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Introduction

Critical analyses on graduate employability have indicated that the rela-
tionship between higher education institutions and the surrounding soci-
ety has changed and that higher education institutions (HEIs) are under 
growing pressure to effectively produce a skilled labour force for the needs 
of the economy (Tomlinson, 2019; Hartmann & Komljenovic, 2021). 
Moreover, critical scholars have shown how individuals have been socialised 

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-031-20653-5_4&domain=pdf
mailto:hanna.laalo@utu.fi
mailto:heikki.kinnari@utu.fi
mailto:heikki.silvennoinen@utu.fi
mailto:nina.haltia@utu.fi
mailto:nina.haltia@utu.fi
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-20653-5_4#DOI


74

to the idea that they need to develop skills and qualities to maximise their 
chances of success in the labour market and become employable subjects 
(Laalo & Heinonen, 2016; Korhonen et al., under review). Further, it has 
been noted that these trends have created inequalities in the positionings 
of HEIs and individuals within the field (Merrill et al., 2020; Moreau & 
Leathwood, 2006).

Macro-level analyses on policies and policy discourses at the national 
and transnational levels, as well as how they are affecting, intertwining and 
connecting to the phenomena on meso- and micro-levels, have so far been 
relatively rare (Fejes, 2010; Campbell et al., 2019).

In most countries, educational policy has increasingly been shaped in 
line with the guidelines, recommendations and ideas formulated by supra-
national actors, such as the European Union (EU). Furthermore, in a 
world of shared political rationality, similar ideas are being developed 
simultaneously at both the global and national levels. The educational 
policy reasoning of governments and decision-makers in different coun-
tries has converged, and it is now quite in line with one another. The 
reasoning relies on a much similar rationality: market liberalism. For exam-
ple, the notion of the necessity of lifelong learning, which is embodied in 
the EU’s employment and education policies, has been widely accepted as 
a truth in Europe (e.g. Lee et al., 2008). The education policies and truths 
these policies shape have consequences for the practices of educational 
institutions as well as for citizens’ actions and self-understanding.

Prior research on higher education policies has shown that employabil-
ity discourse is conjoined with the idea of entrepreneurship and entrepre-
neurship education (e.g. Tomlinson et al., 2021; Laalo et al., 2019). These 
themes are also visible in the multiple policy documents published by the 
EU during the past decade, in the context of building Europe 2020 (see 
Appendix A). The goal of promoting entrepreneurship in education does 
not only refer to developing business skills for business purposes but also 
aims to shape citizens’ mindsets and behaviours to make them entrepre-
neurial and intrapreneurial1 (i.e. proactive and self-responsible) in various 
aspects of life (Laalo et al., 2019).

1 The term ‘intrapreneurial’ refers to entrepreneurial attitude and conduct within an organ-
isation without being an entrepreneur. Baruah and Ward (2014, p. 1) defined intrapreneur-
ship as ‘the innovative initiatives undertaken inside an organization (…) Successful ideas 
within an organization occur due to the tireless persistence and practical imagination of 
intrapreneurs who are the smart innovators actively involved in the design and creation of 
new products, ventures and business models. Today there is an increasing global demand for 
such intrapreneurs and different universities are therefore adopting various entrepreneurship 
education and training programmes to cater to this’.
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This study sheds light on the unintentional and unpredictable conse-
quences of the current employability policy. In this chapter, we analyse the 
EU’s policy language on employability and entrepreneurship; more pre-
cisely, we analyse the language on the production of employable gradu-
ates. The focus of this analysis is placed on the problems represented in the 
policy (Bacchi, 2012). From a governmentality perspective, we under-
stand EU communication as a form of exercising power over member 
states and citizens. Instead of mandatory legislation, the Union’s power in 
education policy is ‘soft’, persuasive and based on normative pressures cre-
ated by the open method of coordination, monitoring, assessments and 
recommendations (Alexiadou, 2014; Corbett, 2005; Lange & 
Alexiadou, 2010).

