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1. Introduction 

1. Introduction 
’What are you going to be when you grow up?’ This is a question that some 
of us might have got from our families and relatives, friends, school teachers 
or career counsellors but also a question that we might have asked ourselves 
– what do I want to be? The underlying meaning of the question is, in most 
cases, related to work and our professional future. Thereby it is also a 
question related to time – something that will (or should) happen in the future 
(when you have grown up). This thesis focuses on graduates’ process towards 
becoming professionals in their transition from higher education to working 
life.  

Students enrol in higher education with different incentives or prospects 
for entering a certain profession, getting a degree (Axelsson, 2008; 
Blackmore, 1997; Nilsson, 2007), and doing something new (Wästerfors, 
1998) or just as a ‘Bildung’ project (Johansson et al., 2008). In higher 
education they meet the academic tradition and culture (Neumann, 2002), a 
specific curriculum but also teachers and peer students (Fejes et al., 2005). 
The students’ experiences of studying at university shapes and changes their 
life (Brennan & Teichler, 2008) as well as forming their identities (Kaufman 
& Feldman, 2004). Their journey towards an educational degree or 
profession has started.  

During the years spent in higher education, students’ identification with a 
certain profession or their perception of their future professional work will 
influence how they experience learning (Reid et al., 2006; Reid & Petocz, 
2004; Reid & Solomonides, 2007). Their experiences will, however, also 
influence the way they look upon themselves as individuals and interact with 
teachers and peer students (Kaufman & Feldman, 2004). After graduation 
students leave the educational system and enter the reality of work life. What 
happens in this process? Has a degree from higher education had the 
qualifying function for working life as hoped for (Nilsson, 2007)? Has their 
education enhanced their employability at the start of their professional future 
(Cranmer, 2006)? How will they be looked upon as female and male 
newcomers (Tanggaard, 2006)? Do they have what it takes? In recent 
decades, there has been a growing debate about graduate employment and 
professional development based on the relationship between higher education 
and the world of work (Axelsson, 2008; Bowden & Marton, 1998; Cranmer, 
2006; Johansson, 2007; Johnston, 2003; Nilsson, 2007; Teichler, 1998, 2000, 
2007).  

This debate is often talked about as a transition stage between higher 
education and work (Abrandt Dahlgren et al., 2006; Allen & Van Der 
Velden, 2007; Teichler, 1998, 2007), a transition that has been described as a 
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1. Introduction 

problematic and chaotic time for the individual (Graham & McKenzie, 1995; 
Perrone & Vickers, 2003). Some argue that graduates go through a cultural 
shock, are poorly prepared for their tasks and the demands of working life 
(Candy & Crebert, 1991; Perrone & Vickers, 2003). Also noticeable is that 
graduates do not always end up with appropriate employment and with tasks 
related to their educational background (Allen & Van Der Velden, 2007; 
Teichler, 1998, 2000, 2007). Despite these difficulties, statistics show that 
Swedish individuals (74% of a student cohort) with a university degree have 
established themselves in the labour market one to one and a half years after 
graduation (The Swedish Agency for Higher Education, 2006). But the 
question here is how the graduates go through the process of transition.  

The process of becoming a professional continues in working life. This 
process has been pictured as an interface between the workplace and the 
performed work tasks and the individual’s values and goals (Kirpal, 2004). 
But it is also influenced by gendered processes and practices in the workplace 
in terms of a distinction between male and female, masculine and feminine 
(Abrahamsson, 2006; Acker, 1992, 1999; Aurell, 2001; Tanggaard, 2006). 
Consequently, the individual’s involvement and learning in work plays a 
transformative role in shaping who a person is (or wants to become) as well 
as influencing how he or she goes through life (Axelsson, 2008; Billett & 
Sumerville, 2004; Fuller et al., 2005; Hodkinson et al., 2004; Lave & 
Wenger, 1991; Salling Olesen, 2001; Wenger, 1998). So it seems as if it is a 
‘never ending’ story of becoming.  

The debate about graduate employment and professional development 
concerns graduates’ experiences and background, their needs, employment 
opportunities and the recruitment process, and career decision-making 
(Johnston, 2003; Teichler, 1998, 2007). However, researchers (Johnston, 
2003; Teichler, 2007) emphasize the need for more research concerning the 
early years of employment, knowledge use, development of graduate 
employment paths and identity formation. This kind of research remains 
scarce. The present study aims to contribute to this field of knowledge. 
Political Science and Psychology graduates have participated in a 
longitudinal study, where they have been followed from higher education 
into the world of work. Qualitative longitudinal studies of the transition from 
higher education to working life are scarce (Johnston, 2003). Research is 
even scarcer concerning the process of how professional identities are formed 
(Billett, 2006). The design of this study makes it possible to problematize and 
explore variations and changes in graduates’ processes of becoming 
professionals. 
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1. Introduction 

Aim
The overall aim of this thesis is to describe graduates’ trajectories towards 
becoming professionals as they enter working life with a master’s degree in 
Psychology or Political Science.  

More specifically, the focus is on:  
- how graduates construe their professional trajectories in terms of their 

envisaged future work as senior students, and later as novice and early career 
professionals with 18 as well as 34 months of working life experience. (paper 
I) 

- how the relationships between professional and personal aspects of life 
experiences and imperatives impact on the processes of professional identity 
formation in the transition from higher education to working life. (paper II) 

- how early career professionals do gender when they do professions with 
particular emphasis on how graduates acquire legitimacy in relation to their 
colleagues and clients. (paper III) 

- how novice and early career professionals experience critical 
transformations in their transition from higher education to working life. 
(paper IV)  

The structure of the thesis 
This thesis will continue with an overview of previous research on 
professional development and identity formation with special reference to the 
contexts of higher education and working life (chapter 2). This is followed by 
the theoretical frame of reference (chapter 3) focusing on situated and social 
theory of learning as well as gender perspective. These theoretical 
standpoints will be the tools for the interpretations presented in this thesis. 
This section is followed by a description of the context of the study (chapter 
4), i.e. the Master programme in Political Science and Economics and the 
Master programme in Psychology, their history as an academic subject as 
well as working life prospects. Chapter 5 consists of an overview of the 
empirical study, how it was designed and analysed, followed by a summary 
of the four articles (chapter 6). The thesis ends with a discussion (chapter 7) 
of the findings and the contribution of the thesis. Enclosed as appendices are 
four articles all submitted to or published in international journals.  
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2. Previous research on professional development and identity formation 

2. Previous research on professional 
development and identity formation 

The aim of studying graduates’ trajectories towards becoming professionals 
concerns both the development as well as the formation of their identities. 
This section contains an overview and selection of some of the research that 
has discussed and problematized these issues as a relationship between 
higher education and working life.  

Central phenomena in the previous research are identity, development 
and professional, and they need some further elaboration before being used 
as a theoretical frame of reference for this study. The theoretical concept 
identity has its roots in psychology, but nowadays it is used in many different 
disciplines and with different connotations (Alsmark, 1997; Aurell, 2001; 
Gee, 2000). One important distinction in the debate is whether one can 
consider identities to be essential and constant or to what extent they are 
constructs of our social interactions (Gee, 2000). Alsmark (1997) suggests 
the metaphor shirt to describe identity as something that can be changed 
when ever it is needed, or soul as a more stable and internal entity. These are 
two extreme points and many researchers take the middle way, suggesting 
that some parts of our identity are relatively unchangeable and stable while 
others are more adaptable and changeable depending on the situation and 
social interactions (Abrahamsson, 2006; Aurell, 2001; Thunborg, 1999; 
Wenger, 1998).  

According to Skovholt and Rønnestad (1995), the concept of 
development always implies some sort of change: a change that can be 
organised systematically and involving a progression over time. Their 
standpoint springs from psychology suggesting that the basic elements of 
development are change, order/structure and succession (ibid, p. 3). With 
reference to Freud, Erikson and Kohlberg, Skovholt and Rønnestad argue that 
the classical theories of development are based on evolving stages structured 
in a hierarchical and sequential order. This perspective has been questioned 
on the basis of universality and the hierarchical order by stressing the 
complex nature of human behaviour (Skovholt & Rønnestad, 1995).  

These two concepts, identity and development, should be seen in relation 
to work. Work is understood to be a key element and a central activity in the 
life of adults (Billett, 2007; Noon & Blyton, 2002). This defining role makes 
work one important aspect of how adults’ identity is constructed, developed 
and exercised (Billett, 2007). It is also important to emphasise that all work is 
gendered in how it is structured, practised, experienced and in the interaction 
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between individuals (Acker, 1990, 1992, 1998, 1999; Collinson & Hearn, 
1994; Martin, 2003). But more specifically, this thesis concerns professional 
development and identity formation. The term professional refers to a 
member of a profession in the classical sense and belonging to a collective 
with specific knowledge, competence and expertise (Abbott, 1988; Davis, 
1996; Hellberg, 2002; Nilsson, 2007; Salling Olesen, 2001, 2007; Witz, 
1992). By having this status, professionals could claim legitimate control 
over certain kinds of work and tasks based on their specialized knowledge 
and professional responsibility. This gives the different professional groups 
an autonomous position in society, but this position is only given to 
professional individuals if they subject themselves to the quality demands of 
the profession (Abbott, 1988; Hellberg, 2002; Nilsson, 2007; Salling Olesen, 
2007). 

Since the professional groups define their field of expertise, it is possible 
to distinguish different professional types based on the kind of knowledge the 
professions control, or based on who the consumers/buyers of the 
professionals’ services are (Hellberg, 2002). Despite the professional groups’ 
status in society, an inequality can be seen between what is considered to be a 
traditional male and female profession (Aurell, 2001; Davis, 1996; Witz, 
1992).  

This thesis focuses on two groups of professionals, coming from 
different educational programmes in higher education, Psychology and 
Political Science1. I have not set out to define whether the two groups are 
’professions’ in terms of specialisation and control of knowledge, as 
described above. The term ’professional’ is used in a general sense, referring 
to the different tasks and responsibilities that graduates from these two 
educational programmes have to deal with in their work.  Here, interest is 
focused on how they develop a sense of professional identity in their work 
context. 

Higher education in focus 
Kaufman and Feldman (2004) have - by using a symbolic interactionist 
approach - explored how senior students felt identities are formed by their 
college experiences. They identified three domains that were most likely to 
transform the students: intelligence and knowledgeability, occupation, and 
cosmopolitanism. Of interest to this study is the occupation domain, which 
concerned students’ expectations for future occupation and career choices. 
Being a college student, soon to graduate, made them dissociate themselves 
                                                 
1 More information about the different educational programmes can be found in 
chapter 4. 
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from certain jobs below their educational standard with the motivation that 
they ‘deserved’ better jobs. The authors also emphasise that students’ 
experiences of college and their felt identities are influenced by gender since 
male and female students’ have different ways of relating to the domains. 
This could be influenced by the fact that female and male students make 
different educational and occupational choices (Blackmore, 1997). Moreover, 
the students also argue that interactions with their peer-students exert a 
substantial influence on their visions for their future occupation and career 
(Kaufman & Feldman, 2004). To sum up, the authors (ibid) stress the 
importance of the social environment and interactions regarding students felt 
identity. The importance of the social context is also emphasised in 
Eteläpelto & Saarinen’s (2006) study of how teacher students develop their 
subjective identities by engaging in two learning communities, the university 
context and the context of authentic working life. Based on their results, the 
authors suggest that: 

 …in order to negotiate and redefine one’s personal and professional 
identity in the learning community, there have to be mutually constitutive 
spaces for learning in terms of developing professional subjectivity. (ibid, 
p. 173)  

Eteläpelto and Saarinen (2006) suggest that such a space is an environment in 
which the individual is able to set up his or her own goals and motives in 
relation to the community.    

In relation to the above, Reid and Petocz (2004) have developed a 
theoretical model where they have found a relationship between students 
experiences of learning and their perception of professional work. They call 
this framework ‘Professional Entity’ and it has been applied to many 
different disciplines such as musicians, designers, statisticians and 
mathematicians (e.g. Reid et al., 2006; Reid & Petocz, 2002, 2004; Reid & 
Solomonides, 2007). The ‘Professional Entity’ consists of a hierarchical 
category system of students’ ways of understanding their future professional 
work. At the narrowest, extrinsic technical level, students have a technical 
perception of their future professional work where knowledge is seen as 
something applicable when work demands it. At the extrinsic meaning level, 
students focus on understanding the discipline-specific characteristics of their 
future professional work. At the highest level, intrinsic meaning level, 
students’ knowledge incorporates a personal stance and approach to their 
future field of practice.  

The above studies take a student perspective concerning professional 
development and identity formation. Abrandt Dahlgren et al. (2005, 2006), 
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and Karseth and Dyrdal Solbrekke (2006) explore the same issues but with a 
focus on how students’ engagement in an educational programme influenced 
their identity formation. Abrandt Dahlgren et al. (2006) have followed 
Political Science, Psychology and Mechanical engineering graduates from 
higher education to their first year of professional practice. The processes of 
continuity, discontinuity or transformation could be discerned when 
exploring graduates’ identity and knowledge formation in the transition. The 
Psychology educational programme has the most obvious professional focus, 
implying a high degree of continuity between being a student and a novice 
professional. The design of the programme (i.e. the practical elements and 
problem-based learning) had contributed to preparedness for work and also a 
strong connection and identification with a professional practice and 
community. For the other programmes, it was a process of transformation 
and discontinuity. In the case of Political Science, which is of interest to this 
study, the transition to working life meant a transformation for the students. 
The knowledge acquired had to be transformed and re-contextualised into a 
specific work practice. This made the students associate with the work 
practice instead of identifying themselves as a political scientist (ibid). The 
results have similarities with Karseth & Dyrdal Solbrekke’s (2006) 
comparative study of graduate professional education involving students 
from the educational programme in Psychology and in Law. The findings 
indicate that the educational programmes prepare the students well as regards 
the academic side of the profession by focusing on the theoretical aspects of 
their professional work. But the educational design does not sufficiently 
prepare the students for the complex professional practice with special 
reference to moral conflicts in their professional work. Abrandt Dahlgren et 
al. (2006) also give a more abstract description of the relationship between 
higher education and work by using the constructs of ritual and rational. 
Ritual refers to knowledge and skills that do not have a specific field of 
application. Rational refers to knowledge and skills with a utility value that 
prepare students for a specific field of knowledge or professional field of 
work. Rational knowledge is divided into substantive and generic skills. 
Abrandt Dahlgren et al. (ibid) argue that the impact of education as 
encompassing substantive skills means that the skills are content specific and 
contextually situated. But the impact could also consist of generic skills, 
which are transferable between different contexts and contents.  

Graduates’ professional development and identity formation has now 
been pictured from both the student perspective and as influenced by an 
educational programme. But both these perspectives could be seen as a 
response to the ongoing debate on graduate employability, i.e. what 
knowledge and skills the graduate needs in order to be employed and hold on 
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to a job (Atkins, 1999; Cranmer, 2006; Kohler, 2004). One response to this 
debate is the restructuring of higher education in Europe or the Bologna 
process. The aim of these changes was to reform the structures of European 
higher education systems in a convergent way. One clearly defined common 
goal in the action programme is to bring about free movement and 
employability of citizens and to increase the international competitiveness of 
European higher education. Two of the objectives specified are to have 
comparable degrees and a common credit point system. (Bologna Secretariat 
website, 2008) These incentives are in line with the demand for higher 
education to supply the labour market with a well-educated workforce 
(Cranmer, 2006; Harvey et al., 1997; Harvey et al., 2002). This debate 
concerns what knowledge and skills the graduates should have or acquire in 
order to be employable and ‘useful’ in working life (Cranmer, 2006; Kohler, 
2004). 

