Studentworkers as proto-workers: ‘experience’, quitting and the production of consent

Introduction

The ‘dull economic compulsion’ (Marx, 1941) to sell one’s labour-power in order to socially
reproduceoneselfis fundamentalto theorisations of why workers work undercapitalism.
Yet, formanyin educationwhoengage in paid work alongside their studies social
reproductionisalready guaranteed —todiffering degrees — by parents or carers (and
supplemented byloans forthose in highereducation). The degree of compulsion
experiencedbystudentsisthereforetypically lessthanother workers. Student
employmentistypically marked by extremely low wages and poorconditions
(Hodder&Kretsos, 2015). Nonetheless most students engagein paid work before
completingtheireducation(Hobbsetal.,2006;Hordésy et al.,2018). Assuch, existing
concepts are inadequate forunderstanding why students consenttowork. Inorderto
understandthis question, we propose adistinctive framework, buildingonBurawoy,
subsequentlabourprocesstheory Alberti&Sacchetto,2024) and scholarship onyouth

labour(Besen-Cassino,2008;Farrugiaetal.,2024; Lucas&L.ammont, 1998).

Wearguethat consentin student workis achieved by reproducingthehegemonic framing
of thiswork asa precursorto ‘realwork’,a framing whichwe conceptualise as
‘proto-work’. We note Marx's (1867) distinction between labour and work and argue that
thediscursiveframing of ‘proto-work’is an attemptto exceptionalise whatis quite simply
commodified labour. Thedominant proto-work framing obscuresthis underlyingtruthin
two ways. First,throughthelanguage of ‘experience’and second by the extensive use of
labourmobility — namely‘quitting’-asamode ofresistance. The term ‘experience’is
-however-vague,lackinga clear endpoint,ormoment when enough experienceis gained.
As anempty signifier,‘experience’ therefore signals studentworkers’availability as

abstractlabour-power, ratherthanthepossessionof specific skillsemployedin concrete



labour(Marx,1941). Work experiences accrued by student workers accrue primarily
signify tofuture employerstheirexploitability,ratherthan proficiency in specific activities.
Despitethisemphasise by studentworkerson‘experience’, studentworkers are acutely
aware oftheirexploitation. Yetwhenthey exerciseresistanceagainst poor conditions this
primarily takes the formof ‘quitting’ or ‘labour mobility power’ (Alberti&Sacchetto,2024;
Smith,2017). Contratoexisting theorisations which see labourmobilitypowerasan
effective source of contestation for workers, we argue that the ubiquity of quitting
contributestothehegemonic framing oftheseworkers asdisposable,thereby
reproducing the overarchingrules of ‘thegame’ which retrenchyoungworkers as

hyper-exploitable ‘proto-workers'.

Inwhatfollows,weask: Howis studentconsent to poor quality, low paid work produced?
Wemodify and expand Burawoy’s (1979) contributionin ‘Manufacturing Consent’,
beginningbycritically considering ‘the game’,as well as subsequent academic work
which expanded onthis contribution. We then outline insights from studies of youth
labour,arguing that the ‘studentness’ of youngworkers —andhowthis shapesthelabour
process-hasbeeninsufficiently examined. Wethenturntoouroriginal datatofirst, flesh
out the conditions of studentwork and second, identifytwowaysinwhich consentis
achieved. Theconclusionoutlinesourkey findings and widercontributions, arguingthat
workinglives should be understood and theorised as beginning from theirearliest

engagementwithpaidlabour.

Theproduction of consent, youngworkers and student workers

Classicsociological theory hastendedtofocus on educationand training asthe sites
throughwhichyoung peopleare socialisedinto consentingto positions within
employmenthierarchies (Skeggs, 1988; Willis,1977). Similarly, politicaleconomy of

youth approaches have understood ‘the manufacture of consent with respect tothe social



relations of capitalism’as accomplished primarily throughthe educational system, with
complicity by otherinstitutions such asthemedia (Céte 2013). In contrast, Michael
Burawoyin Manufacturing Consent(1979:135) asserted thatconsent‘is generated at the
pointofproductionratherthanimportedinto the workplace fromoutside’. Although he
laternuanced this claim, recognising broader sites of socialisation and how politicaland
economic regimes shape production (Burawoy, 1985),the workplaceremained primaryin

histheorisation.

Burawoy arguedthatindustrial sociologists-who hadlong studied why workers were not
working harder-had addressedthewrong question. Hebelieved the primary question
shouldbe: why doworkers consenttowork as hard asthey dounder conditions of
systemic exploitation? Drawing on Gramsci’'s (1971) theoryof hegemony, Burawoy
arguedthat undermonopolycapitalismthe production of consentoccurredinthe
workplace, with ‘games’ central tothis. The point of thegame’-whichin Burawoy's
factoryinvolvedtherestriction of output-isthatitcreates scope for workerresistance,but
thisis channelledthrough mutually understood parameters, with management ‘actively
participat[ing] notonlyintheorganisation of thegame,butinthe enforcement of its rules’
(1979:80). For Burawoy, the mostcritical aspect of thegameisthat ‘the very activity of
playinga gamegenerates consentwithrespecttotherules’(1979:81). Specifically, that by
activelyengaginginagame inwhichworkers seek to effect small quantitativechangesto
theirworkload, they simultaneouslyaccedeto the overarching structures of exploitation.
Put simply: ‘workersbecome complicit intheir own subordination’ (Salzinger, 2001, p.

