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Abstract
The emphasis on paid employment is strong in Finnish vocational education. However,
the world of work is changing and becoming more insecure. Many researchers have
expressed concern about the impact of these uncertainties on employment opportunities
for young people. This paper discusses vocational education students’ possibilities for
societal belonging in their transition to the changing labour market in Finland. It
explores the students’ visions of a successful transition to working life and a decent
life after this transition. The qualitative data were collected by organising six functional
workshops for vocational students (58 participants). In the conclusion, the paper argues
that in the vocational students’ visions, paid employment constitutes an important
definer of their societal belonging. Furthermore, it demonstrates how strongly the
traditional ideals of worker-citizenship fostered in vocational education influence the
meanings the second- and third-year students ascribe to societal belonging. The paper
suggests that this issue needs to be critically examined in view of the changing labour
market. The question is whether vocational training is able to guarantee graduating
young people a realistic opportunity to build their belonging to society while at the
same time to responding to the needs of the labour market.

Keywords Societal belonging .Worker-citizenship . Vocational education . Youth
transitions .Working life . Capability approach

Introduction

Finding paid employment has been a traditional marker of success in young people’s
transition to adulthood, for example after graduation (e.g. Wyn and White 1997, 95).
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For many young people, this marker of adulthood is becoming more difficult to attain
in today’s economically insecure society (Furlong and Cartmel 2007; Cuervo and Wyn
2016; Chesters and Cuervo 2019). Scholars have argued that some young people
hesitate or even refuse to view their success in this transition solely based on its social
markers, that is leaving home, finding a permanent job and starting a family (Aronson
2008; Mary 2012). Nevertheless, studies have also shown that the personal feeling of
responsibility appears be a central marker of adulthood for young people today, and in
this respect, financial independence remains important (Aronson 2008, 64–65; Mary
2012, 278). For example, according to studies conducted in Finland, young people still
value work highly because they see it as a significant tool for self-realisation and a part
of a good life (Pyöriä et al. 2017; Myllyniemi and Haikkola 2020). Therefore, this
paper is interested in these complex meanings of work in the context of traditionally
working life–centred vocational education.

The traditional goal of vocational education, to produce new skilled (young) workers
for the labour market, has recently been challenged. While the ideal of the worker-
citizen has maintained its importance as the prime motivator of vocational education,
the labour market itself has altered significantly. For example, the developments of
globalisation and technologisation have affected the availability of jobs, reducing
routine and low-skilled work (Pajarinen et al. 2015; Kerr et al. 2020). These differences
in employment prospects, however, vary dramatically between regions and vocational
fields, with some being more vulnerable to change and uncertainty than others (Ojala
et al. 2018, 158; Kerr et al. 2020, 1031). Studies in Finland have found that the
relationship between permanent jobs and precarious employment has remained rela-
tively stable since the 1980s (Pyöriä and Ojala 2016; Rasmussen et al. 2019, 24). At the
same time, however, precarious (part-time, fixed-term, temporary agency and self-
employment) work and related economic uncertainties seem to accumulate to certain
population groups, such as young people with low levels of education or young
immigrants (Pyöriä and Ojala 2016, 362–363; Ojala et al. 2018, 151; Rasmussen
et al. 2019, 16; Maury 2020, 815–816). Some researchers assume that the precarious
position of young people is an intermediate stage that will be corrected in the future
(Pyöriä and Ojala 2016, 363; Ojala et al. 2018, 151). Others, however, have expressed
concern that the working life skills provided by vocational education are no longer able
to meet the growing demands of the changing labour market (Rintala and Nokelainen
2018; also, Kerr et al. 2020, 1031).

In this context, it is important to study young vocational students’ perceptions of
their future working life transitions and determine whether (or if) the changes and the
new demands of the labour market are reflected in them. More specifically, this paper is
interested in vocational students’ understanding of their belonging in society, as well as
how the ideal of the worker-citizen impacts their sense of belonging and capability to
participate in society. Subsequently, the paper works with two theoretical concepts:
societal belonging and capabilities. The paper follows May’s (2013, 83) understanding
of belonging; in other words, it sees vocational students’ experience of post-transition
belonging as built on negotiations with various social groups—i.e. with their friends
and peers, family, vocational education communities and society in general. Conse-
quently, by belonging, the current paper refers to vocational students’ experience of
being accepted as meaningful and respected members of these groups (Anthias 2006,
21). This experience, along with the opportunity to direct one’s life, helps guarantee
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one’s well-being in society and ensure that one can live a decent life in it (Nussbaum
2011, 39). Relying on this starting point of Nussbaum’s (2011) capabilities approach
(CA), the paper examines how vocational students perceive their opportunities to view
themselves as valued citizens after their transition to work. With CA, the aim of the
paper is to stimulate discussion about whether vocational education is currently able to
guarantee students the capabilities they need to find their place in society, the labour
market notwithstanding.