Working life in focus 
This section will give some examples of previous research on professional 
development and identity formation in work life.  

Today, there is an increased differentiation and specialisation within and 
across the professional groups, making the vision of homogeneous 
professions blurred (Hellberg, 2002). There has been an increase in 
individualisation where the individual has to take on responsibilities and 
functions that, traditionally, were up to the collective of professionals to 
govern (Nerland & Jensen, 2007; Hellberg, 2002). This has created the vision 
of a professional self where the individual is responsible for his/her own 
professional career and mobility, knowledge production and learning (Fejes, 
2008; Nerland & Jensen, 2007; Williams, 2005).   

Through the involvement, their learning and practising in work, 
individuals construct and deconstruct how they form their identity. This is a 
relationship which is stressed as a relationship and interaction between the 
individual and the professional context (e.g. Hodkinson et al., 2004; Kirpal, 
2004; Salminen-Karlsson, 2003, 2006). Hodkinson et al. (2004) and 
Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2003) have conducted biographical studies of 
school teachers’ learning in working life. They found that the individuals’ 
learning careers, i.e. how they go about learning and participation in work, 
were based on the interaction with the work context. Moreover, the learning 
careers were influenced by their prior experiences and skills as well as by 
individual dispositions, i.e. their gender, age, class, and values (Hodkinson et 
al., 2004). Hodkinson et al. (2004) and Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2003) 
suggest that they contributed to development and construction of work 
identities as an arena for self-fulfilment and self-perception. These results 
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have similarities with Salling Olesen’s (2001, 2007) studies of professional 
identities as learning processes in life histories. Professional identity is 
thereby seen as subjective learning processes between the individuals and a 
professional practice and tasks, but also as the social interaction with other 
individuals. Similar results have been reported by Thunborg (1999). 
Moreover, Salling Olesen (2001, 2006, 2007) also suggests that this 
interrelationship is influenced by the life history of the subject since 
individuals have to construct and form their own relation to the profession. 
Eriksson and Eriksson (2003) also emphasise the construction of oneself as 
professional in their study of physicians. Their focus is on how gender is 
constructed in relation to the profession and the organization. These 
individuals are, according to Eriksson and Eriksson (ibid), engaged in a 
professional project where the physicians transform themselves into good 
professionals through development of appropriate behaviours, values and 
interactions, which can thus be seen as a gendered project. The professional 
project could also be expressed as learning to perform a certain profession 
(see also Connell, 1995; Collinson & Hearn, 1994; Mörck & Tullberg, 2004). 
This doing is a dual relationship between the individual and the collective of 
professionals, where they influence each other (Eriksson & Eriksson, 2003).  

Axelsson (2008) also emphasises the importance of a ‘larger’ 
perspective, when exploring professional identity formation, in her study 
about physicians’ and engineers’ understanding and experiences of 
knowledge and identification processes during their first years in the 
profession. The results indicate an interplay between subjectivity, everyday 
life experiences and conditions for practising their professions. Becoming a 
physician or an engineer is characterised by two different processes. 
Axelsson suggests that becoming an engineer is like ‘playing the game with a 
safe hand’. They describe their profession as stable and safe (with reference 
to the status of the profession in the labour market) but they are shaped as 
generalists with knowledge and skills useable in different areas. The 
physicians, on the other hand, have strong personal relation to their 
profession and are ‘playing the game with oneself as stake’. For them, the 
profession takes over their lives since they are working long hours, have little 
leisure time and they say that they are ‘always physicians’.  

Billett (2007) explores how individuals engage in and learn through 
work, but with a focus on the individuals’ sense of self in terms of 
subjectivity and intentionality. Many of the researchers above (e.g. 
Hodkinson et al., 2004; Salling Olesen, 2001) argue for the importance of 
exploring the professional’s life outside work in order to obtain a more 
complete picture of his or her identity formation and learning. This is 
something that Billet and his co-authors also stress (Billett, 2001, 2007; 
Billett & Pavlova, 2005; Billett & Somerville, 2004), but their focus is on 
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how these communities influence the individual’s sense of self. The authors 
emphasise that this intertwined relationship between individuals’ perception 
of and identification with their work depends on how their work permits them 
to ‘be themselves’ (Billett & Pavlova, 2005). Abrahamsson (2006) also 
emphasises the individual’s sense of self, but stresses that it is closely related 
to a gendered identity. Both Abrahamsson (2006) and Aurell (2001) argue 
that there is a symbolic and discursive connection between the profession (in 
their case, mining work and cleaners), masculinity or femininity, and how 
and what identities that are constructed or reconstructed.  

Much of the research on professional development concentrates on the 
development of expertise and expert knowledge. One example is Dreyfus and 
Dreyfus’s (1986) model of acquisition and development of skills, which 
Benner (1982, 2004) applies to nurses’ development as professionals. They 
differentiate between five professional development levels: novice, advanced 
beginner, competent, proficient and expert. The levels are grouped according 
to the individuals’ ability to handle complex situations and see the larger 
picture. The differences between the levels concern how individuals relate to 
knowledge in their work, i.e. whether they relate to experience or to abstract 
rules or principles generated from formal education (Benner, 1982, 2004; 
Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). Skovholt and Rønnestad (1995) found a model 
like this to be limited since it has a narrow perspective on professional 
development. Therefore, they constructed a broad model for the entire 
professional life space including both professional and personal life. Their 
research builds on a large interview study of over 100 therapists and 
counsellors with the aim of capturing their professional development over a 
lifespan. The analysis yielded an eight-stage career model: conventional, 
transition to professional training, imitations of experts, conditional 
autonomy, exploration, integration, individuation, and integrity. These stages 
contributed to 20 emerging themes concerning therapists’ and counsellors’ 
professional identity, skill development and different sources of influence. 
Skovholt and Rønnestad (ibid) suggest that their development is a movement 
over time from ‘…reliance on external authority to reliance on internal 
authority and that this process occurs through the individual’s interaction 
with multiple sources of influence…’ (p. 123). They conclude by arguing that 
the major influences on professional development take place after formal 
education has been completed.  

Skovholt and Rønnestad’s (1995) views of professional development as a 
lifelong project can be related to the notion of career. There has been a 
change in the perception of career from a notion of hierarchical progression 
to a multidirectional, dynamic and fluid career (Adamson et al., 1998; 
Baruch, 2003). This shift has been caused by the organizational restructuring 
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and new forms of employment seen in the labour market today. The change 
has made the individual responsible for planning and enabling his or her own 
career: as an individual project (Baruch, 2003; Fejes, 2008; Hall & Moss, 
1998; Harvey et al., 1997). Many researchers emphasise the importance of 
career, not in the traditional sense, but more as self-fulfilling and an 
expression of personal values and identity (Baruch, 2003; Hall & Moss, 
1998). Therefore, Hall and Moss (1998) argue for a new ‘protean’ career 
which is ‘…lifelong series of experiences, skills, learning, transitions, and 
identity changes.’ (p. 26). The notion of career also has to be scrutinized from 
a gender perspective. Studies indicate that females and males have ‘different’ 
life-paths where the experiences of and aspiration to a career differ (e.g. 
Axelsson, 2008; Blackmore, 1997; Einarsdottir, 2007), which could be 
derived from gendering practices in organizations and society in general 
(Acker, 1990, 1992; Collinson & Hearn, 1994; Davis, 1996; Ranson, 2003).  

Concluding comments and reflections  
When reviewing the research concerning professional development and 
identity formation in higher education, different approaches emerge. Some 
researchers take the student perspective and stress that it is the experience of 
being at university that forms students’ identity or that it is students’ thoughts 
about a possible professional future that shapes their learning and identities. 
Others emphasise the specific educational programme role in preparing and 
forming students’ professional identity in various ways. But there is also a 
more general debate about graduates’ employability as regards professional 
development with a labour market prospects. But the overarching focus of the 
studies presented is the emphasis on the future professional practice when it 
comes to knowledge formation and use as well as identity formation.  

The studies about working life are - in one way or another- related to 
learning in working life and how the individual relates to and engages in a 
specific professional practice. The review shows two different perspectives 
on professional development and identity formation. Firstly, there are studies 
defining professional development as a process by emphasising the meaning 
of work in adults’ lives and the influence it has on how they define 
themselves and how they go about their lives. Secondly, there are the studies 
defining professional development as a ‘path towards better knowing’. 
Characteristic of these studies is the notion that professionals follow a 
stepwise progression in their professional development.  

The focus of this thesis is graduates’ process of becoming professionals. 
Previous research raises different issues concerning their professional 
development and, moreover, what role higher education and working life 
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play in that process. It is worth reflecting on what happens to individuals in 
their transitions from higher education to the world of work. What changes or 
experiences influence their professional development and identity formation? 
As a result of the longitudinal design, where the graduates have been 
followed from their last year of university studies to three years of working 
life experience2, it is possible explore to graduates’ professional trajectories. 
The review of previous research indicates that there is a lack of longitudinal 
qualitative empirical studies in relation to professional identity formation. 
This study could contribute to this, somewhat sparse, field of knowledge and 
hopefully give an insight into graduates’ professional trajectory. 

 
 

                                                 
2 More information about the design of the study can be found in chapter 5. 
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3. Theoretical frame of reference 

In this study, becoming a professional is seen as a transition between two 
contexts: higher education and working life. This is a process where 
graduates bring with them their sense of self, their understanding of 
disciplinary knowledge and contexts of work as well as their social networks 
in their encounter with an educational programme and a workplace. How can 
this encounter be described? What happens in the process of becoming a 
professional? To explore these phenomena I will use the theoretical tools of a 
situated and social theory of learning. My choice fell on Lave and Wenger’s 
(1991) theory of situated learning, and their subsequent individual work 
(Lave, 1993; Wenger 1998, 2000), since it elaborates on the concepts of 
identity, practice, participation, learning, and the process the newcomer goes 
through in order to be included in a practice. But these tools are not enough 
since I also want to explore whether the individuals and their professional 
identity formation could be influenced by different social categories such as 
gender, age, class and ethnicity (Eriksson-Zetterquist & Styhre, 2007; Lykke, 
2003). I have, in line with Lykke’s (2003) suggestions, chosen to focus on the 
gender perspective as one power position in order to see how it influences 
and interacts with graduates’ trajectories when becoming professionals. More 
specifically, the theoretical perspective of doing gender was selected to make 
it possible to discuss the gendering processes and practices within 
organizations (Acker, 1990, 1992). 

Situated and social theory of learning 
This thesis is based on a social theory of learning, which postulates that we 
are all social beings who learn in our interaction and participation with the 
surrounding world. Learning is thereby a social activity in which we are all 
active participators. (Lave, 1993; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998, 
2000) 

One of the defining features of the theory is the process of legitimate
peripheral participation enabling a discussion about ‘…the relations between 
newcomers and old-timers, and about activities, identities, artifacts, and 
communities of knowledge and practice.’ (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 29). 
Lave and Wenger stress this relationship as being a process the newcomers 
have to go through or the journey they make in order to become a part of or 
full members of a community of practice. This striving towards becoming a 
member is also the process by which our knowledge develops (Wenger, 
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1998), involving two interplaying components (Wenger, 2000). The first 
component is the competence that the individuals have in relation to their 
belonging in a specific community with special reference to what it takes to 
become a member. The second is the individuals’ experience of being a 
member in a community of practice. (Wenger, 1998, 2000) With these two 
components, social competence and personal experience, Wenger (2000) 
defines learning as;  

…an interplay between social competence and personal experience. It is a 
dynamic, two-way relationship between people and the social learning 
system in which they participate. It combines personal transformation with 
the evolution of social structures. (ibid, p. 227) 

Communities of practice 
This thesis concerns graduates’ transition from higher education to working 
life. I want to relate these different contexts, higher education and working 
life, to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) concept of community of practice, further 
elaborated by Wenger (1998). He suggests that communities of practice can 
be found everywhere and that we all belong to different communities. They 
should not be viewed as isolated phenomena but rather as interconnected 
parts of the world since they share members (Wenger, 1998). 

For Wenger (1998), practice is associated with doing but it is doing in 
relation to a historical and social context. For him, it is always a social 
practice through which the individual participates and experiences the world 
as meaningful. A community of practice is where these practices are 
developed, negotiated and shared as an essential part of our learning. In this 
thesis, such a community of practice could be the graduates’ participation in 
an educational programme or a workplace. Wenger (1998, 2000) suggests 
that a community of practice is defined by three elements or dimensions. The 
first is mutual engagement, which is the collective understanding of what it 
means to belong to the community but also what norms and values that are 
characteristic of how the members interact. The second is joint enterprise or 
the members’ mutual understanding of what their community stands for and 
their shared responsibility towards it. Finally, he points out how the 
community of practice has developed a shared repertoire containing 
common resources, i.e. activities, symbols, language or artefacts that could 
be seen as symbols for the community.  
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Lave and Wenger (1991) describe the learning process newcomers go 
through in order to become a part of a community of practice3 or legitimate
peripheral participation. What is essential for learning to take place are the 
ways of belonging that indicate how the newcomers gain legitimacy through 
participation in a community. The newcomers are seen as peripheral 
participants since there are different levels or different ways of participating 
in a community. Lave and Wenger suggest that the notion of being peripheral 
changes over time, influenced by newcomers’ learning trajectories and 
identities. But it is not just a process that the members can control all by 
themselves. It is a complex process since being a peripheral member implies 
being partly kept outside. It is an empowering position4 where your 
legitimacy and acceptance as regards participating are dependent on social 
structures involving power relations (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  

Lave and Wenger suggest a process from peripheral participation to full 
participation but not along a straight line of skill acquisition or a community 
centre. The individual can, therefore, be a full participant in one community 
but peripheral in others. Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998) also 
talk about the development from being a newcomer to becoming an old-
timer. Wenger (1998) argues that the community of practice is a ‘…system of 
interrelated forms of participation…’ (p. 90).  

Identity formation within (or across) communities of 
practice

We define ourselves by what we are not as well as by what we are, by the 
communities we do not belong to as well as by the ones we do. These 
relationships change. We move from community to community. In doing 
so, we carry a bit of each as we go around. Our identities are not 
something we can turn on and off. (Wenger, 2000, p. 239) 

A crucial aspect of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) social theory is the process of 
becoming, or the construction of identities. They suggest that learning 
engages the whole individual and, as the quote above indicates, develops in 

                                                 
3 Also old members engage in a new practice within the same community but I have 
chosen to focus on newcomers in a community of practice since the aim is to 
describe graduates’ trajectories in becoming professionals. 
4 Much of the critique of Lave and Wenger’s theory concerns the issue of power and 
the need for further elaboration concerning power, social categories and their relation 
to communities of practice (e.g. Contu & Willmott, 2003; Salminen-Karlsson, 2006). 
(see also the section ‘Critical voices’) 
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relation to different communities and activities. The development of an 
identity is thereby not just an individual and isolated project, but a part of a 
social practice (Wenger, 1998). His reasoning about identity as negotiated 
experience of self is, therefore, of importance. He suggests that individuals 
construct their identity through participation in a community of practice but 
also through the communities’ perceptions of themselves - its reifications. 
Participation and reification are therefore interrelated since they contain our 
experiences and their social interpretations (ibid, p. 151) when forming our 
identities.  

