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What does a sociologist do? Norwegian, English, and 
Hungarian university students’ possible future selves

Rita Hordósya , Meryem Betül Yasdimana,b  and Gabriel Chun-Yeung Leea 
auniversity of nottingham, nottingham, uK; bnottingham trent university, nottingham, uK

ABSTRACT
This paper explores how sociology undergraduate and postgraduate 
students understand and discuss their possible (sociological) futures in 
three national contexts of Norway, England, and Hungary. Using an 
international comparative design based on a total of 38 semi-structured 
interviews from the three case-study countries, it explores first, current 
university students’ perceptions of roles and activities, goals and out-
puts, as well as organisational settings one needs to work in to be con-
sidered a sociologist. Second, drawing on the possible selves model 
outlined by Markus and Nurius and further conceptualised by Harrison 
this paper explores students’ allusions to probable, like-to-be, and 
like-to-avoid selves, providing a brief window into their imagined socio-
logical futures. Students’ perceptions of their future sociological selves 
and the influence of role models in shaping their sociological identities 
reveal intricate decision-making processes, undertaken while navigat-
ing their sociological futures.

Introduction

With a strong policy focus on individual employability, the benefits of a highly educated 
workforce or a more equitable share of university opportunities are rarely considered. 
However, research has shown that university students do not necessarily subscribe to a 
marketised view of higher education (Budd 2017; Tomlinson 2017). Indeed, graduate 
futures are complex, divergent, and changeable (e.g. Ingram et al. 2023; Naess 2020), with 
Williams et al. (2016, 897) pointing to the important ‘effect of demographic, economic 
organisational, and technological’ changes. Using the debate of employability as a point of 
departure, this paper draws on Markus and Nurius (1986) conceptualisation of possible 
future selves to detail current students’ understandings of their potential future pathways. 
We explore how current Bachelor’s, Master’s, and PhD students in Norway, Hungary, and 
England see the roles sociologists take on and relate these to their own future career plans. 
This is key, given the complex interlinks across the whole student lifecycle between uni-
versity subject choice, student experiences, success, and retention, as well as future career 
plans (Bennett 2021; Souto-Otero, García-Álvarez, and Santos Rego 2023). Sociology as a 
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disciplinary area presents an interesting terrain to explore how current students think 
about their discipline (Ashwin, Abbas, and McLean 2014) and their possible futures: it 
might be seen as ‘infused’ with moral purpose (Burawoy 2005), with Muddiman (2018) 
finding that students pursue it in search for social justice. However, given the increasing 
focus on the monetary outcomes and of university education especially in England, as well 
as political attacks on the broader social sciences in Hungary (Karády and Nagy 2019; 
Krekó and Enyedi 2018) make choosing, staying on, and charting a career in sociology not 
straight-forward. Indeed, using an internationally comparative research design allows for 
an exploration of similarities and differences between how students conceptualise and 
understand their possible next steps beyond a sociology degree dependent on the local 
context (Tholen 2014). This paper first looks at the recent literature on employability in 
the three case-study countries and introduces the conceptual model of possible future 
selves. Then, it turns to outlining the research design and methods, before presenting the 
results on how students see the roles sociologists play in society, along their own possible 
(sociological) futures. Lastly, the paper closes with a discussion of key findings and take-
away points.

Literature review

Graduate outcomes in Norway, England, and Hungary

Using an internationally comparative research design helps broadening the horizon from 
the national, system level view to see a wider picture when exploring similarities and dif-
ferences of educational systems (Phillips and Schweisfurth 2014). First, to contextualise 
this study we briefly introduce what universities and social sciences are seen to be for in 
the three national contexts. Traditionally, universities have been considered and have served 
as a hub of knowledge exchange, intended mainly to nurture a small group of ‘elites’ as 
future clerical and administrative officials before the nineteenth century (Collini 2012). 
The roles of universities have changed and expanded since the nineteenth century as indus-
trialisation transformed the societal structure locally and globally (Collini 2012; Denman 
2005), to arrive at what Marginson (2016) calls high-participation systems. Universities are 
to respond to the needs of local or regional societies (Arthur 2006; Collini 2012; Denman 
2005), often seen as businesses that cater to students as customers (Denman 2005; 
Molesworth, Nixon, and Scullion 2009). However, research has shown that students do not 
necessarily subscribe to a marketised view of higher education (Budd 2017; Muddiman 
2018; Tomlinson 2017). ‘Graduate outcomes’ are often understood in a narrow sense as 
higher earnings and preparing students to become more employable has become one 
important purpose of higher education (Arthur 2006; Molesworth, Nixon, and Scullion 
2009). As Green and Henseke (2021) show, the graduate premium relative to workers with 
upper secondary education stayed stagnant in most of Europe, grew in the Nordic countries, 
and declined in some Southern as well as Eastern European states, including Hungary. Not 
all ‘outcomes’ of university education, however, can be explicitly measured. For example, 
students’ identities, such as perceptions of their own discipline and their academic confi-
dence change as students progress with their studies, having an impact on personal and 
professional development and transitions into future careers (Teichler 1998; Tett, Cree, and 
Christie 2017).
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The progression to higher education varied in different contexts: in 2022, 48% of 
25–64 year-olds had higher education attainment in Norway and 51% in the UK, but this 
was only true for 29% in Hungary (OECD 2023a). While the percentage of 25–64 year-olds 
with higher education attainment in the three countries generally increased over time 
(OECD 2023a), Hungary reached its highest level in 2012, fluctuating around 30% subse-
quently. Kandiko and Mawer (2013, 9) suggest that students in the UK primarily see higher 
education as ‘a pathway for career enhancement’ and seek for career support from their 
university (Money et al. 2017). Similarly, in Norway, higher education participation and 
attainment is very high (OECD 2023a, 2023b), coupled with low unemployment rate (Arthur 
2006; Damşa et al. 2015). Aamodt, Hovdhaugen, and Bielfeldt (2010) argue that employ-
ability is a core purpose of higher education in Norway; the higher rate of graduate education 
after the first degree and lower rate of employment in relevant sectors can be partly accounted 
for by the devaluation of first degree qualifications. The Hungarian case has seen a large 
scale cut to funded university places that marked a stark departure from higher education 
policies of the European Union (Fehérvári et al. 2016; Hordósy and Szanyi 2020), with a 
focus on employability through strengthening science, technology, engineering and math-
ematics subjects, away from arts and humanities as well as social sciences (Derényi 2018).

We do not intend to suggest that there are one or a couple of core purposes of higher 
education in each of the three national contexts, nor to debate whether the primary role of 
higher education should be the development of discipline and thinkers within discipline, 
rather than employability (Tight 2023). However, in this section, we aim to use, for example, 
the concept of employability, to put the three national cases into context, discussing varia-
tions and pointing to the overarching discourse around graduate futures.

Possible (sociological) futures

The divergence and diversity in the perception of employability reflect a nuanced relation-
ship between higher education and future career prospects in different national settings. 
Drawing upon the possible selves framework developed by Markus and Nurius (1986), we 
explore sociology students’ perspectives on their future employability, understood here as 
possible (sociological) futures. By juxtaposing the broader context of higher education and 
employability with the psychological framework of possible selves, a comprehensive under-
standing of sociology students’ perspectives on their potential futures emerges, bridging 
the macro-level dynamics of education systems across three countries with the micro-level 
intricacies of individual motivation and goal-setting.