As to its empirical context, the paper focuses on Finland, where vocational education
is relatively popular. Finnish young people begin upper secondary education at the age
of 16. They can then choose between two three-year tracks: academic (general) or
vocational, with the latter strongly geared to the labour market. Approximately half of
the young choose vocational education. The basic objective of Finnish vocational
education is to provide society with skilled workers and, by the same token, ensure
that young people have the skills to participate in society (Lappalainen et al. 2019;
Isopahkala-Bouret et al. 2014). However, several Finnish scholars, adopting a critical
tone, have pointed out that vocational education’s mission seems to be to educate
worker-citizens whose post-graduation participation in society is realised mainly via
working life and work communities (Isopahkala-Bouret et al. 2014; also, Nylund et al.
2018; Lappalainen et al. 2019, 347). Isopahkala-Bouret et al. (2014) have argued that
this ideal of citizenship imposes strong responsibilities in the form of employability,
activity and well-being on vocational students. Given current labour market changes,
this may become a problem, hampering young people’s chances to belong to and
participate in society. This point will be elaborated on as the argument of the paper
progresses.

The data for the study were collected from two Finnish vocational education
providers. In cooperation with the nation-wide ALL-YOUTH research project, six
functional workshops were organised for vocational students nearing graduation. The
participants were second- and third-year students aged 17 to 25 from six vocational
upper secondary programmes. The data—collages and group interviews—were
analysed by applying thematic analysis.

The next section presents a review of the concept of societal belonging and its
relationship to CA, followed by a description of the methodology employed in the
analysis and a presentation of the main findings. The discussion of the paper aims to
contribute to recent research debates around vocational students’ working life transi-
tions given current economic insecurities and their impacts on young people.

Societal Belonging—Opportunity or Responsibility?

According to Wood (2017), by investigating the connections between young people’s
transition to working life and their sense of belonging in society, it is possible to
understand more deeply what it is to be a young person today (see also Cuervo and
Wyn 2014). Investigating vocational education graduates’ sense of societal belonging
can uncover their complex position in the changing labour market (May 2013, 4–6).
Hence, it is reasonable to examine how the ideal of the worker-citizen manifests in
vocational students’ visions of a ‘successful transition’ and self-perceived potential to
achieve societal belonging (Wood 2017, 1182).
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Lähdesmäki et al. (2016) highlight the complexity and convoluted nature of the
concept of belonging. However, they also find the concept useful for studying people’s
social relations and practices at the personal, social and societal levels because it directs
attention toward the power relationships that justify and sometimes deny belonging
(ibid., 241–242). Accepting this argument, the paper views belonging as a two-sided
phenomenon, exploring how the personal dimension of belonging is constructed and
how society’s power relationships enable (or disable) belonging (see Antonsich 2010).
By reference to May (2011, 367–368), this paper sees belonging in a person-centred
way, paying attention to how people actively construct their connections to the
surrounding world in their everyday lives. The aim is to understand belonging not
only in terms of the personal longing to be part of something but also in terms of the
‘politics of belonging’ (Yuval-Davis 2006). The latter refer to the relations of power in
the context in which some people are seen as belonging while others are rendered
outsiders. In other words, a person’s potential to construct a sense of belonging depends
on the way other people and wider society acknowledge that individual’s right to
belong (Yuval-Davis 2006, 203, 207–208; Antonsich 2010, 649–650; May 2013, 83;
Lähdesmäki et al. 2016; 239–240; May 2016, 759).

