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Abstract

This article explores the subjective experiences of transition to employment in the outsourced/
offshored business service sector in Romania. Based on 138 interviews with junior and senior
graduates, it maps how different ‘tidal economic waves’ associated with Romania’s economic
transition have intersected working biographies since the 1990s. The paper argues that the sector
generates many middle-class employment opportunities, legitimising consensus around the idea that
‘this is the best time to be young.’ Yet, informed by elements of political economy, it challenges the
conventional repertoires of optimism. In doing so, it tentatively questions the long-term
occupational prospects of those who take up entry-level positions in (arguably) automatable, on-
the-move, and standardised jobs with lesser high-end value. The paper communicates using the
structure of opportunity theory by highlighting how, alongside location, the concept of time
(personal, historical, and company time) is woven into the work biographies of members of an under-
researched group.

Keywords: business service sector; Eastern Europe; employment; graduates; outsourcing

Introduction

Romania became a destination for a thriving outsourced business service sector (BSS). This
paper starts with an early discovery from a piece of large-scale qualitative research with
BSS employees. Both recent and mature graduates argued that ‘this is the best time to be
young'. Expressions such as ‘the lucky generation’ and ‘first generation not to complain’
were frequent. What made our interviewees arrive at this conclusion in a country where
all generations have some grounds for self-victimisation and their own narrative of
generational injustice? This discovery was hard to unpack, especially in a context where
the EU is concerned about a ‘lost generation’ following COVID-19, as evidence about the
impact of underemployment accumulates (Heyes and Tomlinson 2021) and as, across the
world, young people’s collective emotions appear to be framed by ‘social anger’ towards
entities of power, social institutions, ‘systems’, or societies (van de Velde 2023).

This paper investigates the subjective experiences of graduates working in Romania’s
mid-tier BSS. We used the above discovery as an entry point for understanding the
structures that frame graduates’ employment in a dependent economy shaped by
multinational companies relying on offshoring and outsourcing. How do graduates of different
cohorts make sense of the structures that shape their working lives, what kind of subjectivities emerge
in this process? This paper examines young people’s grammars of happiness in an attempt to
‘sociologise the emotions’ (van de Velde 2023) and understand how structures are woven
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into personal biographies. Ultimately, the hope is to contribute to a better understanding of
Central Eastern European (CEE) graduate careers in multinational companies. While
acknowledging the relevance of individual agency, we wanted to trace patterns and
structures that enabled larger groups to succeed.

We tentatively propose there were three ‘waves’ that generated windows of
opportunity in Romania’s recent history: the fall of communism, EU accession, and,
finally, the growth of the outsourcing/offshoring sector before the COVID-19 pandemic.
The paper confirms that this thriving sector provides many middle-class employment
opportunities. Some jobs are able to lead to respectable white-collar careers unimaginable
decades ago. Interviews captured young people’s optimism, and even excitement.
However, as the sector ‘matured,’ the possibility for graduates to discern ‘the right time
and the right place’ to make career moves became more obscure and difficult to decrypt.
Internal configurations of departments and projects were continuously revised, and as
ideas of progression and internal markers of distinction were created, job descriptions
were often (deliberately) ambiguous. Given this environment, we argue that young people
began to become susceptible to a powerful narrative of ‘opportunities,” albeit within a
labour market that is confusing to many.

The paper opens up several elements of inquiry that challenge the notion that those
entering the labour market are, indeed, in a privileged position. In doing so, it argues that
these careers are being reconfigured with a larger share of low- to mid-level jobs and a
shrinking top managerial stratum, while the industry’s mobility remains contingent on
global dynamics and the fulfilment of profit targets elsewhere. Besides, the sector’s labour
intensive, youthful jobs requiring emotional work call for questions about the long-term
prospects for those approaching midlife in these workplaces. Ultimately, the paper
tentatively questions the long-term occupational prospects of those who take up entry-
level positions in (arguably) automatable and standardised jobs - part of the knowledge
economy’s ‘pseudo-vanguardism’ Unger (2019).

Theoretical background

Corporate life has conventionally been associated with upward trajectories. Research
indicates that distance (through offshoring) is associated with an increase in the
number of middle-managerial layers, both at headquarters and subsidiaries (Gumpert
et al 2019). However, as the proportions of top managerial positions have shrunk, it is
questionable if occupational structures have been ‘sufficiently upgraded to accommo-
date the growing number of highly qualified individuals’ (Tomlinson 2017, 22). The
question of whether graduates are entering a ‘knowledge economy,’ partaking in the
phenomenon of digital Taylorism or the proletarianisation of immaterial labour
(‘cybertariat’ cf. Huws 2003) is increasingly being raised. Dilemmas associated with their
subjectivities and occupational identities as ‘semi-professionalised’ or working class
have become pertinent.

Critics argue that companies have shifted from offering internal career paths to
‘employability’ elsewhere (Tomlinson 2017; Farrugia et al 2024; Mackenzie Davey 2021;
Roper et al 2010), deliberately infusing a sense of insecurity and risk, normalising
trajectories that involve underemployment and failure (Ho 2009; Winlow and Hall 2013).
To Sennett, companies have moved from having an interest in long-term achievement
towards celebrating ‘potential ability’ and ‘soft skills’ (2006:4). Conversely, anecdotal
evidence bring mixed evidence: from occasional confirmations of the ‘lazy and entitled’
stereotype, to instances of overwork and underpayment.

Careers are not only the product of individual agency but also of the 'interplay between
agentic and contextual forces over time' (Gunz and Mayrhofer 2021, 158). These contextual
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forces include life stage (personal time) and historical time, geography, social inclusion
regimes (Durst and Bereményi 2024) political, economic, and demographic changes,
institutional and policy contexts (Gunz and Mayrhofer 2021; Roberts 2009; Tomlinson,
2017; Robertson et al 2021; DeZelan et al 2016). Work does not happen in a vacuum but is
strongly connected to places that have their own histories, education systems, and
political ecosystems (Alexander 2024). These need to be part of the conversation on how
careers unfold.

According to the opportunity structure theory (Roberts 1968), young people do not
choose as much as adjust themselves to external conditions based on class, ethnicity, and
gender (‘who they are,” according to Roberts). Young people do exercise agency, yet, within
the confines of reshaped opportunities: ‘responsibility for outcomes is personalised
(privatised), but outcomes are not simply personal choices’ (Roberts 2009, 362).