Wenger (1998, 2000) interprets this continuous work of identity 
formation as a trajectory which includes ‘…where you have been and where 
you are going, your history and your aspirations.’ (Wenger, 2000, p. 241). 
With this term, Wenger wants to show that identity comprises the past, the 
present, and the future in a trajectory that cannot be foreseen. The individual 
participates in many different communities of practice and as the concept of 
trajectory indicates, there are movements between them. Wenger (1998, 
2000) suggests that the individual belongs to a nexus of multimembership but 
with shifting forms of participation and belonging – where some 
communities of practice are more important for our identity than others. The 
different forms of participation accentuate different forms of behaviour or 
aspects of a person’s identity.  

Wenger (2000) emphasises that being in a position in a nexus of 
multimembership could reinforce the participation but sometimes there could 
also be a clash and a tension between different communities of practice. 
Furthermore, Wenger (1998) stresses the issue of reconciliation or ‘…the 
construction of an identity that can include these different meanings and 
forms of participation into one nexus.’ (p. 160). The work of reconciliation is 
a challenging process for the individual since it concerns how to maintain 
identity across different communities of practice – a process that could be 
successful or be a constant struggle. Wenger emphasises that the nexus of 
multimembership and the work of reconciliation is fundamental when it 
comes to the process of identity formation. This is something that is 
constantly going on and evolving since the individual participates in and 
moves between different communities of practice.  

This theoretical perspective has had large impact on research (Hodkinson 
& Hodkinson, 2003; Paechter, 2003; Salminen-Karlsson, 2006) in related 
areas such as education (Abrandt Dahlgren et al., 2006; Bathmaker & Avis, 
2005; Fejes et al., 2005; Johansson, 2007) and working life (Fuller et al., 
2005; Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2003; Hodkinson et al., 2004; Köpsén, 2008; 
Thunborg, 1999).  
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Critical voices 
Lave and Wenger’s theoretical framework has been criticised concerning the 
issue of power relations and conflicts (Contu & Willmott, 2003; Salminen-
Karlsson, 2006; Tanggaard, 2006), the position of the subject (Billett, 2006; 
Billett & Somerville, 2004) and the learner’s identity formation (Fuller et al., 
2005; Hodkinson et al., 2004).  

Contu and Willmott (2003) express an ambivalent position regarding the 
power relations in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of situated learning. On 
the one hand, they suggest that the theory expresses ‘…contradictions, 
ideology, conflict and power.’ (Contu & Willmott, 2003, p. 292), where the 
issue of power is incorporated in their writing about legitimate peripheral 
participation.  They argue that:  

This notion highlights the power-invested process of bestowing a degree 
of legitimacy upon the novice as a normal condition of participation in 
learning processes.  (ibid. p. 285)   

But being a newcomer and trying to participate and gain legitimacy is 
difficult if you are denied access. However, on the other hand, Contu and 
Willmott (2003) stress that Lave and Wenger’s (1991) and Wenger’s (1998) 
radical viewpoints are watered down by their usage of language. The 
complexity and the issue of power are downplayed by stressing coherence 
and consensus in communities of practice. Salminen-Karlsson (2006) agrees 
with Contu and Willmott but she suggests that Lave and Wenger’s theory 
would profit by incorporating a gender perspective (as one possible power 
relation). She emphasises that gender appears to be highly relevant when 
exploring participation and learning in a community of practice5.  

Billett (2006) also stresses the issue of power relations but he is 
concerned with ‘…how power relations between the personal and social are 
experienced and enacted including the role of the subject as both exerciser of 
power and being subject to it.’ (p. 11). He is critical of Lave and Wenger’s 
(1991) way of seeing the individual’s learning as a product of participating in 
a social practice such as work. He suggests that the individual is in a 
reciprocal relationship but yet a separate part of the social practice (Billett, 
2001). For him, learning is an ongoing and interactive process based on how 
the individuals think about their work and act in different work activities.  

Fuller et al. (2005) and Hodkinson et al. (2004) are also critical of Lave 
and Wenger’s (1991) and Wenger’s (1998) reasoning about identity 
formation. By focusing on how the individual’s identity is formed by their 
                                                 
5 The gender issue will be further developed in section ‘Gender and organizations’. 
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belonging to a community of practice, Lave and Wenger (1991) do not 
acknowledge and develop what the newcomers bring to a specific community 
from outside (Fuller et al., 2005; Hodkinson et al., 2004). The individual 
develops and modifies his or her whole person by participating in a new 
community of practice, something Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger 
(1998) do not recognise in a satisfactory way according to Fuller et al. 
(2005).  

Gender and organizations
Prior to the early 1970s, research on organizations and workplaces was 
relatively uncritical and conducted with the male norm as the preference 
(Acker, 1990; Collinson & Hearn, 1994; Connell, 1995). But some feminist 
researchers (e.g. Kanter, 1977) raised the issue that the concept of 
organization is not gender neutral, rather, it is infused with gender (Acker, 
1990, 1992). These researchers contribute to the knowledge of gendered 
structures and practices in organizations, e.g. the (unequal) distribution of 
power, rewards and opportunities, how different social interactions confirm 
and recreate gendered patterns (Acker, 1998, 1999).  

The meaning of gender is a debated issue today and has been so for 
decades6. In this discussion, I agree with Acker’s (1992) statement that:  

Gender refers to patterned, socially produced, distinctions between female 
and male, feminine and masculine. Gender is not something that people 
are, in some inherent sense, although we may consciously think of 
ourselves in this way… (p. 250) 

In their classic work, West and Zimmerman (1987) start by postulating that 
social interaction is the foundation of the construction of gender. Gender is 
therefore seen as an ongoing activity that is done in everyday interaction and 
they stress that ‘In one sense, of course, it is individuals who “do” gender. 
But it is a situated doing…’ (West & Zimmerman, 1987, p. 151). The 

                                                 
6 The term gender was introduced in the 1970s and an early definition of the term 
was ‘social sex’, compared with sex as biologically defined. The introduction of a 
new term was important in order to dissociate from biological determinism (the 
relationship between biology and social and cultural identity formations). But the 
term also made it possible to discuss gender as social and cultural constructions (see 
Gothlin, 1999). Although there were reasons for the division, it has given rise to a 
debate among feminist theorists about the relation between gender as socially 
constructed sex and biological sex where scholars have different standpoints and 
theoretical interpretations (see e.g. Butler, 1990; Gothlin, 1999). 
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situated aspects of gender imply that it is constructed both by the individual 
and the collective and changes over time and in different practices (Acker, 
1992). These theoretical considerations have turned the discussion about 
gender from being something passive into a more active and interactive way 
of seeing gender (Acker, 1992; Kvande, 2003); we do gender when we 
participate in our workplaces or engage in different interpersonal relations. 

Doing gender as a theoretical perspective can be divided into different 
approaches; the ethnomethodological, the cultural, processual and the 
performative (Korvajärvi, 2003; Kvande, 2003). The difference is based on 
different research foci, assumed outcomes as well as what key processes are 
emphasised (Korvajärvi, 2003). I have chosen to emphasise the processual 
view since it stresses the analytical and empirical analyses of gendering 
processes and practices making the people within organizations visible 
(Kvande, 2003). Acker emphasises four gendered processes: the gender 
divisions or structures in the organization, symbols or forms of 
consciousness, interactions and, finally, gender identity (Acker, 1992, 1999). 
These gendering processes can be studied by exploring ‘…what people do 
and say, and how they think about these activities, for thinking is also an 
activity.’ (Acker, 1992, p. 251). In Acker’s work, the issue of power is 
always present in the distinction between male and female, masculine and 
feminine as regards advantage and disadvantage, exploitation and control, 
action and emotion, meaning and identity (Acker, 1992).  

Doing gender in communities of practice 
So far, two different theoretical perspectives have been discussed; situated 
learning in communities of practice and doing gender. The focus of both 
traditions is organizational practices together with either knowledge or 
gender but also identity (Salminen-Karlsson, 2006).  

Despite their similarities, not many researchers have taken the step of 
combining the two. However, two different approaches to gender in 
communities of practice have been identified. The first, concerns how the 
doing gender perspective would benefit from the situated learning approach 
when understanding how women and men learn to do gender (e.g. Paechter, 
2003). The second, and also the starting point for the discussion in this thesis, 
is based on the critique of situated learning and communities of practice in 
terms of the lack of a gender perspective in the tradition (Salminen-Karlsson, 
2006; Tanggaard, 2006). Salminen-Karlsson (2006) suggests that it is 
necessary to take doing gender into account when analysing situated learning 
within a community of practice. One of the important aspects to discuss is the 
issue of power, which Lave and Wenger (1991) mention as an important 
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issue, but do not elaborate on further. Salminen-Karlsson (2006) stresses, 
along with others (e.g. Acker, 1990; Collinson & Hearn, 1994; Connell, 
1995), that organizations or communities are not gender-neutral. With 
reference to Kanter’s (1977) studies, Salminen-Karlsson argues that being a 
newcomer in a community is a highly gendered and empowering position 
where females’ and males’ trajectories towards full participation differ.  

Key concepts in Lave and Wenger’s (1991) and Wenger’s (1998, 2000) 
theory of learning are communities, identities and boundaries. Salminen-
Karlsson (2006) suggests that all three of these elements have gendered 
aspects which would be fruitful to explore in order to deepen the analysis of 
situated learning. The discussion could concern who has legitimacy and why, 
what participation actually means in different communities of practice, and 
how the peripheral positions are distributed between different members. 
Here, Salminen-Karlsson (ibid) emphasises the importance of acknowledging 
that not all newcomers start from an equal position.  

Two examples of empirical studies that combine situated learning with 
doing gender are Salminen-Karlsson (2003) and Tanggaard (2006). They 
have somewhat different fields; Salminen-Karlsson focuses on employees at 
a computer company and Tanggaard on young people’s apprenticeship in two 
major industrial companies. Both Salminen-Karlsson (2003) and Tanggaard 
(2006) argue that gender plays an important role when it comes to how to 
gain legitimacy as a newcomer where male and female have different 
trajectories. But they also stress that the learning process of how to be a 
member of a community of practice is gendered since it also involves social 
codes and ways of thinking. Together, these influence the individuals’ 
identity formation and how the female and male relate themselves to a 
community of practice. 

The implications for this investigation 
The consequences of using a situated theory of learning in this investigation 
are that becoming professionals is learned in the interaction and participation 
in a community of practice. The focus is on graduates’ participation in higher 
education and their transition to working life. These two practices are, 
according to Wenger (1998, 2000), characterised by mutual engagement and 
a shared repertoire of what it means to belong to these particular communities 
of practice. Acker (1990, 1992) would also argue that these practices are 
influenced by gender. Acknowledging these two standpoints, becoming 
professional seems to imply a learning of collective understanding about the 
profession and practice, but also social expectations about how they, as 
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female and male novice professionals, should be and behave to acquire 
legitimacy.  

Following Lave and Wenger’s (1991) reasoning, professional 
development could be characterised by legitimate peripheral participation 
where the graduates are newcomers in a workplace. Lave and Wenger (1991) 
suggest that this is a process the individual has to go through in order to 
become a full participant. Being in a peripheral position is, as Lave and 
Wenger suggests, an empowering position and in line with Acker (1990, 
1992) and Salminen-Karlsson (2006) I think that it is important to explore 
gender as one power aspect, which can influence graduates’ aspirations to 
become full participants.   

An important implication for this study is the construction of identities 
or, as I have argued above, the graduates’ trajectories towards becoming 
professionals. Wenger (1998) emphasises that identity formation is not just 
an individual project but also a part of a social practice. In this study, I 
therefore want to emphasise professional identity formation as continuing 
work and a never ending process of becoming. I hence agree with Wenger 
(1998) that identity cannot be seen as a core or something the individual 
acquired since their identity is under constant renegotiation. When describing 
this process, I found the concepts of trajectory and nexus of multimembership 
helpful (Wenger, 1998, 2000). The process that the graduates go through 
could be seen as a trajectory (Wenger, 2000) since it is a continuous work 
process including their past and present experiences as well as future 
aspirations. I have pointed to graduates’ transition from higher education to 
working life but I also want to suggest their belonging to and participation in 
other communities of practice, e.g. the immediate family. By using Wenger’s 
(1998, 2000) concept of nexus of multimembership, i.e. the individual’s 
belonging to different communities of practices, I hope to include different 
meanings and forms of participation regarding their professional identity 
formation.   

Based on the discussion above, I see professional identities7 as learning 
processes (Salling Olesen, 2001, 2007; Wenger, 1998) where individuals are 
formed by their social interactions but also in their reflection over themselves 
(Billett, 2006). Becoming a professional is the individuals’ effort to take 
already existing professional knowledge and skills to create their own 
identity and relation to a specific professional practice (Lave & Wenger, 
1991; Salling Olesen, 2001, 2007). By doing so, professional identity 
becomes one part of many learning processes as well as, more importantly, 

                                                 
7 The concepts of work identity (e.g. Kirpal, 2004) and professional identity (e.g. 
Salling Olesen, 2001, 2007) are used synonymously in this thesis.  
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becoming integrated in the individual’s whole life situation (Billett & 
Sumerville, 2004; Hodkinson et al., 2004; Salling Olesen, 2001, 2007; 
Thunborg, 1999). Professional identities are thereby seen as relational, 
dynamic and changeable. They develop in interaction with work practices 
and a collective of professionals (containing professional knowledge as well 
as social expectations of the profession). This development is influenced by 
gendering processes. But professional identity is also closely interrelated with 
the ways individuals engage with other social interactions and make sense of 
their experiences throughout their life (Billett, 2006; Salling Olesen, 2006).  
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4. Context of the study 

The participants in this study graduated from the Master programme in 
Political Science and Economics and the Master programme in Psychology at 
Linköping University in 2002. This section will give a description of the 
educational programmes as well as their history as subjects in higher 
education, and their status in the labour market.  

The history of Political Science and Psychology 
as academic disciplines
The academic disciplines Political Science and Psychology have two 
different histories of establishment as academic subjects in higher education.  

Political Science or the science of politics is very old. Some would argue 
(Lundquist, 1993) that already the work of the philosophers Plato and 
Aristotle had its foundation in political science. The science of politics also 
has a long history in higher education, but as a part of other disciplines. In 
Sweden, a professor was appointed in ‘Rhetoric and Political Science’8 as 
early as in 1622 at Uppsala University (Lundquist, 1993). Consequently, one 
can argue that higher education in Sweden has a long tradition of research 
and education in political science. But political science as an independent 
academic discipline is a much more recent development (Ruin, 1990). At the 
end of the 19th century, Political Science was organised in a form we would 
recognise today. It took until after the World War II for the discipline to be 
established internationally and in Sweden, and since then the discipline has 
become a common discipline in higher education (ibid).  

Despite its long tradition, the discipline is not among the most prestigious 
social sciences in higher education, and is often positioned somewhere in the 
middle of the ranking (Lundquist, 1993). One reason given for this is the 
professional side or outcome of the studies. Lundquist (1993) and Ruin 
(1990) suggest two professional contexts: the academic and the labour 
market. Academic professionalization concerns political science research and 
the establishment of scientific journals and professional associations 
(Lundquist, 1993). As regards the more occupational preparation for the 
labour market, political science is in general a broad and an ‘all-round’ 
academic degree. Ruin (1990) argues that in Sweden the discipline is 

                                                 
8 In Swedish it would be ‘Vältalighet och statsvetenskap’. 
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commonly seen as occupational preparation, alone or in combination with 
other disciplines, for employment in the public sector.  

