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region’s declining population of young people and introduced a plan to help market the state as 

an attractive place to start a career after graduating from college. By launching Generation Now 

the administrators were able to help shape the discussion and play a significant role in defining 

the nature of the problem as an economic one. Generation Now became the solution to the 

problem of needing young professional workers. 

 The initiative itself, its goals and proposed solutions to the state’s population problem, 

highlighted the changing relationships among state governments and students. Universities need 

to cater to business communities and act as solution-oriented entrepreneurial economic entities. 

As universities become more business-like, students fill roles of consumers and co-

entrepreneurs, positioning themselves as the economic future of the state. Students are now 

consumers, and the role that the regional public university played needed to be justified 

economically.  

 As the objectives of public education have shifted, so have the relationships among 

university staff and the students. As most organizational life is now viewed through the lens of 

competitive market economies, there is greater employment of the “students as consumers” 

(McMillan & Cheney, 1996: 120) model of public education. McMillan and Cheney (1996) 

explained that, while there is nothing inherently wrong with using the metaphors of market and 

consumerism in public education, its impact on the philosophy, goals, and resources of 

organizations that adopt the metaphor, and the limits of its usefulness need to be recognized. 

McMillan and Cheney argued that the consumer model of education reinforces the notion of 

individual success at the expense of community. Students are taught that they must “get ahead” 

(implying that others will be left behind), because resources are scarce. Rather than working 
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towards community and cooperation, students are encouraged to focus on their own personal 

success.   

 The process of surveying university seniors and alumni was the university’s first big 

effort. The survey was executed just as a marketing firm would collect data about their potential 

market. At one meeting, an administrator pointed out that one of the undergraduate campuses 

had not responded to his request to distribute the survey to their students. He explained that he 

was not going to send a second request, because that student body was primarily composed of 

continuing education students and adult learners. That school “is not our target market,” he 

explained.  Only those individuals who could fit the marketing category of “young professional” 

were targets of Generation Now.  

The work of the initiative discussed in this section, where a survey was distributed, 

completed and analyzed, is representative of the type of information gathering that was done by 

the leaders of Generation Now. University leaders sought input from the public, but they had a 

marketing agenda and asked only some people and used a specific format. The survey had the 

purpose of determining which factors were most influential on young people’s decisions about 

where to live and work – and it was formatted to fit the discourses of scientific consumer 

research and marketing so that the survey results could then be inserted in conversations about 

regional economic growth. The survey was created in order to enter into a certain conversation 

and its creators had a specific motive – to identify and attract workers who engage in enterprising 

careers. 

 The survey questions asked participants to think about their future, to describe their plans 

for where they were going next and what they were going to do – in other words, they were 

required, during the course of checking boxes to act as enterprising career-oriented consumers of 
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college education and place of residence. In engaging with this survey text, which made 

reference to very complex life choices, participants were asked by the survey to focus their lives 

into simplistic answers. Thus, the complicated decision making processes of college seniors were 

simplified, and life choices were constructed as both purposeful and compatible with the larger 

rationality of enterprising culture. Those who had not yet made decisions about career and place 

of residence were now the “target market.”  

 Career-oriented students and young-professionals were framed as the target market to 

“purchase” the lifestyles and careers the region had to offer.  The results of the survey were 

analyzed with the goal of assessing how to successfully market to enterprising young 

workers/consumers who choose their own paths and build their own careers; therefore making 

sales pitches was the role of regional leaders.  

 From the conversations I witnessed early in the days of the initiative however, I saw that 

that Generation Now was not universally embraced. Many were asking for real structural change, 

and Generation Now could potentially have been an effort to offer more social structure and 

public resources to students. By examining how the project unfolded, it becomes possible to see 

a focus on economic growth was not inevitable; there were other ways that university 

administrators and state leaders could have understood the changing population issue and means 

of addressing it. These were put aside in favor of a marketing solution. 

 After the survey results were announced in the press, the university administrators began 

to see their work pay off and their public presence was increased.  After a public report on the 

state’s economic future an administrator mentioned to me, “I just went to the 2008 [state 

government] report, and we were mentioned three times there. There’re just constant mentions of 

us everywhere.”  
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 The next chapter turns the focus onto young students and workers – current and future 

young professionals – the “small heroes” of this research. The everyday lives and experiences of 

this population are discussed, starting from the young professionals who were directly connected 

to Generation Now and working to promote the initiative, and moving to the lives of first-

generation college students, many of whom faced large obstacles in their quests to attend college 

and build a career. From there, this research traces outwards to understand the external social 

relations of young professionalism, connecting the broad discursive practices of regional 

economic development to the everyday lives of young students and workers.  
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CHAPTER 5 

STARTING FROM THE “YOUNG PROFESSIONALS” 

If more graduates stayed, they would make [the state] a “younger” state, contributing to the 

cultural landscape, further stimulating and developing entrepreneurial ideas, and possibly 

attracting more young people from out of state to come to [our state]. (Higher Education 

administrator, quoted in newspaper article, 2007). 

 

There’s no reason why you can’t succeed here. If you go to [a major city] you’re going to be 

with 150,000 other young people. Here you don’t have that kind of competition, so building a 

successful career can be much easier. (Young Professional speaking to college students) 

 

Introduction 

Young professionals were, according to the leaders of Generation Now in 2007, crucial to 

the future of the state. This chapter focuses first on self-described “young professionals,” who 

spoke out for Generation Now at public events. The stories of three young professionals who 

were directly a part of Generation Now are presented, each one of them well-versed in the 

language of the new economy and the expectations placed on young professionals by both their 

work organizations and the state. In this chapter the accepted narrative of how to become a 

young professional is closely examined and linked to the ruling relations of competitive regional 

economic development. I show how those relations coordinate actions and strengthen class 

distinctions. The power of the external relations of economic development plays out in local 

settings as people adapt to the particularities of being a young professional.  
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The next section of this chapter focuses on the stories of first-generation college students 

and young professionals (members of the first generation in their families to attend college or 

university). The four participants highlighted in this section express frustration and resistance 

against all they are asked to do throughout the process of becoming young professionals. 

Attending to their stories reveals the hidden work involved, and shows how the accepted 

narratives of young professionalsim hide many difficulties intrinsic to young workers today. 

Finally, this chapter uncovers the various new economy ideologies underlying the social 

organization of the concept of “young professionalism.” I discuss how young professionals are 

meant to embody the ideal workers for current economic conditions, so that regional leaders look 

to young college-educated workers as they develop plans for their regions to compete in the 

global economy. This section examines connections among the young professional discourse and 

ideas such as the new global economy, economic growth and regional development, elite 

identities, enterprising selves and self-managed careers. When these links are made visible, it is 

possible to see, as regional leaders create and attract young professionals, how states are relieved 

of the pressure to provide certain kinds of infrastructure because young professionals are workers 

who are considered to be self-reliant and able to take care of themselves. While young 

professionals are often described as being flexible or risk-tasking as if those qualities are part of 

their internal psychological make-ups, this chapter makes visible how they are actually 

coordinated by external ideologies to act as if they embody those qualities. The discourse of 

young professionalism can hide the complexities and complications for a young person trying to 

create a stable social and economic future.  
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The Young Professionals Helping to Sell the State 

Generation Now was an initiative dedicated to trying to retain more young people in the 

state after they graduated from a local college or university. The leaders of young professionals’ 

networks around the state were crucial partners with the leaders of the initiatives in promoting 

the state as a good place for young people to live and Generation Now as a useful initiative. The 

following three stories are from leaders of young professionals’ networks who spoke at public 

events about their lives and the young professionals’ networks. I use the words of these young 

people to uncover the complex “official” discourse of the state which promoted the state as a 

good place for a young person to launch a successful career.  

“Where aren’t my friends going?”  

Gary grew up and attended an exclusive private high school in the state before he went 

away to top-tier undergraduate and law schools in other parts of the country. After becoming a 

lawyer, Gary moved back to his home state. Here he discusses some of the very practical, career-

oriented reasons he found for moving back to the region.  

I grew up in [the state] and went to [elite private school in the state]. I went to 

[elite public university in another state] for undergraduate school, and [elite 

private university in another state] for a law degree. After graduation I started 

trying to decide where to live. I was thinking “Do I want to live in [a large 

metropolis] or do I want to live near my family? I thought at the time that the way 

to be successful is to start where you’re going to end up, so you have value based 

on your network. There’s a big comparative advantage to starting out in [the state] 

and having the contacts and opportunities here. I have a big comparative 
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advantage to my friends who were all going to [major cities]. I said to myself, 

“where aren’t my friends going? That’s where I can make an impact.” 

Gary recognized how important the network he already had established could be to his career. 

When he analyzed his future, he realized that he would have a better chance of competing 

economically in a place where there were both fewer elites and an existing personal network.  

 Gary was not willing, however, to sacrifice immediate financial success for the future 

promises a strong local network might offer. He explained to a group of students how he had 

determined that a salary in [the state] was comparable to what he might be able to earn in a 

larger, more metropolitan region.  

What I did was just plug the numbers into a salary converter, I ‘googled it up.’ In 

[the city] $125,000 gave me the same buying power as $70,000 in [here in the 

state]. I wanted to know if I was totally stupid for considering a $65,000 salary 

when I was being offered $125,000. The numbers look so different... It was a 

really short time before I started to make money and thought that buying a house 

was affordable. Here it’s three, four, or five years. In an urban area it’s more like 

ten or fifteen.  

For Gary, the state offered an opportunity to develop a financially successful career more quickly 

than he could have in the city. Even though his salary would be lower, he wouldn’t need as much 

money to buy a house, and the connections he had in the state were extremely valuable.  

Gary was also unwilling to sacrifice the diversity and culture offered in urban areas. Here 

Gary tells college students that the small city where he lives does offer a certain amount of urban 

culture that appeals to him. The fact that traditional farming images of the state are still dominant 

is frustrating for Gary.  
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We have this image of [the state] that it’s old and boring. What do you think of 

when you think of [the state]?  You think of that pastoral image, church steeples. 

These images don’t speak to urban flavor. There are not a lot of tourism dollars 

going to how fun it is in [my small city]. We have sushi, Thai, Pan Asian food. 

It’s not as big as New York City, but we do have a little bit of everything. And 

that’s what I need, I don’t need forty different sushi restaurants, I just need one 

good one that I like.  

Gary was one of the founders of the young professionals’ network in his small city. Here he tells 

a group of business leaders at a Chamber of Commerce event the origins of the network and how 

it has completely transformed his life.  

I was here in [the state] in my twenties and there was a sense that I wasn’t wanted.  

I felt that people were trying to tell me to go away for a while, and maybe come 

back in when I’m thirty-five or forty and can afford a big house. I feel that the 

culture here is one that doesn’t want young people. I grew up here, but all my 

friends had left. I was working in [my small city], and I started talking to people 

about where the younger people are, I went to the Chamber of Commerce and 

different places in the city and eventually eleven of us met at [a local restaurant] 

and decided to start [the local young professionals network]. I was looking for a 

social life outside of work. To tell you the truth I was hoping to meet ladies. We 

talked about how no one was providing a venue for young people to meet each 

other. We started the young professionals’ network, and pretty quickly we had a 

hundred to a hundred and fifty people at events. A lot of organizations were 
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willing to give us space to exist. I’m married now, I met my wife through the 

young professionals, and she met three of her bridesmaids through the network.  

Gary was clearly successful in his quest to “meet the ladies,” but the authenticity of the group he 

helped to found can still be questioned. 

 The opportunities the young professionals’ network offer are not superficial, based 

solely on exchanging contact information, but also offers opportunities for real engagement and 

lifelong relationships to form. All three of the young professionals stressed the importance of 

their “YP” network, and networking is central to earning the professional status of the type Gary 

desired (Anderson-Gough, Grey and Robson, 2006) While Gary seems comfortable with the 

relationships his networking has given him, his story suggests how Gary’s “personal” life is 

deeply intertwined with his “professional” life (Anderson-Gough et al, 2006).  

The network in the state’s small city was not simply about forming relationships, but also 

about training people to be young professionals. Here Gary continues his story to business 

leaders.  

At one of our early events two hundred people showed up, and that’s when I 

realized that this is an idea whose time had come. People my age were looking for 

a place to belong. This network helps people who are new, people who want to 

become part of a community. We have business events, social events, and cultural 

events like wine tasting. We just had one called “mixology” where we learned 

how to mix a great martini.  

The network offered young people work and social tools they would need to be part of the 

“professional” class. The networking and training opportunities were a place where younger 
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people and younger images of the state could be created and disseminated. Gary explained the 

value of these networks to local business leaders.  

We need to have an authentic message, and the YP [young professional] networks 

can help provide that. There are people who look like me and are my age and say 

‘you know what, it’s cool to live in [the state].’ I can talk about it being a fun, 

cultural place. The YP groups are where the rubber meets the road for this 

initiative. We’re already talking about how we can connect with businesses and 

impact the state.  

The young professional networks provide real tools (networking and training), but perhaps more 

significant is the “authentic message” promoting the region as a viable option for young people 

in the state. Just as being a professional in today’s career landscape requires a particular image, 

the state itself also needs a complementary image. Gary’s experiences and observations 

supported the tenet that professional skills and lifestyles offered by the young professionals’ 

networks could shape the state’s image.  

“I started my own company.” 

Robin, another young professional, spoke to current college students at an event to 

promote the state’s small city. She spoke first of her early career in a much larger city several 

hours from her home state.  

I got into [an elite private university] in [major city] and headed there for college, 

and ended up living [there] for about 12 years. Loved every minute of it. But, I 

finally had a bit of what you might call a quarter-life crisis, except I had it a little 

bit late. I was turning thirty, and was headed to Vegas to celebrate. Woo-hoo 

[laughs]! But anyway, I stopped at an ATM machine to get some money, and 
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when I read the bank receipt I realized I only had about $75.00 left in my account. 

I mean, everything was paid, it wasn’t a big deal, but I just thought, you know 

what? I’m so tired of this. I’m so tired of not being able to get ahead, not get 

anywhere. I was working for the mayor of [major city], I was really well 

connected in the city, but I just felt like I couldn’t quite get my career to really 

take off there.  

Robin describes her career in the large metropolis as successful in terms of her network, but 

unsuccessful financially. She decided at that moment to go home and figure out a next step.  

So, when I got home I actually moved home to my parent’s house in [state’s small 

city], and found out that, you know what, there’s a lot going on here. I kinda like 

it here. I’ve been able to work my way up here in the last 6 years, and I’ve been 

able to do two things that I really wouldn’t be able to do for a long time yet if I 

hadn’t stayed [here]. The first is, I bought my own condo. It’s right in downtown, 

in one of the converted mill buildings, it’s got exposed brick walls, everything, 

and I can walk to everywhere. The second is, I started my own company. I have a 

marketing consulting company that I started a year ago, and you know what, I’m 

doing it! I paid all my bills last year, and it’s going really well.  

Robin was able to achieve financial success in home state, defined by her as an ability to 

own her own condominium and business. While she was no longer in a major city, a 

more “hip” urban area, she surprised even herself by finding that she liked not only the 

opportunities for financial stability offered in the smaller city, but also the lifestyle. 

Robin was able to afford an apartment with in a newly gentrified converted industrial 

mill, with exposed brick walls, a highly-desired sign of a building having character. 
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Robin also has proved herself to be an entrepreneur, so it’s not surprising that she was 

recruited to speak to the college students. Being a successful entrepreneur is one of the 

pinnacles of achievement in the new economy, and the myth of the many young 

entrepreneurs who have achieved great wealth and success in today’s new, global 

economy is still very much alive.  

“We’re working at the grassroots level” 

Christine, a third young professional, spoke at a state-wide human-resources conference 

to a group of human resources professionals who were learning about Generation Now. They 

were being asked to find ways that their organizations could support the initiative (especially 

financially). After one of the university administrators who was working with Generation Now 

spoke, Christine came up to talk about how the initiative was an official path towards attracting 

more young people to the state, and that the young professionals themselves are:  

 Living it and [attracting young people to the state] on the ground level. We very 

conveniently found each other.  I’m part of the group of young professionals who 

are here working on our careers, trying to figure out the lay of the land. We’re 

interested in developing ourselves to where we want to be, and we will be the next 

generation of leaders in [the state], so we’re working on that now at the grassroots 

level. 

Christine’s focus on the connection between the work of being a young professional and 

becoming a leader in the state points towards her awareness of state leaders’ efforts to affect 

regional economic change. She presents young professionals’ networks as a “grassroots” effort 

for effective development in the state. Here she discusses one of the important members of her 

network: 
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In our chapter, we have three CEO’s. One graduated from the [local large state 

university], borrowed $4,000 from his parents, and now owns a multi-million 

dollar company. He just bought a building in [the state’s small city] that he’s 

renovating. He’s part of the economic revitalization of the city.  

