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This doctoral thesis explores the relationship between cultural stereotypes and individuals’ 

perceptions of their competence in the transition from education to work. It is argued that 

cultural beliefs about gender and ethnicity enable and constrain aspirations. Drawing on a 

study of students and employees’ perceptions of the ideal competence, the aim of this thesis is 

to examine processes of inclusion and exclusion in the transition to work. 

Through interviews with a sample of 36 nurses, IT-engineers and biomedical engineers – 

interviewed both prior to their final exams and one year after graduating – the study identifies 

how the ideal competence is produced and interpreted in three different educational fields. 

The study shows how individuals’ aspirations, decisions, concepts of risk and feelings of 

belonging, are shaped by gendered and ethnic symbolic boundaries in different careers. At the 

most general level, the study demonstrates how gender and ethnic inequality can be 

reproduced through self-selection. By shedding light on how competence is gendered and 

ethnicized differently in three carriers, this study also illustrates how processes of inclusion 

and exclusion are context specific. Such context specific processes of inclusion and exclusion 

have powerful cultural impact in shaping students’ aspirations and perceptions of 

opportunities in the transition to work.  

Through examining perceptions of competence in three different careers, the study develops 

an understanding of a supply- side mechanism showing how cultural beliefs about ethnicity 

and gender influence aspirations and career- decisions differently across educational fields. 

To explore how self-assessments are shaped by cultural beliefs about gender and ethnicity, the 

study combines Pierre Bourdieu’s notions of symbolic fields, Michèle Lamont’s theory of 

symbolic boundaries, and sociological perspectives of cultural stereotypes. In contrast to 

previous research the study argues that aspirations are neither solely exogenous to labor 

market matching processes, nor merely a reflection of pre- educational socialization or the 

resources people bring into the labour market. By addressing how supply-side processes also 

involve symbolic, contextual and implicit power relations, the study demonstrates how 

aspirations are also enabled and constrained through interaction with and self-socialization 

through gendered and ethnic expectations in different educational and occupational contexts. 

 