This chapter unfolds as follows. First, we present the theoretical back-
ground for the analysis and examine how employability and entrepreneur-
ship education are discussed in critical research literature. Next, we 
describe the research material and the use of critical policy analysis. 
Thereafter, we present the analysis and argue that, in the EU policy, entre-
preneurship education is represented as an empowering solution to boost 
graduates’ employment and economic potential. We illustrate how this 
endeavour embodies governing by risk or even ‘through neurosis’ (Isin, 
2004) in controlling the hopes and fears of graduates.

Governmentality Perspective on Employability 
and Entrepreneurial Mindset

Our theoretical perspective on pursuing graduate employability draws on 
the conceptualisations of governmentality (Foucault, 1991; Miller & 
Rose, 2008; Dean, 2010). In general, governmentality is connected to 
three factors: knowledge, power and truth. Every society has its ‘regime of 
truth, its “general politics” of truth’ (Foucault, 1980, p. 131). The mech-
anisms and instances in discourses establish true and false statements. 
Techniques and procedures legitimise the acquisition of truth, and those 
who have power are obligated to state what counts as true (Foucault, 
1980, pp. 131–132). Knowledge and truth are dependent on one another, 
and their bond is needed for establishing power relations. Knowledge is an 
essential condition for the formation and further growth of an industrial, 
technological society; however, for Foucault, knowledge and power are 
not identical—they have a correlative connection that is determined in its 
historical specificity (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982). There is ‘a battle around 
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truth’ and an ensemble of rules that separate truth from fiction 
(Foucault, 1980).

According to the neoliberal ‘truth game’, all individuals in liberal 
democracies are responsible for their own employment—and unemploy-
ment as well. Individual responsibility is included in the concept of 
employability; it depicts unemployment as an individual than a structural 
problem. A shift from speaking about employment to speaking about 
employability has been going on since 1980s. In the discourses on employ-
ability, the individual is constructed as responsible for their own employ-
ability, while the state and employers are construed as enablers who make 
it possible for individuals to develop their qualities and characteristics that 
make them more employable. Although the responsibility for employabil-
ity is shared in this way according to the transnational policy texts, it is 
ultimately the individual who is responsible (Fejes, 2010). This form of 
governmentality is referred as the ‘responsibilisation of the self ’, wherein 
the employable self becomes an entrepreneur who has to be conducted 
according to the truth game of market logic (Rose, 1999). This is how 
neoliberal governing in an enabling state is based on citizens’ seemingly 
free choices (Rose, 1999).

Like employability, entrepreneurship, in its emphasis on individual 
responsibility, is related to neoliberalism and educating neoliberal subjects 
(Berglund, 2013; Dahlstedt & Fejes, 2019; Mertanen et  al., 2020). 
Critical studies have paid attention to the neoliberal values in entrepre-
neurship education and how students are encouraged to become creative, 
proactive, flexible, responsible and autonomous (e.g. Komulainen, 2006; 
Berglund, 2013; Laalo et al., 2019). Through entrepreneurial pedagogy, 
higher education graduates are expected to understand themselves as 
intrapreneurs who develop their entrepreneurial skills and attitudes and 
are entrepreneurially devoted to work.

Leaning on previous critical remarks, we argue that while for citizens, 
entrepreneurship education is presented as a means to gain important life 
skills and employability, for public authorities, it is a tool to control the 
population’s actions as well as the competence of the workforce. We exam-
ine the creation of employable subjects as ‘conduct of conduct’ seeking to 
shape graduates’ desires, interests and actions according to the expecta-
tions and demands of the labour market (Dean, 2010; Miller & Rose, 
2008). Beyond the creation of new businesses, the entrepreneurial mind-
set is an important goal in entrepreneurship education (Lackéus, 2015; 
Laalo & Heinonen, 2016) and an attribute of employable citizens 
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(Berglund, 2013), which makes the governmentality perspective relevant. 
In the following analysis, we perceive entrepreneurship education as a 
technology of governing, a practice that aims at shaping the employable 
subject.

Overall, critical analysis of the policy discourse on employability has so 
far been marginal. In addition, the significance of risk in justifying the 
promotion of entrepreneurship in education and obliging individuals has 
not been sufficiently discussed. From the governmentality perspective, we 
view risk as a technique for governing education and graduates’ working 
lives. This means that risk and uncertainty are not perceived as natural 
states of things but rather as powerful tools of control related to neoliber-
alism (O’Malley, 2004; Walklate & Mythen, 2010).