She also adds:  

A survey was also done of members of the young professionals organizations, and 

we found that 89% have college degrees…. Although there are fewer young 

people [in the state], there are a collection of people here with degrees who are 

very interested in their careers. These are people who are also committed to their 

communities. They’re looking for something to invest in. I categorically believe 

that YP’s are people who are interested in becoming entrenched in their 

community and giving back. 58% of the young professional membership in the 

state owns a house or condo, and a large percentage plans to buy in the next few 

years. We also asked if anyone would be interested in mentoring recent college 

graduates, and over 30% said yes. 

Christine, Gary and Robin had all grown up locally, gone to college in other states, and came 

back in their twenties or early thirties (Robin). Growing up in the state’s small city, they had 

seen the area go through a period of decline and begin a period of revitalization. They each had 

the idea that they could add value to the city during this period of change. In her talk, Christine 

talks about young professionals as being good for the community. This runs counter to a more 

self-centered version of career-oriented young professionals as focused only on themselves and 

making money. She is aware of this other narrative and talks about her work to “debunk” the 

idea of the disloyal, purely self-interested young professionals from her generation.  
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We do have myths to debunk about the flaws in our generation. Recently I was 

talking to the president of [local utilities corporation], and he said to me, 

“Christine, why is your generation disloyal? We have people at my company 

who’ve been here since they were 21, and now they’re running the company, that 

used to be the way to climb the corporate ladder. What’s going on with your 

generation?” I told him, Tom, my generation is not lazy or disloyal, and we don’t 

have ADD [attention deficit disorder]. I have changed jobs a lot, but it’s because I 

was looking for the best opportunities for my career, I was looking for a company 

where I could develop and grow. We’re looking for a boss who believes in us, and 

if a company understands that young people want to be engaged and wants to 

develop and grow, those young people will stay. 

Christine’s understanding of the impact that young professionals can have in a region 

complemented the work of Generation Now. Not only was the region a place where young 

people can achieve personal success, as discussed by Gary and Robin, but it was also a place 

where the young people were particularly devoted to their careers, and in conjunction, to their 

communities. Their “work on” their careers would benefit themselves, but more importantly to 

the rest of the state, would help revitalize certain areas and make a real positive impact on the 

economic position of the state.             

From these interviews, more insights into the young professional discourse can be 

garnered, and these are explored at the end of this chapter. Figure 3 presents additions to the map 

of the social relations that was introduced in Chapter 3. From the words of the young 

professionals, it can be seen that family relationships have a huge impact on the transition into 

career and the workplace. This is further illustrated in the next section, in which I turn to stories 
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from new and potential young professionals who, at the time I interviewed them, had outsiders’ 

perspectives on transitioning from college into work. While the leaders of the young 

professionals’ networks, whose stories were told above, seemed to see being a young 

professional in the state as a personal choice, the group in the next section found themselves in 

frustrating situations that were not of their own making. 

Becoming a Young Professional: Voices of First-Generation College Students 

As institutional ethnography points the researcher towards starting from everyday lives, 

the next step in this study was to understand more about young students and workers in the 

region who perhaps did not fit as easily into the “young professional” category. A component of 

the state university system’s mission is to educate first-generation college students (the first in 

their families to attend college or university). What experiences were first generation students 

having as they attended college and transitioned into the college-educated, professional class? In 

an intensely competitive economic environment, was attending college helping first-generation 

students catch up with others who were likely to have come from homes that already had 

economic advantage? 

Three focus groups with five to ten participants each were conducted; as well ten 

individual interviews (see Appendix for full list and dates). All of the participants grew up in the 

state, and some had attended a branch of the state university, while others had gone out of state 

for some or all of their higher education and then later moved back. During the focus 
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Figure 5: Young Professionals: A Complex of Relations 
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groups and interviews stories were elicited about the processes of deciding where to go to school, 

applying, paying for college, deciding what to major in, what kind of career to go into, and 

where to live. I heard many stories of experiences and feelings from the first generation students 

and workers that reflected the understandings of how young professionals think, act and work 

expressed by state leaders and already successful young professionals. The first generation 

students and workers were independent, hard workers, passionate, and interested in finding work 

that would be lucrative and enjoyable. In many of the interviews, however, these desires and 

understandings of themselves seemed to conflict with the realities of their lived experiences.  

 The group of first generation students and workers all faced difficulties in getting into 

and through college – some of those difficulties were quite extreme. Interviewees had to pay for 

college themselves, and were accumulating huge amounts of debt even with financial aid. They 

were also worried about their future career prospects, as they saw that many of the graduates 

before them were not finding good jobs.  

Julie, one of the interviewees whose story is recounted in this section, was a senior in 

college, after having made her way through college without a lot of financial or emotional 

support from her parents. She saw friends struggling to find work after graduation, and worried 

about her own future. Sam, another interviewee, grew up with her single dad who didn’t have the 

skills to help her apply for financial aid. When she was a sophomore she was accepted into a 

state social work program that paid for her final two years of school in exchange for her 

commitment to work as a full-time social worker for the state for four years after graduation. 

Sam was thrilled with this, and now fully focused on developing her career and young 

professional persona. Steve was a young lawyer who moved back to the state after attending law 

school in a neighboring state. Finding his own path through college had been somewhat of a 
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challenge, particularly as he didn’t have the family experience or connections that his peers had. 

He found that moving home offered him career opportunities that he wouldn’t have had 

otherwise. Megan was a freshman in college when I interviewed her, making her way through 

college. While her mother was dying of cancer and father was unsupportive of her attending 

college, Megan applied to school because she didn’t know what else to do – even though she had 

no idea what career she was intersted in and where she was headed in the future. 

“They’re not paying for my education. I am.” 

 Julie was the first in her family to go to college, and she described to me the difficulty in 

navigating the complicated and expensive process of applying to schools. Each school charges an 

application fee, and Julie and her parents, in her words, didn’t “know what they were doing” 

throughout the ordeal. She finally decided on a school in another small state several hours away, 

but found that being so far from her friends and family in a new, more urban environment 

challenging. When she was mugged during her first year, she quickly left and took some time off 

from college. Family and security attracted Julie back to her home. Known for having very little 

crime, the state consistently ranks among the “safest” states. 

My mom is supportive.  Both of my parents are now, but at the beginning, my dad 

was like why are you going?  You'll have to pay all this extra money.  They look 

at it as they're successful without going to school, so why do I need to go to 

school?  I was always a wildfire in my family. I had to do it. I told them they're 

not paying for my education.  I am.  They don't want me to go, that's fine.  I 

wanted to go, so I did it all myself.  I got all of my scholarships and stuff and my 

counselor worked really well.  I think in my first semester of school, I only ended 

up paying $4,000 for it.  
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An indpendent “wildfire,” Julie made choices about whether and where to go to school against 

her father’s advice. After coming home from her first college, Julie began attending a school 

near her hometown. At the time of the interview she was close to graduating, but was again faced 

with the problem of what to do and where to go. She described how the current economic 

recession is impacting her and her peers. Many of them are faced with huge amounts of stress as 

they face finding work and paying off massive amounts of college debt.  

You can read any of the papers right now. A lot of students with debt are coming 

out of college. You go to college with the idea that it's going to better your life, 

that getting that degree is going to put you above somebody else, and it's not 

anymore. The people who've been in the workforce are staying in the workforce 

because they have that experience versus an education where you're just reading it 

from the book. They're going to continue to stick with those people because they 

have to train them less.  

A friend was telling me about how people who worked at Wal-Mart, there are 

four people there who graduated from [our college] within the past three years, 

and the only job they could find was at Wal-Mart.  They were a broad section of 

degrees. One was an art history major. One was an English major. There was a 

management major in there and another person.  They can't find jobs. They don't 

want to leave this area, and that's the issue, that they don't want to leave [the area], 

and so the only job they can find is working at Wal-Mart right now. It makes me 

really nervous to come out of college and know that I have $50,000 I'm going to 

have to be paying and it starts right away. If I can't find work, working at Wal-
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Mart's probably not going to pay my bills. It makes me want to stay in school as 

long as I can. At the same time, it will cost me more money. 

Julie achieved independence by deciding to go to college without her parents’ full blessing. She 

spoke proudly of this, but was also a cause for concern as she faced the next set of decisions 

about what to do with her life. Wal-Mart, a nation-wide retail store that famously pays very low 

wages and offers little job security, has the image of lower class. Working at Wal-Mart does not 

require a college-degree, and was not a viable option for a budding young professional like Julie, 

particularly as she had a huge amount of debt. Building a career locally is proving to be difficult 

for Julie’s peers. While they like the area and feel comfortable there, jobs such as working at 

Wal-Mart appear to be some of the only ones available – even to those with college degrees.  

 Along with the pressures of figuring out life, doing the work of college, determining how 

to pay for it, and what kind of career to work towards, Julie, like others, found her family 

relationships impacted by her decision to go to college. While living near home may have 

offered Julie some emotional and physical security, as she faced graduation Julie also had to 

contend with the realities of finding a job that would allow her to pay off her education debts. 

Julie’s “wildfire” streak had led her to push against her father’s skepticism about college and 

find her own path. Now, however, the promise that higher education would lead to a job better 

than one at Wal-Mart has been broken for her friends, leaving Julie concerned about her own 

future. Starting a more interesting career – something other than in retail – seems to be further 

away for Julie. 

“This is a career and I don’t want to be distracted.”  

Family dynamics and the separation between generations are also central in the words of 

Sam, a female college junior who grew up alone with her father. Her dad works at a minimum 
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wage job with no health insurance and Sam pays for all of her own personal expenses as well as 

for college. She must also navigate the bureaucratic processes of applying for school, financial 

aid, student loans, health insurance, and jobs. She discovered upon finishing her freshman year 

of college that she would need to transfer colleges to avoid the need to take out more than 

$20,000 per year in student loans for her remaining three years - a debt-level that would certainly 

burden her well into the future. Her long-term career plans are to become a social worker, 

although she knows it is not a particularly lucrative career. I asked her if she had ever considered 

another career and she jumped right to the difficulties she was having paying for the path that she 

felt committed to: 

I’ve always been told that you should do what you love, and the right job will 

come, so I’ve never really considered another career…I’ve done everything right, 

I was a really good student in school, I deserve to go to college. I should just be 

able to go, but I can’t afford it. 

Sam spoke about her “passion” for the career of social work. She, like other participants, 

understands that “a job” that does not provide continual growth in knowledge and personal 

development is not a career (Baker & Aldrich, 1996). College is expensive – impossible for 

many. Those who attend are typically looking for “careers,” not simply employment. This 

distinction helps to shape their experiences, as they are willing to overcome huge obstables to 

obtain their college educations.  

Discussions of independence and being “in control” were intertwined, throughout many 

conversations, with discussions of family relationships. Sam was the first in her family to go to 

college, and for her, the conflicts arising during the process of shaping a new career intersected 

with her relationship with her father and her changing social status. Sam lives with her single 
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father who was on welfare for several years after he hurt his back. He works for minimum wage 

now. Sam’s father’s inability to support her shapes her understanding of herself. In these three 

separate statements from Sam, we can see a bit of the ways in which the social relations of 

college education (and careers) are shaping her relationship with her father.  

My dad has no idea, he just gives me the [financial aid] forms. We have kind of a 

backwards relationship. He’s worked like 2 or 3 jobs all his life, and that’s what 

he has to do to get by. 

I feel like, if your parents didn’t go to school, you end up paying for their 

mistakes. My dad didn’t get to school, but why is that my problem? That was his 

choice. My choice is to go to school, but it’s really hard. 

I think a lot of parents have a “don’t ask don’t tell policy” with their kids. It’s just 

my personality though, I like to be in control.  

Sam’s father, like many of the other parents of my first generation informants, has had a series of 

“jobs,” but not a career. As Sam attempts to shape a life that looks so different from her father’s 

she has to determine what this means, not just as she shapes her future work life, but also where 

she is going to live and what kind of lifestyle she will have. All of this will look different from 

the choices of her father. A later interview with Sam reveals that she has secured a state social 

work job. At the time of the interview, she was still two years from college graduation, but the 

state would pay for a chunk of her remaining college education in return for a four-year work 

commitment. I asked Sam how her dad feels about this opportunity, and she explained that he’s 

extremely proud and excited for her. She also added:  

But, I think he’s nervous too, because most likely I’m not gonna end up in [my 

hometown] after. So, being his only kid, he’s worried about the apartment finding, 
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like the first time living by myself, like really by myself. You know, I probably 

won’t have roommates. Because I think most…well, I’ll be 22 or 23, don’t tend to 

live with roommates, but they’re also still in school, or they’re just kind of having 

a part-time job, not like something in their field. Like this is a career, and I don’t 

want to be distracted…like, I’m gonna be working 8 to 5 plus, you know Monday 

through Friday, so I really want to be focused on that and not have roommates or 

deal with those kinds of issues. So, I think he’s nervous about that too, you know. 

Single woman living by herself in an apartment, in some town I’ve never lived in 

before. Most likely [names several of the three largest cities in the state] those are 

the biggest offices…so I assume, that’s mostly where I’ll end up.  So, he’s really 

nervous about that. 

Sam’s words start to demonstrate the ways that developing a career is rooted in physical 

presence – not just in a job, but also in a particular community and lifestyle. For students who are 

first in their family to go to college, this means that shaping their careers entails a re-shaping of 

their family relationships.   

“I had a competitive advantage in coming back.” 

Steve is a young lawyer working in the state near the town where he grew up. He 

attended undergraduate and law school in two nearby states and recently moved back. When we 

sat down for lunch one day near his office, he described to me the challenges of being the first in 

his family to attend college. The adjustment was difficult, and his parents were unable to help 

him make decisions about how to navigate the social waters of college life.  

As an undergrad my parents always encouraged me to come home on the 

weekends, and it took me a while to realize that other students were staying on 
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campus and getting to know each other and making valuable connections. Their 

parents were telling them to stay at school and make friends and connections 

while my parents had no idea about that. They thought they were being helpful by 

encouraging me to come home. 

The differences between Steve and those who had family members with higher education 

experience were also apparent in law school.  

Once I did get to law school I had a lot of friends who had family who were 

lawyers, and they had a lot of knowledge about the field, how law school works.  

Now that Steve has come back home he feels that he is on his own turf.  In many ways, he can be 

more comfortable now than he was during his many years of higher education.   

Growing up here, I had a competitive advantage in coming back. When I was 

thinking about where to go, I just think that there’s a competitive advantage to 

moving to a place that you know, and where people know you.  I wanted to go 

back home because I thought that there was a lot of value in being in the place 

where I grew up. 

There are thousands of attorneys in [a large city]. When I took the bar exam there, 

there were several thousand taking it at the same time. When I took it in [this 

state], there were only 200 or so there. I think that starting your career in a place 

that’s familiar to you is really valuable.  

In these words about moving home, we can see how Steve turned his decision about where to 

live into an appropriate expression of being a young professional.  
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There is, however, more to being a young professional than having the right profession 

and job title. The ability to commit to a community and build a life – and lifestyle – is also 

crucial. When I asked Steve if he thought he would stay in the state, he wasn’t sure.  

My wife and I were thinking of buying recently, but we decided to rent instead. 

My brother is a contractor in [a southern state], and just bought a really nice house 

with a pool and 4 bedrooms for less than $150K. The cost of living is pretty high 

here, compared to down south.  The rental situation in [the town where I live] is 

really bad too. We looked about at about thirty apartments over the course of a 

few days, and there were some really, really terrible apartments out there. 

The local region may not be able to offer Steve the ability to own, or even rent, a nice home for 

some time.  

“I am still as confused as I was a year ago.” 

Megan spoke to me early in her college career, and her story expressed more resistance 

against the promises of higher education and young professional lifestyle than I heard from other 

participants. Megan was confused about why she was in college, and trying to sort out what she 

might be able to get out of the process. Her mother was terminally ill, and father was unwilling 

to help, so Megan is both paying for school herself and doing all the extra, hidden, work of 

college herself – from figuring out financial aid procedures to determining what classes to take.  

You know, from high school it's laid out for you.  You have the workforce, which 

if you don't go to college, everybody is like ‘what is wrong with you?’ Or you 

have the military, and I’m not really a military type girl.  I don't think so.  Or you 

have college, and it just means okay, I'll go to college.  I came here thinking 

everything will just––they say you don't have to figure it out now.  You don't have 
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to figure out what your major is.  I put undecided on all of my applications, and 

you get here and it's only been a year and I still don't know what I want to do, and 

they say don't worry.  You have plenty of time, but in reality, I only have three 

years left, and one year has gone by and I am still as confused as I was a year ago.  

I don't know how three years are going to make a big difference, especially if I 

only have two more gen eds [general education credits that all students must 

fulfill] to go.  