The entry of the discipline of Psychology into higher education in 
Sweden differed from that of Political Science. Until the end of the 1950s, 
Psychology was a part of an academic degree in Education (Education and 
Psychology). It was not until 1948 that the first professor of Psychology was 
appointed at Uppsala University along with the establishment of the first 
department of Psychology in Sweden. 

The establishment of Psychology as an independent academic discipline 
and an educational programme was a long process. This was, according to 
Göransson (1997), a process and a quest that took place both within and 
outside academia. From a union perspective, it was a quest for the legitimacy 
of the psychologist’s work. In society, there was an increased need for 
individuals educated in Psychology to meet the demands from the labour 
market, especially from schools and industry. In 1953, the planning of an 
educational programme in Psychology was initiated but there were 
disagreements over the course syllabus (structure, length, type of educational 
forms), formal entry requirements, practical elements and what kind of 
official certificate the graduates should receive upon graduation. Many 
different investigations and Swedish government official reports followed 
upon each other so it was not until after the educational reform in 1958 that 
the educational programme in Psychology could begin its first academic year 
in 1958/59. The general directives were to design a theoretical educational 
programme without practical elements. This was the start of a continuous 
struggle to include more practical elements in the programme and a degree 
that would lead to formal authorisation and a certificate (Göransson, 1997). A 
more comprehensive education programme was introduced in 1982. From 
then on, it was a 5-year full-time study programme including theory and 
methods as well as more practical elements. The programme, as it is designed 
today, has a clear professional focus with graduates receiving their official 
certificate after one year of supervised professional work (Persson, 1989). 

A description of the educational programmes 
In 2001, when the Journeymen project started, the Political Science and 
Economics programme in Linköping was a 4-year educational programme. 
The programme led to a liberal arts master’s degree with either Political 
Science or Economics as the main subject.9 In the first two years, the student 

                                                 
9 After the Bologna process in 2007, the programme has changed to comprise a 3-
year Bachelor of Political Science containing 180 hp (one semester is now 30 higher 
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gets basic knowledge of Political Science, Economics, Statistics and Law. 
After the two mandatory years, the students choose a main subject but there 
is also the option to take courses outside the Political Science and Economic 
subjects to broaden the degree. The programme ends with a master thesis of 
10 credits (the whole programme represents 160 credits and one semester is 
20 credits). It is a traditional study programme based on lectures, exercises 
and seminars aiming at building up an independent analytical ability. The 
intensity of the programme varies. In the introduction courses the students 
have three or four lectures, exercises and seminars a week and towards the 
end of the programme the students are expected to pursue more individual 
studies. The programme contain no practical periods where the students 
could get an understanding of the work of a political scientist (Linköpings 
universitet, 2005b). The admission process for the Political Science 
educational programme is focused on grades and the Swedish scholastic 
aptitude test as entry requirements (Linköpins universitet, 2005b, 2008b). 

The Master’s programme in Psychology at Linköping University is a 5-
year problem-based study programme.10 The programme contains of five 
mandatory blocks, which integrate the subjects’ Psychology, Education and 
Sociology. By doing so, the curriculum integrates theory and methods 
training with more practical elements and aims to stimulate critical reflection 
by emphasising experiential and self-directed learning. Much attention is 
directed towards skills development by focusing on: diagnoses, psychological 
treatment, consultation, supervision, research and evaluation. The students 
are expected to develop these skills by working in small tutorial groups as 
problem solvers, actively seeking knowledge and developing their own 
learning goals. The intensity of the programme is therefore high since the 
students work in their groups. But compared with Political Science, the 
programme contains few lectures. The practical elements of the programme 
are emphasised as being highly important. Two periods of clinical 
placements are included during the course of the programme to enable the 
students to acquire a practical understanding of the work of a psychologist. 
More regularly, the students also work under supervision with clients in a 
clinic situated at the university. The programme ends with a master’s thesis 
of 20 credits (the whole programme contains 200 credits). To get their 
certificate as a psychologist, the students have to complete 1-year supervised 

                                                                                                                    
education credits). After their BA the students have the entry requirements to 
continue to a Master’s programme (Linköpings universitet, 2008b). 
10The Bologna process in 2007 did not bring about a change in the programme. It is 
still a coherent master’s programme in Psychology of 300 credits (Linköpings 
universitet, 2008a). 
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clinical placement (the PTP period). The requirements for admission to the 
educational programme in Psychology includes one year of working life 
experience (in any professional field). In addition to this, the general entry 
requirements are high grades or high scores on the Swedish scholastic 
aptitude test. From this group of applicants, potential candidates are selected 
for a personal interview11 (Linköpings universitet, 2005a).  

The educational programmes and working life 
Both programmes provide information about possible future occupations and 
workplaces where the former students work today. According to the 
information from the Political Science educational programme, possible 
occupational positions are different investigator positions with the municipal 
authorities or the national authorities but also private companies and 
organizations. The programme information emphasises that many of the 
former students have been, or are, working for Swedish Government Offices 
(Linköpings universitet, 2005b). 

The information from the study programme in Psychology describes the 
work of a psychologist as being very varying. Psychologists work in all 
sectors and meet people in education, in working life and in health care.  The 
work of a psychologist could be characterised by an emphasis on preventive 
measures, as investigators, support and treatment of children, teenagers and 
adults. They also work in organizational development. The information 
emphasises that many former graduates work for the local authorities but also 
in the private sector (Linköpings universitet, 2005a).  

The Swedish National Agency for Higher Education (2008) publishes 
annual reports on the employability of students from different educational 
programmes. Its forecast indicates that the demand for graduates will fall in 
some areas and increase in others. When it comes to one third of the 
educational groups, for example, psychology, architecture, law, etc., there is 
a good balance between the numbers that graduate and the labour market’s 
future employment needs and the current number of study places. When it 
comes to Political Science, which goes under the label social science, the 
forecast is more complicated. According to the Swedish National Agency for 
Higher Education, the groups categorized as social and behavioural science 
come from a variety of educational backgrounds with a broad range of 
occupational possibilities. The report emphasises that social and behavioural 

                                                 
11 From the academic year 05/06, the entry requirements are still one year of working 
life experience after which they are only based on grades and the Swedish scholastic 
aptitude test (Linköpings universitet, 2008a).  
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scientists have competence that is close to other occupational groups, e.g. 
masters of Business Administration, indicating that there is competition for 
the same positions but also an occupational exchange between the groups. 
The report also suggests that there will be an increase in available jobs since 
a high proportion of employees in the public sector will retire in the near 
future. This forecast could imply a favourable labour market for political 
scientists in the future (The Swedish National Agency for Higher Education, 
2008). 
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The aim of this chapter is to give an overview of the whole research project: 
from the design of this longitudinal study, the selection of educational 
programmes and informants, the interviews and the data analysis to a critical 
reflection over the study.   

Design
In 2003, a large European Commission financed project, Students as 
Journeymen between Communities of Higher Education and Work, was about 
to end. This was a joint research project between Norway, Germany, Poland 
and Sweden. The general aim of the project was:  

To develop a conceptual framework for understanding learning strategies 
that students and novices apply in their trajectories within and across 
“communities of practice” (education and work life). Our intention is to 
better describe transition from higher education to professional life in 
different European countries and to explain the “travelling” of students 
and new professionals within and across these sectors… (Dahlgren et. al., 
2005, p. 4) 

The research project12 was coordinated from Linköping University and the 
Department of Behavioural Science and Learning. The research team had 
conducted in-depth interviews with 20 first-year and 12 senior students13 in 
the Political Science, Psychology and Mechanical Engineering programmes. 
The first two educational programmes (Political Science and Psychology) 
were similar in all the countries but the third (Mechanical engineering) was a 
country-specific choice. The interviews with the first year students formed a 
cross sectional study while the interviews with the senior students was part of 
a longitudinal study since they were interviewed a second time after 15-18 
months of professional work (Dahlgren et. al., 2005; Dahlgren et. al., 2007; 
Johansson, 2007). 

                                                 
12 The following persons participated in the research team from Linköping 
University: Madeleine Abrandt Dahlgren, Lars Owe Dahlgren, Håkan Hult, Helene 
Hård af Segerstad, and Kristina Johansson. 
13 ‘Senior students’ do in this case refer to the interviews conducted with the 
informants during their last semester before graduation.  
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When I started as a doctoral student in September 2003, I had the 
opportunity to use not previous analysed data from the longitudinal part of 
the Journeymen study, i.e. the senior students who had also been interviewed 
after 15-18 months of professional work, and conduct another round of 
interviews after approximately three years in working life. Qualitative 
longitudinal studies of this size are rare in the field of higher education 
(Johnston, 2003; Teichler, 1998). Having a longitudinal design was appealing 
since it was possible to explore changes in the informants’ understanding in 
relation to their experiences and development (Bryman, 2001). I went ahead 
with the graduates from the Political Science and Psychology educational 
programmes but excluded Mechanical Engineering. The delimitation of the 
data was made for practical reasons since it could have been problematic to 
make comparisons between three educational programmes over three years. 
So as an extension of the original longitudinal study, the same political 
scientists and psychologists who had already been interviewed twice were 
interviewed a third time after approximately 30-34 months of professional 
work (early 2005).  

Consequently, the interview material in my empirical study is based on 
interviews conducted on three consecutive occasions:  

- the last semester before graduation (early 2002). From now on, they 
will be referred to as senior students 

- a second time after approximately 15-18 months of professional 
work (mid-2003). From now on, they will be referred to as novice 
professionals 

- as an extension of the original longitudinal study, the graduates were 
interviewed a third time after approximately 30-34 months of 
professional work (early 2005). From now on, they will be referred 
to as early career professionals. 

My relation to the Journeymen material 
The Swedish part of the Journeymen Project focused mainly on a comparison 
between the educational programmes and the transition from higher 
education to working life from different perspectives such as educational 
design, knowledge and competence, learning trajectories (e.g. Abrandt 
Dahlgren et al., 2005; Abrandt Dahlgren et al., 2006; Johansson, 2007).  

These studies give interesting insights into the role of higher education as 
well as the educational programmes’ influence on graduates’ learning 
trajectories. The Journeymen studies raised questions about identity 
formation and by having a third panel wave of interviews it was possible for 
me to focus on what happens concerning graduates’ professional trajectories 
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and development – higher education and beyond. Compared with the 
Journeymen Project, this study has a more pronounced working life focus and 
can contribute different aspects to the knowledge about identity formation by 
exploring how processes in working life influence graduates. The 
Journeymen Project did not emphasise the power aspects in identity 
formation. The present study, according to my perspectives, makes it possible 
to raise questions concerning graduates’ professional development in relation 
to gendered practices and processes present in working life.  

It is important to highlight the fact that the analysis in this thesis builds 
on not previously analysed data gathered in the Journeymen Project as well 
as a third panel wave of interviews conducted by the author.  

Selection of educational programs and informants 
The selection of educational programmes for the Journeymen Project aimed 
at representing a programme with a clear professional focus as well as a more 
classical liberal arts programme with a more diffuse professional focus in 
each of the four project universities. The choice fell on the Master 
programme in Political Science as a liberal arts programme, and the Master 
programme in Psychology as a professional educational programme 
(Dahlgren et al., 2005).  

The Journeymen Project comprised interviews with two groups of 
students. One group consisted of students in semester one and the other group 
of students in their last semester. This latter group of students was 
interviewed on two occasions. These students make up the investigation 
group for this study. The selected students were all at the end of their studies. 
Students who had already completed their studies in another area were 
excluded (Dahlgren et. al., 2005). The samples were design to represent the 
distribution of age and gender in the total group of students in their 
programmes. Twelve students from each programme were chosen, which 
meant that the informants consisted of a total of 24 senior students (ibid).  

Some of the informants from the original study could not participate in a 
third interview.  The decision not to participate a third time was mostly based 
on personal reasons such as a hectic life situation or that they lived abroad. 
This reduced the total numbers of participants in this study to 19. Altogether, 
the longitudinal study comprises interviews with 11 psychologists and 8 
political scientists.  

The age of the informants at the time of the third interview ranged from 
26 to 29 years for the Political Science programme and between 28 and 46 
years for the informants from the Psychology programme (with a mean of 33 
years). Five of the informants were male and 14 were females. In general, the 
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informants were a diverse group as regards background, upper secondary 
education, parents’ educational background and work. Some of the 
informants were married or cohabited with a family while others were single. 
The informants were given fictive names to protect their anonymity and as a 
way of making the quotations more personal. 

Establishment in working life 
A longitudinal design makes it possible to show the informants’ employment 
situation and their establishment in working life. Tables 1 and 2 illustrate the 
employment situation and sector of employment among the graduates at the 
time of the three interviews.  
 

Table 1. The informants’ employment situation 
 The informants 

 Senior students Novice professionals Early career professionals 
Employment Psy. Pol. Psy. Pol. Psy. Pol.

Employed 7 2 10 5 10 6
Not working 4 6 1 3 1 2

 
As table 1 shows, nine of the senior students had a preliminary job already 
during the last month of their studies, or started working right after their 
graduation. The psychologists seem to have become established earlier in the 
labour market than the political scientists. The label ‘not working’ includes 
those graduates who were unemployed or on parental leave at the time of the 
interview. 

 
Table 2. The informants’ sector of employment 

The informants 
 Senior students Novice professionals Early career professionals 

Sector of 
Employment 

Psy. Pol. Psy. Pol. Psy. Pol.

Public sector 7 1 9 3 9 4
Private sector 0 1 1 2 1 2
Not working 4 6 1 3 1 2

 
Table 2 shows the employment sector. At the time of the third interview, four 
of the political scientists were working in varying fields in the public sector, 
e.g. the national migration board and social welfare administration, while two 
of them were working for private companies. The label ‘Not working’ in this 
case indicates that two of the informants were unemployed at time of the 
third interview. The majority of the early career psychologists were working 
in the public sector. The most common area of employment for them was in 
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psychiatric care involving children, teenagers and adults. One person was 
working for a private organization and the label ‘Not working’ in this case 
indicates that one individual was on parental leave. 

Interviews
A semi-structured interview guide (see appendix 1a and b) with specific 
topics and domains was used for the interviews in the Journeymen Project. 
The first interview concerned the senior students’ thoughts about learning 
and knowledge, their studies and work and their future professional role. The 
second interview focused on the novice professionals’ reception in working 
life, their work, professional role and identity. The interviews with the senior 
students were conducted in their homes or at an undisturbed place at the 
university while the interviews with the novice professionals were mostly 
conducted at their places of work.  

In the present study, a semi-structured interview guide (see appendix 1c) 
was used for the interviews with the early career professionals. The interview 
domains concerned the informants’ educational choice, professional work, 
profession, organizational structure, and the future. The domains started with 
broad entry questions concerning the issue, followed by possible follow-up 
questions to give the informants a chance to elaborate their answers. In order 
to make a longitudinal comparison, some of the questions from the 
Journeymen Project were retained. These were mostly about educational 
choice and their current work situation (e.g. work tasks, their reception) as 
well as their perception of work, professional role/identity and professional 
future. See appendix 1a-c. A pilot study was conducted in order to test the 
interview guide, the length of the interview and whether the questions 
captured my research interest (Bryman, 2001; Kvale, 1997; Patton, 2002). I 
interviewed two former psychology students with satisfying results and only 
made minor changes to the guide. The interview guide functioned as a way of 
directing the interview but at the same time allowed me to be flexible and to 
follow up on threads that the informants started. By doing so, I think that I 
succeeded in creating a spontaneous and secure environment, which 
hopefully is illustrated in the answers (Bryman, 2001; Kvale, 1997).  

