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Introduction

Studies of the future have often been preoccupied with ascertaining how 
much of the future can be projected at both the individual and institu-
tional levels (Mische, 2009; Tavory & Eliasoph, 2013). Whether future 
predictions come true may be interesting to find out, but these are not the 
only relevant sociological questions. Another important question is how 
does our future imagination affect what we do? (Adam & Groves, 2007) 
Future imaginations might not predict the future on a one-to-one level, 
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yet they do influence our actions (Mische, 2009, p. 699) and thus, the task 
of sociology is also to develop an approach that can grasp how future 
imaginations influence how we think, feel, and behave and thus also some-
times in unanticipated ways influence the course of events (Zimbardo & 
Boyd, 2008, p. 137; Beckert & Suckert 2021). To do this, Mische (2014) 
argues that the future understood as projective imagination can be studied 
from a pragmatic perspective by applying two elaborated concepts: the 
cognitive contours of the projective imagination (e.g. what is its reach, 
breadth, clarity, and contingency) and the action orientations of the projec-
tive imagination (e.g. how is the future imagined in terms of expandabil-
ity, volition, sociality, and connectivity).

In this chapter, we were inspired by these two underlying dimensions 
when exploring the projective imaginations of young people who have 
grown up in rural Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden. We ask how 
their projective imaginations set a direction for their actions and, thus, 
influence their transition to adulthood, taking into account both their 
rural and classed conditions and dispositions (Bourdieu, 1973; Jamieson, 
2000). In our longitudinal analysis, we can trace how young people’s pro-
jective imaginations shift or remain consistent during their transition to 
adulthood as well as how their cognitive contours and action orientations 
are shaped by available family resources and the rural environment (place) 
in which they have grown up. Further, we show that across the four Nordic 
countries, most of the young people’s projective imaginations were nar-
rated as a linear biographical transition to adulthood marked by traditional 
milestones, such as an education, a job, a house, and a family. This norma-
tive projection imagination was very strongly present in all the interviews 
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with young people in the four Nordic countries and, thus, we found more 
differences within than across each country in association with the young 
people’s different family resources and biographical stories.

In the following account, we capture these individual differences by 
focusing on the details of young peoples’ projective imagination and ana-
lysing their cognitive contours and action orientation, depending on their 
past experiences of educational and employment success and attachment 
to place (see also the educational and belonging chapter in this volume). 
We show that these differences become most apparent among a small 
group of young people, who struggled, at the last interview point, to nar-
rate any cognitive contours for their protective imagination. In conclu-
sion, we discuss the grounds on which these groups of young people 
project their future and what made their projections so difficult that they 
entirely denied formulating an imagined future.

This chapter contributes with insights into how similar young people in 
rural areas in four Nordic countries imagine their possible future drawing 
on a cultural script (Zilberstein et al., 2023) of (hetero)normative linear 
biographical expectations, despite differences in class, gender, and place-
specific work and educational possibilities. Similar to other studies (Cuervo 
& Chesters, 2019; MacLeod, 2009; Nilsen, 1999), we find that in all four 
Nordic countries, young people growing up in rural areas expect to fulfil 
traditional markers of adulthood (getting a job, a house, family, children 
etc.) much earlier in their life course compared to, for example, their urban 
counterparts. From demographic research, it is well-known that young 
people living in rural areas are generally younger when they marry and 
have their first child (Riederer &  Beaujouan, 2023). This has been 
explained by the fact that women in urban areas pursue higher education 
and career opportunities and seek individual autonomy, self-actualisation, 
and increased independence in contrast to women in rural areas, who are 
more oriented towards family and traditional norms. Our study confirms 
the latter, but it reveals that men living in rural areas also have very tradi-
tional and normative projective imagination.

Youth as the Future in Uncertain Times?
Young people have often been regarded as those who bring hope, wealth, 
and prosperity to future societies (Threadgold, 2019; Cook and Woodman 
2020). The young people themselves often also expect to progress to 
independence through a journey of traditional milestones, such as 
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education, employment, housing, and family (Thomson & Østergaard, 
2021). The journey metaphor (Furlong & Cartmel, 2006) is thus a strong 
cultural script, when anticipating young people’s future lives, and devia-
tion captured by disrupted, fragmented, or recursive routes or by using 
concepts such as ‘accelerated or stretched/ delayed/ stuck/ broken down’ 
(Thomson & Østergaard, 2021) are all formulated with a reference to a 
trust in that eventually young people will progress and fulfil what is 
expected of a normative linear biographical transition (Threadgold, 2019).

Alternative ways to capture and understand youth transition have been 
suggested. Bond-Stockton (2009) suggested the term ‘growing sideways’ 
instead of growing up. Freeman (2010) played with notions of past, pres-
ent, future, and temporal orientations; re-enactment; and retrofuturism. 
Leccardi et al. (2023) go a step further as they question whether the future 
is equal to progress, especially from a young person’s perspective. Young 
people today (starting with the millennials born between the early 1980s 
and mid-1990s) are facing a different future from that of their parents or 
their grandparents (the baby boomers, born between the end of the 
Second World War and the mid-1950s). Whereas the latter were able to 
grow up during a time where the collective future was considered open, 
positive, possible, and with progression and, thus, accordingly could con-
struct their ‘biographical projects (and profiles) according to this, the new 
generation is growing up with a more bleak, uncertain and to some degree 
threatening future, at least in the long-term’ (Leccardi et  al., 2023, 
p. 123).

In other words, young people today are facing an increasingly risky 
future that challenges the traditional journey to adulthood and requires a 
construction of a new biographical time, which creates a temporal frag-
mentation, as they are still encountering the normative expectations of 
having a plan for the future—a projective imagination for what to do with 
their lives and being on a journey towards progression and develop-
ment (Adam 2023; Halford and Southerton 2023). Thus, today young 
people are situated in two temporal landscapes: one in which they are 
expected to plan their life according to the expectations that there is linear 
pathway to the good life—the idea of a better and more just world—
simultaneously, there is another in which they (and their parents) experi-
ence that the future has lost its aura of promise and grows increasingly 
threatening. Thus, young people today are navigating their transition to 
adulthood in a time where they are exposed to conflicted messages about 
what that future will, could, and should be like.
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Leccardi et al.’s (2023) strong argument about the future is no longer 
equal to progress raises another question: Are we approaching the end of 
what Koselleck defined as ‘modern time’ (neue zeit) (Koselleck, 2004). 
Currently, it might be difficult to imagine a horizon for what progress is. 
When the idea of progress was developed from the eighteenth century 
onwards, it opened up for the possibility of expectations being directed at 
a transformation of ‘this world’, not the hereafter. Perfect life could now 
be achieved on this earth, and time (i.e. the history of a society) was seen 
as one long process towards this fulfilment. In modern times, the expecta-
tion was that the everyday life of the past was no longer equal to the every-
day life of the future. Past events would not necessarily repeat themselves 
in the future and, thus, the past lost its value and purpose. In other words, 
when the expectation was that the future would be different, the experi-
ences of the past became irrelevant. But a future that is not like the past is 
also an uncertain and unpredictable future. This opening up of expecta-
tions for the future left a void, and an interest arises (especially in science) 
to fill this void with plans, forecasts, and predictions.

That the future is a distinct time different from the past and, thus, that 
both are of different time orders (an oppositional pair of before/after) is 
the ontological assumption (Koselleck, 1985, p. 274) for how we in vari-
ous studies, the media, policy etc. can have the expectations that there is a 
future associated with infinite possibilities, a not-yet time of non-experience 
that can be considered, which is in contrast to past experiences, which can 
only be remembered. Although, objectively, past experiences take place 
temporally before expectations, how we formulate or approach this rela-
tionship is subjective (Koselleck, 1985, p.  274). This implies that our 
understanding of past experiences can also change according to how future 
expectations change. Or to put it differently, the linguistic representation 
of past experiences (the space of experience) could change or be ‘incor-
rect’, for example, if the space of experience is approached from a roman-
ticised horizon of expectations. Therefore, new expectations—hopes or 
disappointments—that are likely to be formulated over time will always 
shed new light on past experiences. Or, as Mische (2009) argued, how we 
imagine the future will influence how we act because these future expecta-
tions, as Koselleck (2004) argued, can change the manner in which the 
past (spaces of experiences) is interpreted. In particular, expectations that 
turn out to be inconsistent with past experiences contribute to new experi-
ences, as the unexpected has the power to surprise. In a time, where the 
idea of progress is questionable, if we follow Leccardi et  al.’s (2023) 
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argument, it then becomes problematic to plan ahead, especially for young 
people who for various reasons cannot project a future of infinite possibili-
ties. If the future cannot be projected from an ideology of progress, it 
becomes difficult to narrate how the future will be different from the past. 
Yet, at the same time, young people are still expected to plan their transi-
tion to adulthood, their future, from the expectations that it will be sig-
nificantly better (or at least the same) as their (parents’) past.

