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A key insight from studies of gender segregation is that the allocation of Received 1 March 2017
different groups to different positions in the labour market is strongly related Accepted 28 March 2018
to ascribed status. Shared gendered cultural beliefs generally portray men
as more competent a)nd of a higher status than women, and position some Aspirations; cultural
workers as more suited than others to perform different types of work  giereotypes; gender

and tasks. Yet, although much work has been done on status and gender segregation; intersectionality
segregation, this research tends to overlook the intersections of gender,

race, and ethnicity. This study contributes to the literature by examining

how skills and competence are valued in traditionally gender- segregated

professions that have seen an increased influx of immigrants and ethnic

minorities. Drawing on 66 qualitative interviews with Norwegian students,

the study analyses, first, how gender, racial, and ethnic stereotyping of

tasks and competencies affect the students’ aspirations in transition from

education to work, and second, how the intersection between race, ethnicity,

and gender plays out quite differently in different professions. Theoretically,

| develop the concept of ‘professional self-socialisation; which points to the

process whereby individuals adapt and redefine their aspirations to the

gendered, ethnic, and racial hierarchy of suitability within their profession.
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Introduction

A substantial body of research has sought to explain the persistence of gender-segregated labour
markets. Sociological research clearly demonstrates that power and privilege in the labour market is
not only a result of variations in human capital but also a matter of the position different groups inhabit
and possess in the gendered, racial, and ethnic structure in society (Browne and Misra 2003). Ascribed
statuses, the social attributes that are mapped onto gendered, and racialised bodies, are crucial in pro-
ducing boundaries that position some workers as more suited than others to perform different types
of work and tasks (McDowell 2009, 14). A difficult challenge lies in specifying how the processes that
jointly create gender inequality intersect with those that produce inequality based on race and ethnicity
(Ridgeway and Kricheli-Katz 2013, 294). This study explores a question that has achieved little attention,
namely how skills and competence are valued in traditionally gender-segregated professions facing
a changing ethnic composition of students and workers, and how such valuations influence different
categories of individuals’ professional self-socialisation, i.e. the ways individuals adapt and redefine their
aspirations to the gendered, ethnic, and racial hierarchy of suitability within their profession.
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While the scholarly work on gender-segregated labour markets has come a long way in documenting
the gendered nature of hierarchies of suitability and opportunities, my starting point is that any attempt
to understand processes of inequality in the gender-segregated labour market needs to address two
factors. First, we must address the supply side of the issue, thus focusing on how men and women make
different choices and have aspirations for different kinds of work (cf. Correll 2004). Understanding the
gendered nature of career choice processes is of crucial importance. If men and women make different
career-related choices throughout their lives, the labour force will continue to be segregated by gender
(Correll 2001, 1725). Second, as proposed by McCall (2011), in order to explain change and stability in
the gender-segregated labour market, we need to understand the intersecting structures of gender and
race. Following this line of reasoning, | focus on self-socialisation processes among Norwegian students
in three gender-segregated professions that have seen an increased influx of immigrants and ethnic
minorities over the past years — nursing, computer science, and biomedical science. By exploring how
Norwegian students adapt and redefine their identities and form their aspirations in relation to the
cultural stereotypes about their profession, the study specifies how and under what conditions ethnicity,
race, and gender become salient in determining processes of self-socialisation. The analysis illustrates
that gender, racial, and ethnic stereotyping of tasks and competencies affects how students perceive
their own competencies and career possibilities as professionals. Regardless of formal qualifications,
there are gender and ethnic differences in the students’ aspirations and to some extent in their choice
of specialities within a professional field.

Theoretically, the study contributes to the literature on intersectionality and labour market outcomes
by specifying the conditions under which intersections of ethnicity, race, and gender are neutralised or
amplified. The relationships between categories are not predefined nor do they have an inherent value.
The ways in which processes of gender, race, and ethnicity play out depend on how the concepts of
competence and hierarchies of suitability are defined within a specific professional context. Students are
active participants in these processes, and the intersections of gender, racial, and ethnic stereotypes
both constrain and enable their professional self-socialisation in the transition from education to work.

