefore also serves as a main analytical entry point 
to the rest of this thesis. 

Educational capital 
Educational capital is a sub-category of cultural capital and refers to 
the value ascribed to a certain degree or diploma, especially from 
prestigious schools or top-ranking higher education institutions. It 
could also mean a certain stream of education in upper-secondary 
school or, for example, extra language courses. In Papers I-IV, 
educational capital was central to the analysis. Educational capital 
can either be inherited in the form of parents’ educational 
background, or acquired through the education system, for example 
by a degree or diploma (see e.g. Forsberg 2015; Lidegran 2009). 

This interest in young people’s education trajectories emerges 
from an even broader interest in how education strategies are 
developed in relation to local or regional labour markets. This 
interest goes back to Marx, and later Bourdieu, where people 
dream, think and achieve according to what is possible from their 
socio-spatial position. In a study by Willis (1977) of ‘working lads’ 
in the 1970s, it is argued that “only a small substantial minority 
from the working class can hope for mobility, and their cultures and 
dispositions are adapted accordingly” (p. 394). These objective 
structures are about social heritage, but in the context of this thesis 
could also be about proximity and distance to certain labour 
markets, the socio-economic context of one’s birthplace and the 
history of migration. 

Research has shown that young people today are very aware of 
alternative lifestyles, and that neo-liberal discourses of 
individualisation are leaving young people in distress because they 
feel ‘trapped’ in socio-spatial conditions that prevent them from 
living in accordance with normative values of ‘successful 
adulthoods’ (see e.g. Jeffrey and Dyson 2008; Katz 2004). The 
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expression ‘successful adulthoods’ was used in Paper II to refer to 
normative values of higher education, material wealth, consumerist 
lifestyles and cities, which are all associated with ‘modernity’. 

In Papers II and III, educational capital was explored in terms of 
families’ collected educational capital, such as parents’ educational 
background, students’ education orientation in terms of degrees and 
courses, grades and institutional assignments (associations and 
boards). The interviews also addressed the topics of student loans, 
everyday life in school and families’ expectations as regards 
educational achievement. 

In addition, a central theme of the interviews was how students 
envision their future trajectories in relation to the value of 
educational capital, or the transformative value of education. 
Polarities of students who are looking to accumulate economic or 
cultural capital were examined in both papers. Both included 
students who develop strategies to invest in educational capital in 
terms of a higher education degree, and students who do not. The 
social stratification process becomes obvious in the distinction 
between the two. Furthermore, in both cases study programmes are 
directed differently to ‘staying’ in or ‘leaving’ the region. The social 
stratification processes in education systems are intertwined in 
spatial relations. This explains the rationales and legitimising 
processes of students who get an education to transform their hobby 
into a paid job, why others feel responsibility towards the nation to 
stay and work in the country, or why an uncertain career within the 
tourist industry is viewed as contributing to regional development. 

Paper IV explored young people’s different motives for staying in 
or leaving their home region in relation to outcomes, which enabled 
analysis of educational capital in relation to actual socio-spatial 
trajectories. The study only included individuals who have made an 
investment in higher education and examined differences within the 
group. Of equal interest to the trajectories that lead away from 
northern Sweden were the education choices that make it possible 
to stay in or return to the home region. 

Spatial capital 
Spatial capital is a concept that expands the theoretical ideas of 
Bourdieu and concerns place-specific capital and geographical reach. 
The concept was developed by the geographer Lévy, who defines it 
in its broadest sense as “all resources accumulated by an actor 
enabling him or her to benefit, according to their strategy, from 
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using society’s spatial dimension” (Lévy and Lussault 2003, p. 124, 
translation in Barthon and Monfroy 2010, p. 178). This thesis drew 
on the concept primarily as a subcategory of cultural capital, 
although it is also related to economic and social capital. 

The duality of the concept is what makes it useful for examining 
the influence of socio-spatial contexts in young people’s trajectories. 
The position capital component addresses place-specific 
characteristics and proximity to certain labour markets or educational 
institutions. The situation capital component addresses young 
people’s different abilities to ‘overcome distances’ and reach a variety 
of distance labour markets and educational institutions. Situation 
capital could be studied in relation to transport infrastructure, but 
was mainly studied in this thesis in relation to geographical horizons 
and attainable reach from a certain socio-spatial context. 

Paper III examined position capital, where ‘being from Kalix’ is 
associated with certain future perceptions. Position capital includes 
objective forms of capital with proximity to certain labour markets, 
educational institutions and cultural institutions. Students may be 
aware of socio-spatial hierarchies and their sentiments towards their 
home town can be shaped by a centre/periphery divide. In relation 
to representations of space, ‘being from Kalix’ or northern Sweden 
more generally cannot be said to be transferrable capital in the same 
way as being from Stockholm, Uppsala or Lund (university towns), 
or London, Paris or New York (Bourdieu 2008). Paper III focused 
rather on locally recognised symbolic capital, where certain young 
people embody what it means to be from Kalix by engaging in 
certain lifestyles and hobbies, having the right family name, a 
position in social arenas such as associations and sports teams, and 
pursuing education trajectories that are locally recognised. ‘Being 
from Kalix’ for these young people is something that is socially 
recognised and might result in a job, authority and honour in Kalix 
and its wider regions. So although not everyone makes plans in 
accordance with regional education and labour markets, proximity 
plays a significant role in structuring the thoughts of students in the 
area and acts as a point of reference in comparisons with other 
alternatives. Position capital is not accumulative in the same way as 
situation capital (Barthon and Monfroy 2010). 

The second dimension of spatial capital explored in Paper III in 
relation to the Kalix interviewees’ plans for the future was their 
perceived possibilities to ‘overcome distances’ through mobility, in 
other words, situation capital. The concepts resemble Buttimer’s 
(1980) concept of reach (see chapter 2). The interviewees’ 
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awareness of different alternatives and their knowledge of how to 
get there were examined. This is an advantage of the method, 
whereas previous research on spatial capital usually draws on 
quantitative data analysis (Barthon and Monfroy 2010; Trumberg 
2011). Such studies permit analysis of outcomes, but are also at risk 
of correlating outcomes of (im)mobilities with geographical reach, 
which is not necessarily the same thing. Understanding spatial capital 
in relation to position and situation capital includes joint analysis of 
the local context as a ‘shared horizon’ and how the specific context is 
related to people’s different dispositions towards mobility.  

The forms of capital that are recognised in a certain socio-spatial 
context are not decided in advance. That is why spatial capital was 
identified in Paper III and transnational capital in Paper II. 
Transnational capital was also viewed primarily as a subcategory to 
cultural capital, or as an even more defined form of situation capital. 

Transnational capital 
The concept transnational capital was mainly used in Paper II to 
explore young people’s dispositions towards mobility in 
Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala. In summary, transnational capital 
includes having knowledge and information to compare different 
educational institutions and programmes internationally and knowledge 
of how to get access. Börjesson (2005) also writes about ‘place-specific 
capital’, where a degree from London, Paris or New York is associated 
with a certain symbolic value. 

In relation to ‘place-specific capital,’ Paper II used a similar 
spatial hierarchy amongst sending countries to argue that young 
people from Kerala have transnational capital bound to the history 
of place. This implies that they embody transferrable capital, where 
being from Thiruvananthapuram involves (for students with other 
collective assets) a self-confidence or belief that makes it ‘natural’ to 
apply for studies and jobs abroad. 

Transnational capital resembles other concepts when it comes to 
obtaining certain aptitudes for other cultures and “being 
experienced in the ways of the world” (Börjesson 2005). One of 
those concepts is being ‘cosmopolitan’: 

The intellectual cosmopolitans learn to know themselves through 
travelling through the cultures of others. This then is the 
aesthetic/prosthetic self, shopping, sizing-up the value of what is 
available, participating in the art-culture system of otherness, where 
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others become a resource – in the propertizing of the self. (Skeggs 
1997, p.158) 

Skeggs draws on Bourdieu’s work to discuss travel and the exoticism 
associated with unique adventures abroad, which is connected to cultural 
capital and the individual’s struggle for a competitive advantage. 

As mentioned previously, Bourdieu’s concepts are operationalised 
empirically. That does not mean, however, that the concepts are 
wholly ‘fluid’. For example, young people’s transnational horizons were 
also assessed in Paper II, although these interviewees’ future alternatives 
were not aimed at accumulating transnational capital. There is a risk, in 
emphasising local and global interrelations of everything becoming a 
complicated web of ‘glocalities’ and a ‘flat ontology’: 

Some individuals ‘initiate’ flows and movement, others don’t; some 
are more on the receiving end of it than others; some are effectively 
imprisoned by it…[There are) groups who are really in a sense in 
charge of time-space compression, who can really use it and turn it 
to advantage, whose power and influence is very definitely increases 
[such as media moguls and the business elite)…but there are also 
groups who are also doing a lot of physical moving, but who are not 
‘in charge’ of the process in the same way at all…(Massey 1994, p. 
149) 

What Bourdieu refers to as ‘objective structures’ offer transferability 
of analysis and the possibility to discuss orders of dominance across 
sites. This topic is returned to in Chapter 6. 

Habitus 
The different forms of capital may also be embodied in how people 
speak and move in different situations. These embodied forms of 
capital are what Bourdieu calls habitus. Habitus is something so 
fundamental in people’s understanding and interpretation of the 
world that it is difficult to study as a coherent issue. Therefore, 
capital is a more hands-on research tool to study indicators of 
different dimensions of habitus. At the same time, habitus adds a 
phenomenological understanding and links to objective structures in 
bodily experiences. It is an important epistemological cornerstone in 
Bourdieu’s ‘system of thinking’. Habitus is created over time; it is 
neither static nor a deterministic rendering of social reproduction 
(Bourdieu and Waquant 1992). 
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In an ethnographic study in which Bourdieu returns to his home 
region Béarn in south-west France to study matrimonial rituals at 
community dances, he concludes that the influence of residence 
does not affect men and women in the same way. He compares the 
different bodily experiences of peasants who marry and those 
‘condemned’ to bachelorhood (Bourdieu 2008). The Bachelor’s Ball, 
which is the title of the book, is an important introduction to 
studies of place and habitus. One could say that each individual has 
a particular habitus and therefore there are as many forms of habitus 
as there are people (Broady 1997, p. 226). However, Bourdieu 
underlines the importance of understanding groups of people who 
share a certain habitus and how these are different or similar to 
other groups. This in turn is an exploration of society in its broadest 
sense, meaning the nature of change – in Bourdieu’s case in the 
French countryside. The idea of habitus was useful in this thesis for 
capturing complex relations between identity, place attachment and 
migration in Papers II-IV. 

Habitus is closely related to ‘sense of one’s place’, but also a ‘sense of 
the place of others’ (Bourdieu 1990, p. 131). Habitus is an embodied, 
as well as cognitive, sense of place (Hillier and Rooksby 2002) that 
encompasses social and geographical imaginations (Gregory 1994). 

Previous studies of people’s shared and differentiated habitus 
have improved understanding of young people’s aspirations in 
different geographical contexts. However, when it comes to 
thinking about the inscriptions of socio-economic structures of 
place, or the objective value given to mobility in today’s society, 
these are discussed in this thesis in terms of different forms of 
capital. In fact, Paper II criticised the idea of ‘place-specific habitus’ 
(Allen and Hollingsworth 2013) as risking reducing young people’s 
aspirations to ‘people from here’ instead of understanding different 
ways in which place is embedded in people’s habitus depending on, 
for example, their experiences of place, social position and gender. 

Local gender relations 
Bourdieu’s contribution to understandings of gender is closely 
associated with the concept of habitus that describes the relationship 
between the social world and its inscription on bodies. A person’s 
experiences of gender relations are therefore also a part of habitus and 
impact how they orientate in the world. This concerns how and 
where people can move around in different locations and their 
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different possibilities to claim space. All these practices are potentially 
shaped by conventional structures and ideas of what constitutes 
femininity or masculinity (McRobbie 2004; Skeggs 1997). 