Although the paper’s focus is on post-transition belonging among young people, it is
worth noting that belonging is a constantly changing process (May 2011, 372).
Nevertheless, an examination of vocational students’ transition to working life is
justified because it raises an important question about the changing labour market. In
conditions of increasing precarity, does a successful transition to working life provide
sufficient tools for maintaining an enduring sense of societal belonging? According to
Wood (2017, 1186), labour market changes and the potential to attain adulthood via
employment have noteworthy impacts on young people’s experiences of belonging.
Some scholars (e.g. Tolonen 2008; Maunu 2018; also, Nikunen and Korvajärvi 2020)
have suggested that by choosing vocational education, young— predominantly work-
ing-class—people trust that they will obtain a profitable position in the labour market.
Vocational education’s social context may, furthermore, foster the political and ethical
ideal of, for example, the worker-citizen, with expectations of achieving paid employ-
ment forming an important part of a young person’s sense of belonging (Yuval-Davis
2006, 203, May 2011, 368; Isopahkala-Bouret et al. 2014, 101–102; Nylund et al.
2018, 112). However, young people’s hopes for a successful transition may prove
unfounded, from the perspective of belonging, if their expectations of finding employ-
ment and a secure position in society are not met (May 2011, 370).

These critical considerations gain further credence through Nussbaum’s (2011)
capabilities approach (CA), which holds that every individual should be equally
respected in society and society should guarantee them certain capabilities1 to support
this ideal and the possibility of a decent life. Thus, CA provides a framework within
which to debate both the politics and structures of belonging and the societal respon-
sibilities of vocational education. In Nussbaum’s (2011, 39) view, ‘affiliation’ (being a
dignified part of the community) and ‘practical reason’ (being able to be true to one’s
self and direct one’s life) are important because they connect to all other capabilities,

1 Nussbaum (2011, 32–34) lists the central capabilities ensuring a decent life: (1) life, (2) bodily health, (3)
bodily integrity, (4) senses, imagination and thought, (5) emotions, (6) practical reason, (7) affiliation, (8) other
species, (9) play and (10) control over one’s environment.
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such as bodily health, the emotions and control over one’s environment. Also, CA
facilitates an examination of the ideal of vocational education, whereby the successful
transition to paid employment leads to graduates’ societal participation as ‘good
(worker-)citizens’ (Isopahkala-Bouret et al. 2014; Lappalainen et al. 2019). Such an
ideal strengthens the social atmosphere in which, according to late modern theorists,
vocational students may learn to think of their societal belonging as a personal
responsibility and a personal success (Furlong and Cartmel 1997, 144; Beck and
Beck-Gernsheim 2002, 24–25; Bauman 2005, 75–76). In this case, the structural
frameworks and practices provided by society play an undetermined role in construct-
ing the conditions of societal belonging. By considering the societal perspective and
society’s responsibilities, CA can enable a more accurate study of vocational students’
visions of a decent post-transition life than previous approaches.

Research Methods

The data were collected within the context of the ALL-YOUTH research project. Six
functional workshops were organised for vocational students from two Finnish educa-
tion providers in autumn 2018 and spring 2019. The aim of the workshops was to
explore students’ expectations and concerns with regard to their transitions to working
life.

The 58 students who participated in the workshops were from six vocational upper
secondary programmes: Electrical Engineering and Automation Technology (two work-
shops); Social and Health Care; Business and Administration; Information and Commu-
nications Technology; Hotel, Restaurant and Catering Services; and Food Production.
The method of empathy-based stories (MEBS) was applied in the beginning of the
workshop. Using this method, the participants produced their own collective narratives
in groups, imagining themselves in someone else’s situation by making a collage from
magazine clippings (Wallin et al. 2019, 525–526). Themethod was used as an orientation
to the group interviews and to counter potential problems in the group interviews, such as
reluctance among participants to express committed personal opinions in front of others,
and to build a relaxed atmosphere for the discussions (Morgan 1997, 15–16; Wallin et al.
2019, 529–530). Because the participants had previously experienced working life
mainly through work placements or traineeships, it was thought to be easier for them
to approach the future working life from a third person’s perspective by using MEBS.

The workshops proceeded as a two-phase process. In the first phase, the participants
composed a visual output (a collage), in which they reflected on their expectations and
concerns about their transition to working life from the perspective of either a success-
ful or unsuccessful transition. They were given magazines, and the assigned task was to
cut out pictures or words that they felt reflected either type of transition. In the second
phase, the participants introduced their outputs to other students in the group interview
sessions facilitated by the researchers. The interviews inquired into the participants’
thoughts about their upcoming transition to working life and their future position in the
labour market, as well as their understanding of a decent life.