Gender segregation and intersectionality

One strand of research on gender segregation has focused on the devaluation of traditionally female
activities and jobs. A variety of studies have documented the processes that culturally devalue and
lower the rewards associated with roles historically held by women, thus affording them low social
status (Levanon, England, and Allison 2009; Reskin and Roos 1990). Gendered cultural beliefs usually
portray men as more competent and of a higher status than women (Ridgeway 2011). A key insight
from these studies is that the allocation of different groups to different positions in the labour market
is strongly related to ascribed status (Ridgeway 2011). As Weber (1968) emphasised, status is an impor-
tant mechanism in the making of inequality. Status can be understood as a ranking and valuation of
different groups and individuals, where some categories of people are seen as more socially significant
and worthy of respect than others.

A problem with the devaluation approach is that although it may help explain how men and women
have different opportunity structures in the labour market, it fails to explain the changing charac-
ter and contextual significance of gender stereotypes. The valuation of gendered skills and the work
associated with such skills might vary between different occupations and organisational contexts.
As Kaufman (2010) argues, previous explanations of segregation build their argument on an indirect
assumption that white men, and the skills associated with them, always will be preferred in all types
of occupations. Although gender plays a role in the evaluation of women and men (Levanon, England,
and Allison 2009; Ridgeway 2011), these processes might operate differently in different disciplinary
contexts and historical times.

Furthermore, there has been little exploration of how gender can intersect with other categories
of difference in gender-segregated professions. Social distinctions are produced in complex combina-
tions and multiple sites. Scholars disagree whether intersectionality exists at all times and places (e.g.



236 J.ORUPABO

Collins 1993), or whether one category might supersede others in determining opportunities under
some conditions (e.g. Brah 1996). Whether the intersections of gender, ethnicity, and race create mul-
tiple disadvantages for minority women (or privileged white men) is an empirical question and must
be studied by focusing on how social identities and ascribed statuses might become more or less
salient in interactions between individuals and in the evaluation of their competence within specific
professional contexts.

Segregation and the subtle mechanisms of selection

A key argument in the literature on status distinctions and segregation is that cultural beliefs shape
people’s expectations both for themselves and others, and their consequent actions in social contexts
(Ridgeway 2013). Yet, most work on segregation has examined how gender and ethnic stereotypes influ-
ence gatekeepers’ perceptions and actions, such as teachers (Francis and Archer 2005) and employers
(Friberg and Midtbaen 2017). Jobs carry racialised and gendered labels that identify them as‘appropri-
ate’ or‘inappropriate’ for different categories of people, influencing employers’ judgements about the
suitability of particular workplace presences and performances (Friberg and Midtbgen 2017; Van Den
Brink and Benschop 2012). However, demand-side processes cannot fully account for gender and ethnic
segregation in paid labour. The self-selection processes that happen prior to these observed labour
market outcomes, such as individuals’ career choices and preferences, are also part of the observed
outcomes, and these are poorly understood (Correll 2004). This study shifts the attention to the supply
side and asks how cultural beliefs about gender, race, and ethnicity influence students’ perceptions of
their abilities at crucial decision-making junctures. To explore how culture and different professional
contexts enable or constrain aspirations, | deploy Bourdieu (1984) and ‘status characteristics theory’
(Correll 2001) and develop the theoretical concept of professional self-socialisation.

Bourdieu (1984) introduces a sophisticated approach to the study of indirect exclusion by demon-
strating how much educational selection occurs through self-selection or self-elimination. A key argu-
ment is that objective limits (e.g. power and status relationships between groups) become transformed
into a subjective sense of one’s place in the social world (Bourdieu 1990). Such embedded perceptions
make certain choices obvious and others unthinkable, according to where you stand in the class struc-
ture (Ball et al. 2002). When individuals encounter a field that is not familiar, this disjuncture might lead
them to exclude themselves from the situation or position where they feel‘out of place’

Although Bourdieu draws sociological attention to the subtle mechanisms of exclusion by arguing
that culture constrains or limits what individuals deem possible, how the reproduction of inequality
occurs is still a key question (Lareau and Horvat 1999, 37). Correll’s (2001, 2004) work on status charac-
teristics and gender represents a novel attempt to identify how the reproduction of gender inequality
occurs. She claims that cultural beliefs about gender that accord men higher status than women can
evoke gender-differentiated standards for attributing performance to ability. This, in turn, biases the
assessments men and women make of their own competence and how they form their aspirations
and career choices. The strength of the status characteristics theory is that it specifies the conditions
under which status characteristics have their effect. A status characteristic is only predicted to impact
behaviour or self-evaluation when it is salient in the setting. Although much work has been done on
status characteristics theory and inequality in terms of gender, this research tends to overlook the
intersections of gender, race, and ethnicity. Furthermore, it is essential to investigate the variation in
the ways in which gender, ethnic, and racial beliefs might constrain or enable an individual’s career
aspirations and choices.