Although opportunity structure theory was used as a frame for explaining labour
market transitions in the developed economies of the West, its application to a dependent
market economy was rather contextual, limited, and intuitive. Also, the theory examined
the positional dis/advantages of different generations spanning seven decades (‘Baby
Boomers,” Generation X, and millennials). Yet, as this paper will suggest, the economic
transformations of the last 30 years are too dynamic to be collected under such single
generational umbrellas.

Ultimately, despite its potentially explanatory value for understanding the career
advancement of ordinary graduates, opportunity structure theory was mainly used to explain
work-related issues either at the very bottom: unemployment, early school leaving,
precarious and low-skilled jobs (Bessant 2018; Shildrick et al 2012), or at the very top: the
positional advantage of the elites (Holford 2017; Friedman and Laurison 2019). The ‘missing
middle’ was a recent discovery (Roberts 2015; Cairns et al 2014). The latter are largely ‘those
whose names are neither inscribed on the honors’ boards of their schools nor scratched into
the desks” (Brown 1987 cf. ,Williamson 2017, 56) or members of ‘the “new mainstream” that
lies between the lumpen groups at the bottom and the successful new entrepreneurs,
technocrats and knowledge economy workers somewhere above’ (Winlow and Hall 2009, 104).

Understandably, many groups may claim legitimacy as ‘the missing middle’; graduates
in the mid-tier business service sector are one such group. To Streib (2023), these are
employees doing work that does not require extensive training: ‘data entry, processing
accounts payable and accounts receivable, monitoring payroll, checking the performance
of an ad campaign, creating pivot tables, researching investments, managing projects,
talking to clients, organizing events, and selling products’ (2023: 152). They work,
according to Unger (2019), in the ““Walmarts” of the world’; in ‘pseudo-vanguardist’ office
jobs that create the illusion of the knowledge economy but are merely disappointing proof
that the knowledge economy remains insulated and the apanage of the elites.

Nonetheless, the knowledge economy is claimed to be an important driver of gro
(Thompson 2020) wth in previously peripheral regions where large companies have
externalised or located non-core services. Generally, it includes creating products and
services based on symbolic resources and intellectual capabilities rather than based on the
traditional factors of production; land, labour, or capital (Powell and Snellman 2004). The
knowledge economy was expected to trigger fairness and development for all. Whilst
policy agendas prioritise job creation as an indicator of political performativity, it is now
that questions about the quality of jobs start being raised (Thompson 2020). It has been
argued (Unger 2019) that large innovative firms outsource operations, once they are
routinised, towards areas of ‘pseudo-vanguardism’. There, work merely entails adoption of
digital technologies to manage complex information (Unger 2019). Yet, the vast majority of
workers from these economic (semi)-peripheries are seduced into conflating the technical
character of their tasks with ‘knowledge economy vanguardism’ (Unger 2019). Indeed,
research has pointed to the practice of casually re-labelling those employed in many
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existing and very disparate occupations as knowledge workers, whilst knowledge work is
continuously internally differentiated, (re)stratified, and eventually, polarised (Brown et al
2015; Cavaglia and Etheridge 2020; Warhurst and Thompson 2006). Moreover, it may
involve few employees (Unger 2019).

Interestingly enough, even the richest countries have been unable to generate a
knowledge economy embedded at a large scale, as the research of Unger (2019) and Streib
(2023) on the US mid-tier labour market suggests. Streib’s graduate interviewees
performed rather unexciting back-office work without the level of complexity one would
expect. In Europe, as statistics cited in Brophy (2017) show, one out of every three new jobs
in the first decade of 2000 in Ireland, was a call-centre position. Whilst the proportion of
tertiary-educated individuals almost doubled in Italy, France, and the UK, the share of
those doing non-graduate work has risen substantially, well beyond levels that can be
explained by recession-driven fluctuations in demand (Purcell and Tzanakou 2016; Cote
and Furlong 2016).

From a youth studies perspective, one can see the economic (read: extractive) value of
jobs demanding ‘youthful” attitudes and emotional work. Despite the policy narrative de-
contextualising skills, the latter are always embodied: ingrained in the body and mind. We
argue that there is a labour market deliberately interested in the value extraction or
commodification of youth (see also Yates 2023a). Previous research has identified the co-
optation of ‘youthful culture’ in late capitalism, as evident in the hospitality industry and
the night-time economy (Farrugia et al 2024). This paper will provide support for
considering the BSS as one such area, as well.

Historically, social mobility was a consequence of a changed labour structure, not
individual effort (Avis 2017). Whilst the shift from agrarian economies to industrial
production and the expansion of middle-class jobs in the state sector are handy examples,
more recent transformations are also pertinent. The transition to a market economy in the
former communist countries, for instance, created jobs in the private sector for those in a
position to take such opportunities. Later, the burgeoning service sector and the
development of the IT, opened career prospects that were not dependent on the individual
effort alone. Outsourced/offshored work can change the labour structure, enabling large
cohorts with a working-class background to occupy quasi-middle-class employment.
Indeed, in the emerging economies of Central and Eastern Europe (CEE), the promise of
white-collar jobs for increasing numbers of graduates grew. After restricted access to
higher education during communism and shortly after, a cohort of young people - many
the first in their families to pursue higher education - have legitimate career expectations.
However, it is uncertain whether the BSS operating through outsourcing and offshoring
can accommodate their professional aspirations.

Evidence about the types of jobs available through outsourcing/offshoring remains
insufficiently explored and, occasionally, it is a contentious issue in both home and host
countries (Brannan 2015; Brophy 2017; Samuels 2018). Companies deliberately avoid
discussing outsourcing/offshoring in home countries (Samuels 2018), and, we argue, at the
receiving end, too. In receiving countries, ‘foreign investment’ is either celebrated as an
indicator of state proficiency, or criticised in emerging, critical, and populist discourses. It
is rarely a subject of research in its own right. There is little evidence about how
opportunities to climb career ladders (have) unfold(ed) for different cohorts. Moreover,
whilst STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) graduates generally
seem to have better labour market prospects in knowledge-based economies (Purcell and
Tzanakou 2016), we know little about graduates from the social sciences and humanities.

