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Young people's career choices in Swedish rural contexts: Schools' 

social codes, migration and resources 

Abstract: Successful social an economic integration into Swedish society increasingly 

demands a post-compulsory education, but such education is increasingly centralised, posing 

problems for rural youths. To help efforts to address such problems, this article considers 

social codes and resources that may influence rural youths’ trajectories to post-secondary 

and higher education.. This is done by analysing how codes and resources (social, cultural 

and material) influenced thoughts of students preparing to leave compulsory education 

regarding their educational/career choices. The empirical data were gathered using 

ethnographic approaches (classroom observations, and interviews with students, teachers, 

heads and study/work counsellors) in six classes in six rural Swedish towns, differing in terms 

of size, access to post-compulsory education, unemployment and youth trajectories. The 

theoretical framework is based on Massey’s understandings of place and power geometry, i.e. 

the distinct ways different social groups and individuals are placed in relation to the flows 

and interconnections of socio-economic and cultural interactions. The results indicate that 

social resources such as siblings and cousins ‘paving the way’, or relatives in towns offering 

possible options, may influence choices of upper secondary school. Cultural resources such 

as institutional recognition, in the form of academic credentials or qualifications, were also 

important. So too were financial resources, partly because economically privileged students 

tended to pick the programme of their choice, without reflecting much about where they 

would live, while less privileged students had to consider potential accommodation problems. 

In conclusion, differences in resources seem even more important to rural youth than they 

reportedly are for their urban peers. 

Keywords: Rural schools, career choice, resources, migration patterns 

 



1. Introduction 

In modern society, sometimes referred to as the knowledge society, there is a strong discourse 

of modern man aspiring to (or requiring) life-long learning. The notion of lifelong learning 

has also been long promoted by the European Commission (Pépin, 2007), as part (inter alia) 

of efforts to make the EU “the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in 

the world capable of sustainable economic growth with more and better jobs and greater 

social cohesion”1, by 2010. A need for knowledge development to centre on, and be built 

through, critical masses of experts is also widely recognized. This understanding of lifelong 

learning and knowledge centralisation has at least two major implications for the organisation 

of education: modern youths have increasing needs for post-compulsory education, and it is 

argued that post-compulsory education must be centralised. However, while centralisation of 

education might not pose geographical problems for urban youths, it may pose dilemmas for 

rural youths’ transitions into further or higher education, which could be summarized by the 

question ‘Should I stay or should I go?’ (cf. Corbett, 2013). 

If rural adolescents in Sweden decide to continue their education beyond compulsory 

stages, like more than 95 percent of Swedish youths do (Skolverket, 2016), a move to more 

‘central’ parts may be almost essential, at least for the time of their studies. However, for rural 

youth the discourse of lifelong learning and the question “Should I stay or should I go?” is 

intertwined with several other discourses. For example, one portrays many rural places as 

being in crisis, suffering from decline and depopulation, but as having positive aspects, such 

as everyone knowing each other and being excellent locations for a retreat, recreation or 

tourism (cf. Corbett, 2013; Nilsson and Lundgren, 2015; Stenbacka, 2011). However, in terms 

of prospects for career development and lifelong learning, rural places are seldom portrayed 

as offering a substantial buffet of employment opportunities.  

                                                           
1 http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/en/ec/00100-r1.en0.htm 



Of course, rural adolescents do not exist in a vacuum and are not the only ones affected 

by those discourses. Family and school expectations are also important, and may strongly 

influence youths’ decisions (Schmitt-Wilson, 2013). In this context, rural youths’ career 

trajectories may often be ‘pushed’ from their rural locations by rhetoric of their families and 

schools, and/or ‘pulled’ elsewhere by employment opportunities and representations in the 

media of rural locations as places solely for those who cannot leave (Farrugia, 2014). 

 Staying or leaving’ patterns have been analysed in several quantitative American 

studies (Byun et al., 2015; Meece et al., 2013; Schmitt-Wilson, 2013). General conclusions 

are that rural youths face various educational and occupational barriers, including 

geographical isolation, few postsecondary educational and occupational opportunities, and 

socio-cultural expectations that do not support postsecondary education. Moreover, there are 

also indications, in both the USA and elsewhere, that social class can be more influential than 

in urban contexts (cf. Furlong, 2009; McLaughlin et al., 2014 for other than US. contexts). 