Now that she’s in school, Megan needs to figure out how to be a successful student who can get 

the most out of her education. In these words we can see that Megan finds that she had headed 

into college education through a process of elimination – she does not want to go into the blue-

collar “workforce,” nor is she a “military type girl.” Therefore, she needs to go to college. This is 

particularly challenging for Megan, as her parents have not helped her with the process of 

applying, paying for, or attending college. We talked for a while about the schoolwork she was 

doing, the large amounts of homework and papers she had coming up. As we talked about stress, 

she spoke about more than school.   

Those are only the academic pressures. Also, a lot of students––I deal with 

financial aid completely on my own. I definitely have had to do a lot with that.  

Nobody else does this for you.  Your housing deposit––it's not like your parents 

come from wherever they live and hand you your $300 and say okay honey, go 

pay this.  You have to do stuff on your own.  You have to have your act together, 

sometimes, which is sometimes difficult as a college student when you're trying to 

do 101 papers at once.  The non-academic pressures are possibly more 
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challenging than the academic pressures, at least for me.  It's not like my gen eds 

are really challenging.  It's not like we have a bunch of exams. 

Megan’s mother was terminally ill at the time I interviewed her, exacerbating the emotional toll 

of attempting to get into and through college for Megan. Her mother’s inability to work helped 

Megan to secure financial aid in the end. As she told me:  

We were having a really big problem with financial aid just with mom’s health 

situation and everything, but no, it finally went through.  I have a pretty good 

package. My parents were divorced when I was a junior in high school. And um, 

since then, it’s just been difficult financially I guess for both of them. And I’ve 

lived with mom…and now that she has…it’s breast cancer of the lungs and um 

she’s in hospice care and everything, so she’s not making any income whatsoever, 

so I definitely got a good financial aid package. So did my sister, she’s a 

sophomore here. So, it’s good, yeah, it’s helping out a lot.  

Trying to identify a college major has been traumatic for Megan – in other parts of the 

interview she described her desire to find a career that would allow her to stay interested in her 

work. She doesn’t want to do the same thing everyday, she wants to do something that will allow 

her to give back to the community and feel good about her work. Finding this path through a 

process that is also draining all of her financial resources has been hugely taxing, and Megan 

began to question college. “I’m only here because I feel like I’m supposed to be here,” she told 

me, as she explained that she was starting to question whether college was the place where you 

can go to try and find yourself.  

Ultimately, Megan decided to apply for AmeriCorps for a year, and was accepted. This 

program will allow her to work for a year while earning money towards her tuition bill. She can 
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delay some of her major decisions about what to major in and what to do after graduation, while 

stopping the clock.  

Professionalism and Young Professionalism 

In his work The Creative Class, aimed at pointing regional leaders towards creative 

people as the key to increasing the competitive positions of their regions, Richard Florida (2002) 

encourages leaders to focus on attracting young people to their cities and states. He explained, 

…one group that has been neglected by most communities, at least until recently, 

is young people. Young workers have typically been thought of as transients who 

contribute little to a city’s bottom line. But in the Creative Age, they matter for 

two reasons. First they are workhorses: They are able to work longer and harder, 

and are more prone to take risks, precisely because they are young and childless. 

In rapidly changing industries, it’s often the recent graduates who have the most 

up-to-date skills. This is why so many leading companies from Microsoft to 

Goldman Sachs and McKinsey aggressively target them in their recruiting 

strategies. (Florida, 2002: 294-295) 

As discussed in previous chapters, the university administrators who launched Generation Now 

were (knowingly or not) following Florida’s directive and pushing for regional economic 

development by chasing the goal of retaining and attracting more young college graduates to stay 

in the state. Florida’s quote informs us of some of the assumptions underlying the question the 

rationale for why regional leaders might specifically focus on attracting young workers over 

other demographic categories.  

In the “Creative Age,” as Florida calls it, being able to work “longer and harder” matters, 

but it is the type of work that individuals do, how fast they can do it, and how they ultimately 
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present themselves and their finished products that are truly valued. Within the modern narrative 

of what Florida calls “rapid change”, creativity is now linked to images of “successful” business 

practices. In current popular usage creativity typically involves mixing and pulling together 

multiple ideas and images rather than coming up with something wholly new (Osborne, 2003). In 

his rant “against creativity” Osborne (2003) disagrees with Florida’s claim that it is the “creative 

class” that revolutionizes regions. Osborne explained that creativity today is much more about 

image than about substantive new ideas, thus, it is the more “transient” young workers who (at 

least appear to) move fast among various circles and gain access to new ideas, places and people 

who can more easily embody the new corporate-minded creativity 

Florida also casually informs us that young people are also more willing than older 

workers to take risks. Being “risky,” is, however, fundamental to life in a privatized neoliberal 

economy. Martin (2002) explained in his work The Financialization of Daily Life that a major 

tenet of the new economy is the passing on of debt and risk from states and large organizations to 

individuals. This particularly impacts young workers as they are asked to take on more debt than 

previous generations to pay for their education. They are also asked to take personal 

responsibility for saving for their retirement, taking on the risk of investing that money 

themselves. Most of us accept this risk, however, because being “risky” is now part of our 

routines, and is a positive attribute to have in the new economy. As Martin explained, “to be risk 

averse is to have one’s life managed by others, to be subject to their miscalculations, and 

therefore to be unaccountable to oneself” (Martin, 2002). Part of managing ourselves is to be 

able to manage risk.  

When regional leaders, or consultants such as Richard Florida say that young people are 

creative, hardworking, risk takers they invoke the values of the neoliberal economy and global 



103 

 

economic development. The ideal young workers – the young professionals - embody the career 

and lifestyle expectations placed upon all of us by the new economic ruling regimes. It is 

important to consider, however, that they often must shape their lives toward those expectations. 

What seems from the outside like healthy risky behavior may actually be a response to a 

precarious financial situation.  

In a sense, being a young professional can be seen as a hyper-version of having a career 

in the new economy. Our careers coordinate our actions and link us to external social 

organization practices. Today, the more flexible and willing to have a “dynamic” career you are, 

the more successful you will be (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). As Blatterer (2010) explained 

Today the tropes and ideology of youthfulness are not only understood as 

desirable in their embodied sense. Elan and verve, flexibility and mobility, risk-

taking, improvising and experimenting propensities, creativity and thirst for 

change, situational living and present-centeredness, cutting-edge know-how, up-

to-datedness, and beauty are case as desirable, if not imperative, from the 

standpoint of employers and corporations. (72)  

Young professional careers are the perfect careers, as the discourse tells us that their youth, 

energy, and typical lack of families and mortgages, make young professionals the most flexible 

and transient. They are the group with the best chances of embodying the creativity, hard work 

and risk required by the new economic and social regimes.  

Both “professional” and “young professional” were terms taken for granted throughout 

the efforts of Generation Now, and, as I observed, were used both informally, to refer to anyone 

who fit into the demographic groups of professional or young professionals, and also more 

formally, to refer to someone who belonged to a professional or young professional organization. 
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Professionalism, I found in my observations, is a complicated, ambiguous concept. As Cheney 

and Ashcraft (2007) explained, “to invoke the professional is to put into conversational play a set 

of unacknowledged cultural assumptions” (147). I examine some of those assumptions here, 

beginning with an example from the field. One of the founders of a local young professionals’ 

network told this story to a group of college students.  

We have all types of people in the [young professionals’ network]. I remember we 

had a woman come in jeans and a baseball cap, and she seemed almost angry. 

“I’m here, but I don’t really belong here,” she said. “Why not?” I asked.  “I’m not 

a professional,” she said. “Well, what do you do for a job?” I asked. “I rescue 

puppies.” “Your job is rescuing puppies, so you’re a professional puppy rescuer,” 

I said, and then I introduced her to a bunch of people, and I saw her at events for 

the next couple of years. 

In this story regarding the inclusiveness of a young professionals’ network, it is possible to see 

how difficult it is for many people to see themselves as “professionals.” The puppy rescuer is 

young, and works for a living, but does not feel she is a “professional.” The term refers to more 

than just the material aspects of being paid for what you do; it also has symbolic capital. 

Professionalism evokes “evidence of status and identity, powerful images of actors and with 

attendant evaluations of bodies and behaviors, and exclusive networks of relationships” (Cheney 

& Ashcraft, 2007: 153). Being a professional is a discursive practice (Grey, 1998) that is much 

more complicated than calling someone a “professional puppy rescuer” and having it be so. It is 

true, however, that both the material and symbolic connotations (Cheney & Ashcraft, 2007) of 

being a professional have evolved and broadened over time.  
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While the term “professional” was originally used only to refer to those working in 

“pure” professions with clearly codifiable expert knowledge such as law and medicine, 

postindustrial society has pushed other occupations to emulate those “classic” professions. It can 

seem as if everyone is now “professionalizing” (Wilensky, 1964). Scholarly discussions of 

professionals (e.g. Hodgson, 2005: Noordegraaf, 2007) recognize that currently being 

“professional” does not demand comprehension of a particular body of knowledge but is more 

about image and performance. As knowledge workers “professionalize,” these attempts have 

been recognized as ways to link people and organizations that must now be “flexible.” 

Professionalizing is also a way of continuing to build and establish legitimacy (Noordegraaf, 

2007).   

Several decades ago “young professional” emerged as a casual point of reference for 

those in their twenties and early thirties who are college-educated and on a career track. A 

closely related term, “yuppie” (young urban professional), was popularized in the 1980s and 

referred to someone projecting a preppy, upwardly-mobile, urban image. “Young professional” 

has become more ubiquitous in recent years, and the term and group of people it refers to have a 

more “official” location in the corporate and regional development worlds. Young professional 

networks, for example, have become more popular United States. Typically established by local 

chambers of commerce and sponsored by local businesses, these organizations are used as a 

recruiting and retention tool for corporations who can offer new workers a social structure, and 

have become a means of solidifying and legitimizing the roles of young workers in a region. 

 Being a young professional is about, to some degree, a particular type of education, and 

engaging with certain content, but it is even more about image and being accountable to the idea 

of being a “young professional” in the eyes of state and corporate leaders.                                                                             
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The Ruling Relations of Young Professionalism 

DeVault (2008) describes the “paradoxical discourses” of the new economy. There is, she 

explained, “both an individualizing rhetoric and one that erases and homogenizes individuals.” 

(DeVault, 2008: 16). The discourse that “homogenizes” people puts them into categories, erasing 

their differences, while the “individualizing rhetoric” encourages people to focus inward, 

continually turning their attentions and their work onto themselves. In the stories from the young 

professionals presented above, we can hear the voices of three people that demonstrate the 

paradox of the new economy. They are passionate about both their careers and where they live, 

and are able to link these two spheres together in their words and actions into cohesive narratives 

that present their own career work as being good for state, and good paths for other young people 

to emulate. The category of young professional helps to create a homogenizing group, but it is 

crucial for each person in that group to be dedicated to themselves and their careers.  

The actions of the young professionals show how both the “homogenizing” and 

“individualizing” effects of our current understandings of “young professionals” coordinate 

individual actions. By following a socially acceptable path through college, financial success and 

community building one can fit in and achieve young professional status, but that is not enough – 

having a focus on personal development, a unique career and interesting lifestyle are also 

important. Gary, for example, spoke about his desire to achieve a certain financial status and buy 

a home, just like many other recent graduates, but found that the best way to do so was by doing 

something different from his law school peers who were moving to major metropolitan areas. 

Gary could make an impact in a place that was distinct. 

Being a professional worker in today’s economic climate is about work status and 

position, but even more so about self-discipline – both in and out of work. Those dedicated to the 
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notion of their career development, the elite workers who have become “entrepreneurs of 

themselves, shaping their own lives through the choices they make” (Rose, 1990), are 

particularly skilled at this. Their self-discipline extends outside the workplace, as they are 

typically working on self-improvement strategies across multiple spectrums of life (Garsten & 

Grey, 1997). The young professional networks offer many opportunities for self-development 

through the trainings they offer.  

Illustrating this, Christine told a group of human resources professionals about some of 

the “better livings” training classes offered by the network:  

These events offer information such as how to order wine when you’re at a 

restaurant, how to order scotch, how to start an art collection. When you’re out at 

a business dinner with the guy with the gold cufflinks and he invites you to have a 

scotch, you better know how to order it. When I was in college we had a little 

course on business dining, where we learned how to eat professionally. This is 

really important stuff to know. Our goal is to empower young professionals. 

When you’re just coming out of college you don’t know how to do these things, 

and these types of events can be stressful. This series teaches you how to deal 

with those situations.  

The “empowerment” to be a young professional involves, not just work within the workplace, 

but also status outside of work. In the case of budding young professionals, knowledge, 

presumably, can help lead to status. Being trained to understand and appreciate the trappings of 

the middle/upper-middle class, such as art and wine, is part of that status attainment. As 

Bourdieu (1986) argues, taste is not innate, but socially determined, and a “social weapon” that is 

used to classify individuals. It is important to note that it is often not the categories of 
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consumption that classify individuals, but knowing how to consume them in a particular manner 

(e.g. the correct way to drink wine) that gives a person real cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984).  

Generation Now, for a time, used as a slogan “keeping the best and the brightest in [the 

state].” Efforts to set the young professionals apart from others in the state could be seen 

often in the work done by Generation Now leaders, and also in the words and actions of 

the young professionals whose stories I gathered. As Christine stated, “Although there are 

fewer young people in [the state], there are a collection of people here with degrees who 

are very interested in their careers. These are people who are also committed to their 

communities.” Christine also told the group she was speaking to that: 

We are also thinking about developing some sort of professional designation for 

being a member and going to the events that we offer. I could be “Christine 

Smith, MBA, YP,” [displaying the young professional title alongside the title that 

comes with achieving a Masters in Business Administration] for example. We’re 

working with corporate partnerships on some of these ideas. 

The leaders of the young professional groups were attempting to present themselves as part of a 

somewhat exclusive group, and working to further legitimize their status in the community. 

Groups that define themselves as “elite” are common in new economy organizing (Alvesson & 

Robertson, 2006). Alvesson & Robertson (2006) found that elite identities can “provide some 

sort of existential security in an occupation characterized by ambiguity and questioning” (220). 

They also found that elitism can act to increase commitment to an organization or career, and 

ultimately act as a form of control. In this case, the boundaries of that control are related, not just 

to individual work organizations, but also to city and state.  
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 As Christine mentioned, the young professionals are not just interested in their own 

careers, but also “committed to their communities. They’re looking for something to invest in.” 

As Cheney and Ashcraft (2007) explained:  

The structuring and behavior of a class of professionals are related not only to 

their identities as individuals but also to recognition by the state and their access 

to various avenues of influence in society. In this way, legitimate expertise often 

implicates privilege, which in turn means public responsibility. The idea of 

professionalism both exalts and regulates the moral performance of individuals 

who identify with a certain class of practitioners.” (151) 

Young professionals increased their legitimacy by acting accountable to their communities and 

regions, adding to social and economic development initiatives. A young professional career is 

perhaps only possible in certain kinds of places. It is well-documented that different kinds of 

careers are possible or most conducive to certain industries and certain places, and some careers 

are more “boundaryless,” or more facilitative of moving from organization to organization, than 

others. For example, the creative industries rely heavily on freelance and contract work (e.g. 

Storey, Salaman, & Platman, 2005; Haunschild, 2003), while other careers - such as those in 

public sectors - typically have more bureaucratic structures (Koskina, 2008). It is also well 

documented that particular career structures become associated over time with particular regional 

areas. This happens through economic development practices (Molotch, Freudenburg, Paulsen, 

2000), localized knowledge movement and exchange (Saxenian, 1996), as well as institutional 

structures such as education (Delmestri & Walgenbach, 2005). Opportunities to access “new” 

career structures have been found to be limited in some regions (e.g. France, see Dany, 2003, 

Greece, see Koskina, 2008, and Iceland, see Sturges, Conway & Liefooghe, 2008), while the 
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Silicon Valley in the United States supports many high-technology organizations that rely on 

flexible, mobile workforces and has therefore become “the locus of the paradigmatic case of the 

modern, boundaryless career” (Gunz, Evans, & Jalland, 2000: 31).  

Because places are associated with particular economic categories and career forms, the 

“same” job or career becomes very different when seen through the lens of place. Consider the 

difference between being a software engineer in Silicon Valley to being one in Omaha, 

Nebraska, or the difference between working in finance in Manhattan to working in finance in a 

small town in Vermont. These differences can be felt on a discursive level, as they connote 

different meanings and status, as well as on a material level. The financial rewards will likely 

vary, as will the possibilities for shaping one’s daily patterns of social and work interactions. 