Method

The following analysis uses 51 national longitudinal qualitative cases from 
Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden, selected from among 196 young 
people who grew up in rural sites between the years 2013 and 2022. The 
Norwegian, Finnish, and Swedish young people were all interviewed once 
or twice while attending lower secondary school (aged 12–15 years), and 
repeatedly during their upper secondary studies and as young adults. In 
Denmark, the young people were older, between 17 and 24 years old, and 
were interviewed three times after they no longer attended secondary 
school (aged 15–16 years in Denmark). They were sampled from surveys 
(n = 116) among students who went to five ‘Preparatory Basic Education 
and Training’ institutions, which are part of an education system for young 
people who either have not passed compulsory school or find it difficult to 
continue with further education (see also the educational chapter in this 
book) located in different rural or peripheral areas of Denmark.

In all four countries, a variety of questions regarding the future was 
asked in different waves. In Sweden, in wave 1, the young people were 
asked ‘what are your overall future plans (live, study, work, etc.), what do 
you think about the future, and what does it make you feel like’ (age 
15 years). Similarly, in wave 2 (21) they were asked ‘what are your long-
term plans’, and ‘imagine yourself, when you are about 30–35 years old’, 
as well as whether they had any particular dreams or any worries about the 
future. The latter two questions were repeated in wave 3. The young peo-
ple in Denmark were asked similar questions. Thus, in wave 1 (age 
17–24 years) they were asked about future plans (where to live, move, 
etc.) and what they would like their future life to be like as well as how 
they felt about the future. In wave 3 (age 19–26 years), they were asked 
about their dreams for the future and if they were worried about anything 
in the future.

In Finland, participants were similarly asked about their future in sev-
eral waves. At the end of wave 1 (end of lower secondary school, age 
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15–16 years) they were asked to draw their plans as a lifeline and to discuss 
their future—how they saw themselves in 10 years, and their hopes and 
dreams in general. During the next wave of interviews (age 17–19 years), 
these discussions were revisited, and the young people were also asked to 
reflect upon their home regions and on their own relationship to their 
regions. In Norway, the young people who were younger at the beginning 
of the longitudinal study were asked fewer questions about the future. 
However, at age 13, they were asked about what they hoped, how they 
thought their life would look like in the future, and whether they thought 
it would be like that of their parents’. Similarly, in both waves 2 (age 15) 
and 3 (age 16), they were asked about how their life would be in the 
future, what kind of life they wanted to live as adults, and whether they 
were worried about themselves or the world in the future.

Analysis

The sample of 51 ‘emblematic cases’ (Thomson, 2011) was selected by 
prioritising heterogeneity and breadth of experiences to highlight the 
diversity embedded in our original data. This implied equal representation 
of genders, inclusion of different educational trajectories and mobility pat-
terns, and inclusion of both young people who appeared socially active 
and those who were more excluded in their communities (see Eriksen & 
Vehkalahti in this volume). The case-profile model was developed by 
Thomson (2007) and further developed for cross-national comparison by 
Boddy et al. (2020).

In the following account, we grouped together young people with sim-
ilar projective imagination according to the eight dimensions of projective 
imaginations formulated by Mische (2014). This implies that we asked 
whether the young people’s cognitive contours of their projective imagi-
nation were short-, middle-, or long-term planning (reach); whether they 
considered a wider or more limited range of possibilities or alternatives 
(breadth); how detailed and clearly they described it (clarity); and, finally, 
how fixed or flexible they narrated the projective imaginations (contin-
gency). Furthermore, we also explored the action orientations of their 
future imagination: Did the young people experience a future of open or 
closed doors (expandability); did they find themselves in control of the 
future and with what motion (pace) did they find the future was approach-
ing them (was it coming towards them, as something out of their control 
(volition); were other people (family, friends, network) part of the future 
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imagination (e.g. was the future planed in conversation with others (not 
literally) (sociality); and, finally, was there an action plan for how to reach 
future goal, a strategy or tactical plan where one action will lead to another 
or was it vague and improvised (connectivity).

We considered the eight dimensions sensitising concepts (Blumer, 
1954/1969), which implied that we used them to group together partici-
pants who, over time, had similar projective imagination. Thus, we anal-
ysed the young people’s answers to various future questions in different 
waves both synchronically and diachronically, paying attention to how 
each participants ‘spaces of experiences’ could change their future hori-
zons, considering both content and narrative features (Thomson, 2007). 
This twofold strategy resulted in grouping the material into four groups: 
The first group included those young people who have had a clear long-
term fixed future narrative. Their projective imagination included few 
alternatives and they exhibited a high degree of control, sociality, and con-
nectivity. The second group also had a clear long-term future narrative, yet 
the projective imagination was flexible. Those in this group considered a 
range of possibilities, still in control, and their narrative also reflected a 
high degree of sociality and connectivity. The third group was different 
from the first two in that those in this group had unclear long-term future 
narratives. Thus, their projective imagination was rather uncertain, with 
possibilities changing constantly. Occasionally, the future approached 
them fast, and they still attempted to gain control and, thus, change their 
strategy for how to achieve new possibilities. The young people in the final 
group were very different than the other three groups, because they over-
all rejected to narrate a projective imagination. Only when they were really 
pushed (occasionally by the interviewer) did they engage in describing the 
reach and breach of their projective imagination, but with little clarity. 
Moreover, they often argued that the future was out of their hands and 
letting go of control made it possible for them to avoid connectivity.

Group 1: A Clear Long-Term Fixed 
Projective Imagination

A majority of the 51 cases sampled for our cross-national analysis had a 
very clear projective imagination for what would happen in the future. 
Responding to questions regarding the future in various waves, they con-
sistently answered by referring to biographical projects that lived up or 
redeemed the various milestones of transitioning to adulthood. 
Occasionally, this was also captured by the phrase of achieving, as Oda 
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from Norway said, ‘just an ordinary life without any problems’. Oda came 
from a working-class family, but with high cultural capital. She had a clear 
plan about how to achieve an ‘ordinary life’. It involved a projective imagi-
nation of both a short- and long-term plan. First, she would move away to 
complete an education as a nurse. Thereafter, she would move back and 
get her job locally with her acquired skills as a nurse, which would be easy 
as the field is lacking skilled labour. Her cognitive contour was driven by 
her relationships and interaction with her family. She was particularly close 
to her mother and grandparents, and looking at their ordinary problem-
free life made it easy for her to formulate the necessary strategies for how 
to achieve her future plan. When asked how she saw her future, she 
answered:

Oda: I hope that I get a good job and get money, and that I live in a house 
with a husband and children, for example.
I: Do you think your adult life will be quite similar to your parents’?
Oda: Yes, I would say so (…), I think it will be quite the same.
I: What do you think about that then?
Oda: I think it’s nice, I want to have a life where I can live without any really 
big problems. (Oda, aged 12, wave 1, Norway)

Her strong sense of attachment to place (see chapter “Trajectories of 
Belonging Among Nordic Rural Youth: Strengthening, Weakening, or 
Conflicting Belonging over Time” in this volume) implied that she wanted 
to have the same closeness and safety that she had experienced growing up 
in a small community with her future children. She said she saw herself 
living in the same community because ‘I have large parts of my family 
here. I just think that it’s kind of fun to, for example, if I have children, 
show that here I went to school, and here I’ve done this and that’ (Oda, 
age 17, wave 3, Norway). She wanted to offer a similar livelihood and 
standard of living to her children and felt confident about how to reach 
this goal; thus, she had a fixed and almost predetermined future ahead of 
her. At no point did she question whether it would be possible to achieve 
an ordinary problem-free life, just like her families had practised for gen-
erations. Oda was quite typical in her imagining an ordinary life following 
in her parents’ footsteps.