Several studies have also examined factors affecting out-migration patterns of rural youth, and 

concluded that females tend to leave more than males, and descendants of in-migrants leave 

more often than those of rooted members of rural communities (Bjarnason and Thorlindsson, 

2006; Kloep et al., 2003; Nugin, 2014; Rauhut and Littke, 2016; Rye, 2006; Thissen et al., 

2010). However, few qualitative studies have focused on the push and pull dynamics of rural 

areas versus ‘the outside’ (e.g. Bagley and Hillyard, 2015; Corbett, 2015; Hedberg and 

Haandrikman, 2014; Nugin, 2014; Petrin et al., 2014). 

According to Plant et al. (2003), most research on career choices has focused largely on 

psychological aspects, client-centred guidance issues, economic aspects or policy (see also 

Plant, 2012). However, there are some indications that social resources outside the local 

community might affect rural youths’ horizons of action, at least in the UK (Bagley and 

Hillyard, 2015; Corbett, 2015) and Canada (Bagley and Hillyard, 2015; Corbett, 2015). 



Knowledge of these ethnographic phenomena in Nordic contexts is very limited (Karlsen 

Bæck and Paulgaard, 2012) , and there are clear gaps in general understanding of the complex 

interactions among the economic, cultural and social factors involved. Thus, the study 

presented here focuses on effects of economic, cultural and social resources and factors of the 

post-compulsory education career decisions of rural youths in Sweden. 

 

2. The project, aim of the paper and theoretical framework 

As outlined above, the starting point for this study is recognition of the need for greater 

understanding of factors influencing Swedish rural youths’ decisions to stay or go, associated 

with the increasing need for post-compulsory education and centralisation of education. A 

specific aim is to analyse effects of social codes related to migration and resources (social, 

cultural and material) on thoughts of students preparing to leave compulsory education 

regarding their educational/career choices. The theoretical framework is based on the 

understandings of place and power geometry presented by Massey (1994, p. 149). This 

postulates that different groups and individuals are positioned in distinct ways by “Economic, 

political and cultural social relations, each full of power and internal structures of domination 

and subordination, stretched out over the planet at every different level, from the household to 

the local area to the international” (p. 154). To operationalise the concept of power geometry 

in relation to rural youths’ educational and career choices, field notes and interviews have 

been analysed in relation to the notions of school social code and resources (social, cultural 

and economic).  

Schools’ social codes (cf. Nelson, 2016) refer (in this context) to the degree that school 

staff and students’ peers talked about out-migration as a requirement to fulfil future life and 

career dreams or their rural location as a place to either remain or return to after finishing 

studies elsewhere. Social code conceptualises official/institutional practices and how they 



affect individuals’ agency, while the term resources refers here to the social, cultural and 

material assets available to individuals. The analysis of these resources, and their influences, 

in youths’ talk of their future education and/or career in this study is inspired by the 

operationalisation of Massey’s concepts through Bourdieu presented by (Dillabough, 2004). 

Bourdieu’s concepts explicitly recognize and portray the relationships between culture, 

materiality and social relations in the formation of, and domination through, space (see 

Bourdieu, 1997). 

 

3. Methods, data and analysis 

The analysis presented here is based on data from an ethnographic research project, Rural 

youth. Education, place and participation funded by the Swedish Research Council, in which 

fieldwork was conducted in six secondary schools, each in a different rural area. In each of 

the six schools, everyday school work, including teaching content and interactions, were 

observed in one or two classes (grade 8 or 9) during five weeks. In addition, students in these 

classes (68 boys and 68 girls), teachers, heads and career counsellors were interviewed. 

The contexts of the six rural areas and schools are briefly summarized below, using data 

from Statistics Sweden. 

 

Descriptions of the six rural areas and schools 

 

Table 1. Researched schools and their location  

MUNICI-

PALITY/

SCHOOL 

Population: 

less or more 

than 3000  

 

Upper secondary school 

in the municipality 

(Yes/No) and/or 

Distance to 

nearest higher 

education: 

Main 

traditional 

industries  

Main current 

industries 



distance to nearest 

upper secondary school 

less/more than 

150 km 

Coastal 

school 

More than 

3000 

No, 60 km to nearest, a 

wide range of national 

and local programs 

Less than 150 

km 

Forest industry 

Agriculture 

Manufacturing 

Agriculture 

Inland 

school 

Less than 

3000 

No, 70 km to nearest, 

only a few national 

programs 

More than 150 

km 

Forestry  

Agriculture 

 

Forestry 

Agriculture 

Mountain 

school 

Less than 

3000 

Yes, only a few national 

programs 

More than 150 

km 

Mining Tourism 

River 

school  

More than 

3000 

Yes, most of the national 

programs 

More than 150 

km 

Military base  

Hydropower 

plant 

Hospital 

Power plant 

Forest 

school 

Less than 

3000 

Yes, only a few of the 

national programs 

More than 150 

km 

Forestry  

Hydropower 

Manufacturing 

 

