
 

 

 

Subject: Sociology 

Level: Master [magister] 

Credit: 15c 

Ventilated: Spring 2016 

Supervisor: Liubov Borisova 

Examiner: Tanya Jukkala 

 

Department of Sociology, 

Uppsala University 

  

Rationality in educational choice 
A study on decision-making and risk-taking in academic 

settings 

 

Tobias Andersson 

 

 

 



Uppsala University 

Department of Sociology  

Master 15c 

Tobias Andersson 

2016-06-09 

1 

 

Abstract 

Choices made in highly uncertain settings problematise the concept of rationality in decisions-

making. Notably, educational choices are conducted on uncertain ground as future prospects 

in labour markets are always risky. Educational choices should also correspond to values of 

self-actualisation – derived from ideologies of High modernity (individualisation) –which in 

turn makes the decision even harder. Many studies have researched risk-taking and economic 

risk assessments in educational choices. Studies have also shown the effects of 

individualisation and capitalisation in modern societies. However, few studies on education 

take both economic and self-developing values into consideration, and even fewer examine 

the rationality in self-actualisation. This dissertation analyses rationality derived from social 

circumstances – in this case academia – in order to explain how students make their 

educational decisions and how they are affected by academic settings during their studies. To 

investigate this, a survey was constructed and sent to students. Statistical (correlation; group 

comparisons) and qualitative content analysis was used to interpret the data. The findings 

suggest that rationality in educational decisions mainly derives from self-interest, but also that 

academic settings promote this approach. This implicates that uncertainty is dealt with in 

social environments, and that rationality is essentially a social construction built and 

harboured within institutional settings. 

 

Risk-taking; rational choice; academia; individualisation; imagined futures  
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1 Introduction 

In modern society, individuals are supposed to decide how they live their lives. One of the 

most important decisions individuals are faced with in this respect is the choice of education. 

Education provides means for economic security, but more importantly, enables individuals to 

be fully functional members of society. In addition, education is entangled with the 

conception of self-realization, as individuals become responsible for their own decisions. This 

is done in highly individualised societies by directing educational focus on individual interest. 

 

This dissertation sets out to investigate how individuals make – or rather motivate – their 

choice of studies within post-secondary education, that is, how individuals decide their 

educational paths. I argue that this decision is grounded in conflicting values of 

individualisation (and with it the aim for self-development) on the one hand, while market 

values and economic rationality are on the other. While it is not impossible that these values 

can correspond with each other, in several cases they do not. This problem will be elaborated 

in the previous research section (chapter 2). 

 

Decision-making and motivation are highly connected. As will be explained in the theory 

section, agents must be convinced that their future-related decisions lead to positive 

outcomes. Motivation should reflect how well decisions fit either economic or self-developing 

values, as this aspect permeates capitalistic and individualised societies such as Sweden. In 

other words, motivation in decision making tells us how individuals make risk assessments 

related to their situation. 

 

The concept of risk in decision making leads to the discussion of rational choices, that is, how 

individuals make assessment related to their studies. These situations are filled with 

uncertainty, as modern societies are constantly changing. In capitalist societies, risk is 

embedded in labour markets. At the same time, studies should lead to self-fulfilment due to 

individualisation. This balance must, however, be handled within a social context. As the 

future is filled with uncertainty, individuals must turn to their social environment for answers. 

How individuals cope with the risk involved in decision-making – focusing on educational 

choice – is what this study aims to examine. More specifically, this dissertation seeks to 

examine how individuals make rational choices when their future is at stake, and more 
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importantly, how this rationality is constructed and reconstructed within social contexts. By 

taking a contextual rational choice approach into consideration, it is possible to understand 

why individuals motivate their educational choices with self-interest, even if such decisions 

can be viewed as “irrational” from a market perspective. 

 

1.1 Purpose of the study 

The aim of this study is to understand how students in Sweden motivate their decisions in 

accordance to self-developing interests and economic values. Two assumptions are made. 

First, rational educational considerations in capitalist and individualised societies like Sweden 

can be evaluated by perceived self-interest and economic possibilities. Second, rationality 

depends on individual’s social conditions, implicating that social settings promote these 

values to different degrees. By these assumptions, two research questions were formulated. 

 

1.1.1 Research questions 

1. Do students motivate their educational path choices by economic or self-developing 

values? 

2. Do particular educational and social settings promote distinct notions related to either 

economic or self-developing values?   

 

1.2 Disposition 

The following chapter will present previous research in relation to individualisation and 

marketisation, the implications on educational settings, sociocultural and socioeconomic 

reasons for enrolment and decision-making in mainly educational settings. This is followed by 

a theoretical discussion on individualisation, rational choice and uncertainty from a 

sociological perspective, and the implications of temporal capitalism with emphasis on 

imagined futures.  

 

The methodology chapter focuses on questionnaire structure and development, as this was a 

critical process in the dissertation. Other essential sections in this chapter are the presentation 

of variables, analysis, the spread of the survey and validity and reliability discussion. 

Following this chapter are results. This chapter will chronologically present demographics, 
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sociocultural and socioeconomic aspects, indices, bivariate analysis, group comparison and 

qualitative content analysis. This will be followed by a discussion on results closely related 

with the theory presented. A concluding discussion on all essential findings will follow in the 

conclusion chapter. 

 

2 Previous research 

Decision-making is a highly researched and discussed field that spans through multiple 

disciplines (philosophy, economics, sociology etc.). This dissertation will take a sociological 

approach on rational decision making with focus on the actor’s expectations. Expectations 

often correspond to both perceived identity and institutionalised settings. This makes 

decision-making a sociological phenomenon.  

 

2.1 Aspects of individualisation and marketisation 

Studies have shown that individuals choose professional careers based on wishes related to 

self-development. An example is Aspers’ (2006) study on fashion industries. Within these 

kinds of aesthetic markets, actors cannot be simply understood by rational explanations of 

economic calculation. Acts must rather be understood as identity work, where actors are 

motivated and act according to their “preferred identity”, that is, individual wishes and wants. 

As market behaviour, this conduct is risky due to the low chance of success within these 

markets (Aspers and Dodd, 2015, pp. 267-8).  

 

Lack of self-interest in work environment has also been researched. In Paulsen’s (2013) 

dissertation on empty labour in Sweden, employees put serious effort in order to avoid work 

during office hours. Often, the employees were well educated (post-secondary education) and 

were in an economically secure position. They did, however, find that their work lacked 

meaning and felt disconnected (Paulsen, 2014, p. 175). In other words, the labour itself was 

empty (meaningless). Together, Aspers’ and Paulsen’s studies give notion that individual 

belief in self-development plays a vital part in market behaviour, that is, the idea of 

individualisation. This idea affects attitudes towards the labour market, but should also 

influence study decisions as education is preparatory steps to professional careers. 
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Another aspect of individualism is the idea of uniqueness and “genuinity”. Shown by 

Hochschild (2012) and Illouz (2007), individual strive for genuinity becomes increasingly 

problematic in capitalist societies as market values and behaviour – formed by capitalist ideals 

– have expanded to the individual’s private sphere in the Western world. This implicates 

increased individualistic economic (market) behaviour within the private realm, as Western 

societies are heavily market oriented but at the same time highly individualised (Giddens, 

1991, pp. 196-7). In Hochschild’s (2012) study
1
, emotional life became capitalised through 

commercialisation of emotive offering. This meant that individuals were supposed to “sell” 

genuine feelings (p. 160). The capitalisation of “authenticity” – the supposedly unmanaged 

genuine self – made individuals feel alienated from their own emotions (pp. 190-2). As 

uniqueness is closely related to self-interest and individual development (see Theory), 

marketisation – economic rationalisation of behaviour – can be seen as threatening towards 

these values. By turning uniqueness into commodity, it loses its unique feature.  

 

In addition – shown by Illouz’ (2007) study on emotional capitalism – individuals are more 

and more adopting a rationalized behaviour in emotional situations. What was before valued 

as private and sensitive (such as romantic relations) have now turned into exchangeable 

commodities to be rapidly produced and consumed (p. 91). Thus, the commodification of 

emotional aspects in life is not only practiced upon individuals by institutional settings (such 

as Hochshild’s case) but also practiced by individuals as seen in Illouz’ study. In relation to 

professional choice, lack of uniqueness and self-interest leads to perceived meaninglessness 

as seen in Paulsen’s study. Yet, education – and in extension work – is supposed to provide 

individuals with potential income. The following section will examine how discrepancies 

between self-interest and income expectations are related to educational institutions and 

labour markets. 

  

2.2 Relation between education and labour markets 

Shown in Thelen (2014), there is discrepancy in individual interest, education and market 

demands. Traditional industries (in Germany) struggle with recruiting youth into their trainee 

(vocational) programs (pp. 95-6). At the same time companies (in the US) are growing 

increasingly indifferent toward high school performance. Company employers deemed school 

                                                 
1
 This study was mainly conducted on flight attendants. 
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grades either unreliable or irrelevant. As a result, students interested in joining the workforce 

directly after graduation also became indifferent toward high school grades (ibid, pp. 83-4). 

This implicates that the education system is not perfectly adjusted towards the labour market.  

 

This diffusion in education and labour market alignment can be further found in students’ risk 

assessments. As Dominitz and Manski (1996) present in their study, both high school and 

undergraduate students reported to be rather uncertain regarding their future earnings. They 

were also more uncertain about earnings after having a bachelor degree compared to having 

none (pp. 20-1).  

 

There are several ways educational institutions (such as universities) try to adapt to increased 

marketisation on their own, as well as increase their attractiveness for students. Shown in 

Maassen and Potman’s (1990) study, educational systems continuously “borrow” practices 

developed in business (p. 398). By implementing strategic planning, such as strategies for 

dealing with competition and achieve organisation aims, universities are becoming more and 

more professionalized as well as reliant on peer reviews. In addition, universities are 

increasingly targeted by external evaluation (pp. 406-7). A strategy to move up “status” scales 

– named institutional adaptation – is becoming increasingly implemented, where traditional 

universities adopt trending practical fields such as business administration and computer 

science. This is also referred to as “academic drift” (p. 402). Expanded market orientation 

does however increase uncertainty in higher education, as educational institutions have to deal 

with rapid economic, technological
2
 and social development (p.405). 

 

Academic drift – and as part of it “academisation” – may also lead to gradual loss of 

connection with the intended practice, that is, the knowledge taught in universities are 

becoming increasingly detached from practice outside academic settings, and as a 

consequence, less relevant for non-academic work environments (Harwood, 2010, p. 414). As 

discussed by Thelen (2014), this makes education less reliable in the eyes of employers. As 

these studies show, the education system is adapting to marketing techniques while trying to 

be relevant for both the labour market and individual interests.  

 

                                                 
2
 According to Andersson (2013), technological development is especially important as means to further 

individualise education (p. 405). 
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According to Kosonen (1987), American marketisation – advocating self-service society – has 

spread to the Nordic countries, especially in relation to welfare systems. This has led to a 

“new subjectivism” which emphasises individual rights. Kosonen describes this trend as a 

shift from collectivity to individualism, where solidarity gives way to egoism (pp. 284-5), that 

is, societies become more self-centred. This shift is also reflected in the education system. In 

Sweden education has become highly individualised. As seen in a report by The Swedish 

National Agency for Education (Vinterek, 2006), this direction puts high responsibility on the 

individual learning process (p. 11). Simultaneously, Forsberg (2015) shows that education in 

Sweden is becoming more and more market oriented in a similar fashion as described by 

Maassen and Potman (1990). Forsberg’s (2015) study concerns Upper secondary school, but 

as seen in Maassen and Potman (1990), universities also have to be competitive in order to 

attract students. Upper secondary school is also a vital educational step, as it lays ground for 

further education. Forsberg shows that socioeconomic structures and marketisation have 

enabled a tailored school system within the Stockholm region, but also an increased 

differentiation in school quality (2015, pp. 278-80).  

 

2.3 Sociocultural and socioeconomic factors in education 

A study by Harrison, Pidgeon, Rigby and Vogler (1977) on Polytechnic Sociology students in 

England shows that sociocultural factors such as socialisation in secondary school was pivotal 

for their enrolment decision; a rational decision-making process – which in this study focus 

on occupational future – was of lesser importance. Students felt that their decisions were done 

automatically. This means that students “drifted” into higher education, as it was expected of 

them due to their sociocultural background (pp. 464-6). The majority of students were also 

encouraged by their parents. Of importance was, however, positive parental attitude rather 

than setting an example as only half of the students had parents with higher education (p. 

470). Self-interest as a motivator was also present in the study (p. 474).  

 

Several studies also point towards socioeconomic and sociocultural factors as important for 

individuals’ self-perception (León Rosales 2013; Moinian 2009; Sernhede 2009), especially 

for the youth population and segregated districts (and groups). For example, underprivileged 

groups perceive the educating system as unfairly structured, and in turn, students “give up” 

hope as their perceived chances of success are already too low to begin with (Sernhede, pp. 
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16-8). To sum up, Forsberg shows that socioeconomic factors limit accessibility to schools 

(but at the same time increase diversity), while socialisation within these schools is important 

for further enrolment (Harrison et al, 1977). Studies on segregation further problematise this, 

as some groups are more likely to attend certain privileged schools (which are better equipped 

to push students into higher education). In itself, this perception facilitates increased 

segregation. The individualistic approach the Swedish education system has implemented 

lessens this gap of inequality, but differentiation in academic results due to sociocultural 

differences may also lower expectations in education policy and practice (Francia, 2013, p. 

20).  

 

2.4 Decision-making in education 

There is an assumption that individuals are free to choose education themselves, which is 

complicated in relation to children’s cultural capital (Francia, 2013, p. 20). For example, 

studies have pointed toward parental influence as the main indicator for enrolment. When 

analysing school investments and risk aversion during higher education in Italy, Belzil and 

Leonardi (2007) came to the conclusion that the disparity in schooling decisions were 

dominated by the differences in parental educational background, while differences in 

attitudes toward risk only had a meagre impact (pp. 968-9). A study by Harrison et al. (1977) 

made similar conclusions. Yet, this does not imply that risk calculations are irrelevant in 

decision-making. For example, Bonin, Dohmen, Falk, Huffman and Sunde (2007) show that 

the more willing individuals are to take risks, the more likely they will end up in an 

occupation with high earning risks (p. 936). Likewise, as demonstrated by Corman and 

Davidson (1984), educational enrolment increases with high unemployment as the 

opportunity cost to enrol is low for the unemployed. Relative return was less important (p. 

137). Still, studies have shown that students become more economically inclined during their 

university studies (Betts, 1996; Varga, 2002). For example, students became increasingly 

accurate in evaluating their future earnings in relation to years studied (Betts, 1996, p. 43). 