The majority of the interviews were done face-to-face and I usually met 
the informants at their office or in some undisturbed area in their workplace. 
Four telephone interviews were conducted due to economical and practical 
reasons since the informants lived far away or were on parental leave. In 
general, the telephone interviews went well, but I agree with Bryman (2001) 
that you lose some of the communication pattern when it is not possible to 
interpret the body language or facial expressions. This could be one reason 
why the telephone interviews were a little shorter than the face-to-face 
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interviews. The duration of the interviews, both in the Journeymen Project 
and in the present study, varied between 45 and 90 minutes. All the 
interviews were tape recorded and later transcribed verbatim to enable the 
interviewer to concentrate on the interview, but also to make a more thorough 
interpretation (see Bryman, 2001; Kvale, 1997). 

There are different ethical principles associated with research in order to 
protect those involved (HSFR, 1996). These principles have been taken into 
consideration since the informants were informed beforehand about the 
ethical aspects associated with research. The informants gave their consent to 
participating after I had informed them about the aim of the research, how the 
research material was to be used and handled (ibid).  

Data analysis 
Data analysis is an ongoing process throughout the whole research process 
and not just an isolated stage (Kvale, 1997). This is especially important to 
acknowledge in a qualitative interview study since the researcher is also the 
research tool making choices based on interpretation and reflection. The 
challenge the researcher confronts is to ‘make sense of’ and interpret the 
massive amount of data generated by conducting interviews (Patton, 2002). 
In this study, 57 interviews have been transcribed and this generated almost 
one thousand pages. This chapter concerns how a conversation between a 
researcher and an informant was transcribed and then analysed and 
interpreted.  

From speech to text: an issue of translation 
One important aspect in my research is the issue of translation both from oral 
communication to written text and from Swedish into English. Kvale (1997) 
and Alvesson and Sköldberg (2008) suggest that every transcript from one 
form to another involves different interpretations and decisions. The first 
issue concerns the transcription from speech to written text. The interviews 
from the Journeymen Project were transcribed by a person outside the project 
and I subsequently transcribed the third interview panel. I transcribed the 
interviews as closely as possible to the spoken language (which was the same 
for the Journeymen interviews). The interviews were transcribed verbatim 
but I did not mark longer breaks or hesitations since I did not intend to do e.g. 
a linguistic analysis (Bryman, 2001).  

The second issue concerns the translation from Swedish into English of 
the quotations that are used in the articles. According to Temple and Edwards 
(2002), language gives expression to a social reality that does not always 
translate well into another language. 
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Language is an important part of conceptualisation, incorporating values 
and beliefs, not just a tool or technical label for conveying concepts. It 
carries accumulated and particular cultural, social, and political meanings 
that cannot simply be read off through the process of translation, and 
organises and prepares the experience of its speakers. (ibid, p. 5) 

When working with quotations for the articles, I have translated them so as to 
be as close as possible to the original meaning. This has sometimes been a 
problem when it comes to metaphors, slang and other ‘cultural’ expressions. 
To make the translation as ‘accurate’ as possible I have been helped by a 
native English speaker and we have discussed the underlying meanings of 
e.g. a specific metaphor. 

The decision on which quotation(s) to choose to illustrate a theme was 
sometimes a demanding and difficult task. Based on the theme, the choice 
fell on the quotation(s) that best contained the underlying meaning of a 
theme. The selected quotation(s) was therefore the most representative of 
many for a specific theme according to my interpretations. With this selection 
process, some informants’ voices are more dominant then others since they 
express themselves in a reflective and articulate way.    

Interpretation and categorisation 
I searched for a research method that would help me to organise the findings 
but still allow me to be flexible and critical toward the interpretations found. 
The choice fell on thematic analysis which is a qualitative analytical method 
(Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Patton, 2002; Roulston, 2001). 
Boyatzis (1998) characterises thematic analysis not as a research method, but 
more as a tool used within different analytical traditions. Braun and Clarke 
(2006), on the other hand, argue that thematic analysis could be seen as a 
method in itself. For me, one of the advantages of the method is its flexibility 
and usefulness as a tool for ‘encoding qualitative information’ (Boyatzis, 
1998, p. 4). Inspired by such an analysis, it helped me to search for 
significant themes in people’s thoughts and interactions (ibid). 

The analytical process consists of a search for themes, which are patterns 
that describe and organize as well as interpret parts of the phenomenon. Here, 
the process of analysis conducted for each of the separate papers is described 
in detail. Due to space constraints and page limitations, the description of the 
analysis in the journal articles has been truncated.  

Braun and Clarke (2006) start by suggesting the need for familiarizing
yourself with your data. This was an important process for me both when I 
transcribed my own interviews and when I read and re-read the Journeymen 
interviews. The second step is what Boyatzis (1998) labels as sensing themes 
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– the process in which the researcher recognizes concepts and information 
relevant to the inquiry and in relation to the overall aim (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). Since the articles have different research aims, the process of sensing 
themes was done with different questions in mind and at different times. 
Because the data material was so extensive I chose to focus on specific 
interview questions in the transcribed longitudinal material. I used these 
questions as the base from which I created themes’ on similarities and 
differences. The third step is doing it reliably which, according to Boyatzis 
(1998), is recognizing and using the encoding consistently. Braun and Clarke 
(2006) suggest that this is the phase where the researcher divides codes into 
potential themes and applies them to the whole material. For me, this was a 
phase of revision and reorganization of my themes based on new codes and 
interpretations. Boyatzis (1998) continues by arguing for a fourth step, 
developing codes in order to process and analyze the findings. In this step, I 
generated definitions and names for each theme in relation to their 
contribution to the ‘whole story’. The choice of quotation(s) was done in 
order to illustrate a theme in a way that brings out the argument that I wanted 
to elaborate. The final step is interpreting the information and themes in the 
context of a theory or conceptual framework (Boyatzis, 1998). The main 
issue was how these findings contribute to the development of knowledge. 
According to Boyatzis (ibid) and Braun and Clarke (2006), this requires some 
theory or conceptual framework as a tool to view what occurs and indicates 
important meanings. I supported my interpretations by relating to Lave and 
Wenger (1991) and their subsequent work (Lave, 1993; Wenger, 1998, 2000) 
as well as taking a gender perspective, mostly based on Acker’s theory (1990, 
1992, 1998, 1999) about gendering practices. Acker’s theory was also used 
more actively in the process of sensing themes since the theory supplies 
categories to understand what influences the gendering processes in the 
organization, e.g. gender division, symbols or forms of consciousness, and 
interaction. I do not want to suggest that my themes were only data-driven 
and that I only applied the theory at the end. My theoretical standpoints are 
based on a social situated learning theory and this could have influenced my 
pre-understanding of the interpretations that I have made.  

In article four, I worked with the qualitative software analysis program 
Nvivo8. This software enables researchers to track and compare themes and 
codes across the transcript group as a whole and within the specific cases. It 
did not change the nature of the analysis, but contributed technical support to 
the process. 
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Quality aspects of the study 
It is important to consider the quality aspect of a study, which often is 
referred to as validity and reliability (Kvale, 1997; Patton, 2002). I have 
chosen to use the concepts dependability, credibility and transferability since 
they are more applicable in qualitative research (Bryman, 2001; Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967; Kvale, 1997; Larsson, 2005a, 2005b; Miles & Huberman, 
1994; Patton, 2002).  

The quality of a study can be discussed in terms of dependability or 
trustworthiness relating to the study as a whole (Miles & Huberman, 1994) or 
the internal consistency (Larsson, 2005a). By presenting the choice of 
method and theory, the data collection and interpretation procedure I hope 
that I have created openness in the research process. As regards the 
dependability of the data material, I would like to stress that it was collected 
in two parts. The Journeymen material was collected by five researchers in 
close collaboration and the last interview panel was conducted by the author 
but in relation to the project (as described above). This makes the data 
collection consistent across researchers (Miles & Huberman, 1994). It is also 
important to discuss the interpretation of the results and the analysis. When 
conducting a thematic analysis, Boyatzis (1998) stresses the importance of 
reflecting and being aware of the fact that the researcher is her/his own 
instrument. By discussing the interpretations and findings with my 
supervisors as well as others in the Swedish Journeymen research team (who 
are familiar with the first two interview panels), it has been possible to 
validate the trustworthiness in my use of the data and myself as a research 
instrument. 

The credibility of the study concerns whether the results and conclusions 
presented are reasonable in relation to the empirical data (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994). When describing graduates’ trajectories towards becoming 
professionals, I have chosen to be close to the empirical data by giving the 
informants’ voices a lot of space in the results presented. I have aimed at 
giving thick descriptions (Patton, 2002) so the reader can make her/his own 
interpretations based on the quotations presented. By choosing a longitudinal 
design, my intention was to show contradictions as well as coherence 
regarding graduates’ professional development. Another aspect of credibility 
is ‘negotiated consensus’ or other researchers’ presence and collaboration in 
the research process (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Miles & Huberman, 1994; 
Wahlström et al., 1997). Two of the articles in this thesis are a product of 
collaboration (paper I and IV), making the findings a product of our shared 
knowledge and interpretations.   
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The next quality aspect is transferability (Miles & Huberman, 1994) or 
as Larsson (2005b) argues, generalisation through maximum variation, 
context similarity and recognition of a common gestalt. I would argue for 
generalisation through context similarity where the interpretations made 
could possibly be transferred to a similar context. Psychologists’ and political 
scientists’ professional development and identity formation could therefore 
have similarities with the professional development and identity formation of 
graduates’ from other educational programmes and professional practices.  
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6. Summaries of the articles 

The results from this thesis are reported in four articles. The articles are 
presented in an order that hopefully contributes to the larger picture of 
graduates’ trajectory towards becoming professionals. In the first two 
articles, the results are based on the whole longitudinal study of how the 
graduates envisage their future professional work and construct their 
professional identity formation. The third article has a more working life 
focus since it concerns how the early career professionals acquire legitimacy 
in their professional practice. The last article takes more of an overarching 
approach by exploring the critical transformations that graduates’ experience 
in their transition from higher education to working life.  

A winding road – professional trajectories from 
higher education to working life; a case study of 
political science and psychology graduates 
Studies in Continuing Education, 30, 3, November 2008, 215-229. 
 
Sofia Nyström, Madeleine Abrandt Dahlgren, & Lars Owe Dahlgren 
Department of Behavioural Sciences and Learning, Linköping University, 
Sweden. 
 
Today, there is a growing interest in graduate employment and how to 
enhance students’ employability in the labour market. The debate has 
concerned how higher education prepares students for the labour market’s 
demands but also what knowledge and skills students should have in order to 
be attractive. Research has shown a diverse picture and there is a demand for 
more research concerning graduates’ early years of employment and the 
development of career paths. Accordingly, the aim of this article is to explore 
the present professional trajectory from higher education to working life, 
with particular reference to graduates from two different study programmes 
at Linköping University in Sweden, Political Science and Psychology. More 
specifically, the article focuses on how graduates construe their professional 
trajectories in terms of their envisaged future work as senior students, and 
later as novice and early career professionals with 18 as well as 34 months of 
working life experience. 
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The article argues that the concept of professional trajectory could be 
seen as an interface between the formation of a professional identity as 
something that is negotiated and materialised in a community of practice 
(Wenger, 1998) and a movement in time. The novices’ professional 
trajectories can therefore be seen as a constant process influenced by events 
within a certain community of practice, e.g. a workplace, but also by the 
individuals’ involvement in other communities, such as close family and 
private life.  

The analysis yielded a thematic category system that illustrates the 
variation in the envisaged professional trajectory among the graduates over a 
three-year period. The six thematic categories identified as the most 
important part of the graduates’ future professional work were: Learning
continuously, Establishing oneself, Mastering a tool-box, Fulfilling a 
commitment, Searching for a professional field, and Changing directions.  

The distribution of the informants over the categories indicates that the 
graduates’ vision of their future work is not a linear development, but rather a 
trajectory that changes in the transition from higher education to working life. 
In the article, we illustrate this change by presenting four cases to exemplify 
how the graduates’ vision remains stable and/or changes. Moreover, we argue 
that the cases also illustrate typical features of the trajectories of students 
from the two educational programmes.  

When it comes to the comparison between the educational programmes, 
we choose only to make tentative observations based on differences and 
similarities since the two groups are relatively small. When exploring the 
professional trajectory of graduates from the Master programme in 
Psychology it can be seen that they have a clearer professional role to step 
into when compared with the political scientists. They establish themselves 
quickly on the labour market and the analysis also indicates that they become 
full legitimate participants in a professional community. In the third 
interview, however, the majority of the graduates express a need for a 
change, which could be interpreted as a need for an outbound professional 
trajectory. We argue that they are on the way out of their initial professional 
community, and are seeking to forge new relationships and develop their 
professional identity. The political scientists, on the other hand, leave their 
studies with an unclear picture of their professional trajectory. They have 
knowledge but are searching for a professional field. Three years later, their 
professional trajectory looks different since most of them are employed. We 
argue that many of the political scientists envisage an insider professional 
trajectory since they are more hopeful and the majority stress the need for 
continuous learning in their professional field.  
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In the general analysis of professional trajectory, we suggest that higher 
education seems to have given the majority of the senior students a good 
knowledge base and a positive vision of their future work, even if they have 
different ways of reasoning about their professional identity and learning.  

We argue that when leaving higher education as one community of 
practice and encountering working life, the novice professionals meet a 
community with other sets of boundaries and traditions. This influences and 
changes the newcomers’ identity formation as professionals as well as how 
they envisage their future professional trajectory. One possible explanation is 
the negotiation of meaning that takes place in the interaction between the 
novice professionals and their colleagues, clients, and the workplace as such. 
This social interaction and the work practice influence graduates’ 
construction of their future professional trajectories. Closely linked to this is 
their emphasis on learning which is maintained throughout the whole study. 
Worth noting is that the issue of learning is closely related to a specific 
professional practice or, as mentioned earlier, an insider professional 
trajectory.   

The transition from higher education to working life as well as the first 
period in working life is dominated by a striving towards becoming 
established on the labour market, an inbound professional trajectory with the 
prospect of becoming a full participant in a community of practice. Our 
results, however, indicate that after approximately three years of 
employment, there is in many cases a pronounced ambition to move on, even 
to new professional areas, an outbound professional trajectory.  

We conclude the article by suggesting that the graduates’ vision and 
experiences of their professional trajectories do not seem to follow a 
temporal and logical order of appearance in their career. Rather, they appear 
in different order and at different points in time after graduation. The 
graduates display a movement from taking in new knowledge and making it 
their own to a need to change direction and, for some, to do something 
different. The results, rather, endorse the discourse of life long learning and 
the need for flexibility and employability on the labour market.  
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The dynamics of professional identity formation: 
Graduates’ transitions from higher education to 
working life 
Vocations and Learning: Studies in vocational and professional education, 2, 
1, 1-18. 
 
Sofia Nyström 
Department of Behavioural Sciences and Learning, Linköping University, 
Sweden. 
 
Research on professional identity formation often emphasises how a 
profession is learned in higher education or in working life. This research 
often takes the work practice as a point of departure and how it forms 
identity. This study takes a more comprehensive approach concerning 
professional identity formation by expanding the horizons and exploring the 
relationship between professional and personal aspects of life.  