One’s relationship to the social world and to one’s proper place in it 
is never more clearly expressed than in the space one claims with 
one’s body in physical space, through a bearing and gestures that are 
self-assured or reserved, expansive or constricted (‘presence’ or 
‘insignificance’). (Bourdieu 1984, p. 474) 

This has consequences for how gendered bodies can move in a 
room, in the local community or in a city. There is also a difference 
between women’s and men’s collective appropriation of space 
versus the individual’s sense of belonging or ‘fitting in’. This 
difference applies to the workplace of mines in northern Sweden, 
travelling by public transport in the city of Thiruvananthapuram, or 
in both these cases entering a certain degree programme or 
professional pathway. Studies drawing on Bourdieu’s work have 
shown that gender is an intricate part of structuring education fields 
in terms of boys’ and girls’ different strategies to accumulate 
educational capital (Forsberg 2015; Lidegran 2009). 

Researchers other than Bourdieu have elaborated on gender in 
relation to women’s and men’s different relations to place, reach and 
mobility. In a study of young people in the Irish countryside, 
Donkersloot (2012) examines how men’s and women’s practices are 
associated with visibility and value. She cites the example of 
football, where the ‘lads’ who are successful in certain sporting 
activities have the opportunity to become ‘local heroes’. What she 
reveals is how symbolic capital is recognised locally and how this 
differs for men and women. Donkersloot (2012) refers to Little and 
Leyshon (2003, p. 269): 

The relationship between the rural body and the acceptance of 
certain dominant and traditional forms of gender identity implies a 
power relation…the body (or at least particular forms of the body) 
gains power within a rural context.  

How men’s and women’s possession of different assets are valued 
differently is examined in Paper III in relation to sports, leisure 
activities and labour markets.  

The overarching gender analysis later in this thesis draws on the 
concept of local gender contracts. This concept was not utilised in 
Papers I-IV, but was added to the analysis here to elaborate on how 
socio-spatial contexts shape men’s and women’s trajectories in 
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different contexts. The concept derives from Hirdman (1988) and 
has been applied in geography by, among others, Grimsrud (2011), 
Forsberg (1998; 2001) and Forsberg and Stenbacka (2017). The 
gender contract can be viewed as an agreement on the division of 
productive and reproductive labour between men and women. For 
example, gender relations in an area dominated by agriculture differ 
from those in a service community (Stenbacka et al. 2017). 

If mobility is associated with change, then young people who stay 
in their home region have a tendency to be seen as a counterpart 
and as a part of preserving traditional lifestyles and gender roles. 
Stenbacka (2008) examines responses by unemployed men in rural 
Sweden to societal transformation and identifies adaptation, retreat 
and challenge as the three main responses to local gender contracts. 
Adaptation simply means living in accordance with prevailing local 
gender structures. Some men in that study had an awareness of local 
gender expectations, but retreated because it felt hopeless, while 
others challenged gender norms and started to work within the 
female coded profession of elderly care (Stenbacka 2008). These 
three different approaches show that gender contracts can be 
understood as a common point of reference to which men and 
women relate in different ways. Another way to think about the 
individual versus the collective is in relation to ‘gender loyalties’, 
where men and women can distinguish themselves in opposition to 
local gender structures (Stenbacka et al. 2017). 

One study that develops the concept of gender contract outside a 
northern European context is that by Lindeborg (2012). She 
describes how the rubber industry boom affected men and women 
in north-western Laos and draws on the concept of gender contract 
to study the division of labour within the household. She also makes 
some valid criticisms of the concept as holding associations with a 
very formal agreement. Focusing on regional patterns can also go 
against the need of feminist researchers to recognise a range of 
relationally formed masculinities and femininities (Connell and 
Messerschmidt 2005). Although criticism by Lindeborg and others 
appears justified, three particular aspects of the concept were useful 
in this thesis. First, men and women both maintain gender relations 
in ways that cut across individual relations within the household, 
labour market divisions and overarching structures of discourses and 
symbols. Second, if there are changes on the labour market, this 
influences gender relations. Third, local gender contracts are 
embedded in different social protection systems. However, it is 
crucial not to isolate gender and place, but to think about gender 
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contracts in relation to differences between social groups of men 
and women in a particular geographical context. 

Final remarks on theory 
This chapter introduced the theoretical point of departure for the 
thesis, based on Bourdieu’s work. It also highlighted the main 
concepts (field, capital and habitus) invoked in Papers I-IV. The 
concepts shed light on supranational organisations’ production of 
geographical knowledges and young people’s different dispositions 
towards socio-spatial mobility. 

Spatial dimensions of young people’s trajectories were studied by 
drawing on Bourdieu’s family of concepts. Habitus is one example of 
where Bourdieu’s theories have proved useful in relation to place 
identity. Spatial dimensions are embedded in symbolic, economic, 
social and cultural capital, but this chapter also discussed the possibility 
of focusing on specific dimensions of these concepts by drawing on the 
concepts  spatial capital and transnational capital. The advantage of this 
is that it gives insights into how spatiality is intertwined in people’s 
struggle for positional advantage. A potential drawback is that the 
subcategorisation could imply that spatial dimensions are separate from 
the other forms of capital, which would be unfortunate. Thus the 
chapter underlined that transnational capital and spatial capital are 
specific forms of cultural capital and integral parts of social, economic 
and symbolic capital. 

Drawing on one theoretical framework facilitated an analytical 
conversation between Papers I-IV. However, the concepts were used 
slightly differently in the different studies. For example, transnational 
capital was found to hold explanatory value in Paper II, but not Paper 
III. Similar questions were asked of both sets of interviewees, but the 
outcomes were very different. The main advantage of the theoretical 
approach appeared to be its responsiveness to empirical data. 

The chapter listed a number of dichotomies that Bourdieu aimed to 
bridge in his work, the most important being that between theory and 
methodology. Chapter 4 describes how the concepts were 
operationalised in relation to the research question. 
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4. Methodology 

Education and (im)mobility were studied across a variety of sites and 
scales in Papers I-IV, with each study representing a different research 
context. Several choices were made along the way on where to conduct 
the studies and what methods to use. The underlying motives and 
consequences of these choices are addressed in this chapter. 
Transparency regarding data collection and analysis allows the reader to 
determine whether the methodological choices are reasonable and the 
conclusions trustworthy. More thorough descriptions of the data also 
enable comparative discussions in relation to other studies and the 
possibility to keep building on the research. 

The methodology used in the thesis was influenced by the 
overarching purpose of a multi-scale, multi-site study of education 
and mobility, as well as the ‘system of thinking’ that comes with the 
theoretical point of departure. Drawing on Bourdieu’s work, the aim 
was to bridge the agent/structure divide. The dialectic division was 
replaced by a relational understanding where individuals’ perceptions 
and choices are guided and constrained within a broader set of social 
relations. People’s will, action and thought are shaped by habitus and 
by social structures, or classes in a broad sense (Bourdieu 1996). 

Critics of this approach claim that it can become entrenched in 
the deterministic aspects. However, as emphasised in Chapter 3, the 
struggle for competitive advantage is ongoing and different forms of 
capital can be acquired, accumulated and changed. A contribution 
of the thesis is in fact to show how the value of mobility and 
immobility is incessantly negotiated and comes to expression in a 
variety of ways within broadly defined social classes. A ‘relational 
understanding’ suggests that the value of education and mobility is 
determined by an ongoing struggle for capital that structures orders 
of dominance and differentiates between the trajectories that 
become visible and eligible to different social groups.  

The next sub-section provides a more comprehensive description 
of why the four specific study cases were selected and addresses the 
broader question of whether the results are generalisable. The data 
used in Papers I-IV were primarily obtained through interviews and 
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from registry data. This chapter describes how the interviews were 
conducted as part of a broader field of work. A separate sub-section 
deals with the selection, coding and measurements that preceded 
the register data analysis. 

The selection of four cases 
Choosing cases involved careful consideration of the overarching 
research problem and theoretical assumptions. It also involved 
recognition of more personal explanations, such as long-standing 
curiosity about the places and organisations studied and practical 
issues of social contacts at these sites which acted as convenient 
‘door openers’. At the beginning of the work, three of the four cases 
(Papers I-III) were part of the overall research plan. The 
quantitative study of northern Sweden (Paper IV) was added later, 
as an integral part of the Kalix study. Dividing that case into two 
papers was beneficial for both, since they approached young 
people’s trajectories from different perspectives. 

In Paper I, interviews were conducted with staff members at 
UNESCO and the OECD. Previous research has revealed the role of 
these organisations in changing the terms of where and how 
education policy is made (Lingard and Rawolle 2011). The 
organisations are causing education systems to become more similar 
and are creating a situation where nation-states are all striving 
towards the same goals and are evaluated on the same scale of 
measure. Paper I addresses the first research question: How do staff 
members at the OECD and UNESCO mediate a global agenda of 
education, especially as regards geographical knowledges of youth 
trajectories and progression? The OECD and UNESCO were 
chosen because they were assumed to be part of the same ‘field’, 
doing normative work on education. The advantage of thinking in 
terms of a global education policy field was elaborated upon in 
Chapter 3, where it was observed that geographical knowledges 
produced by the two organisations are contextualised by linking 
what is being said to who is saying it (their social position) and why 
(in relation to objective structures of struggles for capital). 

The OECD and UNESCO were taken as two representative cases of 
a broader field of international organisation of education. The 
establishment of these organisations goes back to the end of World War 
II and they have a similar structure of member-countries. They also 
have similar production of outputs in terms of documents, reports, 
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conferences, data analyses etc. However, there are also differences 
between OECD and UNESCO in organisational structure and 
geographical scope and, perhaps most importantly, there is a difference 
in the core mission and political incentives that guide their work. 

UNESCO is a large organisation with several regional and field 
offices and specialist institutions. The OECD has its entire staff 
located in Paris (except for contracted consultants). Staff members 
at the OECD’s and UNESCO’s headquarters were interviewed in 
Paper I, since this is where the messages of the organisations are 
framed and potentially where policy development on a global scale 
is most visible. The interviews were difficult to schedule, but were 
facilitated by existing social contacts at the Swedish delegations to 
the OECD and UNESCO. 

In the two studies about aspirations, the cases of 
Thiruvananthapuram in southern India and Kalix in northern Sweden 
were purposefully selected to show different perspectives on young 
people’s anticipated futures (Creswell 2007). Both studies addressed 
the second research question: How do young people in different 
socio-spatial settings perceive future education and work alternatives, 
particularly in relation to staying in or leaving their home region? 
Chapter 6 discusses similarities and differences between the sites and 
analyses how these differences are maintained by overarching 
structures and influenced by local or regional historical contexts. 

Paper II used the case of Thiruvananthapuram, which is the state 
capital of Kerala (Figures 1 and 2). The state’s history of communism 
and matrilineal rule made it interesting as a research object, but its 
long history of national and transnational migration made it stand out 
as a suitable case to study. A quarter of households in Kerala have a 
member living and working abroad and internal migration is even 
more widespread (Zachariah 2012). Migration is an integral part of 
the personal lives of both those who stay behind and those who leave. 
It has shaped the socio-economic structure of the local/regional 
community, raising prices due to cash remittances. 
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Picture 1. Visual impressions at a pedestrian crossing in central 
Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala, south-west India. 

In addition, India has one of the largest and fastest growing youth 
populations, a section of the population that is described as 
encompassing ‘global sensitivity’ and a Western consumerist lifestyle 
(Lukose 2005; Banaji 2012). However, children in India are also 
raised to embrace nationalism and develop patriotic feelings. These 
tensions, identified in previous research, reflect the overall research 
problem where education trajectories are embedded in overlapping 
principles of transnationalism, nationalism and conservatism. 
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Map 1. Map of Thiruvananthapurum district in Kerala, south-west India. 

As so often happens in field work, some methodological decisions 
had to be adapted to what was feasible in a given situation. For 
example, the plan was to conduct the research in northern Kerala, 
but the contact person was unable to help as planned and a new 
entry point to the field had to be identified. This was done with the 
help of researchers at a research institute in Thiruvananthapuram, 
who presented the local ‘school market’ and the state’s education 
system. The administrative state centre has a range of universities 
and colleagues and migration strategies amongst young people could 
be compared in relation to other cities in India or abroad. Thus 
Paper II was a useful complement to Papers III and IV, which were 
more concerned with intra-regional migration, rural migration and 
migration in a national context. 