Correspondingly, students built their estimated beliefs by observing their environment, such 

as neighbours and acquaintances (Varga, 2002, p. 127). In Betts study, the students used 

newspapers and magazines to form their estimates, rather than turning to fellow students, 

professors and salary surveys (1996, p. 47).  
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Nonetheless, both Betts’ and Varga’s study point toward increased economic behaviour and 

rationality by mitigating perceived uncertainty related to the future labour market. Even in 

very emotional and personal decisions, economic calculations are often taken into 

consideration. An extreme case here is Browner’s (1979) study on abortion decisions in 

Columbia. Women based their decisions primarily on an “imagined” economic future, 

whether the man was perceived as a viable source of income or not. The decision therefore is 

seen in relation to the economic system, even if the decision is highly emotional (p. 104-5).  

 

2.5 Emotional aspects in decisions 

Emotional aspects in decision-making are a widely researched field (Davison, Scherer and 

Goldsmith, 2003; Gheondea-Eladi, 2015; Mendick, 2005). For example, thinking of future 

consequences has anticipatory influences; thinking about negative consequences produces 

negative affect; thinking on positive consequences produces positive affect (Davison et al, p. 

630). Immediate emotions are especially relevant for decision-making and shift in intensity 

(low levels are easier to overcome), and can impel individuals to act in directions not aligned 

to self-interest (ibid, p. 633). Gheondea-Eladi points towards the mental complexity in 

decision-making and stresses the importance of integrating theories to better understand actual 

human decision-making (2015, p. 10). To understand rationality in decision-making, one must 

consider mental representations as rational; decisions are based on this rationality (ibid, p. 4). 

Mendick’s study shows how girls and boys reproduce themselves according to social 

expectations (society and gender), which their post-compulsory educational decisions are 

based upon (p. 239). Still, they used their decisions to do identity work and become 

autonomous subjects, even if this process was more complicated for females than males (p. 

245-6). This implicates that identity development is important for the individual self-

realization, even if this context is unfairly structured.  

 

Contexts can, however, be more or less well structured. A study by Suitor and Feld (1984) 

investigated the likelihood of taking additional courses in sociology after the introduction 

course. Their findings were that the students’ experience of substantial increased knowledge 

and clearly presented material by the instructor raised the likelihood to take additional 

sociology courses (p. 393). In other words, experienced self-development seemed to spark 
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sociological interest. Yet, what made them take the introductory course in the first place is 

still left unanswered. 

 

2.6 Summary 

As seen in the studies on individualisation and marketisation, strive for meaningfulness is 

important in work even though this can be contradictory in many ways (Aspers 2006; Paulsen 

2013; Hochshild 2012). In relation to academia, educational institutions are increasingly 

becoming market oriented as way to deal with fierce competition in education (Maassen and 

Potman 1990; Forsberg 2015). Yet, these institutions struggle to take both individual and 

labour market interests into account (Thelen 2014; Harwood 2010). Education – especially in 

individualised societies – has become increasingly focused on individual interests (Vinterek 

2006; Kosonen 1987; Thelen 2014). Still, studies have shown that students are pushed into 

higher education by parental figures (Harrison et al. 1977; Belzil and Leonardi 2007). Studies 

have also showed that students are aware of future earnings related to their studies (Bonin et 

al. 2007; Corman and Davidson 1984; Betts 1996; Varga 2002), implicating economic 

awareness in their study choices. Nonetheless, studies are important for students’ identity 

work (Mendick 2005; Sernhede 2009). In sum, the discussion has shown that economic and 

self-developing values are important in decision-making related to one’s life choices (such as 

education), but also sociocultural factors such as parental influence and socioeconomic 

circumstances; the possibility to attend to certain schools (Sernhede 2009; Forsberg 2015; 

Harrison et al. 1977).
3
 

 

All in all, it is evident that decision-making depends on social structures. In relation to the 

Swedish education system, the main proponents are individualisation and marketisation. 

Decisions are thus made within their social context. Socioeconomic and sociocultural factors 

are of course important, as shown, but as this dissertation is investigating already enrolled 

students, their influence on enrolment decisions is somewhat less interesting. In either case, 

the decision taken to enrol is mainly affected by both individualisation and market values. 

Socioeconomic and sociocultural factors are still interesting when considering individual 

motivation during studies, as these factors can be viewed as a part of the social setting. That 

is, students’ motivation to study can be heavily influenced by their parents’ motivation (still 

                                                 
3
 Sociocultural and socioeconomic factors are hard to separate from each other, as they can be interdependent. 
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economic or idealistic). Nonetheless, decision-makers are put in a position where they are 

ultimately responsible for the decisions made (due to individualisation). So how do these 

individuals motivate their educational choice, that is, make a rational choice on a market 

where one’s future is the commodity being traded and negotiated? This decision should 

ideally correspond to both self-development and economic future. 

 

3 Theory 

As presented in the previous studies, rationality concerning self-development and economic 

market values can oppose each other. To illustrate this relation in the decision-making 

process, this visualisation concerning the risk involved can be presented: 

 

 

Figure 1 Visualisation of Risk-taking
4
 

 

The edges in this model are ideal-typical positions (Idealist; Economist; Drifter). When 

making choices concerning educational path, my hypothesis is that individuals are somewhere 

within this model. This means that they are affiliated to all the positions in the model, but can 

be more or less so to a particular one. In other words, individuals are motivated by both 

economic and self-developing ideals, but to different degrees. The lack of these values is 

                                                 
4
 Inspiration for the Idealist position is Giddens’ (1991) explanation of individual life in High modernity. These 

implications will be discussed in the following chapter. The Economist position is mainly drawn on economic 

theory on action. For further discussion on this view, see Beckert’s analysis in Aspers and Dodd 2015 (pp. 61-2). 

The Drifter position is added to deal with overall procrastination in decision-making. 



Uppsala University 

Department of Sociology  

Master 15c 

Tobias Andersson 

2016-06-09 

16 

 

represented by the Drifter position. Ideally, drifting individuals do not take risk-calculations 

into consideration at all (at least risk concerning either self-development or economic future). 

Their choices are motivated by ad-hoc solutions, as they lack foresight in their decisions and 

handle situations in the heat of the moment. As every-day life behaviour, this can be useful in 

coping with situations
5
, but as market behaviour, it would most certainly be deemed 

“irrational”. Likewise, as the Drifter only acts on impulse and lack self-reflexivity, this 

behaviour does not fit well with the idea of self-realisation and individualisation (Idealist 

position). The Drifter position can certainly be further elaborated, but this dissertation will 

mainly focus on the Economist and Idealist ideal types as they are easier to distinguish and 

analyse. Hence, for now the Drifter will simply represent the lack of Economist and Idealist 

values; a comfortable but necessary simplification for this paper’s research. In order to 

understand the rationality in each presented position, the following section will first discuss 

the assumptions of rational choice theory from a sociological perspective. 

 

3.1 The relevance of Rational Choice Theory 

As this dissertation is using an ideal-typical model (Figure 1) as theoretical basis, an ideal 

typical action model is useful as a way to understand how individuals ideally should act 

according to the model’s implications. As misunderstandings are frequent, rational choice 

assumptions usually spark discussion when used in sociological research. Still, these 

assumptions can be useful in explaining consequences of individual action, intended and 

unintended, from a structural macro-perspective. The purpose is always to predict how an 

individual will choose how to act, given perceived opportunities as well as their 

circumstantial preferences. Put together, this influences how individuals made his or her 

decision (Hedström 1996a, pp. 2-3). What is relevant for rational choice theory is the 

decision-making process. Added to this action-oriented model is imperfect information, 

represented by individual’s beliefs regarding possible paths and consequences. By this 

modification, uncertainty is considered in relation to the circumstantial information available 

for the actor. Still, actors must act optimal – or at the very least justifiable – according to this 

information, while also collecting information that corresponds to their beliefs and interests. 

Otherwise, their behaviour would be deemed irrational (Hedström and Swedberg, 1996, p. 

                                                 
5
This is a debate that concern “hyperrationality” and is linked to Damasio’s analysis of brain-damaged patients 

and their rational decision-making process. For a further discussion on this subject, see Illouz (2007, pp. 112-4) 

and Elster (1998, pp. 61-3). 
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128). To illustrate this interplay between interest, beliefs and opportunities, Hedström and 

Swedberg use this model:  

 

 

Figure 2 Elements of extended rational choice explanations by Hedström and Swedberg (1996, p.128) 

 

Yet, this model is not enough – as a sociological explanation – for decision making and social 

action. As one can see, individual interests lack connection to circumstances such as social 

influences. Thus, it is not applicable as a model for a behavioural theory on individual choice. 

Still, it might be useful for explaining the ideal-typical action mechanisms (ibid, p. 129). In 

this study, the model will be used to explain contrasting ideal types. Thus, what is important 

is the possibility to compare what individuals ideally would do in these positions. As 

Hedström and Swedberg describes it: “The action mechanism of rational choice does not state 

what a concrete person would do in a concrete situation, but what a typical actor would do in 

a typical situation” (ibid, p. 129). It is thus possible to use rational choice model as a 

framework for how individuals ideally should act given their interest and the circumstances 

they are in. The model must still be validated by empirical data, both by previous research in 

the field and own empirical material. This elaborated model can be presented as following: 

 

 

Figure 3 Elaborated Rational Choice Model 
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What this elaborated model implicates is that a combination of empirical evidence and 

theoretical perspective establishes the ideal typical position. This constructed position is the 

framework for the ideal actor’s interest. In this dissertation – as seen in Figure 1 – the aim is 

to construct an Economist and Idealist position. This will allow comparisons between Figure 

1 and Figure 3. In other words, understanding actors’ interests from an ideal-typical 

perspective will provide the incitement for action (actor motivation). By also adding 

implications of uncertainty and risk in relation to actors’ information and beliefs, it is possible 

to analyse how the decision-making process is rationally conducted. Hence, rationality in 

action should correspond to both ideal type incitement (such as individualism) and uncertainty 

derived from available information in given situations (this will be explored later on).  

 

At the same time, individual actions become social in situational positions (Hedström and 

Swedberg, 1996). This means that decision-making is done within a social context combined 

with interests (aims) and beliefs. By adding (social) network models to this calculation, 

individuals are able to implicitly understand social situations (pp. 133-4). Hedström and 

Swedberg explain this procedure as following: “Actions are social when the choice of one 

actor influences or is influenced by the choices of other actors. [...] [A]ction becomes social – 

that is, interpreted – when one actor’s choice or anticipated choice of action influences the 

beliefs, interests, and/or opportunities of other actors.” (ibid, p. 134). They use the following 

model to explain this interaction:  

 

 

Figure 4 Interaction chains of making action social by Hedström and Swedberg (1996, p. 133) 

 

It is evident from this model that social influences are compatible with rational choice theory 

as individual actions influence individual’s subsequent actions. Rationality is thus embedded 



Uppsala University 

Department of Sociology  

Master 15c 

Tobias Andersson 

2016-06-09 

19 

 

in this social interaction. Hedström (1996b) calls this interplay rational imitation, as actors – 

in situations where they lack sufficient information – imitate other actors in their 

surroundings. The rationality is that actor j believes that actor i is in a better position to make 

evaluations, and thus follow this actors lead. Usually, this is done by following what the 

majority does in an uncertain situation: “In a situation characterized by a great deal of 

uncertainty, it seems reasonable to assume that the number of individuals who perform a 

certain act signals to others the likely value or necessity of the act, and this signal will 

influence other individual’s choices of action.” (1996, p. 134). Social action thus forms a 

social reaction, and by interpreting this act and reaction in conditions of uncertainty, actors 

imitate this behaviour. When picking higher educational path, social circumstances – 

depending on either economic or self-developing values – can likely influence the decision-

maker’s choice. Their behaviour would likely change during their studies as well, depending 

on the situational structure they are exposed to (that is, the dominating principle regarding act 

of conduct). Yet – as briefly mentioned before – to fully understand rationality in decision-

making processes the conditions of uncertainty must be dealt with. The reason for this is that 

individual actions cannot – in most situations – be made with full information available. As 

the following chapter will discuss, actions made without full information can still be rational. 

 

3.2 Conditions of uncertainty in decision-making 

Knight (1957) highlights temporality as important for our understanding of uncertainty: “It is 

a world of change in which we live, and a world of uncertainty. We live only by knowing 

something about the future; while the problems of life, or of conduct at least, arise from the 

fact that we know so little.” (p. 199). Here, unforeseen consequences of actions – drawn from 

imperfect information – are important for our understanding of human conduct, and for 

Knight, vital as an expansion to investigate the structure of the economic system (ibid), that 

is, risks in economic behaviour. Our perception of the future combined with our past 

knowledge is central for the understanding of the lifeworld we live in as well as action 

conducted: “We perceive the world before we react to it, and we react not to what we 

perceive, but always to what we infer.” (p. 201). A focal point Knight makes here is that 

inference or situational analysis is pivotal for our understanding of an action. Individual’s 

reaction and action are deduced from the perception of the imminent situation and previous 

collected knowledge. Knight believes that this conduct is rational: 
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The function of consciousness is largely inferential, rational. [...] things not present to 

sense are operative to behavior, that reason, and all consciousness, is forward-looking; 

and an essential element in the phenomena is its lack of automatic mechanical accuracy, 

its liability to error. (Knight, 1957, p. 203)  

 

Knight considers inference a rational mechanism derived from human consciousness and 

fallacy in decision-making due to imperfect information. As a consequence, imperfect actions 

are a logical and inseparable element of human conduct. Thus, human fallacy in predictions 

does not alone make actions “not rational” (logical negation). Inference in itself is rational, 

and as seen in the rational choice discussion, this inference should correspond to both interests 

and beliefs in order to be ideally rational. Information is also dependent on the social factors, 

which in turn make rationality embedded in institutionalised settings (i.e. individualisation 

and marketisation). In sum, rationality is socially and contextually dependent. I would even 

go so far as to claim that decision-making is a social construction, but as most social 

constructivists know: social constructions are real in their consequences
6
. To return to the 

ideal types outlined in Figure 1, rationality from an individualistic perspective is embedded in 

the ideology to create narratives for the self, while within marketisation, the rationality 

concerns economic future and values. To develop this economist argument further, I will turn 

to Beckert’s discussion on capitalism in section 3.4. First, however, the Idealist position will 

be explained in section 3.3, as this position primarily has to do with individualisation and is 

something that permeates modern (western) contemporary societies. 

