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Studentworkersasproto-workers: ‘experience’, quittingand theproductionofconsent

Introduction

The ‘dull economiccompulsion’ (Marx,1941) tosell one’s labour-power in order to socially

reproduceoneself is fundamental to theorisations of why workers work undercapitalism.

Yet,for many in education whoengage in paid work alongside theirstudies social

reproduction is already guaranteed–todifferingdegrees–by parents or carers (and

supplemented by loans forthose in highereducation). Thedegreeof compulsion

experiencedbystudents is thereforetypically less thanother workers. Student

employmentis typically markedby extremely low wages and poorconditions

(Hodder&Kretsos, 2015). Nonetheless moststudents engagein paidwork before

completingtheireducation(Hobbs et al.,2006;Hordósy et al.,2018). Assuch,existing

concepts are inadequate for understanding why students consenttowork. In order to

understandthis question, we propose adistinctive framework,buildingonBurawoy,

subsequentlabourprocess theory Alberti&Sacchetto,2024) andscholarship on youth

labour(Besen-Cassino,2008;Farrugia et al.,2024;Lucas&Lammont,1998).

Wearguethat consent in student work is achievedby reproducingthehegemonicframing

of this work as a precursor to ‘realwork’,a framing whichwe conceptualiseas

‘proto-work’. WenoteMarx’s (1867) distinction between labour andwork andargue that

thediscursiveframingof ‘proto-work’ is an attempttoexceptionalisewhatis quitesimply

commodified labour. Thedominant proto-work framingobscuresthis underlyingtruth in

two ways. First, through thelanguage of ‘experience’and secondby the extensive use of

labourmobility–namely ‘quitting’ -as amodeof resistance. The term ‘experience’ is

-however-vague, lackinga clear endpoint,or moment when enough experienceis gained.

As an empty signifier, ‘experience’ therefore signals studentworkers’availability as

abstract labour-power,rather than thepossessionof specificskillsemployedin concrete
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labour(Marx,1941). Workexperiences accruedby student workers accrue primarily

signify tofuture employers theirexploitability, ratherthan proficiency in specificactivities.

Despitethis emphasiseby studentworkers on ‘experience’,studentworkers areacutely

aware of their exploitation. Yetwhen they exerciseresistanceagainst poor conditions this

primarily takes the formof ‘quitting’or ‘labour mobility power’ (Alberti&Sacchetto,2024;

Smith,2017). Contra toexisting theorisations which seelabourmobilitypoweras an

effectivesourceof contestation for workers,weargue that theubiquity of quitting

contributestothehegemonicframingof theseworkers as disposable,thereby

reproducing the overarchingrules of ‘thegame’which retrench youngworkers as

hyper-exploitable ‘proto-workers’.

In whatfollows,weask: Howis studentconsent topoor quality, low paidwork produced?

Wemodify andexpand Burawoy’s (1979) contribution in ‘ManufacturingConsent’,

beginningbycritically considering ‘the game’,as well as subsequent academicwork

which expandedon this contribution. We then outline insights from studies of youth

labour,arguing that the ‘studentness’of youngworkers–andhowthis shapesthelabour

process- has been insufficiently examined. Wethen turn toouroriginal data tofirst,flesh

out theconditions of studentwork andsecond, identifytwoways inwhich consentis

achieved. Theconclusion outlinesourkey findings andwidercontributions,arguingthat

workinglives should be understoodandtheorisedas beginningfrom theirearliest

engagementwithpaidlabour.

Theproductionofconsent, youngworkersandstudentworkers

Classicsociological theory has tendedtofocus on educationand training as the sites

through which young peoplearesocialisedintoconsentingtopositions within

employmenthierarchies (Skeggs,1988; Willis,1977). Similarly,politicaleconomy of

youth approaches haveunderstood ‘the manufactureof consent with respect tothesocial
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relations of capitalism’as accomplished primarily throughtheeducational system,with

complicity by other institutions such asthemedia (Côte 2013). In contrast,Michael

Burawoy in (1979:135) assertedthatconsent ‘is generatedat the

pointof production ratherthan importedinto the workplace fromoutside’. Although he

laternuanced this claim, recognisingbroader sites of socialisation andhowpoliticaland

economic regimes shape production (Burawoy,1985),theworkplaceremainedprimary in

his theorisation.

Burawoy arguedthat industrialsociologists -who hadlongstudiedwhy workers werenot

workingharder -hadaddressedthewrongquestion. Hebelieved the primary question

shouldbe: why doworkers consenttowork as hard as they dounder conditions of

systemicexploitation? Drawing on Gramsci’s (1971) theoryof hegemony, Burawoy

arguedthat undermonopolycapitalism the production of consentoccurred inthe

workplace,with ‘games’central tothis. Thepoint of ‘thegame’ -whichin Burawoy’s

factory involvedtherestriction of output- is that itcreates scope for worker resistance,but

this is channelledthrough mutually understoodparameters,with management ‘actively

participat[ing] notonly in theorganisation of thegame,butin the enforcement of its rules’

(1979: 80). For Burawoy, the mostcritical aspect of thegameis that ‘thevery activityof

playinga game with respecttotherules’ (1979:81). Specifically, that by

actively engagingina game in which workers seek toeffectsmallquantitativechanges to

theirworkload,they simultaneouslyaccede to the overarchingstructures of exploitation.