451).

Since Burawoy, scholars have continuedto exploreworkers'consent andits limits. Labour
Processtheorists(LPT) have argued that there isalways a doubleindeterminacy at the
workplace: anongoing struggletokeep workersturning uptowork and exerting effort
(Thompsonand Smith2010). LPT focuses both oninnovationsinthe exercise of

managerial control and worker resistance (Ackroyd& Thompson,2022). Thelatter



includes absenteeism, pilferage, sabotage and other forms of effort limitation
(Alberti&Sacchetto,2024; Mulholland,2004;Richards,2008) but also ‘quitting’, or‘labour
mobility power whichundermines managers’ ability to keep workersturning up
(Alberti&Sacchetto,2024; Smith,2017). Quitting was historically understood as
individualistic, opportunistic behaviourtaken autonomously by workers’
(Alberti&Sacchetto,2024,p. 1),but has also been seen as‘a form of protest’ (Alberti &
Sacchetto2024:10)and Vander Linden (2008) emphasises fluidity between exiting and
strugglingtoimprove conditions. Wedraw onthis conceptualisation of quitting as
resistance, but —echoing Burawoy — showthat some forms of resistance may serveto

reinforcetherules of thegame,includingthe extant conditions of work.

Justas Burawoy attemptedtounderstand the subjective attitudes of workersinrelationto
thewaysinwhichtheirconsentwas produced, youthlabour studies has been attentiveto
young people’ssubjectivitiesasworkers and the ways in which youth operatesto valorise
orde-valorise young people’'slabour. This scholarship has exploredthetypes of work
young people engagein,suchashospitality andretail (Besen-Cassino,2008;Farrugia et
al.,2024),identifying how the embodied youthfulness of work in these sectors denotesiit
as‘unserious’,‘unskilled’,andtemporally differentto ‘adult’ labour. Another focushas
beenonthe conditionsinwhich youngpeoplework,namely ‘precarity’ or ‘gigwork’
(Trappmannetal.,2023),where insecurity is argued to limitworkeragency. However,
while young peoplearemorelikelyto haveinsecure contractsthan olderworkers
(Mrozowickiand Trappmann 2021),not allyoung people are ininsecure forms of work.
Moreover, whilethisscholarship isuseful forunderstanding why young people may
acceptpoorly paid and/or non-standard work, it tends not todistinguish different groups
of youngworkers,including students. Therefore, assumptions made aboutoverlaps
between ‘youth’and‘studentness’ areinsufficientlyinterrogated and the particularity of

how ‘studentness’ operatesinthe labour processnotelucidated.



Inattentionto the distinctiveness of student status forexperiences and attitudestowards
workissurprising giventhat‘working and studyingbecomehabitualand normative for
mostyoung people’ (LucasandLamont 1998 p.44). For Lucas and Lammont, student
workisdevalued because of the overlapping nature of earning and leaning, whichlends
itself to understandingthese as ‘stop-gap’jobs, ratherthan ‘real (adult) work’. Holdsworth
(2017:298) meanwhile includes paid work alongside arange of extra curricula activities
inwhichstudentsareexpectedtoengage (travel,volunteering,andinternships) to boost
futureemployability. Convincingly, she posits this asthe fetishizing of experience’,
arguingthat‘thepointistohave donethings,torecordthem and to accumulatethese
experiences’(ibid). Inwhatfollows,webuildonthis worktoargue thatthedismissal of
studentwork as‘notreal’,along with the expectationthat young people accumulate
‘experience’ (thereby enhancing future employability) not only produces aready supply of

cheap, disposablelabourtoemployers, butalsofacilitates the production of consent.

Methodology

This articleemerges froma national mixed-methods study examiningyoungwomen's
earliest experiences of work, includingthatundertaken while ineducation,and how this
may prefigurelater labour marketoutcomes. First,weanalysed national survey data from
the UK (XXXXX 2025), followed by focus groups with young women (aged 14-23) stillin
education,and one-to-one interviews withyoung women (aged 23-29) workingin
feminized occupations followingeducation. This articledraws onfocus group data with

studentworker participants.

Burawoy'swork (1979; Burawoy etal., 1991) highlights ethnography’s ability to explore
the mundanitiesof workinglifeandthelabourprocess. The spatial andtemporal features
of student work make such anapproach challenging,however, since itoftenoccursin

establishments employing few workers (e.g. cafes, shops),and maylast a shorttime span



orinvolveirregularhours. Moreover,ourfocusisonagroup of age-based workers,
spanning sectorsratherthan co-locatedin asingle workplace. In place of first-hand
observations ofthe labour process weused focus groups andvisual elicitationto elicit
concrete and detailed accounts of work. Epistemologically, we were guided by feminist
methodology whichforegrounds the perspectives of young women as experts (Collins,
1997;Harding, 1991). Moreover, focus groups allow participants to co-construct
meaning (Wilkinson,1998), providing arich understanding of how studentworkers

interpret and make sense of theirworking lives.

