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FROM CAREER TO THE WORK-PATH IN THE LIFE COURSE
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as an elitist term. Hence, the idea of a person’s career as reflecting a hier-
archical and planned series of jobs that are thoroughly selected, is relevant
to only a minority of individuals around the globe (Anxo & Boulin, 2006;
Blustein, Palladino Schultheiss, & Flum, 2004). In that sense, career is less
an objective descriptor than a term associated to a certain ideology.
According to Richardson (2000), such “career ideology” has successfully
served the needs of the economy by producing loyal and committed work-
ers. It has also fostered the beliefs that a career results from choice and
individual effort and talent, that “a person is what he or she does,” and
finally, that success in paid work shall be a source of self-esteem (Richard-
son, 2000, p. 201). In addition, it has marginalized other areas of work than
wage work: “The disappearance and splitting of work from the family do-
main that is embedded in career discourses is associated with another split
which personal life is considered the realm of relationships while work is
relegated to the occupational domain” (Richardson, 2009, p. 80).

Nevertheless, it has been argued that this career-ideology is fast eroding
(Richardson, 2000). The unsecure nature of current working life has led
to fundamental changes in everyday as well as academic understanding of
careers, and variations of the concept of career have been proposed. For
example, in 1996, Arthur and Rousseau introduced the notion of “bound-
aryless career.” The notion designates the fact that an individual’s flexibility
becomes central, and careers appear more open, less structured and con-
trolled by employers. They thus write: “Put simply, boundary-less careers are
the opposite of ‘organizational careers’—a career conceived to unfold in a
single employment setting” (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996, p. 5). The bound-
aryless career discourse, however, is the manifestation of a wider, norma-
tive neoliberal discourse that emphasises individual, rather than societal
or organizational responsibility for economic and career outcomes (Roper,
Ganesh, & Inkson, 2010). In such discourse, employees are constructed as
autonomous individuals with personal responsibility for their own success
and active constructors of their own work paths (Roper et al., 2010).

In the book The Future of Career (Collin & Young, 2000, pp. 8-9) the edi-
tors Richard Young and Audrey Collin argue that people’s experiences of
discontinuity associated to present working life challenges the fundamental
principles and standards on which career theory, research, and practice
have stood. They encourage us to ask not only whether career provides
people with continuity of their experiences across their lifetime, but also
on what grounds the notion of career can be revitalized to address the very
Problems that seem to be contributing to its demise. Because career ide-
ology maintains and legitimates hierarchical power structures and weighs
heaVily in the theory, research, and practice of vocational psychology, more
Inclusive approaches to work paths are needed (Blustein et al., 2004).
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social sciences and redefined in psychology. From this perspective, we will
say that a work path unfolds as a person moves in, out, and through various
work-related settings and frames, in different material and social locations.
Settings and frames are mutually dependent. Frames can be seen as the
general agreements that constrain the field of possibilities of one or sev-
eral agents in a given setting, but do not determine it (Zittoun et al., 2013,
p- 148). A frame creates the conditions of answerability for each person,
and through their responses, they assume a position towards the current
situation (Zittoun et al., 2013, p. 148). A personal position is always sug-
gested by the social and cultural meanings, involves an intentional state,
has agentive qualities (implies some form of action within the frame), and
operates with semiotic means (Zittoun etal., 2013). In addition, we need to
define overgeneralized meanings or “semiotic fields” (after Valsiner, 2014),
that imbue and shape many settings and their related frames. From such
perspective, a working company constitutes a setting, people interacting
about a given professional task do this as part of a specific frame, but their
need to support their negotiation in terms of “excellence” reflect the larger
normative semiotic field. The notion of “normative fields” partly overlaps

with that of “social representation” (Moscovici, 2000). These fields are

quite diffuse, and group institutional practices—values, ways of speaking,

specific discourses, ways of doing—to which people may refer under their

semiotic aspect; normative fields in that sense offer people with elements

that can be used as semiotic resources to make sense of their lives, organize

their narratives, define new practices, and so on. In that sense, these have

hypergeneralized “semiotic field” like properties (Valsiner, 2014).