In our interpretation of risk, we draw on Engin Isin (2004), who prob-
lematises the neoliberal idea of a purely rational subject. He argues that, 
instead of calculating rationalities, the subject’s, who he labels as a ‘neu-
rotic citizen’, conduct is increasingly conducted by appealing to fears, 
anxieties and insecurities. Becoming an employable citizen in precarious 
societies requires emotional reflectiveness of the self. Isin calls this new 
form of governmentality as ‘governing through neurosis’. Neurotic citi-
zens govern their ‘neurotic self ’ by calculating the risks both rationally and 
emotionally. As we will later point out, this form of therapeutic governing 
is also visible in the endeavour to develop graduates’ employability.

Critical Analysis of the EU’s Education 
Policy Documents

The education policy themes of employability and entrepreneurship have 
both been part of the EU’s development of higher education during the 
past decade. These themes and their intertwinement are discussed in doc-
uments focusing on employment and employability (EU, 2011; Humburg 
et al., 2013) as well as on entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship educa-
tion (EC, 2012a, 2012b, 2013a, 2013b, 2014a, 2015). They have also 
been addressed in the EU’s development strategies and modernisation 
strategies for higher education (EC, 2011, 2012c, 2013c, 2014b, 2012a, 
2019). Our research material comprises texts from these 15 documents 
(Appendix A). The documents were searched from the Commission’s 
website using the keywords ‘employability’, ‘entrepreneurship’ and ‘entre-
preneurship education’. On the website, we also systematically went 
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through the sections focusing on higher education. Furthermore, refer-
ences to previous policy alignments in the documents helped us find the 
relevant material. We included in the analysis those texts that, either spe-
cifically or as part of the big picture, dealt with employability and entrepre-
neurship in higher education. The chosen documents have been published 
in 2010–2020  in the context of constructing Europe 2020 by seeking 
growth and jobs.

The analysed documents have been produced by European Commission 
officials and experts in education and entrepreneurship (e.g. from minis-
tries, businesses, education institutions and consulting companies). 
However, it should be noted that while not all of the analysed documents 
represent the European Commission’s official alignments, all documents 
have been guided by the European Commission’s officials; therefore, they 
indicate the European Commission’s policy interests.

The documents may be seen as negotiated products of debate between 
various actors and interests (Lange & Alexiadou, 2010, p. 447). It should 
be recalled that while the EU is a powerful authority affecting national 
education policies, member states and stakeholders simultaneously seek 
reinforcement of their own interests by pursuing the transnational agendas 
they consider important (Moisio, 2014). Educational discourses are thus 
the result of the interaction and negotiation between several actors, and 
the emergence of new ideas on a global or local political agenda is not a 
result of one-way imposition. Rather, there exists a network of interaction 
and influence rather than a top-down exercise of power (Beech, 2009; 
Lange & Alexiadou, 2010; Moisio, 2014).

We approach the policy documents as governing artefacts, setting 
guidelines not only for European nations and higher education institu-
tions but also for individuals by defining the necessary skills, competences 
and personal attributes expected from citizens. On the one hand, EU 
documents communicate with member states and address training recom-
mendations, expectations and requirements. On the other hand, the doc-
uments also speak directly to European citizens, thus seeking to engage all 
citizens in the common goal of building a successful knowledge-based 
economy. Hence, in the context of the European knowledge economy and 
the construction of the European higher education area, the target audi-
ence of the documents is not only those who fund, steer and organize 
higher education, but also the entire European population. The docu-
ments bring together the societal and the personal by subjectificating the 
individual as an active, responsible and employable European. They aim 

  H. LAALO ET AL.



79

both to modernise Europe and its citizens and to promote European com-
petitiveness, integration and the inclusion of citizens (See Palola, 2010, 
p. 189).

