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Abstract: Trends within Western capitalist societies toward the individualizing of 
social problems, the responsibilizing of individuals for such problems, the treating 
of social problems as problems of control, ongoing attempts to shift the burden for 
safety and security from the state to the market, and changing conceptions of citizen-
ship, have produced a context within which economic insecurity appears as a gov-
ernable problem for higher education . Canada’s most populous province, Ontario, 
experienced radical education reforms during the “common sense revolution” of the 
Progressive Conservative government from 1995 to 2003 . The paper examines gov-
ernment documents, committee and task force reports, and legislative debates and 
hearings pertaining to these restructuring efforts and draws on the work of Michel 
Foucault and political sociology to explore the ‘security effects’ of higher education 
and the latter’s conceptual relationship to employability . Higher education policy 
and restructuring, shaped as it is by human capital theory, takes employability to 
be an outcome of restructuring . However, as the paper shows, in an attempt to pro-
duce ‘security effects’, employability operated as a central and constitutive category 
of governance around which education policies as regulatory strategies were crafted . 
In the recent emergence of a ‘next step’ in the production of the security effects of 
education employability is displaced by innovation .
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Post-Social Politics, Employability,  
and the Security Effects of Higher Education

Education is perhaps the most important mechanism of social ordering in 
Western societies . It plays a key role in the process of societal reproduction . 
The “neoliberalization” of education within Western capitalist states entails 
restructuring systems of education; not toward making them better at pro-
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moting learning and intellectual curiosity but toward boosting economic 
productivity . 1 In the 1980s and 1990s many states began reorganizing 
higher education to make it more efficient at producing distinctly employ-
able graduates . Viewed through the concept of employability, students are 
reconceptualised as active, entrepreneurial, and (future) market dependent 
subjects who organize their daily practices around commercial norms . Thus 
the aim of restructuring around employability is to better prepare graduates 
for seemingly new economic realities in order to increase economic produc-
tivity and economic security. “One of the most significant developments”, 
according to political sociologists Carroll and Beaton, “has been the identi-
fication of the campus as a site for creating or enhancing the profit-making 
capacity of individuals, business or the country itself” (Carroll & Beaton, 
2000, p .2, drawing on Noble) .

Under the guise of improving access to higher education, Western gov-
ernments promoted what I will call (drawing on Spitzer, 1987) the “secu-
rity effect” of employability; that is, promoted employability as an outcome 
of the acquisition of educational capital to which a positive economic value 
had been attached .2 An unaddressed problem with this neoliberalization of 
higher education, however, rests with the human capital theory inspired 
assumption that employability is an outcome of restructuring . What we see, 
however, when looking at policy documents is that ‘employability’ is not an 
outcome of reform but a constitutive category of regulation around which the 
restructuring of education and subjectivity are shaped . “Employability”, and 
more recently “innovation”, are examples of what Davies and Guppy (1997) 
have called “global rationalizations” which have helped homogenize edu-
cation policy across different regions of the globe . These are governmental 
rationalities that authorise particular understandings and sets of practices .

This paper explores employability as a regulatory concept and looks at 
its relationship to education’s “security effects”: the promotion of economic 
security through acquisition of educational capital . In exploring the rela-
tionship between employability and the security effects of education the 
paper draws on the work of Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu, and politi-
cal sociology . This paper examines education policy in Ontario, Canada to 
illustrate that in an attempt to produce security effects, employability was 
presented as the objective and outcome of restructuring, but operated as a 

1 See Axelrod, 2002; Cote and Allahar, 2007; Guppy & Davies, 1998; Gillies, 2011; Halli-
day, 1993; Jones, 2008; Kopecky, 2011; Larner and Herron, 2005; Marks, 1999; Perry, 
2006; Peters, 2001; Rhoades & Slaughter, 1997; Sears 2000, 2003; Slaughter & Leslie, 
1997; Tombs & Whyte, 2003; Tudiver, 1999; Walters, 2003; White, 2001 . 