During 2024, sixteen focus groups were heldacross England in schools, colleges and
universities with 83 youngwomen. Groupsranged betweentwo and seven participants
andlasted between 60 and 90 minutes. Participants wererecruited using posters, social
mediaandvia gatekeepers,suchasteachersand lecturers. Participants hadto:bein
fulltime education; currently undertaking or with experience of paid work; identifyasa
woman;and beaged between 16 and 23. Work was defined broadly, as activity for which
young womenwere paid by athird party and was inclusive ofinformal or familial forms of
income generation. Most participants were eithercurrently working orhad worked in retail
andhospitality,aswellas education and care work. We sought samplediversity with
respecttogeographiclocation(includingrural,coastal, suburbanand urban settings) and
ethnicity (using gatekeepers, institutional selection and post-screening selection). In
terms of social class, we sought diversity through samplingarangeof moreandless
selective institutions,however,we did notsample private educational establishments
andwillnothave capturedthe most privilegedyoungpeople. Highestlevel of parental
educationisoftenauseful proxyforsocial class: justoverhalfthesamplehad parents
who attended university (57 percent). Similarly, inthe UK, eligibility forfree school meals
(FSM)isusedasaclassindicator; around a quarter of the sample (n=20) said thatthey
hadreceived FSM. Although our sample was intentionally gendered (focusingon women
andinclusive of all women),the samplewas ethnically diverse; just over half identified as

White/White British (55 percent) and a third (32 percent) stated thatlanguages otherthan



Englishwere spokenathome. Ten students consideredthemselvestobedisabledand

threegrewup inhouseholdsin which neither parent wasin paid employment.

Thefocus groups followed a semi-structured formatwithvisualelicitation. Topics
included: reasons forworking;job rolesand sectors; payand working conditions;and their
thoughts and feelings about work. Weused a novel ‘emaiji elicitation’method (XXXX
forthcoming) as afast,accessibleand creativetoolthat draws onafamiliar digital
vernaculartoelicittalkabout work. Webeganby asking participantsto: ‘Thinkabout the
lasttime you were at work or were earning and pick three emojisthat reflectthis’and then
explaintheirselections. The task generated richdata capturing the everydayness of
participants’working lives andtheirdiverse experiences of and feelings aboutwork. The
emojiselectionswere recorded and analysed for general patternsinthe types of emaoiji
selected,includingquantification of ‘positive’and ‘negative’ emojis. Emojisare,however,
fluidinmeaning, oftenambivalent and opentodifferentinterpretation and (re-)
significationamongdifferent genders, age groups and communities (Herring&Dainas,
2020;Sobande,2019). As such,ouranalysisfocussed mainly onthe qualitative data

producedby participants’ narratives of their emoji selections.

Focus groups were audio-recorded andtranscribed. Collectively, we generateda coding
frame inductively based on our knowledge of thedata andthe project research questions.
Thecoding framewastested by systematically comparing coding of twotranscripts by
two researchers and was subsequentlyamended to add codes, collapse other codesand
clarify code-meanings. Datawere coded using Qualitative Data Analysis software by
threeresearchers. Followingtheinitial coding, agroup of fourresearchers collectively
(reimmersed ourselvesinthedata face-to-face, bringingtobear Burawoy's conceptual
framework andtheoreticalinsightsto shape ourcoding approach. Pseudonyms for

participantsandinstitutionsareusedthroughout.

Findings



Reasons for working and conditions of studentwork

Theroleof paidworkinthelives of young peoplein educationisimportant, socially and
economically (XXXX forthcoming). Like engagement in othertypes of paid activity,
participants frequently cited money as a keymotivator: ‘ljust doit to getmoney’ (Esme,
Southern coastal town sixth form). Money, of course, has a socialmeaning (Zelizer 1994)
andthe purposestowhichmoneywasputvaried. For Ava (School) and others,accessto
consumer goods was a key driverforworking:‘ljustlovemoney]..][| spend it on] nails,
eyelashes’. For others,work provided a general sense of independence and freedom, or
relieved parents of financial burdens. Rosy and Lyra (School) argued that itwasimportant
notto ‘relyonyourparents’. Manyemphasised that working provided a sense of ‘stability’
(Taylor,School) and security: ‘ljust feel better whenyou have money. | feellikeyou're just

like secure’ (Ava).

Someparticipants cited moreacutefinancial necessity. Thiswas particularlythe casefor
university studentsinthe South-East where living costs, includingaccommodation, were
high. AsAzibo (University) stated: ‘rightnowI’'mjust working to live’. Claire stated that she
‘needed moneytolive off and everything[...]'monthemaxloan,[itall] goeson
accommodation’. Thiswas exacerbated wherefamilies’ abilityto contributewaslimited.
Maisie (University),whodescribed herself as ‘financially supporting herself through the

degree’,notedthat her ‘parents arelike financially worse off' thanshe was.

As stated earlier, participants were concentrated in customer-facing roles in retail and
hospitality,as wellasin careand education. Althoughthese are oftenlabelled as
'low-skilled’ (McBrideand MartinezLucio2019), many of ourparticipants reported
relatively highlevels of responsibility,includingmanagement of other staff, openingand
cashing-up of venues and managinginteractions with customers, managersand
colleagues. Theemotional labourthis entailed was intense and many spoke of having to

navigate hostile,rudeand sometimes abusive customers,including sexual harassment.