The possible selves represent people’s ideas about what they might become, what they 
would like to become (hoped-for selves), and what they would like to avoid becoming 
(feared selves) (Markus and Nurius 1986). The theory suggests that individuals are moti-
vated to work towards their ideal selves and/or avoid certain possible selves, which then 
influence their attitudes, behaviours, and decision-making mechanisms in relation to the 
future goals. Thus, we argue that one’s ideas about their future selves can motivate present 
actions, with individuals who have well-defined ideas and goals about what they want to 
be more likely investing the required effort needed to attain these hoped-for ideas.

Markus and Nurius state that (1986, 955): ‘Individuals’ self-knowledge of what is possible 
for them to achieve is motivation as it is particularized and individualized; it serves to frame 
behavior, and to guide its course’. Based on this, possible future selves can provide insights 
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into students’ mental representations of potential future identities, their motivations, actions, 
and behaviours related to their future careers (Hock, Deshler, and Schumaker 2006; Leondari 
2007; Markus and Nurius 1986; Markus and Ruvolo 1989). Therefore, it is useful to use this 
framework to gain a detailed understanding of higher education students’ ideas about their 
like-to-be and like-to avoid-selves, particularly in relation to their academic courses 
(Harrison 2018). Exploring the mental representations of resultant probable selves, as con-
ceptualised by Harrison (2018), of what they are likely to become in the future could provide 
relevant career guidance and curriculum recommendations.

Primarily, the field of psychology has utilised this model in research related to identity 
development (Hamman et al. 2010), adult development (Frazier and Hooker 2006), career 
counselling (Meara et al. 1995), and more. Recently, it has gained attention among researchers 
working in education. For instance, Hock, Deshler, and Schumaker (2006) used the model 
to explore student motivation and possible selves; Stevenson and Clegg (2011) looked at future 
selves through extracurricular activity in higher education; whilst Oyserman, Bybee, and 
Terry (2006) explored academic possible selves, emphasising the utilisation of the framework 
in understanding individuals’ motivation (e.g. teachers, students) whilst linking it to educa-
tional contexts. A book edited by Henderson, Stevenson, and Bathmaker (2018) provides 
further theoretical insights into possible selves from a sociological standpoint. Whilst drawing 
on empirical studies on the application of this concept in higher education, they introduce a 
fresh viewpoint and encourage future researchers to investigate this concept further within 
educational settings. Harrison (2018) suggested that possible selves could underpin interven-
tions supporting university participation from disadvantaged groups, proposing a new policy 
and research agenda. Similarly, Jones et al. (2022) explored the views of young people tran-
sitioning from college to university. Particularly, they were interested in, first, the future selves 
of students who are more likely to self-exclude from higher education and second, key 
decision-making moments whilst exploring emerging selves during this process. Their find-
ings showed that the possible selves model acted as an efficient tool through illustrating the 
complex ideas when young individuals are elaborating their future selves (Jones et al. 2022).

Another important aspect of possible selves is that they are not always individual but are 
influenced by an individual’s environment, shaped by social, cultural, and historical contexts 
(Leondari 2007; Markus and Nurius 1986; Unemori, Omoregie, and Markus 2004). This 
aspect has not been extensively empirically examined in the literature. To start to address 
this gap, in this article, we focus on exploring the possible future selves of sociology students 
from three countries: Hungary, England, and Norway. Asking students who they hope to 
become when they graduate from their courses led to an assessment of their possible future 
selves as sociologists within the broader social, cultural, and political structure. Through 
this approach we explored more than students’ dreams alone, shedding light on their moti-
vations, goals, and potential actions within their broader contexts to achieve these goals. 
Ultimately, curricular innovation and career support strategies through motivation and 
guidance can aim to broaden the image of possible future selves for these students, encour-
aging them to reach their potential and take control of their own futures (Harrison 2018).

Research design and methods

This paper presents data from a larger international comparative research project, focusing 
on students’ perceptions of the role of sociologists in wider society. The overarching project 
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used mixed-methods to compare three national settings (Phillips and Schweisfurth 2014; Yin 
2017). The data were collected from three European nations1 as case-studies to achieve max-
imum variation regarding welfare state regimes in the European Economic Area in 2019 
(Esping-Andersen 1996), with Hungary as an example of post-soviet Eastern European state, 
England as an example of liberal welfare state from the British Isles, and Norway as Northern 
European state. Comparing and contrasting these three national contexts allows for a reflection 
on several key and often taken-for-granted dimensions, namely the broader economic and 
political context, marketisation in higher education, as well as staff and student relations.

This paper draws on semi-structured interviews (Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2011) 
with undergraduate and postgraduate sociology students, concerning their perceptions over 
possible (sociological) futures. The first author interviewed a total of 38 sociology Bachelor’s, 
Master’s, and PhD students individually as outlined in Table 1, selected from two institutions 
in Hungary and Norway, and only one in England.2 Regarding the choice of institutional 
contexts, although McLean et al. (2015) argue that the acquisition of sociological knowledge 
and capabilities are not necessarily patterned by university status and thus the comparison of 
different types of universities can prove fruitful, in this study we decided to recruit students 
from two research-focused and highly ranked institutions in each country. This was to (a) 
cut down variation across the sample; (b) aid manageable recruitment and data collection; 
and (c) make comparisons more feasible between the case study locations.

The sample size reflects the scope of the study, in which students’ perceptions of sociology 
and sociologists are explored in depth through interviews to identify similarities and variations 
(Cohen, Manion, and Morrison 2011). Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, the interviews were 
conducted mostly online, between March and June 2020. The participants were recruited 
through departmental gatekeepers and adverts. This also means that the study likely reached 
students who were more invested in their sociology degrees in general and participating in 
university life in particular. As such, more representative data collection would be necessary 
to explore how the patterns of future sociological selves are seen in the wider student popu-
lation. The project gained ethical approval through the host institution (UON School of 
Education, 2019/55).

Lasting about an hour, the interviews explored students’ experience and understanding 
of becoming a sociology student and their possible future careers, focusing on these 
key areas:

Table 1. interview participants by case-study country, university level, gender, 
and ethnicity.

hungary England norway total (level)

study level

Bachelor’s 10 5 4 19
Master’s 1 2 5 8
Phd 6 2 3 11
gender
female 8 10 7 25
Male 7 5 12
Prefer not to say 1 1
Ethnicity

Ethnic minority in country of study 2 2 4
Majority ethnicity in country of study 5 15 6 26
Prefer not to say 2 2 4 8
total (per country) 17 9 12 38
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• About the discipline: disciplinary and institutional choice; how they see sociological 
research;

• People in the discipline: who is a sociologist and how does someone become one; 
experience of sociologists;

• Your sociological research: main areas of interest; experience of conducting research; 
future career plans.

The interviews in England and in Norway were conducted in English, whereas the 
Hungarian language interviews were all conducted and analysed in the original language, 
before translating extracts for this paper. All interviews were first fully transcribed in the 
original interview language through secured university transcription services or natural 
language processing software with manual checks. The authors then applied inductive the-
matic analysis, outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), through the data analysis software 
NVivo. The analysis involved six phases: familiarisation, initial coding, identifying themes, 
reviewing themes, defining themes, and evidencing the themes using data.

This paper places individual students’ agency regarding university and career choice 
within the wider national and international contexts. An open question allowed students 
to discuss a wide range of issues relating to professional standing and disciplinary belonging. 
These related to the training and career elements they deemed necessary for someone to 
be classed a sociologist; the skills, attitudes, and the sociological imagination one needs to 
exhibit; as well as the purpose of those actors within the field. First, we discuss how students 
posited who a sociologist was and what they did, in relation to different audiences, outputs, 
and organisational settings. Then, we discuss how the students talked about their imagined 
possible career(s) in sociology; here we explore students’ allusions to probable, like-to-be, 
and like-to-avoid (sociological) selves (Harrison 2018).