Second, we need to account for a more phenomenological apprehen-
sion of these aspects. For this, we have proposed the notion of “sphere of
experience” drawing on Schuetz (1944) and Lewin (1936), to designate
people’s experiences of recurrent patterns of activity, feelings, and engage-
ments, that constitute a “same” sphere beyond its daily changes (Zittoun
& Gillespie, 2015, 2016). Hence, people recognize their typical working
sphere of experience, or their dinner-with-friends spheres of experience;
these might change place or schedule, but still may be the “same” and tak-
en-for-granted. People may engage different spheres of experience in the
same setting: one can work, then have coffee with friends in the same of-
fice space. On a daily basis, as people move in and out of settings and their
related frames, they also alternate different spheres of experiences. Over a
longer period, when we consider a person’s life course or work path, we can
see that he or she may leave specific frames for good, or enter radical new
settings, which then demand new spheres of experiences. Such moves can
radically question the taken-for-granted nature of people’s spheres of expe-
rience. We have called “ruptures” people’s experience of a radical disrup-
tion of the taken for granted situations, thus designating what has been also
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Our analysis of the life course data consisted of four stages. First, all 65 in-
terviews were transcribed and reviewed by searching and identifying work-re-
lated ruptures and transitions in the interviewees’ life courses. Work-related
ruptures were understood to include any external or internal events or lon-
ger processes in people’s professional spheres of experiences which brought
new elements and challenged their work paths, or even their life course. We
chose to identify ruptures and transitions that originated from the spheres
of experiences related to wage work. We looked at the different origins of
ruptures and transitions (e.g., societal factors, internal drivers for change)
and traced the nature of ruptures and transitions (e.g., related to concrete
steps and actions in occupational domain of life, changes in perspectives on
work-life). As result of this analysis, we identified different causes of ruptures:
work paths interrupted by burnout; education in adulthood (e.g., changes in
a work path through attending (higher) education); unemployment due to
getting fired; and changes in work values (e.g., occurring due to aging and

family situation). It should be noted that there might have been several rup-
tures and transitions in each person’s work path (e.g., developing burnout
and changing occupation as a result of burnout experience).

In a second stage, we selected the eight most illustrative cases in terms
of each cause of ruptures out of 65 interviews, and translated these from
Finnish to English by a professional translator. In the data, the ruptures
and the related discontinuities in the life course tended to enhance narra-
tive meaning making. To these interviews, we made a more detailed narra-
tive analysis by using Labovian approach, and reconstructed each person’s
narrative along its core elements—orientation, complicating action, evalu-
adon, result, and coda (see Patterson, 2008).° The third stage consisted in
a theoretically driven analysis of the transitions retrospectively engaged by
the participants; we asked what kind of learning (e.g., in terms of skills, at-
titudes, and values) and identity change the narratives revealed (Zittoun,
2009). Finally, when we examined the sensemaking dynamic at stake, we
had to develop a fourth level of analysis, which consisted in identifying the
normative semiotic fields through which the persons made sense of and
explained their working life ruptures and positioned themselves.

As a whole, as a contribution to the study of work, we propose here to
€xamine transitions in people’s work paths and to highlight the semiotic
fields to which people refer as they narrate their lives. Our argument is that,
in the context of neoliberal Finnish society, people draw not only on career
ideology, but also, on other ones. In order to highlight this, we organize
the analysis according to four emerging normative semiotic fields. Due to

$pace limitation, we decided to present only four exemplary cases, one to
ilustrate each field.
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CASE STUDY: RISTO
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someone to tell me to stop talking and do something about it! Like, what are
you standing there, talking about it, get at it! So my wife got me High School
Chemistry 1 as a Christmas present and said, “There, read that and take the

exams.” She gave me a little nudge. Something that my parents never did,
vocationally | mean.

Resolution: And, well, [ did, and I went to the exams, and | got in.

Evaluation: And that was a real milestone in my life, like a boundary. There
was before and then there was after. It was before and after the wife. That's
where the line was. | was sort of fumbling around while others got ahead,
ahead in life, and | was just, well, bouncing around. [ sort of fell by the side
of the road, | didn’t become marginalized or anything, but | sort of fell off the
wagon. | would’ve needed someone to put me in line, since | couldn’t do it
myself. On the other hand, | know that, having gone to university as an adult,
if I'd gone there straight from high school, | wouldn't have lasted a week. I'm
absolutely convinced of that. If I'd gone to university then, | never would have
become an MSc. Now, | think that it was good for me to wait until I'd grown
up, because with the sense of young Risto, it never would have worked out,
it wouldn’t have come to anything. | was a different person back then. And |
feel like I'm absolutely in the right field. I'm really happy, actually. t's hard
to imagine doing anything eise, really. The main thing for me is having got
my master’s degree. | think that’s what matters, seeing where | come from
and what | was like. It was, I'm proud of it, it was pretty big. A good move.

And people have come to me, you know, to say well done, fantastic. Not
everybody does that as an adult, after all, studying a degree. | kind of jumped

into something completely, you know, it’s not a class society or anything, but
| did climb the ladder. It [university studies] does educate you quite a bit, it
does change how you think. And | did change during my time at university. |

changed quite a bit from that bloke who churned out websites. That's how |

feel. It put my values straight in a way. | used to say that I'd sell wellingtons if |

could sell enough of them. | only measured things with money.