In order to grasp the ambivalence and variability of gender, ethnicity, and race as social forces, it
is helpful to point to moments of ‘social inclusion’ and ‘social exclusion’ (Lareau and Horvat 1999). To
understand the character of these moments, one needs to look at the context of social interaction. In
this article, | use the term professional self-socialisation to specify how different professional contexts
influence students’ aspirations. Self-socialisation refers to an active process whereby young people, as
well as adults, constantly integrate experiences of social selection and organisational participation into
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their aspirations and skills in order to shape their careers (Heinz 1999). This implies an understanding that
developing aspirations and making related decisions is an active learning process. Professional self-so-
cialisation means that individuals adapt and redefine their aspirations to their positions’ limitations in
a professional field, regardless of whether the individuals loose or gain through such adaptations. This
study analyses how students in three gender-segregated professions, nursing, computer science, and
biomedical science, adapt and redefine their identities and form their aspirations in relation to the
gendered, ethnic, and racial hierarchy of suitability in their professions.

The Norwegian context

Norway is a welfare state with high rates of social fluidity and generous universal social policies (Esping-
Andersen 1999). Due to an extensive system of work-family policies (e.g. the availability of childcare for
young children), women’s employment rates are high compared to those in other Western countries
(Aboim 2010). A symmetrical family model where women and men share paid and unpaid work equally
is a national political objective. However, despite high gender-equality ambitions, Norway has a strongly
gender-segregated labour market, with high numbers of women working in the public sector in health,
social work, and education and high numbers of men working in the private sector in manufacturing
and finance (Reisel and Teigen 2014).

Norway did not become a net immigrant country until 1967. Since the late 1960s, there have been
varying levels of labour, refugee, and family migration from Asia, Africa, and the Middle East, and in
2004 those immigrants were joined by large numbers of free-moving labour migrants from Central
and Eastern Europe (Brochmann et al. 2012). In 2017, immigrants and their children made up almost
17 percent of the Norwegian population (Statistics Norway 2017). Immigrants are concentrated in
unskilled work and are overrepresented in industries such as cleaning and public transportation, as
well as in the taxi industry (Reisel and Teigen 2014).

Methods and research design

This article draws on 66 in-depth interviews with 36 students in a two-stage research design. | con-
ducted interviews with the same individuals before their final exams and one year after graduating. The
informants hold a bachelor’s degree in either nursing, biomedical science, or computer science from an
urban university college in Norway. These are professions characterised by strong gender segregation.
Ninety percent of the students in nursing and biomedical science are female, while only 10 percent of
individuals in computer science are female. These are also educational fields that are popular among
people with an ethnic minority background in Norway. For instance, biomedical science is one of the
professions with the highest percentage (60%) of students with an ethnic minority background at the
university college.

Informants were recruited by visiting lectures, seminars, and advisor meetings. The sample consisted
of 21 women and 15 men, of whom 14 had immigrated themselves or have parents who immigrated
to Norway from Pakistan, India, Sri Lanka, Lebanon, Iran, Irag, Afghanistan, Turkey, and Poland. Due
to restricted access while recruiting students in computer science (eight informants) and biomedical
science (eight informants), the majority of the students in the sample were nurses (20 informants). 30
of the 36 informants were interviewed twice. In this article, | mainly use interview data from the first
stage (before transition from education to work). In other publications (Orupabo 2016), | have focused
on how the students experience recognition from employers or have to compromise their aspirations
after the transition to work. All the interviews were transcribed in full. | used an open-ended and induc-
tive interview technique to ask students to draw boundaries between what they consider necessary/
unnecessary skills, attractive /nonattractive jobs, and important/irrelevant professional experience.
Other questions concerned how the students experienced the curriculum in their area of study, the
student environment, and future possibilities as professionals.



238 J.ORUPABO

By addressing the students’local categorisations, the analysis avoids relying on pre-determined cat-
egories and rather focuses on the ways hierarchies of suitability are defined within a specific professional
context (cf. Rodriguez et al. 2016). Ethnicity and gender as categories of difference were brought into
the interviews towards the end of the conversation by using documents from the university college and
my own field observations. While some students still started the interview by positioning themselves
in gendered or ethnic ways, | believe that this was a useful strategy to contextualise difference and to
make available alternative positions and narratives for the informants in that the interview setting (cf.
Holstein and Gubrium 1995).