 

3.3 Self-realisation in modern societies 

According to Giddens (1991), modernity must be understood in the increased interconnection 

between modern institutions and individual life (and therefore the self). Combined with 

reflexivity and doubt (critical reasoning), all knowledge is institutionalised into hypotheses, 

that is, all knowledge becomes open for revision; the reorganisation of time and space. 

Modernity is thus a risk culture, as individuals are put in a position marked by uncertainty and 

multiple choices. Under these conditions, institutional trust and life planning are prominent 

for how individuals anticipate the social world. As actors they are risk takers and thus make 

                                                 
6
 This is a slight modification of the Thomas theorem. 
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risk assessment; self-identity becomes a reflexive project (p. 1-5). This also leads to an 

increase of “reskilling”, that is, reacquisition of knowledge and skills in relation to both 

personal life and social contexts (p. 7). In modern society – as a consequence of perceived 

multiple choices and alternatives, reflexivity and self-identity – the individual must constantly 

answer the question of self-actualisation “How shall I live?” in relation to their behaviour (p. 

14). In this continual decision-making process, we put faith (trust) in our surroundings as 

pragmatic acceptance in order to conduct our lives (p. 22-3). In relation to the information 

available through and by our institutional environment, we try to calculate and plan our 

“futures”, but also make reflexive assessments to our choices, that is, we also consider contra 

factual possibilities in respect to our choices (p. 28-9). Our trust in knowledge is, however, 

only “until further notice” (p. 32). Still, in order to cope with daily risks, crises and life, we 

must have “basic trust” in the world we live in, that is, a formed – and routinized – framework 

for existence. This is what Giddens refers to as “ontological security” persevered in a 

“protective cocoon” (p. 38-40). 

 

In our daily life we are confronted with existential questions such as “What to do? How to 

act? Who to be?” (p. 70). Thus, we are questioning our identity in a way that focuses on self-

understanding and reflexive self-identity. This understanding is necessary in order to plan 

ahead in accordance to one’s “inner wishes” (p. 71). Derived from the ideology of modernity 

(individualisation), we are also expected to take control of our lives. This is what makes life a 

risky endeavour, as individuals are confronted with “open” possibilities. This means that we 

are confronted by multiple choices, as already mentioned, which in turn has different 

consequential outcomes. We are thus pressed to reconstruct and plan our lives, as well as 

anticipated future, according to circumstantial happenings (p. 72-3). As the future is 

uncertain, one must be willing to adapt. Large disturbances to routine and rituals do, however, 

disturb ontological security and cause anxiety (p. 46-7). Nonetheless, with all lifestyle options 

available, strategic life-planning is of great importance. This implies that individuals create 

strategic courses of future action in relation to their self-biographies. In other words, 

individuals make strategies to maximize their self-actualisation, which in turn influence their 

decisions. Life-plans are, however, often reworked and should be seen as a continuous 

process to realize one’s imagined life and narrative (p. 85).  
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To conclude this discussion on individualisation, Hoffmeister (2013) makes a critical point 

concerning this ideology. As she describes it, individualisation is the idea of individual 

decision making. This has shifted responsibility from a collective level to an individual one
7
. 

Individuals are – according to this ideology – supposed to shape their own lives, being more 

or less autonomous in their behaviour. This detaches behaviour from traditional values (such 

as family) and neglects social influences, often without empirical support (p. 279-82). As seen 

in the previous research discussion, social influences do matter. It is important to see aspects 

of individualisation as a social phenomenon, rather than acts and decisions isolated from 

social influence. As Hofmeister describes it: 

 

The point of individualisation is that we have changed how we think about what we do and when. 

We are still constrained, as before, by social relationships and social institutions but we are now 

obligated to tell stories – create narratives – about our decisions and pathways as being choices we 

made on our own, based on our unique identity as individuals. (Hofmeister, 2013, p. 288) 

 

What is vital for understanding decision making in individualised societies are thus to analyse 

belief and uncertainty perceived in presumed choices made by individuals. What story will 

they tell and how does this correspond to their “unique” identity as individuals? As will be 

explored in the next section, how individuals perceive their likely future is important in how 

these stories are made and reshaped. 

 

3.4 The temporal order of Capitalism 

In Re-imagining economic sociology (Aspers and Dodd, 2015), Beckert argues for the 

temporal order of capitalism. Like Knight’s discussion, the temporality of the lifeworld is in 

focus here as well. He argues that capitalism – in contrast to traditional economic systems – 

institutionalises economic conduct and activity in a temporal manner. Within this system, 

actors must adjust to an open and incalculable future. These implications can be found in both 

Knight and Giddens as previously discussed. For Beckert, this temporality is expressed in 

what he calls imagined futures. For the individual, these are imagined (read: believed) futures 

that may, or may not happen. This temporality causes both economic growth and sporadic 

crises on a macro-structural level – the “restless” capitalist dynamic – and are a consequence 

                                                 
7
 This corresponds to Kosonen’s (1987) study on marketisation and individualisation, as discussed in previous 

research section. 
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of the modern “risk” society (pp. 57-9) as discussed in the previous section concerning 

modernity and self-identity. Yet, these imagined futures are based on formed individual 

expectations. As they are imagined, they must be understood as fictional. As a consequence, 

they are the product of uncertainty entangled in the making of imagined future 

representations. Thus, the inferences individuals (as actors) make are fictions. Still, this does 

not make them “not rational” as previously discussed. What is interesting, however, is that 

they are fragile, as Beckert points out (p. 68). This is the consequence of their imagined 

disposition. Hence, they constantly demand encouragement and support to be maintained. 

Thus, actors must be motivated to take risks. It is necessary to convince them that risk-taking 

will deliver future positive outcomes despite the uncertainty associated with the act. In order 

to aggravate decisions, this future must be conceivable, that is, it must be perceived as a likely 

future and outcome in relation to the decision taken (pp. 68-9). There are several ways in how 

this is done, one essential function in capitalistic systems are the organization and order of 

markets
8
. Other factors, in relation to this study, are perseverance of ontological security and 

trust. Thus, a rational economic choice should ideally be one that persevere the anticipation of 

an imagined safe economic future. An idealistic one would foremost aim for anticipated 

meaningfulness in relation to one’s self-biography.  

 

3.5 Summary 

To sum up, risk is embedded in modern societies as responsibility now lies on individuals to 

make life decisions. As the future are uncertain, life-planning needs to be done strategically. 

This is done by making risk assessments within one’s social context. In individualised 

societies, decision-making is supposed to target self-development and interest (self-

actualisation). As available information is inherently flawed due to uncertainty in future 

consequences, individuals imitate other actors within their social context. In educational 

settings, this rational behaviour target imagined futures. This means that students imitate 

others in relation to their imagined future after graduation. In highly individualised settings, 

future self-development is strived for (potential self-actualisation). From a market 

perspective, actors seek future stability (in income). No matter the aim, the future in question 

must be perceived as reachable. If this condition is not met, ontological security is threatened 

and might cause crisis in life-planning. The purpose of this study is to analyse how students 

                                                 
8
 For further discussion on this, see Aspers (2013, pp. 20-1; 24-5; 33-4). 
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strategically plan their future, and to see which values that are dominating in relation to 

imagined futures (specifically, self-identity or economic stability). 

4 Methodology 

As the purpose of this study is to evaluate to which degree individuals (and groups) 

corresponds to respective ideal positions presented in the theory section (Figure 1) a 

quantitative survey study was deemed to be best option of data collection. As the positions are 

ideal, and as a consequence standardised, a quantitative (statistical) measurement should be 

capable to determine the positional variance in the presented model.
9
 A questionnaire was 

constructed in accordance to the theoretical discussion, that is, a questionnaire with ambition 

to measure risk-taking and motivation in accordance to self-development and economic 

future; each position is represented by a separate index. As rational choices are supposed to 

target future selves, an additional index was included to measure this. This index should also 

be able to determine to which degree an observation can be classified as “Drifter”. To be able 

to test group variance in the collected data, background questions (general, academic and 

economic) were included in the questionnaire. For a full view of the questionnaire, see 

Appendix A. Questionnaire structure. As this procedure – formulating a questionnaire – is 

pivotal for validity in survey studies, the following section will give a more complete 

explanation of how this procedure was executed. 

 

4.1 Constructing the questionnaire 

In the words of Krosnick and Presser (2010): “The heart of a survey is its questionnaire” (p. 

263). Hence, in order to make any valid statements for this study, the questionnaire – and the 

questions formulated – must be able to measure its intended purview. At the same time, the 

questionnaire must be comprehensible for the respondents. There are several techniques to 

achieve this balance, freely offered by methodology textbooks concerning the optimal 

question design and order (ibid, p. 264). For example, in relation to the ordering, early 

questions should be easy to understand and read; harder questions (and sensitive topics which 

can make respondents uncomfortable) should be put in the end of the questionnaire; questions 

under same topic should also be grouped together and go from general to specific topic issues.  

                                                 
9
 Quantitative methods should be used over qualitative ones when the purpose is to measure frequencies and 

variance within populations. For further discussion, see Trost 1994 (pp. 21-3). 
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4.1.1 Demographics 

In the questionnaire created, the respondents were first confronted with general background 

questions, such as gender, age and location of studies (university). As previous studies have 

shown that parental influence is of importance in enrolment to higher education influence 

(Belzil and leonardi 2007; Harrison et al. 1977), respondents were also asked about their 

(past) guardians’ education. This is followed with a section with more detailed questions 

regarding respondents’ academic studies. Here, students were asked to specify how long they 

have been studying at a higher educational level as well as their field of studies. In order to 

maintain anonymity, respondents were only asked to specify their general study field; “Social 

science and behavioural science”, “Technology”, “Social work and welfare” and so forth. The 

general direction in studies was regarded sufficient for group distinction and analysis, as more 

specific distinctions would most likely generate insufficient observations in respective groups; 

it would also produce unnecessary burden in combining these groups into larger ones. As will 

be discussed in the section concerning survey distribution, the spread of the survey did 

however limit groups represented in the data material.  

 

In the final questions of the academic background section, respondents were challenged to 

think about their study decision as well as answer an open question regarding their motivation 

to continue – or not to continue – their current educational path. As this motivation is central 

to the dissertation’s assumptions and therefore analysis, letting respondents formulate this in 

their own words was assumed to be a good supplement to the scales that will be discussed 

later on.  

 

All questions in the questionnaire were obligatory to answer – even the open one – as it forces 

the respondents to fill in a complete form and thus increases the data available for analysis (as 

long as respondents do not stop filling the form). Of all respondents that continued from the 

first introduction page, 79.1 percent filled a complete form (of total 172 responses 136 are 

complete and 36 partial). This is a rather high number and indicates that it was the right 

decision to force respondents to answer all questions asked. After the academic background 

questions, respondents were asked about their general economic situation. As this subject 

might be viewed as somewhat sensitive, they were put last within the background section. 
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Still, this section is important as a way to analyse socioeconomic factors and are thus a 

necessary inclusion. Respondents were given opportunity to not answer these questions (with 

the alternative “I do not wish to answer”); no respondent used this option. As there were only 

three rather general questions concerning economic issues, they might not have been 

perceived as too personal and therefore, not sensitive.  

 

4.1.2 Lending expertise 

Another general recommendation for carrying out a survey is to pre-test the questionnaire 

(Kosnick and Presser, 2010, pp. 294-5). Unfortunately, this was not possible in the timespan 

available for this dissertation. A way to get around this problem – to some extent – is to use 

already tested scales. Another argument for this is that questions from earlier studies are most 

likely crafted by experienced researchers and experts (ibid, pp. 299-300). Thus, using this 

expertise – by reviewing already created questions and scales – should decrease the likelihood 

of ambiguity in formulations and scales used, caused by factors such as inexperience and lack 

of pre-testing; clarity of scale point meanings are pivotal for reliability (ibid, p. 270). This is 

also a matter of efficiency; as Kosnick and Presser gracefully put it: “[T]here is little sense in 

reinventing the wheel” (p. 300). Still, this procedure is not without effort. Much research and 

time was put into finding – but also modifying – scales as a way to make them fit this study. 

After extensive scale searching, two scales were chosen as framework to measure (1) self-

derived motivation and (2) future planning. The first is Work Extrinsic and Intrinsic 

Motivation Scale (WEIMS) (Tremblay, Blanchard, Taylor and Pelletier, 2009)
10

 and the latter 

Consideration of Future Consequences (CFC) (Strathman, Gleicher, Boninger and Edwards, 

1994)
11

. Both are scales used primarily in psychology, and are consequently psychological 

scales of measurement. Yet, in accordance to the theory represented in this dissertation, self-

evaluation (as part of self-actualisation) must be seen from a socially contextual perspective 

(the conjuncture of individualisation and marketisation) and are in this manner a sociological 

problem; likewise the motivation derived from this context. 

 

                                                 
10

 See Appendix C. Work Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivation Scale (WEIMS) for original scale. 
11

 See Appendix D. Consideration of Future Consequences Scale (CFC) for original scale. 
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4.1.3 Scales for measurement 

WEIMS is originally used to measure work motivation (self-reported by employees). Its 

theoretical basis lies in Self-determination theory (SDT), and presumes that human actors are 

active and naturally inclined to integrate and unify their psychic elements (the self) with their 

social environment (Tremblay et al., 2009, p. 214). This theory can thus be associated with 

individualisation, as modernity (according to Giddens) hold similar presumptions. Here, 

individuals aim for ontological security, which is achieved by routinisation of the life world. 

Yet, its stability depends on how well individuals are integrated in this process. It can also be 

connected with economic values. As shown by Beckert, keeping individuals motivated within 

capitalist societies is the key for maintaining stability toward imagined futures, and as a 

consequence, the preservation of ontological security. This scale should thus fit well with this 

study, as its aim is to separate intrinsic (internal) and extrinsic (external) motivation. The first 

can be associated with the idea of self-development and the latter – belief in economic 

futures. The purpose of Tremblay et al.’s (2009) study was to test the applicability of WEIMS 

(scale validation); three studies were conducted to try this (p. 215). Their stated conclusion 

drawn from these studies is the validation of an 18-item WEIMS (Tremblay et al., pp. 223). 

These items are divided between intrinsic motivation, integrated regulation, identified 

regulation, introjected regulation, external regulation and amotivation. The questionnaire 

consists of a 7-point Likert scale, stretching from “Do not correspond at all” (1) to 

“Corresponds exactly” (7) to each statement concerning work environmental issues (ibid, p. 