2 My understanding and use of the concept ‘capital’ is derived from the work of social  anthro-
pologist, Pierre Bourdieu (1967, 1979/1984, 1983/1986, 1984/1991b, 1987/1990) .
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constitutive category of governance around which education policies as reg-
ulatory strategies were crafted . The focus on Ontario is to avoid the pitfall 
of over-generalization found in many theoretical works that are developed 
apart from specific engagement with an empirical referent. As Larner (2000, 
p. 12) suggests with reference to the influential Foucauldian inspired stud-
ies of governmentality, much of this literature “has not paid a great deal of 
attention to the politics surrounding specific programmes and policies…par-
ticularly the case vis-à-vis theorizations of neo-liberalism in that the empha-
sis has been on broad governmental themes rather than specific neo-liberal 
projects” . The paper draws on news releases, background papers, discus-
sion and consultation papers, committee and task force reports, legisla-
tive debates and legislative ad hoc committee hearings published between 
January 1995 and March 2003 by the former Progressive Conservative (PC) 
government of the Province of Ontario . It also looks at a recent consultation 
paper published by the current Liberal Party Government . As the position 
advanced is empirically grounded in a capitalist market society similar to 
that of the UK, Australia and New Zealand, it will resonate broadly .

In order to ground my argument and contextualize the theoretical discus-
sion, the next section offers a discussion of the policy documents drawn on . 
Although a systematic and thorough discussion of all aspects of the docu-
ments is not possible due to space constraints, some of the key aspects of 
a selection of the more important documents will be highlighted here . This 
will provide illustration of the kinds of claims and statements that lead to 
the generation of the argument sketched out above and fleshed out in sec-
tions 2 and 3 .

The Ontario Case: Employability, Security,  
and Higher Education

This section offers a delimited discussion of Ontario’s education strategy 
of employability to empirically ground the next section’s mainly theoreti-
cal discussion of employability and security effects, and the third section’s 
discussion of innovation . The aim in this section is to show that employ-
ability is not an outcome but rather a constitutive category of governance . 
It should be noted that I am not simply speaking of credentialism but of a 
program of regulation that constitutes employability as the central object of 
governance in order to shape practical know-how and perceptions of politi-
cal and economic life . This is in keeping with scholarship on the nature 
of governance and regulation in what has been termed the ‘active society’ 
or ‘post-social state’ (Ball, 2008; Dean, 1995; Garland 1996; 2001; Hunt, 
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1993; 1994; 2002; Larner, 1997; 2000; O’Malley, 1996; Rose, 1996; Rose & 
Miller, 1992; Walters, 1997) . 

The term ‘regulation’ refers to both a social process as well as a concept 
that is useful for conceiving of and for describing governance (Hunt, 1993) . 
Regulation “involves the deployment of specific knowledges encapsulated in 
legal or quasilegal forms of interventions in specific social practices whose 
resultants have consequences for the distribution of benefits and detriments 
for the participants in the social practices subject to regulation” (Hunt, 
1993, p . 314) . Education is an example of one site of regulation and edu-
cation policy the preeminent form of direct and indirect intervention into 
social, political, and economic life . To avoid a technicist notion of regulation 
as simply “rules”, Hunt (1993, p . 314) argues that not only is regulation a 
process but that every instance of regulation is distinctly moral in nature: 
“all regulation involves the suppression, marginalization, or repudiation of 
alternative ways of being, while “encouraging” other realities” . Further, reg-
ulation is constitutive or productive, following Foucault’s arguments about 
the nature of power relations: it actively constitutes aspects of our subjec-
tive and social reality that we take to be unproblematic. Regulation has five 
emergent facets: (1) the object to be regulated, which is largely discursive in 
character (but not without some empirical referent); (2) the designated or 
identified regulatory agents who are charged with enforcing rules, following 
rules, and implementing strategies; (3) Regulatory knowledge that has been 
produced by agents about the objects (i .e ., problems) that require regula-
tion . This is linked to (4) the formation of strategies of regulation and policy 
objectives and, lastly (5) the rewards and sanctions that characterise the 
regulatory program . I will follow this scheme, especially in taking education 
policy to be a form of social and economic regulation .

