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Unemployment as precarious situation

• New precariat of 

precariously 

employed people 
(Standing, 2011)

• False promise of 

progress and tertiary 

education as “Trojan 

horse” (Livanos & 

Pouliakas, 2011). 



Liminality: both stressful and transitional potential 
(Szakolczai, 2018)

▪ Liminality as the new order of work and life in modernity, a permanent "transitionality" 

and "occupational limbo" (Bamber et al., 2017). 

▪ Liminality as “in-between situations and conditions characterized by the dislocation of 

established structures, the reversal of hierarchies, and uncertainty about the continuity of 

tradition and future outcomes.” (Horvath et al., 2018, p.2). 

▪ Liminoid states as transitional experiences to the extent that they involve a person’s 

core existence and are equivalent to a rite of passage (Szakolczai, 2018). 

▪ Liminal states as formative experiences and associated with narrative re-construction of 

past, present, and future possibilities, while creating openings for change and 

transformation in the social world (Horvath et al., 2018). 



‘… It is when you have left the tried and true, but have not yet 

been able to replace it with anything else. It is when you are 

finally out of the way. It is when you are between your old 

comfort zone and any possible new answer. If you are not 

trained in how to hold anxiety, how to live with ambiguity, how to 

entrust and wait, you will run…anything to flee this terrible cloud 

of unknowing.’

© https://andriapagano.wordpress.com/2015/09/18/the-liminal-space/ quote Richard Rohr.

https://andriapagano.wordpress.com/2015/09/18/the-liminal-space/


Using narrative futuring to face liminality

▪ It is through the exploration of narrative meaning-making in a specific case 

where liminality is pervasive that we explore the dual nature of liminal status, 

where stagnation and the potential for personal and social transformation coexist.

▪ The real complexities in everyday life deter people and hamper their capabilities 

to infer and hypothesize what the future holds for them Cook (2018). 

Narrative futuring: 

(1) a technique for eliciting narratives from the future  

(2) a reflexive practice that enables distance from the present and structures 

meaning-making processes (Sools, 2020; Sools, Tromp & Mooren, 2015; Sools & 

Mooren, 2012).



Research question 

How do young unemployed university graduates depict their liminal 

positioning when asked to reflect on their precarious employment 

situation from the viewpoint of a desired future situation?

Note: liminality not in the task description but its relevance for participants 

deduced from words used by participants to describe their situation such as 

"precarious," "in limbo," "exploitation," "abusive," and “slavery”.



Method: data collection

Background. Unemployment rates Greece 2016: 15-24 

age group 47%, 25-34 age group 30% 

Data collection

3 focus groups in 2 rounds (July 2015 and October 2016). 

Round 1: thesis project, Round 2 funded by National 

Stronger Regions Fund (NSRF-2014-2020) grant

Procedure

Letters from the future were written and the participants’ 

experiences with employment, employability, 

unemployment, and the labor market were discussed.

Participants

▪ Total of 20 participants 

▪ 8 men and 12 women

▪ Tertiary education various degrees (economics, 

industrial engineering, ICT, nursing etc)

▪ Precariously employed or unemployed

▪ Round 1: average age 26, all single. Round 2 average 

age 32, 6 married with children, 7 single.



Method of analysis

Discursive-narrative analysis of the Letters from the future (not focus group data). 

Four interpretive questions focused on how narrative works and the work it does to construct 

hopeful, desired futures in the face of continuing liminality: 

(1) Way of engaging with liminality (focus of this presentation)

(2) Positioning vis-à-vis dominant stories (Bamberg & Andrews, 2006)

(3) Construction of (eu)topos (Allot, 2016)

(4) Reflexive strategies (Archer, 2012) 

Selection of 5 letters covering the variety in the sample



Results: two main categories of letters

Restitution stories that took the shape of 

either waiting for the economic situation to 

improve (on hold narrative) or continuing 

to walk a well-walked and culturally 

predetermined plot of how further 

education, specialized training, 

determination, and hard work are 

restorative even in the austerity context 

(Sools et al., 2017). 

Transformative plots: either 

perceived life as a constant 

liminal state with no permanent 

residence as new normality or 

identified a new permanent 

eutopos in communal living in 

the countryside without paying 

much attention to work/ career 

options and pathways. 



Results: two main categories of letters

Status-quo plots 

• depart from current topos

• fractured and communicative 

styles/levels predominate

Transformative plots 

• featured non-topos or new 

topos

• autonomous- and meta-

reflexivity predominate



Elena

30 years old

Accountant, working in an undeclared job

Had a work-related accident in her previous 

job and was not compensated.

Heraklion two years from now

Dear Elena, 

What I imagine and would like to experience, even now, but let me not exaggerate this: In 

just a year from now, I would like to be living in Heraklion because I like our city. I will 

have stable and continuous work, with a flexible schedule, so that I can spend more time 

with my children and be with them more. I know it is difficult, and I do not know how to 

make this happen. I had experienced this before but not now. I will try it though even if I 

need to change my profession. Unfortunately, I cannot write anything more, and this is 

because, at this time, I find it very difficult to dream.

Sincerely, Elena 

Try-out 



George

34 years old

A computer scientist with graduate degrees

Unemployed

Has worked in the education sector.