In the US, the examination of the conditions of entry into the mid-tier labour market
for business services suggest that luck is the ‘great equaliser’ (Streib 2023). This research
argues that neither advantaged nor disadvantaged graduates have the key to accessing
good jobs because the definition of good jobs is shifting, and their content and payment,
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deliberately obscured by employers. Jobs are dynamic, career paths are unpredictable, and
salaries are unknown prior to taking up employment. In Europe, it has become obvious
that many employers ‘don’t care’ what degree their new employees have studied. For
instance, in the UK, as many as 86% of recruitment organisations included in a recent
sample claim this (Institute of Student Employers 2019). In this context, one may
legitimately question the employment prospects of young people in a country from an
economic semi-periphery (Ban 2019) caught in a low-skills equilibrium (T4rlea 2019).

Romania

Romania has 19.5 million inhabitants, and over 500,000 university students enrol each
year, with almost a quarter choosing economics, accounting, and management (ABSL
2020). Alongside other CEE countries, it has become a popular destination for the BSS,
notably procurement and supply chain management, finance and accounting, customer
operations, and HR.! This development has been driven by EU membership and the
availability of a sizable pool of recent graduates® at lower wages.> In 2020, 24.7% of the
country’s 25-34-year-old population had completed higher education (ISCED 5-8),
compared to the EU average of 42% (Eurostat 2024). The average age of BSS employees
is 25-34 (Romanian Government 2023).

The country has the characteristics of an economic semi-periphery (Ban 2019) with
optimistic growth indicators. As of 2023, GDP per capita expressed in purchasing power
standards ranked Romania above Hungary, Croatia, Slovakia, Latvia, Greece, and Bulgaria
(Eurostat 2023). However, Romania is also a country with major regional disparities that
render university cities attractive to young people from more deprived regions and towns.
The BSS, which has developed in the ‘magnet’ cities, contributed 5.4% to Romania’s GDP in
2021, and since 2011, this contribution has consistently been higher than the average
contribution of this sector to the European Union’s GDP (AGERPRES 2021).

It is uncertain how the opportunity to climb career ladders has unfolded for different
cohorts of over recent decades. Romania’s post-communist economic trajectory has been
rather tortuous because of disproportionately low investment after the 1990s (in
comparison with the countries of the region), a focus on low-added value services, a
shortage of domestic and foreign capital, and considerable investment in short-term
profit-generating activities (Pdun and Pinzaru 2019). This has made the country a
dependent market economy (Ban 2019) characterised by ‘asymmetrical policies’ that have
made it ‘favourable to foreign investment’ (Gog 2020) in the overall European context
shaped by the weakened position of labour (Heyes et al 2012; Pdun and Pinzaru 2019).

Aims and methods

This study draws on the compelling findings of large-scale qualitative research, exploring
the reasons people give for deeming the present ‘the best time to be young.” The questions
that guided the research were the following: How do the structures of opportunities in a
country undergoing economic and political transition intersect graduates” personal transitions to
employment? How do graduates of different cohorts make sense of the structures that shape their
working lives, what kind of subjectivities emerge in this process, and what can this tell us about the
changing nature of work in the global economy? The article strives to unpack individuals’
perceptions of opportunities at the time of entering employment and their understanding
of the enabling circumstances available for other cohorts. It maps how different ‘tidal
waves’ have affected Romania’s recent history and how they have intersected personal
biographies.
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The research focused on the perspectives of junior and senior employees with a
university background in a non-STEM area at a time when the public imaginary associates
technology with success and renders marginal the prospects of those not trained in such
subjects. We were aware of the risk of reifying ‘graduates’ and searched for the usually
overlooked accounts of ‘mature graduates’ as well (Siivonen 2017). The paper is based on
138 in-depth interviews with graduates in their 20s and early 30s, as well as senior
employees: HR staff, recruiters, and managers at different levels of seniority. With six
exceptions, all interviews were face-to-face and carried out by two small research teams
between 2018-2019 and 2022-2023. The duration was between 45 and 130 minutes, with an
average of 75 minutes. Verbatim manual transcriptions resulted in over 2,500 transcript
pages, later coded in NVivo (over 2,000 codes). All data were anonymised.

We used sociological, economic, and political lenses to analyse the structures of
opportunities (and constraints) shaping graduates’ transition to work in outsourcing/
offshoring companies. The life-narrative interviews allowed people to (re)present
themselves, weaving ‘the reconstructed past, the perceived present, and the imagined
future’ (Adler et al 2017, 519). Interviews engaged with the past (for instance, by exploring
the careers of mature graduates), yet with the purpose of understanding the present. As we
tried not to reify the concept of ‘generation,” the paper uses a bottom-up conceptualisation
based on interviewees’ understanding of this, generally indicated via people sharing a
collective conscience about major historical or political events (the 1989 Revolution,
European integration, COVID-19, and the like).

The paper also responds to a moral imperative of refusing the seductive power of
spectacular and ‘memorable’ stories in favour of more mundane, pedestrian, and ordinary
ones in an attempt to balance extremes: either young people experiencing social
disadvantage (those in NEET* situations) or the stories of professional success of those at
the forefront of Romania’s thriving IT sector, in innovation and entrepreneurship. In this
process, the paper seeks to inform the wider debate about the changed nature of work in
the global economy by examining a sector inherently on the move and a country at the
receiving end of the outsourcing/ offshoring processes.

Methodologically, we do not deploy a study of structures but one that examines how
people retrospectively construct the ways structures influence their working lives and
selves. The ambition is not to create a ‘true story’ but ‘plausible accounts of the world’
(Silverman 2000), which cherish - and do not dismiss - ambiguity (Alvesson and Spicer
2010). We aim to ‘link structural dimensions with graduates’ lived experiences’ (Tomlinson
and Holmes 2017, 28).

But how do we access structures/the ‘generative mechanisms’ in people’s accounts?
The paper uses a critical realist stance, which holds there are three layers/ domains of
reality: ‘the empirical’ (which can be observed), ‘the actual’ (‘just below the surface’;
accessible through qualitative research) and the ‘real’ level, where structures, generative
mechanisms, and dispositional powers exist, yet are not directly observable (Bhaskar,
1975). The real level (‘the bottom of the iceberg’) can only be inferred through a process of
abduction (theoretical re-description) (Stutchbury 2021).