Putsimply: ‘workersbecomecomplicit in their own subordination’ (Salzinger, 2001, p.

451).

SinceBurawoy,scholars havecontinuedtoexploreworkers' consent andits limits. Labour

Process theorists(LPT) have argued that there isalways a doubleindeterminacy at the

workplace: anongoing struggletokeepworkers turning uptowork andexerting effort

(Thompson andSmith 2010). LPT focuses both on innovations in theexerciseof

managerialcontrol andworker resistance(Ackroyd&Thompson,2022). Thelatter
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includes absenteeism,pilferage,sabotageand other forms of effort limitation

(Alberti&Sacchetto,2024; Mulholland,2004;Richards,2008) but also ‘quitting’,or ‘labour

mobility power’which undermines managers’ability tokeepworkers turning up

(Alberti&Sacchetto,2024; Smith,2017). Quitting was historically understood as

'individualistic,opportunistic behaviour taken autonomously by workers’

(Alberti&Sacchetto,2024,p. 1),but has also been seen as ‘a form of protest’(Alberti &

Sacchetto2024:10) and Van der Linden (2008) emphasises fluidity between exitingand

strugglingtoimprove conditions. Wedraw onthis conceptualisation of quitting as

resistance, but–echoingBurawoy–showthatsome forms of resistancemay serveto

reinforcetherules of thegame,includingtheextant conditions of work.

Justas Burawoy attemptedtounderstand the subjective attitudes of workers in relation to

theways in which theirconsentwas produced, youthlabour studies has been attentiveto

young people’ssubjectivities asworkers and the ways in which youth operates to valorise

or de-valorise youngpeople’s labour. This scholarshiphas exploredthetypes of work

young people engagein,suchas hospitality andretail (Besen-Cassino,2008;Farrugia et

al.,2024), identifying how the embodied youthfulness of work in thesesectors denotes it

as ‘unserious’, ‘unskilled’,andtemporally differentto ‘adult’ labour. Another focushas

been on the conditions in which youngpeoplework,namely ‘precarity’or ‘gigwork’

(Trappmann et al.,2023),where insecurity is argued to limitworkeragency. However,

while youngpeoplearemorelikely tohave insecure contracts than older workers

(Mrozowicki and Trappmann 2021),not all young people are in insecureforms of work.

Moreover, whilethisscholarship isuseful for understandingwhy young people may

acceptpoorly paid and/or non-standardwork, it tends not todistinguish differentgroups

of youngworkers, includingstudents. Therefore, assumptions made aboutoverlaps

between ‘youth’and ‘studentness’areinsufficiently interrogatedand the particularity of

how ‘studentness’operates in the labour process notelucidated.
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Inattention to the distinctiveness of studentstatus forexperiences andattitudes towards

work issurprisinggiven that ‘workingandstudyingbecomehabitualand normative for

most youngpeople’ (Lucas andLamont1998p. 44). For Lucas and Lammont, student

work isdevaluedbecauseof theoverlappingnature of earningand leaning,which lends

itself to understandingthese as ‘stop-gap’ jobs,ratherthan ‘real(adult) work’. Holdsworth

(2017: 298) meanwhile includes paid work alongside arangeof extra curricula activities

in whichstudentsareexpectedtoengage(travel,volunteering,andinternships) to boost

employability. Convincingly,she posits this as the ‘fetishizingof experience’,

arguingthat ‘thepointis tohave done things,torecordthem and to accumulatethese

experiences’(ibid). In whatfollows,webuildonthis worktoargue that thedismissalof

studentwork as ‘notreal’,along with the expectation that youngpeopleaccumulate

‘experience’(thereby enhancingfuture employability) not only produces a ready supply of

cheap, disposablelabourtoemployers,butalsofacilitates theproduction of consent.

Methodology

This articleemerges froma nationalmixed-methods study examiningyoungwomen’s

earliest experiences of work, includingthatundertaken while in education,and how this

may prefigurelater labour marketoutcomes. First,weanalysednational survey data from

theUK (XXXXX 2025), followed by focus groups with young women (aged14-23) still in

education,and one-to-one interviews with young women (aged23-29) workingin

feminizedoccupations followingeducation. This articledraws onfocus groupdata with

studentworker participants.