Cultural stereotypes and professional boundaries

Although the students were in their final year of education and were soon to enter the labour market,
they experienced the process of becoming professionals differently. Some of them embraced their
professional identity and looked forward to embarking on their careers, while others felt insecure about
their competence, educational choice, and future labour market chances. This difference, | argue, had
to do with the students’ experiences of inclusion or exclusion in relation to cultural beliefs about their
competence in their educational context. In other words, gendered, racial, and ethnic stereotypes either
constrained or enabled their aspirations. In the following section, | distinguish between students who
experienced inclusion and adopted a hegemonic position and students who experienced exclusion and
adopted a marginalised position. In the processes of inclusion and exclusion, gender, race and ethnicity
can be made significant or insignificant.

A hegemonic position

The students who embraced their professional identity and looked forward to entering professional
life described common experiences of acknowledgement and inclusion. These experiences reflected
two distinct, but intertwined, processes of inclusion. First, this group was positioned as competent
by fellow students, and the group members also presented themselves as those who ‘fit in" and are
truly professionals. The informant group also used notions of an ‘ideal competence’ to delegitimize
the presence and competence of certain groups of students. The symbolic boundaries and notions of
competence that define the‘ideal worker’empowered this informant group. Second, most had experi-
ence with inclusion in a labour market context. Some had already been hired, while others had received
recognition and positive feedback from supervisors and leaders during their internship period. In sum,
these experiences of inclusion in the professional context led these individuals to adapt a hegemonic
position before their transition from education to work. However, the types of competence and the
groups seen as inheriting these competencies varied between the different fields of computer science,
biomedical science, and nursing.

Computer science
In most industrial countries, women constitute a clear minority in the field of computer science in higher
education as well as in the job market (Serensen, Faulkner, and Rommes 2011). Over the past 20 years,
the level of gender segregation in computing has even increased in Norway (Jensberg, Mandal, and
Solheim 2012). Studies show that men dominate in prestigious areas in the organisation that offer the
best career prospects (e.g. computer programming and systems architecture), while women tend to hold
jobs and perform tasks with lower technological status, those that lead them away from the techno-
logical core area and career advancement (e.g. user-friendly applications and interfaces, administrative
roles) (Holth, Almasri, and Gonas 2013). A key argument in the literature is that these differences relate
to the masculinisation of competence, and that such gender stereotypes about competence exclude
women (Corneliussen 2003).

The computer science students in my study relate and adapt to the cultural stereotypes about their
profession. Yet, their ranking of different groups and individuals as competent not only pertains to
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gender but also to ethnicity and race. The male informants, irrespective of ethnic background, assumed
and identified with a technical competence ideal. They positioned themselves as competent by taking
ownership of formal and informal technical competence. Formal competence refers to skills in computer
programming, while informal competence refers to men’s experiences, knowledge, and ways of being.
This masculinisation of competence became evident when the male students talked about their female
peers. One man with an ethnic minority background said during the interview:

There's nothing socially wrong with them [girls], but they are in a field that they might have misunderstood. What

is a computer engineer? Perhaps they believed that they could learn everything here.

Technical competence was seen as something that the men possessed before they entered higher
education. Previous studies have conceptualised this competence as a ‘boy’s room competence’
(Corneliussen 2003). The male informants presented this‘natural’ability and knowledge as an important
resource in becoming professional computer scientists. By presenting themselves as natural computer
talents, the male informants attached technical competence to men’s inherent knowledge, genes, and
destiny. By emphasising a range of distinctions (from those who are truly interested in computing to
those who are not, from abstract thinkers to practical thinkers, etc.), the male informants positioned
themselves as a group who simply were competent in computing. Although not all the men in my study
were excellent in computing or possessed the ‘boy’s room competence; the cultural understanding
about men’s competence gave them a sense of safety and belonging in the industry.