This article attempts to understand how individuals form their 
professional identity and the dynamics between their experiences in 
educational institutions, working life and other aspects of their lives. 
Accordingly, it seeks to explore the characteristics of the relationships 
between professional and personal aspects of life experiences and 
imperatives. These issues are elaborated and appraised through 
considerations of student and novice professional psychologists’ and political 
scientists’ processes of professional identity formation in their transition from 
higher education to working life.  

The article builds on a longitudinal study where graduates from two 
educational programmes, Political Science and Economics and Psychology, 
were interviewed on three occasions.  

Drawing on Wenger’s (1998) theory of community of practice and 
identity as a nexus of multimembership, the findings indicate that 
professional identity formation is more of a relationship between different 
life spheres than an isolated phenomenon only taking place at the universities 
or in the work practice. The graduates stress a relationship between the 
professional and the personal aspect as well as a more private aspect. These 
three are described as different spheres since the graduates put together 
certain aspects of life into a ‘space’. All of the spheres are social in character, 
even the personal one, since they are constructed in a specific community of 
practice as personal and socially derived imperatives. The analysis yielded 
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three different relationships between the spheres; non-differentiated identity,
compartmentalised identity and integrated identity.  

The relationships between the spheres could be interpreted in line with 
Wenger’s (1998) nexus of multimembership, or how our belonging in 
different communities of practice contributes to our identity. For me, his 
argument is in one way uni-directional and static because it does not describe 
the process within the nexus. Here, the findings imply (see below) that, over 
time, interplay occurs between the spheres and the multimembership changes 
– more like a nexus in action. To discuss this dynamic relationship, I use the 
phenomenological terms figure and ground (Gurwitsch, 1964).  

When examining non-differentiated identity, it is described as a typical 
pattern of the senior students’ identity formation. The senior students move 
between different contexts, or communities of practice, but even if the 
contexts vary, they are fairly homogeneous. Typical of the senior students’ 
nexus of multimembership (Wenger, 1998) is that they maintain their student 
identity across borders. Using Gurwitsch’s (1964) terms, one could argue that 
being a student is a strong identification, like an enclosed figure with clear 
contours. The enclosing ground, or the different life spheres, does not have 
sufficient impact to shift the image since the senior students continue to talk 
about themselves as students.  

I described compartmentalised identity as a typical pattern of the novice 
professionals. They have another way of relating the spheres to their identity 
formation. As a novice in working life, they try to differentiate the spheres 
from each other but the dominating one is the professional sphere. Relating to 
Wenger’s (1998) work, the novice professionals’ emphasis on identity as 
compartmentalised could be a response to the process they go through as 
peripheral members in a new community of practice. Being a newcomer in 
working life and engaging in a new community of practice seems to imply 
that other communities in their nexus of multimembership are downplayed or 
screened out in favour of the professional sphere. Applying Gurwitsch’s 
terms again, the novices in working life try to differentiate between the life 
spheres but the dominating figure is the professional sphere. The enclosed 
professional figure could, from the quotes, be derived from being a 
newcomer in working life where everything is new and unfamiliar. But the 
contours are not clear since the other spheres are also calling for attention.  

The last category, integrated identity, is described as a typical pattern of 
the early career professionals. At this time, they express a more 
interchangeable relationship between the different life spheres, implying a 
more comprehensive approach to their professional identity. They have 
solved how to relate their nexus of multimembership to each other and they 
are now full members in the professional community. Using Gurwitsch’s 
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terms, it could be argued that the early career professionals now have a more 
changeable relationship between figure and ground or the different spheres in 
life. Depending on the context, the graduates are now able to shift between 
what they see as figure and ground, e.g. to use their personal sphere in their 
professional practice. This ability to shift is seen by the early career 
professionals as a strength since the spheres together represent different 
phenomena compared to the parts separately – more of a comprehensive 
professional identity.  

The differences between the educational programmes are not that large. 
The most prominent difference can be seen among senior students where 
some of the psychologists try to distinguish between their professional and 
private spheres. This could be caused by their clear professional focus gained 
from the practical elements of the educational programme. For the political 
scientists, the labour market is more diffuse, which makes it hard to identify 
with a certain work practice.  

In this article, I argue that the graduates emphasise their professional 
development as prioritising and excluding one or more of the different 
sphere, i.e. the professional, the private, and the personal. This is done in 
order to construct an identity that can include different meanings and forms 
of participation within their nexus of multimembership. I suggest that by 
using a longitudinal design, the results indicate that professional identity 
formation could be interpreted as a change; from a more individual to a more 
relational and integrated way of reasoning about one’s profession. This 
indicates that professional development seems to be a way of bringing 
balance and interplay into the whole life situation. The process creates an 
identity that is sustainable and liveable, which is important in a hectic and 
stressful working life. To conclude, professional identity formation could, 
therefore, be viewed as a set of dynamic relationships involving all aspects of 
an individual’s identity and life spheres in a lifelong learning process. It is 
through the negotiations between personal and socially-derived imperatives 
that identity formation progresses throughout working life.  
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Graduates ‘doing gender’ as early career 
professionals 
Manuscript submitted for publication 
 
Sofia Nyström  
Department of Behavioural Sciences and Learning, Linköping University, 
Sweden. 
 
The transition from higher education to working life or the process of going 
from being senior student to being a newcomer in working life has been 
described as a chaotic time for the individual. This concerns post graduate 
employment and how the individuals encounter a professional practice. When 
it comes to the process of becoming a professional individual, research points 
to an inequality in how female and males are viewed as competent and 
skilled. According to Acker (1990, 1992), all organizations and workplaces 
are infused with gender, which implies that the individuals are under 
influence of the gendering practices but also practise gender themselves. 

Accordingly, the aim of this study is to explore how individuals do 
gender like they do professions. More specifically, the article explores how 
two different groups of graduates, psychologists and political scientists, do 
gender as early career professionals with particular emphasis on how 
graduates acquire legitimacy in relation to their colleagues and clients. 

This article is based on one interview with graduates from the Political 
Science and Economics and Psychology educational programmes. At the 
time of the interviews, the early career professionals had been working for 
approximately 30-34 months.  

This article takes a doing gender perspective as its theoretical standpoint 
with special reference to the work of Acker (1990, 1992, 1999). Acker argues 
that gender could be viewed as a dynamic process and something that is 
being done and constructed in all social situations. Acker is an advocate of 
the processual view of doing gender, which focuses on understanding what 
influences the gendered processes in organizations. In this article, doing 
gender is related to the process of becoming a professional or the professional 
project the early career professionals go through.  

The analysis yielded two different ways the early career professionals do 
gender in their professional practice in order to acquire legitimacy. These two 
ways of doing gender have two contrasting dimensions, which has been 
combined in a pair. The first way is one of a kind or the same as others in 
which the early career professionals emphasise how they interact with their 
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colleagues and clients. The second way is construction or self-possession as 
two strategies the graduates express in order to acquire legitimacy.  

In the first contrasting theme, one of a kind, the graduates say that their 
gender become visible when they work in specific contexts dominated by the 
opposite sex. The division of gender is thus emphasised by the informants as 
the gender structure in the organizations, where they point to the separation 
of females and males in different work positions and work tasks. The second 
position, the same as others, concerns the informants’ perceptions of their 
interactions, which to a large extent confirm the gender order in the 
organization. The majority of the graduates state that their gender matters in 
meetings with clients or colleagues. The early career professional emphasise 
an expectation of affinity: that it would be easier for men to be understood by 
men and the same with women. This affinity implies the idea of difference 
between women and men. 

When it comes to how the early career professionals acquire legitimacy, 
two different strategies can be seen: construction and self-possession. The 
first, construction, is mostly referred to by the female early career 
professionals when they relate to symbols and metaphors in organizations. 
These may be viewed from a stereotypical masculine perspective, such as 
competence, leadership and professionalism. Some of the female newcomers 
are struggling to construct a professional identity, which includes a certain 
behaviour and appearance to acquire legitimacy. The second position, self-
possession, is mostly stressed by the male early career professionals. This 
strategy is different from ‘construction’ since the males do not emphasise 
gender-appropriate behaviour or physical attributes as a way of seeking 
legitimacy. Instead, it seems that being a man and having a certain profession 
strengthens their legitimacy as a professional since they are perceived as a 
person with power, knowledge and skills.   

When it comes to the development of a work identity, the early career 
professionals present it as an individual professional project based on their 
professional interactions. I suggest that the graduates’ professional projects 
are reflected in a masculine discourse about professionalism and competence 
within a specific work practice. This discourse creates a duality between how 
the female and male early career professionals relate themselves to other 
professionals and/or their clients. The positions the graduates take on could 
also be viewed in a hierarchical order, which strengthens the gender binary in 
the organization. In this study, this dichotomous form is reinforced in the 
interaction where the newcomers express the idea of affinity with their 
gender.   

The way the early career professionals do gender when it comes to 
gaining legitimacy as a professional indicates a reproducing and 
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strengthening of the prevailing gender order in the workplace. I suggest that 
the newcomers have to negotiate with the ‘masculine’ stereotypes of what is 
considered a professional person.  

To conclude, when the graduates, as early careers professionals, practise 
their profession, they also do gender. The female and male graduates acquire 
a different kind of legitimacy derived from the gendered processes in the 
organization. This is done by emphasising their behaviour and appearance as 
well as their interactions with colleagues and clients. When graduates do 
gender, they also produce and reproduce a gendered notion of a professional 
project that has an influence on their professional practice, an influence that 
cuts across different educational programmes and professional contexts and 
affects how they position themselves as a professional person with specific 
knowledge and competence.  

Beyond higher education: critical 
transformations in becoming a professional 
Manuscript submitted for publication 
 
Sofia Nyström* and Anna Reid**. * Department of Behaviour Science and 
Learning, Linköping University, Sweden. **Learning and Teaching Centre, 
Macquarie University, Sydney, Australia. 
 
This article focuses on student and novice professional psychologists’ and 
political scientists’ critical transformations in their transition from higher 
education to working life. At various times in novice and early career 
professionals’ working life, they will experience some critical 
transformations that are the cumulative result of their previous learning, the 
way their knowledge is made sense of in the workplace, and the way in 
which their workplace activity (and associated new learning) combine to 
change the way they think about themselves. This is a complex exploration 
that recognises that new graduates in the workforce and early career 
professionals come to their work with their own sense of self, their own 
understanding of disciplinary knowledge, their own contexts of work and 
early work experiences, their own social networks and so on. 

The article uses empirical data based on a longitudinal study where 19 
graduates from two educational programmes, Political Science and 
Economics, and Psychology, were interviewed on three occasions. This 
article focus in particular the panel waves two and three (that is, when the 
participants were in the midst of their transition from novice professionals to 
early career professionals). From the pool of 19 participants we selected 4 
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cases as examples to show typical critical transformation discernable in the 
group. We juxtapose this with literature that explores different ways people 
come to understand and participate in complex situations in order to 
investigate what constitutes the critical transformations.  

In the analysis, we suggest that ‘critical transformations’ are a result of 
an ontological change through a process of reflection. The participants in this 
study have gone through the experience of learning at university and now 
have experience and insight developed in working life, and are also able to 
re-create (or think of in different ways) their experiences of learning in higher 
education. In this sense, we recognise that the participants are not describing 
a single experience [the transition to working life] but rather a continuous 
reflected experience that incorporates their formal and informal learning 
opportunities.  

In the analysis of our data – focusing on panel waves two and three of the  
interviews – we saw that several themes that moved the spotlight from, for 
instance, their understanding of atomistic work activities to their 
understanding of their knowledge of themselves as workers. Our analysis 
highlights the way in which participants a) reflected on the completion of 
their formal studies, b) paid attention to work and world realities, c) paid 
attention to professional practices, d) paid attention to their personal abilities, 
and e) reflected on their overall career choices. We do not assert that all new 
professionals experience these things, but rather that the ’critical 
transformations’ described here, seem – to our participants – to be aspects 
that enabled them to change their view of themselves as professionals.  

We found that novice and early career professionals’ critical 
transformations are a complex and reflective process involving both an inner 
reflection and a more overt reflection on the circumstances in which they find 
themselves. The first concerns the transformation the participants experience 
as a development of themselves and how they see that they have changed. 
This first transformation includes a revised understanding of the role of their 
formal studies in their personal and professional lives and the contribution of 
this understanding towards their own on-going development. The second 
transformation is the influence the participants have received from the people 
and communities of practices in which they participate. This transformation 
includes their reflected experience on the job, their confidence in their ability, 
and their ability to critically consider the worth, importance and longevity of 
their job. However, besides the identification of these two orientations, 
critical transformation is foremost an interplay between these two as a 
continuous reflected experience that involves both formal and informal 
learning opportunities. We suggest that it is a process that involves the 
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experiences from the past, the present but also the envisaged reflections about 
the future.  

Becoming a professional is an important step in an adult’s life, an 
important cornerstone or base for building a life. It is also a time of multiple 
transformations which seem to change the individual in many different ways. 
The transformations the graduates go through in their first years of 
employment are something that could be acknowledged and supported by 
educators and employers.  
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7. Discussion 

In this last chapter, the thesis will be discussed based on the results presented 
in relation to the theoretical framework. This will be followed by a critical 
reflection on the study and some thoughts about future research.  

Results revisited – an analytical summary 
When revisiting the results presented, what picture(s) concerning Psychology 
and Political Science graduates’ trajectory towards becoming professionals 
are discernable?  

One aspect of this process is how the graduates construe their 
professional trajectories and envisage their professional future. As senior 
students, the majority of the graduates have a positive vision of their future 
work. They also emphasise that higher education has provided them with a 
good knowledge base. When entering working life, as novice professionals, 
they meet a professional practice with new work tasks and responsibilities 
but they also interact with colleagues and clients. This encounter influences 
and changes the way they regard their knowledge and learning, their 
profession and role as psychologists/political scientists but also their future 
work. After three years of professional experience, the early career 
professionals are established in working life. At this time, they express 
satisfaction with their work situation and their work tasks. Many of them also 
emphasise the importance of continuous learning as a way to better practise 
their profession in the future. There is also a pronounced ambition to move 
on to new professional areas, try out new work tasks or other professional 
areas. In some cases, there is also an expression of a wish to switch to some 
other professional field.  

The overarching results indicate that the graduates’ professional 
trajectories and visions of their future work change over time. These changes 
are influenced by the encounter with a professional practice and the 
interaction with colleagues and clients as well as their increased professional 
knowledge and experience. These changes do not seem to follow a specific 
temporal and logical order, as in the traditional vision of career (Baruch, 
2003); instead the graduates stress different visions at different points in time 
after graduation. The graduates’ views of their working life suggest that other 
factors than temporality and logics are influencing their professional 
trajectories.  

One aspect that could shed light on the changes in the graduates’ 
professional trajectories is how the relationship between professional and 
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personal aspects of life experiences impact on the processes of professional 
identity formation. In the results, the graduates form their professional 
identities as a connection between different life spheres, e.g. the professional, 
the private and the personal. By employing a longitudinal design, the results 
show that graduates stress their professional development as a matter of 
prioritising and excluding different spheres in order to form a professional 
identity. The interplay between the spheres is emphasised differently in 
different contexts. As senior students they stress a strong identification with 
being a student and even if they change context the spheres are becoming 
part of their student identity. When entering working life this relationship 
changes. The novice professionals state that the professional practice and 
sphere take over more of their life situation, pushing their private and 
personal life sphere into the background. After three years of working life 
experience, the early career professionals have gained more self-confidence 
regarding who they are as professional persons and how to practise their 
profession. These experiences lead them to emphasise a professional identity 
that integrates all the life spheres in order to bring interplay and balance into 
their professional life. The results indicate that these forms of professional 
identity are to some extent sequential: from an individual focus (as a senior 
student) to a more relational and integrated way of reasoning about one’s 
profession as an early career professional.  