Burawoy’swork (1979; Burawoy etal., 1991) highlights ethnography’s ability toexplore

themundanitiesof workinglifeandthelabourprocess. Thespatial andtemporal features

of student work makesuch anapproach challenging,however,since itoften occurs in

establishments employing few workers (e.g. cafes,shops), andmay last a shorttime span
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or involveirregular hours. Moreover,ourfocus is on a group of age-based workers,

spanningsectors ratherthan co-locatedin asingle workplace. In placeof first-hand

observations of the labour process weusedfocus groups andvisual elicitation to elicit

concrete and detailed accounts of work. Epistemologically,we wereguidedby feminist

methodology whichforegrounds theperspectives of young women as experts (Collins,

1997;Harding, 1991). Moreover,focus groups allow participants toco-construct

meaning(Wilkinson,1998),providing arich understandingof howstudentworkers

interpret andmakesense of their working lives.

During2024,sixteen focus groups were heldacross England in schools,colleges and

universities with 83 youngwomen. Groups rangedbetween twoand seven participants

andlastedbetween 60and 90minutes. Participants wererecruitedusingposters,social

media andvia gatekeepers,such as teachers and lecturers. Participants hadto:bein

full-timeeducation; currently undertakingor with experience of paid work; identify as a

woman;and beaged between 16 and23. Work was definedbroadly,as activity for which

young women werepaid by a thirdparty andwas inclusiveof informal or familial formsof

income generation. Mostparticipants wereeithercurrently working or hadworked in retail

andhospitality,as wellas education and carework. Wesought samplediversity with

respecttogeographiclocation(includingrural,coastal,suburban andurban settings) and

ethnicity (usinggatekeepers, institutionalselection and post-screeningselection). In

terms of social class, we sought diversity through samplinga rangeof moreandless

selective institutions,however,wedid notsample privateeducational establishments

andwillnothavecapturedthemost privilegedyoungpeople. Highestlevel of parental

education is often a usefulproxy forsocial class: justoverhalf thesamplehad parents

whoattendeduniversity (57 percent). Similarly, in theUK, eligibility forfreeschool meals

(FSM) is usedas a class indicator; arounda quarter of thesample(n=20) saidthatthey

hadreceivedFSM. Although oursample was intentionally gendered (focusingon women

andinclusive of all women),thesamplewas ethnically diverse; just over half identifiedas

White/WhiteBritish (55percent) anda third (32 percent) statedthatlanguages otherthan
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English werespoken athome. Ten students consideredthemselves tobedisabledand

threegrewup in households in which neither parent was in paid employment.

Thefocus groups followeda semi-structuredformatwithvisualelicitation. Topics

included: reasons forworking;jobrolesand sectors; payand working conditions;andtheir

thoughts andfeelings about work. Weused a novel ‘emoji elicitation’method(XXXX

forthcoming) as afast,accessibleandcreativetoolthat draws on afamiliar digital

vernaculartoelicittalkabout work. Webeganby asking participantsto: ‘Thinkabout the

lasttime you wereat work or wereearningandpick threeemojisthat reflectthis’and then

explain theirselections. The task generated richdata capturing the everydaynessof

participants’workinglives andtheirdiverse experiences of andfeelings aboutwork. The

emojiselectionswere recorded andanalysedfor generalpatterns in the types of emoji

selected, includingquantification of ‘positive’and ‘negative’emojis. Emojisare,however,

fluidin meaning,often ambivalent andopen todifferent interpretation and(re-)

signification amongdifferent genders, agegroups and communities (Herring&Dainas,

2020;Sobande,2019). As such,ouranalysisfocussedmainly on the qualitativedata

producedby participants’narratives of their emoji selections.

Focus groups were audio-recorded andtranscribed. Collectively,wegenerateda coding

frame inductively based on our knowledge of thedata andtheproject research questions.

Thecoding framewas tested by systematically comparingcodingof twotranscripts by

two researchers and was subsequentlyamended to addcodes,collapse other codes and

clarify code-meanings. Data werecodedusingQualitativeData Analysis software by

threeresearchers. Followingtheinitial coding, agroupof four researchers collectively

(re)immersedourselves in thedata face-to-face,bringingtobear Burawoy’s conceptual

framework andtheoreticalinsights to shapeourcoding approach. Pseudonyms for

participants andinstitutionsareusedthroughout.

Findings
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Reasonsforworkingandconditionsofstudentwork

Theroleof paidwork in the lives of youngpeoplein education is important,socially and

economically (XXXX forthcoming). Likeengagement in othertypes of paid activity,

participants frequently citedmoney as a keymotivator: ‘I just doit to getmoney’(Esme,

Southern coastal town sixth form). Money, of course,has a socialmeaning(Zelizer 1994)

andthepurposes to whichmoney wasputvaried. ForAva (School) andothers,access to

consumer goods was a key driverfor working: ‘I just lovemoney […] [Ispend it on] nails,

eyelashes’. For others,work provideda general sense of independenceand freedom,or

relievedparents of financial burdens. Rosy and Lyra (School) arguedthat itwas important

not to ‘rely on your parents’. Manyemphasised that working provided a senseof ‘stability’

(Taylor,School) andsecurity: ‘I just feel better when you havemoney. I feellikeyou’re just

likesecure’ (Ava).