Working conditions and concretelabour were commonly characterised by participants as
boring, hard, tiring and stressful. Participants frequently described beingemotionally and
physically exhausted following shifts. Analysing the emojis participants selectedto
describe theirmost recentexperiences at work, 50 of 83 participants selected atleastone
emojitypicallyrepresentative of a ‘negative’ emotion (anger, sadnessortiredness).
Bushra (University) ‘picked thetired emoji’ toreflect hermostrecenttime atwork,
‘becausel was so exhausted by theendofit’. Similarly, Lyra (School) explained, ‘I put the
stressed emoji[...]andthen| putthetiredemaiji[...]and then | putthe cold emoji’. Such
responses weretypical across allage groups signalling that poor working conditions
werecommonplace. Indeed,working hours were oftenlong and late,and many reported
gettinghome at 1Tpmormidnight before school, college orwork inthe morning. Many
juggled multiplejobs concurrently. Claire (University) said sheusuallyhad two jobs at

once, ‘partially [for] the money, but also like[...]justa bit of variety as well'.

Where participants picked emojisthatindicated exasperation,overwhelmoranger,itwas
oftenrelatedto customers. Ana (North-West Suburban FE College) used ‘the angryone,
because we had areallyangry customer yesterday who swore atme.’ Violet (School Sixth
form) had a similartake, ‘some of the customers are sorude... They forget that 'man
actual person,notjust atillop.’ Giventhislevelof emotional stressitis notsurprisingthata
number spoke of declining mental health resulting fromtheir experiences at work. Carrie
(University) workedin a series of ‘terrible’ hospitality jobs where she recalls being ‘shouted

at'bybothchefsandcustomers:

It completely ruinedmymental health. Iwould literally crybefore every shiftand|
would cry after every shift. It was terrible. We didn’t get breaks and we were paid like

£6anhour.

Overall, while some participants spoke about therewards and pleasures of work — such as

socialisingwith otheryoung people —this was notakey legitimatorof poor conditionsand



they expressed widespread negativity abouttheirownjobsandworkingeneral. Atits
bleakest, Matilda (University) said shehad never‘met someonethat's doing ajob they
enjoy’,with Maisie concurringthat ‘we'reall kind of stuck doingjobs we don't really wantto

do...wekindof all hateourjobs'.

Receipt of low payornotbeingpaid atall wascommonplace. Inafewcases workers
receivedthefull adult minimumwage, butforthe mostpart they received slightly above
minimumwage fortheirage group andin some cases undertook unpaidwork, either
informalwork forrelatives (such as babysitting) or trial shifts. Norah (University), like
manyothers,describedbeingpaidlessthan minimumwage: ‘1had anissue...where...my
bossdidn'ttellmethatminimumwagehadgone up...lgotunderpaid massively....Ithink it
waslike£70odd quidthatIwasnot paidbecause hedidn'ttell me’. Lyra (School) reported

thatshe‘wentthree months without beingpaid'.

Participants expressed ahighlevel of consciousness about the exploitationand poor
conditionstheyfaced at work. They oftendirectly attributed thisto theirstatus as young
workers. Forinstance, Ariana stated that ‘whenyou're youngerpeople exploityoumore’
(Sixth Form) but wentonto minimise and normalisethis, stating ‘1 6-year-olds don'treally
getpaidthatwellingeneral’. Despite awareness of exploitation, Laura (University) did not
see awaytochangethis: it'sreally difficult because alot of jobs you're getting quite
exploited,it'sdifficulttotryand getchange or...say anythingaboutit really, because
employersdon‘treally care’. None of ourparticipants reported trade union membership or
seemedknowledgeable about tradeunion activityintheirworkplaces. Thisis
unsurprising, reflecting historically very low union membership amongyoung workers

(Hodder&Kretsos, 2015).

'Experience’ as consent

Central to understandingwhy and how studentworkers consenttoworkin such poor

conditionsisthepervasiveness of legitimating narratives of ‘experience’. As explained

10



earlier,young women stated varied motivationsforengagingin paid work—notleast
financial. When askedtodiscuss whythiswork wasimportanttothem,however,they
commonly framed it as offering less tangible benefitsthatcanbe summarised aswork
experience. Resonatingwith Holdsworth’s (2017) observations aboutthefetishizing of
experience, work experience and work-based learning are dominantly framed within
governmentpolicy asthe practical meansto developyoung people’'s skillsand capacities
forfutureemployment. Students areimaginedinthesepolicy approaches asworkers of
thefuture. Educational settings are consequently thelevers,encouraging
‘work-experience'throughcloserties with employers ‘driven by anexpectation that[this]
willenhanceyoung people’slabour market prospects’(Jonesetal.,2016,p.835). For
example,in2018,the DepartmentforEducationproposed every school facilitate seven
encounters withemployers betweenyear7toyear13(DfE2018:9,citedin Chadderton,

2020).