Future sociologists, the future of sociology?

The following two sections explore first, how students saw the roles and activities, goals 
and outputs, as well as organisational settings sociologists operate in. This indeed helps to 
clarify the professional—as well as social, economic, and political—contexts that existed in 
students’ mental representations, as potential spaces for sociology graduates. The second 
section will turn to how students connected these roles to their own future (sociological) 
selves. Throughout the two sections, the similarities and differences between the case study 
countries and degree levels are pointed to.

What does a sociologist do?

The interviews gave us an opportunity to explore how the diverse possible futures were 
perceived by students and shaped their understanding of sociology. This is crucial in regards 
to visibility and clarity of possible future employment outcomes. Sociology is seen as a 
broad, inclusive disciplinary space, meaning a wealth of potential futures can be imagined. 
Indeed, when prompted to think about who a sociologist is, students most often mentioned 
simply a person who explores social issues. Others demarcated this with having to use appro-
priate research techniques and theoretical grounding, or having to have a strong critical 
disposition to think sociologically, as Hilda suggested:
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The way I see it is (…) that there are two types of sociologists. There’s the accidental sociologists 
who were like, “oh, this seems interesting, I’ll take some courses”, and they kind of end up doing 
the whole run and just getting a job. And the blood sociologist or the… it sounds better in 
Norwegian, ‘cause then you could put blood in front of anything and it means strong or very 
enthusiastic. You know, they could have done any other… or taken any other path in life, but they 
would still be a sociologist, in mind and body, because of their way of thinking and being critical. 
Hilda, MA, Norway

A more restrictive definition had time and structural markers, such as being a sociologist 
only whilst studying sociology or having to reach different qualifications in sociology. 
Regarding what levels of education one needs to be considered a sociologist, Grace talked 
about her view that an MA and/or a PhD are needed, given their focus on what she called 
‘proper research’, referencing qualification inflation as a key issue:

I suppose, anyone who does sociology is a sociologist. ‘Cause all my lectures are like ‘you guys are 
sociologists, haha’. [Nowadays] pretty much everyone has bachelor’s degree, so it’s not that spe-
cialised anymore. But then, if you do a master’s and definitely if you’re in a doctorate, then I 
would say you’re a sociologist. (…) I would say the point at which you start doing proper 
research… is more approaching being a sociologist. Grace, BA, England

Malkolm remarked similarly that first and foremost it was a ‘sociological’ gaze that is 
needed, however, he felt a Master’s degree would be necessary too to become a sociologist:

So I think maybe people who study sociology have a sociological gaze, they see things through 
that lens. So in that sense, I’m a sociologist but… I wouldn’t introduce myself as a sociologist at 
this point. (…) I think it’s more after you’re done your Master’s, that’s when you’re a sociologist. 
Malkolm, BA, Norway

Further, students mentioned the roles and activities, goals and outputs, audience as well 
as organisational settings one needs to work in to qualify as a sociologist. The diverse views 
of students are summarised in Table 2. The roles are cross-referenced with Mills’ (1959) 
sociological imagination, Burawoy’s (2005) public, professional, policy, and critical sociol-
ogies, and Kalleberg’s (2012) four basic roles for a sociologist, that of a researcher, teacher, 
public intellectual, and expert.

When discussing the roles, activities, goals, outputs, and organisational settings outlined 
in Table 2, students often implicitly connected themselves into those activities ‘we’ as sociol-
ogist do or should do. Students more explicit discussion of their own like-to-be or like-to-
avoid selves are presented in detail in the second subsection.

Although most of these activities were mentioned in all three case-study countries, some 
were emphasised more than others. For instance, Eleanor, one of the English BA students 
highlighted critical approaches to understanding social issues that allow working towards 
a more just society through research outcomes and policies:

Pointing out injustices fundamentally, inequalities that shaped how society is structured. So 
maybe someone wants to perhaps renegotiate society’s kind of dispositions, or who governs society 
in a broader sense… Perhaps someone that notices at the world isn’t clear cut as it is perceived to 
be and sees that we actually could benefit from some sort of change, structurally to actually go 
forward with a more reflexive society. Eleanor, BA, England

However, it was the Norwegian case where sociological research informing policies was 
mentioned more. For instance, Maartje talked about the interlinks between sociologists as 
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researchers working in public policy areas for local or national government, especially across 
the wide and diverse research ‘institute sector’ (see, e.g. Eckerberg et al. 2018; Kalleberg 2012):

Sociologists have been important in Norway in writing reports for the government, so it’s had a 
very strong position in sort of describing society, and maybe also coming with, what’s it called, 
policy recommendations. Maartje, MA, Norway

Public-facing or policy work was perceived predominantly positive by students and seen 
as bettering social ills. For instance, Botond talked about the pride he felt over his lecturers 
being active in Hungarian activist circles, as well as commentating on social issues in the 
media. Indeed, there was a strong tradition of the public intellectual role in Hungarian 
sociology, with ‘young first-class professionals sacrifice[ing] their careers in social 
studies—for many years, at least—on the altar of politics’, especially throughout the years 
of transitions after 1989, but also since (Karády and Nagy 2019, 129). In embracing ‘decid-
edly ideological criteria’ for research funding distribution, successive Hungarian govern-
ments since 2010 often excluded ‘known members of the opposition—a clear majority 
among sociologists’ (Karády and Nagy 2019, 137). As such, sociologists often took on activist 
roles related to university education and a wide variety of issues:

(…) there were so many demonstrations, and then you could even see [the lecturers] on the street, 
and then you are even more proud to study with them. A bunch of my university professors used 
to be interviewed for [independent3 media outlets]. So I think that throughout university I was 
proud of the fact that the people from whom I had the opportunity to learn, so to speak, not only 
interpret society here within the walls of the university, but also try to be a more progressive and 
proactive user of their own knowledge. Botond, BA, Hungary

Activism was looked at favourably by students elsewhere too, and indeed, was linked to 
the students’ motivation for subject and institutional choice—for instance, Mia, an English 
PhD student suggested that her university choice was swayed by a broader approach to public 
sociology in the department she studied at, as well as seeing some potential role models 
embodying a commitment to bettering social ills and working with the local community:

I think I was quite aware that they had a lot of… and they had a lot of female professors, that 
was something I liked, and the fact that a lot of them are very much focused on advocacy, so it’s… 
it’s not just the academic bubble, we don’t work with communities, but really, a very connecting 
to [city/town] and very much connecting to how they are working here. Mia, PhD, England

Throughout the last decades of the socialist era in Hungary and into the transition years, 
several market research agencies were launched (Karády and Nagy 2019; Szabari 2020). A 
particular concern given the underfunding of universities and related low wages is that 
academics take on several roles or externally paid projects—often in these research organi-
sations (Alpár et al. 2019; Hordósy and Norris 2022). Working for for-profit research organ-
isations were only mentioned by a few Hungarian students, often in negative light, as indeed 
like-to-avoid selves—explained in more detail in the next section. The emphasis on skills 
useable in market-research were perceived somewhat cynically by interviewees in our sample, 
seeing the emphasis as pandering to an internalised employability narrative of other students:

How do you lure them [to study sociology], how do you maintain motivation after a year, after 
two years, when they see that they won’t be able to use [their degree] on the market? [The sociol-
ogy department] try to organise [events] by inviting old sociologists from other fields. 
Csaba, BA, HU
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The more traditional activities of sociologists working at universities—such as con-
ducting research, and teaching the discipline were often implied in the discussions. 
Students of course saw their lecturers’ role in teaching sociology most often, more 
immediately upon starting their course, and in more depth—research as an activity 
was often seen as more distant with less bearing on their studies. The following excerpts 
from Noémi (Hungary) and Mona (Norway) encapsulate key questions of the literature 
on the link between research and teaching (see for instance Buckley 2011; Clark and 
Hordósy 2019; Elken and Wollscheid 2016; Healey et al. 2010). Noémi talked about the 
issues of identifying a lecturer’s research area if they were not clearly weaving this into 
their teaching:

There are people who teach just general sociology, or general sociological subjects, unfortunately 
it has not been clear to me what their main [research] focus is. (…) I feel much closer to [those 
with whom] we sometimes discuss more personal things like [their research area]. But then there 
are others who don’t mention examples from their [research] life, and I only know from social 
media sites that they [work at another research organisation]… But what do they do there? 
Noémi, BA, Hungary

On the other hand, Mona talked about what she perceived as an important link between 
the research areas of her lecturers, and how they indeed brought this into conversation with 
the lecture material:

Maybe because usually [academics] say it, that they have been researching in this field, or that 
they have been working on this study. And I personally believe that it is quite a bit beneficial, for 
instance if I have a professor that is researching within the field that he is teaching, or she is 
teaching I think that also helps, and it sort of also shows that they are really interested in this, to 
make the class more engaging. Mona, BA, Norway

Finally, there was a larger disconnect between students themselves and those who might 
provide theoretical tools to understand the world. For instance, Blanka mentioned the work 
of ‘dead white men’ of sociology’s core, whilst referring to a thinker role,4 when talking 
about sociologists:

A sociologist (…) are the big names for me. Durkheim and Bourdieu and such. So these are the 
names that come to mind for “the sociologist”. I still remember what I heard when I was in first 
year, that a sociologist is the one who drinks coffee in the cáfe and smokes. It’s a very weird pic-
ture, but if, say, I’m going to have coffee, I always remember that it’s a shame I don’t smoke, 
because I’ll never be a real sociologist. Blanka, BA, Hungary

On the other hand, Daniel talked about theorising as an embodied practice, that he 
himself did as a sociologist:

Because we in our mind some way develop certain theories about how the world works, how the 
society is, and how human behaviour functions. Daniel, PhD, Norway

Indeed, the requisite theories, concepts, research methods, and thematic foci of sociology 
underpinned how students discussed the diverse and, crucially, interlinked roles of a sociol-
ogist. The following section looks at how these link to discussions of students’ own possible 
future selves.
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Imagining possible (sociological) futures

Drawing on Harrison’s (2018) conceptualisation of possible selves, we explore students’ 
allusions to probable, like-to-be, and like-to-avoid selves, providing a brief window into their 
imagined (sociological) futures. The first part of this discussion can be understood along 
the interlinked motivators of values, practise and impact: students discuss (a) the principal 
values that guide them in planning their future; (b) the importance of enjoyment of their 
future (sociological) activities and practices; and (c) their aim for a positive societal impact 
of their work. The second part of this section explores the broader relational aspect of 
possible (sociological) futures, focusing on role models.

Students’ discussion of like-to-be selves included the activities of researching and teach-
ing. For instance, Selma suggested that upon completing her Bachelor’s at a Norwegian 
university, she was considering a route into a research or a teaching role. Here this distinction 
related to her school experiences, rather than university. She talked about wanting to ‘nor-
malise’ teachers from diverse backgrounds becoming role models in schools, attaching value 
to her own experiences of ‘good teachers’:

Rita: Do you see yourself going into a research role, a research career at some point?

Selma: I’d really like that, I think. I haven’t really decided if I only go for that route or (…) I have 
also noticed teachers have been really impacting my decisions and they’ve just made a difference 
in my life, good teachers. (…) At school there was never a teacher who looked like me or who kind 
of had the same [ethnic minority/migrant] background. So… I want to be in that area too. I don’t 
know, normalise [difference]. Selma, BA, Norway

Regarding a probable self, Ella talked about her aim to have more direct impact—in her 
case through policy research, working more directly with those having influence on the 
social context. She juxtaposed this with academic careers that she saw as more solitary and 
more removed from changing social issues as something to be avoided. She sees her 
like-to-be self as someone connecting practice and policy, although by keeping a 
‘research-touch’ in her role:

I’ve been looking at some jobs where you for instance, work with… it’s also public sector and with 
racism and discrimination, and you’re [in] an advisory role in between the people working in the 
field, maybe municipalities, and you’re also in contact with kind of politicians or more… this 
policy development. I think that would be ideal for me. And I’ve been considering if I wanted to 
do a PhD, but I think at this point, I’m more interested in doing other kinds of jobs. It’s always 
something I could come back too. I want to keep this kind of… a little bit of the research-touch to 
the job, but something that’s maybe a bit more hands on. And I like to work with other people or 
in teams, and in academia, I feel like you’re often a bit…, you are alone with your work. Ella, 
MA, Norway

Lilly experienced some major problems throughout her Master’s at one of the English 
universities; she felt especially unsupported in the context of the emergent Covid-19 pandemic 
with the ‘dissolution’ of university campuses (Raaper and Brown 2020). She was disappointed 
in feeling that her like-to-be self of a job where she used her research skills felt out of reach. 
However, given her deep interest in Marxist theory, she thought she would apply critical 
understandings in her everyday work, wherever her probable-self would be employed:



12 R. HORDÓSY ET AL.

Sociology (…) shouldn’t just be academic, it should be about doing something and resolving 
social inequalities and marginalisation, and it’s a practical discipline, so it be great to do that, but 
if nothing else, I can do that in the way that I lived my life, … I know, I don’t know… [this might 
be] idealistic. But I do use it, and I apply it every day when I’m going to work, and I see things, 
and I go, “oh my God, that applies to such and such’s theory”. Lilly, MA, England

The importance of values in possible (sociological) futures were especially prevalent 
when students demarcated their like-to-avoid selves. For instance, as already suggested 
above, some Hungarian students discussed using their research skills in the pursuit of profit 
in market research. Csaba elaborated on why he would want to use his in-demand quanti-
tative analytical skills for a few years but move on to pursue a more highly valued (albeit 
worse paid) career in academic research (Szabó 2021). He conceptualised having those 
skills as a temporary safety-net, helpful for him from as someone without the family tradi-
tion of attending university, or broader networks, or requisite familial funds:

Perhaps due to my little rural5 family background, being a first-generation university student, if 
the existential crisis comes, I might have marketable knowledge. However, I would try to become 
independent from it as soon as possible, because I am interested in statistical theory and not its 
application itself. I would also like to see the beauty of its application [through market research], 
for one year, but no longer. You have to put up with it for one or two years, but after that let’s 
move on into a researcher role. Csaba, BA, Hungary

Similarly, Daniel discussed what he saw as a problematic stance of avoiding deeper 
political and social critique, amounting to potential exclusionary practices. In this Norwegian 
case, he raised the issue that racism and marginalisation not being discussed at a societal 
level (Bangstad 2015; Gullestad 2004; Kyllingstad 2017). A major concern for him if taking 
a values-based stand as a researcher working with marginalised communities was that this 
might implicitly amount to a critique of the prevailing thought within the broader socio-
logical community:

(…) there are certain themes and issues related to the society, where the main sociologists who 
are renowned and have a name in the field, have taken this approach of just taking the middle 
ground and not taking a particular stand to what the solutions to the problems are. So for 
instance, let’s say the policies that are developed with regards to the issue of marginalisation or 
minorities, are in line with, to my understanding, in line with the focus of the majority, and 
particularly the party who have who are in power at that particular time. (…) [Some are] more 
concerned with not defaming those who marginalise, rather than speak up for those who are 
being marginalised. (…) However, if I’m writing [about my research outcomes on marginalisa-
tion], I think I’m already taking a stand. But the problem is that, I know at the same time that it 
may create some difficulties in the future. Daniel, PhD, Norway

We close the discussion with the relational aspect of imagining sociological (graduate) 
futures, focusing on the links to role models. Through such role models, possible selves can 
be shaped and contribute to the process of forming the mental representations of like-to-be, 
or indeed like-to-avoid selves. Thus, students can define who they do or do not want to 
become, providing a sense of continuity and a coherence in their personal narrative (Dunkel 
2000; Dunkel and Anthis 2001; Markus and Nurius 1986; Oyserman and James 2011). For 
example, Lóránt emphasised the significance of personal connections and observing sociol-
ogist role models ‘in the flesh’, which can, in turn, offer motivation and focus to help shape 
possible future selves:
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For me, what is so important is that there are lecturers who are so direct and we have a per-
sonal relationship. This is very, very important, and for example we were doing research [in 
field settings] with [a number of lecturers]. [They] were so direct, we saw them function as 
people, and we did research in the process. And somehow it showed that the university doesn’t 
have to be an alienating thing, because here, through personal relationships, you can find 
motivation and focus, which then provide much more than [title of research methods module]. 
Lóránt, BA, Hungary

The guiding principles of personal values, enjoyment of activities in a future job role, 
and hope for positive societal impact were all shaped by seeing positive but also negative 
role models of possible (sociological) futures, mixing and matching the roles of sociologists 
outlined in the previous section in Table 2.

Discussion

In this paper we explored how sociology students in England, Hungary, and Norway saw 
sociologists, and along this, their own possible future selves. We drew on, first, seminal 
sociological texts by Burawoy (2005) and Kalleberg’s (2012), and second, related these to 
students’ possible future selves, using the model outlined by Markus and Nurius (1986) and 
further elaborated by Harrison (2018).

This paper contributes to the literature in three key ways. First, it shows how membership 
of the sociological profession is seen as fluid: sociology students’ understandings are often 
expressed very broadly—someone who explores social issues. However, this may be qualified 
by ‘when’ and ‘where’ one can be part of the sociological profession, demarcating levels of 
education or job roles.

Second, the paper provides an account of the different roles and activities students see 
sociologists taking on, such as thinking about social issues; activism; commentating on social 
issues; setting/informing public policy; doing market research; teaching sociology; researching 
and theorising. We set out how these roles correspond to diverse audiences, outputs, and 
organisational settings, linking to existing accounts of sociological roles (Burawoy 2005; 
Kalleberg 2012). These roles are not seen as exclusive, but as different sides to a sociologist 
more or less visible to students. The international comparative design this paper used pointed 
to interesting differences, but fundamentally, striking similarities between the three contexts. 
When looking at the diverse possible sociological roles, activism/activist was more likely to 
be mentioned in England, where income inequalities were higher (Esping-Andersen 2015; 
OECD 2024), and in Hungary where the government took a radical neoliberal approach to 
state welfare provision (Lendvai‐Bainton and Szelewa 2021). Policy sociology on the other 
hand was discussed more in Norway where ‘sociology grew up with the welfare state, which 
conferred a strong policy orientation’ (Burawoy 2005, 21). Drawing on these results further 
research could explore in more detail how diverse student groups might understand and 
orient towards these roles and activities. Given the limitations of a small sample in this 
research, a detailed exploration of patterns by student background was not feasible.

Third, the results presented here point to possible futures being guided by the interlinked 
motivators of individual values, enjoyment of a future (sociological) job roles and commu-
nities, as well as a strong desire to have positive societal impact—these can be seen as layers 
explicating their like-to-be as well as like-to-avoid selves. Importantly, these results reflect 
a sense of morally infused thinking of possible (sociological) futures (Burawoy 2005); 
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indeed, like-to-avoid selves were mostly linked to the perceived instrumentality of (for 
profit) professional sociology. As such, there is some resistance amongst students to see 
their futures predominantly through the lens of employability outcomes.

In terms of the conceptual contribution of this paper, using the possible selves framework 
offered a nuanced understanding of how students envision their sociological futures. The 
results showed the importance of values students arrived with and elaborated throughout 
their university time to fit with their imagined (sociological) future selves, involving a 
careful evaluation of practical considerations, societal expectations, and sociocultural con-
text (Harrison 2018; Hodkinson and Sparkes 1997; Markus and Nurius 1986; Prince 2014). 
Further, the paper outlined how the disciplinary space allowed for experimentation with, 
and practice of different like-to-be and like-to avoid roles and activities to arrive at some 
desired positive societal impact. The multifaceted nature of these considerations shed light 
on the complex decision-making processes that students engaged in as they navigated their 
sociological futures.

The data presented here also indicated the importance of the broader scholarly and practice 
community as an example setting throughout the formation of possible (sociological) selves: 
to be able to observe and practice sociological research from a close proximity. The examples 
set by these personal links, role models ‘in the flesh’ were mostly seen as positive, rather than 
negative, charting like-to-be or, less often, like-to-avoid selves. Notably, positive personal 
connections seemed to contribute to a sense of motivation and focus, aiding students in 
navigating their academic and professional journeys (Gibson 2003; Ibarra 1999; Markus and 
Nurius 1986; Oyserman and James 2011). By considering possible selves and identifying 
positive role models in their chosen field, students gained insights into the skills, experiences, 
and paths that may lead to desired sociological futures. This understanding and mental rep-
resentation could then reinforce and contribute to the formation of one’s desired identity 
(Dunkel 2000; Dunkel and Anthis 2001; Oyserman and James 2011), situated within the 
broader structure, influencing the ongoing process of self-discovery, development, and the 
pursuit of personal goals. We believe that further understanding of the connections between 
these concepts among university students and graduates is crucial to assist students in aligning 
their goals with their desired future identities, making informed decisions, setting meaningful 
goals, and fostering personal and professional growth—ultimately contributing to a more 
fulfilling and purposeful educational experience (Harrison 2018). Some of these outcomes 
suggest that a reinforced link between an academic’s teaching and research profile becomes 
key when thinking about the role of research and researchers in the sociology curriculum 
specifically, and employability and sociological futures more generally (Buckley 2011; Elken 
and Wollscheid 2016; Healey et al. 2010).

Notes

 1. The original study planned to include Germany as well. However, in the face of recruitment 
challenges throughout the Covid-19 pandemic, the first author decided to instead focus on 
the three cases where links established prior to the first lockdowns meant the data-collection 
could proceed with comparative ease.

 2. The case selection and response rate was impacted especially in the English case, given gate-
keepers in sociology departments were hesitant to give access to interviewing students due to 
the scale of disruption of the pandemic.
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 3. One important and ongoing transformation of the current ruling party in Hungary has been 
to build its own media empire, with independent news outlets constantly under threat 
(Bajomi-Lázár 2021).

 4. Relevant to contextualising Blanka’s words is that the Hungarian prime minister Viktor Orbán 
once talked about the ‘unemployed [arts and humanities] graduates brooding in the dim light 
of ruined pubs’ (HVG 2012), related to the emphasis on STEM subjects away from arts and 
humanities, as well as social sciences.