Jørgen, also from Norway, talked about wanting an adult life similar to 
his parents. Growing up in a farm in a lower middle-class family with both 
his parents and two older brothers and a young sister, he really appreciated 
family life. He and his father had similar interests, as they enjoyed going 
hunting together, and Jørgen felt he had a lot of freedom to do and go 
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where he wanted to in his local area. Similarly, Leonard from Sweden 
came from a resourceful middle-class family. His parents were living in a 
small village, and they were in a good financial situation. They were con-
tent with life, enjoyed good health, and they were able to provide a smooth 
transition for Leonard, who said: ‘I feel quite satisfied with the apartment 
I have. I have a nice car. I have a nice and beautiful and best girlfriend in 
the world. I have a scooter. I have a fun job which I enjoy very much. I 
have colleagues who are very friendly. So, in fact, I have a good life’ 
(Leonard, age 22, third wave, Sweden).

At age 22, Leonard had it all. Although the journey to success had 
involved a few bumps on the way, such as changing jobs due to a conflict 
with his first employer after graduation, Lenoard’s transition to adulthood 
had been rather smooth. From a young age he knew he would undertake 
a vocational upper secondary program. He was not sure which program to 
select initially, but decided on a vocational program within the energy and 
technology sector, a sector in which his father worked. This provided him 
with a logical step in terms of how to remain in the area, as jobs in the 
energy sector were available not far from where he grew up. After upper 
secondary school, he got himself a job in the region, and as the owner of 
a car transportation company, his life between the apartment in the home 
village and his work was easy for him. Moreover, he emphasised that he 
enjoyed going to the theatre and concerts. However, he had no interest in 
city life and did not want to move to a larger city. He had a fixed plan—to 
stay locally—and he only considered one alternative of moving further out 
in the countryside with his girlfriend and build a family here. Thus, when 
he was asked about what his life would be like when he was to be 30 or 
35 years old, he had no problem in describing a biographical progress that 
matched normative expectations of an ordinary life and working in the 
same business as his father and living locally:

I: If you imagine yourself to be 30, 35 years old, where do you think you 
would live and work?
Leonard: As I feel today, I think I will work in the same industry until I 
retire—that’s how satisfied I am. But that’s a difficult question to answer. 
But where should I live, it’s pretty much the same answer as I had in the 
eighth grade, I don’t want to live in a city, I can’t handle it; I’m more com-
fortable in the countryside. I see myself on a farm out in the country actu-
ally. After that, I have no idea of what may happen in a few years.
I: So living in a [big city] or [small city], you don’t really see that coming?
Leonard: No, I don’t. (Leonard, age 21, wave 2, Sweden)
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Leonard’s projective imagination stretched all the way to retirement in 
the rural area he grew up. If he was happy, he would stay, and, thus, there 
was no need for breadth in this imagination. However, he was aware that 
working in the same industry until retirement essentially was out of his 
hands. Whether the energy industry would still be able to provide him 
with a secure job until his retirement, was, as he said, ‘a difficult question’. 
However, allowing a certain level of uncertainty in terms of employment 
did not make him question whether to move to the city, where employ-
ment would be more secure.

A few of the other young people from Sweden also questioned whether 
the jobs they had trained for would disappear over time and make it diffi-
cult for them to stay in the area in which they grew up. For example, 
Mariam coming from an unskilled working-class background knew since 
she was a child that she wanted to become a hairdresser. Thus, a lot was at 
stake when she was applying to get into the vocational hairdressing pro-
gram at age 15, as she had no alternatives. Her projective future was par-
tially driven by other people in the family (her aunt had her own hair salon 
business), but Mariam could also sense that it was uncertain whether it 
would work out.

Many customers ask, ‘where are you going?’, as I’m at this age, but I don’t 
know where to go. I might start working elsewhere, who knows, I have no 
idea where to go. But I feel like I want to live here, I enjoy it so much here, 
and I have family and stuff like this too, so this is somewhere I want to live 
and continue my life. (Mariam, age 21, wave 2, Sweden)

Miriam clearly felt the pressure of having an alternative plan, particu-
larly from customers who were asking her about whether she wanted to 
leave (e.g. the mobility imperative (Farrugia, 2015)), under the assump-
tion that this would provide her better opportunities in the future. 
However, at age 22, Mariam had realised that she was not a city person. 
When she was asked if she could imagine living in any of the two cities in 
the region, she was clear that it would be the significantly smaller city she 
could imagine living in, not the big one: ‘I feel better in [a small city], I 
have my aunt there too. And I don’t think it’s the same stress as in [big 
city]; it’s a bit calmer and it feels a bit more undisturbed there than in [big 
city]. […]I like people from [small places], they are calm and lovely and 
not too worried about everything.’ However, her biographical project—to 
stay and create a living locall—was clearly in conflict with the development 
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of her local area, which did not look at a future of progress. When the 
interviewer once again asked her to confirm her projective imagination, 
she insisted that this was the right choice for her, but, like Leonard, opened 
a door for that her local labour market might not provide her with that 
opportunity. However, she knew that this was out of her hands.

In this section, we presented four cases with similar projective imagina-
tion in terms of their cognitive contours and action orientations. Despite 
the fact that young people are from different Nordic countries and have 
somewhat different family backgrounds, all of them had clear long-term 
fixed future imaginations in which few alternatives were considered, and 
their future plans involved a high degree of control, sociality, and connec-
tivity. Their biographical projects were very similar—to stay in their rural 
homeplace; for some, it also involved the pathway of leaving (for an educa-
tion) and then returning. However, in their cognitive contours, they all 
trusted that it was possible to reach the goal of a comfortable or ordinary 
life, not unlike their parents and extended family. Their action orientations 
displayed a high degree of control driven by a determination of staying (or 
returning to) where they grew up. This, in turn, tied in to their strong 
sociality, as both their parents and closest family provided important role 
models for the future lives they wanted. However, their action orientation 
towards their family kinship and staying in their rural home community 
implied that they accepted a degree of uncertainty in terms of future jobs 
and, thus, stable income. Being aware that employment would be less 
optional compared to living in a city, they accepted a certain level of risk, 
particularly if the job market changed and industries did not survive. Yet, 
this did not raise any severe doubts in them regarding trusting that they 
would progress towards the same milestones as their parents, live a com-
fortable life, and establish a similar life for their future children.

Group 2: A Clear Long-Term, Yet Flexible, 
Projective Imagination

A smaller number of young people had a projective imagination with a 
higher degree of flexibility to achieve their clear long-term goals. John, 
21 years old and from Sweden, belonged to an unskilled working-class 
background but had a clear yet flexible projective imagination in terms of 
jobs, as this was required to reach his one and only goal: ‘I want to work 
and make money and building me a future so I can take it easy in 20–30 
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years. Until then I can be away and work hard, I’m young and I don’t have 
anything to tie me down, so I might as well be away and make money’. 
The goal—to become economically independent and stop working in his 
50s—was driving him to take up different jobs in different locations, also 
as an unskilled labour in the mine industry. ‘I work about a week and a half 
and then I have the weekend off. I’m unattached, I mean I have no girl-
friend, no pet, nothing I need to come home to, so I’m just away and 
actually work most of the time. I was home six nights between November 
and December’ (John, age 22, wave 3, Sweden).

Being just him, with no obligation to provide for anyone else, surely 
made it easier for him to reach his long-term goal—to work hard in differ-
ent job sectors to save enough money to buy a house in the area where he 
grew up. Although his family was not originally from there, he felt very 
attached to his hometown, where he had spent most of his childhood. 
Thus, he had a short-term and long-term plan and to achieve the latter, he 
had to stay flexible.

Aurora, from the Finnish Sámi homeland, came from a middle-class 
background. She had always felt that maintaining Sámi culture and lan-
guage was important in her projective imagination; however, during waves 
1–3, she was uncertain about what that would entail and require in terms 
of her future plans. Aurora felt a deep connection and belonging to her 
homeplace. Family and relatives were important. Additionally, local places 
and nature created a meaningful cultural environment for Aurora. Already 
during her upper secondary education, her projective imagination had a 
high degree of sociality, as she described how she wanted to return and 
have her own family in the North. She dreamed about a meaningful job 
and had clear plans for achieving a university degree, but she felt unsure 
about what to study. However, she was aware that she had to leave to 
complete further education somewhere else. Because of the uncertainty, in 
upper secondary school, she chose to study subjects that she thought 
would give her as much flexibility as possible to subsequent higher educa-
tion. During university, she opted for a broad range of studies to support 
her return back to the north: ‘I feel good that I have a possibility to choose 
and not close any doors’. The cognitive contours of her projective imagi-
nation involved maintaining and advancing the Sámi language and cul-
ture, as well as staying close to her family, something that became even 
more pronounced during the last interview when she was in her 20s.
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In 5–10 years, I’d like to be back in the north and working. And yes, I want 
to have… Or I’ve always thought that I don’t want kids when I’m young. 
[…] And I haven’t realised that my grandparents are quite old. Then [while 
spending time with her grandparents during the holiday] I realised that I 
want my own children to get to know my grandparents. Then, kind of, I 
realised I want my own children sooner. So, maybe in 5–10 years, I would 
like to have a family and live in the North and work. Work with the Sámi 
language or culture. (Aurora, age 22, wave 5, Finland)

As she got older the family closeness and its cultural (history) became 
more important and she managed to adapt her educational choices, 
thereby revealing that she was able to stay flexible in her educational 
choice to return home. At age 22, she projected her future with both clar-
ity and with a long-term thinking, including planning for herself to have 
children sooner rather than later.