The Kalix study (Paper III) was set in a sparsely populated area of 
northern Sweden and was inspired by studies of ‘working lads’ in 
times of socio-economic restructurings (e.g. Willis 1977; McDowell 
2002). However the study had a slightly different aim and Kalix is 
not a typical industrial town on the slide. In addition, men and 
women were included in the study. 
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Picture 2. Visual impression of the main street in central Kalix, northern 
Sweden. 

In 2012, when the study was carried out, the municipality of Kalix 
had experienced population decline, just like many other sparsely 
populated municipalities in northern Sweden. Nonetheless, the 
atmosphere was coloured by a local mining boom and anticipated 
spin-off effects for companies along the Gulf of Bothnia (Ejdemo 
and Söderholm 2011). Concurrently, youth unemployment remains 
generally quite high in Sweden and Europe (Lundahl and Olofsson 
2014). However, the employment opportunities largely comprised 
traditional ‘male’ jobs. Paper IV examined how these relatively good 
conditions for traditional male labour influenced the education 
strategies of families that would normally encourage their children 
to continue to higher education. The local labour conditions also 
raised questions of gender relations (McDowell 2002) and 
contemporary ideas of ‘modern lifestyles’. ‘Working lads’ per se 
were not the focus of Paper IV, but rather labour market 
restructurings in a broader perspective. 
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Map 2. Map of Kalix and surrounding municipalities in northern Sweden. 

The description given so far of Kalix fits a few more municipalities 
along the coast of northern Sweden. The reason why the choice 
finally fell on Kalix was a contact at the upper-secondary school in 
Kalix who was interested in participating and who offered to facilitate 
contact with students, teachers, the principal and the careers advisor. 

While Papers I-III examined geographical knowledge production 
and aspirations (goals and future expectations), Paper IV 
concentrated on migration patterns and the question of who stays or 
returns to their home region after their university degree. The study 
covered northern Sweden and addressed the third research question: 
To what extent do different higher education trajectories affect 
young adults’ inclinations to stay in or leave their home region in 
sparsely populated areas? 

Northern Sweden is a collective name for the five northernmost 
counties in Sweden. The area represents almost 60% of Sweden’s 
land mass but is home to only about 12% of the total population 
(Eriksson 2008; SCB 2016a). Although the area is diverse and 
includes both urban and rural contexts, it is generally sparsely 
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populated, with municipalities facing similar challenges as other 
rural areas in northern Europe with population decline and an 
ageing population. One aspect of a growing urban and rural divide is 
that young people move away to study or work in cities. In Paper 
III, young people associated city life primarily with the Swedish 
capital Stockholm, a divide reinforced by the media and popular 
culture (Eriksson 2008; 2010). Paper IV drew attention to another 
kind of spatial division, by studying differences in young people’s 
trajectories within northern Sweden. The intraregional differences 
highlighted how education strategies are embedded in larger 
processes of socio-economic conditions and population structure. 

The data for the study were taken from the Population, 
Chorology and Employment (PLACE) database at the Department 
of Social and Economic Geography, Uppsala University, and register 
data from Statistics Sweden. At the time of the study, the database 
contained data on all people legally living in Sweden between 1990 
and 2010. A benefit of the database is that individual-level 
characteristics can be linked to geographical data; coordinates with 
precision of 100 m x 100 m and administrative units of parishes, 
municipalities and counties. In Paper IV, the focus was on labour 
market regions, a regional division defined by Statistics Sweden. The 
database also contains a range of socio-economic variables such as 
disposable income, social subsidies and capital gains. An especially 
important resource for this study were the education variables, 
which hold information on education programmes, highest level of 
schooling reached, grades and parents’ education level and 
profession. There are also demographic variables, for example 
family composition, country of birth and parents’ country of birth. 
In Paper IV, several explanatory variables were included in a logistic 
regression in order to capture socio-spatial relations in education 
trajectories on a structural level. Drawing on quantitative data, the 
analysis focused on a cohort born 1977 and included 4478 people. 
Paper IV complemented the other studies by discussing differences 
within the segment of the highly educated population in relation to 
outcomes on a structural level. 

Field work in Paris, Thiruvananthapuram and 
Kalix 
Carrying out field work involves coming to a (perhaps) new place 
and exploring how things work, meeting people in interviews and 
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observations and solely unravelling, piece by piece, a 
tapestry/pattern of socio-spatial relations. In this thesis, this process 
was conducted three times in different locations and settings. 
Although the interviews were the main focus of the analyses, the 
field work was designed with a broader set-up in order to grasp the 
local context in which the interviews were situated. 

The field work in Kalix, Thiruvananthapuram and Paris was 
conducted in that order and had a similar time structure that began 
with a stay of two months, and then a shorter return visit about six 
months later. 

The first rounds of field work usually involve a month of intense 
building of social networks and finding ways into the work 
(Lindeborg 2012). This was especially the case in 
Thiruvananthapuram, where I had very few initial social contacts, 
but in all three cases it took time to schedule the first interviews. 
The second month was occupied with interviews. Preparations for a 
return visit involved a first analysis and later questions or analytical 
entry points to be tested. In the case of Thiruvananthapuram, 
meetings were scheduled with researchers to discuss the preliminary 
analysis. In Paris, the second visit involved more interviews with 
people unavailable on the previous visit and broadening the 
selection of interviewees. However, the process of collecting data, 
transcribing, analysing and writing was much more integrated than 
the straight-forward timeline might suggest. 

In Kalix, the field work included interviews with the school 
principal, teachers, the careers advisor and representatives of the 
community at the unemployment office and local business 
representatives. It also involved spending most days in school to get 
an idea of the social interaction. The stay in the village during this 
time included taking part in noticeboard community events like 
local fashion shows and music events in the church. The informal 
observations in Kalix situated the interviews in a context, which 
helped in analysis and interpretation of the data. 

Thiruvananthapuram is a state capital and the large population 
makes the social activities of people more fragmented. In order to get a 
flavour of the interviewees’ everyday life, the visits mainly focused on 
the school, observing and talking to teachers, the careers advisor, the 
principal etc. Many of the students spent a significant part of their day 
in school and a number of the students had extracurricular activities in 
school during the week and at week-ends. 

The field work in Paris was of a different type, as it involved less 
time grasping the ‘organisation setting’ through observations. The 
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time spent at the organisations’ headquarters outside the interviews 
was all about waiting. The interviews were booked in advance, but 
were frequently put back to hours or even days later 

Interviews 
Interviews were used in Papers I-III as the main tool to examine 
education strategies on a variety of levels and sites, and to find out what 
visons are made visible, eligible and attractive to whom. This was 
accompanied by follow-up questions, sensitivity to the order and 
formulation of questions and a possibility to evaluate the answers in the 
moment they were expressed by listening to the tone and observing the 
body language of the interviewee. The interviews also yielded 
contradictory replies that added nuances and questions and pushed the 
borders of the taken-for-granted. All these aspects of interviews met the 
overarching purpose of the thesis, which is to problematise mobility 
and education strategies on various levels and sites and explore people’s 
actual and attainable reach, envisions and constraints embedded in past 
experiences and local attachment and mobility. 

Theory and methodology are closely interlinked and thus 
theoretical assumptions were an integral part of the study design. 
The interview guide reflected the theoretical entry point and 
operationalised the concepts capital, strategy, dispositions, habitus, 
geographical imaginations and field. Having a theoretically informed 
interview guide was a way to enable an analysis that corresponded 
to the research questions. It was not a matter of posing questions so 
that the answers ‘matched’ the theory. Rather, the concepts were 
‘open ended’ and only gave meaning in relation to empirics. The 
alternative of selecting a theory after the material had been collected 
simply because it fitted the narrative would have posed an equal or 
greater risk of predefined and deterministic use of theory. 

The practical value of the theory in the interview situation was to 
enable an analysis of families’ composition of capital, young people’s 
perceptions of place and socio-spatial dimensions of future 
strategies. The different themes that structured the questions were 
chosen in relation to previous findings in a combination of broad 
open-ended questions. For example, in Papers II and III interviewees 
were specifically asked about their grades, views on student loans 
and consumption of TV, books and social media, together with 
open questions like: Tell me about a normal day in your life, what 
does it look like? The interview guides are included in Appendix. 
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Finally, the interview material was analysed. As pointed out in 
chapter on methodology, data analysis often starts already in the 
interview situation where the interviewer gets an idea of key statements 
or analytical associations what is being said there and then. The next 
step was transcription of the interviews, which is a way of going back to 
the interview and perhaps noting new things in the material.  

The systematic analysis was conducted ‘step-by-step,’ starting 
with large chunks of material and ending up in illuminating quotes 
or empirical summaries. This process moved into labelling and 
finding analytical key concepts that describe the phenomena, 
processes or events. These were then placed in relation to the whole 
material in the study in terms of relations, similarities and 
differences and contradictions or silences. The theoretical entry 
point posed certain questions in the analysis. What alternatives are 
made visible? What is symbolic capital? What is the composition of 
existing capital? Who is the main competition to gaining 
recognition? In inductive analyses, it is desirable to let the ‘material 
speak of its own’. However, this requires coding guided by the 
researcher’s common sense’, which is most likely coloured by 
presumptions that are difficult to disclose. 

The strength of any analysis is closely associated to the selection 
of interviewees and what is possible to say beyond the individual 
statements. The selection of interviewees imposes a limitation that 
this sub-section aims to clarify by descriptions of the material. It also 
addresses what can be defined as the empirical study object. 

Staff members at the OECD and UNESCO 
The interviews with staff members at the OECD and UNESCO in 
Paper I were explored in relation to the interviewees’ work position 
within each organisation. The interviewees as a collective 
represented their organisation and each organisation was to a large 
extent defined in relation to the other. The organisations and 
interviewees were selected to represent the field of supranational 
organisations for education and their role, especially in relation to 
the ‘internationalisation of education’. 

As acknowledged in Paper I, the interviewees were not 
interviewed as ‘objective experts’, but as a group of individuals from 
different parts of the world with quite similar education trajectories 
and transnational strategies. Paper I provided no detail on the 
biography of the interviewees, as that kind of study would not have 
focused on social positions and trajectories within the field and 
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would have been more suited for life-history interviews (Kelly 
2013) or multiple correspondence analysis (MCA) based on 
biography data (Lebaron 2008). Another option could have been to 
concentrate on text analysis of the documents produced by the 
organisations. The documents are usually signed with the name of 
organisation, without indicating the names or work positions of the 
authors. Such a study would have concentrated on the discursive 
level of language, without linking what is being said to different 
positions within the organisation. The research aimed to shed light 
on motives and rationales (as expression of organisational structures 
and political interests), which were easier to capture in interviews 
with staff members (Suddaby and Viale 2011). 

Suitable candidates for interview were chosen at the OECD and 
UNESCO. Staff members who were responsible for a broader area 
of work within education such as PISA (Programme for International 
Student Assessment), higher education, Education for All, CERI 
(Centre for Educational Research and Innovation or Education and 
Foresight) were targeted in particular. A list of the interviewees’ 
different positions within the organisations is provided in Appendix. 

When a scheduled interview was cancelled, a secretary often 
suggested interviewing a colleague one step down the hierarchy. 
The interviewees therefore had slightly different positions within 
the organisation. Understandably, the higher up the structure, the 
more the interview raised overarching ideas about the ‘message of 
the organisation’ while analysts and programme specialists were 
usually much more engaged in a certain topic on education and 
their current work project. Staff members higher up the 
organisation hierarchy were also more outspoken and found it easier 
to discuss opportunities and challenges facing the organisation. This 
could be because senior staff members generally have long 
experience of working within the organisation, and are thus better 
equipped to discuss issues such as its overall development. Another 
explanation could be that senior staff felt greater individual freedom 
within the organisation than other staff members. 