Forestry  

 

Fisheries 

Sea  

school 

 

More than 

3000 

No, 45 km to nearest  Less than 150 

km  

Hydropower 

Manufacturing  

Forestry 

Manufacturing 

Construction 

 

The analysis started out following the multi-site collaborative ethnographic approach 

suggested by Lahelma et al. (2014), with discussion of individual experiences from the 

research field. A prominent theme in the interviews and field notes was that resources seemed 

important elements of the students’ thoughts about future careers. Comments in the field notes 



and interviews regarding resources were then analysed and categorised thematically by each 

researcher. In this procedure we were inspired by Glaser and Strauss (1967) as we compared 

critical incidents, integrated categories and tested the categories in relation to existing theory 

without producing new theory, in accordance with their constant comparative method of 

analysis. Results of the thematic work were then discussed by the authors in relation to 

representation, i.e. analyst triangulation (Denzin, 1989). This process was also used, as in the 

ethnographic tradition (Walford, 2008), to narrate both the common and uncommon 

(Atkinson, 1990; Bagley and Hillyard, 2015; Corbett, 2015). 

 

3.1 The context 

As mentioned in the methods section, the youths who participated in this study were 

interviewed in 8th or 9th grade (14-16 years). Swedish children and youths have compulsory 

education with a national curriculum until 9th grade, then they can leave education or start 

upper secondary school. Thus, upper secondary is voluntary, but in practice more than 95 

percent of cohorts continue their education, and there are few other practical options 

(Lundahl, 2011). However, there is an important division in Swedish upper secondary 

education between vocational education (VET) and higher educational preparatory (HEP) 

programmes. Admission criteria to university studies are fulfilled by successful completion of 

obligatory subjects in HEP programmes, but extra courses for this are needed in VET 

programmes. Before a reform implemented in 2011 all upper secondary programmes gave 

admission to university studies, but the reform strengthened the division between the VET 

and HEP routes (Nylund and Rosvall, 2016) and the number of students choosing the VET 

track has decreased. The Swedish National Agency for Education recently concluded that 

youths often express a desire to postpone their choice of education and keep as many options 

open as possible, and that the curtailment of access to university studies provided by VET 



programmes strongly contributed to the reduction in numbers of students choosing them 

(Skolverket, 2016). 

In the transition from compulsory to upper secondary education there are major local 

variations in the choices of VET or HEP programmes, many of which reflect regional 

variations in socioeconomic status, although some are more difficult to explain. Rural youths 

more commonly enrol on VET programmes than their urban peers. However, in Sweden (and 

elsewhere) parents’ educational backgrounds are stronger predictors of VET or HEP choices 

than rurality (Jónsson, 2016). 

 Swedish upper secondary education is divided into 18 national programmes. In total, 

there are six higher education preparatory programmes and 12 vocational programmes, all of 

three-year duration. There are also five Introduction programmes, mainly for youths who have 

not obtained pass grades from grade 9 (The Swedish National Agency for Education, 2012).  

Most of the students in Introduction programmes are newly arrived immigrants who need to 

improve their Swedish. 

 

4. Results and discussion 

 

4.1 Out migration as self-evident? – schools’ social codes 

In order to discuss the students’ context when talking about future trajectories the concept of 

school social code is used (cf. Nelson, 2016), which refers here to the degree that school staff 

and peers talked about out-migration as a requirement to fulfil future life and career plans or 

the rural place as somewhere to remain (or return to after finishing studies). In this respect, all 

six schools can be said to have had a strong rationale for an out-migration code, as only two 

of the six communities they served offered upper secondary education and none offered 

university studies. Thus, despite variations among the schools (discussed below), out-



migration was generally essential for access to most upper secondary or higher education 

options.  

Corbett (2013) describes a long historical shift in western societies and the purpose of 

education in rural settings, which he describes as a transition from “learning to stay” to 

“learning to leave” discourses. Briefly, learning to stay discourses were traditionally driven by 

engagement in community activities and the development of common values and ethics (often 

through references to religion and the church as a central pillar of the community and provider 

of education). Through modernity in western societies learning to stay discourses have been 

transformed, according to Corbett (2013), into learning to leave discourses, driven by an 

understanding of a ‘master culture’ at the centre dominating subordinate, peripheral cultures. 

Thus, professionalism is decontextualized and thought to be generalizable, consequently 

education in such circumstances becomes standardised with few references to the local 

context. Nevertheless, there were differences in the way out-migration was discussed in the 

studied schools, as illustrated below by examples of weak and strong out-migration codes 

(including silences regarding some key themes and treatment of some notions as self-evident). 

