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CHAPTER 1
THE ENIGMA OF EMPLOYABILITY

Gretchen Purser?, Rick Delbridge®, Markus Helfen®
and Andreas Pekarek!

aSyracuse University, USA
*Cardiff University, UK
“University of Labour, Germany
4University of Melbourne, Australia

ABSTRACT

In this introduction to the volume, we explore the topic of employability, argu-
ing that it has an enigmatic character that renders it in dire need of sustained,
critical analysis. We provide a framework for thinking about the enigma of
employability — as ideology, policy, and practice. We then introduce the chap-
ters that make up this volume, guiding readers through the differing theoretical
perspectives and empirical settings and highlighting what we see as its central
contributions.

Keywords: Employability; enigma; neoliberalism; education; work;
unemployment

The starting point for this volume is that employability is something of an enigma.
It’s an increasingly referenced concept — commonplace in labour market policy,
human resource management, educational institutions, and unions alike — but its
precise meaning remains unclear. What is employability? That employability is
elusive and hard to pin down does not render it any less potent of a force. Indeed,
in a Durkheimian sense, employability is a social fact, something that — we are
told — can and should be cultivated. But while the concept itself carries this moral
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2 GRETCHEN PURSER ET AL.

force (i.e. it is something to which we are obligated), it nevertheless remains an
empty or at least ambiguous signifier.

Employability refers to an amorphous concoction of personal attributes
that purportedly make someone likely to gain and maintain employment. These
attributes go beyond hard skills to encompass things like attitude, agility, flex-
ibility, emotional intelligence, resilience, initiative, and character. In so far as
employability is framed as an attribute of a person, individuals can be measured
and assessed accordingly, lauded as ‘employable’ or lambasted as ‘unemployable’.
The precise criteria of employability are never specified, nor in a dynamic market
and rapidly changing world can one ever be employable enough (Cremin, 2009).
For individuals, then, employability is something to be endlessly pursued, but
not something that can ever be secured once and for all, as in older conceptions
of making a ‘career’. Employability becomes a project of self-improvement, in
which one increasingly tries to mould one’s self to the fluctuating demands of
the market.

Employability is not just an enigmatic concept, but operates as a pervasive
and pernicious ideology. It offers a simplistic supply-side explanation, or diagno-
sis, for the problem of unemployment. Although no degree of employability can
guarantee adequate employment, the lack of employment can always be chalked
up to one’s fledgling or inadequate employability. Employability is thus intensely
individualizing, encouraging us to shift our attention away from the vicissitudes
of the market and the changing character of employment and towards our
personal strengths and shortcomings. In this sense, the ideology of employ-
ability is at the core of broader neoliberal doctrines of individual responsibility
and commodification of the self. Employability demands that individuals prop-
erly orient themselves to the market and that they take full responsibility for their
failures and shortcomings.

It should come as little surprise that the language and logic of employability
have exploded in popularity precisely at a time when the concept of employment
itself is dissolving. As work becomes more and more precarious, as employment
becomes more and more fissured, as growing numbers of workers fall outside the
bounds of existing employment protections, and those who are in work see their
lifeworld subordinated to ensuring the continuation of employment, workers are
admonished by managers, teachers, and politicians alike to enhance their employ-
ability, to focus endlessly on themselves to increase their suitability, adaptability,
and desirability in an ever-shifting labour market. The ideology of employability
beckons individuals to prepare and orient themselves not only for the jobs of
today, but for the anticipated, albeit never assured, jobs of tomorrow. The target
keeps moving, and one is never good enough.