It was slightly easier to schedule interviews with staff members at 
UNESCO compared with the OECD. It would have been desirable 
to interview more staff members at the OECD, for example the 
secretary to the Director of the Education Directorate, Andreas 
Schleicher, who was contacted several times without success. He is 
an influential person in the organisation and would have most likely 
added visions on where the OECD is heading. 
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Middle-class students in Kerala 
Thiruvananthapuram is a city with over a million inhabitants where 
the school market is closely intertwined in social stratification 
processes with clear divisions between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ schools 
(Sancho 2015). The interviewees represented a fragment of the 
broadly defined middle class in an urban area in Kerala. 

The study would have benefited from wider social recruitment of 
interviewees. Initially, the study included a school with students 
from families with scarce economic resources. However, the 
teachers there had very little understanding of why I wanted to talk 
to the students one-by-one, and thought it was better to meet the 
students in large classes (about 80 students in the room). I adapted 
the method and prepared a written interview where everyone was 
handed a few pages and asked to write and draw responses. This 
approach was a combination of written interview, survey and 
drawing exercise. I stood in front of the class to keep some kind of 
order and talked the participants through the interview step-by-
step. The collected material was not useless, as it contained 
information about the students’ social background, lifestyles and 
future outlooks. However, without opportunities to ask follow-up 
questions or listen to the interviewees’ tone of voice, I found it 
difficult to evaluate the quality of the material. How the written 
interviews were conducted was also far from ideal, with students 
sitting so close to one another that it would be impossible for 
anyone to write in confidence. In the end, I decided not to use this 
material. I had to change my research approach while in the field 
and instead focus on interviews with the broadly defined middle 
classes at Matthaeus higher secondary school. 

The school is located 7 km from the city centre and renowned for 
being one of the best schools in the city. It is a Christian private 
school that welcomes students with different beliefs. The school 
campus is actually divided into three different schools described as 
‘sister institutions’. The three schools each have a different syllabus 
directed towards a Certificate of Secondary Education Examination 
(ICSE), a syllabus affiliated to the Central Board of Secondary 
Education (CBSE) and a syllabus of the Kerala State Education 
Department. The interviews were conducted within the students’ 
school day, in a library that was closed off to other people at the 
time. The recordings in the interviews were affected by sounds from 
surrounding classrooms, school buses and animals around the 
school, which made it difficult to transcribe the interviews in some 
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cases. However, I took notes during the interviews, which was a 
good complement to the recordings. 

The interviews were conducted with students on the ICSE and 
state syllabuses, since they represent the two most differing choices. 
This also enabled comparison of families’ and students’ different 
education choices. The school did not want to say that the study 
programmes reflect students’ different social backgrounds, nor did it 
want to say how much the fees for the two syllabuses differed. The 
background questionnaire for the interviews revealed differences 
between the syllabuses as regards parents’ education background 
and current work position, as explored in Paper II. 

Built into the different education programmes is a certain 
geographical reach. The state syllabus seeks to educate young people 
so that they can contribute to the social and economic good of the 
community. Furthermore, the school’s values involve training the 
students in developing qualities of leadership, teamwork and co-
operation, so as to become responsible citizens of India. The final 
aim for the ICSE students is similar, but they are ultimately 
prepared to become ‘global citizens’. In the ICSE courses English is 
the spoken language, whereas the state syllabus also has obligatory 
courses in Malayalam, Hindi or French. Table 2 provides an 
overview of the interviewees selected. 
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Table 2. Overview of interviewees in Kerala (Paper II) 

ICSE 
syllabus 

State 
syllabus Total 

No. of students 20 18 38 

Girls 13 8 21 

Boys 7 10 17 

Commerce 6 6 12 

BioMath 5 6 11 

Computers 9 6 15 

No. of students with one parent with five years 
of education or more  19 10 29 

No. of students with one parent or more 
without higher education 0 5 5 

Within the study programmes there were also different streams of 
education, such as commerce, science and computer science. 
Interviewees were selected evenly from within the programmes and 
also from those with the highest and lowest grades in the class and 
from different streams. This careful selection of interviewees, 
enabled by the different syllabuses and the meritocratic school 
system, was essential for the analysis, which sought to identify 
differences within the broadly defined middle classes. The selection 
of interviewees also aimed at achieving a gender balance. 

When conducting research in a context that one has little 
experience of, problems can occur. One example of this was that 
several of the interviewees mentioned that they wanted to go to 
Australia because of the excellent food culture there. This was 
puzzling and raised questions about culinary exchanges between 
India and Australia. On enquiring more broadly about this, it 
emerged that the number one TV show in Kerala at the time was 
Australian MasterChef, which whole families gathered to watch on 
Wednesdays. The TV show was not mentioned in any of the 
interviews. This rather minor anomaly highlights the need to discuss 
research findings more broadly and to ‘test’ the analysis on people 
who have similar experiences as the interviewees. 

Students in Kalix 
In Kalix the upper-secondary school (gymnasium) is run by the local 
authority and is the municipality’s only education institution at that 
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level. This means that a large majority of the students in the 
municipality are gathered here. The school choice in itself does not 
reflect students’ different abilities to orientate on a ‘school market’, 
but rather reflects the social composition of the municipality. 
Household incomes in Kalix are a bit below national average with 
relatively few households that substantially divert from the median 
income (SCB 2016b). 

The study aimed at a broad selection of interviewees, especially 
as regards vocational and theoretical programmes that were assumed 
to influence the interviewee’s perceptions of potential labour 
markets. Unfortunately, it was not possible to interview students in 
the healthcare programme, which is a ‘traditional female’ 
programme. The third-year students were occupied with internships 
and the programme did not have any students in the other years 
because of few applicants. Students in the second and third year of 
upper-secondary school were selected, since questions on the 
transition to higher education or work were expected to be most 
relevant to this group of students (Table 3). The age of the 
interviewees varied between 17 and 19 years. 

Table 3. Overview of interviewees in Kalix 

Study programme 
Students 
interviewed Year two Year three 

Childcare and Recreation  4 2 2 

Vehicles and Transport  8 8 0 

Industrial Technology  6 4 2 

Natural Resource Use  7 0 7 

Natural Science  2 0 2 

Social Science  4 0 4 

Technology  7 7 0 

Total 38 21 17 

As in Kerala, the aim was to interview similar proportions of boys 
and girls and to include students from each programme with high 
and low grades. In Paper III, it was important not to put together 
too many personal characteristics, for example, an interview with 
one girl in a certain year in a traditional male programme would 
make it very easy to identify that individual. 

The first two interviews took place outside school, in a café. 
However, this did work very well as the two interviewees appeared 
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uncomfortable in this situation. In fact, one stated explicitly that he 
was not very fond of going to cafés. Therefore the other interviews 
were held in a small class-room in the upper-secondary school, which 
was a familiar space for the interviewees. The interviews were often 
scheduled around the interviewees’ timetables, but the students were 
sometimes granted permission to leave a class early for an interview. 

In Kalix, I was afraid that my own education pathway could 
influence the interviews, as being a PhD student from Uppsala 
represents a certain education trajectory. Therefore, I was careful 
when introducing myself to also state where I grew up, in a village in 
the central part of northern Sweden not very different from Kalix. 
This allowed the interviewees to relate to me, which made the 
conversation more relaxed. Having personal experience that is close 
to that of interviewees is desirable, as a way to diminish power 
structures and mitigate the risk of misinterpretation (Bourdieu 1999). 

Coding and analysing registry data  
This section focuses on the other main method used, namely 
statistical analysis of register data. Paper IV addressed the research 
question: To what extent do different higher education trajectories 
affect young adults’ inclinations to stay n or leave their home region 
in sparsely populated areas? The scope of the study suited registry 
data analysis, allowing for comparisons of how different factors 
influence an individual’s decisions to settle in their home region or 
move away. The study focused on the post-graduation mobility of 
the cohort born in 1977, the majority of whom finished upper-
secondary school in 1996. 

The study explored different types of education trajectories 
within the highly educated population. The main explanatory 
variable was degrees, which were divided into eight broad 
categories. This division to some extent catered for the ‘social status’ 
of a profession (length of studies, admission procedures and salaries 
in the profession), for example separating doctors and nurses. The 
categories also separated different subject orientations such as social 
science, natural science and humanities. The eight categories 
balanced the aim of the study to examine differences within the highly 
educated population, while still ensuring that there were enough post-
graduates in each category to permit a rigid analysis. ‘Home region’ was 
defined in accordance with Statistics Sweden’s delineation of local 
labour market areas (LLMAs) in which the graduate was living at the 
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time of graduation from upper-secondary school. The event of 
graduation for each individual who studied at university was chosen 
based on the year when they earned their highest degree. We then 
traced where the individual was living four years later. 

The first group of explanatory variables related to family 
background of the individual, which included variables covering 
education level of the parents and family income. The second group 
comprised individual-level variables such as gender, post-secondary 
school grades, degree level and degree category, age at the time of 
graduation, whether the graduate had children after graduation and 
post-graduation employment status and earnings. A more thorough 
description of the selection of variables and of the motives for the 
methodological choices is given in Paper IV. 

The binary dependent variable in the logistic regression depicted 
whether an individual had/had not moved away from their home 
region four years after obtaining a university degree. The regression 
results were summarised as the odds ratios of the event of staying. 

During this study, some methodological challenges arose. The 
study included a range of variables that could account for the socio-
spatial context, such as the general level of education in the region, 
unemployment rates, population density, dominating labour 
markets etc. We also created such contextual variables using 
EquiPop-software (Östh et al. 2015), which makes use of a k-
nearest neighbours technique. However, a Moran’s I test indicated 
that our initial research design was flawed, due to several problems 
related to spatial autocorrelation. For this reason, we had to exclude 
some of the variables causing the problems with spatial 
autocorrelation from the final analysis and to rethink our entire 
research design. Instead of including the variables of place 
characteristics in the regression analysis, we highlighted 
intraregional differences by visualising the share of ‘stayers’ in the 
different LLMA regions. The resulting maps showed spatial 
divisions, particularly between coastal areas and the interior. 

The issues we encountered show how difficult it is to define 
measurements that cater for a socio-spatial context across a region 
containing both larger urban areas and rural communities with 
population-based contextual variables and to carry out such analysis 
while maintaining the accuracy of individual contexts. 
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Final remarks on methodology  
The combination of interviews and registry data was well suited for 
investigating different scales of analysis and answering questions on 
how migration patterns are distributed across sections of the 
population, as well as understanding people’s perceptions that 
underline these practices. This chapter described the process of 
conducting field work where I stayed in each location for two 
months and then went back for a shorter follow up visit a few 
months later. The field work in Kalix had a broader perspective on 
the community whereas field work in Thiruvananthapuram focused 
on the higher secondary school environment. The chapter also 
included an example where my unfamiliarity of TV shows in 
Thiruvananthapuram caused me problem to interpret the data. 
Similarly, in Kalix I had to apply certain strategies to diminish socio-
spatial distances between me and the interviewee. The sub-section on 
the registry data analysis especially highlighted challenges that we met 
along the way when it comes to studying the influence of socio-spatial 
contexts on young people’s education and work trajectories. 
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5. Summary of the work in Papers I-
IV 

This chapter gives a brief overview of Papers I-IV by summarising the 
research problems addressed, the methods used, the main findings 
and the contribution of the individual papers. The papers collectively 
fulfilled the overarching aim to explore and interpret how young 
people’s different education and work trajectories become conceived, 
validated and realised across different socio-geographical contexts, by 
focusing on geographical reach and mobility. In interviews with staff 
members at the OECD’s and UNESCO’s headquarters, Paper I 
explored how supranational organisations mediate a global agenda of 
education. It contributed to the overarching aim by studying how 
young people’s trajectories, and associated ideas of progression, are 
validated by global agents that in turn influence national education 
systems, education institutions and the public’s normative values of 
education. Papers II and III showed how young people perceive their 
future education and work trajectories in Thiruvananthapuram, 
southern India, and Kalix, northern Sweden. Using register data 
analysis, Paper IV examined the socio-spatial mobility of university 
graduates in northern Sweden. It contributed to the overarching aim 
by showing how young people’s trajectories are realised in an 
intraregional perspective. 