In order to discuss the migration code in more depth, two schools have been selected 

from the six as examples of schools with strong and weak out-migration codes: River and 

Mountain schools, respectively. However, it should be noted that this classification is based 

on the overall balance of comments recorded in interviews and observations, some of which 

(at all schools) could be assigned to both strong and weak codes. Thus, none of the schools 

provided a pure example of either a strong or weak code. In the following parts of this section 

all six schools are discussed in relation to their social code and their students’ VET/HEP 

programme trajectories. 

 

4.1.1 Schools with stronger out-migration code – River school as example 



River town is a large town compared to the other rural towns considered in this study, and 

other rural towns in Sweden. However, it is officially defined as rural due to its geographical 

position, infrastructure and population density (SKL, 2010). Accordingly, by Swedish 

standards River school was a large rural school, having five parallel ninth grade classes, each 

with approximately 20-25 students. Students who lived in the same region within the school’s 

catchment were in the same class. Most of the students in the followed class were living in the 

town, and generally had some socioeconomic advantages over those in other classes, notably 

parents with a longer academic background. In relation to academic attainment this could be 

seen as a positive selection factor, as most of the students were high achievers relative to ninth 

graders in the other classes. 

During field work in River school the researcher was often puzzled by the lack of 

references to ‘the place’ in teaching. When attending classes during field observations River 

town was seldom mentioned, and the teaching content seldom compared or related to River 

town, or the students’ experiences in River town. In addition, adult participants (teachers, 

parents, school staff) tended to express thoughts that their students/children, especially high 

achievers, were being prepared for educational attainment and out-migration (cf. Byun et al., 

2012; Corbett, 2005; Nelson, 2016): 

 

At lunch, some other teachers join us and ask about the study. A discussion starts about River town and 

its future. One teacher says that he does not want his own children to continue to upper secondary school 

here, even though River town has its own upper secondary school. He thinks that his children should 

move as soon as possible. I ask if it is not expensive to accommodate your children when they study 

somewhere else. He answered, while pointing to the other teachers at the table, that they are academics 

and although their wage is not as high as in urban areas it is high in relation to their expenses. “We 

bought our houses 10 to 20 years ago for almost nothing and pay almost no interest. We can afford to buy 

a small apartment for our children during their studies.” (Field note, River School) 

 



As noted in other research (Lidström et al., 2014) going away to study at schools in larger 

cities or more central towns (Bunar, 2010)Rönnlund, Rosvall and Johansson, forthcoming) 

seemed more prestigious or attractive, for both the students and adults, because it involved 

going away and/or because their geographical locations were more desirable. 

In the interviews at River school, students expressed the out-migration code less 

strongly than the adults. For example, two boys in the class had strategically chosen to study 

computer programming because they thought that there were possibilities to combine studies 

or employment in computer programming with staying in River town as much as possible (cf. 

Pant and Hambly Odame). However, there were wide variations among the students in the 

River school class; some other students wanted to leave River town as soon as possible. 

However, apart from those two boys most students’ long term plans involved moving away. 

Although the students in the class were not as determined to leave as interviews with the 

adults may have indicated (cf. Lidström et al., 2014), there was a consistently strong out-

migration code. This was manifested in few references to the local situation, knowledge-

centralised teaching, and school staff regarding out-migration as inevitable, in accordance 

with the ‘learning to leave’ discourse (Corbett, (2013). It was also reflected in the students’ 

talk about their future careers and chimed with a correlation observed in other schools 

between a strong out-migration code and plans among the youths to out-migrate (at least in 

the long run). Discussion of the (cultural) participation of working‐class students in higher 

education by (Reay in Furlong, 2009) may illuminate the gap between the adults’ and youths’ 

codes. Reay argues that their participation is driven by a desire to accommodate new 

experiences within a framework that respects their working‐class roots (rather than cast aside 

a working‐class identity). Analogously, the gap here can be understood as the rural youths’ 

desire to find a solution and framework that respects their rural roots, rather than a desire to 

cast away their rural identity.  