Britta from Sweden was also caught in a dilemma about family and 
education, although her dilemma was more about where to settle down 
with her imaginary family, which played an important role in her projec-
tive future.

I didn’t think I would create a family that goes somewhere and then realises 
that one wants to return. I didn’t feel that when I moved to (city in the 
south) but it feels natural now. I had decided to go to (a folk high school) 
because during upper secondary school I felt I wanted to have such a year. 
It was a good year (…). One had a sense of community, it became quite 
enjoyable. (Britta, age 21, wave 2, Sweden)

Coming from a middle-class background in Sweden, Britta had left her 
hometown Riverdale right after upper secondary education to live in a 
somewhat larger city further south with her soon-to-be husband. Here, 
she experimented with a number of different part-time jobs and began 
studying to become a schoolteacher. However, at age 22, she enrolled 
herself in a higher education pedagogy program, adding that this was 
actually ‘something she always wanted to do’. Although she and her boy-
friend had been able to buy a flat with the help of her parents, she was still 
unsure whether this was the right place to begin a family. Thus, returning 
to her hometown was a strong projective imagination that created a num-
ber of conflictual cognitive contours in her future imagination, which 
became even more apparent when she moved to a larger city to pursue 
further education.
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Ingrid, also from Sweden, was uncertain both in terms of where to live 
and what education she should apply for. However, her end goal was 
clear—she did not want to return to her hometown, as she found it too 
‘narrow-minded’, and she wanted financial stability. This was something 
she voiced from the first interview. She and her family had immigrated to 
Sweden and had extended relatives and family spread out over Europe. 
Thus, she considered leaving Sweden for another European country: 
‘Maybe I’ll try working abroad before I have children or a family, so yes, I 
will probably go around and test’; she wanted ‘a secure job’:

Financial and educational success was important to Ingrid, and her 
mother who now had a middle-class job appeared to both be an impor-
tance influence in terms of her having this goal;

I think it might have something to do with the fact that I didn’t have a very 
good upbringing, we never had money. So I’ve always had a lot of anxiety 
about money and housing too. So when I moved to [current place of resi-
dence] it was the same, I had no money, then I became dependent on my 
mother. When she didn’t have money I couldn’t do anything about it and I 
hate that feeling when I can’t fix things myself. The most important thing 
for me is probably safety. (Ingrid, age 21, wave 2, Sweden)

Her mother, however had also provided her with a few contacts that 
could make this secure job plan possible, but it had not been without con-
flictual decisions. Thus, when Ingunn, in the last wave, aged 22, reflected 
on her educational journey, she voiced conflictual expectations originating 
from her own interests and living up to her family’s expectations. In the 
past, she actually wanted to study aesthetic courses, history, and had 
already taken on a sociology course, but her family questioned what that 
type of education would lead to in terms of a profession and income. They 
wanted her to take a program that would lead to an established profession:

I felt the pressure, like if I didn’t choose to study medicine or economics or 
something like that, I’m a failure. But then I found and started to think 
about HR. This educational program contains things like sociology, we read 
some psychology, some philosophy, and also pedagogy, and still it gives you 
a profession. So, I am happy about it, and they accept it, I make them proud, 
and they can sleep well at night. (Ingrid, age 22, wave 3, Sweden)

Ingrid’s projective imagination was, to a large extent, formulated in 
relation to what her family would expect of her, in particular her mother; 
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however, she was also driven by securing herself financially. Thus, over 
time, she redirected her strategic (educational) plan so it could live up to 
both her own and also her family’s expectations. However, at 22 years of 
age, she was still uncertain regarding whether her education would pro-
vide her with the financial security that was so important to her (and her 
family).

In this section, we grouped together young people who shared that 
they had formulated very clear long-term goals but that they had to be 
flexible in order to achieve them, either because they experienced conflic-
tual expectations from family members or conflictual self-interest, or 
because the area in which they grew up in did not provide the employ-
ment opportunities and so they needed to attain their goals of becoming 
financial independent elsewhere. Therefore, the flexibility of their projec-
tive imagination was a question of shaping their future expectations so 
that they would not come in conflict with the classed and rural structural 
possibilities and expectations around them in order to reach what they also 
aimed for, similar to group 1—an ordinary comfortable life.

Group 3: Uncertain Long-Term 
Projective Imaginations

The young people in our third group are characterised by responding to 
questions regarding their future in even more uncertain ways often by list-
ing a plurality of future long-term goals. Furthermore, they often dis-
cussed the future by referring to some of these projective imaginations as 
dreams. However, the young people did not narrate these dreams accord-
ing to Nilsen’s (1999) findings, where dreams were considered a future, 
the young people have little or no control and thus unrealistic. In our 
cross-national longitudinal studies dreams were narrated as desired and 
realistic goals. Dreams were something that the young people in their 
everyday action orientation had aimed at pursuing. However, when they 
did not come through, the young people re-directed their long-term goals 
and made new strategies based on these past experiences. This made the 
young people’s narratives regarding their projective imagination appear to 
be very uncertain.

Peter from Sweden, whose parents were working in unskilled working-
class jobs, mentioned during the first interview in lower secondary school 
(aged 14), that ever since he was a child, he had dreamed of becoming a 
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professional football player. He had played football for many years, trained 
intensively, and also played at a competitive level with support from his 
family. However, at the time for the first interview, he was about to give 
up on this dream because attending the football upper secondary program 
would mean that he would have to move away from his family.

Interviewer: What about the future then? You said you want to become a 
football pro?
Peter: That was earlier, now I am thinking more about an ordinary job.
Interviewer: But you haven’t totally forgot about the dream of becoming a 
football pro?
Peter: No, I continue playing and I will choose an upper secondary program 
which makes it possible for me to also do sports. […]
Interviewer: What do you want to work with? What other ideas do you have 
except for football pro?
Peter: I want to have my own business, sell things, design clothes, have an 
own clothing brand. (Peter, age 15, wave 1, Sweden)

In 2021, at age 20, he did not play football anymore. His goal was now 
‘to run my own business, when I’m 28 or 30 years old’ (wave 3). After 
graduation and a short period of unemployment, he took up employment 
in his parents’ business, hoping that this could teach him enough about 
how to run a business. Soon after that he got an employment as a salesman 
in a car-company. In 2022, he was still in the same company and was still 
determined to start his own business, although he was uncertain about 
‘what business I want’ (wave 4).

Similarly, Clara from Denmark, from a working-class family, was rather 
uncertain about her future. During the first interview when she was asked 
about her future, she answered by listing a number of different occupa-
tional careers that she had considered at different points growing up.

Initially, I wanted to become a journalist. I don’t want that anymore. Then, 
I wanted to become a pharmacist, but I don’t want to go to high school 
either, so I’m doing the health assistant education, and then I just think that 
I will do some courses there and move on when I am ready. Counting on 
finishing the education first, get a job and then if [inaudible] think, ‘This is 
not what I want to do anymore, now I want do to some more courses’, then 
that’s what I will do. (Clara, age 18, wave 1, Denmark)
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During the first interview, Clara was enrolled in preparatory basic edu-
cation, after she had dropped out of a high school academic track at age 
16 due to increasing drug and mental health problems. Thus, technically, 
she was overqualified to attend the preparatory basic educational program, 
and she found the teaching boring. To stimulate herself, she often went to 
the local library to read and occasionally write. But with her past experi-
ences of having failed high school, Clara could no longer see that journal-
ism could be a realistic and achievable long-term goal. As she said, ‘I have 
put it aside. I would like to – maybe like write. It’s a hobby for me. I could 
easily write on the side. So maybe publicise it and do a book or something. 
It could be very cool. Don’t worry about that. It could be fucking cool. 
But… I don’t want to be a journalist’ (Clara, age 18, wave 1, Denmark),

However, when we returned to Clara two years later and asked her 
specifically about her dreams for the future, we learned that Clara had 
outlived another one of her dreams—that to become a singer.