Nowhere is the ideology of employability more clearly promulgated than in
welfare state and labour market policy. In the US, the UK, Germany and beyond,
the state provides funds to nonprofit and for profit programmes which focus on
helping individuals navigate and maximize their chances in the labour market,
through training, job coaching, and all kinds of cultural reprogramming for those
deemed hard to employ (Purser & Hennigan, 2018). Employability programmes
thus abound as a dominant response to poverty and unemployment.
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Employability has similarly come to dominate schooling, shifting the prac-
tices and priorities of vocational training programmes and higher education
institutions. Universities and schools increasingly offer ‘career readiness’ certifi-
cation and subordinate academic aspirations to projected employer demands for
ever-more ‘employable’ job candidates. The intrinsic value of education has been
instrumentally rationalized with ‘worth’ defined in terms of the expected earn-
ings of graduates from different disciplines. Exemplifying the subordination of
schools and universities to the employability agenda, for instance, US President
Donald Trump, laying out his educational agenda in the run-up to the 2024 elec-
tion, declared: ‘Rather than indoctrinating young people with inappropriate
racial, sexual, and political material, which is what we’re doing now, our schools
must be totally refocused to prepare our children to succeed in the world of work’
(Lobosco & Cole, 2024).

In our view, a concept as fuzzy yet as forceful as employability merits rigorous
study and critique. We must continue to examine the ideology of employability
and how it is both reproduced and resisted. We must interrogate policies that are
enacted under the guise of employability as well as how these vary across differing
political and cultural contexts. And we must empirically investigate the specific
practices, carried out by individuals and institutions alike, to enhance employ-
ability. This volume positions employability at the centre of scholarship on work,
education, and political economy. We hope it will prompt readers to think about
employability in new ways and via new analytical frameworks. We also hope it
leaves readers with fresh lines of inquiry to pursue in future research.

AN OVERVIEW OF THE CHAPTERS

This volume offers a detailed examination into this now ubiquitous, but under-
examined, concept of employability. It compiles a set of papers that exam-
ine employability — as ideology, policy, and practice — via a range of empirical
methods and a variety of theoretical frameworks. The papers document how the
language and logic of employability have upended individual experiences, organi-
zational practices, institutional priorities, and the workings of labour markets.
In Chapter 2, Tilly South explores how the popularization of employability —
in neoliberal discourse and policy — has given rise to the proliferation of unpaid
internships. While internships are promoted as opportunities for the enhance-
ment of employability, South contends that we know relatively little about how
interns themselves experience and view their internships. Drawing upon in-depth
interviews with 38 student and graduate interns in Australia, South finds that
external factors and influences heavily impact interns’ experiences. Although
interns seem to readily embrace the necessity to be ‘enterprising selves’ and are
resigned to having to bear the burden of enhancing their employability through
unpaid internships, they encounter a range of impediments to these goals from
both employers and universities. Many employers, South finds, have shifted away
from training altogether and simply treat interns as free labour. Universities, as
they turn to work-integrated learning programmes and industry partnerships,
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frequently require internships for formal degree requirements, yet offer little in
the way of guidance or support. Interns are often left vulnerable to exploitation
or mired in poor-quality experiences, particularly given that they have little to no
knowledge of regulations and policies pertaining to their rights as interns or the
responsibilities of their employers. Tilly concludes with an impassioned call to
‘radically overhaul the policies, structures, and ideologies that drive these unregu-
lated, unstructured arrangements’.

Coauthored by a team of researchers in the UK, Scott A. Hurrell, Pauline
Anderson, Daria Luchinskaya, Dora Scholarios, and Belgin Okay-Somerville,
Chapter 3 focuses on the COVID-19 pandemic as a sudden ‘career shock’ that
disrupted the ‘best laid plans’ of university graduates. The authors borrow and
build on the concept of reflexivity as developed by Margaret Archer to explain
how individuals reflect upon their changing circumstances and attempt to exert
agency. They draw upon qualitative survey data from 399 graduates to explore how
reflexivity influences their career agency, as indicated by their perceived employ-
ability and early career outcomes. This focus on perceived employability is itself
a contribution; as we saw in the preceding chapter, students increasingly perceive
unpaid internships as requirements for employability. Using Archer’s typology,
the authors find considerable evidence that graduates found ways to agentically
adapt to career shock. They also find that one out of nine graduates evidenced
fractured reflexivity and found themselves paralyzed, even traumatized, by the
sudden shift in circumstance. Finally, the authors develop what they advance as
a novel contribution to Archer’s typology, a mode they call confounded reflexiv-
ity, wherein graduates’ pursuit of their chosen careers was halted, but without
feelings of trauma. This chapter directs our attention to individuals’ modes of
reflexivity and how these shape perceived employability and career outcomes in
times of societal crisis.