Someparticipants cited moreacutefinancial necessity. Thiswas particularly thecasefor

university students intheSouth-East where livingcosts, includingaccommodation, were

high. AsAzibo(University) stated: ‘rightnowI’m just working to live’. Clairestatedthatshe

‘neededmoney tolive off and everything [...] I’monthemaxloan, [itall] goes on

accommodation’. This was exacerbated wherefamilies’abilitytocontributewaslimited.

Maisie(University),whodescribedherself as ‘financially supporting herself through the

degree’,notedthat her ‘parents arelike financially worseoff’ thanshe was.

As statedearlier,participants wereconcentratedin customer-facing roles in retail and

hospitality, as wellas in careandeducation. Although these are often labelledas

‘low-skilled’ (McBrideand MartinezLucio2019),many of ourparticipants reported

relatively high levels of responsibility, includingmanagementof other staff,openingand

cashing-upof venues andmanaginginteractions with customers,managersand

colleagues. Theemotional labourthis entailedwas intense andmanyspoke of having to

navigate hostile,rudeand sometimes abusive customers, including sexual harassment.
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Workingconditions andconcretelabour werecommonly characterisedby participants as

boring,hard,tiringand stressful. Participants frequently describedbeingemotionally and

physically exhaustedfollowing shifts. Analysing the emojis participants selectedto

describe theirmost recentexperiences at work, 50of 83 participants selectedatleastone

emojitypically representativeof a ‘negative’emotion (anger, sadnessortiredness).

Bushra (University) ‘pickedthetiredemoji’toreflect her mostrecenttime atwork,

‘becauseI was so exhaustedby theendof it’. Similarly,Lyra(School) explained, ‘Iputthe

stressed emoji [...] andthenI putthetiredemoji [...] andthen Iputthecoldemoji’. Such

responses were typical across allagegroups signalling that poor working conditions

werecommonplace. Indeed,workinghours wereoften long and late,andmany reported

gettinghome at11pmormidnight beforeschool,collegeorwork in the morning. Many

juggled multiplejobs concurrently. Claire (University) saidsheusually hadtwo jobs at

once, ‘partially [for] themoney, but also like [...] justa bit of variety as well’.

Where participants picked emojis thatindicatedexasperation,overwhelmoranger, itwas

often relatedtocustomers. Ana (North-West Suburban FECollege) used ‘the angryone,

because we hada reallyangry customer yesterday whoswore atme.’Violet (School Sixth

form) hada similartake, ‘someof the customers are sorude…They forget that I’man

actual person,not just atillop.’Given this levelof emotional stressit is notsurprisingthat a

number spokeof declining mental health resultingfromtheir experiences at work. Carrie

(University) workedin a series of ‘terrible’hospitality jobs whereshe recalls being ‘shouted

at’by both chefs andcustomers:

Overall, whilesome participantsspoke about therewards andpleasures of work–such as

socialisingwith otheryoungpeople–this was nota key legitimatorof poor conditions and
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they expressedwidespread negativity abouttheir own jobs andwork ingeneral. Atits

bleakest,Matilda (University) said shehadnever ‘met someonethat’s doing a job they

enjoy’,with Maisie concurringthat ‘we’reall kindof stuck doingjobs wedon’t really wantto

do…. wekindof all hateour jobs’.

Receipt of low pay ornotbeingpaid atall was commonplace. In a fewcases workers

receivedthefull adultminimum wage,butfor the mostpart they receivedslightly above

minimumwage for theiragegroupandin somecases undertook unpaidwork,either

informalwork forrelatives (such as babysitting) or trial shifts. Norah (University), like

manyothers,describedbeingpaidless than minimumwage: ‘Ihad anissue ... where... my

boss didn’t tellmethatminimum wagehadgone up... Igotunderpaidmassively.... I think it

was like£70oddquidthat Iwas not paidbecause hedidn’ttell me’. Lyra (School) reported

thatshe ‘went threemonths without beingpaid’.

Participants expressed ahighlevelof consciousness about theexploitation andpoor

conditions they facedat work. They often directly attributedthis to theirstatus as young

workers. Forinstance, Ariana statedthat ‘when you’re youngerpeopleexploityou more’

(Sixth Form) but wenton to minimise and normalisethis,stating ‘16-year-olds don’treally

getpaidthatwell ingeneral’. Despiteawareness of exploitation,Laura (University) did not

see a way tochangethis: ‘it’sreally difficult because a lotof jobs you’regettingquite

exploited, it’s difficulttotry andgetchange or…say anythingaboutit really, because

employers don’t really care’. None of ourparticipants reportedtradeunion membershipor

seemedknowledgeable about tradeunion activity intheir workplaces. This is

unsurprising,reflecting historically very lowunion membership amongyoung workers

(Hodder&Kretsos, 2015).