The empirical study has shown that becoming a professional is a 
changeable professional trajectory influenced by the formation of a 
professional identity and the relationship between the spheres in life. One 
aspect that, so far, is unspoken but always present in the background is how 
to acquire legitimacy as a newcomer in working life. When exploring how 
the early career professionals acquire legitimacy, this is emphasised as a 
relationship between the graduates, their colleagues and clients. This is also a 
relationship influenced by the gender practices and processes in the 
workplace. In the female and male early career professionals’ talk, they draw 
on their gender when emphasising different behaviour and appearance, as 
well as interactions that influence how they practice their profession. One 
example is the strategies that the graduates develop in order to acquire 
legitimacy which, to some extent, is reflected in a stereotypical masculine 
norm of competence and professionalism. Many of the females emphasise a 
gender-appropriate behaviour or physical attributes they use to ‘construct’ 
themselves as professionals. The males, on the other hand, point to their 
formal competence and belonging to a professional collective. Therefore, it 
could be argued that the professional identity and practice is constructed in 
relation to a gendered identity. This seems to have an influence on how the 
graduates perceive their legitimacy.  
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As discussed, it seems as if the graduates experience many changes in 
their transition from higher education to working life. But what are the 
critical transformations they experience during this time? The results show 
that the transformations can be characterised by both inner reflection and 
more overt reflection. The inner reflection concerns the development that 
they have gone through from being a senior student to becoming an early 
career professional and how these experiences have changed them as 
individuals. The overt reflection concerns how their social interactions and 
experiences of working in an organization/workplace have transformed their 
understanding of learning and work. In conclusion, the results indicate that 
the graduates go through many critical transformations, which include both 
formal and informal learning opportunities.  

When reflecting on the differences between the graduates from the two 
educational programmes some tentative conclusions can be drawn concerning 
how the graduates construe their professional trajectories. The results suggest 
that the graduates from the educational programme in Psychology start the 
process towards becoming a professional during their years at university. Due 
to the design of the programme (i.e. the clinical placements, the work in the 
clinic, the mandatory therapeutic conversations and working with problem-
based learning) the senior students have gained practical knowledge about 
their future profession and work practice. One could argue that the university 
experience is a ‘long adjustment period’ for becoming a psychologist. This 
could be one reason for their quick establishment in the labour market and 
‘easy’ trajectory towards identifying with their professional role as a 
psychologist. This is also discernable in the results concerning the 
development of a professional identity where the psychologists, already as 
senior students, reflect on how their future professional role will influence 
their personal and private sphere. This result has similarities with other 
studies (e.g. Abrandt Dahlgren et al., 2006) but since this study has a 
longitudinal design, it is also possible to obtain a more comprehensive 
picture. Despite the psychologists’ rapid establishment and identification 
with their profession, they are not fully satisfied. After three years, the 
dominating vision of their future profession is the need for change. A 
possible interpretation is that they want to change professional practice as a 
way to develop their professional identity or change professional field 
completely.  

The political scientists’ process of becoming a professional follows a 
somewhat different trajectory. Because of their years at university, and as 
Political Science students, the senior students have a diffuse and unclear 
picture of their profession (see also Abrandt Dahlgren et al., 2006; Johansson, 
2007). One could thus argue that the political scientists’ process of becoming 
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a professional starts with their encounter with a professional practice. This is 
the time when their knowledge becomes contextualised and applicable. After 
three years of professional work, their slower establishment in working life 
(compared with the psychologists) means that many of the political scientists 
are still trying to learn and develop within a specific professional field. The 
comparison between the educational programmes suggests that the graduates 
have somewhat different employment paths and processes in becoming 
professionals.  

Meeting a professional community of practice 
The aim of describing graduates’ trajectories towards becoming professionals 
as they enter working life with a master’s degree in Psychology and Political 
science is, I would argue, foremost a meeting with a professional community 
of practice. In line with Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998, 2000), I 
suggest that the graduates’ participation in these communities of practice is 
essential for their learning to become a professional individual. Throughout 
the results presented, the graduates have emphasised the importance of their 
interaction with fellow students, colleagues and clients as well as the work 
practice for their learning and professional development. These results 
suggest that it is possible to characterise graduates’ professional trajectories 
as a process of legitimate peripheral participation.  

Being a student is characterised by a special membership. As a student 
they are, in their role as fulltime enrolled students, full members and a 
legitimate peripheral participant in higher education. But this membership 
can be scrutinized since they are only guests in the academic community with 
the prospect to leave higher education with a degree that can grant them 
membership of a professional practice. When entering work life the novice 
professionals experience a totally different process. The ‘easy’ acceptance 
that they got in the higher education context based on being a student is now 
replaced by a struggle to get accepted and seen as a legitimate member. This 
3-year longitudinal study makes it possible to follow the senior students’ 
process as they enter working life as newcomers and their striving to become 
established and eventually full members of a professional practice.  

This is a period during which the graduates’ professional knowledge and 
skills develop, but it is also a critical time for the development of a 
professional identity. This movement can be described with the theoretical 
constructs of inbound professional trajectories, insider professional 
trajectories, and outbound professional trajectories. The first, inbound 
professional trajectories, concerns the newcomers’ prospects of becoming a 
full participants in a professional practice. This movement is characterised by 
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an ambition to establish themselves in the workplace by investing their 
professional identities to ensure future participation. The second, insider 
professional trajectory, aims for full membership but it is also an identity 
formation, which continues to evolve. Every community of practice changes 
over time and for the graduates this could take the form of new work tasks, 
new equipment or new clients, which increases the need for continued 
learning. These changes involve a renegotiation of graduates’ professional 
identities. Finally, outbound professional trajectory, a trajectory that takes the 
graduates out of a community, in this case a particular workplace. For the 
graduates, this was a characteristic of those who expressed a need for change 
and to do something different, e.g. in a new field, new work tasks or the urge 
to do something completely differently. But the urge for change could also be 
scrutinized as an expression of a new type of career where the individual is 
supposed to strive towards new experiences, continue to learn and be a 
mobile worker (cf. Baruch, 2003; Hall & Moss, 1998; Harvey et al., 1997).  

The graduates’ professional trajectories could be characterised as a 
movement from taking in new knowledge and making it their own to a need 
to change direction and for some of them, do something different. The 
theoretical labels of professional trajectories indicate that identity formation 
is an ongoing development, constructed and influenced by a professional 
practice. Consequently, it seems as if professional identities are relational 
learning processes (Salling Olesen, 2001, 2007) changeable over time and in 
social practice.  

Moreover, the process suggests that the newcomers meet traditions, 
norms and values concerning their profession that influence their work 
practice, behaviour and perception of themselves. The will to become full 
members is thus a process that they do not control all by themselves. Being a 
newcomer implies a power relationship since being a peripheral member 
indicates, as Contu and Willmott (2003) and Salminen-Karlsson (2006) 
argue, being kept outside and for some, denied access. This was especially 
discernible in the way female and male early career professionals acquire 
legitimacy. As argued, the graduates relate to a community of professionals 
through interactions and activities. In their talk about how to acquire 
legitimacy, they also emphasise the gendered practices within the 
organization or workplace. This is done, as Eriksson and Eriksson (2003) 
argue, by constructing themselves as good professionals or as a way of 
learning to practise a certain profession (Collinson & Hearn, 1994; Mörck & 
Tullberg, 2004). This doing is reflected in a gendered discourse about the 
profession (Abrahamsson, 2006; Aurell, 2001; Davis, 1996; Witz, 1992) 
concerning competence, appropriate gendered behaviour and appearance. The 
results imply that when the female and male early career professionals do or 
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practise their profession, they also do gender (Acker, 1990, 1992, 1999). 
These results contribute to the understanding that the professional identity is 
a gendered identity constructed in relation to a gendered work practice. This 
influences how the newcomers encounter working life and are perceived as 
legitimate professionals.  

Different programmes, different encounters?  
The graduates from the two educational programmes have a somewhat 
different encounter with the professional community of practice; a difference 
that, to some extent, could be derived from the professional preparation 
provided by their educational background.   

As argued above, the psychologists have a high degree of continuity from 
being a senior student to becoming a novice professional (Abrandt Dahlgren 
et al., 2006). The design of the educational programme has started to form 
their professional identity by giving them qualifications and skills that are 
function and substantive oriented, ready to be used and contextualised (see 
also Abrandt Dahlgren et al., 2006). In the encounter with working life, the 
novice professionals have an understanding of what it means to belong to a 
professional community of psychologists and they also have access to a 
shared repertoire, i.e. a professional language, methods and activities. This 
results in them, to a higher degree than the novice political scientists, 
experience an inbound professional trajectory and they quickly become 
established in a professional practice. Despite the investment in future 
participation, many of the early career professionals express, after three 
years, a need for change. The urge for a change stems from an aspiration to 
try out new work tasks and workplaces, i.e. a position with higher status in 
the private sector (compared with the public sector). Another explanation 
given by some of the early career professionals is the need for a change since 
they have difficulties coping with the emotional stress and even fatigue that 
go with the work of a clinical psychologist.  

The political scientists, on the other hand, leave their studies with an 
unclear picture of what their professional community looks like (Johansson, 
2007). As senior students, they have acquired qualifications that are 
somewhat ritual (see Abrandt Dahlgren et al., 2006) in nature, i.e. knowledge 
and skills that do not have a specific field of application. Despite this, they 
say that they have acquired generic skills, i.e. critical ability, writing and 
finding information, which they can use in any professional field. In the 
encounter with working life, the novice professionals are searching for a 
professional field and many of them find temporary employment or are 
unemployed. One could characterise their transition as rather chaotic and 
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stressful (e.g. Allen & Van Der Velden, 2007; Graham & McKenzie, 1995; 
Teichler, 2007) when only being peripheral participants in working life. After 
three years, almost all of the early career political scientists have found 
themselves an employment (after some years of uncertainty and shorter 
periods of employment or unemployment) and they express an insider 
professional trajectory. This indicates that their knowledge has become 
contextualised and that they are about to become, or struggle to become, 
legitimate peripheral members in a professional community. They have 
formed a professional identity in relation to a specific professional 
community, but it is an identity under renegotiation since they still are trying 
to find their place in the organization and their work tasks. One can speculate 
whether the political scientists, with more work experience and time at their 
workplace, will have an outbound professional trajectory like many of the 
psychologists. Such a scenario could be possible since there seems to be a 
drive to move on or at least do something new after a couple of years at a 
workplace.  

These results emphasise that becoming a professional and the 
development of a professional identity to some extent depend on educational 
background. In this particular case, there was a difference between a 
professional programme and a more liberal arts programme. One possible 
conclusion is that, for fast establishment and professional identity to develop, 
there seems to be close contact with a professional practice during the years 
at university, something Eteläpelto & Saarinen (2006) also emphasise.  

Professional identity at the crossroads of the 
spheres of life 
It has now been argued that becoming a professional is foremost a meeting 
with a professional community of practice, but this picture needs to be 
diversified and expanded. By emphasising the graduates’ belonging to a 
nexus of multimembership (Wenger, 1998, 2000), i.e. the individual 
participation in many different communities of practice, it can be seen that 
the graduates’ professional identity is developed not only by participating in 
the professional practice. The results show that it could be described as a 
relationship between different life spheres, i.e. the professional, the private 
and the personal. Three different relationships between the spheres evolved, 
i.e. non-differentiated identity, compartmentalised identity and integrated
identity. These characterise different ways of illustrating the professional 
identity formation as an interplay between life spheres and how these are 
emphasised in different contexts and at different times. Accordingly, it is 
possible to argue that a professional trajectory could be seen as a life project. 
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Such a life project is influenced by individuals’ interaction with multiple 
sources (Skovholt & Rønnestad, 1995) rather then regarding it as a single 
trajectory (cf. Benner, 1982, 2004; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). But as a 
critique of these developmental theories, one could question whether the 
individual’s skills always develop along a straight line. This study indicates 
that it is a more complex process. One example of this is the different forms 
of professional identity formations pictured as both an inner and a more overt 
reflection on the circumstances the graduates find themselves in. Here, their 
personal and private spheres, i.e. the graduates’ reflection on themselves and 
their relationship with their family and friends, influence how they form their 
professional identities (see also Axelsson, 2008; Fuller et al., 2005; 
Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2003; Hodkinson et al., 2004), which change over 
time.  

It is important to emphasise that Political Science and Psychology 
graduates’ process of becoming a professional is to a large extent a learning 
process regarding how to handle the relationship between their work practice 
and their private life, i.e. their nexus of multimembership. These relationships 
are not static in nature, rather, the opposite, it is a nexus in action where the 
relationship and positions changes dependent on the graduates’ work 
experiences, interactions with colleagues and clients, expectations from 
themselves and others, and over time. Therefore, it is possible to postulate 
that how they solve these relationships is crucial for the graduates’ identity 
formation. Wenger (1998) emphasises the importance of bringing the various 
forms of membership into coexistence. Throughout the results, both 
successful resolutions and more struggling relationships have been pictured. 
This was noticeable in the way the graduates envisage their professional 
trajectories, what transformations they described as critical and also how they 
emphasise the different life spheres. With the results of this study and 
previous research it is possible to argue that how the individual handle and 
solve this relationship is influenced by different social categories, e.g. gender 
(Salminen-Karlsson, 2003, 2006; Tanggaard, 2006), but also what they bring 
with them in terms of beliefs, experiences, skills and attitudes (e.g. Fuller et 
al., 2005; Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2003; Hodkinson et al., 2004). The 
overarching results imply that gender plays an important role in how the 
female and male graduates’ experience belonging in a nexus of 
multimembership. For example, the relationship between the different 
spheres of life, their professional practice and how they construct their gender 
identity.   

So far, the discussion has focused on the graduates’ relation to a 
professional community of practice and how this belonging enables or 
constrains their identities in a nexus of multimembership. This process could 
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also be described as a subjective process. One aspect is the critical 
transformations the graduates undergo in their transition from higher 
education to working life. These changes are, in some cases, emphasised as 
transforming of the graduates’ self (cf. Billett, 2007; Billett & Pavlova, 2005; 
Billett & Sumerville, 2004) and how they experience the world, their 
professional practice and themselves. One example is the early career 
professionals’ identity, which has been given the theoretical label integrated 
identity. After three years of working life experience, the graduates have 
developed a strong sense of who they are as professional individuals. This 
learning process has been characterised by a striving to find out how the 
personal sphere (the more internal self where the individual reflects on 
him/herself) relates to the professional practice and how to handle the 
demands made on them as professionals and individuals. But it is also a 
process where the graduates underline, in Billett and Pavlova’s (2005) words, 
‘…a drive towards securing a ‘sense of self’ and ‘bring themselves’, both in 
their work and their life outside work.’ (p. 209). Again, it needs to be 
emphasised that the individuals’ identification with their professional practice 
and how they think about themselves are closely related to a gendered 
identity (e.g. Abrahamsson, 2006; Aurell, 2001).   