Paper I 
Setting a global agenda of education: Cooperation 
and tension within the global education policy field 
Paper I showed how supranational organisations for education mediate 
normative values of education and influence education policy. The 
study focused particularly on the OECD and UNESCO, which shape 
normative values of education through global ranking lists, policy 
transfers and ‘best practices’ (Lingard and Rawolle 2011). 
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The theoretical point of departure was Bourdieu’s notion of field 
(Bourdieu 2006). Previous studies have identified a global education 
policy field (Lingard et al. 2005) where organisations like the World 
Bank, the EU, the OECD and UNESCO struggle to determine 
normative values of education. The global education policy field is 
best described as a sub-field to a larger global field of education that 
includes nation-states, higher education institutions and 
organisations. The advantage of the concept is that the 
organisations’ work, such as recommendations and global rankings, 
are viewed in relation to the institutional context of the specific 
organisations, but also as a struggle for competitive advantage 
between different agents. This struggle is closely associated with the 
strategies the organisations apply, the resources they invest and their 
position-staking. The OECD, for example, emphasises its value as 
an economic organisation, while UNESCO builds on a tradition of 
humanistic interests as a UN organisation. 

Empirical material was obtained in interviews with 18 staff 
members at the two organisations, who were strategically chosen to 
reflect different sections within the education directorates. Staff 
members at the organisations discuss, formulate and adapt policies. The 
interviews covered how they perceive the role of their organisation and 
how they identify and formulate problems and solutions in relation to 
the needs of different nation-states, authorities and people. By focusing 
on staff members’ experiences, it was possible to study bounds of 
possibility for and within the two organisations. 

The OECD and UNESCO must walk a fine line to balance a 
subordinate position in relation to nation-states while at the same 
time justifying their own raison d’être. The work of the 
organisations primarily addresses nation-states, but the organisations 
are also expected to help develop solutions for ‘global issues’. What 
‘global issues’ means, however, is largely shaped in relation to the 
wider global field of education. 

The findings showed that tensions and interdependencies 
identified within the global education policy field influence the 
outputs of the organisations. This is evident in two examples. 

First, both organisations allocate global issues to be addressed on 
the level of the individual as personal skills and competencies 
(Mitchell 2006; Raco 2009). This is illustrated by the increased 
emphasis on what the OECD labels ‘global competencies’ and what 
UNESCO labels ‘global citizenship’. These concepts reflect how the 
organisations’ work is closely related and subject to similar external 
pressure from a wider global field of education, where media, 
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companies and higher education institutions play an important role. 
The study also showed the organisations’ different position-staking 
within the field, where OECD emphasises employability and 
UNESCO the individual’s well-being. 

Second, both organisations address ‘global issues’ by collecting, 
categorising and analysing global data. The global ranking lists are 
one area where the OECD and UNESCO have attracted media 
coverage. The organisations emphasise that national governments 
set their own goals in relation to the rankings. However, the 
interviews revealed a global discourse of educational progression where 
‘everyone wants the same thing’. Paper I showed these global ranking 
lists to be embedded in different kinds of temporality. On the one 
hand, the ranking list is a list of power (Massey 2005) that reinforces 
current dominating structures of nation-states, which education systems 
or educational institutions are validated and ‘progressed’ and which 
countries are ‘catching up’. The rankings are usually limited to one area 
of education at a time and do not take into account the uneven 
economic distribution between countries. On the other hand, the focus 
on shared goals directs attention towards a common situation where 
there is no need for nation-states to go through different development 
stages, but rather to learn from best practices. 

In conclusion, both organisations identify problems and solutions 
and agree who is best suited to address the issue (and at what scale). 
This has consequences for young people’s possibilities to engage on 
national and international scales, both in terms of institutional 
admissions, regulations and the promotion of certain skills and 
competencies. Progress is then defined in relation to a few top-
performing (predominantly Western) nation-states and the value of 
certain personal competencies and practices is strengthened. 

Paper II 
Educated to be global: Transnational horizons of 
middle-class students in Kerala, India 
In the media and popular culture, young people in India are 
portrayed as being influenced by Westernised consumption patterns 
and cosmopolitan lifestyles (Banji 2012; Lukose 2005). However, 
Paper II revealed differences within the middle class whereby 
transnational capital distinguishes rather than unifies ‘Indian youth’. 
The study explored how future alternatives for education and work 
become eligible to young people in Thiruvananthapuram, southern 
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India. It argued that the region’s history of in- and out- migration 
significantly shapes young people’s future aspirations. 

The analysis was based on interviews with boys and girls in 
upper-secondary school in one of the city’s esteemed Christian 
private schools. The interviewees were enrolled in different 
syllabuses. The Kerala state syllabus had relatively more students 
from the lower-middle classes than the ICSE syllabus, which mainly 
recruits students from the more affluent middle classes. 

The interviews were structured around broad themes such as 
social background, family expectation and reflections on life events, 
such as education, work, marriage and old age. In addition, the 
study drew on previous research to explore young people’s 
possession of ‘transnational capital’ (Börjesson 2005; Wagner 1995). 
This dimension of young people’s future horizons was explored in 
relation to questions of language skills, geographical and cultural 
knowledge of India and abroad, knowledge of educational 
institutions and their entry requirements, social networks in India 
and abroad and experiences from travelling and living abroad. 

The results showed that ‘going abroad’ for studies or work was 
viewed as something that ‘people from around here do’. Looking 
more closely at different future aspirations, however, revealed that 
students enrolled in the different syllabuses orientated towards 
different transnational strategies. A majority of the students in ICSE 
orientated towards the US and UK and had clear ideas about which 
universities to apply for and all the necessary steps they have to go 
through to get there. The study also revealed the complicated 
relations between social and geographical mobility, where some 
resourceful students distinguished themselves as different by 
wanting to stay in India, most often in Delhi, which was perceived 
to offer similar lifestyles and possibilities to Western cities. 

Students participating in the state syllabus and who belonged to 
what could be described as the lower middle classes had developed 
different spatial strategies. Some were set on being gainfully 
employed in Saudi Arabia, while others considered it more valuable 
to study at a college or university in Kerala. These different 
dispositions towards mobility indicate variations in habitus, based on 
either cultural or economic capital, and reflect horizontal 
differences within the middle classes. 

Gender differences were also evident when it came to finding a 
partner. Girls in India marry earlier than boys, which puts a time 
constraint on girls’ education trajectories. The study linked girls’ 
everyday restrictions in urban space to limited future aspirations. 
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Girls were perceived as less independent, which might hinder them 
from applying for a university outside Kerala. Boys expressed a 
tension between expectations to go abroad to earn symbolic and 
economic capital for the family, and to take care of the parents 
when they get older. 

Another tension explored in Paper II was between being 
educated to be global and still serving the interests of the nation-
state. This was rationalised differently depending on young people’s 
strategies to stay in or leave India. The young people who were 
planning on staying in Kerala were motivated by a sense of 
responsibility to the nation-state. 

Transnational capital is something families invest in pre-
migration. It is not necessarily an outspoken strategy, but is 
expressed as enrolment in a particular syllabus, encouragement to 
engage in extra language courses or yearly trips abroad with the 
family. Paper II revealed the need to understand the logic of young 
people’s dispositions towards mobility in relation to young people’s 
social position and place-specific histories. 

Paper III 
‘The right to immobility’ and the uneven 
distribution of spatial capital: Negotiating youth 
transitions in northern Sweden 
Paper III explored how future horizons of young people in a rural 
area of northern Sweden are shaped by the complex relationship 
between place and mobility. Discourses of modernity associate 
‘successful adulthoods’ with higher education and urban life. These 
descriptions can be experienced as being distant from local 
opportunities and lifestyles (Jeffrey and McDowell 2004). The study 
drew on the two-dimensional concept of ‘spatial capital’ (Lévy 
1993; 2003), which sheds light primarily on a range of local 
possibilities underpinned by ‘position capital’, such as proximity to 
mining districts and to educational institutions. These possibilities 
compete with ‘situation capital’ in the form of young people’s 
dispositions towards mobility where they consider alternatives in 
other cities in Sweden and sometimes – although rarely – abroad. 

More specifically, Paper III found that spatial capital was an 
indication of young people’s habitus, with the geographical 
marginalisation of the study location influencing perceptions of the 
future in divergent and sometimes contradictory ways. The study 
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questioned the ‘idealisation of movement’ (Ahmed 2004) and 
examined choices among young adults to move and/or to stay by 
drawing on the concept of spatial capital. However, these ‘choices’ 
need to be understood in relation to ‘what counts’ in society, where 
higher education and certain professions are associated with a 
competitive advantage. 

In interviews with 38 boys and girls in different programmes in 
upper-secondary school, the study revealed details about young 
people’s everyday lives, friendships, local labour market 
opportunities, future aspirations, education and perceptions of 
places near and far away. The results improved understanding of 
‘stayers’ and ‘leavers’ and how certain alternatives appear ‘best’ 
based on young people’s differentiated habitus. 

Students in the traditional male vocational programmes such as 
Industrial Technology or Vehicles and Transport were found to be 
influenced by the economic upswing being experienced by the 
region. The mining boom had created spin-off effects for local 
companies and students in the traditionally male programmes 
expected a bright future in terms of getting a job with a high salary. 
However, jobs were not offered to just anyone. The students 
emphasised that they had to put time and effort into school. The 
study therefore provided an alternative to the contextual 
understanding of young people in vocational programmes as being 
anti-school (McDowell 2003). Moreover, these young people were 
found to possess symbolic position capital, such as having a certain 
family name. In this particular social group, the interviewees 
articulated a ‘right to immobility’, foremost in opposition to a 
modernity discourse associated with the capital, Stockholm. 

However, it was not possible to label students who were 
integrated in the community as ‘stayers’. There was a tension in 
being present for a handful of students with symbolic position 
capital as well as situation capital. These students had high grades 
and parents with a degree or/and a ‘respectable job’ who were 
socially integrated in Kalix. They also had well developed plans to 
continue to higher education and to work elsewhere. The lack of 
transferability of the symbolic capital they invested in locally, as 
well as the ‘need’ to move away, caused feelings of distress. 

The study also revealed differences between students in 
traditionally male vocational programmes and students in 
traditionally female vocational programmes, with the latter having 
fewer prospects on the local labour market and anticipating a lower 
salary. Students in the Childcare and Recreation programme 
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emphasised the ‘recreational’ part of their education and were 
thinking about doing ‘something within tourism’. Girls were more 
encouraged by mothers and grandmothers to move away while they 
are young. The local labour market was considered as being ‘male 
dominated’ and, although the number of girls in the mining sector is 
increasing, only a few girls saw it as a real employment option. 

The study also identified a certain group of ‘stayers’ who did not 
possess symbolic capital or situation capital. In those cases, the 
spatial hierarchies expressed as a centre/periphery divide reinforced 
sentiments of marginalisation. 

Paper IV 
Young adults’ mobility patterns in the transition 
from higher education to work in northern Sweden 
Young people in rural areas who are planning to continue to higher 
education most often have to move to urban areas. Less is known 
about what happens when young people have finished a university 
degree and to what extent they return to their home region. Paper 
IV explored mobility strategies in the transition from higher 
education to work in northern Sweden. It showed how social 
stratification processes within higher education (Börjesson 2003) are 
intertwined in different strategies of mobility and immobility. It 
reinforced the claim of a growing socio-economic divide between 
rural and urban areas (Glesbygdsverket 2007), where educational 
capital is accumulated and concentrated to urban areas. 

The study was based on data from the PLACE database, which 
contains geocoded individual-level statistics. An age cohort born in 
1977 was followed, to investigate who stayed or returned to their 
home region four years after leaving university. Amongst the study 
population, almost 40% of people with a Bachelor’s or Master’s 
degree returned to their home region. 

Logistic regression was used in Paper IV to determine factors 
affecting young adults’ choices to stay in or return to the home 
region. The ‘event’ of the logistic regression was defined as staying 
in the home region. The variables included in the regression analysis 
mainly fell into two groups: i) family background, parents’ 
education level and family income; and ii) individual characteristics, 
for example, the influence of gender, upper-secondary school 
grades, degree level, degree category, age at the time of graduation, 
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whether the graduate had children after graduation and post-
graduation employment status and earnings. 