The critical policy analysis of our study is based on a post-structural 
understanding of the intertwinement of knowledge and power (see e.g. 
Diem et  al., 2014), and we thus perceive policy as discourse (Bacchi, 
2000). We understand discourse as a system of organising truth and reality 
(Powers, 2007). It defines right and wrong and shapes subjects’ under-
standing of themselves and their relations to others (Jäger & Maier, 2016). 
In our study, communicating was recognised as an exercise of power upon 
subjects (Deacon & Parker, 1995).

Carol Bacchi’s ideas on investigating problematisations are useful here; 
looking at ‘what the problem is represented to be’ in the policy texts 
reveals how policy recommendations define social ‘problems’ and offer 
solutions to them, thus legitimising certain actions and serving certain 
interests (Bacchi, 2012; Bacchi & Goodwin, 2016). Problematisations are 
at the core of the analytics of government since they can be used to regu-
late subjects’ behaviour and actions according to a predefined moral stan-
dard (Rose, 1999).

In our reading of the research material, we focused on the control and 
demands articulated in the policy texts to develop the employability of 
graduates. Moreover, we paid attention to the position of risk in the texts 
to see whether and how subjects are being governed by risk (O’Malley, 
2004) or, as Isin (2004) puts it, through neurosis. Based on our critical 
reading and categorisations of the material, we identified three interre-
lated ‘problems’ or hindrances of employability that justify the promotion 
of entrepreneurship in education. In this reasoning, risk is articulated 
simultaneously as a threat and as an empowering opportunity.

Entrepreneurship Education as a Solution 
to Employability Problems

By paying attention to the persuasive language of the policy texts, we iden-
tified three problems, all of which represent entrepreneurship education as 
a source of graduate employability. First, the lack of skills and desired 
attributes of graduates in the context of Europe 2020 is represented as a 
key problem. Second, more issues are found in the quality and efficiency 
of higher education. It is reasoned that higher education, due to its 
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inadequate contents and methods, fails to offer students what they need to 
become employable. Third, a risk society and risky labour markets are 
represented as problematic. To all these three interrelated problems, 
entrepreneurship education is represented as a solution as it develops 
entrepreneurial skills, creates connections to businesses and employers and 
encourages students to tolerate risks.

Problem 1: Lack of Entrepreneurial Skills

In the analysed documents, accounts on employability and entrepreneur-
ship are in line with and strengthened by the EU’s endeavours to increase 
growth and employment. Thus, in the context of Europe 2020, it is rea-
soned that promoting entrepreneurship in education in order to develop 
employability is important when fostering economic prosperity. Typically, 
this is the starting point of the documents:

The Europe 2020 strategy recognises that if Europe is to meet the economic 
and social challenges it faces, there is a critical requirement for its citizens to 
become more entrepreneurial across all walks of life—for example, in eco-
nomic and social innovation, new business creation, employability and active 
citizenship (especially amongst young people). (EC, 2014a, iii)

In creating Europe 2020, citizens are thus encouraged to become 
entrepreneurial in all spheres of life. In this reasoning, non-entrepreneurial 
behaviour appears abnormal and problematic.

In the centre of the endeavours to promote entrepreneurship and 
employability in education is thus the fostering of citizens who are 
equipped with skills and competences necessary in the challenging eco-
nomic circumstances and citizens who not only take care of themselves 
but also benefit the success of the whole continent. This rhetoric calls for 
a strong commitment to shared objectives and governs the attributes of 
individuals in the name of competitiveness:

education, and in particular higher education and its links with research and 
innovation, plays a crucial role in individual and societal advancement, and 
in providing the highly skilled human capital and the articulate citizens that 
Europe needs to create jobs, economic growth and prosperity. (EC, 
2011, p. 2)
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In the recommendations on key competences for lifelong learning (EU, 
2019), the European Union identifies eight key competences that are said 
to be essential to citizens’ employability and overall well-being. One of the 
identified key competences is entrepreneurship and initiative, which refers 
to not only citizens’ enthusiasm to start businesses but also to a proactive, 
innovative and self-responsible mindset. The worry over citizens’ compe-
tences, skills and mentality is visible in the EU’s education policy and also 
concerns higher education, wherein educating employable entrepreneurial 
subjects seems to have become a central goal.