 

4.1.2 Schools with weaker out-migration code – Mountain school as example 

In contrast to River town, Mountain town was small, even for a town defined as rural. It was 

also more remote in terms of infrastructure such as transport facilities, large industries and 

universities. Mountain school had two parallel ninth grade classes, each with approximately 

15 students. Classroom activities of both these classes were observed, and the students were 

interviewed. Fewer students in the followed classes had parents with an academic background 

than those in the class followed in River school. As mentioned above, Mountain school could 

be regarded as opposite to River school in terms of out-migration code, as reflected in the 

field note below: 

 

It is striking how the teachers in Mountain school refer to the local context, unlike the River school 

teachers. In the last lesson, Michael was told twice that he needed to learn this in order to enrol in the 

most attractive school running the Natural Resource Use programme in Sweden. The teacher added that if 

he did well in that school he would have great opportunities to come back, at least to this area, if not to 

Mountain town. (Field note, Mountain school) 

 

The adults associated with Mountain school did not seem to emphasise out-migration as 

strongly as those associated with River school (who strongly expressed a strong out-migration 

code in their classes) in informal talk and during interviews. Similarly, although most students 

at Mountain school expressed a wish to study somewhere else, a substantial share discussed 

returning to Mountain town, or at least the region, to live. Although most of the students did 

not see returning to Mountain town as a realistic option for fulfilling their career dreams, 

almost all referred to some kind of resources that would keep drawing them back to the area. 

The most frequently mentioned was a mountain cabin that had been traditionally owned and 

used by their relatives. Most Mountain school students mentioned that they had access to such 



a cabin, but no such attachment clearly materialized in the local place was mentioned by the 

students in other schools included in the project. 

 Mountain town had a history of transformation from a small mining town to a tourist 

area, and the tourism industry had become the main provider of employment. However, this 

had not turned sparked interest in a career in tourism among the interviewed students. A few 

male students said that they could imagine themselves staying in the area driving a truck or 

being involved in vehicle maintenance, and one boy mentioned work in child care 

(preschool). In addition, a few girls talked about working in the local health service, but none 

of the interviewed students thought of the tourism industry as an option. It did not seem to 

appear in their horizons of action, despite the historical heritage of their local place, and 

despite all the students seeming to agree that Mountain town would not exist without the 

tourism industry. It did not seem to be a valued vehicle of employment, except when 

historically based occupations coincided with needs of the tourism industry, e.g. driving 

trucks (as in the mining times) to clear snow and prepare for ice in tourists’ sites and facilities. 

 

4.1.3 Schools social codes’ relations to vocational and preparation for higher education 

trajectories 

As the above examples show, there were variations among the rural contexts in numbers of 

students expressing plans to choose a VET or HEP programme. All students in the River 

school class were planning to enrol on a HEP programme while in the Mountain school 

classes the pattern was more mixed; a third were planning to choose a vocational programme 

and two thirds HEP programmes. In this respect, differences between the rural contexts 

clearly reflected differences in the parents’ educational background.  Moreover, a general 

correlation was observed between relatively high numbers of students in a class planning to 

choose a VET programme and parents with relatively low levels of educational background. 



Thus, families’ social resources clearly affected the youths’ horizons of action. However, in 

the project as a whole we also found opposite patterns. For example, although the level of 

educational background was generally lower in Inland town than in Coastal town, a larger 

share of Inland town students planned to choose a HEP programme.  The data collected in this 

study cannot explain this variation. Thus, it is important to note that patterns of rural places 

are difficult to generalise. 

 It is also important to note the peer effects in this regard. For example, in the River 

school class most of the students had parents with relatively long academic backgrounds, and 

followed the general pattern of planning to enrol on HEP programmes. However, two boys in 

the class were uncertain whether to choose a VET or HEP programme. Both went to a 

meeting providing information on the vocational Building and construction programme, and 

shortly after this one of the boys openly said that he had decided to choose a HEP programme. 

That strongly affected the other boy, who wanted a “companion” and not to be the only one 

opting for a VET programme. In the last parts of the term this boy did everything he could to 

achieve good enough grades to enrol on the HEP programme of his choice, such as taking 

extra classes, and accepting one-to-one teaching when it was offered. Enrolling on a VET 

programme was no longer considered an attractive option, although before the meeting about 

the Building and construction programme he said he was quite sure he would choose it. Thus, 

not only the school social code, but also class/peer social codes influence upper secondary 

programme choices. 

 

4.2 Resources 

This section presents examples from all six schools, since the resources that apparently 

influenced students’ choices of upper secondary schools and locations to study seemed to be 

more strongly related to their individual personal backgrounds than their schools. 



 

4.2.1 Social resources 

When the students were asked about their choice of upper secondary programme, few 

mentioned that the town classmates had chosen was an important factor. Instead, they 

expressed sadness about being geographically split up, although some mentioned that they 

would still meet their peers when they came home at weekends. However, quite a few 

mentioned that knowledge about the town they planned to go to and social resources it offered 

was important. For Sofia, from Sea School, her future plans to move to another town are 

reflected in the following excerpt: 

 

Interviewer: So, you are moving there? 

Sofia: Yes, but when I move we have to rent an apartment so I will live there alone 

Interviewer: And that feels good? 