 5. Csaba here alludes to the urban–rural division that runs through the history of Hungarian 
sociology (Karády and Nagy 2019).

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

This work was supported by the University of Nottingham [Nottingham Research Fellowship].

ORCID

Rita Hordósy  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1888-8269
Meryem Betül Yasdiman  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9542-4775
Gabriel Chun-Yeung Lee  http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3296-5187

References

Aamodt, Per Olaf, Elisabeth Hovdhaugen, and Uta Bielfeldt. 2010. “Serving the Society? Historical and 
Modern Interpretations of Employability.” Higher Education Policy 23 (2): 271–284. https://doi.org/ 
10.1057/hep.2010.6.

Alpár, Donát, Gergely Gábor Barnaföldi, Éva Dékány, Enikö Kubinyi, Ágnes Máté, Balázs Munkácsy, 
Eszter Neumann, Katalin Solymosi, and Gergely Toldi. 2019. “Fiatal Kutatók Magyarországon – 
Felmérés a 45 év Alatti Kutatók Helyzetéről” [Young Researchers in Hungary – A Survey on the State 
of Researchers under the Age of 45].” Magyar Tudomány 180 (7): 1064–1077.

Arthur, Lore. 2006. “Higher Education and the Knowledge Society: Issues, Challenges and Responses 
in Norway and Germany.” Research in Comparative and International Education 1 (3): 241–252. 
https://doi.org/10.2304/rcie.2006.1.3.241.

Ashwin, Paul, Andrea Abbas, and Monica McLean. 2014. “How Do Students’ Accounts of Sociology 
Change over the Course of Their Undergraduate Degrees?” Higher Education 67 (2): 219–234. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-013-9659-z.

Bajomi-Lázár, Péter. 2021. “Hungary’s Clientelistic Media System.” In The Routledge Companion to 
Political Journalism, edited by James Morrison, Jen Birks, and Mike Berry, 103–110. London: 
Routledge.

Bangstad, Sindre. 2015. “The Racism That Dares Not Speak Its Name.” Intersections: East European 
Journal of Society and Politics 1 (1): 49–65.

Bennett, Dawn. 2021. “Fostering Equitable Access to Employability Development through an 
Institution-Wide, in-Curricular Strategy.” In Student Retention and Success in Higher Education, 
edited by Shah, Mahsood, Sally Kift, and Liz Thomas, 191–215. London: Palgrave Macmillan.

Braun, Virginia, and Victoria Clarke. 2006. “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology.” Qualitative 
Research in Psychology 3 (2): 77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa.

Buckley, Charles A. 2011. “Student and Staff Perceptions of the Research–Teaching Nexus.” Innovations 
in Education and Teaching International 48 (3): 313–322. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2011. 
593707.

https://doi.org/10.1057/hep.2010.6
https://doi.org/10.1057/hep.2010.6
https://doi.org/10.2304/rcie.2006.1.3.241
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-013-9659-z
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2011.593707
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2011.593707


16 R. HORDÓSY ET AL.

Budd, Richard. 2017. “Undergraduate Orientations Towards Higher Education in Germany and England: 
Problematizing the Notion of ‘Student as Customer.” Higher Education 73 (1): 23–37. https://doi.org/ 
10.1007/s10734-015-9977-4.

Burawoy, Michael. 2005. “For Public Sociology.” American Sociological Review 70 (1): 4–28. https://
doi.org/10.1177/000312240507000102.

Clark, Tom, and Rita Hordósy. 2019. “Undergraduate Experiences of the Research/Teaching Nexus 
Across the Whole Student Lifecycle.” Teaching in Higher Education 24 (3): 412–427. https://doi.or
g/10.1080/13562517.2018.1544123.

Cohen, Louis, Lawrence Manion, and Keith Morrison. 2011. Research Methods in Education. 
London: Routledge.

Collini, Stefan. 2012. What Are Universities For? London: Penguin.
Damşa, Crina, Thomas de Lange, Mari Elken, Rachelle Esterhazy, Trine Fossland, Nicoline Frølich, 

Elisabeth Hovdhaugen, et al. 2015. Quality in Norwegian Higher Education: A Review of Research 
on Aspects Affecting Student Learning. Oslo: Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research 
and Education.

Denman, Brian D. 2005. “What Is a University in the 21st Century?” Higher Education Management 
and Policy 17 (2): 9–28. https://doi.org/10.1787/hemp-v17-art8-en.

Derényi, András. 2018. “A Tanítás és Tanulás Minőségének Javítása az Elmúlt 10 Évben [Improving 
the Quality of Teaching and Learning over the Past 10 Years].” In A Magyar Felsőoktatás Egy 
Évtizede 2008–2017, edited by G. Kováts and J. Temesi. Budapest: Budapesti Corvinus Egyetem.

Dunkel, Curt S. 2000. “Possible Selves as a Mechanism for Identity Exploration.” Journal of 
Adolescence 23 (5): 519–529. https://doi.org/10.1006/jado.2000.0340.

Dunkel, Curt S., and Kristine S. Anthis. 2001. “The Role of Possible Selves in Identity Formation: A 
Short-Term Longitudinal Study.” Journal of Adolescence 24 (6): 765–776. https://doi.org/10.1006/
jado.2001.0433.

Eckerberg, Katarina, Ole Mertz, Eva Liljeblom, Karin Helmersson-Bergmark, Jon Mitchell, and 
Niels Vestergaard. 2018. Evaluation of the Social Sciences in Norway. Oslo: The Research Council 
of Norway. https://www.forskningsradet.no/siteassets/publikasjoner/1254035786658.pdf.

Elken, Mari, and Sabine Wollscheid. 2016. The Relationship Between Research and Education: Typologies 
and Indicators. Oslo: Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and Education. http://hdl.
handle.net/11250/2386141.

Esping-Andersen, Gøsta. 1996. Welfare States in Transition: National Adaptations in Global Economies. 
London: SAGE.

Esping-Andersen, Gøsta. 2015. “Welfare Regimes and Social Stratification.” Journal of European 
Social Policy 25 (1): 124–134. https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928714556976.

Fehérvári, Anikó, Helga Misley, Krisztián Széll, Marianna Szemerszki, and Zsuzsanna Veroszta. 
2016. A Felsőoktatás Szociális Dimenziója – Hátrányos Helyzetű Csoportok Hozzáférése és 
Részvétele a Felsőoktatásban Című Kutatás [The Social Dimensions of Higher Education – Access 
and Participation of Disadvantaged Groups in Higher Education]. Budapest: Tempus Közalapítvány. 
https://tka.hu/kiadvany/5535/a-felsooktatas-szocialis-dimenzioja.

Frazier, Leslie D., and Karen Hooker. 2006. “Possible Selves in Adult Development: Linking Theory 
and Research.” In Possible Selves: Theory, Research and Applications, edited by Curtis Dunkel and 
Jennifer Kerpelman. New York, NY: Nova Science Publishers.

Gibson, Donald E. 2003. “Developing the Professional Self-Concept: Role Model Construals in 
Early, Middle, and Late Career Stages.” Organization Science 14 (5): 591–610. https://doi.org/ 
10.1287/orsc.14.5.591.16767.

Green, Francis, and Golo Henseke. 2021. “Europe’s Evolving Graduate Labour Markets: Ing Supply, 
Demand, Underemployment and Pay.” Journal for Labour Market Research 55 (1): 1–13. https://
doi.org/10.1186/s12651-021-00288-y.