Five years from now, living in an island community

Dear George,

In the next five years, given the situation in Greece, I imagine myself on an island away from 

the stress of everyday life and working within the primary sector in agricultural production, 

enjoying the fruits of nature. Our country aggregates all the specifications to become a 

prosperous nation, as long as those of us living here want such an outcome. Life in a small 

community is a life worth living if one takes into account that the cost of living is low, while the 

quality of life is high.

This decision was the result of a series of decisions that helped in deterring us from an elitist 

lifestyle lacking in meaning and purpose. When I became exasperated and worn out with the 

tyranny of the musts and "shoulds” that society demands and imposes, I made the decision to 

live for me.

With respect

Hard-won self-respect



Kathy 

32 years old

Art conservator

Unemployed for 10 months 

Has been working in the 

service sector seasonally

Five years from now

Dear Kathy, 

It is challenging for me to imagine my work-related future, since in the past, whatever effort I made to get a 

secure work situation, my attempts sank into the abyss of the financial crisis.

Think about your dreams: I rarely dream at all. My only dream is a secure working environment that will be 

stable and not intermittent work and will yield an income sufficient to survive and to have a good quality of life. 

I cannot imagine where this environment would be, it is a little vague, with small flashes of specific goals. I 

would like to have a job where my skills can be applied.

I would like to write, for example, professionally; to work in the public or private sector in the arts and culture 

domain. As steps towards this, I am contemplating undertaking a postgraduate degree in Art History, which, 

beyond bestowing me with great pleasure, it would equip me with more skills and knowledge. This would be a 

start. After five years, it would be ideal to work in a setting where these skills can be used.

As for advice to myself: keep cool, be tranquil, study, be creative. It would also be good to try to be better and 

more methodical towards achieving goals.

Hoping for the best, Kathy

Blockage to dream



Timotheus

26 years old

Humanities and Linguistics

Unemployed past six months

Has worked in hotel reception and marketing 

assistant for short periods of time.

The south of France, ten years from now

Future self, 

I am writing these lines situated ten years ahead in the future in a small town in Southern France. A weird 

feeling predominates, as though I had been here sometime in the past. Happily, things took a turn and followed 

the course that I always wanted. At last, I live a free and independent life as I always dreamed of having. I travel 

a lot in different places and destinations, working for as long as I stay there, to secure enough to make a living, 

and then, when I feel I got what I was going to get from this place and people there, I continue my journey 

somewhere else. I do not care what kind of work I do, although I do not hide that I have a soft spot for teaching. 

I always preferred to work with people and living beings than with inanimate objects and cold machines. 

Besides, the magic of the living soul cannot be replaced with anything. In my travels, I learned a lot of things 

about life, people and especially myself, approaching new cultures, healing systems, and philosophical paths. I 

feel like I’ve gotten in touch (or touch) the fullness and self-sufficiency I wanted. I am not in need anything, and I 

do not depend on anything, and this is why I can enjoy every little thing. Remember that life is a grand quest for 

learning and exploration and when you believe in your dreams one day you will see them materialize. Do not be 

disappointed and continue to hope. Light is always stronger than any darkness. I love you. Timotheus

Liminality as new normal



Eva

28 years old

Holds a BSc in Interior design

Is single and living with her parents

Unemployed with previous work experience 

as a secretary, and in sales.

2020/Island home

Dear Eva, 

Eva calm yourself down, you are on your little island, finally calm in a workshop that is made for 

you by you! You have finally managed to have the inspiration to draw what you like without the 

worries and anxieties that had been troubling you up to now and you have initiated to the art of 

sculpting. You have managed to work using your hands and to have attained satisfaction 

brought by producing and creating. There is a limited number of people on the island, and you 

have now become acquainted with most of them. They all smile and greet everyone. You are 

happy to communicate with them. Your partner is here with you, and you are not just surviving. 

You enjoy a short excursion, a simple conversation between you, do what you want in life, and 

are psychically okay.

It was not difficult! You have moved away from the surrounding influences that always kept you 

behind, stopped thinking mainly about the good of others, and focused on your own good. You 

trusted your strengths and virtues and just left. Everything else was easy.

Lots of love

Surprisingly easy break



To sum up: Ways of engaging with liminality

▪ Elena allows a try-out of liminality in her letter and then abruptly stops

▪ Kathy, George, and Eva report previous experiences of deep anxiety and 

desperation yet with different outcomes (blockage, self-respect, and a 

surprisingly easy break). 

▪ Timotheus is unique in not reporting any distress but rather joy from living in 

a liminal state as new normal. 



Discussion

▪ Limits of letter format: push towards coherence, brevity 

➢ Creative writing support, guidance towards process-writing

▪ The degree to which one can or has been forced to bear liminal experiences 

sometimes for an extended period seems to facilitate seeing transformative potential. 

▪ Need to balance the ethical imperative to reimagine personal/ communal lives beyond 

fatalism with the risk of raising ‘false’ hopes and feeding a discourse of blaming 

individuals for their unemployment. 

▪ Creating narrative environments for safely, lovingly, ethically responsible 

experimenting with provisional, reflexive stories (Levitas, 2013) and sharing 

inspirational “new” narratives.