226). As this is the scale that has been validated, no alteration was made in scaling. However, 

as this dissertation focuses on Higher education and not work, several adjustments had to be 

made. The items were modified from work-related to study-related (in several cases, this was 

done by exchanging the word “work” with “studies”). Various items were also redirected 

toward the future. For example, “Because it allows me to earn money” was reframed to 

“Because it will allow me to earn money in the future”. To make the questionnaire more 

comprehensible (as it also includes the CFC scale), two items were removed; these items were 

either similar to other items or not relevant enough for this study. To fit the theoretical 

assumptions presented in this study (Figure 1), the items were categorised into mainly the 

Idealist and Economist position. Intrinsic motivation and integrated regulation were combined 

and assumed to measure the Idealist position (IP-index); identified and external regulation 

into the Economist position (EP-index). Other items remained separated, yet an index was 
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later created to measure amotivation (consisting of two items). For a full view of the indices 

created, view Appendix B. Indices. 

 

The scale intended to measure the Drifter position as well as conceptions concerning the 

future (in decision-making) is the consideration of future consequences (CFC) scale. As the 

name suggest, this scale seeks to measure to what extent individuals consider future 

outcomes. The assumption is that there are two distinct positions in this regard: Individuals 

who believe that certain behaviour is beneficial in terms of future outcomes, willing to 

sacrifice their immediate benefits such as pleasure and convenience in order to achieve this 

aim. The other side consists of individuals more interested in maximising these immediate 

benefits and thus disregard the possible future consequences of their behaviour to a much 

greater extent (Strathman et al. 1994, p. 742). As can be seen, this latter position captures the 

essence of the “drifter” by consequently neglecting future thought. The first position 

expresses rationality in alignment with both self-development and economic values. 

According to the scale, individuals with low CFC are expected to target immediate rather than 

distant needs and concerns; at the extreme end they do not consider future consequences at 

all. Individuals with high CFC are the opposite. They are expected to consider the future 

implications of their behaviour and plan accordingly. Hence, they use distant goals to guide 

their contemporary actions. In extreme cases, they completely disregard immediate 

implications of their conduct (ibid, p. 743). Strathman et al. intent is – like the previous study 

on WEIMS – to examine the validity and reliability of the CFC scale. After sample testing 24 

items on college students they ended up with a final product of 12 items (1994, p. 743). Two 

larger experiments (208 observations in the first and 60 in the latter) were conducted to try 

this finalised product. The students were either taking courses in psychology or social 

psychology (ibid, p. 746-8). The questionnaire constructed consisted of 5-point Likert scale 

with the following alternatives: Extremely uncharacteristic (1), somewhat characteristic (2), 

uncertain (3), somewhat characteristic (4), extremely uncharacteristic (5) to each statement 

concerning considerations of future consequences (ibid, p. 752). Hence, the middle option is 

not in favour of either direction. As this scale had gone through extensive testing, it remained 

the same in this dissertation’s questionnaire, even though there is inconsistency between the 

WEIMS and CFC Likert scale (seven versus five alternatives). As all scales measure by total 

score, they are still comparable in relation to highest score. The layout of the questionnaire 

clearly separates the scales and should therefore not confuse respondents in this aspect. It was 
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also decided keep the original formulations with only minor alterations (such as “work” 

rephrased into “study”). Respondents were however asked to mainly consider their studies 

when choosing statements, as this is the dissertation’s focus. To increase the likelihood of this 

mind-set, these statements were put after the study motivation questions. It was also put in the 

end of the questionnaire, as the statements themselves were rather heavy, that is, they require 

extensive thinking to understand. To make the questionnaire more comprehendible, only eight 

of the twelve original statements were included. The main motivation for their removal was 

that they did not differ much from other included statements, as well as the desire not to 

overburden respondents with (heavy) questions. 

 

4.1.4 Translation 

As this study is directed toward students in Sweden, a Swedish translation was inserted for all 

the questions. Even though Swedes in general are fluent in English, there are always 

exceptions. The translation was checked by another knowledgeable person and attempted to 

be translated back into English. Due to restrictions in the program used for survey 

collection
12

, the Swedish translation had to be inserted next to the English text (for example: 

“I’m writing this in English / Jag skriver det här på engelska”). When it was possible, the 

English text was bolded while Swedish was in italic. The decision to not use only Swedish 

was motivated by the desire to include international students and the attempt to stay close to 

tested formulations. Having two separate questionnaires would have increased the workload 

exceedingly, both by the added effort to combine the two questionnaires and possible 

confusion by spreading two separate links. The translation was removed later from the data 

for analysis, as this dissertation is written in English. 

 

4.2 Spreading the survey 

As briefly mentioned, SurveyGizmo was used as software to spread the survey online 

(https://www.surveygizmo.com/, 2016-05-22). This is both an efficient and cheap way to 

conduct surveys, as less time is needed to translate responses into data sets (the data collected 

can be directly exported into excel) and sending out a hard copy of the questionnaire would be 

too expensive (and time consuming) in relation to its size (the amount of questions and 

                                                 
12

A free version of SurveyGizmo was used as software: http://www.surveygizmo.com/plans-pricing/ (2016-06-

09) 

https://www.surveygizmo.com/
http://www.surveygizmo.com/plans-pricing/
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statements). With help from the sociological department, the questionnaire was sent out to 

students enrolled to selected courses held by this institution. The aim was to get possible 

diversity in semesters completed and study focus, but also to increase the likelihood of 

answers by sending it to courses with many participants. The following courses were 

contacted through email by the department: Sociology (and social psychology) student at A, B 

and C level, the method course at B level, as well as Socionomprogrammet (the social work 

programme) year one, two and three; the latter one leads to a vocational degree in social 

work.  In addition, the questionnaire was disseminated by mail to master students in social 

sciences through personal contacts. In similar fashion, a link was spread through the social 

platform Facebook; this did not generate many responses. Effort was made to contact 

different departments on Uppsala University, as well as the institution handling all student 

emails. These efforts turned out to be unfruitful. As expected, it was a very sensitive request 

to ask them spread the survey. Two days were also spent putting up posters (with link to the 

survey) on boards in four campuses with different specialisations. Posters were also put up in 

student organisation buildings. In the campuses, flyers were also handed out and left on tables 

within the buildings
13

. Unfortunately, this did not generate many answers as well. The most 

efficient way in getting responses were through email; 100 of 136 complete answers were 

gathered this way. As a result, students within the social sciences and social work are 

overrepresented in the material as these were mainly contacted through email. The survey was 

open for ten days, and was closed due to low amount of incoming answers as well as time-

pressure to continue with the data analysis.  

 

4.3 Data analysis and processing 

IBM SPSS 22 (2014) was used for statistical analysis in this dissertation. It is the software 

provided and taught to sociology students at Uppsala University. It is also fully sufficient in 

supplying the statistical analysis needed in this study.  

 

4.3.1 Index variables 

As discussed in in section 4.1.3, two scales (WEIMS and CFC) were applied to the 

questionnaire construction. Modified, their purpose is to measure the theoretical ideal 

                                                 
13

These flyers were most likely removed by janitors within a short time span, as the flyers disappeared quickly.  
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positions presented in Figure 1. To be specific, three main indices were created:  the Idealist 

position index (IP-index), the Economist position index (EP-index) and the Considerations of 

future consequences index (CFC-index). As a reminder, for a full view of the indices used in 

this study (with all questions included), see Appendix B. Indices. 

 

The IP-index is supposed to measure self-interest in studies. This index was created by 

combining intrinsic motivation and integrated regulation from the original scale WEIMS-

scale (Tremblay et al., 2008) as these categories best fit self-development. The questions were 

formulated to target education instead of work environment.  

 

The EP-index was intended to measure motivation by economic values in decision-making. 

This was done by combining identified and external regulation categories present in the 

original WEIMS-scale (Tremblay et al. 2008). These categories targeted external motivation, 

and corresponded with the theoretical values of the economist position. As the dissertations’ 

focus is educational choices, these questions were reformulated as well.  

 

CFC-index was a way to measure “drifter” tendencies and rationality in conduct (related to 

the future). No major alterations were done in regard to the original CFC scale (Strathman et 

al., 1994) more than concentrating focus on educational choices in the description. 

Amotivation was a minor index also considered in the analysis. All indices were created in 

SPSS as an average of the scores in each respective group of items. As all these questions are 

on a Likert scale, this was a simple procedure.  

 

4.3.2 Variables of interest 

All demographic variables perceived as relevant were recoded from string to numeric format. 

Several dummy-variables
14

 were created and variables with insufficient answers for analysis 

were coded into larger group variables; this was also done when the difference was perceived 

redundant for analysis.  

 

                                                 
14

 Variables that number yes/true as 1 and no/false as 0, also called binary variables. 
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The following variables were used in the study. Age was remained as a numerical variable 

(any number). Semesters completed was constructed into a numerical variable by replacing 

the alternative 12+ semesters with value 13 (available values in this variable: 0 to 13).  

 

The variable Highest degree was created by combining all affiliations (bachelor and master) 

and selecting the highest degree in each observation. Two large groups were present (“social 

science and behavioural science” and “social work and welfare”) and all other alternatives 

was placed in the category “other”, except for observations with double candidate. To make 

the sample independent, these observations were placed in a separate category. The variable 

“Aim for postgraduate” measures if the respondents are planning to take a postgraduate 

degree in any subject. The variable “Current level of studies” was created by combining 

master and magister level into one category (postgraduate, value 1), and all other answers into 

undergraduate (value 0). 

 

The question regarding parental higher education was recoded into a dummy variable with 1 

as yes and 0 as no. Distinguishing those with one and two (or more) parents is needless for the 

analysis in comparison to having no parent with higher education. Same procedure was done 

to study loans (yes or no), any other financial support (yes or no), financial aid from 

significant others (yes or no), desire to switch study direction (yes or no), specialisation first-

hand choice (yes or no), and gender (male or female).  

 

Income from work (work income) was created by combining all sources (total: 3) of income 

into one variable, resulting in values 0, 1, 2 and 3. Each value shows the total amount of work 

income sources (ordinal scale). Thus, it does not measure respondents’ total income. It is 

reasonable to assume increased income, but the variable mainly measures work experience. 

An additional dummy variable was created to measure any work income (yes or no): work 

income dummy. 

 

4.3.3 Statistical methods 

Simple correlation analysis was conducted between questions in respective index groups as 

well as between these groups. While the variables in each group should correlate with each 

other, an overly strong correlation within the index group likely represents measurements of 
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the same or highly similar concepts. If this is true, it would cause overrepresentation of the 

measured concept in each index, hence, has to be dealt with. In the data material, three cases 

of this problem was detected and thus resulted in modification of the indices. Removing these 

problematic variables does not put validity at risk – but rather increase it – as the indices are 

measured by similar, yet different items (see Appendix B. Indices). The decision to remove 

the items was taken after evaluating their importance in relation to respective position (IP or 

EP). IP3 was considered to measure similar features as IP4, while the latter focused more on 

decision-making. EP2 was considered to measure aspects as EP3. As the economist position 

focuses on career choices and goals, EP3 was chosen. 

 

Strong correlation between index groups could also be problematic when these groups are 

supposed to be independent to each other, and measure different objects. There was no 

significant correlation between all group indexes created. This indicates that the indices 

measure distinctive phenomena. 

 

As the indices in this dissertation consist of means, independent t-test around the mean was 

used to examine significant differences between demographic groups and variables (such as 

gender, educational choices, desire to switch study direction etc.) and scales variables (IP, EP, 

CFC). Bivariate correlation was also conducted to search for dependencies between variables. 

For example, the amount of semesters completed will probably correlate with age. 

 

4.3.4 Qualitative content analysis 

Content analysis was performed on the open question answers. This coding and analysis was 

made by hand. Each section was analysed through colouring, where red colour represented 

economic motivation, and in alignment with previous research, theory and the purpose of the 

study connects to economic factors. In other words, this is motivation directed to the future 

labour market. Green colour represented idealistic motivation and is linked with expressed 

self-development and “genuine” interest in their current studies. An important part was self-

expressed well-being. Other – but still interesting – parts in the answers were underlined with 

black, and included motivation not directly connected with either the idealistic (self-

developing) values or economic ones. When there was doubt in the coding process (caused by 

factors such as ambiguity), the specific code was followed a question mark. If the motivation 
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was ruled weak – for example, by lack of expression – the code was put in brackets. The main 

codes (idealistic and economic motivation) were implemented into SPSS to create a total 

count in the sample and measure it to the desire to switch education. See Figure 12 for output. 

 

4.4 Validity and reliability 

Validity concerns the issue whether the instrument measures what it is supposed to (Trost, 

1994, p. 59). Several actions have been taken to establish this. As seen in the questionnaire 

discussion, only validated scales were used as a framework for the questionnaire. 

Furthermore, these scales are supplemented with textual analysis of the open questions. 

Hence, it can be argued that the validity of this study is rather high. Still, the scales were not 

used according to their original purpose. Further effort should have been focused on 

evaluating the questions in each group index. For example, it can be argued that the aim to 

attain future career goals (EP3) implies self-actualisation, and thus should not be included in 

the economist position. Yet, as the dissertation investigates self-development in study 

decisions, the item in question measures if studies are the prime concern (or rather the future 

after). High score should thus imply an economic approach in relation to studies (but possibly 

not to work). A pre-test of the study would have been needed to better handle issues related to 

the indices. In other words, more time (and reflection) should have been spent on constructing 

the questionnaire. 

 

There are other limitations this study faced. Most imminent is the sample size (larger samples 

are always better in statistical studies) and the reliability of the CFC scale. Reliability 

concerns the measurement’s efficiency, such as precision and objectivity (Ibid, p. 57-8). As 

the CFC questions were heavy and hard to understand for many respondents, reliability can be 

questioned in regard to this scale. Much of the critique from respondents directed toward the 

CFC scale and in many cases the alternative “uncertain” was chosen. Assumptions concerning 

the CFC scale should thus be viewed with care, as this measurement contains high uncertainty 

in respondent’s perception. 
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4.4.1 Sample selection 

The sample selection in this study was done by convenience. More specifically, it is a 

voluntary response sample. This increases the risk of bias in sample selection, as people with 

strong – often negative – opinions tend to answer surveys on voluntary basis (Moore, McCabe 

and Craig, 2009, p. 200). As one’s choice of education can be viewed as a non-controversial 

subject, it is possible that biases – at least negative ones – are moderately restrained. In 

addition, this dissertation is written by a student and as respondents are in similar situation as 

the author, the reason for responding to the survey could likely be of good will. This would 

limit both negative and positive bias regarding study choice (unhappy versus happy students). 