The regulatory program of employability that is of concern here begins in 
1996, shortly after the New Democratic Party (NDP) of Ontario was defeated 
by the Progressive Conservative (PC) party . A provincial background paper 
on changes to post-secondary funding in other Canadian provinces was 
released following the NDP’s Royal Commission on Learning (Ontario, 1994; 
also see Ontario, 1995) . The background paper stipulated that across Can-
ada there had been increased emphasis on making post-secondary systems

more efficient, as well as more responsive to the needs of the 
students who are paying so much more to attend them . At the 
same time, skills training, and more broadly lifelong learning, 
has been identified as one way for individuals to respond to con-
tinuing high unemployment and increasing income inequality . 
(Drummond, 1996, p . 1)
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The emphasis on inefficiencies in systems of education set the tone for 
what would be a massive restructuring effort affecting all levels of educa-
tion within Ontario (see Sattler, 2012) . In this background report, education 
is identified as an inefficient but important site of individual empowerment 
for combating unemployment and welfare dependence . The notion that stu-
dents are consumers and education a commodity as well as a market deeply 
permeates all subsequent documents on higher education released by the 
PC government. The educational field is conceptualised as one of commer-
cial relations as ‘education’ is redefined to dovetail with economic policy in 
other sectors . 

Following this initial report, a discussion paper called Future Goals for 
Ontario Colleges and Universities drew on OECD sensibilities to set out a 
solution to the problem of ineffectiveness and inefficiency. The paper empha-
sized, “Those in the labour force with either a postsecondary certificate or 
diploma or a university degree have consistently had a lower unemploy-
ment rate than those lacking these qualifications” (Ontario, 1996b, p.3). The 
perceived lack of efficiency in a system heralded as key to low unemploy-
ment resulted in a call by government for greater accountability by commu-
nity colleges and universities . Two accountability mechanisms implemented 
were Key Performance Indicators (KPI) and the establishing of the Post-sec-
ondary Quality Assessment Board .3 New economic efficiencies were sought 
through streamlining programmes (including encouraging more coopera-
tion between universities and community colleges) and implementing a new 
market driven model of education that included strategic investment in 
applied science and engineering . A subsequent move to increase the num-
ber of degree holders followed the recommendations of the Advisory Panel 
on Future Directions for Postsecondary Education (Ontario, 1996a) . The 
emphasis here was on educational capital as a means of empowering indi-
viduals to combat economic insecurity and on the need for universities and 
community colleges to self-monitor and re-align to market forces . 4 These 
early documents paved the way for the development of a governmental strat-
egy that situated employability as a central concept .

3 Program proposed by out of province entities, non-chartered provincial entities, or pur-
suant to the amendment of existing degree granting chartered entities are subject to 
review (Ontario, 2002b; see also Ontario, 2000a,b,f,g) . Programmes offered by all com-
munity colleges, private universities or new public universities such at UOIT are sub-
ject to review and oversight by the PSEQAB (see Ontario, 2001b,c) .

4 This is known as ‘reflexive government’. ‘These practices’, Dean (1995, p.  567) argues, 
‘also engage “clients” in their own government by demanding their complicity in these 
practices of self-shaping, self-cultivation and self-presentation .’
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Increasingly, an individual’s employability depends on educa-
tion, training, or retraining at the postsecondary level . To allow 
as many students as possible to achieve their educational goals, 
the postsecondary system should continually monitor its ability 
to offer the broad range of programs students require . It should 
also try to anticipate and respond promptly to new educational 
demands generated by emerging opportunities and fields of 
study, or by changes in employer and workforce requirements . 
(Ontario, 1996a, p . 6, emphasis added)

Employability is conceptualised in policy papers as a quality of the inde-
pendent and active subject of neoliberalism and increasing access to higher 
education is imagined as one strategy for moving students directly to the 
labour market, thus lowering unemployment . The need to move quickly and 
directly to the labour market follows from radical state retrenchment .

Changing social policy priorities will also increase the demand for post-
secondary education . The high priority placed by government on self-suf-
ficiency and reduced dependence on social support programs will lead to 
an increased demand for the postsecondary and continuing education pro-
grams that can open up new routes to employment . (Ontario, 1996a, p . 8)

This strategy of employability attaches security effects to educational cap-
ital . This is because education’s further alignment with the labour require-
ments of industry and increased responsiveness to market forces position 
employability, not employment, as an important factor in economic security . 