There I was, thinking I wanted to be an astronaut, I want to study astron-
omy, I just love what’s called ‘space’, right? I love the universe, I love every-
thing about it, right? When we talk about planets and aliens and all kind of 
stuff, it is just mega hyped. Either that, or it was like I should be a superstar, 
I should be a singer because I love to sing, even now, love to sing, always 
have. (Clara, age 20, wave 3, 2022)

Between the first and the second interviews, Clara had pursued her 
dream of being a singer. She had enrolled herself to audition for a famous 
Danish singing contest that was going to be aired on TV. She made it 
quite far and was naturally very proud of this. Yet, she said that she decided 
to pull herself out due to her mental health problems. Now, she was 
enrolled in a course to become a health assistant going down the path of 
working in the hospital sector, just like her mother. Although, she had 
been reluctant to take up a similar job as her mother’s, as she said she 
believed it required long hours and was a very physically demanding job, 
but she was running out of educational options, as it was limited how 
many different courses she could get financial aid for from the state. Thus, 
at the time of the last interview, she was well aware that this was her last 
opportunity to complete a qualifying degree that could provide her with a 
secure income; thus, she was nervous about failing the courses. She applied 
herself to studying, but she found it difficult to concentrate due to her 
mental health issues.
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Mads, also from Denmark with working-class parents, was more certain 
about his educational journey—to become a carpenter; however, he was 
not sure if it would lead him to what he called his ‘dream job’:

Interviewer: Okay, so what kind of future things, have you thought about?
Mads: Well of cause it is that I finish my education and get my dream job 
eventually. Right now I’m not 100% sure what it is going to be, but right 
now I just know, that I want to train to become a carpenter, and if that at 
some point gets uninteresting, I’m just going to do another education after 
a while. I actually also thought that I’m probably going to live in this area 
because I grew up in this area, of cause get control of everyday life as well 
and stuff like that. (Mads, age 18, Denmark, wave 1 interview)

Mads had lived in a residential care unit for the last 10 years and had 
little support from his family. He was worried about whether he could live 
up to achieving traditional milestones, such as an education, a job, and his 
own place. For some time, he had saved up to getting his own place, 
because, as he said, ‘I look forward to that day, where I finally have 100 % 
control over things, so I can take care of myself’ (wave 1). To reach this 
long-term goal, the first step was, of course, as he said, ‘if you want to get 
on in life, you need an education’. But school had not been easy for him 
and in the preparatory program, he still had to complete and pass a few 
mandatory subjects before he could continue any type of further educa-
tion. When we interviewed Mads, two and a half years later, he was still 
living in the residential care unit and the pressure to live independently 
had grown. At this point, Mads was even more frustrated about not hav-
ing his own place; thus, in response to the interviewer’s question about 
what he was dreaming about, he repeated what he said in the first interview:

I think it is very awkward to be in a place where you can say that you still live 
in a residence as a 20-year-old. Now I know there are quite a few others who 
do that, but I dream of being able to live by myself, have an independent 
life, and just be able to take care of myself anyway, do whatever I want dur-
ing a Saturday. (Mads, age 20, wave 3, Denmark)

When the interviewer wanted to know more about why this was so 
important to Mads, he responded by saying, ‘Good question. It’s just 
something, what can I say, a normal person does [-], but the future will 
show. It’s not something I can say 100% is going to happen or anything’. 
With no prospect of engaging in a qualifying education that could lead to 
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his dream job, which could eventually provide him with more opportuni-
ties for getting his own place and living independently, Mads had to give 
up control regarding whether this would happen. He was holding on to a 
normative linear projective imagination, although obviously acknowledg-
ing that he, in comparison to, as he said ‘other normal people’, he was 
‘delayed’ in achieving these milestones.

The projective imagination of young people in group 3 all shared a 
plethora of alternative routes; with changing life circumstances they recon-
figured their long-term future goals, which meant that looking back, they 
had to be narrated as dreams, not necessarily because they were unrealistic 
or undefined, but because when the young people acted on these projec-
tive imaginations they realised they did not come true. From their new 
experiences of failed projective imagination, their future projective imagi-
nations became ‘incorrect’, and they had to formulate new expectations 
and in that process trying to hold on to a strong culture script of wanting 
to achieve traditional transitional milestones, such as an education, a job, 
an independent place to live, and a family.

Group 4: Rejecting a Projective Imagination

The fourth group of young people share that as time passes, they become 
increasingly frustrated and disappointed with a future which looks nothing 
like what they anticipated it would be. Thus, in the last interview, it was 
evident that they had given up believing in a normative linear projective 
imagination, as they explicitly refused to engage in a conversation about 
their future and, thus, were not buying into resonating with questions 
regarding, for instance, the reach, breadth, clarity, and contingency of 
their projective imagination.

Elias grew up on a farm in Finland. His parents divorced when he was 
very young, and he had a large extended family. Elias was more or less 
excluded from the local masculine boys’ networks (Areschoug 2024). He 
had been bullied since primary school, and conflicts with peers continued 
during his vocational studies. Despite this, at the end of lower secondary 
school, Elias had had clear long- and short-term plans for where to work, 
even to travel across Finland to gain more work experience and see new 
places. After graduating from his vocational training course, he realised 
that the work gave him stress; it was too noisy and hectic, and late shifts 
resulted in worsening his health issues.
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Elias could be taken as an example of a young person in whose life mul-
tiple concerns and problems appeared to accumulate over time in a man-
ner that had consequences for his projective imagination. Most of all, 
these included health issues as well as complicated peer and family rela-
tions. His relationship with his biological dad was problematic throughout 
his youth, as Elias had a feeling that he did not meet his father’s expecta-
tions. At the age of 17, their relationship was completely broken over a 
disagreement. There was also hesitation and ambivalence in how Elias saw 
his home region. As the local employment plans collapsed, he envisioned 
his future in a bigger city: ‘I don’t think there might be any jobs here, so 
I might have to move to a bigger place’ (Elias, age 18, wave 3, Finland). 
However, these plans never materialised into action. Instead Elias enrolled 
in the military service but dropped out shortly after starting. He then 
considered new educational tracks, but as a result of many accumulating 
and unforeseen events, these plans appeared too difficult to act up on.

When we interviewed Elias for wave 5 in 2022, he was 21 years old and 
had been unemployed for some time, living at home, and he felt increas-
ingly isolated, also because he for mental reasons struggled to get a driving 
licence, and thus he could not drive to see friends. Although he enjoyed 
playing on a computer, surfing and seeing friends on the internet, and 
insisted that it did not bother him too much, there was some irony between 
the lines, when he said he liked ‘his own company’. He was uncertain 
about which direction to go in, and his projective imagination 
appeared foggy.

I don’t think about the future, not very often at least. Maybe something, 
office work or something and then, I don’t know, I have even thought 
about getting disability pension when a friend of mine mentioned that he 
might be getting it, depending on how their treatments go now. So I’ve 
been thinking about that too now that it’s been several years now that I 
haven’t been able to work—these kind of considerations. (Elias, age 22, 
wave 5, Finland)

The lack of agency and hope was palpable. Elias had attempted to fol-
low the expected normative linear biographical transition to adulthood 
but struggled with it. In his 20s, he had largely discarded the career path 
suggested by his family, but was paradoxically very dependent on family 
support. When we asked him about what he believed about the future, he 
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was trying to answer the best he could; however, it was clearly something 
that he did want to think about.