Sofia:  Yes, it’s absolutely OK! 

Interviewer: And there’s no problem to rent an apartment?  

Sofia: No I don’t think so, we’ve done that before 

Interviewer: For one of your brothers or sisters?  

Sofia: Yes, for my oldest sister and my brother too, so that’s no problem. 

                                                                                         (Interview, Sea school) 

The excerpt suggests that Sofia’s siblings have paved the way and the move to another town 

seems to be no problem at all. In the next excerpt, Jacob talks in a similar vein about choosing 

Z-town for his upper secondary studies, as he has relatives living there and it is the closest 

town to his residence:   

 

Interviewer: Upper secondary then, what are your thoughts about upper secondary school?  

Jacob: My father’s brother and my other uncle live in Z-town, and it is closer to home.   

Interviewer: Compared to? 



Jacob: Well, compared to X-town, Y-town and Å-town, which all are more than 130 km from where I 

live, so my plan is to go to upper secondary school in Z-town. (Interview, Inland school) 

 

Social resources were mentioned by the students in variations such as “I have a 

sister/brother/cousin who studies or has studied there” or, “sister/brother/cousin/parental 

sibling living there”. Although this was not always expressed as a reason to choose a 

particular town for their upper secondary studies it remarkably often corresponded with the 

students’ choices.  

On an individual basis, we found examples of social background, in terms of parents’ 

educational backgrounds and occupations, influencing students’ choices, in the sense that 

some students considered the same career as their parents. In the following excerpt, a male 

student says he is going to choose the Natural Science Programme, and aims to become a 

doctor like his father: 

 

Interviewer:  What about after upper secondary school then? Have you thought about studying at 

university? 

Knut:  Yes, that’s my plan.   

Interviewer: Is there a particular profession you are heading for? 

Knut:  Yes, becoming a doctor. 

Interviewer: How did you get this idea? 

Knut: My father’s a doctor. (Interview, Coastal school) 

 

As noted in previous research (Archer et al., 2014), we found that students of socially 

advantaged backgrounds intended to follow career tracks of their parents, especially fathers, 

more frequently than less advantaged students. There were also examples of students 

intending to follow in their mothers’ footsteps, but mothers were mentioned less often than 

the fathers. However, this seems to be a general pattern among youths in both England 



(Davies et al., 2014) and Sweden (Lidström et al., 2014), rather than solely among rural 

youths. 

The importance of parents was also mentioned in other ways. Mountain school, located 

in a municipality with an upper secondary school offering a very limited selection of 

programmes, seemed to limit the choices of the students who thought of their parents’ support 

as important: 

Monya: I don’t know, I might choose the Vehicle and transport programme or Hair and makeup stylist 

orientation within the Handicraft programme. But maybe I’ll stay here and take the Social science 

programme. It’s difficult to move away, without close support from your parents. (Interview, Mountain 

school)  

 

The Vehicle and transport programme was not available in Mountain town and the Hair and 

makeup orientation within the Handicraft programme is only offered at a few places in 

Sweden. However, registrations of choices of upper secondary school a few months later 

showed that she had chosen the Social science programme. The perceived difficulty of going 

away could be interpreted as narrowing possible aspirations. Monya’s choice could also be 

interpreted as a rational choice based on valuation of her social relations (cf. Bunar, 2010; 

Skeggs, 1997).  

Social resources were important to varying degrees, and possibly particularly important 

for students with experience of special education, diagnosis of learning or behavioural 

difficulties (e.g. dyslexia, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder or Asperger’s syndrome), or 

low grades. These students could be somewhat reluctant to talk about limited career chances 

and possible paths in upper secondary school, or seemed to avoid the topics in interviews. 

However, one of the school staff in Mountain school talked about her own son having 

Asperger’s syndrome: 



You know my son has Asperger’s. When he was about to choose an upper secondary programme there 

was actually no real option. He could never manage on his own in an apartment in a new environment 

with new class peers. That would be too much for him. (Teacher interview, Mountain school.) 

 

This is a clear example of limitations that Corbett (2013) expresses in the question: “What 

place is not collapsing for those who lack family resources?” In summary, family social 

background, siblings or cousins paving the way, and the presence of relatives or friends in the 

receiving town all seemed to influence the rural adolescents’ upper secondary education 

choices. However, the importance of social connections is seldom reflected in policies and 

reforms concerning career development, which generally reflect an understanding of career 

choices as rational decisions, rather than habitus-embedded pragmatic decisions (Beach and 

Puaca, 2014; Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997) in which social resources play an important role. 