The statealsoreproducesthis positioning of students as future workersthrough other
mechanisms. Most critically,the National Minimum Wage (NMW) legislation mandating
lower (orno) minimum rates of pay foryoungeragebrackets,is argued by the government
toenhancetheemployment prospects of young people, but does this by devaluing their
contributions at workinthe present. Forinstance, from April 2025, the minimumwage for
16-17 year-olds (a majority of whomare studentsduetoacompulsoryleaving ageof 18)is
just 61 percent of an adult wageandthat of 18—-20year-olds, 82 percent,whilethereisno
minimum forworkersunder 16 (‘below schoolleavingage’).' As England’s Low Pay
Commission (2015, p. 24) states: ‘Youthrates exist to protect youthemployment. They
enablemoreyoung people to acquire essential skillsand experience’. Specifically, rates
aresetlowertoencourage firmstoemployyoungpeopleand prevent studentsleaving
education early. Thus,NMW legislationprimarily understands students asfuture, rather

thancurrentworkers,and prioritises workplace ‘experience’overpay.

11



Perhaps unsurprisingly, this framing of students as future workers was reproduced by
participants,usingthelanguage of experience. Twoversions of ‘experience’ were
conflated by participants. First, ‘experience’ was constituted as a future orientated
resource, withpaidwork framed as the means of building towards something more
meaningful and stableinthefuture. Yashmita (School) describesherworkasa

CV-enriching ‘experience’

Bestthings [about work] would be like getting the experience, putting itonmy CV and
thenlike getting good references. And like if|go somewhere else I've already had the

experience, sothenthey’dbe more likely to hire me.

Second, ‘experience’ was narrated as fundamentally about consentingto work-discipline.
Thiswas powerfullycapturedinadiscussion betweenuniversity students Sarah and

Thomasina:
THOMASINA: Yes, Ithink you need the experience.

SARAH: Yes, evenifit's notin whatyouwantto do, tohave nevergone andworked and
done something where you can'tleaveuntilitgetstothe endofthedayandyoucan

clock out, butthat's aweird feeling in itself.

In outlining why itisimportantto have worked, Sarah emphasises notthe accrual of skills
or meaningful work connectedto future working aspirations and pathways, but simply
beingabletotolerate and endure work‘evenifit'snotin whatyouwantto do’and ‘where

you can'tleaveuntilit getstotheend of theday’. Similarly,Elira (Sixthform) said:

Igotthejobinthefirstplaceto geta bit of experience, becausel didn't want to gointo
uniwithout havingbeen inthat position where you have to be inthat environmentand

have someone basically manage you.

Despite widespreadreferencetotheneedfor‘experience’,very few provided concrete

examples of skill acquisition. When prompted, the most common 'skills’ cited weretime

12



management,independence and self-confidence. Forexample, Ariana (Sixth form)
discussestheskills shegainedthroughherexperiences of paid work, while conceding

thattheflipside of ‘experience’ was disproportionate exploitation:

Iwould say Ithink it's good because youlearn some important skills.... You get kind of
abitofindependence, controlover your finances for the firsttime, especially if you're

young, sothatis good. ButIthink when you're youngerpeople exploityoumore.

Ratherthansignallingtheaccrual of specificknowledges,competenciesand skills,
‘experience’isinsteadtheway in whichyoung workers demonstratethattheyare

compliantand competentintheworkplace:
FAC: Whatdoes thatexperience skills getyouinto, otherjobs or othercourses?
GRACE: I'thinkitjust shows that youcanwork in-
JADA: It's like you're competent.
GRACE: Yes, thatyou can work in like whatever environments and what not.
(FECollege)

Consentingtoespecially unpleasant work was particularly valuablein signalling
tolerance of difficult conditions and therefore workers’ exploitability and employability.
Violet (School) arguedthatincluding Primark (a global fastfashionretailer) onherCVis

useful forthisreason:

If someone was looking atmy CV — it sounds bad, but everyone thattalks to youontills
is like 1don‘tknow howyoudoit’. So, if you cando Primark, youcando alot ofthem.

And I've got more experience because I train people ontills now and stuff, so...

Only secondarily does Violet reflect onthe actual skills shehas developed,including

responsibility fortraining otherstaff. ‘Experience’,then, primarily operates as an empty,
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catch-allterm. Onereason ‘experience’is anespecially effective way of ensuring consent
isthat,unlikethe accrual of credentials orskills, experience doesnothaveafixed orfinite
endpoint. Many participantsfroman FE colleage saw sufficient ‘experience’ asan always

out of reach goal:

MAMADOU: I'think it's more like because nowadays people are always like
‘experience, experience, experience’. [...]Inorder for you to have thatjob you need,

theywantyoutohavethe certain experiences to dothatjob...

CHIN: It'smore like they want you to have experience foryouto sayit,and [it's]on your

CVinsteadof [you]actually knowing what to do.
MAMADOU: Exactly.

GRACE: Butevenwith experience, more oftenthey want someone who's been

working for 10 years. Come on, behave yourself, berealistic.

Paidwork undertaken forexperience often became sticky. For example, Emily (University)
began herjobwiththehope of getting 'experience’ butthencontinued, experiencingthe

sameconditions of work, forseveralyears:

I've onlyever had onejob, stillthe job |am at, Specsavers.... I diditoriginally to get like
experience, butthen itkind of stuck and they were like, ‘'ohyoucancomein for like one

day aweekwhenyouareat uni’. So that’s whatI'm doing now.