The results showed that a higher level of education among 
parents was associated with a greater probability to settle elsewhere. 
Higher income after graduation was associated with leaving in a 
semi-linear fashion, where the highest earning quartile was least 
likely to stay. The study found no gender differences, which is 
interesting in relation to previous studies that discuss sex-selective 
migration from rural areas (Leibert 2016). 

As regards education category and professional orientation, the 
study found that teachers were most likely to return to their home 
region. This trend cannot be fully explained by theories of failure 
(Kauhanen and Tervo 2002; Wang and Fan 2006). Paper IV 
suggested that it is a part of young people’s habitus, where certain 
trajectories are made visible to some students and not to others. 
Becoming a teacher could be interpreted as one of few available 
counter-strategies to present mobility trends. Graduates in social 
science, humanities, economics, natural science or engineering were 
less likely to return to their home region. The results also revealed 
differences in composition and volume of education within the 
segment of the highly educated population, and showed how 
different education trajectories are associated with staying in or 
leaving the home region. 

Paper IV also illustrated how young adults’ inclination to stay in 
the home region varies within northern Sweden. The main divide is 
between the coastline, where more young adults choose to stay in 
their home region, and the more sparsely populated inland core. 
Moreover, previous studies have emphasised that post-graduates are 
attracted to flourishing regions (Kauhanen and Tervo 2002). Paper 
IV showed that this trend can be studied on several levels, where 
middle-sized towns also appear to be an alternative. 

The study revealed how a region is shaped by out-migration but 
also in relation to processes of intraregional differentiation. The 
‘necessity’ of attaining a university degree in a knowledge society has 
different implications for different people and locations. The 
‘adventure’ young people embark upon by changing location has to 
be critically examined from this perspective. 
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6. Conclusion 

This final chapter summarises the main findings of the thesis in 
relation to previous research and presents a broader discussion on 
the contributions of the thesis within four analytical themes: 

 Globalisation, individualisation and the nation-state, 
which reflects upon how young people’s education 
trajectories are influenced and endorsed on different 
interacting scales of analysis. 

 Trajectories and place, which relates to differences and 
similarities across socio-geographical contexts 

 A diversified middle class and the different meanings of 
mobility in young people’s education and work 
trajectories. 

 Gender ambiguity and men’s and women’s different ways 
to claim space, to ‘fit in’ space and how practices become 
visible and valuable. 

An important contribution of the thesis lies in its design, which 
responded to the need for young people’s education and work 
trajectories to be addressed in relation to broad-based structures that 
both unite and separate young people across sites and scales (Jeffrey 
and McDowell 2004; Katz 2004; Philo 2000). How young people 
get ahead globally in today’s society is closely associated with 
educational credentials (Brooks and Waters 2011). The thesis 
revealed differences within social groups, providing a nuanced 
understanding of social mobility and geographical reach. This in 
turn highlighted unequal access to mobility and to immobility. The 
results also showed how young people actively create the world 
around them, not least by finding creative solutions to deal with 
everyday constraints and expectations. 

The analysis benefited from the theoretical point of departure in 
Bourdieu’s family of concepts, where the value of different 
trajectories is determined by certain social groups’ recognition of its 
value and ascribed value (Broady 1997). This is an ongoing struggle 
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where people (actors) and organisations (agents) seek to maintain or 
improve their social position. How education as a resource is valued 
differs between social groups. Some attribute its transformative 
value to economic capital and others perceive it mainly as 
accumulative cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984, 1990). This thesis 
provided examples of a local symbolic economy and the meaning of 
visible and invisible borders of the nation-state. Internationalisation of 
education and the streamlining of education systems and normative 
values of education also show the transnational character of 
education. This chapter follows the logics of the four analytical 
themes listed above. All four studies did not contribute equally to the 
themes, but there were significant overlaps. 

Globalisation, individualisation and the 
nation-state 
Education systems are traditionally closely associated with the 
governance of nation-states (Green 1997). However, there seems to 
be a shift in how and where education policy is being enacted (Dale 
and Robertson 2009; Lingard and Rawolle 2011). The mobility of 
international students and academics is taking place on a global 
market, where higher education institutions are part of a growing 
business. Furthermore, global rankings of higher educational 
institutions and collection and analysis of international data enable 
global comparisons and transfers of ‘best practices’. This sub-section 
explores the complex process of ‘internationalisation of education’ 
and how it is expressed through different levels of analysis. 

The OECD and UNESCO are key actors on the global level, 
where they promote internationalisation of education by creating 
standardised measurements of progression and normative values of 
education (Barnett and Finnemore 1999; Bradford 2008; Jacobsson 
2006). Paper I took the wider global education policy field as its 
theoretical departure point and showed how the geographical 
knowledges of these organisations are significantly shaped by tensions 
and interdependencies between the different agents within the wider 
field. The concept of field enabled joint analysis of the OECD’s and 
UNESCO’s different position-staking and their formulation of a 
global policy agenda. In Bourdieu’s work, a field is mainly discussed 
within the borders of the nation-state. Paper I extended the concept 
to show how the struggle for competitive advantage by higher 
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education institutions and national education systems for students and 
their families is increasingly taking place on a global scale. 

The OECD and UNESCO validate young people’s trajectories 
and ideas of progression by setting up shared goals. One dimension 
of this is the global rankings of education provision and quality in 
the OECD’s PISA results, UNESCO’s Global Education Monitoring 
Report and global rankings of higher education institutions. The 
geographical knowledges embedded in these practices are based on 
somewhat contradictory perceptions of temporality. The rankings 
reinforce a present order of dominance where education systems 
and institutions in predominantly high-income and Anglophone 
countries are validated. Moreover, ideas of progression where 
‘everyone wants the same thing’ direct attention to a common goal 
where the different abilities of nation-states to reach established 
goals become secondary. Member-countries do not necessarily have 
to ‘go through steps’ to improve their education system, but can 
look for ‘best practices’ from top-performing countries. 

Supranational organisations for education are expected to be on 
top of global issues. The OECD and UNESCO’s response to this 
demand is partly through their emphasis on concepts like ‘global 
citizenship’ and ‘global competencies’. The geographical knowledges 
are embedded in staff members’ view that countries need to ‘de-
nationalise’ and to respond to changes in labour markets, but are 
also part of the allocation of problems and solutions. As found in 
previous studies (Mitchell 2006; Raco 2009), the need to respond to 
societal changes is viewed as young people’s own responsibility 
through personal skills and competencies. 

What united the supranational organisations’ validation of 
education trajectories and the perceptions of young people in both 
Kalix and Thiruvananthapuram was the perceived responsibility of 
the individual. ‘Succeeding’ in the transition from education to work 
was largely considered to be decided by the individual’s own 
abilities. The interviewees in Thirvananthapuram perceived that 
their investment in educational capital would diminish their 
competitive disadvantage in relation to young people in high income 
countries. At the same time, low grades and negative expectations 
regarding the transition from education to work were associated 
with personal failure. The interviewees in Kalix had the same sense 
of ‘owning the problem’ of a successful transition from education to 
work. In none of the research settings did the interviewees refer to 
young people’s collective problems of education or employment. 
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In Kalix, young people did not perceive themselves to be part of 
an international education or labour market. Instead, they identified 
with the education and career trajectories within the borders of 
Sweden. In Kerala, however, almost all students reflected upon a 
career abroad as a visible and attainable alternative. However, for a 
majority of the students the value of going abroad was defined from 
a national context, which is in accordance with previous findings 
(Holloway et al. 2012). The cases in India and Sweden revealed 
uneven relations of student migration and young people’s different 
abilities to resist, adapt and benefit from global pressures (Brooks 
and Waters 2011). The ‘need to be mobile’ (Eriksson 2017) has to 
be understood as encompassing elements of both social mobility and 
different ‘needs’ to be mobile. 

This thesis addressed the role of education at different sites and 
scales, but none of the studies took the nation-state as the analytical 
unit. Nevertheless, the empirical findings concerned the nation-state 
in several ways. The interviewees in Thiruvananthapuram 
negotiated transnational strategies in relation to what they 
experience as obligations and expectations as ‘good citizens’. In 
some cases this was associated with feelings of nationalism and 
patriotism. Young people in Kerala are educated to be global, but at 
the same time they are taught to be loyal to their country. These 
sentiments are negotiated differently depending on social position 
and dispositions towards mobility. The students who intended to go 
abroad planned to send back money to the family and to the region. 
The students who intended to stay in Kerala or India emphasised 
that they are ‘needed in the country’ and that they will take on that 
responsibility. Young people’s different views on how to deal with 
sentiments of patriotism also created tensions between those 
students who were planning to stay and those who were 
characterised as ‘leavers’. 

There are thus orders of dominance between nation-states that 
are reproduced through globalisation and the closely associated 
process of internationalisation of education. Political interests locate 
problems and solutions on the level of the individual, to shift the 
focus from geographies of difference to a linear perspective of time 
associated with normative (Western) values of progression. The 
political interests are evident in young people’s perception of the 
responsibility of the individual. 
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Trajectories and place 
Papers I-IV showed how geography matters in understanding young 
people’s aspirations and realisations of (post)educational transitions. 
The results suggested that young people’s education trajectories and 
mobility strategies are closely associated with young people’s access 
to education institutions and labour markets. This influences which 
trajectories become visible and eligible in different ways, depending 
on young people’s differentiated habitus. This thesis shifted the 
focus from collective experience of place and future aspirations 
towards divergent experience of place and young people’s strategies 
to be mobile. Below are three examples from the results showing 
how education is intertwined in the processes of place identity both 
in relation to ‘stayers’ and ‘leavers’. 

Example 1: Education strategies are closely associated with socio-
historical contexts of places and regions. In Kerala, one person in 
every four households lives abroad. This shapes the region in terms 
of geographical outlooks, social networks and economic structure 
(foreign money coming in and raising prices). Having family 
members and relatives abroad brings symbolic and economic capital. 
Paper II characterised ‘being from Kerala’ as part of young people’s 
transnational capital. Coming from a region characterised by out- 
and in- migration has created the feeling that going away for studies 
and work is ‘something that people around here do’ and are 
appreciated for. Young people had a sense of ‘acting space’ by ‘being 
from Kerala’, since they had a self-image of being recognised as good 
workers and good students abroad. 

Kalix, in northern Sweden, was also influenced by global processes 
in terms of flows of people, money, goods and culture, but its young 
people did not feel that they should go abroad for education or work. 
Young people’s desire to go abroad was instead related to certain 
individuals’ dispositions. In the study in Kalix, quite a few of the 
students in the traditional male programmes expressed ‘a right to 
immobility’ and positioned this ‘right’ as a counter-strategy to 
normative values of progression and mobility represented by the 
central power, Stockholm. In the case of Kalix, young people’s 
positionings (position in relational space/time within the global 
economy) has to be understood in relation to a history of ‘othering’ of 
northern Sweden (Eriksson 2010) and to the mining boom at the 
time of the study, which created optimism in the region. 

Example 2: Young people negotiate landscapes of spatially ‘fixed’ 
institutions and labour markets. In Kalix, young people foremost 
mentioned the mines in Kiruna, Pajala and Gällivare as potential 
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workplaces and Luleå Technical University as a higher education 
institution. These were not the only two alternatives, but were an 
important part of how the interviewees made sense of the world and 
structured their thoughts. In Thiruvananthapuram, the 
administrative capital and education centre of Kerala, the local 
horizon represented a wider range of education possibilities than for 
young people in Kalix. Where one comes from can be a ‘position 
capital’ in terms of representations of place. In the Indian context, 
‘being from Kerala’ had a positive connotation with being a good 
worker, but Kerala was not viewed as an education centre in the 
same way as Delhi or Bangalore. Moreover, the interviewees were 
aware that young people in India are generally less privileged than 
young people in Europe or the US. 