In the fourth chapter, Phillip Brown and Gerbrand Tholen turn their atten-
tion to the much discussed ‘future of work’, given technological innovations such
as generative Al. Based on occupational trend data from the US and the UK,
they challenge the ‘labour scarcity’ view of employability (the dominant belief
that we need to better educate and train the workforce) and emphasize instead
a job scarcity’ view of employability (pointing to a different understanding of
the education-work relationship, one which recognizes a growing structural mis-
match between employment opportunities and workers’ skills). They show that
the threat of a jobless future is highly exaggerated, and that technological inno-
vation has not eliminated low-skill ‘routine’ jobs, nor does it necessarily warrant
a more ‘educated’ workforce. They draw upon the data to critique predominant
supply-side policies aimed at bolstering employability. Instead, they call upon
policymakers to address the crisis of job quality head-on, via things like new wage
and labour standards, protections against job degradation, increased support for
collective bargaining, and frameworks for portable benefits. Overall, this chapter
makes a crucial contribution to this volume by shifting the focus of employability
from a problem of the individual to a problem of the structural conditions of the
capitalist labour market and thus of policy makers and employers.
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Manuel Nicklich, in Chapter 5, further dissects the relationship between
employability and education. He argues that advancements in digital technologies
have given rise to efforts to reform vocational education. But these reforms have
obscured the broader relevance of education to society as a whole. Drawing upon
the work of critical theorists Horkheimer and Adorno, Nicklich argues that the
focus on employability has rendered vocational education in Germany more and
more instrumental and detached from personal development and learning. This
increased instrumentality means vocational education focuses on the mere acqui-
sition of work-related skills and one’s marketability, discounting other forms of
personal growth that might be pursued. For Nicklich, the rise of employability
has fundamentally turned vocational education into something one-dimensional:
a space of training and adaptation to work and not, for example, a space for the
production of an engaged industrial citizenry.

In Chapter 6, Ricky Gee, Amy Morrell and Adam Barnard present an original
analysis of what is happening in the field of higher education in the UK. They
examine the rise of the employability agenda within British universities since
the start of the 21% century. Universities must now meet certain metrics on the
Graduate Outcomes Survey (GOS) — 60% of graduates in a ‘high skill destina-
tion’ — to prove their ‘progress’ in relation to enhancing students’ employability.
The authors lay out a biting critique of what they view as the colonial charac-
ter of employability, which they trace back to the career development literature.
They scrutinize the designation of ‘high skill’ categories of employment and the
consequent devaluation of care work, documenting the impact that this has not
only in terms of narrowing the university curricula, but in terms of constructing
an occupational hierarchy that reproduces the structural disadvantage of minor-
itized groups. They advocate for a decolonial critique of higher education that
can both subvert the employability discourse and challenge its neoliberal logic.

At this point in the volume, readers can likely cast a sceptical eye on claims
that various programmes improve employability. Chapter 7 by Christine Anne
Reilly addresses this head on, acknowledging that the outcomes of employability
initiatives — devolved by the state and delivered by an array of non-profit or third
sector organizations — are often difficult to identify and measure. She thus turns
her focus to the applied question of how employability interventions can be eval-
uated based on the broader criteria of social value, as is now encouraged by the
UK and Scottish governments. This chapter will thus be of particular relevance
to those interested in policy implementation and policy evaluation. Reilly focuses
her analysis on an evaluation framework that was implemented into an employ-
ability programme in Scotland called Routes to Work. She documents how the
programme is implementing this evaluation framework and incorporating evi-
dence of ‘what works’ into ongoing service delivery. She concludes that despite
the serious critiques of employability, locally-embedded third sector organiza-
tions such as this one are vitally important in so far as they offer a range of
support to marginalized people.