Critical realism recognises that the knowledge participants have of social structures is
inherently subjective, relative, and constructed, and that there are ‘unobservable
structures’; that is, a reality independent of people’s knowledge of it (Bhaskar, 1975; Tikly
2015). The paper employs an abductive approach (a third type of research inquiry besides
deduction and induction). It starts with observations from which it seeks to draw ‘the
simplest and most likely conclusion’ (Agterberg 2021; Eco 1983). Whilst induction and
deduction are based on necessary inferences, abduction provides the best explanation and
generates plausible, indefinite (and insecure) conclusions that do not completely eliminate
uncertainty or doubt. This process carries inherent limitations: it remains necessarily
prudent and tentative. Yet, it serves our purpose of making the leap from the empirical
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and the ‘actual level” of observable data (including interviewees’ testimonies) to the ‘real’
level of structures, generative mechanisms, and dispositional powers.

Findings and interpretation

The next section searches for structures in the interviewees’ narratives. It unfolds several
major ‘waves’ that emerged, and critically revises the findings.

Tidal wave I: ‘the first lucky generation’

When the few multinationals located services in Romania,® they preferred to employ
recent graduates who were ‘uncontaminated’ by communism. Senior interviewees
reflected on their positional advantage but also on the highly competitive, close-to-
exploitative environments of the time. Being in the right place at the right time meant
being a very recent graduate, who was ambitious and located in Bucharest. Those entering
the few multinational companies on the market were likely to grow up fast (provided they
had enabling circumstances to keep up with the harsh working conditions). Ana, a 52-year-
old owner of a recruitment company, recalls her overambitious start as an HR manager at
a 6,500-employee Romanian company that was bought by an international group:

Continuously, the woman from the interview board repeated: ‘But you are too young.’ Of
course, I am young, I thought. Haven’t you noticed that from my CV? Why did you make me
come to Bucharest, then? 1 knew they didn’t trust the people that worked there
previously, they wanted someone new. But I didn’t want to accept anything less than
[the position of] the HR manager! Imagine! And they finally gave me the job. I had a
row of over six interviews, so it was not that they arrived easily at this decision. Then,
at the company, I met a more experienced woman, like the one I'd be now. She took
me aside and told me: ‘Look, girl. You are going to work here with strong men. They will
drive you crazy. They’ll trick you, and you won’t even know what hit you. Be careful!’ And she
was so right! T was tough, but T resigned within a year. (Ana, 52, owner of a
recruitment firm)

Ana admits such a career leap would be outrageous today. But this event in her
professional past does not deter her from criticising the ‘unreasonable’ expectations of the
employees at her own recruitment firm:

New entrants are now recruiting [employees] for Lidl, and they [the recruiters]
complain that their own salaries are lower than those at Lidl. Well, go and work for Lidl!
And then, all you can do is move to another supermarket! An HR expert is not made in a year!
You need 4-5 years to start adding value to a company. (Ana, 52, owner of a recruitment
company)

But, to our senior interviewees, the chances that opened up for their generation were
far from a ‘Romanian story’:

In the 90s, expatriate middle managers sent to Romania were so and so: loosely
trained people without careers back home. They were ‘outlaws,’ to put it that way.
Some married in Romania later on. There were 100 expats in [the multinational] alone
in the 90s! In 2016, there was one! This was the consolidation stage; it made no sense
to pay the foreigners triple salaries. The next change worldwide was the
centralisation of senior positions. In 17 years, [the multinational] went from having
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around 100 directors in 100 countries to 24 clusters. Seventy-four director jobs
disappeared! The remaining have larger portfolios. It has nothing to do with Romania.
This happened everywhere! I was 26, and I had a secretary. Now, I'm 56, I book my
reservations, I scan my bills, and I upload them to an outsourced company in Poland.
(Marius, 56, corporate board advisor, now living abroad)

The stories above are the very tip of a large iceberg, as there were not many ‘winners’ in
the 1990s and early 2000s. Success was selectively accessible to the class-advantaged. The
transition from a planned economy to corporate employment was slow and difficult, with
the 1990s being experienced as a harsh time. The selling of state-owned companies, as well
as bankruptcy, high inflation, and massive layoffs, caused deep social problems. Older
interviewees remembered hearing of as many as 500 applicants for a position in a bank.
Overall, employment was largely in the hands of Romanian companies, blamed for poor
management, stress, authoritative leadership, the unclear division of tasks, and an overall
sense of uncertainty.

Tidal wave II: EU integration and the financial crisis. The arrival of outsourcing/
offshoring

Most outsourcing/offshoring companies from the BSS entered the Romanian market in
late 2000s. Their decision was a result of EU membership (2007) and the economic crisis
that drove companies towards lower-cost regions. But the beginnings were tentative, with
small-scale projects ‘exported’ from the West. Location mattered: some interviewees in
Bucharest remembered ‘a boom’ after 2010, when BSS multinationals came in copycat
fashion, while graduates from second and third-tier cities recalled extreme difficulty
finding work at the same time. Alex, newly married and stuck in a stressful entry-level
position at a bank, wanted another job. Between 2010 and 2013, he submitted around 100
CVs without any response. He even considered, without success, working in mountain
resorts within a radius of 100 km.

Company time mattered. Being in the right place at the right time meant moving into a
company or a department at the very instant it entered the market. But these were chaotic
processes with uncertain ends and many abandoned such early positions, as they involved
very hard work, sometimes extending late into the night. George (35) described ‘his
chance’ of moving from a call centre job to a newly established department right when it
opened, where he adapted training tools from the US. He soon became team coordinator
for over 80 new entrants, all older than him (he was, at the time, a second-year student).
Five years later, a PhD candidate employed there was stuck in an operator role.

Gradually, interviewees noticed changes in companies’ expectations: from a total
disregard (‘cruelty’) for private life until the mid-2000s (‘Take it or leave it; plenty [more
people] are lined up for this job’) to more humanistic management. As the selection pool
dwindled (partly because of outward migration) and as poaching became the norm, new
entrants became ‘demanding and capricious’ (Carmen 45, HR partner). Managers and HR
staff focused on crafting internal hierarchies of progression (Pantea 2023) and on making
rather repetitive tasks appealing to young people who tended to perceive labour as
transactional and the abundance of employment as a given.