 

The sample selection is also problematic as statistical basis, as most statistical methods 

require simple random samples (SRS). For a survey of this width, this was not possible to 

achieve. Methods used in this dissertation are thus robust statistics in parametric tests (t-tests, 

see Group comparisons) and non-parametric tests in correlation analysis (see Bivariate 

correlation analysis). This is sufficient to analyse the data in this sample, as the purpose is not 

to draw conclusions that represent the whole population of students in Sweden, but to see if 

the theory and discussion presented can be applied to students in the sample. By doing a 

statistical analysis, it is possible to see tendencies in student responses. In addition, qualitative 

analysis is used to increase understanding in responses. Further research will be needed to 

validate found tendencies to the broad population. 

 

4.5 Ethical considerations 

Respondents were promised anonymity in relation to the survey. In accordance to the Swedish 

Research Council
15

 (2002), the respondents were given an explanation of the survey’s purpose 

on the introduction page
16

. It was explained that the questionnaire is completely voluntary and 

that it is possible to abort at any time. Furthermore, respondents were informed that the 

material gathered will be used as basis for this dissertation’s analysis and that only authorised 

individuals will have full access to the data. Respondents were promised that no material 

should be presented in way that jeopardizes anonymity. As discussed in the questionnaire 

                                                 
15

 In Swedish: Vetenskapsrådet. 
16

 See the link in Appendix A. Questionnaire structure. 
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construction, several precautions were taken to ensure this (such as keeping questions 

concerning sensitive information general). 

 

5 Results 

136 complete and 36 partial responses were collected (total 172). For the data analysis, only 

the completed responses were used (N = 136). 

 

5.1 Demographics 

In the collected sample, 95.6 percent (n=130) of all respondents were currently studying, 

while 4.4 percent (n=6) had a study break of less than a year. Thus, this sample represents 

students currently active in their studies. 128 students (94.1 percent) are affiliated with 

Uppsala University, and as this survey was mainly conducted in Uppsala this is not surprising. 

Students were also asked if they are planning to conduct most of their studies (2/3 or more) in 

Sweden, where 98.5 percent (n=134) answered yes. The rest (n=2) were uncertain. Hence, the 

sample represents students mainly active in Sweden, which was the target population. 

Distribution in gender is rather skewed in favour to women (72.1 percent), as can be seen in 

Table 2. One reason for this could be that women in general are overrepresented in course 

enrolment to sociology and social work
17

. As these were the two large groups in this sample 

(see Figure 7), this over representation was likely reflected in the survey as well. 

 

As can be seen in the table (Table 1), age distribution in the sample stretched from 19 to 37 

years of age. The average age (years) is 24.44 as can be seen by the mean and the median age 

is 24. Hence, general age in the survey is around 24 years since there is no large difference 

between mean and median, even though the sample is rather skewed (1.191); see also Figure 

5. As the histogram shows, age distribution is skewed to the left, meaning that observations 

are mainly concentrated around the lower numbers.  

 

                                                 
17

According to UHR (Universitets- och högskolerådets antagningsstatistik), the Swedish statistical centre for 

enrolment, Sociology and Social psychology A (autumn 2015; UU-23501) enrolled 48 women and 21 men 

(selection 1); 39 women and 19 men (selection 2). Socionomprogrammet (autumn 2015; UP-P2400) enrolled 49 

women and 15 men (selection 1); 46 women and 18 men (selection 2). Hence, the distribution is about 2 to 1 in 

favour to women. These statistics were taken from: http://statistik.uhr.se/ (2016-05-09). 

http://statistik.uhr.se/


Uppsala University 

Department of Sociology  

Master 15c 

Tobias Andersson 

2016-06-09 

37 

 

 
Figure 5  Age distribution and skewness 

 

 

Figure 6  Completed semester distribution 

 

Students in the sample have on average completed five semesters (M=5.11; Md=5). This 

distribution shows only a slight skewness (0.319), meaning that the sample is overall evenly 

distributed in relation to semesters completed. As can be seen in the boxplot (Figure 6), this 

small skewness is directed toward the top (higher numbers), as the percentile 75 (Q3) is 

slightly larger than percentile 25 (Q1) when compared to percentile 50 (median); 50 percent 
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of all observations are between 3 and 8 semesters. Note that the maximum number (13) 

includes all observations over twelve semesters completed. 

 

Figure 7 shows study field distribution in terms of respondent’s aim, that is, which field they 

are planning to take their highest degree in. As discussed in the method section, “Social 

science and behavioural science” should mainly consist of students taking courses in 

sociology while “Social work and welfare” are mainly students of socionomprogrammet 

(social workers). As these were the two large groups in the sample, all other fields were 

placed into the category “other”. The reason for this is to make the table comprehensible as all 

other fields had low number of responses. Respondents with more than one field as highest 

degree were placed in a separate category in order to make the distinctions exclusive. Two 

respondents were not studying for a degree at all. Of all students in the sample, half (50 

percent) were aiming for a postgraduate degree. However, only 21.3 percent were currently 

studying for a postgraduate degree. It was not possible to determine the seven missing 

observations. 

 

 

 
Figure 7 Study fields distribution 
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Figure 8 Aim for postgraduate in study fields 

 

As can be seen in Figure 8, the majority of students aiming for postgraduate degree were from 

“Social science and behavioural science” (n=38; about 58 percent). This also means that about 

68 percent of all students affiliated with “Social science and behavioural science” were 

aiming for a postgraduate degree. In the category “Social work and welfare”, only six 

respondents had this aim, that is, about 17 percent in this category. This is not surprising, as 

socionomprogrammet leads to a vocational (not postgraduate) degree. Students from other 

specializations were more evenly distributed in this respect. 

 

When asked if their current education was their first-hand choice (see Table 2), 75 percent of 

all respondents answered yes. This means that the majority of the students were enrolled to 

the education they placed as highest alternative when applying to university studies; 22.1 

percent did not enrol to their highest desired alternative. The missing values are respondents 

that did not remember. 

 

Responding to question whether to switch the direction of their studies if given opportunity 

(see Figure 9), most students (58.1 percent) would not switch. The largest group that were 

willing to switch would have changed to a completely different field (17.6 percent). Only 8.8 
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percent would switch within their current field (to a different specialization) and 15.4 percent 

were uncertain. The motivation for switching, or not switching study direction is further 

analysed in the context analysis, as respondents were given an open-ended question to answer. 

 

 
Figure 9  Switch study direction 

 

5.1.1 Summary: Demographics 

To sum up, respondents in the sample are active students of Uppsala University. In three of 

four cases they are women. Their average age is 24 years and most students are clustered 

around this age. Mostly they have completed five semesters (2.5 years of studies), although 

this distribution is rather evenly divided between all alternatives (0 to 12+ semesters) in the 

sample. Two distinctive large groups in terms of study fields are visible, which are, “Social 

science and behavioural science” (56 observations) and “Social work and welfare” (36 

observations). All other study fields were combined into one group (34 observations) with the 

exception of respondents aiming for double candidates (8 observations). Of all respondents 

(136 observations), half of them were aiming for a postgraduate degree. 29 of 136 

respondents were currently studying for a postgraduate. Respondents affiliated with “Social 

science and behavioural science” on majority aimed for a postgraduate degree, while 

respondents in “Social work and welfare” did not. In three of four cases, respondents were 

enrolled to their highest ranked initial choice of education path. In about three of five cases, 
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respondents would continue with their current education if given the opportunity to change 

path. 

 

Table 1 Demographics distribution (numerical) 

 

Minimum Maximum Median Mean Std. Dev. Skewness Kurtosis 

      Std. E.  Std. E. 

Age 19 37 24 24,44 3,479 1,191 ,208 1,596 ,413 

Semesters 0 13 5 5,11 3,220 ,319 ,208 -,322 ,413 

 
Table 2 Demographics distribution (binary) 

Demographics (N / %) 

Gender 

Male Female 

37 (27.2 %) 98 (72.1 %) 

First hand choice 

Yes No 

102 (75 %) 30 (22.1 %) 

Aiming for Postgraduate 

Yes No 

68 (50 %) 68 (50 %) 

Current level 

Undergraduate Postgraduate 

100 (73.5 %) 29 (21.5 %) 

 

5.2 Sociocultural and socioeconomic variables 

Variables with sociocultural and socioeconomic value in this sample are (1) parental influence 

and (2) the economic position the respondent are in. As can be seen in   
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Table 5 most respondents in the sample have at least one (past) guardian with higher 

education (76.12 per cent). The skewness is further illustrated by the bar chart (Figure 10). 

 

 
Figure 10 Parental educations 

 

In terms of economic position, most respondents were receiving economic support from CSN 

(Centrala studiestödsnämnden); the Swedish centre for financial aid for studies. As can be 

seen in   
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Table 5, about 70 percent of all respondents were taking study loans. About 30 percent also 

received financial support from other sources, such as scholarships and significant others. 

Most commonly, respondents received additional economic support from parental figures. 

 

In respect to economic position, another interesting variable is income from work. The pie-

chart (Figure 11) shows how this income is distributed in the sample. Three sources of income 

were present: income saved from previous work before enrolment, part-time work during 

studies and work during semester breaks. Most respondents – 42.6 percent – only had one 

source of income. Still, a fair amount of respondents (second largest group) had two sources 

of income. In 13.2 percent of all cases, all sources mentioned above were present as a source 

of income. The remaining 17.6 percent did not have any income from work at all. Relation 

between these income variables will be examined in the subsequent section. 

 

 
Figure 11 Income from work 
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5.2.1 Relation between the variables 

To test if there is a significant difference between respondents receiving financial aid from 

significant others
18

 and respondents who had any income from work a Chi-square test was 

performed (see cross tabulation and Chi-Square test in Table 3 and arate as well as put 

together). 

  

                                                 
18

 Two cases – who received financial aid from other significant others such as partners – were added to the 

variable “Parental financial aid” to form one variable of respondents relying on others for income. In contrast, 

having an income from work should be regarded as a variable of financial independence (when not receiving 

financial support), as income from work is – most likely – not controlled by social relations with significant 

others. 
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Table 4)
19

. As can be seen by the Chi-Square test (Pearson), there is – with high certainty (p < 

0.01) – a significant relation between the respondents receiving financial aid from significant 

others and respondents having any income from work
20

. As can be seen in the cross 

tabulation, respondents with financial aid are overly represented in not having income from 

work, while respondents with income from work are underrepresented in receiving financial 

aid. This is not surprising findings, but points toward the case that respondents with income 

from work are more independent (in terms of economical position) than those who receive 

financial support from significant others. 

 
Table 3 Relation between income dependency and independency 

Crosstabulation 

 Financial aid (sig. others) Total 

No Yes 

Income from work 

No 
Count 12 12 24 

Expected Count 18,7 5,3 24,0 

Yes 
Count 94 18 112 

Expected Count 87,3 24,7 112,0 

Total 
Count 106 30 136 

Expected Count 106,0 30,0 136,0 

Pearson Chi-Square: 13.23 (df=1), p < 0.01. 

 

Another Chi-square test was performed to see if there is a relationship between taking loan 

from CSN and receiving financial aid from other sources.
21

 No significant result was 

established between taking loan and receiving financial aid from significant others. However, 

when including any form of other financial aid in the sample, a significant relationship was 

confirmed, even though this relationship is close to being non-significant
22

; see following 

                                                 
19

 Assumptions fulfilled: Large sample (no expected cell count less than 5); independent sample (values between 

variables are independent) – (SRS unfulfilled). 
20

 Null hypothesis: There is no relation between “financial dependence” and “independence”. Alternative 

hypothesis: There is a relation between “income dependency” and “income independency. As there is no major 

risk with wrongly rejecting the null hypothesis, a significance level of 5 % was chosen. As chosen significance 

level is larger than Pearson’s p-value (0.05>0.000) the null hypotheses is rejected. 
21

 Assumptions fulfilled: Large sample (no expected cell count less than 5); independent sample (values between 

variables are independent) – (SRS unfulfilled). 
22

 Null hypothesis: There is no relation between “CSN loan” and “Other support”. Alternative hypothesis: There 

is a relation between “CSN loan” and “Other support”. As there is no major risk with wrongly rejecting the null 

hypothesis, a significance level of 5 % was chosen. As chosen significance level is larger than Pearson’s p-value 

(0.05>0.047) the null hypotheses is rejected. 
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tables. As can be seen in the cross tabulation, respondents with other forms of financial 

support are underrepresented in taking loan from CSN. A probable explanation is that they 

can manage their economic situation with help of other sources without taking a loan. No 

significant result was found when testing this relation to work income (both by testing each 

variable separate as well as put together). 
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Table 4 Relationship between taking loan (CSN) and other financial support 

Crosstabulation 

 

Receives financial support (CSN 

excluded) 

Total No Yes 

Are currently taking loan 

from CSN (Swedish financial 

aid for studies) 

No Count 24 16 40 

Expected Count 28,7 11,3 40,0 

Yes Count 73 22 95 

Expected Count 68,3 26,7 95,0 

Total Count 97 38 135 

Expected Count 97,0 38,0 135,0 

Pearson Chi-Square: 3.94 (df=1), p < 0.05. 

 

5.2.2 Summary: Sociocultural and socioeconomic variables 

To sum up, about three in four respondents have at least one parent with higher educational 

background. In accordance to previous research, this might not be very surprising as studies 

have shown that this relation with enrolment to higher education is quite significant (Belzil 

and Leonardi 2007; Harrison et al 1977). Most respondents in the sample were taking loan 

from CSN (about 70 percent). In addition to this, about 30 percent of the sample was 

receiving additional financial support – mostly from parental figures – although this group 

was less likely to take loan. This relation is however somewhat uncertain. In terms of labour, 

about 82 percent of all respondents had income from any work-related source, those who did 

not, were more likely to receive financial aid from significant others (such as parental 

figures). The implications of this will be further explored later on.  
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Table 5 Sociocultural and socioeconomic variables (binary) 

Sociocultural and socioeconomic variables  
(N / %) 

Parents (Ed. background) 

Yes No 

102 (75 %) 32 (23.5 %) 

CSN loan 

Yes No 

95 (69.9 %) 40 (29.4 %) 

Other support  

Yes No 

39 (28.7 %) 97 (71.3 %) 

Financial aid (parental) 

Yes No 

28 (20.6 %) 108 (79.4 %) 

 

5.3 Indices 

Four indices are present in this sample: Idealist position index (IP), Economist positon index 

(EP), Amotivation and Consideration of future consequences (CFC). Note that the CFC-scale 

is measured on a 5-point Likert scale, while the motivation indices are measured on a 7-point 

Likert scale. To see all questions included in each index, see Appendix B. Indices. The higher 

the mean-value, the more respondents are aligned with respective position (motivation). In the 

CFC index, low value reflects low consideration for future consequences while high value 

represents the opposite; the middle value (3) is the threshold between these positions. As can 

be seen in Table 6, in average, there seems to be no large difference between IP (μ = 4.78) 

and EP indices (μ = 4.66); both are somewhat leaned toward higher numbers (max 7). 