While Elias tried out and discarded different versions of a normative 
linear biographical transition to adulthood, Rasmus, also from Finland, 
coming from a working-class background, strongly rejected the idea of 
what he called a ‘brilliant future’ during one of his first interviews. He 
preferred to live in the ‘here and now’ and ‘having fun’, which to him also 
meant partying and taking illegal drugs. Yet, he was well aware having fun 
did not live up to normative expectation. He was 22 years old, but he 
feared giving up his youth and becoming an adult because he associated 
adulthood with boredom:

Rasmus: I’m scared because I’m someone who gets bored easily. If I just get 
bored with the basic stuff. Going to work, going home, sleeping. It’s quite 
distressing to imagine myself like, elementary school, you do it, you com-
plete it. Nine years out of life, then you go to vocational school, three years, 
maybe more, you do it, then what? You look for a job, you get a job, you 
work until you’re retired, a couple of years to survive, in my way of life too. 
What’s left to do? You’ve got a back problem, you’ve got grandchildren, 
you’re visiting their homes. Then you live for a couple of years and die, a lot 
of things have been accomplished [ironically]. […] That’s why I try to do as 
much as I can in my life, have fun. That’s a big thing, not to get depressed 
and anxious. If I’m still for a moment at home, I’m bored out of my mind. 
[…] This is my current mindset. That can change at some point, in a way, 
growing up. That’s something I hope that doesn’t happen, because it’s that 
growing up that’s so damn boring. (Rasmus age 22, wave 7, Finland)

In this quote Rasmus was clearly distancing and ridiculing the tradi-
tional milestones of transiting to adulthood. Aware about what he was 
expected to answer, he lined up the linear projective imagination of prog-
ress, but then concluded this was not for him, as he did not want to get 
bored with an adult life and waste his life on some meaningless job, just to 
get depressed, sick, and die. Later during that interview, he took this argu-
ment a step further:

The world is a fucking irritating place to live in. I have been thinking that I 
could move to Mars with my girlfriend, we could start a new life there, fuck, 
this shit should end, this endless headache, this diarrhoea. I don’t know, 
often my blood pressure rises when I think about situations. Someone else 
might disagree but I stand behind my opinions strongly. And I feel it’s right. 
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Because I think about the future of my homeland and generally about the 
future of young people. But my words are useless, I will be stigmatised with 
some mean prefix, or whatever, racist-Rasmus or homophobic-Rasmus or 
whatever, if I say something. But what can I do, this is the case here. Fuck. 
Piss off. (Rasmus, age 22, wave 7, Finland)

Rasmus clearly felt alienated about his future possibilities, and his future 
expectations were narrated both in reference to the fear of the changes 
that his homeland would undergo as well as a fear about what were young 
people’s actual opportunities to succeed. Importantly, the normative pro-
jective imagination that the other groups more or less embraced and found 
safe, clear, or predictable, and that Elias also appeared to desire, Rasmus 
despised and rejected. At a personal level, he also feared that his values 
would not fit in with a changing society as well as whether his health 
would deteriorate. The idea of escaping to Mars cemented how little trust 
Rasmus had in the future, both on his own behalf and for youth in gen-
eral. However, although Rasmus did not trust that the future would bring 
any progress, he was still clear about wanting to be financially independent 
one day:

I hope that someday, in principle, my economy is stress free. So that I can be 
free and enjoy life. Because it’s important for me to have a feeling that I have 
money. It’s a rough fact that without money you cannot enjoy anything, 
fuck. [..] And I want to have a lot. I want to spare so that there would not 
be any situations without it. And that I could be a bit uncontrollable even in 
relation with money. To go out for dinner, or to buy something nice to 
myself. (Rasmus, age 22, wave 7, Finland)

With a failed vocational training program behind and taking up a num-
ber of different jobs in various industries, Rasmus was in a difficult situa-
tion during the last interview. He had moved to a larger town with his 
girlfriend, but he did not like living there and actually wanted to move 
back home to his smaller hometown. However, it was not easy to get a job 
there, particularly as an unskilled labour. Eventually, he did move back 
there with his girlfriend and was contemplating going back to study again. 
However, he was uncertain regarding whether this was the right path, as 
he said, ‘I’m such bad learner’. Thus, his projective imagination was very 
conflictual—on one hand, he was fully aware of a much-needed education 
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to secure an income; on the other hand, he was uncertain regarding 
whether he had the skills to complete it.

By the third wave, Astrid, from Denmark coming from a very tradi-
tional working-class background, had no trust in the future. Since she 
graduated from ninth grade, where she had acquired all the necessary aca-
demic credentials to continue further education, she had struggled with 
mental health issues. Thus, she had been at home for the past two years 
unable to continue any further education. A case worker in the municipal-
ity had advised her to begin with preparatory basic education and when we 
first interviewed her a few weeks after she had begun, she appeared very 
content and relieved about the fact that she was finally back on the educa-
tional track, which momentarily allowed her not to think about the future:

[…] As I say, I live more in the present than I live in the future. I have told 
myself to take it easy, that I will find out later. And if I don’t, then I have to 
take it from there. But I’m in no rush. I don’t think I’ll stop after half a year. 
I don’t feel that way.

[…] you don’t have to think about the future. In fact, you only need to 
think about the present. There is always a future. Like I say, just ‘live in the 
now and you’ll be fine’. (Astrid, age 17, wave 1, Denmark)

At the time, beginning in preparatory basic education felt like a wel-
come change for Astrid. She could momentarily let go of all the pressure 
she had felt -unable to continue further education and thus live up to the 
expectations of a normative linear biographical transition to adulthood. 
The basic education program provided her with a ‘time out’ from making 
any further decisions about her educational journey and provided her with 
an opportunity to reply to her parents’ expectations that she was actually 
doing something again:

My mom did that talk many times about ‘What do you want to do in your 
future?’. And I have been like, I have just been blank. I don’t know what I 
want to do. There are so many things that I can choose from, but I need to 
have my high school exam first. I have just told her, ‘Take it easy, I will figure 
it out’. So she needs to be told to take it easy. ‘I’m thinking about the pres-
ent not the future’. (Astrid, age 17, wave 1, Denmark)

Allowing herself a ‘time out’ from the expected normative linear transi-
tioning to adulthood did not mean that she at first rejected the traditional 
milestones. During the first wave, Astrid said that in her projective 
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imagination, she wanted to live independently, ‘have family and things like 
that’, although she recognised one problem: ‘I’ve never had a boyfriend, 
so it’s kind of… yes’. Thus, she also realised that there could be some 
obstacles in achieving her long-term goal and, thus, she ended by saying, 
‘I live more in the present and if a boyfriend or something comes along, I 
have to take it from there’ (Astrid, age 17, wave 1, Denmark).

When we interviewed Astrid, approximately two years later, she had left 
preparatory basic education to attend another and even more specialised 
educational assistance program, as her mental health problems had made 
it difficult for her to attend the preparatory school classes on a regular 
basis. She expressed a strong dissatisfaction with the preparatory educa-
tional program, which she felt had not been suitable for her, as they offered 
no therapy to her escalating mental health problems. In hindsight, she 
believed that the preparatory basic education  had not been the right 
choice for her. Although she was making some progress at the specialised 
educational assistance program , she refused to answer any questions about 
the future in wave 3. Thus, when she was asked about her dreams, she 
said: ‘I have many dreams, but you also have to be able to realise them’. 
Moreover, when the interviewer insisted on talking about dreams (by say-
ing I’m interested in hearing about all your dreams), Astrid responded by 
giving a longer, but still vague, answer: ‘I’m into art and all that. I am very 
creative, and of course I hope I can use that down the road. There are 
dreams there, I would say’. When the interviewer tried to get a more con-
crete answer, asking ‘So what kind of dreams do you have?’, she answered: 
‘Just something about being creative’ (Astrid, age 19, wave 3, Denmark). 
By wave 3, Astrid had lost faith in the ideology of progress and she did not 
discuss wanting a family or any other traditional milestones.

The young people in our fourth group shared an increasing disappoint-
ment and frustration over the fact that their projective imagination looked 
nothing like what they anticipated when they were younger. They also 
shared an increasing number of mental health issues (some of them also 
drug problems) and felt that they did not get any help to solve them. 
Furthermore, with time, they became increasingly marginalised either 
educationally or jobwise or both. All these factors contributed to why they 
all felt unease and rejected to a certain extent to narrate a projective imagi-
nation in terms of its reach, breadth, clarity, and contingency. With a nar-
rowing of a future horizon, their ability to act and change their journey 
appeared increasingly overwhelming.
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This uncertainty paralysed their interest and ability to formulate certain 
cognitive contours regarding long and short-term plans, alternative routes, 
as well as a detailed plan for how to be in a different situation in the future. 
It was only when the interviewer really forced them to take a standpoint 
that they attempted to live up to what was expected of them and narrate a 
normative projective imagination (an education, a job and a family). 
However, often they stated that the future was out of their hands and, in 
this sense, there was a clear feeling of the future ‘coming towards’ them. 
Yet, they were not completely without any action orientation, as their 
future was planned in terms of staying close to their family and in a local 
area (place) they cared about, unless they momentarily narrated a wild exit 
strategy (‘moving to Mars’). The individuals in this group also came from 
families where, in comparison to group one, for example, there were fewer 
financial resources and also long-term illness. Thus, as they struggled 
through life, it was more difficult for them to find the necessary support 
to change their experience of increasing alienation from society.