Maximising graduates’ potential in labour markets has become one of 
the core concerns of higher education, and entrepreneurship education 
has been presented as a solution. Indeed, employability is a central justifi-
cation for entrepreneurship education, which is presented as a necessary 
tool for improving the employability of graduates. Employability and 
entrepreneurship are intertwined in their shared efforts to govern the ideal 
labour market citizen, and their relation seems bilateral: one cannot be 
employable without being entrepreneurial (and vice versa). 
Entrepreneurship education ‘helps to boost career ambitions’ and ‘leads 
to higher employability’ (EC, 2015, p.  7–8). Similarly, it is empha-
sised that:

Attention should be particularly focused on the development of entrepre-
neurial skills because they not only contribute to new business creation but 
also to the employability of young people. (EC, 2012c, p. 4)

Various positive consequences of entrepreneurship education in terms 
of employability have been identified. For example, a study report focus-
ing on the effects and impacts of entrepreneurship education explained that:

entrepreneurship education seems to have a positive effect on employability 
in terms of job experience, creativity in the current job and annual income 
earned by alumni presently in paid employment. It seems to be easier for 
entrepreneurship alumni to find employment immediately after their gradu-
ation and the chance of being unemployed in the first years after graduation 
is lower. (EC, 2012a, p. 12)

These conclusions are presented as strong facts, although a closer read-
ing reveals that the reported study is based on self-evaluations of entrepre-
neurship alumni. On the contrary, in research, the evidence on the impacts 
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of entrepreneurship education has been challenging to verify (e.g. Lackéus, 
2015). In policy language, employability and entrepreneurship are broad 
and vague concepts; therefore, it is not always easy to perceive causations 
between them. While entrepreneurship refers to both business behaviour 
and mindset, employability is related to finding and maintaining a job, 
wage level and individual skills and attitudes that are desirable in a candi-
date from an employer’s perspective. One such example of a broad defini-
tion of employability is to consider it a ‘combination of knowledge, 
competences and personal attributes that make graduates more likely to 
gain employment and progress during their career’ (EC, 2014b, p. 15).

In entrepreneurship education, employability is parallel to intrapre-
neurial behaviour, which refers to an individual’s ability to entrepreneur-
ially devote to work and be innovative as an employee. Again, this is 
acknowledged as important for economic reasons:

Entrepreneurship education will make young people more employable and 
more ‘intrapreneurial’ in their work within existing organisations, across the 
social, public and private sectors. Therefore, investing in entrepreneurship 
education is one of the highest-return investments that Europe can make. 
(EC, 2013a, p. 4)

Altogether, the core problem shaped in the policy language is the lack 
of adequate skills and attributes needed for becoming an entrepreneurial 
labour market citizen. In other words, European graduates are seen as not 
being well-equipped to meet the demands and needs of the European 
knowledge economy. For example, reasons for youth unemployment are 
found to originate from a lack of skills and competences; thus, skills devel-
opment in entrepreneurship education is a solution to the Europe’s eco-
nomic challenges and unemployment. Overall, describing problems in 
individual characteristics and responsibilities is emphasised over structural 
problems; thus, the current perspective on education in the policy is highly 
individualistic.

Problem 2: Obsolete Higher Education

The role of higher education in this reasoning is to offer opportunities and 
to make personal development towards employability possible. Higher 
education is set in a key position in the knowledge economy, which has 
increased expectations towards higher education institutions. However, 
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endeavours to modernise European higher education (e.g. EC, 2012c, 
2013c, 2014b) reveal the presumptions of outdated contents and meth-
ods of present-day higher education. The need to improve the contents of 
higher education to make it more relevant to the labour market, as well as 
expectations to increase connections to labour market actors, points out 
how higher education is currently accused of failing to prepare young 
people for the labour market. In this reasoning, higher education cur-
rently appears to be too academic and theoretical. There seems to be an 
assumption that by modernising higher education, it is possible to pro-
duce employable graduates who are skilled and updated and able to help 
both themselves and Europe succeed. The attributes of entrepreneurial 
employability pursued in entrepreneurship education emphasise produc-
tivity, adaptability and innovativeness. From the governmentality perspec-
tive, the policy texts construct a higher education system that produces 
able-minded citizens who can guarantee the competitiveness of Europe.