Amotivation (μ = 2.18) is – in general – quite low in the sample. The CFC-scale mean is 

slightly above the middle value of the scale (μ = 3.18; max 5). The only highly skewed index 

is amotivation (1.248), which means that most observations are located within the low values 

(long tail). 
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Table 6 Index statistics 

Index Statistics 

 Idealist 

position 

Economist 

position 

Amotivation  CFC
23

 

Median 5 4,5 2 3 

Mean 4,7868 4,6654 2,1875 3,1840 

Std. Deviation 1,17258 1,15037 1,27648 ,62104 

Skewness -,484 -,316 1,245 ,053 

Std. Error of Skewness ,208 ,208 ,208 ,209 

Kurtosis -,272 -,229 1,704 -,134 

Std. Error of Kurtosis ,413 ,413 ,413 ,414 

 

5.4 Bivariate correlation analysis 

This section will present all significant results (of interest) derived from bivariate correlation 

analysis. Furthermore, the following analysis will focus on the indices created in relation to 

study motivation (Idealist and Economist position, amotivation and the CFC). The variables 

to which the indices are correlated with are categorical – bivariate – variables, with the 

exception of semesters studied. In addition, the indices used are ordinal
24

. Thus, non-

parametric coefficients will be used to measure correlation (Spearman’s rho). Each test has 

136 valid cases (N=136). All correlations presented are small (under 0.5; -0.5) but significant 

(p < 0.01 or p < 0.05). A Spearman’s rank-order correlation coefficient was computed to 

assess the relationship between index (IP; EP; Amotivation; CFC) and variable of interest. For 

an overview, see  

 

Table 7 Correlations. 

 

5.4.1 Idealist position 

Five correlations were found when performing correlation to the Idealist position (IP), the 

self-developing motivation for the choice of studies (self-interest).  

 

                                                 
23

 5-point Likert scale 
24

 It is possible to argue that the indices can used as a ratio scale as it is based on mean values; this will be the 

case in the grouped t-tests. In bivariate correlation analysis, this does not matter as the other variables are not 

numerical (with the exception of age and semesters completed).  
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Amount of time spent within academia was correlated to increased self-interest in current 

studies (rho = 0.297, p < 0.01). This implicates that students are becoming increasingly 

interested in studies by time spent in academic settings, but also that this setting promotes 

self-development.  

 

Already studying on postgraduate level is also correlated with increased self-interest (rho = 

0.244, p < 0.01), but is not as strong as Aim for postgraduate (rho = 0.344, p < 0.01) that will 

be further explored in Group comparisons. It is possible that students aimed for postgraduates 

because they were already interested in the subject from beginning, but as time spent in 

academia is correlated with increased self-interest, it is reasonable to assume that academic 

settings encourage this development. 

 

Increase in work income sources is correlated to increased self-interest related to studies (rho 

= 0.216, p < 0.01). Thus, if students were certain that they would continue their ongoing 

education, it also meant that they were increasingly motivated by self-developing values in 

their studies. This suggests that self-derived motivation in studies has an effect on how certain 

students are in their current study choice. This will be further discussed in section 5.4.2, as a 

similar relationship in the economic position was found. 

 

Increase in work income by sources is correlated to increased self-interest related to studies 

(rho = 0.187, p < 0.05).  This suggests that having increased (independent) income also raise 

self-developing motivation in studies. An implication of this result is that students with more 

work income are less pressured by external factors (such as parental figures) and are therefore 

more affected by influence from academic settings (advocating self-interest). 

 

5.4.2 Economist position 

Two correlations of interest were found in relation to economic position (EP); motivation by 

economic values.  

 

In contrast to the relationship between income independency and idealist position, 

dependency on significant others for financial support was positively correlated with 

increasing motivation by economic values (rho = 0.204, p < 0.05). Notwithstanding its weak 
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correlation, this still implicates that respondents reliant on external pressure are pushed 

toward making economically-inclined choices in relation to their future and education. This 

relation will be further explored in section 5.5.2 (group comparisons). 

 

Similar to idealist position, correlation was found between the economic position and 

certainty in study choice.  This suggests that students motivated by economic values are more 

likely to be certain in their current study decision. As same relation was found in the idealist 

position, this suggests that increased motivation overall – that is, by either economic or self-

developing values – increase students’ certainty in their willingness to continue current 

education paths. Correlations related to lack of motivation will be examined in the following 

section. 

 

5.4.3 Amotivation 

Four correlations of interests will be discussed in this section; two will be discussed in Group 

comparisons. Amotivation in this study concerns lack of motivation derived from unfulfilled 

study expectations. More specifically, how students perceived lacking study environment 

and/or excessively high expectations related to their studies. In either case, this scale 

measured felt amotivation in current study conditions.  

 

Being a postgraduate student correlates with amotivation (rho = 185, p < 0.05), which might 

indicate increased discrepancy between student and university expectations at a higher level. 

Increased income from work sources is negatively correlated with amotivation (rho = -187, p 

< 0.05). Thus, the more funding students get from work (past, present or vocational), the more 

motivated they are overall in their studies. This relationship is not clear-cut. It could indicate 

that students already familiar with pressure in work environment are better equipped to deal 

with pressure in academia as well. 

 

5.4.4 Consideration of future consequences 

No significant result was found by nonparametric correlation tests in this regard. However, 

when running Pearson Correlations, a significant result was found between gender (female) 

and CFC-scale; a positive correlation (r = 0.194, p < 0.05). As gender is a categorical and 
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bivariate variable, Pearson’s test is not an appropriate method. In order to establish any 

relation between the variables this relation will be further explored in section 5.5.4. 

 

5.4.5 Summary: Bivariate correlation analysis 

Correlations related to idealist position suggest that academic settings are important for self-

interest in studies, while external influence – by significant others – promote economic 

motivation (economist position). Overall increases in motivation – by either economic or self-

developing values – do however correlate with how certain students are in their current 

educational choice. In contrast, willingness to switch education is correlated with lack of 

motivation. Increased motivation thus suggests that students have belief in their ongoing 

education (and – presumably – their upcoming future). 

 

Table 7 Correlations summary 

Correlation Coefficients 

Spearman’s Rho Idealist position 

 

Economist position Amotivation  CFC 

 Idealist position  1,000 ,092 -,076 ,093 

Economist position ,092 1,000 -,140 -,081 

Amotivation -,076 -,140 1,000 -,028 

CFC ,093 -,081 -,028 1,000 

Semesters completed ,297** -,022 -,008 -,026 

Continue specialisation ,229** ,201* -,322** -,013 

First-hand choice ,135 ,150 -,184* -,088 

Switch studies -,253** -,116 ,324** ,078 

Aiming for Postgraduate ,344** -,049 -,012 ,003 

Postgraduate student ,244** -,025 ,185* -,098 

Work income ,180* -,150 -,187* ,150 

Financial aid (Sig. others) 
-,016 ,204* ,137 -,014 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) and *. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 

 

5.5 Group comparisons 

To establish mean-differences between groups in the sample, independent-samples t-tests will 

be used. Assumptions to perform this are that both group samples are random, and whether 

this is the case is highly debatable. Perfect randomisation is not critical for the purpose of this 

dissertation, as its aim is to highlight tendencies in student behaviour and motivation. See 
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section 4.4.1 in method chapter for further discussion on this. Another assumption is that the 

sample is normally distributed and large. This is also debatable in this present sample, as 

Likert-scales – in its essence – are ordinal (discrete) variables and thus not – by common 

concept – normal distributed. Still, it is possible to argue that Likert-scales can be measured as 

ratio scales due to the usage of mean values (a quasi-ratio scale) in the indices created. In 

addition, what makes a sample large enough – to make a normal distribution – is also 

inconclusive. Rule of thumbs differ, but mainly depends on sample skewness and extreme 

outliers; robust t procedures. As long as there is no extreme skewness (or outliers), sample 

size of at least N = 15 can be used. Roughly 40 observations are considered large samples for 

this test (Moore et al, 2009, pp. 432-3). In this study, at least 30 observations are regarded as 

large sample size, taught by the statistical department on Uppsala University; all performed 

independent-samples t-tests have at least 30 observation. As a reminder, this is a robust 

approach due to the use of a quasi-ratio scale, approximate normality distribution and lack of 

simple random sample (SRS).  

 

5.5.1 Idealist position 

Two large groups in terms of study direction are present in the sample; “Social science and 

behavioural science” (social sciences) and “social work and welfare” (social work). An 

independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare the idealist position (IP) in the social 

sciences and social work conditions. There was a significant difference in the scores for social 

sciences (M=5.16 SD=1.05) and social work (M=4.33, SD=0.97) conditions; t (83.78)=-3,95, 

p < 0.01. These results suggest that students in the social sciences are more “idealistically” 

motivated compared with students in social work in respect to their studies. One potential 

reason is that social work is mainly profession-directed, and thus these studies might just be 

seen as a temporal stop without much connection to future endeavour.  

 

Another independent-samples t-test was performed to compare IP in aiming and not aiming 

for postgraduate conditions. There was a significant difference in the scores for aiming 

(M=5.18, SD=1.09) and not aiming (M=4.38, SD=1.11) conditions; t (133.97)=-4.201, p < 

0.01. This suggests that aiming for postgraduate degree has an effect on how idealistic 

inclined students are in their studies. To be specific, when students are aiming for a 

postgraduate, they become more idealistic motivated. 
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An independent-samples t-test was also conducted to compare IP in the desire to switch and 

not switch studies conditions. There was a significant difference in the scores for switch 

(M=4.32, SD=1.23) and not switch (M=5.02, SD=1.09) conditions; t (61.00)=2.942, p < 0.01. 

This implies that students that do not desire to switch studies are more likely to be idealistic 

motivated in their studies than students wishing to switch studies. This relation will be further 

discussed in the amotivation section. 

 

5.5.2 Economist position 

As discussed previously, a weak correlation was found between the economist position and 

the receipt of financial aid from significant others (mainly parental figures, but also partners 

and relatives). To further test this relation, an independent-samples t-test was performed to 

compare the economist position (EP) in financial aid and no financial aid conditions. There 

was a significant difference in the scores for financial aid (M=5.15, SD=0.92) and no 

financial aid (M=4.52, SD=1.17) conditions; t (57.73)=-3.094, p < 0.01. This suggests that 

receiving financial aid from significant others have an effect on students’ inclination towards 

economic values. That is, financial aid – from significant others – increase economic 

motivation in study decisions. 

 

5.5.3 Amotivation 

As discussed in section 5.5.1 (Idealist position), the desire to not switch study direction was 

related to higher idealistic motivation. An additional independent-samples t-test was 

conducted to compare amotivation in desire to switch and not switch conditions. There was a 

significant difference in the scores for switch (M=2.80, SD=1.58) and not switch (M=1.82, 

SD=0.98) conditions; t (47.66)=-3.438, p < 0.01. This result shows that students willing to 

switch study direction are more amotivated. To be concrete, this means that students unhappy 

with their current study situation (by perceived reasons such as high pressure and lacking 

study environment) are more willing to switch studies.  

 

An independent-samples t-test was also performed to compare amotivation in first-hand 

choice and not first-hand choice conditions. There was a significant difference in the scores 

for first-hand choice (M=2.02, SD=1.08) and not first-hand choice (M=2.75, SD=1.71) 
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conditions; t (36.06)=2.191, p < 0.05. This result implicates that students not enrolled to their 

highest desired educational choice are less happy with their overall study environment. To be 

specific, students that did not enrol to their first-hand choice are more likely to be doubtful in 

their current education. 

 

5.5.4 Considerations of future consequences 

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare CFC in male and female conditions. 

There was a significant difference in the scores for male (M=2.98, SD=0.63) and female 

(M=3.25, SD=0.60) conditions; t (61.98)=2.217, p < 0.05. This result suggests that gender has 

an effect on future-related behaviour. More specifically, it implies that women are generally 

adopting behaviour with future consequences in mind, while men in general consider 

immediate consequences as more important. Even though this group is very close to the 

midpoint – as can be seen in the mean difference – men are under the threshold (value 3) 

while women are above it. This was the only significant result in relation to the CFC-scale 

 

5.5.5 Summary: Grouped comparisons 

Overall, higher idealistic values were present in academic-oriented education (social sciences) 

compared to vocational direction (social work). Similarly, aiming for postgraduate degree also 

increased idealistic values in studies. This suggests that academic settings promote self-

development, as academic aims are highly related to the idealistic position. When respondents 

were affected by external social factors – more specifically influence from significant others – 

economic motivation increased. Amotivation in studies was more likely to be when students 

wished to switch studies, but also students did not enrol to their first-hand choice.  

 

The findings also suggest that women overall consider and behave according to future 

consequences compared to men. Reliability concerns regarding the CFC-scale do, however, 

urge caution in this result. 

 

5.6 Qualitative context analysis 

One question was asked in the survey in an open-ended format: “What is your motivation for 

changing, or not changing, the current direction of your studies? (Please start the sentence 
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with “I would change/not change because…”). The main point of the coding was to allocate 

idealistic and economic motivation. As a reminder, economic motivation (in this dissertation) 

is directed towards the future labour market and economic factors, while idealistic motivation 

concerns individual self-expressed well-being and interest. When possible, each answer was 

coded according to these assumptions. 

 

In general, respondents wrote one or two sentences, while a few responses were three to four 

sentences long
25

. In some cases, the answers were very short. For example, “I like sociology” 

(Obs. 177). This was coded as “weak” idealistic motivation, as it is an unelaborated answer 

but nonetheless targets well-being. In Figure 12, all motivation coded as either economic or 

idealistic factors are included
26

; hundred observations (of 136) were able to be coded in this 

way. Eight observations (not seen in the figure) were marked with the tag “time”, as the 

expressed motivation for not changing were that they had already studied long enough. For 

example: “I will not switch as I’ve come too far” (Obs. 54) and “[…] Foremost I do not want 

to change as I’ve spent so much time in my field” (Obs. 59).
27

 Additional eight respondents 

were inconclusive by various reasons, one was amotivated and the rest provided no 

motivation. 

 

Ten respondents were motivated (by their answer) solely on economic factors. This group was 

likely willing to switch education if given opportunity. As can be seen in the two following 

examples, reducing risk on labour markets were the prime concern: “I would switch to natural 

sciences, as medicine is a safer card for future work” (Obs. 155); “I would switch as my 

current education lack practicalities and do not result in vocational degree, making it hard for 

professional establishment on the labour market” (Obs. 154). An overwhelming proportion 

was idealistic motivated. Many short answers are in this category, as they usually expressed 

satisfaction (“nöjd/trivsel”) and interest in their current education, or for that matter, the lack 

of such in their ongoing one: “I would switch as I’ve found my interest in law greater” (Obs. 