How does this masculine ideal intersect with race and ethnicity? Men with both ethnic minority and
majority backgrounds use this masculine competence to inscribe their professional self with value. For
the women | interviewed, as | will show later, it was quite a different story. Irrespective of their ethnic
background, the women had experiences of being ‘out of place’and not‘fitting into’ the standards that
were defined as important and valuable. In computing, the symbolic boundaries that define the ‘ideal
worker’empower all categories of men and marginalise all categories of women. These intersections
of gender, race, and ethnicity also became evident when the students described their labour market
possibilities. As one male informant said, ‘Unlike other industries, immigrants don't struggle with dis-
crimination in computing, because the Indians have such a good reputation’ By referring to Indian
people in computing, he uses an ethnic stereotype of Indians as brilliant and hard- working computer
engineers. This stereotype is also used to position the computer industry as including. The male stu-
dents with ethnic minority backgrounds perceive the computer industry as open for‘people like them;
people with immigration background, brown skin, and a foreign name. In contrast to other industries,
brown bodies are seen as normal, or even a‘bonus; in computing. The experiences of inclusion affected
this informant group’s aspirations and perceptions of their own opportunities in the labour market.
They aspired to jobs as programmers and system analysts, and some dreamed of becoming a modern
James Bond who protects national interests against foreign computer attacks. Regardless of ethnic
background, the male students in computer science perceived that they had good opportunities in
the labour market. The male students’identification with technical competence gave them self-value,
a strong sense of professional belonging, and high aspirations for their careers.

Biomedical science

The second profession, biomedical science, is a highly female-dominated profession. In contrast to
computer science and nursing, to my knowledge, there are no previous empirical studies of status
distinctions or gender segregation in the literature on biomedical science. This might explain why the
students did not know in advance that this was a female-dominated profession. Both male and female
informants in this study were surprised by the large proportion of female students when they started
on their bachelor’s degree in this area.

The informants who experienced inclusion in this professional context were female. Regardless of
ethnic background, the female students positioned themselves as technically competent. They did
this partly by distancing themselves from the male students with an ethnic minority background and
by emphasising their capacity to speak Norwegian fluently. As one of the female students with an
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ethnic majority background explained:‘They misunderstand everything and keep falling behind. It’s a
language problem. And then it’s ... many of them just aren't interested in biomedical science. But we
are’ The female informants positioned male students with an ethnic minority background as a group
who lacked language skills and who had a different approach to biomedical science; they were not
seen as truly interested. Similar to the male students in computer science, the female informants drew
boundaries between those who were truly interested and competent and those who were not. However,
where technical competence was framed as masculine among the computer science students, it was
interpreted and attached to specific forms of‘'Norwegianness’among the female biomedical engineers.
The ideal ‘good worker’ was established through ethnic boundaries. At the same time, this ideal was
gendered in a way that made it possible for female students with an ethnic minority background to
use the ideals in their boundary making. One female student with an ethnic minority background
emphasised culture and a moral aspect when she described her fellow male students:

You have to constantly check things twice to make sure things are right. (...). Honesty is so important. Everybody

makes mistakes, but you shouldn’t blame others. These things get me so angry. Most of them are competent. But

some of them aren’t. When they work with girls, they are constantly checking if we got it right, because they don't
trust us. That is not okay ... They're from Somalia and stuff ... They are very nice to us, but that they might have

a different view of women, you know. | don't like people looking over my shoulder and checking everything | do.

Technical analyses in the lab requires accuracy and reliability. The honour in‘getting it right’and the
social trust between professionals are important values and attributes among biomedical scientists. As
the above quote illustrates, the female students positioned the ethnic minority men as lacking trust
in women. Still, the female students used such narratives to position themselves as competent. When
minority men kept‘checking everything'the female students did, they did not have the ability to impose
their criteria of evaluation, or to disqualify women. Instead, the women, as the dominant student group
and the ones who defined value in this profession, viewed this interfering behaviour by the ethnic
minority men as backward. The ways-of-being and professional practices which the women perceived
as important and valuable were seen as something that ethnic minorities, and ethnic minority men in
particular, lacked. The female students also problematised what they perceived as the minority men'’s
conflicting attitudes toward gender equality and attitudes against women:

We get to know quite a bit about each other when we go out in practice and how they behave. When someone

perhaps can’t be bothered to greet people by shaking hands in the workplace, then people talk about it. It's like,

it's not exactly a good thing.

The above quote encapsulates the story of a male student from an ethnic minority background who
would not shake hands with a female leader in the workplace, which was told by other informants as
well. Previous studies have illustrated how gender equality is an important distinction of Norwegianness
(Simer, Halsaa, and Roseneil 2014). In Norway, the majority population is depicted as representing
equality and modern values, while the minority is associated with patriarchal and unmodern values.
In this context, the lack of language skills becomes a moral category that contains several attributes,
such as accuracy, reliability, and honesty, creating ethnic and racial boundaries that distinguish suitable
professionals from the unsuitable. Through establishing these boundaries, the women inscribed their
professional selves with value by attaching traits such as commitment, accuracy, and reliability to their
own practices and ways of being. In this way, their experiences of inclusion affected this informant
group’s aspirations and perceptions of their own opportunities in the labour market. Similar to the
male computer students, the female informants saw a bright future for themselves in the biomedical
science job market.