Education and training systems have to be modernised to reinforce their 
efficiency and quality and to equip people with the skills and competences 
they need to succeed in the labour market. (EU, 2012a, p. 1)

European education and training systems continue to fall short in providing 
the right skills for employability and are not working adequately with busi-
ness or employers to bring the learning experience closer to the reality of the 
working environment. These skills mismatches are a growing concern for 
European industry’s competitiveness. (EC, 2012c, p. 2)

The graduate who has received high-quality teaching is more likely to be 
adaptable, assured, innovative, entrepreneurial and employable in the broad-
est sense of the term. (EC, 2013c, p. 13)

In sum, the problem in higher education that was defined in the docu-
ments is the lack of quality and efficiency of teaching and learning, which 
does not meet the needs of the labour market. The discourse on employ-
ability underlines these problems, placing a strong emphasis on practical 
learning and connections to business and labour market actors. From the 
governmentality perspective, the objective seems to be the transformation 
of higher education institutions into more labour market and business-
relevant organisations. This emerging transformation of higher education 
institutions to ‘business institutions’ will alter the roles of students, teach-
ers and researchers in universities (see also Laalo et al., 2019).
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Involving employers and labour market institutions in the design and  
delivery of programmes, supporting staff exchanges and including practical 
experience in courses can help attune curricula to current and emerging 
labour market needs and foster employability and entrepreneurship. (EC, 
2011, p. 5)

These wishes are taken to practice and answered in the pedagogy of 
entrepreneurship education that leans on learning by doing, practical 
experiences and connections to working life and business (e.g. EC, 2013a, 
2013b). For example, in higher education, it is seen as useful to

bring entrepreneurs into the classroom and involve students directly in 
enterprise projects. Using active learning methods is more complex than 
traditional teaching methods. It requires engaging students’ feelings and 
emotions in the learning process. (EC, 2012b, p. 70)

This citation is an example of how becoming an employable graduate 
also requires emotional reflectiveness. This reasoning is a sign of therapeu-
tic governmentality, which emphasises motivation and positive attitudes 
(see e.g. Brunila et al., 2020). To understand oneself as an employable 
labour market citizen, one needs to have the capability to control their 
emotions and affects in unsecure and unpredictable labour markets.

Problem 3: Risk Society and Risky Labour Markets

In committing European graduates to pursue success in their personal 
lives and in global competition, risk has an important role to play. One 
presumption that overlaps the texts is that the uncertain nature of society 
and labour markets demands graduates who can deal with risks. The abil-
ity to manage risks is hence part of the desired skills and attributes of the 
employable subject pursued. The frequent mentioning of crises, change 
and uncertain circumstances in the documents creates an impression of a 
fully unpredictable future to which, slightly paradoxically, citizens must be 
well prepared. Entrepreneurship education, in its attempt to shape the 
entrepreneurial mindset of students, is thus an apt solution. The use of the 
term ‘we’ in the policy language indicates committing and speaking 
directly to Europeans. It is articulated how challenging times require the 
responsibility of all citizens:
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We need change in Europe. We are facing considerable challenges—chal-
lenges too big to be dealt with by any one country acting alone: the eco-
nomic crisis; unemployment, especially for young people; changing 
demographics; the emergence of new competitors; new technologies and 
modes of working. Europe can no longer rest on its laurels. We need to 
become more outward-looking, more innovative, and to put our societies 
on a sustainable footing for the future. (EC, 2013c, p. 4)

The analysis revealed three perspectives on risk: the risk society and 
risky labour markets as a neutral fact, the risk of social exclusion as a deter-
rence and risk-taking as an empowering skill. First, the uncertainty of the 
economy and the labour markets is described as a natural phenomenon 
that individuals cannot escape. In describing the challenges of the knowl-
edge economy, the documents create and maintain an understanding of 
unavoidable risks and uncertainties that students must simply learn to tol-
erate. The economic crisis and the uncertainty in the labour market are 
taken for granted, and the risky nature of society is thus a fact that citizens 
must accept and adapt towards. The challenging social circumstances are 
thus used as a justification for shaping the mindsets of individuals.