Participants conveyeda strong awarenessthat‘experience’is primarily asignifier;

somethingthattheycan‘say’ ontheir CVs,buttheaccumulation of sufficient experience
tosatisfyemployers’demands mightbeachimera. AsHoldsworth (2017:296) explains,
theimperative of experience and employability placed onyoung people meansthatthey

are‘expectedtorunfastertostandstill’.
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Experience of work operated as signifier of awillingnesstoconsentto general capitalist
work-discipline and specific managerial discipline, something participants saw as
essential tofuture ‘employability’. Young women justified this generalised accrual of
‘experience’inpoor conditions by framingit as ‘proto-work’, something that occurred
beforetheir‘real’jobsand outsidethe maincourseoftheirlives. Echoing Lucas and
Lammont’s(1998) notion of students’ ‘stop gap’ jobs, university student Bushra
explained:‘thisislikea starter before ourlife. And it's goodto get experiencefromayoung
age,becausethenyoucanbuilditupandthendo,like get biggerjobs maybe’. As such
‘experience’and ‘proto-work’ are mutually interdependent. By framing labour as
‘experience’ students accept working conditionsand treatment that would nototherwise

be tolerated.

Valuing ‘experience’inthiswayisunsurprisingand wasreinforced by otherinstitutions.
As discussed earlier,theseyoungworkers occupy educational settings and family
contextswherejobreadinessandtheaccrual of ‘experience’ foremployability are
definingandinstitutionalised directives -somethingwhich simultaneouslyreproduces
theframing of student employmentas ‘proto-work’. Several participants spoke of parents
instilling the ‘value’ of paid work and encouragingthemtogain —andkeep -jobs even
whenthework wasdifficult,customersrude, or conditions poor. Amy (University)
explained:‘lusedtogohomefrommyjob cryingevery single day for the firsttwo months

”

and my Mum and Dad saying, “let’s just stick it out foranother week™.

Quitting: Labour Mobility, resistance and consent

Inthe previous section wearguedthat young people are both aware of and unhappy about
theirbad working conditions,butthattheyreframethis‘badwork’as‘experience’and
themselves as ‘proto-workers’, which creates conditions of consent. That does not mean,

however, that they acceptthese conditionspassively. Inthis section,we show that
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studentworkers highlighted various modes of resistance. However,the primary form
resistancetakesis quitting. We argue that the construction of students'work as
‘proto-work’, alongside low unionisationrates, makesitespecially difficult for student
workerstoengageincollectiveaction or otherwise assert theirrights as ‘real’ workers.
Second,wearguethat while quitting has previously been understood as aform of ‘labour
mobility power’,inthis context, reliance on quitting asresistancereproducesthe‘rules of

thegame’, thatistheframing of young students as disposable ‘proto-workers'.

A smallhandful of participantstalked about restricting effort asaresponsetopoor
conditions atwork. India (FE College) stated that as sheis paid minimum wage and not

respected, sheisdisinclinedtomaximise her productivity:

Ithinkjustdon’tdotoomuchforajob youdon'tlike. | could neverdo morethanlneed
to fora minimum wage job, never, I'dneverdoit.[...]why should | do all this stuff when

youprobably don'teven respect meandmywages aren‘tthat great?

Otherrespondentsmade similarpointsabout restricting effort or finding otherwaysto
‘getby’oreven ‘get back’ atpooremployers or customers (Lucas 1997:608-9), such as
hidingin stockrooms ordoing homework while onshift. Afarmore frequently mentioned
form of resistance was, however, quitting. Histories of quittingwere commonplacein
participants’work histories resulting fromproblems with managers,harassment, or

because theireducational timetables werenot accommodated:

CARRIE: Mymanager treated us reallypoorly... He had beef with me for some reason

and I feltvery singled out and | quitbecause of thatinthe end (University)

WILLOW: My firstjob wasworkinginmy local chip shop. [Until] the end of secondyear
of college, when|quitbecause theywouldn't letme have time off for my A-levels

(University)
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Typically, participants described quitting as ‘notabig deal’ (Imene, FE College). When
asked how shemighthandleproblems atwork or seek adviceonthese,Dinareplied: |
wouldjust quit’ (FE College). For Dina and others, quitting was the firstand only solution to
workplace problems. Theirreliance on quitting speaksto the absence of alternative ways
of addressing problems, anabsenceweargueisrootedintheframingofthisas
‘proto-work’and an‘experience’to which studentsmust adjust themselvesto benefit. In
theabsence of perceived avenues forchanging conditions,jobs were framed binarily —

eithertolerableor'so badyouhadtoquit withinlikethree months’ (Matilda, University).

Even studentworkers with a high consciousness aboutemployment rightsrarely sought
otherforms of redress. Elira (Sixth Form) was knowledgeable and discussed atlength
manageriallaw-breaking,and employers contravening both age-specificand general
employmentlegislation on pay,working hours and workertreatment. When,however, she
was asked what she would suggest someonedotorespondtothiskind of labourviolation,
Eliraimmediately recalled that she has ‘just advised [friends]to quit’. Shegoesonto list

otherpossibleresponses,including:

going toamore higher-up person inthe business...talk tothem aboutitorraise an
issue.Ifyou'reinabiggercompany, contacting them online and thentheydealwithiit,

but apartfromthat, |don‘tknow.

ltisnotable, however,that these forms of redresswere secondary, hypothetical and
contraryto herown previous actionandadvicetofriends: toquit. Other participants,when
asked what they mightdodifferentlyif a similar (bad) experience happened again,

responded ‘just ...leave faster’ (Imene).