Tidal wave lll: the time of ‘good enough’ and the ‘therapeutic turn®®

After a period when young people were required to have experience, the economic and
demographic situation led to a situation when young people were needed in the labour
market regardless. The COVID-19 pandemic was, of course, a major landmark in the
world of work. However, our interviews suggest that many of the post-COVID-19
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transformations involved escalations of previous trends that were visible around 2016.
Even before COVID-19, the large migration flows out of Romania brought about a notable
labour force crisis at all levels. Recruiters often conveyed a sense of ineffectiveness
concerning filling up positions, with young employees often described as ‘making the
rules of the game.

Young people’s definition of good jobs changed gradually. Although occasional
overtime was still a norm in the auditing and accounting professions, generally, work-life
balance was paramount. With a reputation for rigid procedures, high-level responsibility,
and a sense of pressure, banks needed to undergo repeated cycles of recruitment to meet
their staffing needs. In an environment with over-selection and elite employment, banks
had to be content with ‘good enough’ candidates (Streib 2023). Social class, including social
networks, were no longer a must for employment. Companies had to promote themselves
as places where well-being, authenticity and the respect for personal needs are
paramount.

Senior employees displayed mixed feelings about this ‘therapeutic turn’ (Madsen 2014;
Sanchez et al 2022) - notably, graduates’ reluctance to work extra time: mainly,
condemnation of young people’s ‘disproportionate’ expectations (elaborate ‘lazy and
entitled’ tropes), but also somewhat appreciative stances: ‘perhaps this is the right way to
go.” Some of our interviewees’ insights were a product of previous reflections or
inspirational discourses popular in managerial circles. A cross-cutting narrative was that
the generations in the first half of the 20th century had focused on survival; those who
lived during communism focused on marginal comfort while working hard. By now, the
imperative for survival and comfort has been replaced with exploration, self-development,
and a search for meaning. Regardless of age, our interviewees valued these emancipatory
goals but noted they came without the drive that mobilised previous generations, as
‘millennials saw their parents destroyed by work, and they don’t want that’ (Ovidiu, 45).
Often, young people themselves were self-critical, especially when working in HR and
recruitment roles:

There are, categorically, better promotion prospects for the young generation now.
But the attitude is different, and it matters! Many don’t have the right attitude and
the perseverance our parents had to move on. And if we factor this in, it may well be
that many of those who would have opportunities and possibilities will actually not
advance as they imagine. (Claudia 29, HR)

HR interviewees highlighted young people’s expectations of very receptive environ-
ments whilst describing them as extremely sensitive, with a low tolerance for emotional
discomfort, easily ready to complain, and looking to maximise their individual wellbeing in
‘sanitised’ environments where the risk of divergence is minimal. Working from home
corresponds to their preferences:

Their comfort zone must not be affected by the commute, it must not be affected by
readjusting to another city, to another ... circle of colleagues, friends. So, it’s much
more interesting to be young nowadays, but it would be good for them to take
advantage of this flexibility. (Otilia, 32, HR partner)

Often, young employees were described as in continuous need of experimentation,
picky about tasks, insufficiently ‘proactive, unwilling to take responsibility, and
experiencing an ‘immobility turn’ (see also Cairns and Clemente 2023). Seniors confessed
to ‘being tired of trying to motivate young people.” A 30-year-old team leader shared his
strategy of taking frequent breaks and constantly telling his team, ‘This is a routine job
that you will not do forever, but it’s important to get it done’ (Luca, 30, team lead).
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Instances of poor work ethic, ‘ghosting,” or disproportionate salary expectations were
frequent. Explanations referred to a ‘spoiled generation,’ eager to uphold living standards
painstakingly maintained by parents as a compensatory mechanism after experiencing
deprivation under communism. The incessant consumption demands that come with
urban life play a role, as well as the industry’s secrecy about income and its continuous
messaging about ‘opportunities.’

Low-bar entry jobs, highly routinised and involving in-house training, do create a sense
of social mobility for graduates from small towns, often the first in their families to go to
college. What Streib (2023) argued is pure luck, several interviewees saw as a sign of social
justice. The highly competitive and rare corporate jobs their parents’ generation had
occupied have been replaced by an abundance of entry-level positions available, regardless
of class, to virtually any graduate who meets some basic criteria, notably the possession of
‘soft skills’ (loosely defined around communication abilities, willingness to learn, and
teamwork).

Our generation is very lucky, maybe the luckiest! We have started having systems
that are based on the equality of chances in Romania as well. Systems that are pretty
open, where there are entry-level positions almost for everything! And if you are
really willing to learn, to grow and to work, you can! [ ... ] Our parents raised us with
the idea that you cannot get there. But if you have that ‘I can do it’ attitude, which
many of our generation do have, in reality, our systems are conceived in ways that
make things possible! (Elena 25, trainer)

There is a permanent reconfiguration of opportunities as companies merge or split,
re-arrange departments, bring in new projects, and relocate others, and turnover is
high. For instance, Ana, a young woman in a Business Process Outsourcing organisation
(BPO) went on maternity leave. Upon return, the BPO had become part of the
outsourcing company as a shared service. Whilst her work remained the same, some
administrative rearrangements had occurred, with mid-managerial positions being
reconfigured. Eugenia ran into a ‘dead-end’ in the field of data protection. But, as more
corporate structures were required to manage the implementation of the European
Data Protection Directive, she moved from the company’s periphery closer to the centre
in a dedicated department that was set up with her as a ‘chief data protection officer.’
Her progress was more due to changed structures than to personal merit alone.
Elsewhere, an interviewee was hired as a customer program manager and paid a
reasonable relocation package. He had valuable technical skills and experience. Yet, ten
months later, he received another compensation package, this time because the entire
project moved to Thailand. This change was, of course, a matter of structures and not
attributable to personal merit or deficit. To most graduates, this unpredictability
signalled a sense of dynamism in an industry that is changing fast, arguably for the
better.

It came as no surprise that many graduates in their early 20s had very complex work
trajectories and displayed variegated employment experiences of a kind that were not
possible even one decade ago. Irina, a senior procurement specialist of 23, for instance,
explained her satisfaction with having a mission in Germany at the mother company,
where she had learned a process that she then transferred to her department in Romania.
The humanist management approach had paid off - note how Violeta (24) speaks about her
generation compared with an indefinite ‘past”:

We also have much greater opportunities compared to our parents! Our generation’s

employers no longer think of us as tools but rather as partners, creating a long-term
partnership. (Violeta 24, Onboarding Specialist)
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Violeta’s account demonstrates how young people working closer to the base of the
corporate hierachy actively produce and reproduce an ideology that perpetuates the
status quo (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005). However, these over-optimistic accounts may
only tell a part of the story. Rarely, ambiguous alternative accounts emerged. This is where
we move next.