Mitchell, Bunting and Piccioni (2004), for example, found that many Canadian artists were 

moving from urban to rural areas, and when they did so their work and life patterns shifted. Their 

art changed with the new landscapes they were confronted with for inspiration, they had a new 

customer base, and their daily work and life patterns shifted. Their identities as artists were 

deeply impacted by their new region. Another study, analyzing the discursive production of 

masculinity among professionals in the high-tech industry, found that the work culture in Silicon 

Valley has fostered a masculine identity based on brilliance, technical skills, long work hours, 

and, for many, at the same time, a desire to be present as husbands and fathers (Cooper, 2000). In 

Cooper’s research it is possible to see that both work and personal identities were created in part 

through the career paths offered within the structures and culture of a particular place.  

The idea that place differentiation matches self differentiation is recognized and 

perpetuated by actors concerned with regional economic development. They recognize the role 

that place plays in making or remaking lives, and are responding to and shaping the discourses of 
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where to live by actively marketing their places as being associated with particular careers and 

particular subjective forms. Regional groups, for example, have developed marketing campaigns, 

as well as much more substantial geographic planning efforts in many parts of the world, and 

have worked with Richard Florida and other consultants to create places that are attractive to 

“young professionals.” While these localized development projects claim heterogeneity based on 

local concerns and unique competitive advantages, closer inspection reveals the uniformity of 

these phenomena (e.g. Leitner, 1990; Zimmerman, 2008). Retaining some aspects of the region’s 

unique culture was also part of development plans of state leaders. I heard many leaders repeat 

the sentiment expressed by Gary when he was talking to college students:  

[Our state] is an independent state and I like that about living here. We have that 

whole live free or die, cantankerous Yankee image, and we shouldn’t lose that. I 

want to think that being an independent person is a cool attribute. I’m choosing 

something that’s different or unique, I’m not going with the crowd by living here. 

We choose both our careers and place to live, and often in conjunction with one another, and 

those actions should be seen in the context of current economic development practices. Our 

relationships to where we live are now shaped through models of choice and consumption rather 

than citizenship. Now we have to make the right choices – in where we live and work, and what 

and how we consume in order to achieve elite status. The opportunities to make those choices 

however, and the tools to make them well, are not available to everyone.  

Young professional status is more accessible with the existence of groups like young 

professionals’ networks that make an effort to be inclusive, but it is still true that achieving 

cultural capital through self-discipline and purposeful, authentic networking leaves some people 

out. Anderson-Gough, Grey, and Robson (2006) explained that 
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Networks as social structures generate forms of actors and particular opportunities 

for action at individual and organizational levels. And this inevitably implies and 

potentially creates another kind of personhood: the marginal, the outsider, and the 

isolate. Such people will lack a crucial dimension of professional identity. (252) 

More and better education for all is seen as the path for individuals to rise above lower 

class status. Education, as common sense currently dictates, will allow individuals and regions to 

compete in the global economy. A more highly educated labour force and citizenry is the means 

“to solve national economic and individual social and employment problems” (Lehrmann, 2009: 

632). We expect that everyone’s life chances will improve the more education they have, but 

Brown and Hesketh (2004) find that “attending higher education may not improve the 

employability of large numbers of students because most universities are limited in their capacity 

to cultivate the personal and cultural capital required for fast-track appointments” (103). The 

difficulties that come from not finding gainful employment are compounded with large amounts 

of student debt. There is increasing evidence that the higher education system reinforces rather 

than challenges the status quo (Aries & Seider, 2005; Brown & Hesketh, 2004). While studies 

show that this is a systematic problem, the young professional discourse puts the blame for 

problems and credit for success solely on individuals.  

A Problem of Perception?  

Figure 4 continues to build on the map of the social relations of Generation Now and 

young professionalism. The analyses of the everyday lives of young students and workers have 

shown how they are coordinated by the external discursive practices of regional economic 

development and the realities of socioeconomic class. The interviews with first generation 

students and workers further demonstrated that family wealth and status are crucial factors for 
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one’s ability to attend college and ability to start a career. Financial aid is an central component 

in many students’ experiences throughout their college educations.  

The local young professionals, as represented by the leaders of these networks are a 

dynamic, career-oriented group. The young professionals I profiled at the beginning of this 

chapter have the “ideal” careers and lifestyles, but all had attended college or university outside 

of the state. One had even worked for a number of years in a major city before coming back to 

the state and starting her own business. Another had a very privileged background, attending the 

most elite high school in the state, and then going to university at two of the best schools in the 

United States.  

While the stories of already successful young professionals fit into the marketing 

campaign being created by university leaders, the experiences of the students and workers who 

were the first in their families to attend college exposed how much effort it can take to become a 

young professional. While the interviewees often referred to their lives in ways that fit the 

discourse of young professionalism, they were also faced with family struggles, huge amounts of 

debt, and a lack of jobs or housing that conflicted with the images of independence, passion, 

flexbility and financial success tied to young professionals. Their experiences were at odds with 

the discourse of young professionalism that, as I have shown in this chapter, is tied to the ruling 

relations of economic development, not everyday experiences. 

The very real struggles of the interviewees whose stories I have presented in this chapter 

were covered up by Generation Now marketing messages. They instead were focused on creating 

images of enterprising young people with exciting, hip lifestyles. The complicated family 

relationships and efforts of college students are hidden in the “official” discourse of being 

professional, learned by young people through their socialization from parents and schools, as 



114 

 

well as language and images used in the media. Although the college students I spoke to whose 

words I present here may not have used the term “young professional,” they were clearly 

knowlegeable of its implications and already practitioners of it through their education and 

career actions. This idea organizes the lives of young people under capitalist arrangements by 

incorporating them into current socioeconomic relations. For students and workers it is an 

important component of the social relations of capitalism they must engage with. There are 

consequences to this. The systematic frustrations and contradictions are hidden from sight or 

regarded as individualized problems rather than features of the contemporary social organization.  

 In this chapter it is demonstrated that the problems young people face in the state are not 

simply problems of perception that can be adequately addressed with a marketing campaign. In 

the next chapter, I present data from further efforts of university administrators to gather support 

for Generation Now and develop a marketing plan. During an early phase of Generation Now, 

university and college marketing students were enlisted to formulate ideas to attract their peers to 

the state. The enterprising relationships among university employees and students were exposed 

during this project, as were the socioeconomic class differences among the students involved.  
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Figure 6: Young Professionals: A Complex of Relations 
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CHAPTER 6 

LEARNING “MARKETING,” SEEING CLASS: 

STUDENTS AS MARKETING FIRMS 

 

Introduction 

Chapter 6 turns to Generation Now and its efforts to tackle regional growth and 

competition. University administrators enlisted professors from different universities around the 

state to use Generation Now as a real-life case study. The administrators expected that students 

from state colleges and universities would be able to provide insight into the kinds of marketing 

efforts that would attract themselves and peers to live and work in the state. Three marketing 

classes at three different institutions used Generation Now as a case study: one class from the 

state university’s highly-regarded business school, and two from smaller state colleges. I 

successfully negotiated access to two of the classes - the state university business school’s class, 

and one smaller state college class - and followed each throughout the semester.    

The Generation Now administrators asked the students in each class to evaluate the 

survey research that had already been finished, conduct their own marketing research, and 

present a final marketing plan to university administrators and other leaders in the state. The 

students would, university administrators hoped, provide insight into how to attract and retain 

their generation – the necessary workers to expand and strengthen the state’s economy. The 

white paper published on the state university system’s website described the reason for involving 

the students.  

Provosts at [the state university and two small state colleges] agreed to work with 

their marketing faculty to have a class focus on developing ideas for and 
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components of the proposed “tourism-like marketing campaign.”  Faculty were 

selected and courses will begin in January…Having students develop ideas was a 

natural next step since they represent the exact demographic the effort will target.  

Most of the students will be seniors and they will make this effort the primary 

focus of their coursework in the spring semester of 2008. (White paper, 2008) 

While the administrator who wrote the white paper described the purpose of involving the 

students as developing ideas, I come to a different conclusion. I show in this chapter how the 

students’ involvement in Generation Now was simply to connect the image of the university 

directly to potentially successful graduates who were planning to stay in the state. Unfortunately, 

during the course of the semester legitimate concerns of the students regarding living and 

working in the state had to be put aside. Furthermore, differences between the state university 

and small state colleges were revealed. While state and business leaders seemed to view the 

distinctions as individual differences, my observations and analyses show them to be arising 

more systemically from quality of education.  

Early in the project, the administrator travelled to each of the schools and spoke to the 

classes of marketing students to explain the project. The following words are from his 

explanation of Generation Now to one of the classes.  

The survey showed that of those who planned on leaving, fifty-two percent said 

that they would be interested in coming back in the future. Those are the types of 

people that [the state] businesses need to fill their jobs. So three hundred and 

twenty-three people who were going to leave need to be encouraged to stay. This 

would have an economic impact of three hundred twenty-seven million dollars 

over five years. These are people that you are eating with, sleeping in the dorms 
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with, hanging out with. This is not the type of marketing where you need to do 

radio or television. You are already with these people, so you can do something 

creative. (Fieldnotes, Jan. 2008) 

The administrator asked the students to use their own lives and everyday college experiences as 

they developed their marketing plans; he saw that their lives as students made them experts on 

the consumers they were expected to attract. They were essentially asked to market to 

themselves. While none of the students from any of the three marketing classes said that they had 

taken the survey that had been distributed earlier that academic year, university administrators 

drew them into the initiative as enterprising students, marketing professionals, and, ultimately, as 

potential consumers of career and lifestyle in the state.  

The university administrators working on Generation Now had the students in each class 

read through the data already collected, gather more data from their peers, and put together 

marketing plans for the initiative. They gave the students access to information about what the 

state has to offer young professionals through a tour of the urban center of the state where there 

has been a revitalization effort over the past several decades. Students were introduced to young 

professionals from around the state who told stories about what it was like to live and work in the 

region as young college graduates.  Finally, the administrators asked students to present their 

final marketing plans to state business and government leaders at the end of the semester. 

Involving students in Generation Now helped university leaders to legitimize the 

university’s place in the state’s economy. State leaders, like leaders of regions around the globe, 

perceived that the state needed a strong, growing economy that could retain local businesses and 

attract new ones to effectively compete in the global economy. To accomplish this, the state 

needed a skilled, employable workforce, provided largely by the state’s colleges and universities. 
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The stated purpose of involving students in Generation Now was to gain insight into how 

university leaders could best market the state to young people. The students’ input ended up 

being quite limited, however, as I will discuss in this chapter. In fact, there was another, unstated, 

reason for student participation. The collaboration of Generation Now leaders with students 

enhanced the public image of the initiative. The students’ involvement in the project was 

announced in a press release and the white paper published online. Reporters were invited to tour 

the urban center with the students and attend their presentations, which resulted in a radio 

segment and several newspaper articles. Journalists and a television crew were also invited to the 

event where students presented their final projects. Administrators used images of the students 

and their marketing plans to demonstrate both the success of Generation Now, and the success of 

the university system in supplying the state with employable young graduates.   

This chapter focuses on the creation of marketing texts. Traditionally, knowledge that 

that has a textualized format is seen as more “legitimate” than knowledge gained from 

experience (Smith, 1987; 2005), which means that those who are more skilled at reading, 

interacting with, and creating “official” texts will have an advantage. As I discuss in this chapter, 

the class from the university had a very strict marketing process laid out for them by their 

professor, and created very professional marketing images and documents, while the class I 

observed at a smaller college did not receive clear directions from their professor and thus were 

not able to create polished final products. The repercussions of the distinctions between the 

pedagogies became very apparent during the public presentation at the end of the semester. 

Business leaders, state representatives and the media were invited to witness the student’s final 

marketing ideas and engage in a discussion with the students. The group of students from the 

state university business school gave an extremely polished and professional presentation, while 
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the other two groups did not. Ultimately, the university students were seen as more competent, 

intelligent, and focused on their careers than the students from the small college.  

Mainstream psychology-based understandings of career invite us to see these differences 

as a difference in motivation, passion, and personal drive, and indeed, that is how the university 

administrators defined the distinctions between the two groups. I, however, saw the event as a 

display of socioeconomic class differences. I found during my time observing the marketing 

students that some students were getting the tools to become the young professionals that state 

leaders were looking for, while others were not. In a career environment where individual 

workers are seen as almost entirely in charge of their own destinies this is extremely problematic. 

Everyone, in the current mainstream view, has the ability to take the initiative and to learn the 

tools for success. Those who do not have the tools are seen as personally incompetent - their 

potential lack of access to education and resources is not considered (Grey, 1994; Fournier, 

1998). Regional and university leaders with this understanding of how career success happens 

will direct resources towards marketing efforts like Generation Now, rather than towards social 

structures that will lead to equity in access to education and jobs.  

In the next two sections I describe what I saw in the two very distinct marketing classes I 

followed, and then I describe the theater presentation that was the culmination of the semester. 

Throughout these descriptions, I focus on the social organization of the textual process of 

marketing as it shapes what is legitimate knowledge. I put the work with the students in the 

context of the need to create an “employable” workforce for regional economic development. At 

the end of the chapter I discuss the final outcomes of this marketing work and how university 

administrators ended up using the class work of the students.     
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Marketing Students in the Business School 

The university business school is in a brick building on the beautiful sprawling state 

university campus located in a small college town near the coast. One student told me later, “I 

got into some more elite schools, but came here because it looked like the ideal college campus. 

It looks like what a university is supposed to be” (Fieldnotes, Apr. 2008). The business school is 

in an older building, but the classrooms seem to have been recently renovated, with new 

carpeting and long tables, new comfortable swivel chairs for the students, and new technology 

for electronic presentations. 

The marketing class was divided by the professor into six groups of eight students each, 

and each group was assigned a client for the semester. Examples of potential clients included a 

local soft drink corporation, a local restaurant, and the university alumni office. And, of course, 

one group was assigned Generation Now as their “client” for the semester. When I first visited 

the class, all the clients were there as well, and everyone in the room, including the students, was 

dressed professionally. It was clear the students had been directed by the professor to dress up 

for the occasion.  

When I visited the class the second time none of the other clients were there, I was there 

now, not as a “client,” but as a participant observer. At that time, I learned that all six groups had 

to follow a very specific format in developing their marketing campaign, which they were given 

during their first week of class. The students had to follow a very specific format in developing 

their marketing campaign, which they were given during their first week of class. This format 

primarily followed basic marketing conventions that were outlined in their textbook, and the 

professor provided the students with explanations of the model that included examples from his 
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several decades of work in marketing as a practitioner and from his eight years of teaching 

marketing during which time he used basically the same structure every semester. 

The strict plan that the class was following was continually reinforced by the professor 

and the students. At the beginning of each class he would show them a timeline of the semester, 

showing them exactly how much work they should have done to date. At one class I attended the 

students were preparing their midterm report for their clients (the university administrators). One 

student asked exactly what they would need to have together for the upcoming midterm report. 

The professor responded, writing a list of four things on the board as he talked.  

There are only four things you need to do. [He began writing on the white board.] 

Number one, you need your statement of work. What is this project about?  

Number two, your research. [The professor began to talk as if he were the 

students giving the presentations to their clients.] “Here is what we did, here are 

the results, you can show it in chart form, or some quotations, or whatever. This is 

what we learned from the research: X students think this; X people have this false 

impression, etc. etc.” Number three, your marketing strategy. “Here is what we 

plan to do. We want to…bullet point...bullet point…slide…slide… [The professor 

mimicked the motions of going through a PowerPoint presentation]. You don’t 

have…bullet… bullet… so, click, we want to run an event like X”…whatever it 

is, you’re going to lay out various strategies. 

You’re going to show how you’re going to move people from this perception to 

that perception. This is basic marketing, Marketing 101 people. Number four is 

your budget. How much is it all going to cost. Some of you have already come to 

me saying that you want to do this event or that event but you don’t know how 
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much it’s going to cost. Well, I do. I have spreadsheets that lay it out, so I know 

how much it’s going to cost.  

By the way, this is really how it works in private industry. They also do these 

midterm results, so that even if you’ve been meeting all along you put a stake in 

the ground and make sure everyone is on the same page. I’ll post some samples, 

I’ll help. We’re in this together, right? (Fieldnotes, Feb. 2008) 

This professor often stated his constant support of the students’ work, and the four bullet points 

he listed gave the students very clear instructions, including a framework for some of the 

sentences that should be included in their report. The students were learning how to be marketing 

professionals by documenting exactly how they did each step of the work. Being able to follow 

the format and articulate what they did for each stage of was crucial.  

The students quickly got used to writing details of everything they did for their weekly 

reports to their professor. My fieldnotes describe one of the students pausing during a 

conversation where they were developing focus group questions to record their task.  