If studentworkers were constantly poisedto quit, this canalsobeunderstood to stem
fromtheirawarenessoftheirdisposability. Maisieand Azibo (University) described being
replaceable’ whilst Mya (School) described how easily she couldlose herjob as abarista.

'Ifthey don'tneed us,they wouldjust fire us.’ Similarly, India (FE College) suggeststhat
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'whenit'sabigcompanynoonecaresaboutyou. Becausetheycanjustreplaceyouas
quick astheygotyou.’'Jada,inthesamefocus groups reiteratedthis: ‘literally click of a

fingertypeofthing.’

Theability to simply quit —andbefired-was facilitated by the typically weak contractual
terms and conditionsoftheiremployment that meant that evenrelatively long-termjobs
were easily shed. Dani (University) held aseries of short-term contracts and explained
how shenavigated unreasonable demands from her managerthrough ‘justleaving’ at her

contract'send:

Iwas like, I’'m not coming in on Christmas day’and [my manager]was like, ‘No it's your
contract, youhavetocomein’. Iwaslike, Well 'm not going to be there, soyouhave a
nice day with that'... So thenwhenmy contractended for Christmas, | ended up just

leaving.

Student workers’ consent wasthereforetypically provisional and undergirded by constant
readinessto quit. The result of using ‘quitting’ ratherthan other mechanisms of redress,
whetherunion-organised collective action,informal resistance, orfunctioning HR
systems, however, isthat studentwork continuesto operate inan environment in which
problems are unresolved. Forinstance, Laura (University),nowinher20s,discussesthe
cateringcompany forwhich sheworked when shewas 14 and forwhom heryounger
brotheris now planningtowork, highlightingthe chaos of dealing withdrunk customers,
injured staff, and alack of basic trainingamongmanagers: ‘It'sterriblebecause ithasn't
reallychangedat all, like highturnoverrates. Especiallybecauseifthe [catering] job’sin
thediarythey’lltakeanyyoung person’. Here the disposability (linked to the ready supply)
of ‘proto-workers’ enables managersto perpetuate unsafe working conditions for

school-aged workers.

If thedisposability of labourenabled poor conditionstopersist, it also meant that some

forms of managementwere harder toimplement. India (FE College) talked about an

18



incidentwhere amanagerattemptedtodiscipline her,notingflippantly that they ‘didn’t
end up sacking me, so[l] can't bethat shit then’. This reveals that, where the termination of
employment (by either side) isthe natural conclusion of conflictbetweenmanagersand
workers, ‘proto-workers’ may havelittle power to change conditions, but managers’ own
disciplinary controlofthe labour processisalsolimited. Inlabour processtheory workers'
ability toquit has been conceptualised as ‘mobility power’ (Smith,2017) and as
complementaryto other formsof power workers’enact withinthe labour process. Inour
study,theknowledgethatthey couldanddid quit gave participants awayto exercise
resistance. However,wearguethat theirwillingnessto justquit’ also comprised concrete
reinforcement and symbolic support forthehegemonic framing of studentworkas
temporary,unserious and not real’: 'proto-work’. Sucha framing reproduces the poor
working conditionsthat these workers seek to contest by quitting. As such, although
quitting might appearto contradictthevalue of work as ‘experience’,theamorphous
nature of experience meansthat all forms of work (and therefore experience) are
substitutable andthe coreobjectiveisthe boundless accumulation of employment
‘experiences’. Ultimately quittingthereforeis part of amechanismof dual disposability:
students aretreated disposably as (‘proto’)workers and,inturn, they treat theirjobsas

disposable.

Conclusion

Youngpeople's earlyinteractions withthelabourmarket have been a central policy
concernacross Europefordecades,largely asareactionto the ‘problem’ of youth
unemploymentsincethelate 1980s onward. Fearsthat young peoplerisk becoming
‘NEET havedrivenarange of programmes andinterventions, framed as preventing early
disadvantageand disengagementfromthelabourmarket (Holmesetal.,2021). Such
interventions proceed fromthenotionthat youngpeopleareatrisk of ‘worklessness'’
becausetheylackthe skills,values and behaviours necessaryto fulfil the obligation of

work. Consequently,the state has repeatedly sought tofacilitate uninterrupted
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‘transitions’ between education and employment, with young people’s early exposure to
theworkplace constructed asundisputedly positive, providing essential preparation for

workinglifeasadults.

As aresult,the pay and conditions of student workers havelargelybeen overlookedin
society and-to some degree — withinacademic literature. Educational settings are
increasingly tasked with shaping young people intoemployable subjects forthe future,
withtheimplicitassumptionthatthe work they embark on post-studiesistheirreal ‘entry
point' tothelabourmarket. Contrato this positioning of students as ‘workers in waiting’,
weargue that students are not ‘proto-workers’. Rathertheir working lives should be

understood and theorised as beginning fromtheir earliestengagement with paid labour.