The concepts of spatial capital and transnational capital add to 
our understanding of symbolic capital by contextualising how 
practices are validated on different scales. This thesis has given 
examples both of locally recognised symbolic capital and capital that 
is recognised across socio-spatial contexts. How these levels interact, 
strengthen or contradict one another is shown in the different 
papers. As previous studies have noted, investments in transnational 
capital may primarily be recognised in a regional or national context. 
Moreover, a locally recognised symbolic capital (such as having the 
right family name) should not be underestimated compared to more 
‘objective structures’ such as educational capital. All these dimensions 
are essential for an understanding of young people’s trajectories. 

Example 3: The concentration of educational capital is closely 
linked to general processes of urbanisation where young people’s 
education trajectories reproduce spatial hierarchies. Labour market 
regions that already have the largest and most highly educated 
population are likely to accumulate cultural and economic capital. 
Previous studies of mobility emphasise the role of higher education 
as an indicator of mobility (Bjerke and Mellander 2017; Malmberg 
et al. 2004). Other studies discuss social stratification systems 
within the higher education system (Börjesson 2003). Paper IV built 
on these two different strands of research and studied mobility 
within the highly educated group. It revealed differences between 
inland regions and coastal areas by visualising descriptive data. 
Spatial divides have to be considered in relation not only to 
southern Sweden but also to intraregional differentiation. The level 
of volunteerism (Lundholm et al. 2004) also has to be considered in 
relation to proximity and distance to labour markets and how young 
people adjust their trajectories. Paper IV therefore adds to studies of 
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social fields of education and labour markets by recognising a 
geography that is interwoven in social stratification processes. 

These examples from Papers I-IV show how education is 
intertwined in the production of place in multiple ways. The papers 
explored young people’s differentiated habitus, which influenced 
people’s abilities to gain from spatial advantages. It is tempting to 
think that people from the same place have a shared habitus, where 
shared experiences and common points of reference create certain 
aspirations and realisations of the future. However, this study 
showed that while people may have similar experiences of place, 
they differ in how they position themselves as ‘part’ or ‘not a part’ 
of that place. Describing ‘people from around here’ as a ‘place-
specific habitus’ (Allen and Hollingworth 2013) is perhaps only 
possible in terms of studying people with similar experiences and in 
relation to well-defined social groups. The next sub-section 
discusses dispositions towards mobility and socio-spatial 
differentiation. 

A diversified middle-class: Social position 
and geographical reach 
With more people entering higher education, it is important for 
students to distinguish themselves by attending the ‘right’ university 
and choosing the ‘right’ degree. This thesis explored how young 
people’s dispositions towards mobility are rooted in social structures. 

The students in Thiruvananthapuram came from families which 
perceived education as a valuable investment. One of the 
characteristics of the middle class in India is the symbolic value it 
accords to education. A university degree is essential for a white-
collar job, which is associated with certain manners and skills 
(Jeffrey et al. 2008). This was confirmed by the interviewees. Going 
abroad to gain educational credentials was a locally recognised asset 
and created transferrable capital across space. 

Young people’s geographical reach is embedded in formal 
education systems and particularly in different courses. The ISCE 
syllabus in the school in Thiruvananthapuram recruits students 
foremost from the established middle classes and aims to prepare 
them to meet challenges in a ‘global world’. The Kerala state 
syllabus tends to recruit students from the aspiring middle classes 
and prepares them for life in the local and regional community. This 
is underlined by the language used in school, where ISCE students 
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have all their classes in English and the State syllabus students have 
teaching in Malayalam. The US and the UK were perceived by the 
students as ‘high status’ countries associated with both economic 
and cultural capital. Students following the ISCE syllabus who came 
from resourceful families also spoke with precision about different 
future alternatives and had the knowledge to compare different 
universities. Families in Thiruvananthapuram with many 
accumulated assets (economically and culturally) start to invest in 
transnational capital early on in terms of language courses, inviting 
international guests to their homes and going travelling with their 
children. These students already possess transnational capital by 
‘being experienced in the ways of the world’ (Börjesson 2005). This 
is not necessarily an outspoken strategy in families, but can take 
place in much more subtle ways. At the same time, parents 
underline that the children can choose whatever pathway they like. 
The interviewees themselves emphasised that they plan their career 
in terms of ‘doing what I like’. Regardless of social position, almost 
all interviewees motivated their education and work path as the 
‘best’. The interviewees from less advantaged economic groups 
thought that their education pathway would better account for 
what happens in ‘real life’. They also emphasised their role in 
contributing to the community and to Indian society. 

In Kalix there is primarily a divide in spatial reach between 
students on vocational and preparatory programmes. Young people 
in ‘academic’ programmes have an awareness that their education 
pathway will most likely make it necessary to move away and study 
in a different city, while students in the vocational programmes are 
much more orientated towards staying in Kalix or its surroundings. 
Paper IV also showed that different study orientations in higher 
education are related to different spatial strategies concerning 
staying in or returning to the home region. 

Papers II-IV all revealed complexity in the relationship between 
social and geographical mobility in young people’s education 
trajectories. Some students with many collective resources do not 
‘need’ to go abroad. In the transnational context of Kerala, going to 
a prestigious school in Delhi can be a way to distinguish oneself 
from the ‘general group’ of highly educated young people who are 
planning to go to the US or UK. In both Kalix and 
Thiruvananthapuram there were also students with few resources 
who planned to move away – ‘anywhere’. These students felt 
trapped in the local community. Objective constraints are very 
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apparent to young people who do not have money, educational 
credentials or information about how to go somewhere else. 

The Kalix study uncovered different social positions in the local 
rural context, where the meaning of ‘staying’ can differ greatly 
depending on the person’s spatial capital. These positions recognise 
proximity to certain educational institutions and labour markets 
where people can capitalise on resources by ‘being from Kalix’, or 
alternatively people’s abilities to overcome distances. 

Following the mining boom that started in 2004 (Ejdemo and 
Söderholm 2011), students in traditional male programmes expect a 
bright future in the Kalix region. These students hold a position in 
the community related to the family name, engagement in local 
associations and socialising activities, and these students expressed a 
‘right to immobility’. However, locally recognised symbolic capital 
is not necessarily transferrable across space and in society. 
Therefore, these students do not have a competitive advantage in a 
national or international perspective. Students in Kalix who did not 
possess any of the components of spatial capital felt most uncertain 
about what would happen after finishing upper-secondary school. 

The quantitative study of northern Sweden underlines the need 
to understand mobility in relation to social class, and especially in 
relation to young adults’ educational capital. Previous studies on 
rural migration have largely focused, theoretically and empirically, 
on people’s articulated motives for moving, rather than on social 
class. Paper IV showed that teachers are more likely than others to 
return to their home region. Migration literature generally applies 
economic theories to explain people’s rationale for moving. In the 
case of rural migration, return migration is discussed in terms of 
‘failure’ to succeed elsewhere (Kauhanen and Tervo 2002; Wang 
and Fan 2006). Among the highly educated population, this theory 
is not applicable since, for example, teachers have transferrable 
capital in terms of their degree. Paper IV thus revealed the intricate 
relationship between habitus and education trajectories that make 
certain alternatives visible, attainable and desirable. Moreover, 
different education trajectories entail different spatial reach. 
Teaching may be one of few strategies that ‘open up’ the possibility 
of returning or staying in the home region. 

Papers II-IV all problematised the relationship between 
progression and mobility by highlighting elements of ‘forced 
migration’. The methodological approach of studying young 
people’s perception of the future also brought an understanding of 
how future perceptions are integrated in young people’s self-image. 
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Bourdieu (1977) concluded that young people articulate 
expectations of the future in relation to what is realistic to achieve. 
As found in previous studies (see e.g. Jeffrey and Dyson 2008), 
young people in Kerala and Kalix are quite aware of their social and 
geographical position. However, when local settings do not present 
young people with equal opportunities on a predefined road to 
success, frustration is bound to arise. Continuing to higher 
education is one of the few options presented to young people as a 
possible route to both social and geographical mobility (Jeffrey 
2010a). Students who do not do well in school have a strong feeling 
of having ‘nowhere to go’ and this feeling is reinforced for students 
in a socially and geographically marginalised position. 

Gender ambiguity 
Ambiguous gender relations appear to shape young people’s 
education trajectories. Gender differs from social differentiation in 
that the capitalist system of social class is closely associated to 
patriarchal structures (McDowell and Massey 1984). Papers II-IV 
linked questions of gender to place and national or transnational 
education strategies, whereas Paper I highlighted young people’s 
education trajectories as part of wider political interests. 

Girls’ reasons for wanting to move to an urban area outside 
Kerala were sometimes motivated as a desire for more 
independence, where the move was a way to break with the local 
gender contract. Boys showed no such desire. Images of alternative 
life styles from TV and commercial messages to some extent 
challenged local gender contracts, although not necessary as ‘ideal 
images’ but as point of reference that both questioned and 
strengthened individuals and families’ believes of common interests, 
independence and division of labour in the household.  

Although Kerala is shaped by a history of in- and out- migration, 
within India and transnationally, this has not resulted in diminishing 
gender inequality. On the contrary, in Kerala transnationalism has 
contributed to conservative gender values (Devika 2012). People go 
abroad and send money back to invest in religious groups that want 
to ‘conserve’ certain parts of Kerala. The influences of Western 
consumerist lifestyles also inflame debates about protectionism and 
more conservative ‘traditional values’. Parents are afraid that their 
daughters will fall victim to sexual assault or violence, or get a bad 
reputation. The spatial restrictions are also reflected in internal 
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migration, where some girls are not allowed to move to a major city 
outside Kerala to go to university. This may keep girls from entering 
the most prestigious universities in Delhi or other great cities in India. 

This thesis shed particular light on how decisions about 
education are negotiated already in upper-secondary school in 
relation to other expected life events such as marriage and children. 
Traditional gender roles that are usually made visible through these 
life events are therefore relevant even before they take place. This 
confirms findings by Brooks and Everett (2008) and Findlay et al. 
(2012) that mobility is not a single event, but that students engage 
in life planning. The national social protection system in Kerala also 
had different implications for the local gender contracts. Some boys 
in Thiruvananthapuram who were raised to a transnational career 
were also given the responsibility to care for their parents, both 
socially and economically. This created a feeling of tension, with 
some boys having already decided to go to university in the country 
of destination but finally settle in Kerala. A way to keep the contact 
with Kerala and to do something concrete for the parents was to 
buy a plot of land. This was usually an important goal that could be 
achieved by going abroad and earning a higher salary than was 
thought possible in Kerala. This long term perspective was not 
present in the interviews in Kalix, which could be interpreted in 
relation to different nation-states social protection systems. Young 
people in Kalix did not talk about the financial situation or social 
care of their parents when they get older because it is not 
considered to impact, in any significant way, their own career path 
or choice of location.  

For both men and women in Kerala, education is not purely an 
investment to enter the labour market. Going to the ‘right schools’ 
and earning a degree generates symbolic capital that brings social 
status to the family. Reaching a similar level of education is also 
considered one of the most important aspects of a ‘good match’ in 
marriage. The investment in education is therefore also an explicit 
strategy to improve the chances of finding a ‘good husband’ or a 
‘good wife’. Marriage also puts a time constraint on education, 
particularly for women. Most of the girls interviewed planned to 
continue to work after their degree and some had informed their 
parents that this was a condition when choosing a suitable husband. 
Others saw it as a decision to be determined by the husband’s side 
of the family. 

In the Swedish context, the work in this thesis questions the 
duality of ‘the boys stay, the girls move away’ from rural areas 
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(Dalström 1996). In the Kalix study, gender differences were 
predominantly visible between vocational programmes. The study 
found gender differences within the group ‘stayers’ as regards future 
perceptions of students in the traditionally female Childcare and 
Recreation programme and the traditionally male Construction and 
Vehicles and Machinery programmes. Students (mostly boys) in the 
traditionally male programmes envisaged a smooth transition from 
upper-secondary school to work. Many were ambitious about 
learning a profession and well informed about what it would take to 
get a certain job. These young people felt there were good work 
opportunities where they lived and they invested in social relations 
and lifestyles with local symbolic value. Paper III therefore nuanced 
the image of ‘working class men’ as lazy and anti-school (McDowell 
2008) in a specific socio-spatial context affected by a temporal 
upswing in traditional male jobs. However, mining work is physically 
and mentally demanding and with poor job security associated with 
market prices of iron ore and reserves of natural resources. 