'Experience’asconsent

Central to understandingwhy andhowstudentworkers consenttowork in such poor

conditions isthepervasiveness of legitimatingnarratives of ‘experience’. As explained
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earlier,young women statedvaried motivationsfor engagingin paidwork–notleast

financial. When askedtodiscuss why thiswork was important tothem,however,they

commonly framed it as offering less tangiblebenefits thatcanbesummarised aswork

experience. Resonatingwith Holdsworth’s (2017) observations aboutthefetishizingof

experience,work experienceand work-basedlearning are dominantly framed within

governmentpolicy as the practical means to developyoungpeople’s skills andcapacities

forfutureemployment. Students are imaginedin thesepolicy approaches asworkers of

thefuture. Educational settings are consequently thelevers,encouraging

‘work-experience'throughcloserties with employers ‘driven by anexpectation that[this]

will enhanceyoung people’s labour market prospects’(Jones etal.,2016,p. 835). For

example, in 2018,theDepartmentforEducationproposed every school facilitateseven

encounters with employers between year7toyear13(DfE2018: 9,citedin Chadderton,

2020).

Thestatealsoreproduces this positioning of students as workersthroughother

mechanisms. Most critically, theNationalMinimum Wage (NMW) legislation mandating

lower (orno) minimum rates of pay foryoungeragebrackets, is argued by thegovernment

toenhancetheemployment prospects of youngpeople, but does this by devaluing their

contributions at workin thepresent. For instance,fromApril 2025,theminimumwage for

16-17year-olds (a majority of whomarestudentsduetoa compulsory leaving ageof 18) is

just 61 percent of an adult wageandthat of 18–20year-olds,82percent,whilethereis no

minimumforworkers under 16(‘belowschoolleavingage’).i As England’s LowPay

Commission (2015,p. 24) states: ‘Youth rates exist toprotect youth employment. They

enablemoreyoung people to acquireessentialskillsand experience’. Specifically, rates

areset lower toencourage firms toemploy youngpeopleandprevent students leaving

education early. Thus,NMW legislationprimarily understandsstudents asfuture, rather

thancurrentworkers,and prioritises workplace ‘experience’overpay.
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Perhaps unsurprisingly,this framing of students as future workers was reproduced by

participants,usingthelanguage of experience. Twoversions of ‘experience’were

conflatedby participants. First, ‘experience’was constitutedas a future orientated

resource,withpaidwork framedas the means of building towardssomething more

meaningful andstablein thefuture. Yashmita (School) describes herwork as a

CV-enriching ‘experience’:

Second, ‘experience’was narratedas fundamentally aboutconsentingtowork-discipline.

This was powerfullycapturedin a discussion between universitystudents Sarah and

Thomasina:

THOMASINA:

SARAH:

In outlining why it is importanttohaveworked,Sarah emphasises nottheaccrualof skills

or meaningful work connectedtofuture working aspirations andpathways,butsimply

beingabletotolerate and endure work ‘even if it’snotin whatyou want to do’and ‘where

you can't leaveuntil it gets totheend of theday’. Similarly,Elira (Sixthform) said:

Despitewidespreadreferencetotheneedfor ‘experience’,very few providedconcrete

examples of skill acquisition. When prompted,themost common 'skills’cited weretime
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management, independence andself-confidence. Forexample,Ariana (Sixth form)

discusses theskills shegainedthroughherexperiences of paidwork,while conceding

thattheflipside of ‘experience’was disproportionateexploitation:

Rather thansignallingtheaccrualof specificknowledges,competenciesand skills,

‘experience’ is insteadtheway in which young workers demonstratethatthey are

compliant andcompetentin theworkplace:

FAC:

GRACE:

JADA:

GRACE:

(FECollege)

Consentingtoespecially unpleasant work was particularly valuablein signalling

tolerance of difficultconditions andthereforeworkers’exploitability and employability.

Violet (School) arguedthatincludingPrimark (a global fastfashionretailer) on herCVis

usefulforthis reason:

Only secondarily does Violet reflect on the actual skills shehas developed, including

responsibility fortrainingotherstaff. ‘Experience’, then,primarily operates as an empty,
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catch-allterm. Onereason ‘experience’ is anespecially effective way of ensuringconsent

is that,unliketheaccrual of credentials orskills, experiencedoesnothavea fixedorfinite

endpoint. Many participantsfroman FEcolleagesaw sufficient ‘experience’as an always

out of reach goal:

MAMADOU:

CHIN:

MAMADOU:

GRACE:

Paidwork undertaken forexperienceoften becamesticky. For example,Emily (University)

began herjobwith thehopeof getting 'experience’butthencontinued,experiencingthe

sameconditions of work,forseveralyears:

Participants conveyeda strong awareness that ‘experience’ is primarily asignifier;

somethingthattheycan ‘say’ontheir CVs,buttheaccumulation of sufficient experience

tosatisfyemployers’demands mightbea chimera. As Holdsworth (2017: 296) explains,

theimperativeof experienceand employability placedonyoungpeoplemeans thatthey

are ‘expected to run faster tostandstill’.
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Experience of work operatedas signifier of awillingness toconsent to generalcapitalist

work-discipline andspecific managerial discipline,somethingparticipants saw as

essential tofuture ‘employability’. Young women justifiedthis generalisedaccrual of

‘experience’ in poor conditions by framingit as ‘proto-work’,somethingthat occurred

before their ‘real’ jobsand outsidethemaincourseof theirlives. EchoingLucas and

Lammont’s(1998) notion of students’ ‘stopgap’ jobs,university student Bushra

explained: ‘this is likea starter And it’s goodtoget experiencefroma young

age,because then you can build it upandthendo, likeget bigger jobs maybe’ As such

‘experience’and ‘proto-work’are mutually interdependent. By framing labour as

‘experience’students accept working conditionsand treatment that wouldnototherwise

be tolerated.

Valuing ‘experience’ inthis way is unsurprisingand was reinforced by otherinstitutions.

As discussed earlier, theseyoungworkers occupy educationalsettings andfamily

contexts wherejobreadiness andtheaccrualof ‘experience’ foremployability are

definingandinstitutionaliseddirectives -somethingwhich simultaneously reproduces

theframingof student employmentas ‘proto-work’. Several participants spokeof parents

instilling the ‘value’of paidwork andencouragingthem togain–andkeep - jobs even

when thework wasdifficult,customers rude,or conditions poor. Amy (University)

explained: ‘Iusedtogohomefrommy job cryingevery singleday for the first two months

andmy Mum andDad saying,“let’s just stick it out for another week”’.

Quitting:LabourMobility, resistanceandconsent

In theprevious section wearguedthat young people are both aware of and unhappy about

theirbadworkingconditions,butthatthey reframethis ‘badwork’as ‘experience’and

themselves as ‘proto-workers’,which creates conditions of consent. That does not mean,

however, that they acceptthese conditionspassively. In this section,weshow that
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studentworkers highlighted various modes of resistance. However,theprimary form

resistancetakes is quitting. Weargue that the construction of students’work as

‘proto-work’, alongside low unionisation rates,makes itespecially difficultfor student

workers toengage in collectiveaction or otherwiseassert theirrights as ‘real’workers.

Second,wearguethat whilequitting has previously been understoodas a form of ‘labour

mobility power’, in this context, relianceon quitting as resistancereproduces the ‘rules of

thegame’, that is theframing of youngstudents as disposable ‘proto-workers’.

Asmallhandfulof participantstalked about restricting effort as a responsetopoor

conditions atwork. India (FECollege) statedthat as sheis paidminimum wageandnot

respected,she is disinclinedtomaximise her productivity:

Other respondentsmade similarpointsabout restrictingeffort or findingotherways to

‘getby’oreven ‘get back’atpoor employers or customers (Lucas 1997:608-9),such as

hidingin stock rooms ordoinghomework whileonshift. Afar morefrequently mentioned

form of resistance was, however,quitting. Histories of quittingwere commonplacein

participants’work histories resultingfromproblems with managers,harassment,or

because theireducational timetables werenot accommodated:

CARRIE:

WILLOW:
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Typically,participants describedquitting as ‘nota big deal’ (Imene,FECollege). When

asked how shemighthandleproblems atwork or seek adviceon these,Dina replied: ‘I

wouldjust quit’ (FECollege). For Dina andothers, quittingwas the first andonly solution to

workplaceproblems. Their relianceon quittingspeaks to the absenceof alternative ways

of addressing problems, anabsenceweargue is rootedin theframingof this as

‘proto-work’and an ‘experience’ to whichstudentsmust adjust themselves to benefit. In

theabsence of perceived avenues forchangingconditions, jobs wereframed binarily–

either tolerableor ‘so badyou hadtoquit withinlikethreemonths’ (Matilda,University).

Even studentworkers with a high consciousness aboutemployment rights rarely sought

otherforms of redress. Elira (Sixth Form) was knowledgeableand discussedatlength

managerial law-breaking,andemployers contraveningboth age-specificand general

employmentlegislation on pay,workinghours andworkertreatment. When,however,she

was askedwhat shewouldsuggest someonedotorespondtothis kind of labourviolation,

Eliraimmediately recalledthatshehas ‘just advised[friends] toquit’. Shegoes on to list

otherpossibleresponses, including:

It isnotable,however,that these forms of redresswere secondary,hypothetical and

contrary to her own previous action andadvicetofriends: toquit. Other participants,when

asked what they mightdodifferently if a similar (bad) experiencehappenedagain,

responded ‘just… leave faster’(Imene).