“Wait - let me go back and put this in the report,” said Serena, “developed focus 

group questions,” she spoke as she wrote in her laptop. As they did anything, she 

was adding it to the list of things that had been done that week, which would be 

reported back to the professor the next day. (Fieldnotes, Feb. 2008)  

 Figure 7 shows the students’ activities throughout the semester, with circles representing 

the activities of the students, and rectangles representing the documents they created. After their 

midterm report, the students did more research and expanded their marketing plan. Generation 

Now leaders organized a tour of the state’s urban center for the students from the participating 

marketing classes around the state. The university students also planned and hosted a small job 
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fair attended by ten employers and several hundred university students. They sent out a press 

release about the job fair to the media, and a newspaper article was written about it. When they 

finished their final report on Generation Now, they presented it at a research conference on 

campus, a second time just to their classmates, and then finally at the theater at an event 

organized by Generation Now leaders.  

 I attended the students’ events, and spent some time with the parents of two of the 

university students who attended the job fair and final report. Both sets of parents were 

professionally dressed and clearly very proud of their children. Along with the support of their 

professor and parents, the students also cared about each other. During one conversation I 

witnessed, the students were talking about how they felt closer to the people in their group than 

other friends on campus. Within this group I found a social environment where a successful 

image was clearly very important. Below are excerpts of conversations I listened to while they 

were waiting for their final report to begin.  

 Garth said he had just been at an interview in Philadelphia, and had stayed at a 

‘fancy hotel where he got all kinds of fancy stuff.’ ‘Look,’ he said, pulling out a 

blue mitten. ‘Is that a swim cap? asked Serena. ‘No, no, it’s for shining your 

shoes,’ Garth said, pulling the mitten over his hand and buffing his already shiny 

brown leather shoes. (Fieldnotes, May 2008) 

Mel and Albert [both males] asked Laura [a female] about her clothes, and she 

told them how much all her jewelry cost. “$250 for the necklace, $150 for the 

watch.”  Mel and Albert told Laura she spent too much on clothes and jewelry, 

but she said she ‘needs it for work.’ (Fieldnotes, Apr. 2008) 
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Garth said he had just been at an interview in Philadelphia, and had stayed at a  

 

Serena asked the group if they liked her suit, ‘since I’ve worn it to every event 

we’ve done.’ Serena had on a shiny green tank top. ‘I like that top,’ said Laura, 

‘but if you don’t have a button-down top to go with your suit, I’m going to buy 

you one.’ Serena. said ‘I have one, but it gaps and shows my bra’. ‘You have to 

use this double-sided tape,’ said Laura. (Fieldnotes, May 2008) 

These students, still in college, already owned formal business attire, and understood the 

complexities of “dressing for success.” Most of them had already had internships in corporate 

environments, which improved their knowledge of professional dress and etiquette.  

The students’ knowledge of “professionalism” was evident during a visit from a reporter 

representing a major metropolitan newspaper. Each of the eight groups from the university 

marketing class presented their final reports to the organizations they worked for at the end of the 

spring semester. The Generation Now group went last, presenting to their professor, peers, and 

the university administrators from the initiative. They packed up and said goodbye after their 

presentation was over. Serena and Laura pulled flip flops out of their bags, and slipped off their 

high heels into the more comfortable sandals. Serena pulled her hair back into a ponytail and the 

two women put their bags over their shoulders.  

At that moment, a reporter from a metropolitan-area (in a bordering state) newspaper who 

had been invited by the university administrators came into the room looking confused . One of 

the administrators realized who she was, and introduced himself, and asked Serena and Laura if 

they could stay and talk to the reporter. The professor was still there as well. It had taken the 
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reporter and photographer longer to drive from the city in the bordering state than they had 

expected, so they arrived late.  

Laura asked if she should call Garth and Albert, other students from their group, to see if 

they could come back. She called them quickly from her cell phone and said that they were on 

their way. Serena and Laura switched back their high heels  and Serena restyled her hair while 

the administrator talked to the reporter. When Garth and Albert came back they put their jackets 

and ties back on that they had taken off on their way out of the room. They held up the t-shirt 

they had designed with the logo of the initiative on it, and stood their smiling while the 

photographer took their picture. A brief article about Generation Now, with the picture of the 

students, appeared on the newspaper’s website a week later.  

The picture on the newspaper’s website showed budding “young professionals” – 

students just days away from graduation, ready to work in a professional, corporate environment. 

The photo also demonstrates their commitment to the state (their community) by showing them 

smiling and holding up the t-shirt with the logo they designed. The picture doesn’t show the 

changes of footwear and clothing the students had ready, nor does it show that they woke up in 

dorm rooms that morning, were doing the project for a grade, and were stressed about final 

exams. Nor does it show the beer they will drink that night at the bar and the marijuana they’ll 

smoke later. All of these bits and pieces of their everyday lives are lost – the reproducible 

version of them in the media text shows them simply as young professionals in suits ready to 

enter the corporate world.  

In the following section, I will describe what I saw in the small state college marketing 

class I was able to observe. The professor in that class I observed offered much less structure and 

support, and the students had less knowledge about how to project professional images.  
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“Total Chaos” at a Small State College 

 The small state college where I observed marketing students was geographically located 

only an hour’s drive away from the large state university, but the demographics of the two 

educational institutions looked quite different. The large university is much more expensive to 

attend, pays its professors much more, and has a much larger endowment. While the small 

college also has a picturesque campus, the business classes take place in a small, old building 

that clearly had not been renovated in decades. The desks and chairs in the classroom were old, 

and a cart with a projector on it had to be brought into the classroom for PowerPoint 

presentations. The resources of the university and its students and their families appeared to be 

much greater than the resources of the small college, which, as I explain in this chapter, supports 

the notion the marketing class at the small college was less effective than the class I observed at 

the university. 

The marketing students at the small college were given the same introduction to the 

project from the university administrator as the students in the university business school. The 

process they were given by their professor for completing a marketing plan and presenting it to 

the community was, however, distinct. The professor for the small college marketing class had 

been teaching at the small college for over a decade, but this semester was developing a 

completely new course syllabus for the semester because of the Generation Now project. She did 

not have a clear, tested structure in place for the class. During a class period that I observed, the 

large group was having a discussion about how to distribute the surveys and analyze the data. 

The students seemed confused, and the professor changed her mind several times about how the 

survey should be distributed. During this discussion, the professor and students turned to me for 

guidance on several points. The following is an excerpt from my fieldnotes:  



129 

 

‘OK, now we have to talk about what we’re going to do when we get the surveys 

back,’ said the professor. ‘What do we do? Maybe we should take advantage of 

Emily being here. Emily?’ Everyone in the class looked at me. At this point, my 

heart sank. I am not a statistics expert, and her pulling me into the work was 

unexpected. (Fieldnotes, Feb. 2008) 

The university professor had a structure to offer his students for completing their 

marketing plan. In the small college class, the plan was constructed organically using 

whatever resources they had at hand – such as the PhD student (myself) who was visiting 

their class. During that same class period, the professor explained to me some of the work 

they were planning to do in her class.  

“We’ve also assigned each student to take a state and look at what they’re doing 

to try to retain graduates or advertise jobs in the state, she said. She turned to her 

students. Where are our sheets,” she asked, “the class ones and the state ones?” 

“Everyone is taking a state and a class, we’ll work a discussion of a couple of 

states into each class,” she told me. “Tuesday,” can Utah, Arizona, and Ohio go?” 

she asked. The students nodded. “What do we do for this again?” a couple of 

students asked. “I just want you to Google these states, check out their state 

websites, things like that, so see what you can find out about how they are trying 

to retain graduates,” the professor explained. (Fieldnotes, Feb. 2008)  

An administrator commented to me that you could really tell the difference between the 

university class and one of the college classes – “when you walk into [university 

professor]’s class, he has complete control, and when you walk into [college professor]’s 

class, it’s total chaos. She has no control over the class”. While the professor clearly 
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cared for her students, outsiders, like the university administrator, noticed that she did not 

provide the same level of personal support to her students as the university professor had. 

Two of the five times I observed the class, the professor was unable to make it, and the 

students were left to work on their marketing plans themselves.  

 Figure 8 shows the timeline of the small college marketing class students’ 

activities and documents. They did survey research, conducted the state reports, and went 

on the city trip with the Generation Now leaders. They also produced a video and several 

posters for the marketing campaign they presented at the end of semester.  

After all the groups of marketing students from the colleges and university finished their 

final reports they were asked to formally present their marketing plans to a large group from the 

business community, state government and media at a new theater in the state’s capital city. In 

the next section I describe and analyze this event and evaluate how it was interpreted by the 

university administrators and media.  

Public Reports in the State’s Capital 

The marketing class projects were to culminate in formal presentations to a gathering of 

public officials and business leaders from around the state. The presentations were given at a 

new movie theater in the state’s capital city. The theater, according to an administrator, was 

already known as being “hip,” and matched the image that those involved in Generation Now 

were trying to promote. The administrators worked very hard to organize the event, and sent 

formal invitations to CEOs, business leaders, state government representatives, and other 

university staff members. Several newspaper reporters were also invited, as well as a television 

crew from the local public station who planned to do a segment on Generation Now.  
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When I entered the theater, its lobby was crowded with students and state leaders, mostly 

in professional dress. The walls were dark red and black, with black-and-white posters from old 

movies framed and hung around the lobby, next to posters of the new art-house films that were 

currently being screen at the theater. The theater had only been open for eight months at the time 

of the event, and its interior looked new and fresh. People were filtering into the theater, and I 

went in to find a seat. The room was not large; about one hundred and fifty plush red seats sloped 

down to the stage and large screen.  

The students sat among the crowd to watch their presentations, and each group would 

come forward to present at the appropriate time. When everyone was seated, the administrator 

who founded the initiative got up and spoke.  

We have people here from business, from the governor’s office, from the colleges 

and universities, from major media, and most importantly the students, who have 

been working on these ideas all semester. We’re going to talk about “how can we 

retain and attract the best and brightest workforce?” (Fieldnotes, May 2008).  

The phrase the administrator used, the “best and brightest workforce” was invoked many times  

in public speeches and documents about Generation Now, underlining how the initiative was 

particularly interested in the type of young person capable of achieving personal success. The 

administrator also contextualized the initiative within projects of regional development in other 

parts of the world with his following words:  

A number of years ago, when I was a graduate student studying in at Trinity 
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University in Dublin, Ireland, I remember seeing an ad that showed some Irish 

students and the tagline was “Meet the New Europe.” And, since that time, 

Ireland has become the economic wunderkind of Europe. In this room, we have 

“The New [name of state],” as well as the establishment, those leaders in business 

and government and old people like me (laughter in audience). We’re here to hear 

from “The New [name of state],” and we need to listen carefully to them and after 

they present let’s engage in a very good dialogue about our state and what we can 

offer. (Fieldnotes, May 2008) 

Here the administrator invokes not just a regional success story, but the marketing of a regional 

success story. It is the marketing plans that were of interest to Generation Now leaders – what 

did they look like and how did people respond to them? The university administrators were 

hoping the students could provide them with some great marketing ideas.  

The first group of students to present their marketing plans was, I later found out, 

perceived to be disorganized. My fieldnotes from the day describe the scene:  

Two men and two women stood on the stage. They said that they were missing 

one member of their group who hadn’t been able to make it. They were all pretty 

casually dressed; one of the men had long hair and was unshaven, with a wrinkled 

blue shirt, khakis, and a tie. The other young man was clean-shaven with spiky 

hair, and was similarly dressed. The women had sweaters and khakis on.  

The unshaven man asked everyone in the audience to stand up. He asked how 

many people in the audience had all the information they wanted about the job 

opportunities available when they graduated. “If your experience upon graduation 
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was going to a career center and having a Cinderella story, with little animals and 

birds singing and helping you get your resume ready and sewing you the right 

clothes and getting you the right interviews, then please remain standing,” he said. 

Everyone sat down. (Fieldnotes, May 2008)  

The students projected a very plain Powerpoint on the huge screen behind them. The slides had a 

basic background, no images and several spelling mistakes. The tone of cynicism with the 

college’s career center continued throughout the presentation. At one point the unshaven male 

student took the microphone back and said that they also found that the job fairs were very 

inconsistent, and the companies who went to them didn’t find good candidates at those job fairs. 

“The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different 

results” (Fieldnotes, May 2008), he said.  

This presentation was received better than the next one, in which the professor stood up 

and announced that the next group had been unable to make it to the event. He proceeded to 

summarize the ideas of the students. I heard several comments afterward about how odd and 

unprofessional this presentation was.  

The third presentation was done by the group that I had observed at a small college. They 

presented a video they had made of interviews with young professionals around the state 

describing their careers and lives. An administrator told me later that he thought the video was a 

great idea, but the quality was too poor to be useful. “I really thought [the small college group] 

was going to knock it out of the park,” he said, and it was “just crap.” “Why was it so bad? Why 

couldn’t they have put the camera closer?” (Fieldnotes, May 2008).  
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These presentations did not compare favorably in the eyes of administrators with the 

university marketing class that had been so well organized from the beginning of the semester. 

My fieldnotes describe their presentation: 

The [university] group looked very polished next to the previous two groups. Four 

of the nine students were up on stage, doing the presentation. All wore dark suits, 

the two women in skirt suits and heels. Serena and Tracy both have long dark hair 

they wore straight and long, and the men had freshly gelled hair.  

Garth and Serena stood on one side of the stage, and Mel and Tracy on the other. 

The Powerpoint presentation projected behind them was colorful, with pictures 

and very polished looking compared to the previous two. They didn’t have notes 

or look back to the screen, they had clearly practiced often and had their points 

well memorized. The mic pass-offs were smooth without any fumbling or looking 

questioningly at each other as the previous groups had done. (Fieldnotes, May 

2008) 

After this presentation, the students were told by a woman who had recently been awarded state 

CEO of the year that they were very professional, and that they should be very proud of 

themselves. No such compliments were given to the other groups.  

I found out later how uncomfortable the university administrators were with the 

presentations describing problems with the career centers. Representatives from the career 

centers were in the audience. An administrator quietly told me later that he wasn’t happy with 

the first two presentations. “They just didn’t sit well with me,” he said. “They were too negative. 

[Another administrator] was worried about them, because he felt like they were just bashing the 

career centers. Well, it was [the state] in the raw” (Fieldnotes, May 2008).  
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When I saw the same administrator a week later, he and a young professional were 

discussing the event. “I just wanted to leave when I heard the comment about being hungover,” 

the administrator said, “I wanted to just disappear. My heart just sank.” The young professional 

said “someone needs to tell them that it’s not appropriate to make comments like that. I knew the 

[state capital’s newspaper] was there, and all I could think was, oh no, they just got the nugget 

they need to debunk this whole thing.” “I know” said the administrator, “but it was [name of 

reporter], and I knew she wouldn’t do that. She ran a straight piece. [Public television station] 

will cut that comment out too. The [university] students knew not to make comments like that.” 

The young professional told the administrator that the students need to be told to go get some 

inexpensive business clothes at the Gap [retail clothing store]. “There was one girl there,” she 

said, “wearing the shortest little summer dress with spaghetti straps. It was something I might 

wear at the beach, or on a cruise. And she kept getting up to get food, and sitting back down.  

You could just tell that she thought she looked so good” (Fieldnotes, May 2008). In the next 

section I consider the why the distinctions among the two groups were focused on by state 

leaders.  

Class Differences in the Quest to be Young Professionals 

Figure 9 adds to the map of the social relations of young professionals that has been built 

throughout this research analyses. This chapter shows how college and university professors can 

be integral to students’ educations regarding “young professionalism.” It also reinforces the role 

of the state government and established business professionals, who were involved directly in 

observing the students and making judgments about the students regarding both the content and 

the style of their presentations.   
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The two groups of students I observed learned marketing in two distinct ways. The large 

university marketing class had a small group of students working in a very structured process 

given to them by a professor who had used that same process in previous semesters with other 

students. The other class I observed worked in a larger group, and did not have a clear process 

given to them by the professor. Their classroom, according the administrator who observed their 

work, seemed very chaotic. This more “chaotic” experience did not appear to be an anomaly in 

[the state], as the two other groups of marketing students from another small college also seemed 

disorganized; indeed, one group did not even show up to the presentation.  

 The local leaders and media representatives at the presentation only saw the final 

outcome of the projects that had taken the whole semester. From what I heard, while the students 

were not directly blamed for their unprofessional presentations, neither were the vastly different 

circumstances of the groups understood or considered. One group had a lot of support from their 

professor, their parents and their peers, while the other group was operating in a much less 

structured environment with less support. Both classes had worked all semester on the project, 

but only one “should be proud of themselves.” The state leaders attending the theater 

presentation were not able to see what I have shown in this chapter – that one group was not 

prepped and well-prepared and hand-held during the process while the other group was. The end 

result was that one group – that from the more renowned and expensive large university - 

appeared harder working, more dedicated and passionate, and more creative than the others.  