The collected data (collages and recorded and transcribed group interviews) were
analysed by focusing on the meanings the workshop participants attributed to their
transition to working life. Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006) was used to
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allow the detailed categorisation of rich and varied data. The analysis was carried out in
two steps. First, a data-driven, inductive approach was applied to the meanings given to
successful or unsuccessful transitions (ibid., 83–84). The analysis began by mind
mapping the themes found in the collages. The interview data were then processed,
with a focus on the expectations and concerns the workshop participants associated
with the transition to working life. In the second step, the analysis focused on the
meanings the participants ascribed to social relationships and independence, social
communities and societal expectations in their visions of a successful or unsuccessful
transition to working life. This phase was more theory-driven because the thematisation
was constructed around (1) the concept of belonging, i.e. the meanings the participants
ascribed to post-graduation societal belonging, (2) Nussbaum’s CA, with its definitions
of affiliation and practical reason, i.e. how they explained their own and others’ chances
for meaningful social relationships and self-determination after the transition, and (3)
‘the politics of belonging’, i.e. what kinds of responsibilities they placed on themselves
and others with regard to paid employment.

Analysis: Working Life as a Guarantor of Societal Belonging

This section describes how vocational students envision the elements of the ‘decent
life’ promised to them upon their entry into working life. Based on the analysis, the
workshop participants seemed to view a successful transition to working life as an
essential prerequisite for societal belonging. Figure 1 presents the dimensions of their
conception of belonging. In the following sections, the main findings of this paper and
these dimensions of belonging will be presented and explained in greater detail.

Self-acceptance—Achieving Independence and Being a Valued Worker

According to the data, the workshop participants’ visions of a successful
transition can be divided into two categories along the dimension of self-

Fig. 1 Dimensions of belonging after the transition to working life
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acceptance (above the axis): being a valued worker and achieving independence
and good self-esteem.

First, their visions highlight the meaning of belonging to a work community and
their urge to be appreciated as skilled workers (B – a valued worker). The chance to
have a comfortable job where one feels valued and can utilise one’s vocational
competence was a central element of success in workshop participants’ visions of a
successful transition. The desire to feel appreciated within the work community relates
to belonging as identification and emotional attachment (Yuval-Davis 2006, 202). The
participants described the desire to be treated as professionals and gain responsibility,
and some hoped that the work community would understand that they were new
graduates. In either case, the feeling of being a welcomed and important part of the
vocational community was central to their visions of a successful transition, as can be
noted in the following quotes from various interviews:

Y12: [The concern is that] the work community won’t let you into the community
and won’t give good instructions for you but will, instead, assume that, now
when you have graduated, you should know everything. And, furthermore, [they]
won’t advise or tell, for example, where one can find tools or what are the
customs in the workplace.

Y2: [The hope regarding work] is to have a good work community and a good
place to work so that you don’t have to go to work every morning feeling
annoyed. Instead, you are interested in what you are doing.

Second, the participating students’ thoughts were connected to the ability to achieve a
life of one’s own (A – good self-esteem). In other words, finding a job where one feels a
meaningful part of a work community and earning a salary were important signs of
accomplishing independence after graduation. A successful transition meant the chance
to determine one’s life independently, regardless of anyone else’s opinion or financial
support (see also Chesters and Cuervo 2019, 235; Cuervo and Chesters 2019, 306–
307). In a similar fashion, previous studies have demonstrated that young people today
place a high value on their autonomy—they yearn to determine for themselves what
kind of life, adulthood and model of worker-citizenship they would like to embody
(e.g. Mary 2012, 319–320; also Arnett 2004, 162). What is noteworthy is that, in the
data, achieving independence was related to self-esteem, or, as one participant
expressed:

Y3: Well, I wouldn’t feel successful [in the transition] if I would have to live with
KELA’s [The Social Insurance Institution of Finland] money.