If studentworkers were constantly poisedtoquit, this canalsobeunderstood to stem

from theirawarenessof theirdisposability. Maisieand Azibo(University) described being

'replaceable’whilstMya (School) describedhow easily shecouldlose her jobas a barista.

‘If they don’tneed us,they wouldjust fire us.’Similarly, India(FE College) suggeststhat
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'when it’s a bigcompany noonecares aboutyou. Because they can just replaceyouas

quick as they got you.’Jada, in thesamefocus groups reiteratedthis: ‘literally click of a

fingertypeof thing.’

Theability to simply quit–andbefired- was facilitatedby the typically weakcontractual

terms and conditionsof theiremployment that meant that even relatively long-termjobs

wereeasily shed. Dani University) held aseries of short-term contracts andexplained

how shenavigatedunreasonabledemands from her manager through ‘just leaving’at her

contract’s end:

Student workers’consent was thereforetypically provisional and undergirdedby constant

readiness to quit. The resultof using ‘quitting’ ratherthan other mechanisms of redress,

whether union-organisedcollectiveaction, informal resistance,orfunctioning HR

systems,however, is thatstudentwork continues to operate inan environment in which

problems are unresolved. For instance,Laura (University),now inher20s,discussesthe

cateringcompany forwhich sheworkedwhen shewas 14andforwhom her younger

brotheris now planningtowork,highlightingthechaos of dealing with drunk customers,

injuredstaff, anda lack of basic trainingamongmanagers: ‘It’s terriblebecause ithasn’t

really changedat all, likehigh turnover rates. Especiallybecauseif the[catering] job’s in

thediary they’ll takeany young person’. Herethedisposability (linked to the ready supply)

of ‘proto-workers’enables managers toperpetuateunsafeworkingconditions for

school-aged workers.

If thedisposability of labourenabled poor conditions topersist, it alsomeant that some

forms of managementwere harder to implement. India (FECollege) talkedabout an
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incidentwhere amanagerattemptedtodiscipline her,notingflippantly that they ‘didn’t

end upsacking me,so[I] can’t bethatshit then’. This reveals that, where the termination of

employment(by either side) is thenatural conclusion of conflictbetweenmanagersand

workers, ‘proto-workers’may havelittlepower to change conditions,but managers’own

disciplinary controlof the labour process is alsolimited. In labour process theory workers’

ability toquit has been conceptualisedas ‘mobility power’ (Smith,2017) andas

complementary to other formsof power workers’enact within the labour process. Inour

study,theknowledgethatthey couldanddidquit gaveparticipants away toexercise

resistance. However,wearguethat theirwillingness to ‘justquit’also comprisedconcrete

reinforcement andsymbolicsupport forthehegemonic framingof student workas

temporary,unserious and not ‘real’: 'proto-work'. Sucha framing reproduces the poor

workingconditions that theseworkers seek tocontest quitting. As such,although

quitting might appear to contradictthevalue of work as ‘experience’, theamorphous

nature of experience means that allforms of work (and therefore experience) are

substitutable andthecoreobjectiveis theboundless accumulation of employment

‘experiences’. Ultimatelyquittingthereforeis partof a mechanismof dual disposability:

students aretreateddisposably as (‘proto’)workers and, in turn, they treat theirjobsas

disposable.

Conclusion

Youngpeople’s early interactions withthelabourmarket have been a central policy

concernacross Europefordecades, largely as areaction to the ‘problem’of youth

unemploymentsincethelate 1980s onward. Fears that young peoplerisk becoming

‘NEET’havedriven arange of programmes andinterventions,framed aspreventing early

disadvantageand disengagementfromthelabourmarket (Holmes et al.,2021). Such

interventions proceed fromthenotionthat youngpeopleareat risk of ‘worklessness’

because they lack the skills,values andbehaviours necessary tofulfil the obligation of

work. Consequently, the statehas repeatedly sought tofacilitateuninterrupted
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‘transitions’between education and employment, with youngpeople’s early exposure to

theworkplaceconstructedas undisputedly positive,providingessentialpreparation for

workinglifeas adults.

As a result, the pay andconditions of student workers havelargelybeen overlookedin

society and-tosome degree–withinacademic literature. Educationalsettings are

increasingly tasked with shapingyoung people intoemployable subjects forthefuture,

with theimplicitassumption thatthework they embark on post-studies is theirreal ‘entry

point’ tothelabourmarket. Contra to this positioningof students as ‘workers in waiting’,

weargue that students are not ‘proto-workers’. Rathertheir working lives should be

understoodand theorisedas beginningfromtheir earliestengagement with paidlabour.

By bringingBurawoy’s theoretical lens tobearon the experiences andlabour processesof

studentworkers,weadvancehis ideas in several ways. Whereas Burawoy focuses on

relatively undifferentiatedworkers,wereveal theempirical context anddistinctive

mechanisms for theproduction of consentfor arelativelyunder-studiedpartof thelabour

force: student workers. We demonstratethatstudentworkers experience paidwork as

hard,tiringand boringandfacewidespread low pay,as well as harassment andabuse.