The story of Risto is mainly told in relation to educational settings. In
his life story, Risto sees his efforts towards higher education and participa-
tion in it as a major turning point in his life. He interprets and explains his
early experiences in educational settings by positioning himself as a lazy,
but not brainless student. Despite of his lack of efforts, he continues from
high school to vocational education and gets a vocational qualification in
information technology. In his work-related spheres of experiences, Risto
feels uncomfortable with his occupational choices, however. In a more pri-
vate sphere of experience, his wife, a significant other, acknowledges his
vocational discomfort, and creates the rupture that will trigger Risto’s en-
trance and commitment to university studies, and thus his transition. What
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criticizes her past self (in her previous job) for being dependent and
amenable to the demands of others. The present self, instead, cannot be
“pushed around.” Cutting and dying her long hair represent a symbol of
radical position change, or a deliberate rupture, that occurs and supports
her transition to a new job. Sari’s story reflects a developmental transition
that includes learning and identity change. Sari’s talk about how educating
herself in adulthood and gaining new attitudes and skills through educa-
tion (e.g., critical thinking, ability to prioritize) has affected her life and
reveals that the new work-related skills and attitudes have consequences
for family life too.
By stating that she doesn’t want to “settle down” or seek a stable job,
Sari criticizes the normative timetable of the life course and the related
expectations of middle-age as a phase of life. Sari’s story seems to draw on
the normative field of an autonomous modern woman, where female in-
dependence incorporates notions of self-worth, self-reliance, assertiveness,
hedonism and individual autonomy rather than being dependent and con-
trolled by others (e.g., Liu, 2014). An autonomous modern career woman
position entails some identification with masculine qualities and values,
such as performance orientation and strong self-esteem, simultaneously
renouncing certain aspects of stereotypical femininity, such as adaptability
and passivity. The position change is related to the “degendering” transfor-
mation from feminine “good girl” to an independent career person. An as-
piration to take charge of one’s life and eagerness to self-actualization may
reflect awareness of a women’s subordinate position in a male-dominated
professional field. On the one hand, it embodies a widely prevailing indi-
vidualism in working life as well as career as an ideology. Moreover, it sets
the neoliberal notion of individual self-responsibility ( “it depends so much
on yourself,” “it all comes down to me, in the end”); regardless of gender, class,
and ethnicity, individuals are expected to take on life projects based on self-

reflexivity and choice.

Normative Field of Psychologization of the Life Course
and Therapy Culture: Critique of “Career”

For Niko, burnout and the related depression after getting fired from
his job as an executive manager in the forestry business represents a critical
turning point in his work path, which changes the direction of his whole
life. Psychotherapy appears as an important resource for this. Change from
a position of fact-oriented and successseeking manager to an insightful,
human-centered expert can be conceptualized as a radical reorientation
towards work and life in general.
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2rsonal gre ment. If | hadn’t taken up work i
and mediation, if |'d gone back to paid work, | don‘t thinE these S(—:(‘)flil:;ig:ﬁ

;:jv;g;ijscrﬁr\{ttfr]ainli‘ng and a new way of looking at work and life. | guess
't healing, or maybe a return to a reasonable st 'm getti
: te.
to the point where | am sane enough to start rebuilding myse; - meing

. z:;s( tt:ren Ziotzl ill}xtistrat.es, Niko’s psychological reorientation is followed by
nsition 1 working life: with help of th i

e : . p ot the new understandin
o ienself, ;:hscovered in psychotherapy, Niko participates in work adviso%
o maiaan star.ts. working as a management mentor, thereby leaving his

: §€r posttion not only concretely, but al
o i I % so mentally. The new posi-
: ppears to be compatible with Niko’