Gullestad, Marianne. 2004. “Blind Slaves of Our Prejudices: Debating ‘Culture’ and ‘Race’ in 
Norway.” Ethnos 69 (2): 177–203. https://doi.org/10.1080/0014184042000212858.

Hamman, Doug, Kevin Gosselin, Jacqueline Romano, and Rommel Bunuan. 2010. “Using 
Possible-Selves Theory to Understand the Identity Development of New Teachers.” Teaching and 
Teacher Education 26 (7): 1349–1361. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2010.03.005.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-015-9977-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-015-9977-4
https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240507000102
https://doi.org/10.1177/000312240507000102
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2018.1544123
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2018.1544123
https://doi.org/10.1787/hemp-v17-art8-en
https://doi.org/10.1006/jado.2000.0340
https://doi.org/10.1006/jado.2001.0433
https://doi.org/10.1006/jado.2001.0433
https://www.forskningsradet.no/siteassets/publikasjoner/1254035786658.pdf
http://hdl.handle.net/11250/2386141
http://hdl.handle.net/11250/2386141
https://doi.org/10.1177/0958928714556976
https://tka.hu/kiadvany/5535/a-felsooktatas-szocialis-dimenzioja
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.14.5.591.16767
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.14.5.591.16767
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12651-021-00288-y
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12651-021-00288-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/0014184042000212858
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2010.03.005


BRiTiSH JOURNAL Of SOCiOLOGY Of EDUCATiON 17

Harrison, Neil. 2018. “Using the Lens of ‘Possible Selves’ to Explore Access to Higher Education: A 
New Conceptual Model for Practice, Policy, and Research.” Social Sciences 7 (10): 209. https://doi.
org/10.3390/socsci7100209.

Healey, Mick, Fiona Jordan, Barney Pell, and Chris Short. 2010. “The Research–Teaching Nexus: A Case 
Study of Students’ Awareness, Experiences and Perceptions of Research.” Innovations in Education and 
Teaching International 47 (2): 235–246. https://doi.org/10.1080/14703291003718968.

Henderson, Holly, Jacqueline Stevenson, and AnnMarie Bathmaker. 2018. “Possible Selves and Higher 
Education.” In Possible Selves and Higher Education: New Interdisciplinary Insights (Research into 
Higher Education), 1–10. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge.

Hock, Michael F., Donald D. Deshler, and Jean B. Schumaker. 2006. “Enhancing Student Motivation 
through the Pursuit of Possible Selves.” In Possible Selves: Theory, Research and Applications, edit-
ed by Curtis Dunkel and Jennifer Kerpelman. New York, NY: Nova Science Publishers.

Hodkinson, Phil, and Andrew C. Sparkes. 1997. “Careership: A Sociological Theory of Career Decision 
Making.” British Journal of Sociology of Education 18 (1): 29–44. https://doi.org/10.1080/014256997 
0180102.

Hordósy, Rita, and Eleonóra F. Szanyi. 2020. “Moving Through and Moving Away: (Higher) Education 
Strategies of Hungarian Students.” Intersections 6 (4): 34–62. https://doi.org/10.17356/ieejsp.v6i4.600.

Hordósy, Rita, and Jennifer Norris. 2022. “Az Oktatás/Kutatás Viszonya a Magyar Szociológiában – 
Hallgatói és Oktatói Tapasztalatok Összehasonlítása.” Educatio 31 (2): 249–263. https://doi.org/ 
10.1556/2063.31.2022.2.6.

HVG. 2012. “Nem Kell Félteni Orbán Romkocsmás Merengőit.” Heti Világ Gazdaság, June 28, 2012. 
https://hvg.hu/itthon/20120628_romkocsma_orban_viktor.

Ibarra, Herminia. 1999. “Provisional Selves: Experimenting with Image and Identity in Professional 
Adaptation.” Administrative Science Quarterly 44 (4): 764–791. https://doi.org/10.2307/2667055.

Ingram, Nicola, Bathmaker Ann-Marie, Abrahams Jessie, et al. 2023. The Degree Generation: The 
Making of Unequal Graduate Lives. Bristol: Bristol University Press.

Jones, Steven, Rita Hordósy, Jenna Mittelmeier, Aunam Quyoum, and Tamsin McCaldin. 2022. 
“Possible Selves’ in Practice: How Students at Further Education Colleges in England Conceptualise 
University.” Research Papers in Education 37 (6): 757–772. https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2020. 
1864765.

Kalleberg, Ragnvald. 2012. “Sociologists as Public Intellectuals and Experts.” Journal of Applied 
Social Science 6 (1): 43–52. https://doi.org/10.1177/1936724411435747.

Kandiko, Camille B., and Matt Mawer. 2013. Student Expectations and Perceptions of Higher 
Education. London: King’s Learning Institute. https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/
student-expectations-and-perceptions-of-higher-education.

Karády, Victor, and Péter Tibor Nagy. 2019. Sociology in Hungary: A Social, Political and Institutional 
History. Cham: Springer.

Krekó, Péter, and Zsolt Enyedi. 2018. “Explaining Eastern Europe: Orban’s Laboratory of Illiberalism.” 
Journal of Democracy 29 (3): 39–51. https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2018.0043.

Kyllingstad, Jon Røyne. 2017. “The Absence of Race in Norway?” Journal of Anthropological Sciences 
95: 319–327. https://doi.org/10.4436/JASS.95012.

Lendvai‐Bainton, Noemi, and Dorota Szelewa. 2021. “Governing New Authoritarianism: Populism, 
Nationalism and Radical Welfare Reforms in Hungary and Poland.” Social Policy & Administration 
55 (4): 559–572. https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12642.

Leondari, Angeliki. 2007. “Future Time Perspective, Possible Selves, and Academic Achievement.” New 
Directions for Adult and Continuing Education 2007 (114): 17–26. https://doi.org/10.1002/ace.253.

Marginson, Simon. 2016. “High Participation Systems of Higher Education.” The Journal of Higher 
Education 87 (2): 243–271. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2016.11777401.

Markus, Hazel, and Ann Ruvolo. 1989. “Possible Selves: Personalized Representations of Goals.” In 
Goal Concepts in Personality and Social Psychology, edited by L. A. Pervin, 211–242. Hillsdale, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Markus, Hazel, and Paula Nurius. 1986. “Possible Selves.” American Psychologist 41 (9): 954–969. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.41.9.954.

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci7100209
https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci7100209
https://doi.org/10.1080/14703291003718968
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142569970180102
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142569970180102
https://doi.org/10.17356/ieejsp.v6i4.600
https://doi.org/10.1556/2063.31.2022.2.6
https://doi.org/10.1556/2063.31.2022.2.6
https://hvg.hu/itthon/20120628_romkocsma_orban_viktor
https://doi.org/10.2307/2667055
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2020.1864765
https://doi.org/10.1080/02671522.2020.1864765
https://doi.org/10.1177/1936724411435747
https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/student-expectations-and-perceptions-of-higher-education
https://kclpure.kcl.ac.uk/portal/en/publications/student-expectations-and-perceptions-of-higher-education
https://doi.org/10.1353/jod.2018.0043
https://doi.org/10.4436/JASS.95012
https://doi.org/10.1111/spol.12642
https://doi.org/10.1002/ace.253
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2016.11777401
https://doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.41.9.954


18 R. HORDÓSY ET AL.

Mclean, Monica, Andrea Abbas, and Paul Ashwin. 2015. “‘Not Everybody Walks around and Thinks 
‘That’s an Example of Othering or Stigmatisation’’: Identity, Pedagogic Rights and the Acquisition 
of Undergraduate Sociology-Based Social Science Knowledge.” Theory and Research in Education 
13 (2): 180–197. https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878515593887.