Informed by his own extensive international comparative fieldwork in Europe
and drawing upon the theoretical perspectives of Marx and Polanyi, Ian Greer, in
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Chapter 8, reflects on the growing body of literature on the political economy and
organization of employability. He argues that efforts to promote employability
via recommodification policies of the welfare state are part of a broader project
of class discipline. He examines the common features of such recommodification
policies, arguing that we must go beyond mere policy analysis and examine the
working conditions and organizational dynamics faced by the frontline workers
of employment services charged with policy implementation. In doing so, Greer
argues that recommodification policies increase competition, or marketization,
amongst both claimants of benefits and street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky 2010
[1980]). Greer contends that the work of recommodifying labour power is rife
with contradiction and often results in the opposite of its intended effect: further
marginalization. Ultimately, Greer calls upon scholars to listen to working class
people and join their resistance to such disciplinary policies.

In Chapter 9, Michael Reed offers an extended review of lan Greer and
Charles Umney’s book, Marketization, How Capitalist Exchange Disciplines
Workers and Subverts Democracy. Reed praises the book as an exemplar of the
revival of Marxist analysis in the sociology of work. Its ‘leitmotif” according to
Reed, is Greer and Umney’s analysis of how capitalism’s creative and innovative
potential is captured through collective agency directed at reshaping employment
systems and work organizations in ways that reinforce neoliberalization. While
the book offers a trenchant critique of ‘marketization’ and its underlying agenda
of strengthening class discipline, Reed notes that the authors could have given
more sustained attention to the various ways in which workers resist this
discipline.

Anchoring the ‘Spotlight on Ethnography’ portion of this volume is Gabriel
Ulbricht Ferreira’s final chapter ‘From the Ruins of a Precarious World of Work:
Entrepreneurial Ambitions in Young Brazilian Workers’ Experiences.” Ferreira
analyzes the experiences and narratives of three young workers in Sao Paulo,
Brazil, all of whom aspire to become entrepreneurs. These dreams of entrepre-
neurship, Ferreira shows, emerge out of the ruins of the precarious world of
work, a world which offers little in the way of autonomy, dignity, or material
security. All three of these workers have cycled between abusive bosses, spells
of unemployment, and the false promises of gig work. They see entrepreneur-
ship not so much as an opportunity, but as a last-ditch survival strategy. Ferreira
argues that this embrace of making one’s own job by being one’s own boss reveals
the hegemony of neoliberal thought and the normalization of unstable work
relations.

CONCLUSION

As in volume 36, in which we explored the concept of ‘essentiality’ in relation to
work, this volume focuses on one of the most popular buzzwords in the neoliberal
landscape of labour: ‘employability.” Employability is now central to scholarship
on work, education, and political economy. As this volume demonstrates, it is
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attracting more and more attention from scholars across the globe: from Australia
to the UK to Western Europe to the USA to Latin America. The contributors
to this volume demonstrate the utility of thinking critically about employabil-
ity, drawing on an eclectic range of theoretical frameworks, from Marxism to
post-colonialism to critical theory and beyond. Furthermore, the volume demon-
strates that interrogating employability can be a means of examining many of the
larger themes in the sociology of work, including class discipline, worker identity,
precarity, unemployment, labour market intermediaries, and welfare state policy.

Still, much remains to be done. What, for instance, are the gendered and racial-
ized impacts of popular and political discourses of, and demands for, employ-
ability? To what extent have ‘anti-work’ politics and/or ‘post-work’ imaginaries
tempered the ideological effects and practical pursuit of employability (Weeks,
2011)? How have unions responded to the rise of employability? How have work
organizations and human resource management practices been impacted by the
logic of employability? How can we best assess and make sense of the variability
across organizations that purport to enhance clients’ employability? Have employ-
ability policies and practices led to new alliances between, and forms of resistance
by, education and labour activists? Our primary hope is that this volume, in show-
casing some of the most promising streams of research on this topic, serves as a
springboard for future lines of inquiry that continue to critically interrogate the
enigmatic character of employability and challenge its pernicious effects on indi-
viduals seeking to navigate the vicissitudes of their employment.
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