63). In eleven cases, both forms of motivation were present, motivating their choices by both 

economic and self-realisation, illustrated by this case: “I would not change [..,] it allows me to 

specialize in something that is poorly researched (lots of potential) and to engage in social 

                                                 
25

 The answers were in Swedish and most examples in this text are translations. 
26

 Descriptive tags (such as “weak”) were removed in order to make the table more comprehensible. 
27

 Phrasing the question differently, with emphasis on hypothetical situation with no consequences in switching 

studies, could possibly have made the motivational intention in decision making clearer. 
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issues that I care about” (Obs. 170). Respondents in this positon would not switch. There was 

one exception: “[…] I would switch to law as I was originally more interested in that subject 

[…] It’s a large interest and it would benefit my current profession [vocational study 

direction] [..;] a win-win situation” (Obs. 143). In this response, both idealistic and economic 

motivation was present as motivator for changing study direction. 

 

5.6.1 Summary: Qualitative content analysis 

As can be seen in Figure 12, an overwhelming majority of the students motivated their 

choices by idealistic reasons. This was the case in both desire to switch and not switch study 

direction. A form of self-satisfaction in their studies (or the future to come as result of their 

studies) was present in most responses. A low number of respondents gave answers that only 

contained explicit economic motivation, such as studying solely to get a profession. This 

suggests that students are expressing themselves by individualised terms, that is, their 

decisions are supposed to target their own self-interest and development. More specifically, 

the students are highly individualised as they express self-identity in their study process. 

 

 
Figure 12 Motivation and the desire to switch study direction 
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6 Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine how students in Sweden motivate their choice of 

educational path. Two main theoretical assumptions were taken. First, individuals could strive 

for self-development (and creating narratives) as part of a reflexive project of the self, 

implicating that activities conducted by individuals should foremost be meaningful for self-

narrative. Planning for the future – but also adaptability – is necessary in this project, as risk is 

imminent in modern societies. This uncertainty derives from the unpredictability in risk-

assessments, and as a consequence the chance of “missing out” given opportunities. With risk 

there is also rationality, and as has been discussed, rationality is entrenched in ideological 

viewpoints. In addition, modern societies are constantly changing. This temporality is 

embedded in capitalism, as risk assessments – and also crises – are enclosed in economic 

capitalist systems. Hence, rationality targets future consequences in both individualistic and 

capitalistic ideologies. This leads to the second assumption: As individuals form their 

imagined futures on fictional representations of the future, they need to be convinced that the 

future in question can be accessed. In economic terms, this perception should include having a 

steady income after graduation. In individualistic terms the possibility for self-realization. 

Still, there are other factors that matter when discussing enrolment at educational institutions. 

 

6.1 External social influence and motivation 

Even if Sweden and the Swedish education system has become increasingly individualised 

(Forsberg 2015; Vinterek 2006; Kosonen 1987), the decision to enrol in higher education is 

heavily dependent on social influence from external factors. As discussed in chapter 2 

(Previous research), studies have pointed towards factors such as parental influence (Belzil 

and leonardi 2007; Harrison et al. 1977) and social structures (Forsberg 2015; Sernhede 2009; 

Harrison et al. 1977) as critical elements. Results from this study points towards same 

direction, as 76 percent of all respondents in the study have at least one parent with higher 

educational background. An interesting finding in this respect, however, is that respondents 

who are reliant on significant others (mainly parental figures) for financial aid
28

 are more 

                                                 
28

 About 21 percent of all respondents received financial aid from significant others. 
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economic inclined in their study motivation (compared to respondents who were not in this 

dependant situation). This could implicate that respondents are pushed by their significant 

others (external elements) into taking economic risk-assessments. In contrast, economically 

independent individuals have more margin to pursue own interests in their risk-calculation. 

Still, 70 percent of all respondents were taking state-financed loan (CSN) to manage their 

studies. Thus, in order to be economically independent from significant others, dependency on 

the state is instead assumed. This implicates that social structures (in welfare) are vital for 

upholding individualistic aims in imagined futures. Commonly, respondents did also have 

income from work sources. This was less likely the case if the respondent was receiving 

financial aid from significant others and further affirm dependency as a factor for increased 

economic behaviour. 

 

6.2 Individualisation and idealistic motivation 

The fact that an overwhelming proportion of all respondents were mainly motivating their 

educational choices with exclusively idealistic motivation (about 80 percent) implies the 

successful adaption of individualistic ideology in Swedish education (as discussed by 

Vinterek 2006). Additional 10 percent were motivated by both idealistic and economic 

factors. Harrison et al. (1977) showed that pre-university schools were significant in moulding 

students for higher education. In Sweden, this process evidently pushes students into an 

individualistic ideological perspective on education, with emphasis on personal attachment. 

For instance, some of the respondents explained why they would not want to change their 

specialisation: “I would not change as I feel that my choice of education fits me as a person 

perfectly” (Obs. 119) and “I would not change as I love the subject I’m studying. It’s 

unbelievably interesting and feels important” (Obs. 117). The wish for “genuinity” in 

Hochshild’s (2012) terms is articulated, that is, the idea of an unsuppressed self. Still, no 

significant difference was found between the economic and the idealist position index (in the 

overall population).  

 

Differences were found when the sample was divided into groups. When comparing 

differences between “Social science and behavioural science” and “Social work and welfare”, 

the latter group had significantly lower mean-value than the first in the idealist position (IP). 

Thus – in comparison – respondents within the social sciences are more motivated by self-
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developing values in their studies. Even though both fields are taught by the sociological 

department at Uppsala University
29

, there is a critical distinction between them (more than 

being a separate field). Through the social work programme, students are getting a vocational 

degree. Within the social sciences (sociology), students either take a bachelor’s, or more 

commonly, a master’s degree. A degree in social sciences do not provide distinctive 

professional traits (if one do not count prerequisites for doctoral studies), at least not in the 

same way that a vocational degree does. 

 

By taking Hedström’s theory of rational imitation into account, social environments (and the 

established actors within these spheres) influence the way individuals make decisions in 

situations of uncertainty. As seen in previous studies, education is filled with uncertainty, 

particularly in assessments towards the future (Dominitz and Manski 1996; Varga 2002; Betts 

1996). Hence, it is fair to assume that students adapt to their current social environment by 

imitating (established) actors within their field of study. Moreover – with the labour market in 

mind – there should be more uncertainty involved in the social sciences due to its more 

general educational span. By contrast, the social work programme is a clear path to profession 

and thus contains less uncertainty. It is also substantially shorter (in general). All in all, 

students aiming for a vocational degree should – to a greater extent – be able to distance 

themselves from their ongoing studies, as it is foremost the profession that is of importance 

and interest. This is suggested by their lower Idealist position score (IP) but nonetheless high 

amount of idealistic motivation (no significant difference in motivation was found). To 

exemplify this, two of the following quotes are from social work students: “I would not 

change as I want to be a social worker [personalvetare]. I’ve found the education I need to in 

order to get my dream job [Italics added]” (Obs. 94) and “I would not change as I’m 

comfortable [nöjd] with my choice of profession [Italics added]” (Obs. 76). As can be seen, 

these two quotes target the future profession as main motivator, not their studies. To contrast 

with a quote from behavioural science: “I don’t want to change as I’m very interested in the 

subject. Unfortunately there are not many jobs […] but I don’t want to study something I’m 

not interested in or doesn’t give me something [back]” (Obs. 156). Here, the studies are 

clearly in focus.  

 

                                                 
29

 As discussed before, most responses came from sociology courses and socionomprogrammet (social work 

programme). 
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6.3 Individualisation and adaption in academia 

As discussed in the previous section (6.2), individuals seem to adapt to the rationality within 

the social context they are a part of. When the situation is uncertain (in circumstances such as 

broad educations), other actors – perceived to be in a better position to make evaluation 

within the field – are imitated. Actors that are viewed to be in a better position are seniors, 

researchers, lecturers etc. That is, individuals with more experience and most importantly an 

actual future. Because of market uncertainty outside of academia, it is plausible that students 

increasingly become more interested in their ongoing studies as they are starting to see this as 

possible (and more likely) future for them. In other words, they adopt the view of their seniors 

in the field. It is not unlikely that the individual also would adopt the ruling ideology in 

education, that is, self-development through individualised studies. This could explain why 

the Idealistic position is positively correlated with the amount of semesters completed, but 

also why respondents aiming for a master’s degree are more idealistically inclined. These are 

individuals who have successfully adopted the rationality within their social environment and 

thus see academia as their likely future. They see themselves having a career in academia by 

not seeing themselves having a career outside it. This is perhaps true for the students within 

the social sciences, as very few in this group motivated their educational choices as a way to 

increase competiveness in labour markets. One could also argue that increased exposure in a 

field would possibly harbour interest in it and that individuals can be genuinely interested in 

taking a master’s, but self-interest – as seen in the theoretical discussion – is made available 

by social structures and ideologies. As education in Sweden embrace individualisation, it is 

only rational to adopt a genuine interest in the subject one is planning his or her future around. 

It is what successful actors have done. There are certainly techniques to imitate more than 

genuine interest, such as strategic planning in studies, writing style and so forth, but this falls 

outside the scope of this dissertation.  

 

In addition, it is possible imagine that individuals that are highly motivated by individualistic 

values are the ones who continue their studies in academic settings. This might be the case, 

but from the presented theoretical perspectives on rational imitation and risk management, 

choices are conducted within social settings; increased interest in studies derives from this 

environment. To make a stronger statement, it would be necessary to follow certain students 

through their study process (from enrolment to examination). 
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6.4 Amotivation 

As described by Giddens, crises arise when ontological security is disturbed, that is, when the 

“protective cocoon” no longer holds. In relation to Beckert, this would be the case when an 

individual’s imagined future no longer feels secure or viable. In other words, when life-

planning fails, trust in the future is replaced with doubt. Likely, this would lead to disbelief in 

choices made, and for that matter increasing amotivation. As the results show, increasing 

amotivation is connected with the desire to switch study direction. This implies that 

respondents that are doubtful in their choices also lack motivation to continue their current 

studies. They do not have faith in the future this education will give them. This is further 

suggested by the decreasing connection to whether the choice was respondents’ first-hand 

choice, indicating lack of faith in their studies from the very first start. Yet, as the questions 

within the amotivation index concerned current study conditions, increasing amotivation is 

primarily caused by unfulfilled expectations in relation to future life-planning in ongoing 

studies. An individual’s imagined future is judged within the current situation and doubt 

(caused by various reasons) in achieving this future leads to amotivation, and as a 

consequence, the desire to switch studies (the imagination of another future). At the same 

time, several answers implicate an already established imagined future related to their study 

choice. For example: “I would not change as I got enrolled to my first-hand choice” (Obs. 

118) and “I would not change as my choice was and is my first-hand choice” (Obs. 68), or in 

the opposite direction: “I would change if I got enrolled” (Obs. 69) and “I would change as I 

had too low grades [intagningspoäng] to get enrolled to my first-hand choice” (Obs. 124). 

Only one answer imply wish to change due to unfulfilled expectations: “I would change as the 

lecturing is bad have made me lose interest” (Obs. 96). Still, as idealistic motivation is the 

prime motivator for either changing or not changing studies, it is safe to say that a viable 

imagined future – in terms of self-development – is in focus when deciding education. Thus, 

lack of motivation should be viewed as an indication of unfulfilled expectations in terms of 

self-interest, and is related to the future offered by the education. 

 



Uppsala University 

Department of Sociology  

Master 15c 

Tobias Andersson 

2016-06-09 

63 

 

6.5 The consideration of future consequences 

As argued in this dissertation, rational choices are made with future consequences taken into 

consideration. This is mainly done by life-planning and making risk-assessment related to the 

future. In this study, the Consideration of Future Consequences (CFC) scale was used to 

measure to which degree individuals actively try to behave in accordance to future 

consequences, that is, behaviour that attempts to reduce uncertainty in life-planning and future 

endeavour. According to the data, respondents in the sample were slightly considerate of 

future consequences (CFC over midpoint value 3; high CFC). Difference was found when 

comparing genders to each other. As results show, women were in general more considerate 

for future consequences than men.  This implies that women are adopting a more rational 

behaviour in relation to the ideologies presented in the theoretical framework as modern 

(contemporary) societies advocate risk assessments related to the future. Due to reliability 

concerns with the CFC-scale (high uncertainty in answers), further investigation is needed to 

analyse the full implications of these findings. The theoretical framework presented in this 

dissertation is also not equipped to explore possible underlying gender structures causing this 

split in behaviour. 

 

6.6 Relation to initial model 

The theory chapter in this dissertation introduced a theoretical model for risk-taking (see 

Figure 1). Three indices were created to measure actors’ location within the model in respect 

to its edges; Idealist position (IP); Economist position (EP); Drifter (CFC-scale). Each edge is 

represented by the highest score in the two motivation scales (IP and EP), and the lowest 

number in the Drifter position (CFC). The results suggest that students – on average – are 

moderately motivated by economic and self-developing values in their studies, as there was 

no significant difference between the two means (IP: 4.78, EP: 4.66). Overall tendencies in 

considerations of future consequences were slightly above midpoint (CFC: 3.18). This 

suggests that students – in the sample – are more or less located in the middle of the triangle, 

and are thus not affiliated to any specific ideal position presented in the sample. Still, the 

analysis of the open-ended answers highly suggests that the students were mainly motivated 

by self-interest in their studies (or upcoming futures). This implicates that students express 

themselves as individuals with self-identity, and in accordance to individualistic ideology, 

motivate their decisions by embracing self-development in the potential outcomes 
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6.7 Summary 

Socioeconomic and sociocultural factors do matter in educational decision-making. It seems 

to play a part in enrolment, but more importantly, it influences how students motivate their 

educational choices. To be independent in income seems to increase self-interest in studies, 

and suggests that economically independent students have more possibilities for decide 

educational paths solely on their own will. This highlights the importance of state-financial 

support, as most students rely on this income. 

 

Most students motivate their educational decisions by internal (idealistic) reasons. There was 

no difference in academic and vocational focus in this respect. Academic-focused study 

directions did however have higher score in the idealist position (IP), suggesting that 

academic settings promote self-development in studies. This was further implied by increased 

IP score by time spent in academia. Amotivation, on the other hand, increased with the desire 

to switch study direction. This implicates that students with lacking motivation do not 

perceive their future as desirable. Instead, they are wishing for another future. Women were in 

general more prone behave according to future consequences, but reliability concerns in 

measurement rules this result uncertain. Overall, students were more or less affiliated by all 

positons presented in the theoretical model. No significant difference was found and all 

positions had moderate score and propose that individuals were mostly in the middle of the 

triangle (Figure 1). 