Some girls also considered working within traditional male jobs. 
At the time of the study, there were many jobs available with high 
salaries in traditional male workplaces. These changes on the labour 
market re-negotiated local gender contracts, so that girls were 
considering taking jobs in the mines, for instance, since it was ‘too 
good to turn down’. Being a woman and breaking with gender 
loyalties can also be a way to re-work the local gender contract. 
Paper III show the importance of female role models in male-
dominated environments, where certain work trajectories are made 
possible (although not necessarily desirable) to other women. 

The girls in the Childcare and Recreation programme did not 
share the image of a ’smooth transition’ (there were no boys 
enrolled in the programme at the time of study). They emphasised 
the recreation part of their studies and saw their future within 
tourism. They viewed nature as a resource and planned to set up a 
business from their home. Making a steady income through tourism 
is a risky prospect. The idea that people in the countryside have to 
take matters into their own hands and to see challenges as potential 
sources of income derives from a broader national political agenda 
switch from ‘the whole country should live’ to ‘the whole country 
should provide growth’ (Eriksson 2010). Taking on that mission as 
‘entrepreneur’ was a challenge that made several of the girls wonder 
if they had chosen the right path. 

Paper IV showed that highly educated women in northern Sweden 
stay in or return to their home region to the same extent as men. This 
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result is in line with previous quantitative research (Forsberg et al. 
2012) and problematises discourses of male-dominating cultures in 
sparsely populated areas (Stenbacka 2011). However, the majority of 
students who continue to higher education are women. 

The findings in this thesis improve understanding of how local 
gender contracts are reworked in relation to education and labour 
market restructurings. For example, the ‘mining boom’ in northern 
Sweden has made traditional male jobs visible and attainable for 
girls. In southern India, student and labour mobility to other regions 
and countries has to some extent reinforced traditional gender roles, 
while some students use the opportunity for mobility as a way to 
challenge local gender contracts. In both settings, young people’s 
aspirations are closely related to ‘staying’ or ‘leaving’ the home 
region. However, these alternatives are valued differently by boys 
and girls and in relation to social class. By drawing on diverse cases, 
the thesis showed how socio-spatial contexts influence boys’ and 
girls’ abilities to resist, adapt or gain from wider processes of 
internationalisation of education and knowledge-society formation.  

Moving forward 
The added value of the contextual multi-site analysis in this thesis 
was to identify mutual and broader relationships between different 
socio-economic contexts. However, the work also identified 
potential areas for future research. For example, studies are needed 
on internationalisation of education, migration and school 
segregation. Internationalisation of education is closely associated 
with ‘cosmopolitanism’ and privileged middle classes globally. This 
thesis showed that ‘student migration’ has similarities to other kinds 
of migration, with both forced and voluntary elements. Moreover, 
the reason to migrate may not primarily be education, but the 
arrival of people from different migration backgrounds in schools is 
definitely part of the internationalisation of education. This raises a 
number of questions for further exploration: 

 How can people transfer different forms of capital from one 
place to another, and what strategies are used to do so? 

 How are people re-negotiating what strategies are 
recognised as valuable in relation to old and new socio-
economic contexts? 
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 How does this differ depending on social position and 
ethnicity? 

 How do people obtain information capital to orientate in 
the new education systems? 

 How this is reflected in families’ and individuals’ school 
choice? 

 How is the arrival of immigrants changing or altering 
educational practices on the level of the school, the 
school district or the nation-state? 

These questions open up new ways of thinking about the making of 
space and geographical processes through the lens of education. Studies 
on ‘internationalisation of education’ can add to this field by exploring 
transferrable forms of capital and the interdependency between sending 
and receiving destinations. Such studies should seek to transcend 
contexts and identify power structures across sites and scales, in order 
to determine the relational value of mobility and immobility. 
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Appendix 

Interview schedule – Kalix and 
Thiruvananthapuram (Trivandrum) 
This schedule can be regarded as a ‘memory list’ where I only asked 
the first question in each theme in some interviews, to get the 
conversation started. In other interviews, I had to draw more on the 
full battery of questions. The order of the questions and how they 
are formulated were also adjusted to each interview. At the end of 
the interview I usually looked at this schedule to make sure we 
covered the main talking points. 

Background 

‐ Tell me a little bit about yourself and your family. 

Kalix/Kerala, Local setting 

‐ Tell me about [Kalix/Trivandrum], how would you describe the 
place?  

‐ What do you think people who haven’t been to [Kalix/Trivandrum] 
think about the place? (Is that an accurate image?) 

‐ Do you think that people in other countries have an idea of what 
things are like here? 

Leisure time 

‐ Tell me about a normal day in your life, what does it look like? 
‐ What do you like to do when you are not in school? 
‐ What do you like to do with your family? 
‐ What do you like to do with your friends?  
‐ (Do you have a computer at home?) How much time do you 

spend in front of the computer/phone on a normal day? What 
do you do? Are you in contact with other people? 

Future 

‐ Have you thought about your future and what you would like to 
do, could you tell me about some dreams or plans that you have?  
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‐ Do you think that is what is going to happen? (Why/Why not?) 
‐ Have you thought about different possibilities? (If yes, which) 
‐ What do you have to do to realise these plans?  
‐ Is your future dependent on anyone or anything other than yourself? 
‐ Do you think your friends think about their future in similar ways? 
‐ Do you talk with your friends about what you are going to do in 

the future? 
‐ Is there any difference between how boys and girls think about 

their future? 
‐ Do you think you as a young person in [Kalix /Trivandrum] 

have more or less opportunities compared with other people in 
other places? 

School 

‐ Can you tell me a bit about the programme/syllabus you are in 
and why you chose it?  

‐ How did you get knowledge about the different programmes to 
choose from?  

‐ What do you think about grades, is that important to you? 
‐ Do your parents think it is important that you do well in school?  
‐ Do they take an interest in your work? (How do they show that?)  
‐ About how many hours a week do you spend on homework? 
‐ Is there anything else – except schoolbooks – that you enjoy reading? 

Higher education 

‐ Do you think you will study at the university? (Why/Why not) 
(Which/Where) (How have you obtained information about 
what programmes and courses, and the entry requirements)  

‐ Do you get ideas from others about work or education 
opportunities? (From whom?/What do they say?) 

Labour market and mobility 

‐ How would you describe ‘a good job’?  
‐ What do you think about your chances of getting a job when 

you have finished your education?  
‐ Is there anything you can do to increase your chances of a good job? 
‐ Did you think about employment when you chose what 

programme/syllabus to apply for?  
‐ What work is there here in [Kalix/Trivandrum]? Can you 

mention some workplaces where you would like to work?  
‐ Is it possible to get a job if you don’t have an upper-secondary 

school/upper-secondary school degree? (What kind of job?)  
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‐ Do you think it is easier to find a job in other places in 
[Sweden/Kerala/India] (or abroad)?  

‐ Do you think there is any difference in labour market opportunities 
between the students who start working after upper-secondary 
school and those who continue to higher education? 

‐ Where do you think t the jobs you would like to have are located?  
‐ What could make you stay/leave [Kalix/Kerala]? 

Places near and far away 

‐ Are you planning to stay in [Kalix/Trivandrum] after graduation?  
‐ What does your family think? Do you have brothers and sisters? 

What did they do?  
‐ Do you think that your friends are planning to stay?  
‐ Where could you imagine yourself living in the future?  
‐ Is there some place you know that you do not want to live? 
‐ What do you think determines whether you like where you live?  
‐ Have you visited other places in [Sweden/India]? What did you 

think about these places? 

“Abroad” 

‐ Do you have friends, relatives or family living abroad (where?, 
how do you keep contact?) 

‐ Could you imagine going abroad for a longer period? (If yes, 
where? If no, why not?) (Where have you obtained information 
about these places that you have mentioned?) 

‐ Which places in the world would you like to visit?  
‐ Have you been travelling abroad?  
‐ There are young people all over the world, what kind of 

education and job opportunities do you think a boy or girl in 
[India/Sweden] have compared with you? 

Final question 

‐ Is there something else you would like to say about your plans 
for the future that haven’t come up in the interview? 
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Interview schedule – the OECD and 
UNESCO 

Introduction 

‐ Can you tell me a bit about yourself and how you ended up at 
[UNESCO/the OECD]. 

‐ Can you describe your work responsibilities as […] 
‐ Can you briefly say something about the challenges within 

[particular field of work]. //Has there been change in this area 
over the past ten years? 

The organisation – levels of intervention 

‐ When you think about your field of interest within 
[UNESCO/the OECD], what matters are especially suitable to 
address at an international level of work? 

‐ What is the role of [UNESCO/the OECD] [within the area] 
compared with other stakeholders dealing with similar 
issues.//What is the added-value of [UNESCO/the OECD] in 
dealing with these matters? (..I know you have experience 
working for…) 

‐ What questions are best addressed on a national or regional level? 
‐ The responsibilities of the division/section/organisation are 

clearly expressed on the website/report […]. They include 
different levels of work […], on which of these levels of 
intervention/scales/responsibilities do you primarily operate in 
your day-to-day work? 

Cooperation 

‐ How is this section cooperating with other sections? 
‐ Do you cooperate with people or organisations outside 

[UNESCO/the OECD]? 

Knowledges 

‐ In what way are boys and girls in villages and cities around the 
world affected by the work of [UNESCO/the OECD]?  

‐ What skills do young people need today that were not required, 
say, 10-20 years ago? 

‐ Should young people today be educated/prepared for a local, 
national or international labour market? Why?/How? 
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Impact across sites 

‐ Where is the work of [UNESCO/the OECD] most visible? 
//Why in these particular places? 

‐ What/whose experiences/data/ are included in the guidelines 
developed by the organisation? 

‐ What do you think about having general guidelines/goals/best 
practices across a variety of places? 

‐ Have you encountered conflicts of interest between people and 
places when identifying shared goals?   

‐ In your work, what are the main joint challenges in the global 
north and global south? 

‐ What purposes do you think that general goals serve? 

Student mobility/internationalisation 

‐ How are [UNESCO/the OECD] working with questions of 
student mobility? What are the potential 
challenges/opportunities of student mobility?  

‐ How would you interpret the term ‘internationalisation of 
education’? [UNESCO/the OECD] is an international 
organisation, but to what extent is it working towards an 
‘internationalisation of education? 

Concluding question 

‐ Thinking ahead, what do you think will be the main issues within 
education in five to ten years? 
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Complete list of interviewees at the OECD and 
UNESCO 

UNESCO 
‐ Director of the Executive Office, Education Sector. 
‐ Chief of Section, Secretariat for the International Task Force on 

Teachers for Education for All. 
‐ Chief of Section, Section of Learning and Teachers. 
‐ Chief of Section, Higher Education. 
‐ Chief of Section, Section of Education Policy. 
‐ Chair of the EFA Steering Committee. 
‐ Senior Program Specialist, Education Research and Foresight. 
‐ Senior Policy Analyst, Global Monitoring Report Team. 
‐ Project Officer, Section of Health and Global Citizenship 

Education.  
‐ Programme Specialist, Section of Youth, Literacy and Skills 

Development. 
‐ Programme specialist, Section for the Promotion of Rights and 

Values in Education Division for the Promotion of Basic 
Education.  

‐ Assistant Programme Specialist, Youth Sector for Social and 
Human Sciences. 

The OECD 
‐ Head of Policy Advice and Implementation Division, 

Directorate for Education and Skills of the OEC.D 
‐ Head of Division, responsible for PISA.  
‐ Senior analyst, Centre for Educational Research and Innovation 

(CERI). 
‐ Senior Project Manager, PISA. 
‐ Economist, Employment Analysis and Policy Division at the 

OECD Directorate for Employment, Labour and Social Affairs. 
‐ Analyst, PISA. 
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