Indeed, solutions to the challenging social circumstances are found 
from shaping citizens’ mindset and characteristics, which reveals how citi-
zens’ attributes, rather than social structures, are constructed problematic: 
citizens should better fit the surrounding circumstances. Employability in 
itself is an example of converting structural problems of unemployment to 
individual problems. This reasoning is typical for neoliberal governing, 
where gains and losses are individualised.

Second, although risk is depicted as inevitable and acceptable, it is also 
used as deterrence. For example, in highlighting the importance of entre-
preneurship education in order to ensure employability, the lack of entre-
preneurial skills and neglecting the demand to develop employability 
appear as risks of unemployment and social exclusion. For instance, it is 
explained how ‘entrepreneurship education can help to protect an indi-
vidual against social exclusion’ (EC, 2015, p. 12)—implying that a failure 
to obtain entrepreneurship education involves a social risk.

Although entrepreneurship education is seen as a tool to boost students 
to pursue success, it is the individual who is responsible for their own suc-
cess and failure in their risky working life; students are taught to take the 
future in their own hands, thus bringing about the individual risk of 
unemployment. Demands for constant personal development and 
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updating of skills, which the policy documents call for, are preparations for 
an uncertain tomorrow.

Third, in the goals of entrepreneurial pedagogy, the ability to manage 
risks holds a strong empowering ethos. For example, a report showing 
evidence on the impact of entrepreneurship education (EC, 2015) defines 
the term ‘sense of empowerment’ to be part of entrepreneurial attitude. 
Entrepreneurial skills, such as taking and managing risk, are acknowledged 
as important (e.g. EC, 2013a, 2015). Furthermore, taking risks, failing 
and coping with uncertainty are acknowledged as part of entrepreneurial 
behaviour and are therefore encouraged. Furthermore, failure, as ‘an inte-
gral part of the entrepreneurial process’ (EC, 2013a, p. 53), is positively 
recognised as a learning experience. Bold risk-takers empowered by entre-
preneurship education are to be celebrated. Accordingly, educators and 
facilitators ‘must be able to create an open environment in which students 
develop the necessary confidence to take risks’ (EC, 2012b, p. 69).

To conclude, by appealing to risk and uncertain labour markets, stu-
dents are guided to internalise the importance of constant self-development 
for demanded knowledge, skills, attitudes and emotions, while higher 
education institutions are expected to adopt practices to foster such self-
reflective subjects. In entrepreneurship education, tolerating uncertainty 
and learning from failures are important principles (Rae et  al., 2012; 
Komulainen et al., 2020), which reflect the interpretation of risks as some-
thing that individuals must accept and adapt to and, in the most successful 
cases, take advantage of. In sum, risk is inherent in competitive life.

The individualisation of risks is visible in policy discourse. It constitutes 
the character of a neoliberal or even neurotic citizen who is constantly 
assessing and developing oneself to manage risks in uncertain environ-
ments. In this discourse, it is the individual who must accommodate one-
self to risks and uncertainty by becoming proactive and self-responsible.

Discussion: Empowered or Neurotic Citizens?
In this chapter, we have analysed the policy documents and language of 
the European Union to understand how the employable higher education 
graduate is constructed in EU policy. Our study indicates how European 
graduates are governed to develop their employability and thus to benefit 
the European economic area. In light of our analysis, during the past 
decade, there has been a strong emphasis on EU policy to foster empow-
ered citizens who actively take care of themselves and their employability, 
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and by doing so also benefit the economic success of the whole of Europe. 
It appears that entrepreneurship education in creating partnerships with 
labour market actors and in developing the entrepreneurial mindset and 
skills of graduates is suggested as an apt solution to problems represented 
in the policy. This empowerment of citizens is articulated as important in 
the context of various uncertainties. By appealing to risks and uncertain-
ties, the documents participate in constructing the ‘risk society’ as a struc-
tural fact that individuals must adapt to.