Beyond the surface: alternative perspectives

This section adds nuance to the above-described positive repertoires of optimism by
expanding through abduction some accounts that challenge the idea that ‘this is the best
time to be young.” We tentatively open up the interpretation to emerging issues likely to
provide alternative accounts or add complexity to taken-for-granted interpretations.

Best time for whom?

For whom is it now the best time to be young? And who is doing the labelling, for whom,
and how does the power of labelling play a role? One should not be deceived: using the
country as the unit of analysis to investigate the implications of outsourcing/offshoring
creates a misleading picture when significant regional discrepancies are present, as is the
case in Romania. Companies relocated or externalised services, yet they did so in large
cities. Small towns and third-tier cities remained depleted by internal and external
migration. Our interviewees found it important to live in ‘magnet cities,” where there are
options available and where spatial transformation contributes to shaping corporate
subjectivities.” This is a process from which those from rural areas or without a degree are
categorically excluded (Geambasu 2016): the ‘lost millennials,” as argued by (Koller et al
2022). Besides, the young people now celebrating abundant entry options into employment
are typically without dependents and major economic commitments (higher-education
loans are virtually non-existent in Romania).

Interviewees’ positive stance on the present was highly dependent on personal histories
and local options. For Ana, a 30-year-old woman from a small town who was working in a
call centre, the present was bright compared to the nine years she had spent in Italy as a
babysitter. To Ramona, previously a waitress, the corporate life as a payroll officer was a
blessing. To both, having a salary paid on time and non-abusive management were strong
reasons for considering they were in the ‘right place.’

Some interviewees, albeit rarely, questioned the implications of defining well-being
based on work and income alone. Andrei, 28, shifted his celebratory statements about the
present into a broader lament concerning the social losses of ‘everybody [being] concerned
about making money’ at the expense of meaningful social relations. His account
incorporated a ‘secondary nostalgia’ (Velikonja 2009) for an age he had not experienced:

Capitalism is double-edged - on the one hand ... yes, you can earn better. But on the
other, it’s an endless competition. .. everyone thinks only about money, everyone is
stressed . . . to make money. I don’t know . .. probably it was better back then. I think
people were happier. (Andrei, 28, accountant)

Overall, it was rather difficult for the young graduates to reconstruct, retrospectively, a
communist past they did not experience. Asked about the chances of their parents’
generation, they elusively put together disparate statements mixing stereotypes about
industrial work, free housing, and wild tales of entrepreneurship during the 1990s. They
seemed to have a reasonable understanding of what the past entailed, but still, their
narratives were fractured, as many stories of members of their parents’ generation
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remained untold. Eventually, our interviewees’ perspectives converged to the present. As
with the past, unless prompted, they did not engage in examining what the future may
hold, either at a personal or collective level.

Low skills equilibrium and the end of the cycle?

It was argued that Romania is entrenched in a low-skills equilibrium shaped by a weakened
higher education system (T4rlea and Freyberg-Inan 2018) and a labour market interested
in ‘transferable skills’ of medium complexity. Conversely, opportunities for exit towards
higher-value work are cut short by an emerging crisis of competencies. According to an
interviewee, ‘whilst previous decades allowed for journalists and geologists to climb the
ladders of corporate life,” some companies need more specialised competencies, which are
hard to find. To her, ‘soft skills are useful, but are not an end in themselves’ (Cristina 47,
business advisor). To another, ‘the era of mediocrity is about to end’ (Alex, 45, manager).
Yet, this claim may hold for top-tier employment but less for the mid-tier sector, which -
we argue - has an interest in tapping into run-of-the-mill graduates without clear
career plans.

To some interviewees, companies are very transactional and potentially on the move if
their financial targets are not achieved:

No company comes here to help you grow. They come with targets and stay as long as
it is financially profitable. (Olivia 47, business consultant)

Companies here have the same DNA. They smell profit. (Mihai 24, logistics specialist)

Corporations have this ‘convincing pyramid.” They don’t need much to brainwash
young people. (Angela, 42, manager recruitment agency)

Angela’s approach reflects Mazzucato’s arguments about corporate decisions on labour
utilisation - a rejection of investment in physical and human capital (Mazzucato 2021). To
Mihai, a 31-year-old team leader in a BPO, ‘Romania is approaching the end of the cycle,’ as
the increased salaries are likely to render the country less attractive. During his
10-year career, he had noticed a trend towards financialisation, with a gradual reduction
of benefits for employees. He had witnessed how free gym subscriptions and high-quality
health insurance had disappeared and how companies had moved from holding two
team-building events per year to frugal social gatherings. To many seniors, the increase
in salaries (and, sometimes, claims for remote work), mean that the chance is high that
outsourcing projects will move. Arguably, Romania is not an option for companies
interested mainly in cost optimisation. Indeed, more recently, some companies have
decided not to locate their offices there after completing a cost-benefit analysis.

Automatable and on the move?

BSS is a sector with a longstanding interest in reducing its ‘dependency on people’ and -
arguably prone to automation. In this area, our research arrived at mixed findings. Some
interviewees in their 20s had already had their work automated. Asked about the future of
their industry, the interviewed business leaders professed an increased demand for labour
force (yet involving different tasks, once many operations become automated). At the
lower managerial levels, we were told that labour is still cheap, training is simple, and the
opportunity costs of Al conversion are rather high. Besides, as some operations move
further east, others arrive.

Young graduates seemed convinced that the BSS was in avid need of more people and
tasks and that the risk of automation or relocation was negligible. They acknowledged the
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possibility of automation, but as their sense of attachment both to their companies and
jobs seemed low, they appeared rather unfazed by such a prospect. Many approached
discussions about Al with a sense of self-serving optimism and strategic ignorance. The
unsupported belief that, despite all difficulties, things will turn out right was a cross-
cutting idea.