 

4.2.2 Economic resources 

In the following excerpt, Ingemar (a student at the Inland school) discusses whether he will 

choose an upper secondary school in a nearby municipality that allows daily commuting by 

bus, or study in the region’s big city, which would make daily commuting impossible. The 

excerpt highlights the importance of interactions between economic and social resources, as 

Ingemar’s choice will only be financially feasible with the help of social resources provided 

by relatives: 

 

Interviewer: What programme will you choose? 

Ingemar: Probably computer-programming.  

Interviewer: And where?    

Ingemar: Either in X-town or Å-town. […] 

Interviewer: You mentioned that your sister studies in X-town, is she commuting daily? Is that possible? 



Ingemar: No, we have arranged to have an apartment there, and we also have relatives there, an aunt and 

some others, so my sister lives there during her upper secondary school studies. 

Interviewer: So, if you choose X-town, you can also live there during your studies? 

Ingemar: Yes. 

Interviewer:  So, what are your plans more specifically, are you more likely to choose X-town or Å-town? 

Ingemar: X-town, mainly because I don’t like to travel by bus or car, spending so much time commuting 

between home and Å-town.  

                                                                                                          (Student interview, Inland school) 

 

For Emmot, the big city in the region was an option thanks to his family’s financial and 

relational resources, but this was not the case for all students. For Tim from Sea school the 

future plan was more uncertain, he hoped to get money so he could pay for an apartment and 

move away from the area: 

 

Tim: Yes, I’ll probably move to X; my stepmother and I are looking for money, and if I can get some we 

can afford the rent.                                                       (Student interview Sea school) 

 

Tim was a classmate of Sofia, who claimed (in an excerpt above) that moving away was no 

problem at all.  Despite being in the same school, their family resources clearly influenced 

their study and career choices in different ways, and probably more than they would have 

done in a big city, where more options would have been (geographically) accessible.  

However, parents did not only use financial resources to provide housing for children 

who chose to study elsewhere, in some cases where upper secondary education was provided 

in the home town they were also used (deliberately or coincidentally) to keep their child at 

home: 

 



Two girls cutting onions for their meal discussing their plans for upper secondary school. “I’ll stay here 

[for upper secondary education]. My parents said they won’t buy me a new snowmobile otherwise. If I go 

somewhere else they say I’ll only be home at weekends so a new snow scooter would be a waste of 

money.” (Field note, home economics, Mountain school.)  

 

There were also students who planned to take over their parents’ (often the father’s) company, 

an option, clearly linked to family resources, that would allow them to remain in the area. For 

example, Karin from Forest school planned to get training to drive forest machines, then work 

in the families’ forests:’ 

 

Karin: Yes, we have quite a good forest there but it´s even better on the way down to X, so probably I’ll 

live down there, in Skåne or here. 

(Student interviews, Forest school) 

 

In this, and other, examples the local place and economic resources materialised there clearly 

steered individuals’ future occupational plans. Thus, financial resources could provide 

opportunities for youths to access valued options elsewhere, opportunities for youths to 

develop a valued life at the local place, and ways for parents to keep their young ones at home 

(deliberately or unintentionally).   

 

4.2.3 Cultural resources 

Cultural resources refer to a person’s social assets (education, intellect, cultural activities and 

abilities) that promote social mobility in a stratified society. Low merits, disabilities, sporting 

talent and immigrant background were all cultural resources that apparently affected the 

students’ future horizons of action for studies or occupational dreams. Some relevant cultural 

resources have already been mentioned, e.g. those of the student with Asperger’s syndrome 

when discussing social resources. However, the material clearly showed that low cultural 



resources, such as low grades or diagnosis of leaning or behavioural difficulties, generally 

restricted students’ horizons of action for upper secondary education. The material does not 

allow us to examine causal relations, but the mentioned difficulties strikingly narrowed 

geographical options for students’ school choices. Most of the affected students chose the 

upper secondary school closest to their home, even though that could be a considerable 

distance away. In some cases this choice was described, by both the students and teachers, as 

obvious, as if there was no other choice. Some other students were urged to choose a 

prestigious school because they had high grades, for example Michael (urged in an excerpt 

above to choose the most highly ranked school offering the Natural Resource programme in 

Sweden). 