Seemingly, the policy is about ‘taking care’ of the employability of grad-
uates. However, our analysis also points out how uncertain and risky 
labour markets are used as deterrence that places pressure on individuals. 
This is where the image of a neurotic citizen might become materialised: 
in light of the policy texts, it is the individual who is responsible for con-
stant personal development and updating of skills. This same rhetoric is 
also familiar with the politics of lifelong learning (Kinnari, 2020). 
Neglecting these demands may, according to the discourse, lead individu-
als to drop out of society, thus weakening the position of Europe in global 
competition. The role of educational institutions and entrepreneurship 
education as a governing technology is to offer opportunities and tools for 
the development of personal potential. The perspective on higher educa-
tion in the policy is thus highly individualistic.

Some scholars have suggested that there is an ongoing turn from neo-
liberalism to neuroliberalism (e.g. Isin, 2004; Whitehead et al., 2017). In 
neuroliberalism, individuals are acknowledged as irrational and emotional 
in their economic behaviour and choices rather than rational decision-
makers. This interpretation is legitimated by behavioural economics, psy-
chology and neurological science (Rose & Abi-Rached, 2014). These 
points also make it interesting to consider the role of emotions in the 
governing practices appealing to risk. In entrepreneurship education, pas-
sion and excitement are emphasised (Berglund, 2013), and in studies 
addressing the topic, affects and emotions are increasingly investigated 
and acknowledged as important (Keller & Kozlinska, 2019). When it 
comes to the production of the neurotic citizen, it seems that both 
empowering and intimidation play an important role. Governing through 
neurosis in the context of entrepreneurship education seems to be about 
balancing threats and opportunities.

In this study, our focus has been on how the subject is objectivised in 
policy texts (see Deacon & Parker, 1995; Leask, 2012). By studying the 
policies, we have not been able to reach the level of actual subjectification; 
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it has been outside the scope of our research to determine how far indi-
viduals actually comply with the policies and how far these policies are 
materialised in practices such as national policies, developmental projects, 
educational institutions, and so on. The subject always has the power to 
resist or comply with supranational policy recommendations. This is an 
important point to be taken into account in future research. Our study has 
shed light on the unintentional and unpredictable consequences of 
employability policy, and we believe that investigating this more deeply in 
the future would be fruitful.

Funding  This work was supportd by the Academy of Finland (grant number 
333025).

Appendix A: Analysed Documents

•	 European Commission. (2011). Supporting growth and jobs. An 
agenda for the modernisation of Europe’s higher education systems.

•	 European Union. (2011). An agenda for new skills and jobs: a 
European contribution towards full employment.

•	 European Commission. (2012a). Effects and impact of entrepreneur-
ship programmes in higher education.

•	 European Commission. (2012b). Building entrepreneurial mindsets 
and skills in the EU.

•	 European Commission. (2012c). Rethinking education. Investing in 
skills for better socio-economic outcomes. Communication from the 
Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the European 
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions.

•	 European Union. (2012a). Education and Training in a smart, sus-
tainable and inclusive Europe. Joint Report of the Council and the 
Commission on the implementation of the Strategic Framework for 
European cooperation in education and training (ET, 2020).

•	 European Union. (2012b). Council conclusions of 11 May 2012 on the 
employability of graduates from education and training.

•	 Humburg, M., van der Velden, R. & Verhagen, A. (2013). Final 
report. The employability of higher education graduates: The employers’ 
perspective. European commission.

•	 European Commission. (2013a). Entrepreneurship education: A 
guide for educators.
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•	 European Commission. (2013b). Entrepreneurship 2020 action plan: 
Reigniting the entrepreneurial spirit in Europe. Communication 
from the Commission. Brussels: COM (2012) 795 final.

•	 European Commission. (2013c). High level group on the modernisa-
tion of higher education. Report to the European Commission on 
improving the quality of teaching and learning in Europe’s higher 
education institutions.

•	 European Commission. (2014a). Expert group on indicators on entre-
preneurial learning and competence: Final report.

•	 European Commission. (2014b). Eurydice Brief. Modernisation of 
Higher Education in Europe: Access, Retention and Employability.

•	 European Commission. (2015). Entrepreneurship education: A road 
to success. A compilation of evidence on the impact of entrepreneurship 
education strategies and measures.

•	 European Union. (2019). Key competences for lifelong learning.
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