Nursing

Nursing, the third profession in this study, is one of the most gender-segregated professions in Norway.
Research shows that men earn more than women and dominate in the prestigious areas that offer the
best career prospects (e.g. anaesthesiology and surgical intensive care) (Karlsen 2012). Previous studies
describe how female-dominated work has a feminised ideal of worth and competence. Some studies
describe how the feminisation of skills creates a‘glass escalator’ which pushes men into administrative
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or managing positions, thereby advantaging men (Simpson 2004). Another theme in this literature
theorises how men are dominated by women and excluded and marginalised by gender stereotypes
(Harding, North, and Perkins 2008). What the literature in the nursing field has in common is that it
describes how female-dominated work is feminised and that this gendering either excludes or advan-
tages men.

The nursing students in my study do relate to gender stereotypes about their profession. Yet, their
ranking of different competencies and notions of worth do not reflect the feminisation of skills which
previous research has described as central in this profession. To the contrary, the students stereotyped
the ideal competence as masculine. The ideal competence was seen as technical and involved using
instruments, equipment, and standardised procedures in a hospital context rather than having a purely
caring relationship with a patient in a nursing home. The students interpretation of competence differ
from traditional representations of nursing as ‘high touch’ care work that draws on traditional fem-
inised skills of empathy, care and servicing others. However, the shifting ideals in nursing might be
understood as an orientation towards medical doctors and ideals in the medical field. Auxiliary nurses
are increasingly taking over tasks that traditionally was seen as core tasks for nurses, such as care and
patients contact (Lund 2012), and medical students prefer technical procedures and patients that can
be cured (Album and Westin 2008).

Both males and females associated men with technical competence and careers such as anaesthesi-
ology and surgical intensive care. As one of the females stated, 'you won't find male nurses where there
are only elderly people, patients that can’t be cured, or where nothing happens’ However, both the
male and female informants, regardless of their ethnic background, used this masculine competence
ideal to present themselves as ambitious and competent nurses. Various categories of students used
it to create a sense of belonging in the educational context. In contrast to the other two professions,
the female nursing students, who constitute the majority group, did not use their gender status to
disqualify men. In order to position themselves as competent, the female students disidentified with
identities and competencies they perceived as feminine. They told me they were not‘good’ girls, they
were not ‘girly’ or respectable; they had ‘never held a washcloth; and they presented themselves also
as a’'rough’type that did not appear as caring.

These findings illustrate how the devaluation of activities or identities associated with women also
can take place within a female-dominated profession. More importantly, it demonstrates that cultural
stereotypes about competence (e.g. masculinisation of technical skills) are not necessarily significant
in determining inequality between groups when individuals use them as inclusive collective identities
that transcend one’s sex. Despite the cultural masculinisation of competence, the ideal competence
became a shared symbolic resource that students of both sexes could deploy in the educational context
in order to position themselves as competent and create belonging in their professional community.
This, | believe, explains some of the optimism among the nurses. The nurses in this study generally felt
that they had good opportunities in their transition to work. A common feature was that they aspired
to work in hospitals.

A marginalised position

The students who experienced marginalisation before the transition to work were insecure about their
own competence and opportunities in the labour market. This had to do with the students’experiences
with subtle and direct forms of exclusion. First, the informants had experiences of being ‘out of place’
and not‘fitting into’ the standards that were defined as important and valuable by the student groups
who occupied a hegemonic position. Second, the students had experiences with exclusion in a labour
market context. In sum, these experiences of exclusion in a professional context led this informant
group to adapt to a marginalised position in their transition to work.

In contrast to the other two professions, none of the informants in nursing described experiences
with exclusion and marginalisation. However, as | have described in other publications (X 2016) in
the labour market, the students with ethnic minority backgrounds experienced exclusion. They did
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not get jobs in hospitals but worked in nursing homes. In my material, it was only the nurses with an
ethnic majority background who managed to get jobs in hospitals and experienced inclusion in the
labour market. In the educational context, all categories of people in nursing described experiences
with inclusion and had a strong sense of professional belonging. However, this was not the case for the
students in computer science and biomedical science where several students experienced exclusion
in the educational context.