Marius, 27, a back-office worker, discovered abruptly that his shared service was not
receiving documents that had been handed in. He learned that the company had
invested in a robot that processed documents automatically. Yet, he remained convinced
that ‘robots will not take over the world.” The rumour (circulated by the engineers at the
mother company) was that the price of this automation had been exorbitant and the
return on investment questionable. Left without work, Marius and his colleagues were
released to home or ‘sat on the bench’ for several weeks. Eventually, they found other,
‘more provocative’ jobs in data analysis, as the previous one was ‘dull, anyway.” Marius
has been left with an ambivalent feeling: convinced that automation is still too
expensive for companies but experiencing technological unemployment firsthand. On
another occasion, an automated tool also appeared overnight, with an opaque reaction
from the outsourcing company: ‘It was made clear to us that our job is to introduce
data and not ask questions,” an analyst remembered.

Ultimately, for some, the glamour of corporate jobs may be a thing of the past. While
multinationals remain the default choice for graduates (despite high turnover), in large
cities, other career options, notably entrepreneurship, are gaining traction, particularly
among the class-advantaged who can draw on seed money. To Ovidiu, 30, a ‘logistics
specialist’ in Bucharest, ‘office jobs don’t have the same hype anymore,” with alternative
paths, such as entrepreneurship and freelancing, becoming of interest. Well-positioned in
the capital city, he can see that beyond the age of 30, advancement is only very selectively
available. His account suggests that young people are developing ‘zig-zag careers,’
changing companies in search of advancement and salary increases previously available
in-house. Elsewhere, HR managers confessed that the best candidates do not apply for
corporate jobs anymore. Insights into the politics of promotion in multinational
companies from senior employees confirmed that most positions are at the entry level.
The higher one goes, the fewer top-level positions are available, and the more tacit and
gendered barriers are present.

Where to?

This research was interested in understanding the ‘real’ level of structures that are not
directly observable (Bhaskar 1975). However, our search for understanding larger
processes was regularly cut short by a conceptualisation of employment as an individual
pursuit. The idea that ‘it all depends on the individual’ was crosscutting. The question
‘What will happen to those employed in the mid-tier business sector of today in 20 years?’
remained unanswered and slightly uncomfortable to the majority of our interviewees. It
confirms that the ‘promise of capitalism’ speaks to individuals, not to groups (Boltanski
and Chiapello 2005).

It is unclear whether multinational companies can accommodate the professional
aspirations of an expanding graduate population in emerging economies like the one in
Romania. The promise of upward social mobility may not always hold in a sector that is also
known for its low job quality in advanced economies, as well (Yates 2023b). Arguably, the 20th-
century model of bureaucratic expertise, coupled with hierarchical educational achievement,
is not sustainable in an age of mass higher education (Brown et al 2015). Indeed, companies
continuously re-assess their competitive advantages (Bordean and Borza 2017), 'optimise' their
management strategies, downsize, and search for ‘a high-skilled, low-waged workforce’ cf.
(Brown et al 2008). Political stability is an increasingly important issue, as well.

https://doi.org/10.1017/elr.2025.5 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/elr.2025.5

14 Maria-Carmen Pantea

In Western countries, there are already ‘few guarantees’ that children from the middle
and professional classes will maintain and, even less, surpass the social positions of their
parents (Brown 2003). In Romania, the expansion of higher education for a cohort with a
working-class background creates enabling circumstances for social mobility (or its
simulacra), yet these are constrained at the base. We argue that although this fuels a sense
of accomplishment for a large stratum of young people, one should not dismiss as
irrelevant an (even tentative) exploration of other possible futures.

A large part of those now working in BSS experience upward social mobility in relation
to their parents who came of age in a time without powerful higher education expansion.
Despite a qualitative design, we tend to propose that the relative chances of entering office
jobs have changed for individuals from working-class backgrounds compared to their more
privileged peers. While in other sectors, class may still emerge as a relevant difference
despite individuals achieving the same level of occupation, for the mid-tier BSS, we tend to
agree with Streib’s argument on class differences being cancelled, once the job allocations
are based on the secrecy of salary and (often) ambiguous job descriptions. Besides, as
Streib (2023) argued companies may have an interest not in selecting middle class new-
entrants, but obtaining a diversity of ' “good-enough” candidates, who meet a low bar’,
thus, rendering class no longer relevant (Streib 2023, 24). In the standardised
environments of mid-tier BSS, cultural tastes or professional social networks do not
pay off. HR staff themselves come from mixed backgrounds, often employing personal
criteria of merit, as ‘culture that doesn’t relate to class creates more cohesion than culture
that does’ (Lizardo 2006 cf. Streib 2023, 24).

Conclusions

It is always good to be young. However, we searched for important structures that
influenced graduates’ trajectories. As expected, the major turning points from recent
history provided key landmarks: the 1989 Revolution, 2007 EU membership with the
subsequent global economic crisis, and the pandemic. But, besides otherwise predictable
‘tidal waves’ (Trappenburg and van Pelt 2024), the windows of opportunity became more
intricate and fuzzier. The more we advance towards the future, the more waves of an
unpredictable nature emerged: companies open new offices, merge or split, shift from
outsourcing to offshoring, restructure their departments, merge roles, change projects and
clients, or make continuous rearrangements that create a sense of vibration around
‘opportunities.” These changes confirm that instability and change are powerful engines
for reproducing capitalism (Boltanski and Chiapello 2005).

Whilst the idea that ‘now is the best time to be young’ was common among various
cohorts, mature graduates had historical anchors to support their arguments. Recent
graduates reconstructed the present based on fractured insights from a past they seemed
only remotely interested in. They lacked historical cues and seemed weakly attentive to
the broader scheme of things, and only in ways likely to make them more politically
informed navigators of the labour market. As the ‘unity of the labour process’ is broken
and the latter perform ‘simplified tasks, conceived and controlled elsewhere’ (Braverman
1998), employees’ capacity to interpret their labour market positioning was structurally
limited.

But 'life narratives are not only expressive of identity but also constitutive, as they
reflect people’s efforts at meaning-making' (McIlveen et al 2021, 317). Seniors’ stories
about what the new generation is like need to be read as constitutive of identity. The
former have a story, a rounded narrative that allows them to position their individual
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biographies in a wider, historical, social, and political perspective. Younger graduates’
capacity to interpret their present is limited. They appropriate structures and corporate
narratives whilst 'lacking a solid repertoire to critically engage with them' (Pantea 2023).
Our research confirms that each generation experiences its own conditions as ‘normal’
(Roberts 2009) and is 'habituated into capitalist relations that are conducive to their time'
(Braverman 1998, 116). Individuals” ability to analyse ‘opportunities’ is troubled by a
seductive labour market that vibrantly advertises itself. It is only later and retrospectively
that they can put together the pieces of the puzzle and see if things unfolded in a coherent
manner, as anticipated.