Remarking on the University of Ontario Institute of Technology Act (Ontario, 
2002a), the legislation to create Ontario’s newest and first legally mandated 
market-driven university, the Minister of Training, Colleges, and Universi-
ties noted:

UOIT is part of our government’s plan to ensure that we have 
the skilled people we need to attract investment to this prov-
ince . This new approach to university education would give stu-
dents greater choice and flexibility in programs tied directly to 
the changing needs of the marketplace . (Cunningham, 2001a, 
emphasis added)

The Minister further remarked on the production of “new recruits with the 
skills to enter the workforce”, stipulating UOIT will

offer a wide range of opportunities to help students complete 
their degree . In short, the goal here is to provide one-stop shop-
ping for students looking for a mix of academic and hands-on 
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experience . UOIT would focus on degree programs, designed to 
meet current and future employment and economic develop-
ment priorities, including applied health science, applied sci-
ence, advanced manufacturing, policing and community safety, 
applied art, nuclear technology and safety, business and infor-
mation technology and scientific and technological teacher edu-
cation . (Cunningham, 2001a, emphasis added)

Clearly education is conceptualised as a market where clients (commu-
nity colleges, universities, and departments) compete for an advantage in 
the labour market . Expansion of choice and opportunity included the crea-
tion of specialized degree programmes in applied science, increased fund-
ing to applied science, engineering and professional programmes, widening 
the field of higher education to lifelong learning, approval for private insti-
tutions to grant degrees as well as new applied degree programmes through 
community colleges . As the former Ontario Minister of Training, Colleges, 
and Universities put it, the then Progressive Conservative government was 
committed to making sure that “Ontarians have the appropriate kind and 
number of educational choices, including opportunities to earn a degree” 
(Ontario, 2000a, Minister’s preface, emphasis added) .

Despite claims that new education policies sought to increase accessibil-
ity to higher education,5 in practice this translated into a limiting of edu-
cational opportunities through strategically promoting the “appropriate 
kind and number of educational choices offered in areas where there is 
a demonstrated employer demand for degree-level applied education and 
training”(Ontario, 2000a, p . 7) .

The need to practise fiscal restraint while expanding educational 
services means that funding must be based on clearly defined 
priorities . The criteria for allocating resources to postsecondary 
education should emphasize initiatives that can contribute to 
the economic development of the province and produce grad-
uates who possess skills needed in the labour force . (Ontario, 
1996b, p . 9; see Ontario, 1996a)

The UOIT’s special mandate ‘to provide career-oriented university pro-
grammes’ (Ontario, 2002a, p . S3) and to cater to ‘the market-driven needs 
of employers’ (Ontario, 2002a, p . S4a) indicates that what was touted as 
increased opportunity to earn a degree concerned providing students with 
an (assumed or potential) economic value (see Ontario, 2001a, 2001i, 

5 See 1998a,b; 1999a,c; 2000a,c,d,e,f,g,m; 2001d,f,g,h; 2002b,f . 
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2002g) . Particularly suggestive is the implicit claim that market aligned and 
driven applied fields of education are better value as they carry a higher rate 
of economic exchange than, for example, the social sciences or humanities 
(which, interestingly, are not offered at UOIT) .6

Strategies for the expansion of choice and opportunity were geared toward 
promoting employability . Despite rhetoric holding employability to be a 
quality of the individual, educational capital to be empowering, and employ-
ment to be a natural outcome of aligning education and industry, within 
these policy papers employability operates as a central organising category 
of social regulation . Employability is not an outcome or quality of the indi-
vidual but rather a constitutive category that is central to a strategy for 
regulating individuals and large populations and for moving subjects from 
one regulatory institution (education) to another (labour) . Although the 
government was interested in credentialing students, what we see is how 
higher education was reorganized around a different category of subject – 
the employable subject – one that is folded into a much broader programme 
of political governance . 

A conflation of employability and employment is further illustrated in the 
example of Key Performance Indicators .