Discussion

Research in youth studies regarding the future has often asked young peo-
ple to formulate what they expect to happen next based on the present 
(Nilsen, 1999; te Riele, 2010). However, qualitative longitudinal studies 
enable us to see how the past both influences young people’s future hori-
zons as well as how future horizons can influence how young people act in 
the present. The very few young people who, over time, lose faith in their 
biographical project and, thus, reject formulating certain cognitive con-
tours of projective imagination also find it difficult to act on an everyday 
basis. Thus, they either become increasing isolated as they are institution-
ally left behind and cannot participate in either the educational or labour 
markets or they escape from what is expected of them (e.g. by continuing 
to party and taking drugs). However, it is not like they have not had plans, 
hopes, or dreams (te Riele, 2010), and it is not like they do not want to 
stay positive or attempt to focus on possibilities or are not critical or reflec-
tive. In fact, some of them are very critical, in particular, of their past 
experiences, as their future horizons of closed doors bring these past expe-
riences into a new perspective. Moreover, it is not like they have done 
nothing in the ‘correct order’, but with time they lose their cognitive abil-
ity to believe in a clear and secure means of moving forward; thus, they 
become what other researchers have termed ‘affective exhausted’ (Tsianos 
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& Papadopoulos, 2006, p. 2). As they realised they have little control over 
their future, and that the future is suddenly moving towards them, they 
either refuse or have no interest in formulating cognitive contours of 
future imagination. This restricts them to the present—to live in the here 
and now—or to return to the past to dwell on what went wrong in the 
past, often approached from a romanticised horizon of what could have 
been done differently.

Berlant argues for the idea of replacing tautological metaphors of tran-
sition (we don’t know where we are going) with the idea of the impasse, 
‘doggy-paddling around a space whose contours remain obscure’ (Berlant, 
2011, p. 199). In temporal and spatial terms, the impasse is rich without 
being progressive—characterised as ‘a delay that demands activity… 
impacts and events, but one does not know where they are leading, a thick 
moment of ongoingness, a middle without boundaries’ (Berlant, 2011, 
p. 200). These concepts could help us understand what it means for this 
small group of young people who, in the last interview, problematised the 
idea of progress. However, the majority of the young people in all four 
countries were very focused on how they could accomplish traditional 
milestones associated with the journey to adulthood, particularly as many 
of them wished to live in rural areas in which they grew up but where 
educational and employment opportunities were declining. They consid-
ered traditional markers of adulthood—getting an education, a job, a 
house, and a family as both viable and valuable (Zilberstein et al., 2023), 
which implied that they were referring to this as both a realistic and mor-
ally worthy projective imagination and also because their action orienta-
tions easily matched this cultural script. Although uncertainty could arise 
and had been present in their pasts, it did not stop them from believing 
that having an ordinary problem-free adult life was achievable.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we approached our 51 cases from the perspective of 
Mische’s two concepts—cognitive contours and action orientations—to 
differentiate how young people who grow up in rural areas in four differ-
ent Nordic countries narrate their projective imagination when they are 
asked a variety of questions regarding their future at different points in 
their lives. Across the four Nordic countries, most of the young people’s 
projective imaginations were scripted from what we called a normative 
projective imagination—that is, a cultural script in which they themselves 
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imagine they will achieve traditional transitional markers, such as an edu-
cation, a job, an independent place to live in, and then a family. Of course, 
this is a standard cultural script that cuts across the urban/rural divide—
educational achievements, getting a job, and starting a family are all almost 
universal ideas of modern adulthood in the global north and south. 
However, importantly, this script is also clearly shaped by a rural hetero-
normative structure of what is possible and culturally defined as acceptable.

The ideals of a normative linear biographical transition crystallised were 
strongly in the accounts of the first and second group of young people. 
The first group had long-term fixed goal towards achieving an ordinary 
life, often preferably similar to that of their parents that they grew up with. 
It was a specific (hetero)normality, which at the same time was a rejection 
of transgression, flashiness, or overachiever/individual ambitions directed 
towards career or educational achievement as well as a rejecting of non-
traditional living and family arrangements. Although this group as well as 
the second group displayed variation in terms of how successful they want 
to become and whether they wanted to live locally or envision their future 
living in a different area than one in which they grew up, they did not 
refuse a projective imaginary future of heteronormativity (e.g. to reach the 
goal of having a family and children). In both the first and second groups 
there were a few conflictual messages from the young people regarding 
what their future will, could, and should be like. Likewise they confirmed 
previous research, showing that young people who wanted to stay in rural 
areas had a projective imagination that was well oriented to family life—
both their own imaginary family as well as their connection with their 
childhood family (Cook & Cuervo, 2020). Certainly, the young people’s 
different family background and thus their different resources differenti-
ated how the young people’s cognitive contours and action orientations 
were formulated in relation to achieving the expected normative mile-
stones. Some were clearly more goal oriented than others and some had a 
greater flexibility to reach long-term goals, but overall they were all very 
resourceful, and also confident that an ordinary comfortable life was 
achievable, sometimes with support from their more well-off parents, 
although they also themselves demonstrated the ability to adjust their pro-
jective imaginaries within the educational and employment possibilities of 
their rural homeplace and to the expectations of their social and family 
relations.

The cultural script of ordinary life was equally evident in the two latter 
groups, yet they struggled to achieve this. The young people with an 
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uncertain projective imagination (group 3) clearly had dreams that could 
fulfil such a future, but when they did not materialise they became increas-
ing insecure and thus less clear and confident about their strategy to 
achieve this. The last group (group 4) rejected at the end to formulate any 
projective imagination, and thus indirectly they came to reject the idea of 
an ordinary adult life. However, their rejection appeared to come from 
dejection and disappointment, and their opposition to it confirmed its 
clear presence as a strong cultural script. This group of young people 
became increasingly alienated about the future, particularly as their future 
goals fell apart for various reasons and that it was difficult to readjust their 
projective imagination into some other short- and long-term goals, mainly 
because of their mental health issues. Thus, by the last rounds of inter-
views, this group of young people had lost trust in the future and did not 
talk about the future as progress.

Adding to Leccardi et al.’s (2023) argument that today young people 
are growing up in conflictual times and about what their future and, thus, 
progress for them is, we can say that for a small group of young people, 
the future has lost its appeal, yet they were still holding on to normative 
expectations of what a journey to adulthood should be like, particularly 
when they were pressurised by an interviewer with questions regarding 
their future. Future studies might benefit from developing different meth-
ods and more creative methods that allow young people to voice a projec-
tive imagination that is not framed by the ideology of progress. Clearly 
our cross-national study was limited to study young people’s projective 
imagination from a traditional interview setting, whereby young people 
are expected to narrate their biographical story from the metaphor of the 
journey of development (Carabelli & Lyon, 2016). Finally, the last inter-
views included in this chapter (and book) were collected before the future 
of Europe looked differently, with a long-lasting war in Ukraine and 
increasing uncertainty and instability. These recent changes could both 
undermine but also reinforce the young people’s very strong cultural 
script of wanting an ‘ordinary life without any problems’.

References

Adam, B. (2023). Futures imperfect: A reflection on challenges. Sociology, 57(2), 
279–287. https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385221113478

Areschoug, S. (2024). Subculture, masculinity and place in young rural men’s 
resistance to counter-migration. Journal of Youth Studies, 27(9), 1341–1357. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2024.2314502

  YOUNG PEOPLE’S PROJECTIVE IMAGINATION GROWING UP IN RURAL… 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385221113478
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2024.2314502


286

Adam, B., & Groves, C. (2007). Future matters: Action, knowledge, ethics. Brill.
Beckert, J., & Suckert, L. (2021). The future as a social fact. The analysis of per-

ceptions of the future in sociology. Poetics, 84. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
poetic.2020.101499

Berlant, L. (2011). Cruel optimism. Duke University Press.
Blumer, H. (1954). What is wrong with social theory? American Sociological 

Review, 19(1), 3–10. https://doi.org/10.2307/2088165
Boddy, J., Bakketeig, E., & Østergaard, J. (2020). Navigating precarious times? 