Could young people’s positive stance be a product of the performative value of
managerial discourses, including HR efforts meant to create a sense of complexity,
progression, and, ultimately, a culture of *happiness at work’? Immersed in discourses that
promote corporate employment, where various ‘opportunities’ are advertised enthusias-
tically, in vibrant processes of organisational restructuring, and in a broader context of
celebrating the corporate sector as ‘the creator of value’ (at odds with a state sector
blamed for many social and political ills),® such positive stances might have been
inevitable. As Luce Irigaray argued, ‘if we continue to speak the same language to each
other, we will reproduce the same story’ (1980). While we acknowledge the powerful
discursive forces shaping the way young people understand work, we contend that there
is, indeed, an ‘objective reality’ behind it.

Contrary to the common belief that business services are outsourced/ offshored in a
copy-paste fashion, they are actually evolving and some new services are being developed
directly in the outsourced countries. The jobs our interviewees are doing are jobs without
history elsewhere. They are not remnants of old occupations but new tasks, albeit part of
the knowledge economy ‘pseudo-vanguardism’: they use information and communication
technologies usually associated with the emergent vanguard, yet ‘without otherwise
mastering and deploying the new, most advanced practice of production’ (Unger 2019, 23).
Nevertheless, for the ‘good enough’ graduates, the jobs unfolding in the BSS have a
seductive corporate appeal and contain the promise of social mobility, although with
prospects of advancement only selectively available beyond a glass ceiling, of which few
seem aware.

Importantly, especially in Romania, significant internal geographical disparities shape
people’s working subjectivities. The BSS exemplifies the ‘economics of agglomeration’
(Fujita and Thisse 2002), with its concentration in metropolitan areas. Consequently, a
fundamental limitation of studying the BSS lies in the exclusion of young people from
regional peripheries who have not migrated to magnet cities. This research inevitably
reflects a ‘metropolitan bias,’ insufficiently engaging with the perspectives of those
remaining in the ‘geographies of discontent’ (see De Ruyter et al 2021; Alexander 2022).
Any inferences regarding the links between work and civic participation drawn from this
research are inherently incomplete, as they are unlikely to fully capture the potential
anger and frustration fuelling rising populist movements (DeZelan et al 2020; Simdes et al
2020; Brett 2018). Incorporating place—particularly the peripheries—into career studies is
a distinct but essential undertaking.

This research involved the mid-tier business labour market, which offers abundant
employment at the entry-to-mid level. But this thriving sector also tells a story about
other economic areas rendered unappealing. Some young interviewees had contemplated
careers in teaching, social work, journalism, geology, veterinary medicine, or law. They
ended up in outsourced/ offshored offices. Many had the plain conviction that they were in
the right place at the right time, yet others had nostalgia about imagined losses. So, the
alluring story of the BSS needs to be interpreted within a wider context in which there are
few employment options in the academic fields of graduates and/or young people find it
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hard to enter these, due to low starting salaries, protected professional boundaries, slow
progression, corruption, nepotism, high competition, and uncertain ends.

Previous research has considered time as inseparable from the notion of career and
potentially related to age, historical period, and cohort effects (Harding 2009 cf. Robertson
et al 2021). This research illustrates the potency of the concept as it discusses how personal
time is weaved into historical time and company time in a geopolitical context. We
propose that the understanding of structures needs to include, besides History, local
histories and those of global companies. From this perspective, it is always possible for big
or small waves to occur that render the notion of ‘structures’ very context specific and
place-dependent.

Based on a constructivist stance, we avoid making strong claims about when the best
time to be young is/was. The implicit question we arrived at is a different one: Is
outsourcing/ offshoring good for Romania? As elsewhere, distance and outsourcing create
a mid-managerial stratum in Romania, which graduates welcome. However, our young
interviewees desired challenging tasks and experimentation or to be creatively engaged in
work. Yet, the larger part of the jobs available in the mid-tier BSS are routinised,
uncreative, unimaginative, unexciting, and - arguably - without the possibility of mastery,
while still embedded in discourses that celebrate innovation, thinking outside the box, and
creativity. Young graduates’ stories become the unarticulated expression of Braverman’s
‘nostalgia for an age that has not yet come into being’ (1989, 5). ‘Unarticulated’ because our
interviewees tended to compare the present more with the past and less with the future.

However, the focus on young people - pertinent as it may be - conveys only a partial
understanding of the implications of outsourcing/offshoring. Whilst a ‘youthful labour
market’ may legitimise the focus on age, we may also ask about other criteria: gender,
ethnicity, location, level of competence, and the like. Why not ask if this is the best time to
be a woman in Romania? Or a person with disabilities? Or one who identifies as
LGBTQIA+7? Further, linking ‘the best time to be young’ to the labour market alone
conveys a very partial (and misleading) understanding of young people’s lives. It
downplays other social phenomena: health, housing, education, the transition to
autonomous life, consumption, and lifestyles. In the terms of Irigaray and Burke (1980),
we risk reproducing the ‘same story’ (about young people as a ‘labour force, for instance).
When trying to move beyond this tendency, new questions may emerge. One refers to
those who fail to meet the standards for inclusion in the ‘youthful’ BSS. Ultimately, this
prompts the question: Is the best time to be young the worst time to be old?
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Notes

1 IT is sometimes included within BSS. Yet due to its very specific character, this paper will not refer to the IT
sector.

2 130,000/year cf. Romanian Government (2023).

3 The average gross salary in the BSS (including IT) is reported to be around 2,350 euros (National Institute of
Statistics 2023).

4 Not in Education, Employment, or Training (NEET)

5 The transition to a market economy was very slow. In 1996, there were only 11 private enterprises with foreign
investors (Romanian Government 2023 cf. Filipescu 2017).

6 J. Streib (2023) uses the concept to describe US graduates doing similar work. The expression ‘therapeutic turn’
is taken from Madsen (2014).

7 The GDP per capita of the capital city Romania, which is 139% of the EU average, and surpasses that of Athens,
Madrid, Berlin, and Budapest (Eurostat 2025); the income of the top 20% of earners in the north-east is 9.5 times as
high as the income of the bottom 20% of earners there (Eurostat, 2023).

8 A situation not unique to Romania, as argued in Mazzucato and Collington (2023).
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