 As described in the previous chapter, university leaders were aware of the pressure on 

them to provide the employees for the regions’s economy. “Let’s Keep [the state]’s Best and 

Brightest” (Fieldnotes, Jan. 2009), the phrase used by the Chancellor at the opening of the theater 

event for the student marketing presentations, became the initiative’s tagline for a time. By 
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having the students present their plans to a broader audience, the university was able to display 

some of their “best and brightest” – but in the process, a hierarchy of potential employees – from 

the polished and the professional, to those that still needed to “work on” themselves, was also 

displayed.  This visible hierarchy corresponded with the well-known statuses of higher 

educational institutions in the state. Given that a large percentage of the students at the small 

state colleges are in the first generation of their family to attend college, the theater event can be 

seen as an example of how difficult it can be for the working classes “to compete with those with 

significant cultural and social advantages” (Brown 2003: 164).  

The advantages of those attending the large university were very likely to continue, as 

corporate recruiters from elite businesses in the United States tend to hire from a small number 

of elite universities. As Brown (2003) explains,  

Elitism in education and the job market are mutually reinforcing as top 

universities report the labor market successes of their students to highlight the 

value of their credentials, which in turn is justified by the imputed qualities of the 

students that attend that university. (197) 

In this way, “formal educational structures tend to reward the kinds of capital (particularly the 

cultural capital) possessed by the middle class. Education is, therefore, central to the 

intergenerational reproduction of social priviledge” (Waters 2009, 1868). 

 As I show here, the differences I saw between the higher education institutions were not 

only nominal, but reflected very visibly in the public performance. Those differences could be 

blamed on the individuals, but I saw in my research how the state university the students had a 

clear structure, the support of their parents and professors, and they supported each other, sharing 

valuable knowledge about how to act as a professional. 
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The students who were more successful were from the more elite state university’s 

business school. The other groups were from the smaller, more rural state colleges, which do not 

have endowed, prominately named business schools and operate on much smaller budgets. This 

theater presentation displayed to the local business community that students from one school are 

more likely to be more successful than students from the others. Those students should be “proud 

of themselves,” as one audience member told them. In the next section I show how the students’ 

projects in their marketing classes were ultimately translated by university leaders into a 

marketing story that was useful to the initiative.  

Presenting the “Best and Brightest”: The Real Marketing Plan 

Involving the students brought the ruling relations of regional economic competition 

directly into the classroom, and ultimately, the students’ involvement in Generation Now was 

incorporated into the marketing of the initiative in a manner that coalesced with those ruling 

relations. As with Generation Now’s survey, ideas and voices were solicited and listened to, and 

then mostly put aside so that only certain kinds of facts and images end up in the final public 

Generation Now documents.  

 At the theater event in the state capital, an administrator got up after all the presentations 

from the different marketing students around the state and asked the students to raise their hands. 

About two-thirds or so of the student in the audience raised their hands. “How many of you 

changed your opinions about [the state] as a result of this project?” he asked. About half of the 

students raised their hands. “Was it a positive change or a negative change?” he asked. Some 

said positive, and I also heard many people say “both.” “Positive,” said the administrator, “that’s 

great” (Fieldnotes, May 2008). The administrator’s perception that the students changed their 
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impressions of the state for the better became a significant component of the marketing of the 

initiative.   

It was the students themselves, not their ideas, which ultimately became part of the 

marketing images produced by Generation Now. While the students’ input was sought, what they 

offered did not, for the most part, fit into the marketing documents Generation Now leaders 

wanted to create. The marketing plan that university leaders envisioned for Generation Now 

would include images of proactive, career-oriented young students and professionals able to 

engage in the institutional marketing language being used – not a group of students “complaining 

about the universities and career centers.”  

Images of a convinced target market – successful students who would stay in the region - 

were found among the students who had worked on Generation Now. One anecdote about a 

student was added into the administrators’ PowerPoint presentations. This particular student had 

been planning to leave the state upon graduation, but after working on the initiative during the 

course of the semester in his marketing class, he changed his mind and decided to stay. Several 

other students had also changed their minds, and a slide that mentioned this was inserted into the 

initiative’s official presentations. It was the students and images of their possible futures that 

became part of the marketing texts. An article in a major newspaper for the New England region 

described the theater event and one of the students involved:  
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Figure 9: Young Professionals: A Complex of Relations 
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To the state's brain-drain fighters, [student x] is a success story. Before working 

on a mock marketing campaign to keep [the state’s] college graduates in the state, 

the [small local college] junior was set on moving to California, lured by nightlife 

and glitz. Now he plans to stay.  

"California is more flashy than [the local regions]," said [student x], who grew up 

in [town x]. "But when it came down it, I realized that everything they offer there 

is offered here."  

All of the groups said much more needs to be done in communicating the [state]’s 

virtues to younger people — affordable housing (compared to [major city]), 

safety, the availability of a “metropolitan lifestyle,” even good-paying jobs. The 

power of information in students’ hands was such that five of the eighteen 

students who worked on [the small local college’s] thirty-five-member project and 

had expected to leave the state — including [student x] — changed their minds 

and decided to stay in [the state] as a result of their research. (Source hidden for 

confidentiality, May 2008)  

The textual practices used by this initiative institutionalized enterprising career actions, 

reproducing and normalizing images of successful young professionals living and working 

happily. While there was a myriad of stories that could be told using the students’ experiences 

and work they did with Generation Now, only one (positive, enterprising, career-oriented) 

understanding of the students and their experiences was ultimately reflected in the Generation 

Now textual process. More complex stories about the students’ “complaints,” or their struggles at 

the smaller, lesser-known colleges, or their difficulties in paying for school or finding a job, did 

not have a place in the institutionalized reality created by Generation Now.    



143 

 

The students did derive benefits from working with Generation Now and many used their 

experience working on the initiative to their own advantage. Many were able to use it as an 

experience they could leverage into a job. One of the students, L., told me that she had used the 

experience of the marketing class in a “bunch of interviews. They ask about a time when I’ve 

had to solve a problem and coordinate a lot of people and resources, and my mind went blank, 

but then I thought, Oh yeah! Workshop [marketing workshop – the title of the class]” 

(Fieldnotes, May 2008). Also, as evidenced by their presentation, many students were able to 

take advantage of the opportunity to express their own frustrations with aspects of attending 

college or university and looking for a job. They were not passive participants in a project 

created by university administrators; they used the tools they had to do their own research and 

make the project useful for their own lives.  

Through interviews with human resources managers and data gathered from the labor 

department, Chapter 7 shows that the job market is complicated and the number of jobs available 

to young professionals in the state is limited. As the first-generation students and workers I 

interviewed discussed, the gap is widening between the promises that business and state leaders 

make about the rewards of higher education and the reality of the job market. .  
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CHAPTER 7 

“YOU CAN’T MARKET YOURSELF OUT OF THAT”: THE MISALIGNMENT OF 

HIGHER EDUCATION AND CAREER 

 

Introduction 

The previous chapters in this dissertation uncover how the everyday lives of young 

students and workers are coordinated by the social relations of new careers and young 

professionalism. This chapter revisits these findings in interviews with business leaders. Like the 

Generation Now leaders and young students and workers discussed previously, business leaders 

are enmeshed in the social relations of career. By focusing on this group’s perspective, I was able 

to uncover more of the “workings of translocal ruling relations” (Campbell & Gregor, 2004: 90). 

As Campbell and Gregor (2004) explain, “Generalizability in institutional ethnography relies on 

discovery and demonstrating of how ruling relations exist in and across many local settings, 

organizing the experiences informants talked about” (Campbell & Gregor, 2004: 89).   

Throughout the interviews and speeches presented in this chapter, I was interested in 

uncovering the external logics, or ruling relations, that business leaders were accountable to. I 

found that the words of the research participants added complexity and depth to the map of social 

relations already constructed. The participants engaged with the discourse of young 

professionalism, and those who were hiring professionals indicated an interest in “employable” 

young workers with the desired educations, skills and personalities. These same participants, 

however, used some words that indicated they understand the impossibility of meeting their 

hiring standards given the state of local public education.  
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Several of the business leaders very clearly indicated their concern with disconnects 

among local public education – at all levels – and the job and career opportunities available at 

their organizations and communities. The results of the interviews I conducted support the notion 

that employers’ needs for college-educated young professionals are more complex than 

Generation Now leaders and others in the state have presumed and offer more insight into the 

social relations of young professionalism.  

Voices from the Community 

Data from interviews with two corporate hiring professionals and from talks given by 

three hiring managers are presented first. These individuals offered a fluctuating and complex 

picture of the state labor market. While all were looking for more employees, they each faced 

distinct challenges. Also presented here are data from interviews with two business leaders. One 

was the head of the state chapter of Society of Human Resources Management who acted as a 

human resources consultant, and the other was the director of a successful non-profit small 

business consulting and start-up incubator. Their perspectives were overlapping in some cases, 

and in others, as I will discuss, conflicting. This complexity reflected, I found, the tensions 

among ruling relations and actual experiences. They were also concerned with finding the “right” 

workers.  

“For the most part, people are open to it.” 

 In the spring of 2009 I interviewed Allison, a recruiter for a large insurance company. A 

down economy had decreased the number of new hires needed in Allison’s organization, and she 

explained that with the high unemployment it was fairly easy for her to find strong candidates for 

her organization.  
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 Allison and her colleagues filled many of the open positions at their company, including 

entry-level positions, with people from out-of-state. She explained that they targeted a large 

number of specific colleges and universities for their entry-level hiring, and two of those schools 

are in-state schools. Her organization sent representatives to interview soon-to-be graduates and 

to attend job fairs at those schools. Allison said that they required a very high grade point 

average for hires from the in-state schools, because they are “lower ranked.”  

We do have certain target schools that we hire from – those with reputable 

technology departments, but we post at double or triple that amount of schools. I 

think we have a good brand at about twenty-four schools, including [two local 

universities], but we post our job openings at about fifty or sixty schools. It’s hard 

to have a good brand at that many schools.  

We do look at Barron’s Rankings when we’re hiring. If the school is ranked 

lower, then we want a GPA of 3.8 and above. Many of the [local] schools are 

lower ranked.  

Allison’s employer offered coveted entry-level positions to recent college graduates, but the 

organizations’ hiring focused on graduates from higher-ranking out-of-state colleges and 

universities. Graduates from most of the local, in-state, institutions would need to have high 

grade point averages to be considered. Allision also explained that, while in past years they 

typically hired students with many different backgrounds and majors and trained them in the 

specialized IT skills they would need. In contrast, this year they weren’t having problems finding 

students with the right skills already in place. “Right now we can really nail the resume,” she 

explained, meaning that she and others within her company could find candidates with the exact 

skills and background they were looking for to fill their open positions. When I asked Allison if 
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they have trouble attracting new employees to the rural area where her organization was located, 

she explained: 

More often the answer is no. Students seem to be willing to try new things…We 

have some possible recruits who have the typical reaction to [the state] being the 

boonies, and don’t want to move here, but for the most part people are open to it.  

We have a booklet we use to sell [the state], it talks about the benefits of the area, 

the ocean and the mountains, being close to [several large cities], and also that it’s 

a sales and income tax-free state. 

Allison did not have a difficult time attracting employees to her geographic area for the entry-

level positions she offered. From her point of view, a marketing campaign to attract more young 

professionals was not crucial; however Allison’s comments about the rankings of local education 

pointed to a major issue. The quality of education in the state was perceived as low, and many 

local students might be locked out of local jobs unless their grade point averages were almost 

perfect.  

“It’s not about age, it’s about skill.” 

 Lauri, the human resources administrator for a large hospital seemed to have a much 

more challenging job finding employees, as open positions on hospital staffs typically must be 

filled by individuals with very specialized educations. When I asked Lauri if she was feeling the 

shortage of young professionals, Lauri explained that when she was searching for a new 

employee, she focused primarily on finding someone with the required education. Lauri told me:   

It’s not about age as much as skill.  I think one of the challenges for us as an 

organization is that there is not––the university system of [New England state] has 

nursing programs and that sort of thing, but in the medical field, there are 
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specialty professions.  There's not a lot of that education around.  For example, 

radiation therapies.  We have some incredible difficulty in recruitment.  Again, 

there are not a lot of those types of programs around.  I don't know that it's 

necessarily for us a young versus old thing, although I do know that I read about 

that a lot in the newspaper. 

Lauri’s knowledge of the need for young professionals came from the media coverage of the 

aging workforce and need for young workers, which at the point when I interviewed her in 2009, 

had largely been shaped by press coverage of Generation Now.  

When I asked Lauri to tell me more about her hiring needs and how she might be able to 

find more of the type of workers the hospital was looking for, she said a big concern in the 

medical industry was getting more people interested in pursuing the specialized degrees the work 

required. She explained that individuals who have identified that they were headed into the 

medical field early in their education were the most likely to go onto the post-secondary training 

they would need, but the state did not offer the specialized education for those jobs. As Lauri 

stated:  

It's really getting out to the younger people in the high schools and even in the 

middle schools to be thinking about how do you prepare to be in the medical field, 

and do you even know about the medical field?  … [Our state], just like any other 

state, has done a great job of identifying the nursing shortage… [however] nurses 

are one piece of that pie.  There's a medical technologist who has to support that 

care.  There's a respiratory therapist who has to support their care.  Look at the 

incidences of cancer amongst older people, so there are radiation therapists and 

others…the list goes on and on. 
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Lauri’s understanding that people should be encouraged to work in the medical field much 

earlier in their education pointed to the difficulty of putting the right people into the right jobs 

when the specialized schooling takes years of preparation and is not available in many regions.  

“We should be identifying people in high school.” 

Along with the interviews, I also attended several symposium workshops that offered 

chances for business leaders to explain to university leaders and state government officials their 

difficulties in finding, developing, and retaining workers in their organizations. One symposium 

was held at a small local state college. The challenge that day was to discuss new ways the 

college could provide local business leaders with the workers they needed. Several business 

owners and managers spoke about their hiring challenges to university administrators, 

government officials, local employers and business professionals. John from [Company A] spoke 

first.  

My company has one hundred and fifteen people, and plans to double within the 

next three years. We are dedicated [to the state], and this area is of huge 

importance in precision engineering, it’s a hub for diamond machining from all 

over the world. We need twenty people right now with a technical education. 

They need trigonometry, physics. Right now all the businesses in the area are just 

stealing people from each other. We’re going to need twenty more a year from 

now. We should be identifying people in high school, and putting them into 

modernized internship programs. We want people to come out of school with 

academic and practical experience. We’re willing to invest in the schools, but 

there needs to be someone to help facilitate the program.  
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John, like Lauri, was looking for employees with very specific skills. He also believed that the 

earlier people could be pointed towards the types of careers his organization offered, the better.  

Next Nate, from [Company B] spoke. He was looking for “well-rounded” employees – 

with the right technical skills and ability to communicate. 

My company builds websites, integrates small businesses with web-based 

application, and helps companies to prototype ideas. We have ten people in the 

company, with offices in Miami and Las Vegas. We want to bring business from 

those areas into [our state]. In general, we need well-rounded students. I don’t 

need people who come out of vocational programs, what I need is basically great 

geeks who also speak English (laughter from audience.) And I’m not referring to 

foreign workers, but the difficulty that many geeks have with communication. I 

need people who can solve business problems and think about bigger goals. 

Everybody is in sales and customer service today. I want geeks who know 

accounting, who know marketing.  

On the technical side, I want [this local college] to become a technical center, a 

center for new technology, at the forefront of new Internet technology. It’d be 

great if the school were nationally known. I’m passionate about the infrastructure 

of this area. We’re at a serious competitive disadvantage with other areas of the 

country. We need fiberoptics, broadband and wireless throughout this area. The 

college should be the catalyst for these efforts.  

The final speaker on the panel was Mike from [Company C]. He was from a local furniture 

company, and spoke about the changes he lived through in his industry.  
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We build furniture for schools and daycares. We’ve heavily invested in machinery 

and lean manufacturing, and foreign competition is our biggest issue right now. A 

bookcase from China can be half the cost of ours.  

We went from one hundred to sixty people. The people we need are not people in 

flannel and bluejeans running tablesaws, now they use a CNC [computer 

numerical controlled] machine. We’re not looking for two hands and a heartbeat 

like in the old days. I’m a local, so I’ve watched the decline in manufacturing in 

this region, and the decline in the prestige of woodworking. It’s seen as dirty and 

lowpaying now. We’re looking for skills, math, computer skills, people who can 

understand the concepts behind how machinery works, so that when they walk 

past a smoking drill bit they understand that something is not right.  

We also need people who understand green materials, because our customers ask 

about them, and green processes. We need people who understand safety 

implications, because the cost of workers comp has tripled in the past three years. 

We need graduates who understand marketing, ethical business practices, and 

have good personal skills. A lot of people come to us who don’t know how to 

interview well, they complain about their last employers. We need people who 

can be creative, innovative and take initiative.   