All new institutions will be subject to our key performance indi-
cators that students are increasingly using to make informed 
decisions about their education futures, and they are taking 
these decisions very seriously . They want to know what percent-
age of students graduate and go on to get a job. (Ontario, 2000f, 
p . 5058-5059, emphasis added)

The KPI operate as a tool for future employables and potential unemploy-
ables to engage in the process of individualized risk management (to avoid 
negative risks or punishments in the labour market for selecting the ‘wrong’ 
degree programme); it also functions as a mechanism of fiscal accounta-
bility in that it regulates the allocation of operating grants to universities 
and community colleges (see Ontario, 2002b, c) . This suggests a process of 
risk assessment both by the Board and by students, as well as the institu-
tions themselves. This is to promote reflexive governance in that institutions 

6 There are five objectives guiding higher education policy development – excellence, 
accessibility, range of programmes/institutions, accountability, responsiveness to 
evolving needs – four are expressly aimed at producing credentialed ‘employable’ work-
ers . The ‘appropriate’ programmes of study were thought to ‘contribute to the economic 
and social development of their communities’ (Ontario, 1996b, p . 5, 6) through meeting 
‘current and future employment and economic development priorities’ (Cunningham, 
2001a) . 



Post-Social	politics,	employability,	and	the	security	effects	of	higher	education

	 J o U r N a l 	 o F 	 P e d a G o G Y 	 2 / 2 0 1 2 	 2 2 7

and students must self-monitor, continually adapt and re-align aspirations, 
practices, and priorities to larger programs of political governance . But Key 
Performance Indicators (KPI) (see Ontario, 2002b, c) lead one to mistake 
employability – considered a quality of graduates – for employment – the 
positioning of graduates in the labour market within a process of capital 
exchange. Here employability is conflated with employment yet operates as 
a constitutive category for policies designed to facilitate employment as out-
come . 

Employability and Security

Far from the suppositions of human capital theory (see Gillies, 2011; 
Green, 2007; Kopecky, 2011), employability is not a quality of person, an 
outcome of skilling or the acquisition of economic capital . It is a category of 
governance and has been employed to produce and regulate new categories 
of person . Following from the above and considering Hunt (1993), education 
as governance entails: (1) employability as a largely discursive object of regu-
lation; (2) the emergence of students, teachers, professors, administrators, 
and state officials as regulatory agents employing a type of reflexive govern-
ance; (3) what comes to be understood as knowledge is produced through 
the use of Key Performance Indicators, student exit surveys, and internal 
audits; (4) the stated objective is that of increasing access to credentials as 
part of a strategy of employability; and (5) ability or the practical know-how 
(presumably) to convert educational capital into economic capital and the 
‘exchange rate’ of the latter is the reward or punishment in the labour mar-
ket for students’ educational choices (i .e ., their degree of risk calculation) . 

Literature on the emergence of what has been called a ‘post-social poli-
tics’ (Rose, 1996; O’Malley, 1996) helps us frame how education, employ-
ability and security interlink . The market and smaller ‘units’ such as work-
places, schools, communities, and families have emerged as key sites for 
shaping and governing the moral imperatives and ethical commitments of 
‘active’ subjects (Walters, 1997) or ‘enterprising selves’ (Rose, 1996) . This 
dispersal of smaller units or sites of governance has fragmented ‘the social’ 
and in this context education has slowly been remodelled as a post-social 
site for empowering post-social selves to be independent of state supports 
and be self-sufficient. As markets are promoted as mechanisms for empow-
ering subjects, families, and communities to obtain independence and to 
become self-sufficient (Cruickshank, 1994, 1996; Dean, 1999; O’Malley, 
1997, 2000), education conceptualised as a market has become important 
for producing the kind of neoliberal subject that is expected to be easily and 
‘naturally’ exposed to new forms of market dependency . 
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New forms of market dependency are promoted in part through educa-
tion’s promotion of a particular form of politics of the self . This politics of the 
self and self-development works through empowering subjects to become 
self-sufficient, self-regulating and responsible: in short, active and enter-
prising (see Cruikshank, 1994, 1996; Dean, 1995, p . 567) . This is the moral 
aspect of the employability strategy discussed by Hunt, above: ‘not only are 
firms to be entrepreneurial, enterprising and innovative, but so too are pol-
itical subjects’ (Larner, 2000, p . 13) . People are encouraged ‘to see them-
selves as individualized and active subjects responsible for enhancing their 
own well being... the citizen is re-specified as an active agent both able and 
obliged to exercise autonomous choices’ (Larner, 2000, p . 13; see O’Malley, 
1996, p . 28; Rose, 1996, p . 330) . Sears (1999, p . 102) speaks of ‘The lean 
person [who] is driven to maintain herself or himself at peak levels of fitness 
and generally organizes her or his life around lean principles, avoiding waste 
and dependence . The lean person is also a risk-taker, who adapts .’ The lean 
person, or ‘active citizen’ (as discussed by Walters (1997, p . 224)) is held to 
be ethically and politically incomplete with ‘the market the only true source 
for satisfaction of human desires and needs, just as participation in paid 
employment is the key to personal fulfilment, self-development and mem-
bership in society .’ Post-social subjects are ‘[e]nterprising selves [who] work 
hard to obtain financial rewards […] to pursue a commercially envisaged 
mode of self-development’ (Heelas & Morris, 1992, p . 4, emphasis added; see 
also O’Malley, 1993, p . 171, 2000, p . 17, 26) . 