Computer science
In computer science, women from ethnic majority and ethnic minority backgrounds placed themselves
outside what they considered to be the ideal competence and the professional community they asso-
ciated with it. This partly had to do with feeling inadequate in computer programming, that is, lacking
formal competence in that area. However, it was also based on experiences of not fitting into what
they perceived as the more informal requirements of behaviours and interests in this field of study.
Here, the ‘boy’s room competence’ - for example, men’s preferences, experiences, and knowledge of
computer technology during childhood and adolescence, were emphasised. Even though some of
the female students also had experience with computing during their childhood, the female students
in computer science described a feeling of being ‘out of place’in their choice of professional career. In
other words, the gendering of competence constrained the female students’assessment of their own
competence. Whilst one of the male students thought that he only needed to work a little bit harder
when he received a bad grade in programming, one of the female students was convinced that she had
chosen the wrong profession. As previous research has illustrated, when gender is salient and defined
as relevant to performance, men assess their competence as higher than their equally qualified female
counterparts (Correll 2004). The gender differences in self-evaluation of computing competence, in
turn, constrained the female students’ aspirations. One student with an ethnic majority background,
who would soon complete her computer science education, felt that she had few opportunities in the
labour market:

And actually, I've begun to look at other things, too, like stuff that doesn’t have to do with computers. If 'm going

to work with computing, | think I'll work with something that has to do with universal design. There are a lot of

people who are a bit uncertain, like me, when it comes to their labour market chances. And | know one of them is

going to start at the Police Academy. She isn’t going to invest in a computer science career at all ... | think a degree

in computing is nice to have anyway; it can be used for a lot of things. Lately, we have actually talked about it, as

| said earlier, we feel that we are not qualified for very good jobs, you know. We are prepared to start pretty far
down on the bottom.

It was unclear whether the informant’s ‘we’ referred to other female students in general. Still, this
example illustrates how the marginalised group in the field of computer science, the women, experi-
enced ambivalence and felt insecure about their future prospects as professionals. Processes of self-so-
cialisation are also embedded in structures in the labour market. One of the female students with a
minority background took off her hijab and changed her religious markers in order to be recognised
as competent. In contrast to the other informants, she was doing a master’s degree. As she did not find
relevant work after her bachelor’s degree, she pursued higher education. While ethnicity was neutralised
or used as a resource in the self-evaluation of the hegemonic group (men) in computing, it is the inter-
section of gender and ethnicity that constrain the female informants’ self-evaluation and aspirations:

| wore the hijab when | finished my bachelor’s degree as a computer scientist. It was written on my forehead that |

was Muslim. | applied for many programming jobs, but | didn't get any. It was an incredibly tough period for me.[....]

It's the computer industry that standardises people. If you wear a hijab or look different, it isn't any opportunities.

They don't tell it in your face, but it's more like indirect racism. So | took off my hijab, but still, it is no guarantee.

Because, first of all, | will compete with boys. And second, | have an immigrant background.

This informant represented a drastic example of the professional self-socialisation process in the
labour market. The example also illustrates how gender, ethnicity, race, and religion intersected and
constrained the female student in her transition to work. As previously illustrated, the male students
with minority backgrounds include racial minority bodies in their perception of the ideal computer
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engineer. This female informant, on the other hand, positioned her ethnic identity as out of place. She
believes that sheis losing‘double’by being an ethnic minority woman in the computer science industry.

Biomedical science
In the biomedical science educational context, markers of Norwegianness, such as ethnicity and lan-
guage fluency, and moral boundaries, such as attitudes toward gender equality, excluded men with an
ethnic minority background. This became particularly evident when the biomedical science students
had to collaborate in the laboratory or on academic assignments. In these situations, male students
with ethnic minority backgrounds were the least preferred partners. Even when teachers put students
from different ethnic backgrounds together in working groups, collaboration seemed difficult. This
informant group of male students with ethic minority backgrounds also experienced exclusion in the
labour market while the majority of the female students had part-time jobs at hospitals, jobs the stu-
dents often got through collage training practice networks. Several male students did not get such
relevant jobs in their practice placements. The men with ethnic minority backgrounds told me that they
were concerned about whether they would get a‘job within their discipline’and believed the practice
placement did not advance their opportunities because of discrimination and racism. The symbolic
boundaries that defined the truly professional in biomedical science marginalised all the minority men
in my sample. That means that ethnic, racial, and gender stereotypes also constrained the aspirations
of men who told me they received good grades and spoke almost fluent Norwegian, and who shook
hands with me, a female researcher. Although the students would soon have completed a three-year
Norwegian degree, they were discouraged in terms of their own opportunities in the labour market.
As one ethnic minority student explained:

At first, | was optimistic. | didn’t think that it would be so difficult to get a relevant job. But now, | do. You send

several applications, but never got any calls back. When you have a foreign background, they don't even call you

in for interviews. It doesn’t matter if you have good references, grades, or have impressed those you meet in the

training practice. My name is Mohammed, but | don't use it any more. | use my middle name instead, because

that name gave me problems. But still, | don't get a job using a different name either ... Now I've stopped being

concerned about my future. And | think that'’s a problem. Because if you are concerned, | think you'll always try a
little bit harder to get a job.