Becoming a professional - a melting pot of experiences? 
As stated in the introduction, this thesis has set out to describe the graduates’ 
trajectories towards becoming professionals. What conclusion can be drawn 
from this longitudinal study?  

First, I would argue that professional development and identity formation 
are not an isolated phenomenon only learned and nurtured in higher 
education and/or in working life. They are something more. It has been 
emphasised previously that this is a dynamic learning process between a 
reflective individual, a social professional community as well as a negotiation 
between being a professional and the life spheres. This statement implies that 
the professional individual could be seen as an ‘intersection’ where all his or 
her experiences pass through, are processed and then performed as actions 
and thoughts in a professional practice. Moreover, this study has shown that 
the graduates’ professional trajectories are influenced by different forces, e.g. 
the educational design, the focus on developing an early professional identity, 
the encounter with a professional community of practice, gendering practices 
at the workplace and different spheres of life. But most importantly, it is a 
trajectory that changes over time, comprising experiences from the past and 
the present as well as ideas about the future.  
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The metaphor, the individual as an intersection, also refers to an 
individual project where becoming a professional also concerns how the 
graduates solve their belonging to a nexus of multimembership or how their 
different forms of participation are combined. Their professional trajectory 
seems, to a large extent, to evolve and develop through the influence of the 
overall life situation the graduates’ experience. To conclude, I would argue 
that becoming a professional seems to be a way of bringing balance into the 
whole life situation. This is accomplished by means of professional 
development and construction/deconstruction of a professional identity that is 
sustainable and liveable.  

The end: implications, critical reflections & 
future research 
As I have argued in the section above, it is important to emphasise the role of 
higher education and working life in the graduates’ process of becoming 
professionals. This is where processes start and grow but it does not end with 
the encounter with a professional practice. As argued above, the professional 
development and identity formation is more of a constant trajectory and not 
stagnation. Could these findings be of any value for higher education or 
working life? Having an opinion or giving a recommendation is a bit 
problematic since the results are based on a relative small study, but some 
speculative interpretations can be made.  

Since this study has followed Political Science and Psychology students, 
the results could be of interest in the design of these and similar educational 
programmes in order to learn more about what happens to their students after 
graduation. This knowledge could also be interesting when discussing and 
problematizing the issue of professional development and identity formation 
in relation to employability. These results could also be of value to the 
employers and workplaces in the public and private sectors since they 
problematize the possible changes the newcomer experience in their 
encounter with the world of work. The results raise questions about what role 
the employer and the organization play in order to facilitate the transition and 
the professional trajectories for the graduates. I do not have an answer for 
how this could be done but it is an interesting aspect to discuss.  

At the end of a thesis, it is of interest (and also common) to look back 
and reflect upon the research project as a whole. One of the joys and 
strengths of this study was the longitudinal design since it is possible to 
follow graduates’ professional development and identity formation as they 
enter working life with a master’s degree in Psychology or Political Science. 
A design like this generates extensive empirical material, which has been 
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both liberating and, sometimes constraining. Liberating in the sense of being 
able to perform extensive analyses and constraining since it was sometimes 
hard to achieve an overview over the empirical material.  

A possible weakness of the study could be that both the situated theory of 
learning and a doing gender perspective emphasise practices and 
participation as being important. Including more participatory methods of 
data collection, such as observations, could therefore have enriched the data 
and provided important insights into the graduates’ professional 
development. Despite this, both the theoretical perspectives stress 
communication as important for enabling participation and influencing 
practices. Consequently, this legitimises the use of interviews as a collection 
method.  

The study could also be criticised on the basis of the unequal gender 
distribution since the study only has five male participants. This distribution 
of gender was not intentional but there were dropouts, due to the longitudinal 
design, something common in this type of study. The gender distribution 
could be questioned as regards the influence it could have on the gender 
analysis and the results presented. In response to this possible critique, I want 
to emphasise that gender is done in every organization, in all interactions 
between individuals, despite the gender distribution (e.g. Abrahamsson, 
2006; Acker, 1992, 1999; Aurell, 2001), which justifies the gender analysis.  

Despite the focus on gender, I also want to acknowledge the presence of 
other power relations, such as age and class, in the empirical data. These 
social categories could also play a distinct role in the graduates’ process of 
becoming a professional. Since I focused on gender, I have chose not to 
perform such an analysis, although some of the quotations from the 
participants and interpretations I have made could have been deepened by 
means of such an analysis.  

During the research project as well as when writing this thesis, some 
future research questions have been raised and my curiosity has been 
aroused. For some time, there has been an emphasis on the necessity of 
lifelong learning. Another aspect is the encouragement of the individual to 
have more then one career in life as a way of increasing mobility in working 
life (e.g. Fejes, 2008; Nerland & Jensen, 2007; Williams, 2005). This is 
interesting when it comes to the process of becoming a professional and how 
individuals in different age groups emphasise this. It would be interesting to 
problematize what impact previous work life experiences and careers could 
have on professional identity. Do these individuals have different foci 
compared with younger newly graduated individuals? Could their encounter 
with higher education and working life be pictured in different ways and 
what do the relationships between the different aspects of life look like?  
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Since I have an interest in gender issues, I would also like to continue to 
problematize the role of gender. Especially when it comes to how the 
graduates perceive their future career opportunities in relation to how they 
emphasise different spheres of their lives.  

This study has a graduate perspective and it would be motivated to apply 
the perspective of educational designers and employers concerning 
professional development. How do they view their role in this process? What 
would they emphasise as important and how could they help achieve it? This 
is one aspect that could be subject to an international comparison since there 
is a difference between how higher education and working life are structured 
and what role they play in developing a professional individual.  
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Appendix 1a 

Interview guide for senior students 
1. What has it been like to be a student? 

a) Follow up with psychology/political scientist/… 
b) Why have you studied psychology/political science/…? 

2. What stands out as most important during your studies? 
3. Which persons have influenced you mostly (during your studies)? 
 
Now I want to ask you about your notion about learning/knowledge/ 
studies?
4. What was your idea about what Psychology/Political Science/…dealt 

with before you started studying? Where did that idea come from? 
5. Can you describe how you felt on the first day at university? 
6. Has your life in general been affected by your university studies? 

How? Describe?  
7. What has kept you going on with your studies? 
8. What should one do, to be regarded as a good student? How do you 

know that? 
9. Are you better at anything now as regards your studies compared to 

when you started? 
10. What situations in your studies have been most rewarding from a 

learning point of view? Why? 
11. In what way do you benefit from your peers’ experiences? 
12. How has the program/institution supported your learning efforts? 
13. When (in the programme) did you first see yourself more as a 

psychologist/political scientist/… than as a student? What happened? 
Where? 

14. Can you recall a situation where you felt like a good student? Give 
details, describe what happened?  

15. If you think back on your studies, what would you have changed? 
What would you like to keep? Why? 

16. Have you tried to change anything in the programme during your 
studies? How did you do it? If no, why not? 

 
And now I would like to ask you some questions about finishing studies 
and starting to work. 
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17. What sort of knowledge do you consider is important for a 
Psychologist/Political Scientist/…to have? Why? How do you know 
that? 

18. How does this correspond with the knowledge that you have been 
introduced to in this programme? 

19. How do you feel now as you are approaching the end of your 
studies? (retrospective) 

20. How do you think about starting to work? (prospective) 
21. How has this programme helped you to become a 

psychologist/political scientist/…? 
22. What do you think a good psychologist/political scientist/… is good 

at? What can one do to achieve this? 
23. Do you know what you are going to work with (if no, proceed to next 

question)? With what? (Content of the work tasks) Where? (Context 
of the workplace, organization, values, routines, etc.) 

24. What kind of work do you feel well prepared for? How does this 
relate to your studies?  

25. What kind of work do you feel less prepared for? How does this 
relate to your studies? 

26. What do you want to work with in the future? Why? Have you 
considered working in another country? Which? Why? 

27. What do you not want to work with in the future? Why? 
28. Have you done anything to get a job that you would like to have? 

What have you done? 
29. Have you had any job during your studies? What kind of job was it? 

Has it had any significance? 
 
I would also like to ask you some questions about your future 
professional role and then some general questions. 
30. Why do we have psychologists/political scientists/…? 
31. Do you see any moral dilemmas or challenges in your future role as a 

psychologist/political scientist/…? What? Do you think that being a 
psychologist/political scientist /… entails a certain kind of societal 
and moral responsibility? 

32. How have you prepared to take on such responsibilities?  
33. What stands out as most important during your journey through the 

university? 
34. If I was a young freshman, what advice would you give me in order 

to help me to become a good student? 
35. What stands out as most important during our interview? 
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Appendix 1b 

Interview guide for novice professionals 
Reception in working life. 
1. What is it like to work? Challenges/surprises/benefits? 
2. Is it different to work compared to studying? 
3. What was it like to be a newcomer in this workplace? 
4. How do you think you were regarded then? 
5. How are you regarded now? How would you explain this change – if 

any? 
 
The work. 
6. What do you work with? Content/tasks, length of employment so far, 

permanent/temporary, periods of unemployment – why? 
7. If you think about your work and I mention the word responsibility, 

what do you think about then? 
8. If you think about your work and I mention the word independence, 

what do you think about then? 
9. If you think about your work and I mention the word co-operation, 

what do you think about then? 
10. If you think about your work and I mention the word learning, what 

do you think about then? 
11. What kind of competence do you need for your present job? Why? 

How do you know that? Is that the general opinion here? 
12. Tell me about something important/significant you have learnt in this 

during your employment? Why do you think that was important? 
How did you learn that? (by yourself/with others, 
incidentally/intentionally) Is this something you had expected to 
learn? 

13. What did you learn in your studies that you appreciate most in your 
job? Why? 

14. When you encounter a task in your work that you cannot cope with, 
what do you do? Describe (by yourself/with others, 
incidentally/intentionally)  

15. What should one do to be regarded as someone who does a good job? 
How do you know that? Is that the general opinion here? 

16. What gives you energy in your work? What drains your energy? 
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17. Did work turn out to be as you expected? Have you tried to change 
anything in your workplace? Why/why not? How did you do it? 
What happened? 

18. Have you experienced any moral challenges in your present job? 
How did you deal with them? Do you feel prepared to deal with such 
challenges?  

 
The professional role/identity. 
19. If you think about being a X, what kind of knowledge is important to 

have? Why? How do you know that? 
20. What do you think a good X should be good at? What can one do to 

be a good X? 
21. Can you remember a situation in your workplace when you felt like a 

good X? What happened? 
22. Do you feel like an X now? Why/why not? 
23. Why do we have X? 
24. Think about your professional role as X. When I say moral 

responsibility, what do you think about then? 
25. Think about your professional role as X. When I say societal 

responsibility, what do you think about then? 
 
26. – 33. are optional questions 
26. Are these topics that you talk about with others? Explain what, where 

and with whom? 
27. Do you belong to a professional organization/network? Which? 

Why/why not? Contact with previous peer students? 
28. Do you subscribe to/read systematically any professional journal or 

read non-fiction literature to any extent? 
29. Are there any persons/professional groups or any ‘traits’ of your 

profession that you identify with in particular or distance yourself in 
particular from? Which? Why? 

30. As an X, are you in a position – or have knowledge – that gives you 
power? How do you feel about that? 

31. How do you see X’s status in society? How do you feel about that? 
32. How are you different now from when you finished your studies as a 

professional X/as a person? 
33. What will you be working with in five years from now? Why? Have 

you considered working in another country? Why? 
 
The studies in retrospect.
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34. Looking back on your studies, what do you think about them now? 
Do you think differently about them now compared to when you 
were a student? How? Why? Which persons meant the most to you 
during your studies? 

35. How do you think your studies have helped you to become a good 
X? 

36. With the experience you have now, is there anything you would like 
to change in your study programme? Add/subtract, change. – Why? 
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Appendix 1c 

Interview guide for early career professionals 
 
Work life 
1. I want you to start by telling me what you are working with?  
2. If you would describe a typical workday for you, what would it look 

like?  
3. What are your work tasks? 
4. What was it like when you started working here? Did you feel 

welcome? Did you have an adjustment period or did you get 
involved right away? 

5. What is typical of this workplace? What is it like to work here? How 
is the work climate? 

6. Do you like it here? What is it that makes you like/dislike it? What 
does well-being at work mean to you? 

7. Do you feel like one ‘of the gang’? How do you become a member 
of ‘the gang’? 

 
Educational choice 
8. I want to continue by you telling me how come you chose to study 

Political Science/Psychology. 
9. Did you have other educational choices? If so, why didn’t you pick 

that one? Are there some similarities/differences between your 
choice and your other choices?  

10. What influenced your choice? Who? How did they influence you? 
Did you have a role model? Did any specific events influence you? 

11. What was it like to finally make up you mind? Did the decision 
evoke any feelings?  

12. What do you think about your choice today? Satisfied? Any regrets?  
13. Would you have made the same choice today? If so, what and why?  

If no, why? Do you have a dream occupation? How come you didn’t 
choose that one? 

 
The Profession 
14. I will now turn to your profession. I want you to tell me how you 

look upon your work as a political scientists/psychologist today now 
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that you have about three years of work experience. Has your picture 
of political scientists/psychologists changed? How? 

15. What status do political scientists/psychologists have in society? 
How do you know this? Is there anything typical about political 
scientists/psychologists? 

16. You are a female/male and a political scientists/psychologist, does it 
mean anything for your professional practice? Is there a perception at 
work of what you should be like as a female/male? How? Can you 
see any advantages/disadvantages in being a female/male in your 
profession? Which one? How do you deal with those issues?  

17. What are your thoughts when you think back to your time at 
university? Educationally? Knowledge wise? Personal development? 
Social aspects? What did you learn? If you think of what you 
learned, how useful is it today? What was especially valuable about 
your educational programme? Less valuable?  

18. What do you do to develop your knowledge within your profession 
today? Different activities? Education? Conferences?  

 
The work organization 
19. I’m interested to know more about the organization you work in. Can 

you describe it? What does the organizational structure looks like? 
Are there different departments? Is it a female or male dominated 
workplace? Would you describe your workplace as being non-
discriminatory regards gender? What does gender equality means to 
you? 

20. Who has the most influence in your workplace? Why? Is influence 
the same as being in a position of power? What network do you see? 
Formal/informal? Why is that so? Are both female and males in these 
networks? How come? What is characteristic of these persons? 

21. How are important decisions made in your workplace? Board 
meetings? Staff meetings? Informal networks? 

22. How would you describe the leadership in the organization? How 
come? 

23. What do you have to do in order to be seen as an important person in 
your workplace? 

24. What opportunities do you have to change something concerning 
your work? How would you do? Flexibility in the organization.  

 
The future 
25. Now I want to talk about the future. Where do you see yourself in 

five years? Will you be working in the same workplace?  
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26. This position you have now, is it a step on the way or are you where 
you want to be? 

27. How do you feel about making a career? What does it mean to you? 
What is a good career for you? Is it important to move around 
(different positions or professional areas) to climb the career ladder? 
What career choices can you choose between? If you see different 
tracks, what is characteristic of the people that pick the different 
tracks? 

28. If you imagine the future, what role does your work have compared 
with other things in life? What influences your vision? The 
profession that you have, can it be combined with family life or 
social life? 

 
Background questions 
29. Now I want to end with some background questions about you. What 

different degrees do you have?  
30. What does your family situation look like? 
31. What jobs do your mother and father have?  
32. What educational background do they have? 
 
 
Thank you! 
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