Furthermore, the workshop participants also attributed considerable value to
social relationships outside working life, though they noted that maintaining

2 The quotes are freely translated from Finnish. The code ‘Y’ means a young person, and the numbering is
used to distinguish the quotes from one another. Hence, the consecutive numbers do not indicate that the
quotes are from the same interview. The quotes have been selected from various group interviews, and the
representativeness of the workshops has been taken into account.
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meaningful social relations would be greatly hampered without income from paid
employment to facilitate meaningful leisure time. To them, leisure time repre-
sents an important counterbalance to work because it allows one to recover and
maintain social relationships. In addition, to many of the students, leisure time
was more important than work. The ability to spend meaningful leisure time with
friends was a significant personal goal in the participants’ visions of a successful
transition, which can be interpreted as a typical characteristic of today’s con-
sumer society (Bauman 2005, 38). Therefore, finding employment was a signif-
icant concern among the workshop participants. Without a paid job and an
adequate salary, a person may become isolated from their social circles, and this
may limit their opportunities to achieve independence. The next excerpts, taken
from two different interviews in which participants are describing the importance
of finding a job, provide good illustrations of this:

Y4: I think [the benefit of work] is the life itself. You won’t get anything out of it
if you’re just at home eating and sleeping and watching TV. You must go out and
be social with other people and explore the world, you know.
Y5: [Work is important], I suppose, so that you can become independent and are
capable of taking care of your own affairs and also capable of buying the things
that you need and living your life in general.

The findings above suggest that there is an association between students’ understand-
ings of a successful transition and Nussbaum’s (2011, 34, 39) practical reason—the
freedom to plan one’s own life—and that this association forms the basis of human
dignity. They, moreover, connect with the capability of affiliation. Nussbaum (2011,
34) argues that, just as it is important to guarantee individuals’ freedom to create and
maintain social relationships, it is also important to ensure that one has a social basis for
self-esteem and feels like a respected member of the community. With their visions of a
successful transition, the participants placed a considerable value on employment for
the sake of attaining desired independence and also an active social life. This value can
be demonstrated with the following quote:

Y6: A person needs a job so that one can get money and have a chance to spend
time with friends when one is free from work. If one, for example, plans to go for
a longer vacation with friends or family, it usually requires a lot of money.

At the same time, the participants expressed that well-maintained social relationships,
friends and family are the most crucial protection against social exclusion.
Interestingly, they did not expect to become socially excluded themselves but relied
on support from loved ones when needed, such as in the case of becoming unemployed.
The importance of social relationships and what May (2013, 88) refers as ‘alternative
belonging’ is evident in the following excerpt:

Y7: Whether you feel like you are part of the group depends quite a lot on the
group that you are part of or, for example, on your group of friends. For instance,
if a large number of people are unemployed, then one may not be so easily
ashamed or anything like that, but if everyone else works, then maybe…
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Altogether, the findings demonstrate the participants’ desire to feel accepted as part
of their vocational community and social circles, which forms the foundation of one’s
experience of belonging (Anthias 2006, 21; May 2016, 759–760). These thoughts of
the workshop participants seem to relate to self-acceptance, i.e. to the feeling that one
has achieved one’s own working life expectations and met the expectations of others.
The following section explains how these findings depend on the value vocational
students ascribe to social relationships and societal acceptance.

Societal Acceptance—Realising the Expectations of Peers, Parents and Society

Returning to Fig. 1, the dimension of societal acceptance (under the axis) can be
divided into two complementary categories that demonstrate the meaning of belonging
as follows: (C) members in the intergenerational chain and (D) tax paying citizens.
These meanings were reflected in the views of the workshop participants, firstly, in
how they felt it important to move forward in their life at the same pace with others in
their social circles to receive appreciation from their peers, family and society. Second,
the students viewed a paid job as a vital means of fulfilling their duties as taxpaying
citizens (see also Ågren et al. 2020). Their viewpoints, in this regard, share similarities
with the political and ethical value systems described by Yuval-Davis (2006, 203),
which maintain possibilities for belonging (May 2016, 759). These value systems were
reflected in the way the participants emphasised the importance of paid employment as
the main means of belonging to society and, thus, reproduced the ideals of worker-
citizenship. This is interestingly evident in the following quote on basic income:

Y8: [Basic income] might make some people lazy and make them think that they
don’t have to do anything because they get the money anyway. Consequently,
this laziness itself reduces human contacts and relationships with other people.
This, on the other hand, worsens a person’s mental state pretty badly. It might
turn things even worse so that the person doesn’t even want to do anything
anymore.