 

7 Conclusion 

The purpose of this study was to examine how students in Sweden motivate their choice of 

studies at the post-secondary level. In Sweden, the education system is heavily influenced by 

individualisation. This means that students are highly responsible for their own education. At 

the same time, educational focus is increasingly directed towards individual conditions and 

self-interest. While this is true, education should also provide individuals with proper 

professional base. This connection to labour markets is not clear-cut and it pressures 

individuals to make risk assessments related to their future. Furthermore, it forces individuals 

to balance between self-interest and economic security. With focus on students, this 
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dissertation aims to understand how individuals motivate their decisions in accordance to self-

developing interest and economic values. An assumption is that rationality in educational 

decisions can be evaluated by these considerations. In addition, rationality depends on social 

settings.  

 

7.1 Empirical findings 

For a full view of the main findings in this study, see the summaries in Results (5.4.5, 5.5.5, 

5.6.1) and Discussion (6.7). This section will concentrate on the central findings related to the 

dissertation’s research questions. 

 

The first question at the centre of this dissertation was “Do students motivate their educational 

path choices by economic or self-developing values?” Findings in this study suggest no 

significant difference between assessments made in relation to self-developing and economic 

values. Overall, students were taking both aspects into consideration to choose a degree. 

However, the case was different when students were asked about their studies in an open-

ended question. Here, they motivated their study decisions by highly idealistic reasoning, 

focusing mainly on self-interest. This suggests that individuals are primarily concerned with 

self-developing values when choosing education; only a few respondents motivated their 

study decision related to labour markets (increased competitiveness, income, etc.). In other 

words, respondents perceived themselves as individuals choosing education by idealistic 

reasons such as self-interest and satisfaction. It is an interesting finding, as it could indicate 

that while considering both values while making their initial choice, students are still more 

prone to idealize their choice and at the same time rationalise it after it happened in an 

individualistic way. 

 

The second question posed in this dissertation was “Do particular educational and social 

settings promote distinct notions related to either economic or self-developing values?” I 

found certain distinctions between groups in the sample – related to both educational and 

social settings. Within the education setting, study direction had a significant impact on how 

individuals related to their studies. The findings suggest that students within the social 

sciences were more motivated by self-interest in their studies, compared to students aiming 

for a (vocational) degree in social work. Furthermore, time spent (by semester) in academia 
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enhanced this notion of self-interest, suggesting that educational settings promote the idea of 

self-development. This is further implied by the fact that respondents are increasingly 

motivated by self-interest when aiming for master degrees. As master degrees open up career 

possibilities in academia, this finding suggests that individuals adapt to perceived future 

opportunities within the educational setting by strengthening their interest in the subject 

studied. 

 

Economic values were embraced to a greater extent when respondents were dependent on 

external factors outside the academia. The findings show that students who received financial 

aid for their studies by significant others – mainly parental figures – were more inclined to 

study for economic reasons. As these students also were less likely to have any income from 

work, an implication is that they were economically dependent on individuals outside the 

academia (external factors). This suggests that social pressure from significant others – 

established by income dependency – push individuals to make economic assessments in their 

studies, rather than follow their individualistic interests.  

 

7.2 Theoretical implication 

In accordance to Giddens’ (1991), assumptions of individual life in High modernity, 

individuals in this study expressively motivate their choices by self-interest. In other words, 

they use reflexive assessments in relation to their behaviour (choices) and interest as an 

individual. Through this process, they practice self-identity as a reflexive project. This also 

implies responsibility, as individuals must choose for themselves what their interests are. 

Even so, respondents were restricted (by influence) in interests by their social setting. 

Academic settings promoted individualism while economic reliance on parental figures 

promoted economic motivation. 

 

Decisions are related to self-biographies, that is, individuals create narratives for desired self-

actualisation (Giddens 1991). In the sample, students perceived their chosen educational path 

as best strategy for achieving their desired future. This is what Giddens calls strategic life-

planning, and as the future is uncertain, this planning is constantly reworked. By adding 

Hedström’s concept of rational imitation (1996b) and Beckert’s idea of fragile imagined 

futures (Aspers and Dodd, 2015), it is possible to understand how individuals – in this case 
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students – rework their life-planning according to institutional settings.  As the findings 

suggest, students might adapt to their current study field by imitating actors within it. This 

strategy is rational due to the high uncertainty that permeates choices made with imagined 

futures as aim (due to their fragile nature). As long as actors believe their future is reachable, 

they will continue their current path.  In addition, the findings suggest that rational imitation is 

less noticeable when the social setting is viewed as temporal, that is, when the social setting is 

not strongly connected with one’s imagined future.  

 

7.3 Findings in relation to previous research 

Similar to Aspers (2006; 2015), actors – students in this study – are mainly concerned with 

self-interest when making risk assessments regarding their future. Belzil and Leonardi’s 

(2007) study implicated that students do not make risk assessments in their educational 

choices (they were mainly pushed by their parents), but they missed to take self-development 

into consideration. As seen in this study, students make risk assessments in relation to self-

interest and possible futures. Still – in similar fashion as Belzil and Leonardi’s findings – 

students’ main concerns are not economic issues. Parental influence seems to matter in regard 

to enrolment (Harrison et al., 1977; Belzil and Leonardi, 2007) as most students have at least 

one parent with higher educational background. The most interesting finding in this respect, 

however, was increased economic motivation by parental influence. 

 

As seen in Hochshild’s (2012) discussion, individuals strive for authenticity in life and 

emotions. When emotions are capitalised, uniqueness is threatened. Related to this study, 

individuals were mainly motivated by self-interest in their studies. This raises the question 

how students – motivated by self-developing values – will deal with increased pressure to 

perform in their studies. Results showed that increased amotivation was related to 

postgraduate students, suggesting that raised stakes in studies lowers the motivation to study. 

Still, postgraduates were more motivated by self-interest than undergraduates. This implies 

that increased pressure on performance related to self-interest also increase the lack of 

motivation in overall studies. In relation to Hochshild, this could be an indication that students 

feel increasingly detached from their interests when they had to perform in them. 
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7.4 Limitations 

Certain methodological limitations are present in the study. Sampling and data collecting were 

conducted in a small time span, leading to a restricted sample in numbers of observations and 

groups represented. An increase in sample size and group distinctions could potentially point 

towards additional differences related to this study’s purpose. Additional study directions 

(such as natural sciences and engineering) would better map out how distinctive academic 

settings influence students, and how the specialisation might be chosen based on different 

motivation. Two distinctive groups were present in the study and made it possible to start this 

mapping. 

 

Pre-testing the questionnaire on a smaller population before it was sent out would also have 

increased validity and reliability. Further action could then have been taken to improve the 

Consideration of Future Consequences (CFC) scale. Reliability concerns of the CFC scale 

make it problematic to draw conclusions of how individuals behave in according to future 

assessments. As a consequence, it was not possible to analyse procrastination (“drifting”) in 

decision making with clear findings. This does not affect how rationality in decisions is 

measured, as perceived ideal action is directed towards future life-planning. 

 

7.5 Future research 

Due to limitations in the study, more research is needed in examining how different academic 

settings promote either self-developing or economic notions of conduct. Difference in facility 

(university), study direction and status (of the field) are some potential starting points. To 

make broader claims related to the whole population (students in Sweden), further sampling is 

needed from diverse educational facilities and study fields, and as a result a larger sample. 

 

Qualitative methodological work could also be used to further investigate how students 

expressively motivate their choices of education, in order to reach a clearer understanding of 

evolving self-interest, but also procrastination in decision making as these are complicated 

questions to be asked in questionnaires. 

 



Uppsala University 

Department of Sociology  

Master 15c 

Tobias Andersson 

2016-06-09 

69 

 

7.6 Concluding remarks 

This study has offered an analysis of how students choose their study direction. Findings 

suggest that decisions ideally correspond to mainly self-interest, but also believed future 

security. Rationality in decision making should be viewed as a strategy to uphold possible 

imagined futures. When deciding one’s future, rational actions are thus embedded in social 

structures, as available strategic alternatives are measured within the social context. 

Additional research is needed to fully grasp how imagined futures emerge during (and before) 

studies, and also how procrastination in decision-making influences this procedure.  
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Appendix A. Questionnaire structure 

General background questions 

Are you currently involved in post-secondary education? 

If you are on a study break now, how long has it been? 

Please specify which University you are studying in (or have previously studied in if you do 

not study at the moment) in Sweden. 

Which degree are you currently studying for? (Check in your latest degree if you are fully 

qualified) 

What is your gender? 

How old are you? 

Does your main (past) guardian(s) or parents have a post-secondary education? ("main" refers 

to your primary household while growing up) 

Academic background questions 

How many semesters have you completed during your post-secondary studies? 

Have you conducted and are planning to conduct most of your studies (2/3 and more) in 

Sweden? Do not count doctoral studies. 

In which field(s) will you do your bachelor (or have your bachelor in)? 

In which field(s) will you do your magister/master (or have your magister/master in)? 

Now think about your specialization in your current field, was it your first-hand choice? 

If you were given the opportunity to switch the direction of your studies, within and outside 

your field, what would be your choice? 

If you would change direction, which field would you chose? 

What is your motivation for changing, or not changing, the current direction of your studies? 

(Please start the sentence with "I would change/not change because...") 

Economic background questions 

Are you currently receiving financial state aid (CSN) for your studies? 

Do you receive financial aid from other sources than CSN? Tick the alternatives that match 

your position. 

Do you have any other sources of income? Tick the alternatives that match your position 

Study motivation 

Please indicate to what extent each of the following statements corresponds to the 

reasons why you are involved in your studies. 
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(7-point Likert scale) 

Because it will allow me to earn more money in the future. 

Because I want to be successful in my field of studies, otherwise I would be very 

disappointed. 

For the satisfaction I experience from taking on interesting challenges. 

Because these studies are a part of my life. 

Because it is part of the way in which I have chosen to live my life. 

I don't know anymore, as I'm provided with unrealistic study conditions. (Insufficient lecture 

time, non-pedagogical lecturers, etc.). 

Because it is the type of studies I have chosen to attain certain important future objectives. 

Because I chose this type of studies to attain my future career goals. 

Because I derive much pleasure from learning new things. 

Because I genuinely like the subject I am studying. 

Because this is the type of studies I chose to do to attain a certain lifestyle. 

For the future income it will provide me. 

Because I want to be a “winner” in life. 

I don’t know anymore, the expectations are too high. 

Because this type of studies will provide me with future security. 

For the satisfaction I experience when I am successful at doing difficult assignments. 

Considerations 

Still keeping your studies in mind, how characteristic are these statements for you? 

Extremely 

uncharacteristic 

Somewhat 

uncharacteristic 

Uncertain Somewhat 

characteristic 

Extremely 

characteristic 

(5-point Likert scale) 

I am willing to sacrifice my immediate happiness or well-being in order to achieve future 

outcomes. 

Since my day to day studies has specific outcomes, it is more important to me than behavior 

that has distant outcomes. 

My convenience is a big factor in the decisions I make or the actions I take. 

I consider how things might be in the future, and try to influence those things with my day to 

day behavior. 

 Does not correspond at all Corresponds moderately Corresponds exactly  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
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I generally ignore warnings about possible future problems because I think the problems will 

be resolved before they reach crisis level. 

I think it is more important to perform a behavior with important distant consequences than a 

behavior with less-important immediate consequences. 

I think that sacrificing now is usually unnecessary since future outcomes can be dealt with at a 

later time. 

Often I engage in a particular behavior in order to achieve outcomes that may not result for 

many years. 

Link to full questionnaire copy (unlocked) 

http://www.surveygizmo.com/s3/2713956/Deciding-higher-education-Test-copy (accessed 

2016-05-22) 
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Appendix B. Indices 

The following questions were included to form an average mean in each index. Red-marked 

questions were removed due to validity and reliability concerns. 

Idealist position (IP) 

IP1 - For the satisfaction I experience when I am successful at doing difficult assignments. 

IP2 - For the satisfaction I experience from taking on interesting challenges. 

IP3 - Because these studies are a part of my life.
30

 

IP4 - Because it is part of the way in which I have chosen to live my life. 

IP5 - Because I genuinely like the subject I am studying. 

IP6 - Because I derive much pleasure from learning new things. 

 

Economist position (EP) 

EP1 - Because it will allow me to earn more money in the future. 

EP2 - Because it is the type of studies I have chosen to attain certain important future 

objectives.
31

 

EP3 - Because I chose this type of studies to attain my future career goals 

EP4 - Because this is the type of studies I chose to do to attain a certain lifestyle 

EP5 - For the future income it will provide me.
32

 

EP6 - Because this type of studies will provide me with future security. 

 

Amotivation 

Am1 - I don’t know anymore, the expectations are too high. 

Am2 - I don't know anymore, as I'm provided with unrealistic study conditions. (Insufficient 

lecture time, non-pedagogical lecturers, etc.). 

 

Consideration of future consequences (CFC) 

CFC1 - I am willing to sacrifice my immediate happiness or well-being in order to achieve 

future outcomes. 

                                                 
30

 Similarities with IP4 
31

 Similarities with EP3 
32

 Similarities with EP1; EP6 
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CFC2 - I consider how things might be in the future, and try to influence those things with my 

day to day behaviour 

CFC3 – I think it is more important to perform a behavior with important distant 

consequences than a behavior with less-important immediate consequences.
33

 

CFC4 - Often I engage in a particular behavior in order to achieve outcomes that may not 

result for many years 

 

CFC1R - Reversed scale: Since my day to day studies has specific outcomes, it is more 

important to me than behavior that has distant outcomes.
34

 

CFC2R - Reversed scale: My convenience is a big factor in the decisions I make or the 

actions I take 

CFC3R - Reversed scale: I generally ignore warnings about possible future problems because 

I think the problems will be resolved before they reach crisis level. 

CFC4R - Reversed scale: I think that sacrificing now is usually unnecessary since future 

outcomes can be dealt with at a later time 

 

  

                                                 
33

 High uncertainty in response 
34

 High uncertainty in response 
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Appendix C. Work Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivation Scale (WEIMS) 

 

 

Figure 13 WEIMS (original) retrieved from Tremblay et al. (2009, p. 226) 
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Appendix D. Consideration of Future Consequences Scale (CFC) 

 

Figure 14 CFC (original) retrieved from Strathman et al. (1994, p. 752) 