John, Nate, and Mike all spoke about needing specific kinds of highly employable technical 

workers and were asking for changes in the local education practices. Again, the hierarchy of 

higher education facilities is reflected in Nate’s words, as he is not looking for people from 

vocation schools, he wants “good communicators.” 
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 The discourse of regional economic development was present in the words of some of 

these business leaders. They were concerned about their own organizations’ success, and they 

knew that to compete in the global market they needed the advantages of infrastructure such as 

better broadband access and improved public education. 

“You can’t market yourself out of that.”  

 In the spring of 2009 I also interviewed Tanya, the director of a non-profit 

entrepreneurship center in a small city. The center had consultants who worked with local 

entrepreneurs to help them develop their businesses, and also offered office space for start-up 

companies. She knew of Generation Now, but was not particularly supportive of its mission. 

When I asked her if she knew of the initiative Tanya told me: 

I've followed this initiative, too, and I’m not at all convinced that we want college 

students [to stay after graduation].  I think it's useful for them go to off to the big 

cities and get other experiences and to bring them back.  Have you studied Jane 

Jacobs and her work at all?  Just that idea––I remember one of her ideas was that 

urban areas––that creativity was a result of––it happens around the edges of 

different cultures. There are so many cultures and so many different things going 

along that––but the meeting of those two that creativity happens.   

I grew up in [midwestern state] in a rural community. Went to [major east coast 

metropolis].  Lived there for seven or eight years.  I think that sparked my 

creativity in a way that would never have happened if I hadn't had those two very 

different experiences….I don't know that it's a great place to be twenty-

something, and it depends on who the twenty- something is.  We do need 

opportunity for that, but I think it's not so bad that people go away.  The main 
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question is - are they coming back during their most productive years, and do we 

have productive capacity to offer them opportunity?   

Tanya was particularly concerned with the quality of the public schools in the state.  

I think if people are going to come back, are we giving them an experience, K–12 

[kindergarten through twelfth grade], that makes them feel like they're welcome 

and want to be back?  We've got high schools that basically everybody's saying, 

“We are not pouring money into you guys.  You are not worth it.”  Why would 

somebody want to return to the community?  The first eighteen years wasn't a 

great experience because they didn’t feel like the community valued them.  Why 

would they come back and subject their kids to that? 

She connected crumbling public schools to the desire for so many young people to leave 

the state. A marketing campaign, in Tanya’s estimation, was not the answer to convincing 

more young people to stay in the state.  

…there's talk about changing [our school system], but that hasn't happened.  Until 

[the reality of school and the reality of work] match…you can't market yourself 

out of that…I think there's a ton of frustration on the part of the business 

community about what colleges are producing.  I think there's some 

understanding at some levels of those universities that that's the case, but the 

ability to change in academia is very hard. 

Tanya summed up what I had been hearing from local employers – employers’ needs 

were not met by graduates of local colleges – their skills and abilities upon graduation 

were not the quality or type needed by local employers.  
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“There’s nothing exciting in terms of employment.” 

 Sarah, a human resources consultant, who was the chair of one of the regional branches 

of the Society for Human Resources Management also agreed to be interviewed. At a time when 

the Generation Now leaders were expressing their frustration with the “misperception” that there 

were few jobs in the state, this professional was not at all optimistic about the job prospects for 

young people in the state.  

They also need to look at the lack of exciting, challenging work here in the state. 

The manufacturing jobs are gone, there’s less information technology work here. 

There’s nothing exciting in terms of employment. We’re the retail capital here. 

There’re restaurants and stores, and those are entry-level jobs but there’s nowhere 

to go from there. I’ve been to two or three conferences in the last year where they 

talk about the “best employers” in the state – but it’s the same four companies 

every time. They are the only ones in the state that seem to be good to work for 

that are going to treat you well.  

This disappointing picture of employment possibilities in the state is quite different from the 

vibrant picture of the state’s corporate atmosphere painted by Generation Now and other state 

leaders. I also heard about the high cost of housing from Sarah.  

The cost of living is too high in [the state], and in a lot of other states you don’t 

have to pay as much for housing. I know there are some efforts to develop some 

affordable housing in the state, but there just seems to be no concerted effort and 

not enough publicity about the problems in the state. 
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A region with a poor job market and lack of housing is not an attractive place for workers. 

Sarah’s perspective is one I heard from others as well – the state needed much more than a 

marketing campaign in order to address its labor market woes.  

Disconnects Between Education and Career 

The interviews with business leaders add more depth and complexity to connections 

among social relations mapped in previous chapters. Demonstrated in this chapter are the ways 

in which young students and workers are being acted upon from the perspective of business 

professionals, and the discourse of young professionalism shapes our knowledge of the transition 

from university into the workplace. Also demonstrated here are the ways business professionals 

use the idea of merit and skills to legitimize existing inequalities, without recognizing the 

differences in opportunities that exist between socioeconomic classes.  

Allison, a human resources representative for a large insurance company, did not indicate 

that she had a hard time finding employees for her organization, especially during the economic 

recession of 2009 when we spoke. She did say, however, that many of the local higher education 

institutions were “lower ranked,” which impacted her perceptions of the students as potential 

entry-level hires. Brown and Hesketh (2003) analyzed the hiring practices of U.S. and U.K. 

organizations, and explained:  

Employers evaluate credentials according to the reputational capital they attach to 

the university or department from which they were issued. Leading employers 

have always targeted elite universities. Recent political sensitivity concerning 

issues of diversity led them to emphasize a widening of the talent pool from 

which to make their selection decisions, but the cost of administering vast 

numbers of applications has led employers to target their recruitment at those 
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universities where they are most likely to receive applications from “serious 

contenders.” This has intensified the entry competition to elite universities. (218)  

I witnessed differences in the quality of education during the months I spent with students from 

the high-ranked local large university and a lower-ranked small rural state college. Allison’s 

targeting of specific schools for hiring was not rare; most large corporations used similar tactics. 

Education quality varies, but as Brown and Hesketh explained, while the value of an elite college 

or university education has risen or remained stable, the value of an education from a lower-

ranked school has decreased.  

Lauri, who recruited for a large hospital, and John, Nate and Mike, the employers who 

spoke at a symposium, were all looking for highly qualified employees. The desired employees 

needed specific technical skills and customer service or management skills. These hiring 

demands were in line with the findings of Brown and Hesketh (2004), who found that, even as 

higher education opportunities have expanded in the United States, hiring managers and 

recruiters did not feel that their hiring pool had increased.  

Sarah’s perception that the state was “the retail capital of the world” may be true, and not 

just for the northeastern United States. Lower-wage jobs in production and service dominate 

most of the labor market (Brown & Hesketh, 2004), including in New England; no more than 

thirty percent of all working Americans are in occupations requiring a bachelor’s degree (Brown 

& Hesketh, 2004). Evidence shows that in New England, most of the jobs available are in service 

and production, as Sarah noted when she explained, “we’re the retail capital of the world.” 

Uchitelle (2010) wrote:  

For young adults, the prospects in the workplace, even for the college-educated, 

have rarely been so bleak. Apart from the 14 percent who are unemployed and 



157 

 

seeking work…23 percent are not even seeking a job, according to data from the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics. The total, 37 percent, is the highest in more than three 

decades and a rate reminiscent of the 1930s.  

The college-educated among these young adults are better off. But nearly 17 

percent are either unemployed or not seeking work, a record level (although some 

are in graduate school). The unemployment rate for college-educated young 

adults, 5.5 percent, is nearly double what it was on the eve of the Great Recession, 

in 2007, and the highest level — by almost two percentage points — since the 

bureau started to keep records in 1994 for those with at least four years of college. 

(219) 

Interviewees Lauri and Tanya linked the problems in higher education to a need to 

improve high school education and to connect students to careers much earlier in their 

lives. In her research, Goyette (2008) found that while many career opportunities do not 

require a four-year college degree, high school students were not being made aware of 

opportunities that require a less expensive two-year vocational degree.  

Contemporary high schools are not structured to meet the needs of students who 

may be well-matched to stable jobs that do not require college degrees. There are 

fewer vocational courses offerings and tracks, with most highs schools expanding 

their college preparatory and even more elite streams, like honors and Advanced 

Placement. High school guidance counselors do not connect students with 

occupational opportunities that do not require bachelor’s degrees, so students who 

might benefit from these options are instead encouraged to create paths to four-

year colleges. (Goyette, 2008: 462-463)  
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The focus on higher education has marginalized the possibilities for careers that do not require a 

four-year college education.  

Despite the evidence that there are not endless possibilities for social mobility and 

successful careers for anyone who goes to college and works hard enough, a growing number of 

young people continue to go into debt to pay for their college degrees. Not only are students 

perhaps paying heavily for degrees that don’t guarantee career success, higher education may be 

amplifying existing class differences and helping to widen the income gap. Goyette (2008) 

explained: 

 Even if students’ increasing expectations of a bachelor’s degree lead them to 

enroll in four-year colleges in greater proportions, there are many other ways that 

higher education serves to stratify students. It is possible that as access to college 

increases for all students, inequality in educational and occupational outcomes by 

social background may be maintained through the type and purpose of the post-

secondary institution a student attends. (477) 

The interviews with local employers and other business leaders showed that, as Tanya expressed, 

there are disconnects between education and problems in the state that cannot be solved through 

marketing.  

Generation Now, the effort to keep more young professionals in a Northeastern state after 

graduating from college, was driven by the assumption that organizations and regions need to 

compete with other organizations and regions to attract and retain young workers who are in 

extremely high demand. Corporate managers and consultants have bolstered the demand for 

young professionals through claims that they are in constant need of new and better employees. 

Management gurus including consultants at McKinsey, a top American consulting firm, have 
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defined the “war for talent” as one of the most important management issues of the past several 

decades (Michaels, Handfield-Jones & Axelrod, 2001). As Michaels, Handfield-Jones and 

Axelrod (2001) explained,  

There are three fundamental forces fueling the war for talent: the irreversible shift 

from the Industrial Age to the Information Age, the intensifying demand for high-

caliber managerial talent, and the growing propensity for people to switch from 

one company to another. Since these structural forces show no sign of abating, we 

believe the war for managerial talent will be a defining feature of the business 

landscape for many years to come. (3) 

While organizations have ramped up their abilities to attract and retain elite employees, regional 

leaders have also invested heavily in the war for talent, bringing in cultural activities and state-

of-the-art technology and creating marketing plans that showcase their geographic region. 

Individual students and workers are pulled into the competition. Budding young professionals 

(and their parents) make huge personal investments into education and go into debt to pay for 

college educations. As students and young workers they work incredibly hard to make and keep 

themselves employable.  

While many leaders and individuals take the perceived increasing need for young 

professionals for granted, others are questioning the logic of focusing on developing more and 

more college-educated knowledge workers. Brown and Hesketh (2004), for example, argued that 

the need for college-educated knowledge workers has been exaggerated. The focus on 

developing appropriate employability skills of the workforce, they explained, needs to be 

tempered by research on the actual demand for knowledge workers and the way organizations 

use their capabilities. Most workers do not need a college education according to Brown and 



160 

 

Hesketh, who explain “For every individual with the title manager in the US economy, there are 

another four workers who are either making the product or serving you with it” (42). Other 

research adds to their evidence. Pryor and Schaffer (1999) found “the number of jobs requiring a 

university education is increasing at a slower rate than those who have the commensurate 

education” (30), and Goyette’s (2008) research suggested that perceptions of higher education 

are changing – as four-year higher education degrees become the norm, the perceived value of a 

four-year degree is decreasing. 

Although the business leaders whose words are presented here hope for improved 

education structures within the state, they also must know that the tax structure of the 

state does not allow for extra funds for major changes to public education. In fact, many 

businesses are established in the state because of its low taxes and “favorable” business 

climate. Ultimately it is “better” workers with particular backgrounds, skills and 

personalities that they desire. Previous chapters have shown how difficult it can be for 

young students and workers to navigate the discourse of new careers. This chapter shows 

how that discourse penetrates the business community. Even though employers feel the 

lack of state support for their organizations, employees, and co-residents, what they are 

ultimately asking for is continual improvement in individual performance.  
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CHAPTER 8 

REFLECTING ON THE SOCIAL ORGANIZATION OF CAREER 

Introduction 

My interest in careers developed during my own transition from college into a career in 

human resources as a recruiter. It was a stressful process for me; one that, at many times, felt 

random and chaotic. In my new career where my primary responsibility was finding candidates 

for open positions in my organization, I met many others who were also embarking on new jobs. 

I couldn’t help but wonder about their paths as well as mine – how did we all end up in our jobs, 

our new life paths? Moving into scholarly research on careers and career transitions has given 

me a chance to reflect on those years and think about how my own actions were coordinated by 

ruling relations in the late 1990s. Upon reflection, I see that I was negotiating competing notions 

of career success, partly feeling as though I should engage work that would directly make use of 

my major in Latin American Studies, but also feeling as though I should take advantage of the 

“new economy” that was, ostensibly, making so many of my peers wealthy. I chose to try the 

high-tech corporate world. Jobs seemed plentiful, and building a young professional career was, I 

think, easier than it is today. That world was for me, however, never comfortable.  

During this dissertation research project my interest in entry-level careers was deepened 

through another personal career transformation – into a teacher at the college level. Throughout 

the research and writing of this dissertation I have also been teaching management students at 

two different public higher education institutions. Most of the students I’ve taught to date have 

graduated from college during a serious economic recession, and my concern for them has 
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increased my sense of urgency in understanding the economic structures and social pressures 

they face as they begin their careers.  

My research demonstrates that the discourses of new careers and young professionalism 

coordinate individuals’ actions and exacerbate existing inequities. Institutional ethnographic 

methods were used to trace the direct connections among everyday lives and the ruling relations 

of career and regional economic development. The study presented here helps to fill a gap in the 

career research and puts careers into external contexts (Gunz et al., 2008; Khapova & Arthur, 

2008; Mayrhofer, Meyer, & Steyrer, 2007). Existing contextual careers research often focuses on 

the organization as the context for career. Lawrence and Tolbert (2007), for example invoke the 

idea of ‘opportunity structure,’ which for them “refers to the set of probabilities that individuals 

with given attributes will gain access to career-related rewards” (402). Career related rewards, in 

their model,  include “formal recognition, such as promotions, salary, and benefits, as well as 

less formal rewards, such as public acknowledgement, selection for important committees, or 

assignment to critical tasks and responsibilities” (Lawrence & Tolbert, 2007: 402). The 

institutional ethnographic framework used here adopts a very different notion of context. Here, I 

start from people and their actual experiences and trace outwards, far beyond organizational 

“boundaries.” Opportunity structure, in my understanding, looks at the advantages and 

limitations placed on individuals through translocal relations of ruling to which they are 

accountable. This research questions the beneficence of management, and ultimately uncovers 

consequences of the discourse of new careers that are felt in particular by those from lower 

socioeconomic strata.  
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Generation Now Update 

As I write this, it is not yet apparent whether Generation Now has achieved its stated goal 

and had a measurable impact on retaining more college graduates in the state. However, as the 

original university initiative morphed into a separate non-profit organization, it has become clear 

that something meaningful has been accomplished. Although the funds were never generated, 

establishing Generation Now was, in many ways, a savvy decision. The university administrators 

were under tremendous pressure to bring more funds into their school, and Generation Now 

provided a potential avenue for this to happen. Because of Generation Now, there is now a 

greater public presence of the existing local young professional community and more public 

discourse depicting the state as a place where young professionals can successfully build careers 

and have a “hip lifestyle.” While this may be a positive change for those who already have local 

careers, the heightened awareness of the qualities of “employability” has made life more stressful 

and difficult for those who do not fit into the discourse. There are structural inequities built into 

contemporary career models that are not being addressed by leaders in the state. In this 

dissertation, I used institutional ethnographic methods to start from the experiences young 

students and workers and map the social relations surrounding them. This mapping process has 

made apparent the difficulties caused by the socioeconomic inequities ignored by careers 

discourse and left out of the young professional discourse perpetuated by Generation Now. 

 As has been discussed in this dissertation, contemporary successful careers involve much 

more than a job; they also include a particular lifestyle that incorporates working on your career 

while off the job. The new career framework and discourse naturalizes the idea that those who 

are successful are harder workers and more passionate than those who are less successful. People 

who are having a more difficult time building a successful career are blamed for their struggles. 
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Generation Now has achieved what it was intended to do, in that the university has gained a 

presence in the state, and it has given those who are already successful greater media presence 

and more opportunities to network, but has not offered real change for those who are still 

struggling. 

 The launch party for Generation Now as a new non-profit and website that I attended in 

the fall of 2010 was billed as a networking event. “Bring your business cards,” the invitation 

read. The attendees of the party were successful young professionals: university administrators, 

board members of Generation Now, leaders of young professionals’ networks around the state, 

and members of the governor’s task force on young worker retention that had recommended to 

the Governor that he support Generation Now, and the media. As with the public chamber of 

commerce meetings I had observed several years prior when Generation Now was being 

launched, representatives from the entire complex of social relations depicted in Figure 1 were in 

one room.   