Another cultural resource that seemed important was talent for sports. Schools must 

offer courses closely tied to curricular programmes, but they usually also offer some activities 

(including various sports) that enable students to develop personal interests, and use them to 

attract students (Lundahl, Erixon Arreman, Holm, and Lundström, 2013). However, some 

upper secondary schools are national sports academies for which sporting excellence is a 

requirement. Tina was one student who had such aspirations:  

 

Rose: I will go to the Handball upper secondary school in Handball town [in southern Sweden, far from 

where she lived]. Many players in the [current] national team went to that school. (Interview, River 

school)  

 

More generally, facilities for sports (and sporting talent) seemed to influence upper secondary 

education choices of some students at all schools, but particularly River school. Both boys 

and girls provide illustrative examples, but the pattern was stronger among boys. It also seems 

from the interviews that sports traditionally practiced by men, ice hockey for example, 

provided most of the available options. Thus, sports practiced by men seemed more highly 



culturally valued (cf. Shakib et al., 2011), although comments by both boys and girls 

indicated that sports-related cultural resources influenced their horizons of action. 

 It is not possible to analyse all the cultural resources mentioned or observed thoroughly 

here, but being an immigrant was another prompting theme in our material related to cultural 

resources. Earlier studies have concluded that being an immigrant can be more 

disadvantageous in rural areas than in urban areas, because if racism occurs there are few 

sanctuaries (Forrest and Dunn, 2013). However, they may also be more advantageous as small 

communities in rural areas may welcome immigrants, support cultural diversity and protect 

asylum seekers from deportation (Hedberg and Haandrikman, 2014; Stephen, 2008). Our 

participants included few students of immigrant background. However, they confirmed stories 

of their career plans being affected by both racism and inclusive communities. Some said that 

they wanted to stay in their rural town, mainly because they had established social resources 

and were attracted to the place, but also partly because they had heard that urban areas were 

more segregated and more frequently sites of violent conflicts. In contrast, others seemed to 

reason that as immigrants they were less rooted and connected to a place, seeing the “whole 

world” as their workplace (see Rosvall, forthcoming; Rönnlund, forthcoming for more 

detailed descriptions of Mountain and Coastal town). Thus, social and cultural resources 

interactively affect how the immigrant youths describe their attachments and attractions to a 

place.  

 

5. Conclusions 

Economic theorists and policy-makers frequently regard citizens as people who seize 

opportunities they see, make rational choices, and are prepared to travel to exploit career 

openings (Corbett, 2013; Mitchell et al., 1999). However, results presented here indicate that 

available resources influence the opportunities that are both available, and can be taken in 



practice. Social, economic and cultural resources are unevenly distributed among individuals, 

and sets of disadvantages associated with rural locations (e.g. long distances to schools and 

few programmes being offered) increase obstacles in transitions and may severely restrict 

feasible opportunities or choices. Opportunities elsewhere are also connected to risks 

(Olofsson and Öhman, 2007), especially for youths rooted in a community (Kloep et al., 

2003; McGrath, 2001; Rye, 2006), as social resources are less accessible and moving away 

may reduce the value of cultural resources in the local community. In a larger perspective the 

devaluation of the rural youths’ resources can understood with the notion of Massey’s concept 

of power geometry (Massey, 1994).  

This study indicates that various forms of resources and codes interactively affected the 

rural youths in different ways. For example, the youths in Mountain school generally had low 

family resources, while their school had a weak out-migration school and a strong 

community-oriented social code. The resources and codes interacted, and substantial shares of 

the students in Mountain school thought of Mountain town as a possible place to settle 

(although none of them mentioned plans to work in the tourism industry, the main 

employment provider in the town). The family, school and community social codes did not 

seem to ‘push’ the Mountain youths towards out-migration, although many of them had 

aspirations to leave the town. In contrast, the youths in River town had families with higher 

academic resources, and both their school and community codes seemed to ‘push’ them 

towards out-migration.  

However, the most important conclusion is that families’ economic and social resources 

strongly influence rural youths’ transitions between compulsory school and upper secondary 

school, especially transitions of disadvantaged youths (with low family income, numerous 

siblings, low grades, learning or behavioural problems and/or special educational needs) (cf. 

Schoon, 2012). It seems unlikely that all rural youths are ready to take care of themselves 



(buying and preparing food, doing the laundry, cleaning, and not staying up too late at night 

etc.) when they are 16 years old. It may not be challenging for most of them, but it is easy to 

imagine difficulties that may arise if youngsters end up in classes they feel uncomfortable in, 

with social resources far away. Thus, the structuring of opportunities to study for rural 

adolescents leads to restructurings of social relationships that may make supporting them 

more difficult (cf. McGrath, 2001), especially for students with behavioural or learning 

disabilities (cf. Allan et al., 2009). Hence, variations in resources seem even more important 

for rural youths than they reportedly are for their urban peers (cf. Lundahl et al., 2015). In 

other words, with reference to Hodkinson and Sparkes (1997), the horizons of action of rural 

youths seem to be even more affected by social, economic and cultural resources than those of 

their “central” peers. 
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