Within this context of Western capitalist market societies, educa-
tion’s security effects are tied to how well it promotes and naturalizes the 
employable subject as a natural person that can be tightly integrated into 
labour markets and consumption . In this sense the strategy of employabil-
ity is biopolitical in that it is concerned with producing, normalising, and 
regulating a population of employables (Foucault, 1978, 2003; Frauley, 
2011) . At the same time, to promote market integration and the category 
of employable subject successfully, education must also transmit what 
Bourdieu (1973, 1977) calls a “habitus” or “practical sense”, one that is 
aligned with commercial norms and relations . Thus an employability strat-
egy is also disciplinary along the lines discussed by Foucault in Discipline 
and Punish (1977) and The History of Sexuality (1978) . Bourdieu’s concept 
of habitus provides a very useful and quite underutilised way of thinking 
about discipline . 

The production and distribution of educational capital instils what both 
Foucault (1988a, p . 18) and Bourdieu (1973, p . 67) refer to as a “matrix” of 
practical reason . It is this matrix of practical reason that is key to strategies 
of employability, not simply the acquisition of skills or information . Employ-
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ability concerns the production of a practical sense that emphasizes market 
relations and commercial norms:

“subjects” are active and knowing agents endowed with a practi-
cal sense, that is, an acquired system of preferences, of princi-
ples of vision and division (what is usually called taste), and also 
a system of durable cognitive structures (which are essentially 
the product of the internalisation of objective structures) and of 
schemes of action which orient the perception of the situation 
and the appropriate response . (Bourdieu, 1994/1998, p . 25)

This matrix is a “technology” as, according to Foucault (1988, p . 18), it con-
cerns techniques that are used by human beings to understand and work 
on their capacities . These technologies imply “certain modes of training and 
modification of individuals, not only in the obvious sense of acquiring skills 
but also in the sense of acquiring certain attitudes” (Foucault, 1988, p . 18) . 
Bourdieu discusses the nature and process of acquiring these durable “atti-
tudes” (habitus). Different fields, Bourdieu argues, will produce different

classes of habitus … by instilling different definitions of what 
is impossible, possible, probable and certain, the conditions of 
existence cause one group to experience as natural or reason-
able the same practices or aspirations which the other group 
finds unthinkable or scandalous, and vice versa. (Bourdieu, 
1973, p . 66; also Bourdieu, 1977, p . 78)

Employability designates a class of habitus, but it is not a subjective qual-
ity of social subjects . Rather it refers to a positioning within some structured 
field (Bourdieu, 1994/1998, p. 32). On this view, taking applied science in 
university does not make one more employable than a philosophy major . It 
is the structure of the labour market which enables or impugns the rate of 
exchange between certain types of educational capital and economic capital . 
This is significant for the security effects of education. Educational capital 
which has a relatively anaemic exchange rate will still have a security effect 
in that it is tied to employability, whereas it may not be tied with any signifi-
cance to employment . Security effects are tied to potential economic capital, 
not employment . That is, security effects rest on employability (i .e ., potential 
economic capital) – not on employment (i .e ., actualised potential) . Employ-
ability is a concept and category of regulation and employment is a material 
condition and structural position within a labour market . 