 The purpose of the event was to celebrate the region and the efforts to change its image: 

from farming and industrial economy into a place where young professionals would want to live 

and work. Shifting the image of the state is crucial for a state whose leaders need to grow the 

state’s economy and compete in a global market, and for individuals who need to compete in a 

global career market. But, as this dissertation has shown, the marketing of the young professional 

class and lifestyle has hidden many of the complexities of being a young student or worker in the 

state. The differences in access to education, knowledge of professional culture created by 

socioeconomic class structure are not acknowledged by young professional discourse. The 

language of young professionalism ultimately strengthens the barriers to entry into the young 

professional class. 



165 

 

 The website for Generation Now is now live and continually updates with new job 

opportunities and activities for young professionals in the state. On the website one can find an 

explanation of Generation Now and its goals.  

The goal of [Generation Now] is to expose more young people to the advantages 

of remaining in or returning to [the state]. The overall effort builds off the work of 

the [university] and partnering organizations that established [Generation Now] in 

2007. This effort set a goal of encouraging more the new graduates to stay in the 

state. 

[Generation Now] was established as a nonprofit organization in April 2009 to 

further the original initiative, support and advance several recommendations made 

by the Governor’s Task Force on Young Worker Retention in the spring of 2009, 

and serve as an independent organization to run a website and associated 

marketing effort geared at providing comprehensive information on what [the 

state] can offer to the 20-30 year old demographic in terms of staying, working, 

and playing here. 

[Generation Now] was incorporated by the heads of five prominent statewide 

organizations…It is governed by a Board of Directors that includes representation 

from the five incorporating organizations, several of the state’s young 

professionals’ networks, and the task force. 

The primary focus for the organization for 2010 is the development and launch of 

the [Generation Now] web site... Designed as a destination site for the 20-30 year 

old market, this website will include robust content, links to employment tools 

and opportunities, and social marketing tools and services. 
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These words reflect the goals of the initiative outlined by Generation Now leaders in their 

previous white paper and presentations to the public. In all of these documents, read by many 

people in multiple locations, young professionals are presented as consumers making careful 

career choices, rather than as embodied workers navigating complex social and economic terrain.  

At the Generation Now launch party, I spoke to one young woman (a small “hero” from 

Figure 1) who was struggling to find a job or an internship. Dressed in a long dress, she looked 

out of place among the many dark suits. Karla was a student at the local community college who 

would soon graduate with a degree in computer science. “I’m looking for either a job or an 

internship at this point,” she told me, “something in web design or production; I’m trying to get 

my foot in the door.” Karla told me she’d been looking for months, and hadn’t found anything 

yet. Together, we spoke to the new director of Generation Now, Dayna. Dayna apologized and 

said she didn’t know of any jobs or internships that would be appropriate for Karla. I caught up 

with Karla at the end of the evening, and she seemed disappointed she hadn’t been able to learn 

about an appropriate job or internship, but she told me that she was hopeful that she would find 

something once she had her degree in hand.  

I felt for Karla, as I knew she was a technical school student, and I had seen throughout 

my research the difficulties graduates from non-elite higher education institutions can face when 

trying to start a career locally. In my research, I had “taken the side of” young students and 

workers. As I mapped the complex of social relations connected together by Generation Now, I 

had found they were often in trying situations. In a time when social protections such as 

unemployment, unions, and social security are being dismantled, I had found that the young 

professional career discourse being promoted by Generation Now can strengthen structures of 
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inequality. Although Karla did not have an elite education, she was accountable to the same 

discourse of young professionalism as her more privileged peers.  

Summary of Findings 

The story of Generation Now is reflective of similar efforts in other regions, as many 

areas are trying to attract young workers in order to grow and compete in the global economy. 

The image of the state has been impacted by Generation Now. This study has shown, however, 

that while the university initiative appears to have strengthened the image of the university and 

the state, stories of complexity and struggle are left out of the marketing campaign with negative 

consequences for those who are in the most need of  university and state resources.  

The figure presented first in Chapter 3 and used throughout this dissertation depicts a 

young student embedded within the social relations of young professionalism. This dissertation 

has shown that socioeconomic background, reinforced through college education is instrumental 

for career experiences. This is not recognized, however, within the discourse of young 

professionalism, as was shown throughout the presentation of data from interviews and 

observations of young students and workers, Generation Now and business leaders.   

Ultimately, the marketing plan that university leaders envisioned for Generation Now 

would include images of proactive, career-oriented young students and professionals able to 

engage in the global economy. For many, however, the lived reality of career remains quite 

distinct from idealized images of young professional careers and lifestyle. This is because of 

differences in the education processes, as seen here in the distinctions between a larger university 

business school marketing class and a smaller college marketing class. One group of students 

had the resources and support to successfully present themselves as young professionals, while 

another group of students did not. Data from first-generation college students who were 
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struggling with the notion of going to college and finding a career also supports the fact that 

becoming a young professional is an expensive, stressful process for many – one that may not 

pay off. Interviews with business leaders around the state show that the promises of job 

opportunities for young professionals may be overblown. 

Implications for Career Research 

Previous research in the field of critical management studies has identified ways in which 

new careers act as discursive control mechanisms. This study extends that research by 

uncovering how the subjectivity of young professionalism is formed, starting from young 

workers and students themselves – current and future young professionals. Institutional 

ethnography, the research approach adopted in this dissertation, recognizes that people are not 

just objects of particular discourses, but they actively practice multiple discourses at once. 

Institutional ethnographers are first and foremost interested in understanding people and their 

everyday lives, and how those lives are shaped by external social relations. By starting from 

people themselves, institutional ethnographers can uncover how they actually enact the worlds 

they inhabit.  

This project starts from the everyday lives of people, specifically the students and young 

workers who were the targets of a university initiative to retain more college graduates in a small 

state in New England and traces specific connections between their lives and the neoliberal 

projects of economic development. Like other critical careers research, I find in this study that 

there is a dark side to “new careers,” and that for many, the struggle to build a “new career” is a 

huge burden. The same discourse is causing these difficulties, also hides them by turning 
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Figure 10: Young Professionals: A Complex of Relations 
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attention to individuals and how everyone must “work on themselves,” rather than the need for 

improved public services.   

 Existing career scholarship has provided frameworks for understanding how careers are 

experienced in the new global economy. While these frameworks have been built upon distinct 

theoretical models, there is agreement among career scholars that successful careers are built on 

self-managing behavior. I have discussed in this dissertation how young professionals are, in 

many ways, the ideal embodiment of enterprising new career actors. The young professional 

discourse presents us with a class of young workers who are well educated, in charge of their 

own careers, making positive impacts on their organizations, committed to their communities, 

and helping to grow the global economy. Despite this, and the growing importance of young 

professionals’ networks in communities around the United States, there is very little careers 

research specifically focused on young professionals and their careers.  

 This research shows how the careers of young professionals are deeply intertwined with 

place and governmental practices. As the state had the goals of economic growth, a specific kind 

of worker is needed. This dissertation uses institutional ethnography to show how young 

professional careers have become important because of regional needs for particular kinds of 

workers. In contrast to career research based on psychological models, this research ties 

individual actions to larger social relations, not through the abstract notions of different “levels” 

of analysis, but rather through institutional ethnographic tracing of actual actions and texts. The 

relations of ruling surrounding competitive economic growth drive individual careers, in part, 

through textual marketing efforts like Generation Now. 
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 This research study presented in this dissertation was longitudinal, observing efforts to 

impact careers over several years. This kind of research is relatively rare in career scholarship. I 

was able to see how broad discussions about careers and the lives of young professionals were 

narrowed into marketing messages. The interview data illustrates the ‘disconnects’ between 

official discourses of career and how individuals experience their own educations and 

occupations. While the discourse of young professionalism is highly positive, the work that goes 

into achieving and sustaining young professional status can be very difficult and expensive. 

These difficulties are caused by structural inequities in governmental processes and educational 

structures, but are hidden. As a result, structural systematic problems are blamed on individuals, 

existing class structures are solidified, and income inequality is exacerbated. 

 Since 2005, income inequality in the United States continues to grow, and wages are 

becoming more and more unequal (Noah, 2010). Career scholars need to understand how career 

practices are contributing to this inequality. While this particular initiative is situated in one 

locality, the textual practices and career discourses that coordinated this initiative are translocal. 

Other processes of competitive regional development might unfold differently; the coordination 

processes, however, derive from similar relations of competitive economic development. 

The kind of textual practice that shapes everyday action through ruling social relations is 

becoming more prevalent (Smith, 2005). While definitions of appropriate behavior and career 

success are coordinated by external relations, part of being enterprising citizens and workers 

means that we internalize the demands that these relations have placed on us. “For if career is a 

matter of personal choice and lifestyle, we only have ourselves to blame for not getting on” 

(Fournier, 1998: 62). The pressure to work harder, do more and succeed seems to be put on us by 

ourselves.  
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Implications for Universities: Who Are We Working For?   

My research included a semester-long study of marketing classes at two distinct higher 

education institutions. This segment of my research shows how education processes can differ 

greatly even when the classes have the same assignment. These differences ultimately are 

reflected most on the students as they present themselves to the public. Those who attend more 

elite institutions are still not immune to debt and extreme stress when finding a job, however, 

particularly in times of economic recession.   

This dissertation offers some critique of universities and their efforts to engage in 

regional economic competition, but it also acknowledges how the administrators themselves 

must contend with translocal ruling relations and the reality of the scarcity of resources offered 

to most public higher education facilities. As budgets grow smaller, working conditions for 

professors, lecturers, and other higher education employees are more and more challenging. 

Furthermore, as shown in this research, classroom conditions have material consequences for 

students and how they are perceived by professional communities. Thus it is important to 

recognize the “opportunity structures” or “opportunity traps” (Brown, 2003) young workers 

contend with are not consequences of the students’ individual actions, but rather resulting from 

patterns of social relations.  

This research demonstrates a need to continue reexamining the roles my peers and I, 

university professors and writers, play as participants in the work of co-creating the textual 

practices of career and being a ‘young professional.’ As we prepare students for careers as 

college-educated young professionals, we become important conduits in the “stretch” of strategic 

management discourse (Greckhamer, 2010). Our primary work has become to provide regions 

and organizations with the kinds of workers needed to be competitive in the global market. This 
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dissertation research, in many ways, shows a continuing need to reexamine the work that we do 

with the intention of serving our students. In our quests to educate and prepare our students for 

the ‘real world,’ who, exactly, are we ultimately assisting most?  

Students are facing the growing reality that their college educations are not a guarantee of 

upper economic mobility, or even security. Growing competitive regions are providing economic 

opportunities for some segments of the population but not others. The interviews I conducted 

with first-generation students and workers indicated that some are frustrated with these widening 

inequalities. Higher education is seen now primarily as a private investment, rather than a public 

good (Brown & Hesketh, 2004) and the investments do not seem to be paying off for many. If 

this continues it is likely that many students will choose not to make those investments and find 

alternative paths after completing their secondary educations.  

Going Forward 

There are many positive aspects to the work done with Generation Now, particularly 

insofar as it was an attempt to support a diverse and vibrant local population. Furthermore, the 

regional young professionals’ organizations around the state are connecting young workers to 

their communities in some interesting ways, including through community service and serving 

on city governments. It seems to be clear, however, that there is much that needs to be done to 

improve the transition into career for young workers.  

Regions are much more than vehicles of economic growth; they are where we must live – 

not just work. Many scholars and activists are already exploring ways to extricate our regions 

from the “battleground” of regional economic development that seems to be an increasingly 

unsustainable war. Beechler and Woodward (2009), for example, call for a new approach to the 

“talent war,” claiming that we need a “new more evolutionary program” (273). The traditional, 
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highly competitive model of fighting for talent, they argue, puts leaders and managers in a 

mindset of scarcity and fear. A more cooperative model will allow for more inclusive programs 

of attracting and retaining the best workers. Furthermore, activists are demonstrating that regions 

are successful venues for bringing about change by shifting structures of inequality (Pastor, 

Benner, & Matsuoka, 2009).   

In an alternate world, where universities are not under such pressure to generate revenue, 

Generation Now could have been conceived of quite differently. It could perhaps have been an 

effort to engage in real, in-depth research about university students. It could also have focused on 

developing apprenticeship programs, such as those found in many European nations, which are 

funded by state revenue and the hiring corporations and directly connect students to employers. 

Comprehensive efforts like these were, however, impossible given the lack of funding that is 

currently directed towards higher education in the United States.  

While establishing more equitable and effective structural links between students and 

their future careers is currently not possible, we can immediately make changes in the career 

discourse we use on university campuses. This research has shown, not only that careers result 

from social relations, but also the negative consequences of the prevalent enterprising career 

discourse, which gives credit (and blame) for career progress (or lack thereof) primarily to 

individual initiative rather than external forces. Along with other critical management research, a 

more holistic, critical understanding of careers can be brought into management classrooms to 

give students an understanding of the very real structural inequities that may pose constraints on 

their careers. Over time, with more concerted public support, structures of higher education may 

shift.  
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A stream of research inquiry into young professionals, an increasingly desired form of 

worker, has been opened up through this dissertation research. The interview research I 

conducted was only a component of my overall study, much more research is needed on young 

professionals and their everyday experiences. In particular, studies that uncover the gender and 

race dynamics of young professionalism are needed. While this dissertation has uncovered some 

of the specific problems caused by differences in socioeconomic class, it has not addressed other 

forms of inequality that are certainly embedded in a discourse that centers on socially 

constructed notions of “the best and the brightest.”  
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APPENDIX 

FIELDWORK AND INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

 

Event Date 

Radio Talk Shows discussing 
Generation Now 

 

Radio Show Feb. 2, 2007 

Radio Show Apr. 10, 2007 

  

Negotiating Access   

Initial meeting with Higher Education 
Administrator 

Mar. 26, 2007 

Phone meeting with Higher Education 
Administrator 

Mar. 30, 2007 

  

Public Meetings where Generation 
Now was presented to community 

  

City Chamber of Commerce Breakfast 
Meeting 

Apr. 12, 2007 

City Chamber of Commerce Breakfast May 17, 2007 

State Chamber of Commerce Breakfast 
Meeting 

Sept. 11, 2007 

State Human Resources Annual 
Conference 

May 6, 2008 

Business for Social Responsibility 
Annual Conference 

May 15, 2008 
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Generation Now Organizational 
Meetings 

  

Various phone calls coordinate survey Aug. 20-Sept. 30 

Phone meeting with Administrator Aug. 10, 2007 

Phone meeting with Administrator Sept. 26, 2007 

Meeting with Administrator Oct., 30, 2007 

Meeting with Administrator and 
Demographer 

Nov. 7, 2007 

Meeting with Administrators Nov. 9, 2007 

Meeting with Administrator and Survey 
Analyst 

Nov. 15, 2007 

Meeting with Administrator and 
Marketing Professors  

Jan. 3, 2008 

Meeting with Administrators Apr. 7, 2008 

Meeting with Administrator and 
representatives from two marketing 
companies  

May 29, 2008 

Meeting with Administrator July, 29, 2008 

Meeting with Administrator and 
marketing representatives      

Aug. 19, 2008 

  

Senior Marketing Class Observations  

Observation of Marketing Classes 
Tuesdays/Thursdays 

January 2008 – May 2008 

Trip to Urban Center February 15, 2008 

Final Presentation of marketing student 
projects 

May 2, 2008 
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Governor’s Task Force Meetings   

Meeting  May 9, 2008 

Meeting June 7, 2008 

Meeting Oct. 10, 2008 

Meeting Feb. 13, 2009 

  

First-Generation Interviews  

Meeting with Admissions Director  Aug. 20, 2008 

Participant Interview Aug. 30, 2008 

Participant Interview Sept. 10, 2008 

Participant Interview Sept. 13, 2008 

Participant Interview Oct. 3, 2008 

Participant Interview Oct. 17, 2008 

Participant Interview Nov. 18, 2008 

Participant Interview Nov. 20, 2008 

Focus Group Oct. 2, 2008 

Focus Group Oct. 16, 2008 

Focus Group Oct. 29, 2008 

Focus Group Nov. 1, 2008 

Participant Interview (follow-up) June 29, 2009 

Participant Interview (follow-up) Oct. 3, 2009 
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Business Leader Interviews  

Small Business Workshop Mar. 28, 2008 

Participant Interview Apr. 29, 2009 

Participant Interview May 2, 2009 

Participant Interview May 27, 2009 

Participant Interview June 1, 2009 

Participant Interview June 15, 2009 

Participant Interview July 2, 2009 

  

Follow-Up Events  

Generation Now Launch Party Oct. 10, 2010 
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