ton of himself and his feelin conseamemeer P

of gs and values. Importa i

- : portant consequences of th
Witzslgfon occur in the s'phere of family life: Niko recreates his relationshilS
18 children, that is, he gets back his lost parenthood, and deepenrs)
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his marital relationship. At the end of his story, Nllzo t?,k?rsl a neer\;roienrzﬁig_
tive from which he criticizes current labcf)r markets for ele go Fhumane e
oriented and based on rational calculau.on.at the expens ooy
d people’s well-being. Here, capitalism z_md career as o8
on annte]i criticism from social and artistic points of view: they are se
f: Cc(;.lrlry values of calculative individualism and pervasive (flcimmc:;iix?c“i?go}i
rather than solidarism (Boltans[lfi 8; phl'iﬁexg;é?l?l)ﬁ?]s 1;1); 0(;) {Jeuare ,f s
now, there is so much anxiety [in Finnish v . p o e o o
:ble at work and have problems w1tb interaction. e p ;
:"Zlgzsllal beings. In this performance society you Justfcar:a L i:(;vrsll (;v:;l;rlli;sth
Niko distances himself from a rat raie and feels comtor
i itude to work. ' .
hls;ezlsggrasr:iigzlvlta\i?gpoint of view, the normative field on wl}lch Niko Z
stor;(Ziraws is that of a psychologization of the life course r}f'ﬂeg,l;slgs : r:ilg:i ‘
1 “therapy culture” (Brinkmann, 2016; 2017). Within | : o
%zrllc(; r:he truths of psychology have become connected to e:ihu:a S;o);z;cl e
, .h the notions that authenticity, autonomy, an per .
(c):istsh :aflbf;‘;lt}?ieved through the en%;gemelrgggf) tllPeS}ssz (;E) Zi Egc:t(l)llizsgi;l_
regime of therapeutic .remodehr.lg ' ose,f : d ol onti
i liberal aspirations ot ireecom, ,
II); 2Itrss (;:ZZS;‘;‘;’ st::ks not to irﬁpose a new moral self upon ust, b;l(t) ltl(; t(;e]ﬁ
the self we truly are, to make it possible for us to .makff,a,x p};qszc 1((398) o
life. In Niko’s case, this project of “wo.rkmg on himse N ( oof,eX o) e oot
limited to the sphere of work, but diffuses in all spheres P

namely, parenthood and marriage.

Normative Fields of Career and Work Eth;llcs: Critique
of New Economy and Its Personal “Costs

the career ideology appeared as one of the normative fields

Eventually, s approached criti-

to which the interviewees referred. Here, howevc{r, 1% 1h proache’
cally, if not subverted by Timo in the light of the Finnish conj .

CASE STUDY: TIMO

. . ¢
Back then when | started my career | was dofmg mdecf.\an|catlownczErﬂ\f(\.aTgP:rznsli ffe
iti i signer ,

ion position. The biggest change was from Geslt ‘

zliscti::tlegg Eaving meetings [with] foreigner;, fo; ‘a,l le:j s lstag/,p ‘faz:]r::i E)r:)g/ F:;Ja;nii X
i i i j broad and in Finland. |

designer, international projects inland. 1O e e being
old .. it blew it wide open, with so many polnt ‘
fr|:s‘donsib|e for them. It was just a dozen peop.le or so at its nglles;%i\t/;gfg
wepwere starting out, it was in financial difficulties and we made it pr .
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Later on, | became a technology director and | had more people working un-
der me too. Even though there was pressure and demands, but because we
were a team, we all helped each other. We didn't have to compete with each
other for anything inside the company. And then these new owners entered
the picture, the owners at the time sold parts of the company to venture
capitalists, and we started getting personal bonuses ... with the idea that if
someone succeeds, someone else has failed. In a few years it started chang-
ing drastically for the worse. | began to have a lot of pressure as a manager.
For example, | had to start smoking my former good friends. . . workmates,
out of the company. The workioad sort of kept growing and growing, the new
owners sort of started maximizing our contribution without giving any more
resources. So, it started getting pretty taxing, mentally and otherwise. Then
there was the problem that | got my first child, the venture capitalist or the
new owner of the company had thought that, since we were around forty,
our kids would be a little older. .. we could focus on work more . .. whereas
| had my kids 10 years later than normal and couldn’t, at that point, focus so
much on work. And then my health started failing a little, too, that wouldn’t
let me travel...and, well, you know...in a way, | couldn’t keep up with
the increasing demands in that company. My, sort of capacity had reached
its limits in the mid-2000s. Yes, so then | was fired in the first decade of the
2000s. The new owners sort of cleaned out the older employees and kicked
me out while they were at it and appointed someone younger to my job. |
think that | was a scapegoat for those others as well .. . the rest of manage-
ment couldn’t really meet the investor’s demands. | think that, behind the
scenes, they were playing a game that | wasn’t completely involved in. |
worked at a 150% at my own job ... they played me out. What's that game,
the weakest link, there’s one chair too few and they see who will be left
without. I've been unemployed since then, at home . .. up until today. | think

it's been five or six years now. I've had hobbies and spent time with the
kids ... been this stay-at-home dad for this time.

In his interview, Timo makes sense of unemployment as a rupture of
his “fantastic” career, linking his present situation to the past experiences
and to future scenarios. In his meaning making, Timo moves in and out
the settings of his previous organization and its changes (from a small firm
to a profitable global business) and his current “stay-at-home” situation.
In the setting of the previous organization, Timo encounters his career
from a position of an expert devoted to personal career development and
responsible management of teamwork. Organizational changes (parts of
the company being sold to venture capitalists) signify the end of Timo’s
experience of solidarity in the workplace. The new company owner starts
to take the most of the employees without adding resources. Timo per-
forms his maximum capacity, simultaneously struggling with his health and
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