Several experiences with exclusion led to demotivation and a feeling of not having any possibilities
at all. The informants who experienced exclusion in an educational context and in the labour market
commonly felt ambivalent and insecure in their professional belonging and educational choices. A
common feature was that these informants lowered their aspirations and felt that they needed to
start in a job with low status, or appeared to be discouraged by the thought of getting a job that was
relevant even before they had completed their educational degree.

Conclusion

The processes of exclusion and inclusion in higher education and in the transition from education to
work represent important stages in the development of individuals'images of themselves as profession-
als. Students’face-to-face interactions with institutional structures and cultural symbols in education and
working life setimportant grounds for professional self-socialisation. However, one influential strand of
literature on aspirations and educational attainment, demonstrate how socioeconomic factors influence
individuals'aspirations and mobility (Bourdieu 1984; Goldthorpe 2000). Although socioeconomic status
is crucial for understanding young people’s aspirations and choices, | wish to additionally highlight
the importance of the cultural context in education and the labour market. Cultural and social capital,
material constraints, and professional self-socialisation are all at work in the processes of choice and
aspiration. Given the importance of these processes for reproducing inequality, this is fertile ground
for future research.

This study illustrates how gender, racial, and ethnic stereotyping of competence constrain and ena-
ble students’ aspirations. The outcome of theses self- socialisation processes was similar for people in
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the three professions, in the sense that students who experienced inclusion felt entitled and had high
aspirations, while students who experienced exclusion had low aspirations and felt ‘out of place’in
their professional field.

Yet, although the outcome of the processes of self-socialisation was similar in the three professions,
the mechanisms behind those processes differed between contexts. The intersection between race,
ethnicity, and gender played out quite differently in the three professions. We have seen how the
students occupying a hegemonic position, the gender majority in computing (men) and biomedical
science (women), used their gender status to inscribe their professional selves with value and disqualify
the gender minority group. For the student groups occupying a hegemonic position, this was also a
process where gender outplayed the significance of ethnicity and race in determining the students’
self-evaluations and aspirations. For the ethnic minority men in computing and the ethnic minority
women in biomedical science, ethnicity was seen as irrelevant or treated as a bonus when they posi-
tioned themselves as professionals and drew boundaries of suitability. In contrast, it was precisely the
intersection of gender, race, and ethnicity that constrained the marginalised students’aspirations. The
men with ethnic minority backgrounds in biomedical science were constrained by gendered, racial, and
ethnic boundaries, as was the case for the ethnic minority women in computing. The third professional
context, nursing, stands out. Here the gender majority, women, disidentified with their gender status,
and both men and women, regardless of their ethnic background, used the cultural stereotypes of
men’s competence to position themselves as competent. These results imply that while stereotypes may
constrain action, they can also be drawn on as resources that different groups can deploy to gain worth.

The literature on status distinctions and gender-segregated labour markets give important insights
into how gendered hierarchies of suitability reproduce inequality between women and men (Correll
2004; Ridgeway 2011). What is less discussed, and consequently less understood, is what happens to
hierarchies of suitability when new categories of difference enter the playing field. Building on students’
perceptions and actions in gender- segregated professions that have seen an increased influx of ethnic
minorities over the past years, | suggest that the intersections of categories of difference must be studied
by zooming in on the specific context of social inclusion and exclusion. The relationship between catego-
ries are not predefined but are closely related to concepts of competence and hierarchies of suitability
within different professions. By addressing how social hierarchies of suitability are created and repro-
duced through students’ cognitive, emotional, and interactional processes within specific professional
contexts, | have developed the concept professional self-socialisation. Intersections of gender, race, and
ethnicity can both be neutralised and amplified - it depends on how individuals negotiate and define
value and label competence in their profession. Such processes of professional self- socialisation can
operate as an‘invisible hand’ that produces and reproduces segregated labour markets.
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