By bringing Burawoy's theoretical lenstobearonthe experiences andlabour processesof
studentworkers,weadvancehisideasin several ways. Whereas Burawoy focuseson
relatively undifferentiated workers, wereveal the empirical context and distinctive
mechanisms forthe production of consentforarelativelyunder-studied part of the labour
force: student workers. We demonstratethat studentworkers experience paidwork as
hard,tiringand boringandface widespread low pay,as well as harassmentandabuse.
Theyalsodisplay high levelsof awareness abouttheir exploitation and poorworking

conditions and engage in strategies of resistance.

Inanswerto the question, ‘how is studentconsenttopoor quality, low paid work
produced? we makethreekeytheoretical contributions. First, we demonstrate how
consentis produced throughinterlockinginstitutionsthat constitute student work:the
state (via nationalminimum wagelegislation and youth employment policies),education
(viaemployability agendasand the valuing of work experience), the family (via
encouragement to maintain effort and overcome adversity) and the workplace (viathe
conditions of studentworkers). BringingtogetherBurawoy’s identification of key actorsin
industrial relations (the state; workplaces) with sites of socialisationidentified in

traditional sociological theory of youth (education; the family), we propose a new
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conceptual framework forunderstanding the mechanisms which constitute student work
asadistinctivetype of labour. As such,much likethewaysin which migrantlabouris
‘fashioned’ (Anderson2010) as precariousby institutional narratives and regimes, we

arguethat student workers are constructed as ‘proto-workers'.

Second,wepropose the novel concept of ‘proto-work’forunderstandingthewaysinwhich
studentengagementwiththe labour market is framedbythe stateand otherinstitutions,
aswellas by student workersthemselves,and showhowthisoperatesto secureconsent.
For students, a ‘proto-work’ framingviathelanguage of ‘experience’ legitimatesthe poor
conditionsthey encounter andtheir positioning as ‘unserious’ workers. This concept
differs fromboth ‘work forlabour’ (Standing 2014) and ‘hope labour’ which typically
involveunremunerated future-oriented work performed inthe specific fieldinwhich
young people seek stable employment. We arguethat ‘proto-work’, while future oriented,
involves actual labour, performed for pay — albeitexceptionally poor pay — and
non-specific ‘experience’. (Mackenzie and McKinlay,2020). We argue that student
workers desire this ‘experience’ to signal theirexploitability to employers,
notwithstanding critical awareness of their current treatment. If experiencelegitimates
poor quality work,we also show that ittypically operates as an empty, catch-allterm,
ratherthanrelatingtoany concrete learning or skill acquisition. Specifically, ‘experience’
isthe significationthatthese workers are compliant, willing to be disciplined and can
toleratehard,low paid andinsecure work. We arguethat ‘experience’ isespecially
effectiveforsecuringconsent becauseitisneitherfixed norfinite. Studentworkers are
acutelyawarethat‘thereis oneconditionthatis evenworse than being an exploited

worker,andthat s, to beanunexploitable worker’ (Bonefeld,2023,p. 1).

Third, we further update Burawoy’s (1979) concept of ‘the game’ — wherein workers
respondtotheirown exploitation by usingtactics of resistance whichultimately
reproduce consenttothe overarchingrules of thegame. Whilstwefound a fewcases of

womenrestricting theireffort at work,the dominant tactic of resistance was ‘quitting’. We
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concur with theorisations of labourmobility asresistance (Albertiand Sacchetto2023)
but believe thatthereliance on quitting limits the repertoire of resistance of these workers.
It remains anopen questionwhat theconsequences of this are forthesewomen’s
working-lives oncetheyarenolonger students. We also highlighttheways that,inthe
case of studentworkers, quittingis both a product of and reproducesthe ‘rules of the
game’: labourdisposability,lack of voice within the labour process and workers'’
exploitability. Specifically, processes of high turnoverand quitting, alongside poor
contractual arrangements andvariable NMW levels, reinforcethe hegemonic framing of
studentwork asunserious andtemporary ‘proto-work’. This framingis at the heartof the
reproduction and normalisationof poor student working conditions and insecure working

patterns.

Theanalysis presentedis based onfocus groups with young women student workers. Our
analysis (XXXX2025) showsthat student men areless likely to be workingthan women
but whenworking work in many of the same environments. They arealso subjecttothe
sameeducational and policy entreatiesto gain ‘experience’and boosttheiremployability
—their similarly low wages ratesreflecting a sardonic form of equality. Of course, some of
the experiences women student workers report,namely high levels of sexual harassment,
arelesslikelyto be experienced by men. Ultimately, however,whetherthereare gendered
differencesin how student workers consentto poorconditionsisaquestion forfuture

research.

Our study shows theways that youth subjectivities as workers are formedthroughthe
dynamicsof labourandvalue incontemporary capitalism’ (Farrugia, 2021, p. 384). What
remainslessclear,however,isthelonger-termimpactofthewaysthat student workers'’
consentisproduced. Wehavearguedthatthework undertaken by studentsis empirically
importantand ameaningful siteforadvancingtheorisations of workplace consent, not
least because student work istypically workers’first experience of work. The question of

how students’ experiences of-and consentto-poorconditions of work normalises
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acceptanceof exploitation or delimitstheirrepertoires of resistanceacrosstheworking

lifecourseis animportant, but open question whichrequires furtherinterrogation.
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