Furthermore, despite the participants’ sense that achieving independence is an impor-
tant part of the transition to working life, it does not appear to be an entirely
individualistic expectation. For example, in the next quote, a participant explains
why they chose certain words for their collage on failed transitions:

Y9: [‘Loneliness’ and ‘bullied’ demonstrate a situation] where one’s acquain-
tances, who are in working life, diminish or bully one for not getting ahead in
one’s life.

Rather, the longing for independence expresses an individual’s need to be part of their
peer group and advance in life at the same pace that they do (Nikunen and Korvajärvi
2020, 12). It reflects the need, as well as the pressure, to take part in society in a wider
sense, by fulfilling one’s duties, achieving paid employment, and building one’s life as
a respectable taxpayer and consumer (Isopahkala-Bouret et al. 2014, 104–105). Fur-
thermore, these visions demonstrate the need to realise the socially maintained con-
ception of how the transition should progress and receive appreciation from the older
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generation (parents) and society at large. The next quote, in which one of the partic-
ipants describes the value of work, is a vivid demonstration of this kind of thinking:

Y10: Probably, the most important thing is that you can take care of yourself so
that others don’t have to or that you don’t have to live at others’ mercy. And,
moreover, that you are taking the responsibility for looking after yourself and do
not assume that others will do it for you.

This finding illustrates that, for the participants, societal belonging is formed through
other people’s acceptance and the value system of worker-citizenship (May 2013, 83).
It also indicates how the students aspire to negotiate their place in society by achieving
paid employment (May 2011, 368-370). The need to belong to one’s age group and
become a full citizen is expressed in the desire for self-determination and self-realisa-
tion. The failure to realise this desire subsequently leads, according to the participants,
to anxiety, shame, the loss of motivation and even giving up (May 2016, 759). The next
quote summarises these views well:

Y11: [Getting fired] would crush one’s self-esteem, and then, one might get
depressed and no longer have the strength to apply for more jobs. After it, one
would have nothing. One’s whole world would break into pieces, for one has first
studied for three years or more, and after finding a job, everything will nonethe-
less crush into pieces. Consequently, one would lose one’s self-esteem and think
that one has failed as a human being.

In young people’s views, the dimensions of societal belonging are largely dependent on
paid employment. However, as noted by the workshop participants, if one is supported
by one’s social circle, then a ‘failed transition’may not be as detrimental as it otherwise
would. The optimism of the students was also noteworthy because it manifested in their
presumption that they will personally be able to obtain paid employment and, through
it, a prestigious position in society. Such optimism has been noted also in some other
studies (Mary 2012, 212–213; Franceschelli and Keating 2018; Nikunen and
Korvajärvi 2020; also, Ågren et al. 2020). Although some participants acknowledged
that anything could happen and that they might be temporarily unemployed at some
point, most of them saw unemployment as a distant worry. Graduation also appeared to
be a faraway event, even if they were already near graduation. However, according to
previous research, these optimistic visions may become more realistic after entering an
insecure working life (Mannerström et al. 2019, 1300).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study support the view that paid employment still provides an
important foundation in vocational students’ visions of societal belonging. Even though
belonging is something that is constantly changing in a person’s life (May 2013, 90),
for the vocational students in this study, achieving paid employment offers an advan-
tageous basis for societal belonging after graduation. What is interesting in the paper’s
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analysis is that the impulse felt by the workshop participants to achieve independence
and adulthood via paid employment stems from the aspiration for societal belonging.

The findings support May’s (2011, 2013, 2016) arguments about how gaining the
acceptance of others plays an important role in building one’s sense of belonging. In the
views of the participants, the dimension of self-acceptance within societal belonging
depends on how one succeeds in the transition in relation to one’s peers or, as Nikunen
and Korvajärvi (2020, 12) formulate it, competitors. Departing from the normative
track or being forced outside of one’s significant social groupings leads to a sense of
not belonging after graduation. Furthermore, the data suggest that a person’s self-
acceptance is dependent on being accepted as a member in valued peer and social
groups and in a work community. Therefore, the time spent with friends and family
forms an important counterbalance to work and, further, enhances security and well-
being within the precarious contemporary labour market. These observations are
consistent with those of Furlong et al. (2011, 364), Cuervo and Wyn (2014, 902) and
Batchelor et al. (2020, 105). To support vocational students’ societal belonging, we
may have to acknowledge the various meanings of one’s social relationships—in terms
of peer groups, leisure activities and work communities—as a pillar of one’s self-
acceptance within the worker-citizenship construct.