Meara, Naomi M., Jeanne D. Day, Linda M. Chalk, and Rosemary E. Phelps. 1995. “Possible Selves: 
Applications for Career Counseling.” Journal of Career Assessment 3 (4): 259–277. https://doi.org/ 
10.1177/106907279500300402.

Mills, C. Wright. 1959. The Sociological Imagination. New York: Oxford University Press.
Molesworth, Mike, Elizabeth Nixon, and Richard Scullion. 2009. “Having, Being and Higher Education: 

The Marketisation of the University and the Transformation of the Student into Consumer.” Teaching 
in Higher Education 14 (3): 277–287. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562510902898841.

Money, Julie, Sarah Nixon, Fran Tracy, Claire Hennessy, Emma Ball, and Track Dinning. 2017. 
“Undergraduate Student Expectations of University in the United Kingdom: What Really Matters 
to Them?” Cogent Education 4 (1): 1301855. https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2017.1301855.

Muddiman, Esther. 2018. “Instrumentalism Amongst Students: A Cross-National Comparison of 
the Significance of Subject Choice.” British Journal of Sociology of Education 39 (5): 607–622. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2017.1375402.

Naess, Terje. 2020. “Master’s Degree Graduates in Norway: Field of Study and Labour Market 
Outcomes.” Journal of Education and Work 33 (1): 1–18. https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2019. 
1708870.

OECD. 2023a. “Adult Education Level (Indicator).” Accessed December 20, 2023. https://doi.org/ 
10.1787/36bce3fe-en.

OECD. 2023b. “Population with Tertiary Education (Indicator).” Accessed December 20, 2023. 
https://doi.org/10.1787/0b8f90e9-en.

OECD. 2024. “Income Inequality”. Accessed July 5, 2024. https://www.oecd.org/en/data/indicators/
income-inequality.html.

Oyserman, Daphna, and Leah James. 2011. “Possible Identities.” In Handbook of Identity Theory and 
Research, edited by Seth J. Schwartz, Koen Luyckx, and Vivian L. Vignoles, 117–145. New York, 
NY: Springer.

Oyserman, Daphna, Deborah Bybee, and Kathy Terry. 2006. “Possible Selves and Academic 
Outcomes: How and When Possible Selves Impel Action.” Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology 91 (1): 188–204. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.91.1.188.

Phillips, David, and Michele Schweisfurth. 2014. Comparative and International Education: An 
Introduction to Theory, Method and Practice. London: Continuum.

Prince, Dana. 2014. “What about Place? Considering the Role of Physical Environment on Youth 
Imagining of Future Possible Selves.” Journal of Youth Studies 17 (6): 697–716. https://doi.org/10.
1080/13676261.2013.836591.

Raaper, Rille, and Chris Brown. 2020. “The Covid-19 Pandemic and the Dissolution of the University 
Campus: Implications for Student Support Practice.” Journal of Professional Capital and 
Community 5 (3/4): 343–349. https://doi.org/10.1108/JPCC-06-2020-0032.

Souto-Otero, Manuel, Jesus García-Álvarez, and Miguel Angel Santos Rego. 2023. “Subject Choice 
Motivation and Students’ Conceptions of Employability: Thin and Thick.” British Journal of 
Sociology of Education 44 (4): 606–630. https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2023.2203364.

Stevenson, Jacqueline, and Sue Clegg. 2011. “Possible Selves: Students Orientating Themselves to-
wards the Future through Extracurricular Activity.” British Educational Research Journal 37 (2): 
231–246. https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920903540672.

Szabari, Vera, ed. 2020. (Disz)Kontinuitások: A Magyar Szociológia 1960 és 2010 Között. Budapest: 
ELTE Eötvös Kiadó.

Szabó, Fruzsina. 2021. “Siralmas Fizetések az Egyetemeken: 800 Forintos Órabérért Dolgoznak a 
Fiatal Oktatók.” eduline, February 11, 2021. https://eduline.hu/felsooktatas/20210211_800_
forintos_oraberert_dolgoznak_a_fiatal_egyetemi_oktatok.

Teichler, Ulrich. 1998. “The Transition from Higher Education to Employment in Europe.” Higher 
Education in Europe 23 (4): 535–558. https://doi.org/10.1080/0379772980230411.

https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878515593887
https://doi.org/10.1177/106907279500300402
https://doi.org/10.1177/106907279500300402
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562510902898841
https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186X.2017.1301855
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2017.1375402
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2019.1708870
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2019.1708870
https://doi.org/10.1787/36bce3fe-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/36bce3fe-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/0b8f90e9-en
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/indicators/income-inequality.html
https://www.oecd.org/en/data/indicators/income-inequality.html
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.91.1.188
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2013.836591
https://doi.org/10.1080/13676261.2013.836591
https://doi.org/10.1108/JPCC-06-2020-0032
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2023.2203364
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920903540672
https://eduline.hu/felsooktatas/20210211_800_forintos_oraberert_dolgoznak_a_fiatal_egyetemi_oktatok
https://eduline.hu/felsooktatas/20210211_800_forintos_oraberert_dolgoznak_a_fiatal_egyetemi_oktatok
https://doi.org/10.1080/0379772980230411


BRiTiSH JOURNAL Of SOCiOLOGY Of EDUCATiON 19

Tett, Lyn, Viviene E. Cree, and Hazel Christie. 2017. “From Further to Higher Education: Transition as an 
On-Going Process.” Higher Education 73 (3): 389–406. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-016-0101-1.

Tholen, Gerbrand. 2014. “Graduate Employability and Educational Context: A Comparison be-
tween Great Britain and The Netherlands.” British Educational Research Journal 40 (1): 1–17. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3023.

Tight, Malcolm. 2023. “Employability: A Core Role of Higher Education?” Research in Post-Compulsory 
Education 28 (4): 551–571. https://doi.org/10.1080/13596748.2023.2253649.

Tomlinson, Michael. 2017. “Student Perceptions of Themselves as ‘Consumers’ of Higher Education.” 
British Journal of Sociology of Education 38 (4): 450–467. https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2015. 
1113856.

Unemori, Patrick, Heather Omoregie, and Hazel Rose Markus. 2004. “Self-Portraits: Possible Selves in 
European-American, Chilean, Japanese and Japanese-American Cultural Contexts.” Self and 
Identity 3 (4): 321–338. https://doi.org/10.1080/13576500444000100.

Williams, Stella, Lorna J. Dodd, Catherine Steele, and Raymond Randall. 2016. “A Systematic 
Review of Current Understandings of Employability.” Journal of Education and Work 29 (8): 
877–901. https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2015.1102210.

Yin, Robert. 2017. Case Study Research and Applications Design and Methods. 6th ed. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: London, Sage.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-016-0101-1
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3023
https://doi.org/10.1080/13596748.2023.2253649
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2015.1113856
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2015.1113856
https://doi.org/10.1080/13576500444000100
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2015.1102210

	What does a sociologist do? Norwegian, English, and Hungarian university students possible future selves
	ABSTRACT
	Introduction
	Literature review
	Graduate outcomes in Norway, England, and Hungary
	Possible (sociological) futures

	Research design and methods
	Future sociologists, the future of sociology?
	What does a sociologist do?
	Imagining possible (sociological) futures

	Discussion
	Notes
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	ORCID
	References