They alsodisplay high levelsof awareness abouttheir exploitation andpoor working

conditions andengage in strategies of resistance.

In answer to the question, ‘how is studentconsenttopoor quality, low paidwork

produced?’wemakethreekey theoretical contributions. First, we demonstratehow

consent is produced through interlockinginstitutions that constitute student work:the

state (via nationalminimum wagelegislation andyouth employment policies),education

(via employability agendasand the valuingof work experience),thefamily (via

encouragement to maintain effort and overcome adversity) and the workplace (via the

conditions of studentworkers). BringingtogetherBurawoy’s identification of key actors in

industrial relations(the state; workplaces) with sites of socialisation identifiedin

traditional sociological theory of youth (education; thefamily),wepropose a new
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conceptual framework forunderstandingthemechanisms which constitute student work

as a distinctivetype of labour. As such,much liketheways in which migrantlabouris

‘fashioned’ (Anderson 2010) as precariousby institutional narratives and regimes,we

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

Second,wepropose the novel concept of ‘proto-work’for understandingtheways inwhich

studentengagementwith the labour market is framedby thestateandotherinstitutions,

as wellas by student workers themselves,andshowhowthisoperates to secureconsent.

For students,a ‘proto-work’framingvia thelanguageof ‘experience’ legitimates thepoor

conditions they encounter andtheir positioningas ‘unserious’workers. This concept

differs fromboth ‘work forlabour’(Standing 2014) and ‘hope labour’which typically

involveunremunerated future-oriented work performed in thespecific fieldin which

young people seekstable employment. We arguethat ‘proto-work’,while futureoriented,

involves actual labour,performed for pay–albeitexceptionally poor pay–and

non-specific ‘experience’. (Mackenzie andMcKinlay,2020). Weargue that student

workers desire this ‘experience’ tosignal theirexploitability to employers,

notwithstandingcritical awareness of their current treatment. If experiencelegitimates

poor quality work,we also show that ittypically operates as an empty,catch-allterm,

ratherthan relatingtoany concrete learning or skill acquisition. Specifically, ‘experience’

is the signification that theseworkers arecompliant, willing to bedisciplined and can

toleratehard, low paid andinsecure work. Wearguethat ‘experience’ isespecially

effectiveforsecuringconsent becauseit isneitherfixed norfinite. Studentworkers are

acutely awarethat ‘thereis onecondition thatis evenworse than beingan exploited

worker,andthat is, to bean unexploitable worker’(Bonefeld,2023,p. 1).

Third,wefurther updateBurawoy’s (1979) concept of ‘thegame’ –wherein workers

respondtotheir own exploitation by usingtactics of resistance whichultimately

reproduceconsent tothe overarchingrules of thegame. Whilstwefounda fewcases of

women restricting theireffort atwork,thedominant tactic of resistance was ‘quitting’. We
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concur with theorisations of labourmobility asresistance (Alberti andSacchetto2023)

but believe that therelianceon quittinglimits the repertoireof resistanceof theseworkers.

It remains an open question what theconsequences of this are for thesewomen’s

working-lives oncethey arenolonger students . We also highlighttheways that, in the

case of studentworkers, quittingis both a product of and reproduces the ‘rules of the

game’: labourdisposability, lack of voicewithin the labour process andworkers’

exploitability. Specifically,processes of high turnoverand quitting, alongside poor

contractual arrangements andvariableNMW levels,reinforcethehegemonic framingof

studentwork as unserious andtemporary ‘proto-work’. This framingis at the heartof the

reproduction and normalisationof poor student working conditions andinsecure working

patterns.

Theanalysis presentedis basedon focus groups with young women student workers. Our

analysis (XXXX 2025) shows that student men areless likely to be workingthan women

but when workingwork in many of thesameenvironments. They arealsosubjecttothe

sameeducational andpolicy entreaties to gain ‘experience’andboosttheir employability

–their similarly low wages rates reflecting a sardonicform of equality. Of course,some of

theexperiences women student workers report,namely high levels of sexual harassment,

areless likely to be experienced by men. Ultimately, however,whether therearegendered

differences in how student workers consenttopoorconditions is a question forfuture

research.

Our study shows theways that youth subjectivities as workers are ‘formedthrough the

dynamics of labour andvalue in contemporary capitalism’ (Farrugia,2021,p. 384). What

remains lessclear,however, is thelonger-term impactof theways that student workers’

consent is produced. Wehavearguedthatthework undertaken by students is empirically

importantanda meaningfulsiteforadvancingtheorisations of workplace consent,not

least becausestudent work is typically workers’first experienceof work. Thequestion of

how students’experiences of -andconsentto-poorconditions of work normalises
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acceptanceof exploitation or delimits theirrepertoires of resistanceacross theworking

lifecourseis animportant,but open question whichrequires furtherinterrogation.
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