
Introduction 

Methodology

Conceptual Framework

Using Archer’s (1995) Morphogenetic Approach, 
my research explores internal conversations among 
international student graduates who transitioned to 
the labor market. This research shows how the 
focus on graduate employability has neglected the 
challenges faced by international students originally 
from the Global South and how they are not equally 
benefitting from their university degrees. These 
challenges include how they obtain work 
authorizations, pay immigration fees (Gopal, 2022), 
reintegrate into their home country’s structures (Li, 
2012), and adapt to the various employer’s shifting 
requirements (Clarke, 2008; Bridgestock, 2017). 
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Methodology 

Research Questions 

1.What experiences are most deliberated in the international students’ 
reflexivity after graduation? How do these deliberations influence their 
personal or social identity? 

2. How does international students’ internal conversations guide them in 
navigating through the various actions/decisions they make in the transition? 
What does the structure and agency interplay look like from the international 
student perspective? 

Analysis 

• In-depth qualitative-based narrative interviews with 25 international student graduates (from different
institutions) who have worked and transitioned to a full-time job, either by staying in the host university
country, returning to their own, or moving to a different country for employment.

• University/Government Documents & Observations.

• To capture the complexities of each participant’s process of transition to work, including their internal 
conflicts and how they reach their decisions/actions in the transition. Interviews were conducted in either 
English or Bahasa Indonesia, spread across four countries (US/UK/Germany for those who stayed) and 
(Indonesia for those who returned home).

Compartmentalizing the International 
Student Career Transition Journey… 

“And when you want to work back home, with your American college degree, companies 
aren’t hiring you because they want students who went to a Swaziland university or South 
African University. So you're not also put in a position where you end up in a loop, in a gray 
area”. -Tama

Phases: Step 1 –  Descriptions, Step 2 – Analytical Resolution, Step 3 – 
Abductive Inferencing, Step 4 – Retroductive Inferencing, Steps 5 and 6 – 
Contextualizations and Comparisons (Danermark, et al., 2019). 

Atlas.ti Coding: Searched for descriptive explanations and links between 
interviews, literature, documents, as well as narratives that illustrate the 
interplays of structure and agency (CR).

• This research utilises Homi Bhabha’s (2004) concept of ‘third space’ or
‘hybridity’ from the post-colonial (PC) lens and Roy Bhaskar’s (1989)
critical realist (CR) ‘stratified ontology’ to rethink international students'
employability and provide an alternative perspective to understand the
realities of international student path to employment.

• The purpose is to capture the complexities of each participant’s process of 
transition to work, including their internal conflicts and how they reach 
their decisions/actions in the transition as they reflect on socio-cultural 
expectations vs. personal interests. In-person and online interviews were 
conducted in English or Indonesian, spread across four countries 
(US/UK/Germany for those who stayed) and (Indonesia for those who 
returned).

Emerging Findings 
1. Career Entrapment vs. Stability – Creating a vocational identity requires 
downgrading opportunities, financial and familial sacrifices, and various 
bureaucratic processes.
2. Overemphasis on ‘Employability’ as an ability, not a process – skills, and 
achievement do not translate equally in the job market. (Theories on capital 
(ex. HCT/Bourdieu/VOC) are not adequate to explain this).
3. Universities tend to only scratch the surface of issues brought up by 
international students and without follow-up.
4. Institutions lack attention to the impact of international students’ identity 
formations/shifts toward career plans and interests. 

Implications
• Normative vs. Reflexive  – Learning/Advising and Support in 

universities need to move from assumptions such as ‘this has worked 
before’ to rethinking the transition, ‘what do you seek and how can you or 
I help you get it’?

• Specific attention to detail of international student cases is critically 
needed. Review of CVs and facilitating informational seminars are not 
enough to support. Requirements are different across countries/cultures 
and constantly changing depending on political/economic climates and 
events. Dialogues are essential.

References 
Archer, M. (1995). Realist Social Theory: The Morphogenetic Approach. Cambridge, UK: 

Cambridge University
Bhabha, H. (2004). The location of culture. London: Routledge.
Bhaskar, R. (1989) Reclaiming Reality: A Critical Introduction to Contemporary Philosophy. 

Verso, London.
Bridgstock, R. (2017). The University and the Knowledge Network: A New Educational Model for 

Twenty-first Century Learning and Employability. In: Tomlinson, M., Holmes, L. (eds) 
Graduate Employability in Context. Palgrave Macmillan, London. 

Clarke, M. (2008), "Understanding and managing employability in changing career contexts", 
Journal of European Industrial Training, Vol. 32 No. 4, pp. 258-284. 

Danermark, B., Ekström, M., & Karlsson, J.C. (2019). Explaining Society: Critical Realism in the 
Social Sciences (2nd ed.). Routledge. https://doi-
org.ezp.lib.cam.ac.uk/10.4324/9781351017831

Gopal, A. (2022). Enhancing employability: Internship opportunities and outcomes for 
international students. In X. Zhao, M. Kung, K. Bista, & Y. Ma (eds), Home and abroad: 
International student experiences and graduate employability (pp. 77-94). STAR Scholars.

 Li, Z. (2017). International Students’ Employability: What Can We Learn from It?. In: Tomlinson, 
M., Holmes, L. (eds) Graduate Employability in Context. Palgrave Macmillan, London.

This research would not have been possible without the financial and academic support of:

Reflexive Narratives in the Third Space: Understanding the Transition of 
International Students from US/UK/Germany Universities to the Labor Market
Rizqarossaa Darni, MA - PhD Candidate at the Faculty of Education, 
University of Cambridge, rd656@cam.ac.uk

• Data Collected: In-depth qualitative-based narrative 
interviews with 25 international student graduates (from
different institutions) who have worked and transitioned to a
full-time job, either by staying in the host university
country, returning to their own, or moving to a different
country for employment.

• University/Government Documents & Observations.