Accordingly, it is important to ask how the social structures and power relationships
that reinforce the feeling of societal acceptance enhance young people’s sense of
societal belonging (Yuval-Davis 2006, 203). The findings demonstrate that worker-
citizenship plays the part of Yuval-Davis (2006) ‘politics of belonging’ within partic-
ipants’ visions of societal belonging. The participants have adopted the ideal of a
responsible, taxpaying worker-citizen, as well as that of the consumer citizen (Bauman
2005, 38; Isopahkala-Bouret et al. 2014, 104–105). As noted, most also tended to
believe in their personal chances of achieving the ideal. Following the interpretations of
Nikunen and Korvajärvi (2020, 13) and Pyöriä et al. (2017, 9–11), this optimism is an
attempt to negotiate the demands of worker-citizenship and, thus, also a defence
mechanism because they count so much on their employment with regard to their
post-graduation belonging. It may also reflect the trust they place either on their friends
and family or on their education with regard to their future coping. It can be argued that
the emphasis on a ‘good worker-citizen’ in vocational education gives the participants
‘a false promise’ regarding their position within a labour market facing insecurities and,
thus, places a great deal of pressure on them in terms of employment (Furlong and
Cartmel 1997, 144; Wyn and Dwyer 1999, 14).

The workshop participants desire acceptance in a work community that values and
supports them and want to receive recognition for their vocational competence and as
good workers. Hence, ‘professionalism’ appears to constitute the source of vocational
students’ sense of both societal and self-acceptance. For the students, finding a job in
one’s own field and being recognised as a qualified worker connote success as a
worker-citizen, providing the means with which to live a decent life (Tolonen 2008;
Maunu 2018; Nikunen and Korvajärvi 2020, 8–9). These observations resonate with
Nussbaum’s (2011, 39) theory, according to which the opportunity to develop the
capabilities of affiliation and practical reason—that is, to feel like a dignified member
of the community and plan one’s own life—are the basis for human dignity. They,
moreover, suggest that succeeding as a worker-citizen forms a crucial part of the
studied students’ visions of societal belonging.
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It can consequently be asked whether vocational education aims to guarantee
students’ sense of societal belonging by helping them attain the ideal of the worker-
citizen, and if this is so, how does that affect the experience of acceptance among those
who cannot or refuse to fulfil this ideal. Following Nussbaum’s (2011, 40) interpreta-
tion of CA, vocational education’s responsibility to vocational students goes beyond
the objective of paid employment, also touching on their sense of belonging and social
participation. Therefore, vocational education institutions must work to guarantee at
least the threshold level of social equality among students regardless of whether their
transition to work succeeds or not (Edgell and Graham 2017, 1205).

In the same vein as Wood (2017, 1186), this paper argues that Finnish vocational
education’s narrow way of understanding societal participation via worker-citizenship
impacts students’ visions of how they can belong to society. Worker-citizenship is not
completely a negative construct, because, for many vocational students, it can be an
important resource of belonging. However, it is a resource only if young people are
able to and want to meet its standards. As May (2011, 374; 2013, 150) has argued,
because the concept of belonging is sensitive to change, using it allows us to ask how
and to whom we can ensure belonging, especially when society is changing. The
findings of this paper contribute to discussing how vocational education can support
students’ actual potential to find paid employment as expected and desired (whether
full-time, part-time or entrepreneurship).

When interpreting the results, it is important to remember that young people enter
vocational education from diverse backgrounds and that employment prospects vary
considerably by degree field. It is also noteworthy that the assignment in the workshops
was oriented around the transition to working life and may have strengthened the role
of paid employment in the analysis. It may be that the research situation or methods led
some of the participants to overemphasise paid employment. For instance, it seemed as
if the students were attempting to convince the interviewer of their decency as ‘worker-
citizens’ (see Ågren et al. 2020). These are interesting points, nevertheless, in the light
of the research questions. The themed interview questions helped the interviewers
broaden the topics discussed beyond paid employment.

In conclusion, this paper poses an important and timely question for future research.
How can vocational education and society in general support vocational education
graduates, particularly their sense of societal belonging, prior to their uncertain transi-
tion to working life? This is a particularly relevant question considering the negative
effects of the insecure labour market on young people’s well-being and opportunities to
plan for their future (Vancea and Utzet 2018; Cuervo and Chesters 2019).
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