The experience of young adults who have been in care in Norway, Denmark, 
and England. Journal of Youth Studies, 23(3), 291–306. https://doi.org/1
0.1080/13676261.2019.1599102

Bond-Stockton, K. (2009). The queer child: Growing sideways in the twentieth cen-
tury. Duke University Press.

Bourdieu, P. (1973). Cultural reproduction and social reproduction. In R. Brown 
(Ed.), Knowledge, education, and cultural change (pp. 56–68). Tavistock.

Carabelli, G., & Lyon, D. (2016). Young people’s orientations to the future: 
Navigating the present and imagining the future. Journal of Youth Studies, 
19(8), 1110–1127. https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2016.1145641

Cook, J., & Cuervo, H. (2020). Staying, leaving and returning: Rurality and the 
development of reflexivity and motility. Current Sociology, 68(1), 60–76. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392118756473

Cook, J., & Woodman, D. (2020). Conceptualising youth and future holistically. 
In J. Wyn, H. Cahill, D. Woodman, H. Cuervo, C. Leccardi, & J. Chesters 
(Eds.), Youth and the New Adulthood, Perspectives on Children and Young People 
(pp.  115–129). Springer Nature. https://doi.org/10.1007/ 
978-981-15-3365-5_8

Cuervo, H., & Chesters, J. (2019). The [im]possibility of planning a future: How 
prolonged precarious employment during transitions affects the lives of young 
Australians. Labour and Industry, 29(4), 295–312. https://doi.org/10.108
0/10301763.2019.1696654

Farrugia, D. (2015). The mobility imperative for rural youth: The structural, sym-
bolic and non-representational dimensions rural youth mobilities. Journal of 
Youth Studies, 19(6), 836–851. https://doi.org/10.1080/1367626
1.2015.1112886

Farrugia, D., and S. Ravn. (2022). Youth Beyond the City: Thinking from the 
Margins. Bristol: Policy Press. Østergaard, J., Pless, M., Blackman, S., & 
MacDonald, R. (2024). ‘Nothing happens here, but that’s ok’: reflexivity, 
immobility and staying among young people in marginalised rural locations. 
Journal of Youth Studies, 27(9), 1256–1273. https://doi.org/10.108
0/13676261.2024.2352716

Freeman, E. (2010). Time binds: Queer temporalities, queer histories. Duke 
University Press.

  J. ØSTERGAARD ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2020.101499
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.poetic.2020.101499
https://doi.org/10.2307/2088165
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2019.1599102
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2019.1599102
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2016.1145641
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011392118756473
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-3365-5_8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-3365-5_8
https://doi.org/10.1080/10301763.2019.1696654
https://doi.org/10.1080/10301763.2019.1696654
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2015.1112886
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2015.1112886
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2024.2352716
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2024.2352716


287

Furlong, A., & Cartmel, F. (2006). Young people and social change. McGraw-Hill.
Halford, S., & Southerton, D. (2023). What future for the sociology of futures? 

Visions, concepts, and methods. Sociology, 57(2), 263–278. https://doi.
org/10.1177/00380385231157586

Koselleck, Reinhart (1985). Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time. 
MIT Press.

Jamieson, L. (2000). Migration, place, and class: Youth in a rural area. The 
Sociological Review, 48(2), 203–223. https://doi.org/10.1111/1467- 
954X.00212

Koselleck, R. (2004 [1967]). ‘Spaces of experience’ and ‘horizon of expectation’: 
Two historical concepts. In Futures past: On the semantics of historical time 
(pp. 128–154). Columbia University Press.

Leccardi, C., Jedlowski, P., & Cavalli, A. (2023). Exploring new temporal horizons: 
A conversation between memories and futures. Bristol University Press.

MacLeod, J. (2009). Ain’t no makin’ it: Aspirations and attainment in a low-
income neighbourhood (3rd ed.). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.1201/ 
9780429495458

Mische, A. (2009). Projects and possibilities: Researching futures in action. 
Sociological Forum, 24(3), 694–704. https://doi.org/10.1111/ 
j.1573-7861.2009.01127.x

Mische, A. (2014). Measuring futures in action: Projective grammars in the Rio + 
20 debates. Theory and Society, 43(3–4), 437–464. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s11186-014-9226-3

Nilsen, A. (1999). Where is the future? Time and space as categories in analyses of 
young people’s images of the future. Innovation: The European Journal of 
Social Science Research, 12(2), 175–194. https://doi.org/10.1080/13511610. 
1999.9968596

Riederer, B., & Beaujouan, É. (2023). Explaining the urban-rural gradient in later 
fertility in Europe. Population Space Place, 30(1), 2720. https://doi.
org/10.1002/psp.2720. PMID: 38213311; PMCID: PMC7615507

Ristaniemi, H., Vehkalahti, K., & Pöysä, V. (2024). Going against the grain? A 
longitudinal study of the materialdiscursive practices of staying among young 
adults in rural Finland. Journal of Youth Studies, 27(9), 1240–1255. https://
doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2024.2305895

Tavory, I., & Eliasoph, N. (2013). Coordinating futures: Toward a theory of 
anticipation. American Journal of Sociology, 118(4), 908–942. https://doi.
org/10.1086/668646

te Riele, K. (2010). Philosophy of hope: Concepts and applications for working 
with marginalised youth. Journal of Youth Studies, 13(1), 35–46. https://doi.
org/10.1080/13676260903173496

  YOUNG PEOPLE’S PROJECTIVE IMAGINATION GROWING UP IN RURAL… 

https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385231157586
https://doi.org/10.1177/00380385231157586
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954X.00212
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-954X.00212
https://doi.org/10.1201/9780429495458
https://doi.org/10.1201/9780429495458
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1573-7861.2009.01127.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1573-7861.2009.01127.x
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11186-014-9226-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11186-014-9226-3
https://doi.org/10.1080/13511610.1999.9968596
https://doi.org/10.1080/13511610.1999.9968596
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2720
https://doi.org/10.1002/psp.2720
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2024.2305895
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2024.2305895
https://doi.org/10.1086/668646
https://doi.org/10.1086/668646
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260903173496
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676260903173496


288

Thomson, R. (2007). The qualitative longitudinal case history: Practical, method-
ological, and ethical reflections. Social Policy and Society, 6(4), 571–582. 
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746407003909

Thomson, R. (2011). Unfolding lives: Youth, gender and change. Policy Press.
Thomson, R., & Østergaard, J. (2021). Open-ended transitions to adulthood: 

Metaphorical thinking for times of stasis. The Sociological Review, 69(2), 
434–450. https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026120970346

Threadgold, S. (2019). Figures of youth: On the very object of Youth Studies. 
Journal of Youth Studies, 23(6), 686–701. https://doi.org/10.1080/1367626
1.2019.1636014

Tsianos, V., & Papadopoulos, D. (2006). Precarity: A savage journey to the heart 
of embodied capitalism. Transversal Journal, 11(1), 1–12. https://transversal.
at/transversal/1106/tsianos-papadopoulos/en

Zilberstein, S., Lamont, M., & Sanchez, M. (2023). Recreating a plausible future: 
Combining cultural repertoires in unsettled times. Sociological Science, 10, 
348–373. https://doi.org/10.15195/v10.a11

Zimbardo, P., & Boyd, J. (2008). The time paradox: The new psychology of time that 
can change your life. Free Press.

Open Access  This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons 
Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction 
in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original 
author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and 
indicate if changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the 
chapter’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to 
the material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license 
and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the 
permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copy-
right holder.

  J. ØSTERGAARD ET AL.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746407003909
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038026120970346
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2019.1636014
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2019.1636014
https://transversal.at/transversal/1106/tsianos-papadopoulos/en
https://transversal.at/transversal/1106/tsianos-papadopoulos/en
https://doi.org/10.15195/v10.a11
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	Young People’s Projective Imagination Growing Up in Rural Nordic Countries
	Introduction
	Youth as the Future in Uncertain Times?
	Method
	Analysis
	Group 1: A Clear Long-Term Fixed Projective Imagination
	Group 2: A Clear Long-Term, Yet Flexible, Projective Imagination
	Group 3: Uncertain Long-Term Projective Imaginations
	Group 4: Rejecting a Projective Imagination
	Discussion
	Conclusion
	References