Further, security effects are not ideational – what we believe – but con-
cern the structure of social fields (and the habitus produced). Labour and 
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education are examples of these fields. Foucault’s work on security and 
governmentality, for instance, concerned the governance of such fields, 
especially the regulating of the emergence of possible forms of action and 
various classes of habitus. As it is the structure or configuration of such 
fields that enable or impugn outcomes, governing has very much to do 
with setting in place conditions for the realisation of some potentialities 
but not others (see Frauley, 2007) . It concerns the organisation of the edu-
cational field as well as the field of work (in which this potential might be 
actualised) . Educational capital is imbued through schooling but will only 
be realised as economic capital if the conditions within the labour market 
at right for capital exchange . Thus, making subjects employable is a gov-
ernmental strategy about the potential imbued through disciplinary-regu-
latory processes within the educational field; employment is the realisa-
tion of this through disciplinary-regulatory processes within the field of 
work . The distinction between employability as potential and employment 
as actualisation of this potential is something that human capital theory, 
or at least human capital influenced education policy, seems to miss. Like-
wise, the official emphasis on individual responsibility and empowerment 
draws attention away from the organisational aspect of fields and the lat-
ter’s role in enabling and constraining agency (particularly through the 
formation of habitus) . 

Education as a governmental project requires not only individual respon-
siveness but also institutional responsiveness to changes in the material and 
conceptual organisation of markets and the broader political economy (i .e ., 
“reflexive government” (see Dean, 1999)). Policies organised around the cat-
egory of employability which transmit a neoliberal habitus (i .e ., capacity for 
reflexive (self) government and practical know-how) attempt to naturalise 
particular ways of being responsive . The “consumption” of educational cap-
ital through an education market is one example . This is clearly illustrated in 
the new market -driven model of higher education introduced by the former 
Progressive Conservative government of Ontario . The market driven model 
claims institutional responsiveness as well as production of the appropriate 
individual responsiveness via the habitus instilled . In this model educational 
capital is very much positioned as a commodity that has security effects .

As security is ‘intimately related’ to perceptions of insecurity (Spitzer, 
1987, p . 46), and as labour markets today are characterized by precarious-
ness rather than security, anything which is thought to enhance employ-
ability will produce what Spitzer terms “security effects” . This is not simply 
about the commodificiation of education but how education comes to be 
endowed with economic value and have economic security effects whether 
or not graduates find employment. 
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the boundaries around security services and products appear to 
be clear . The security commodity is something that is produced 
and consumed to make people feel safe, free from doubt, care, 
anxiety or apprehension . Yet upon closer examination a prob-
lem appears: since efforts to achieve safety, freedom from dan-
ger, assurance and confidence are essential features of everyday 
life under capitalist … arrangements, it is necessary to distin-
guish between those aspects of the ‘security market’ which have 
emerged to address directly the safety of persons and property, 
and those whose connection to security is less tangible and direct . 
… The attractiveness and market value of a broad range of com-
modities is enhanced precisely because they promise a greater 
degree of safety and freedom from anxiety than their alterna-
tives. Because safety (like love, happiness, prosperity, and fulfil-
ment) is a social need which can be activated in a wide range of 
decisions to consume, virtually all commodities can be invested 
with the ‘aura’ of security – that is, presented, promoted, and 
ultimately consumed because of their ostensible ability to free 
the consumer from worry, trouble, and harm . (Spitzer, 1987, 
p . 44-45, emphasis added)

An important feature of security commodities is that they promise poten-
tial freedom from things such as fear or anxiety; they promise potential 
independence from insecurity . In the case of education, policies are ori-
ented toward the presentation, promotion and promise of a type of free-
dom from unemployment . It is potential that requires realisation . The docu-
ments examined present employability as the outcome of higher education 
and educational capital as a commodity to “free the consumer from worry, 
trouble, and harm” . Employability, as a stated aim of education policy, is 
about the successful integration of students into commercial relations – 
labour markets as well as goods and services . The production of security 
effects is a chief aim that follows from the concern with employability and 
educational capital as a security commodity . Educational capital is valuable 
because it has been assigned an economic value that responsible and enter-
prising citizens should be able to recognize, acquire, and later exchange . 

From Employability to Innovation

Recently we have witnessed a shift from employability to “innovation” . 
Innovation serves as a new central organising category that enables pictur-
ing and understanding education in a particular way (see Ontario, 2012) . 
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Economic productivity is no longer to be the result of only employable sub-
jects gaining positions within the labour market but rather innovation in 
program delivery (Ontario, 2012, p . 7) . It is “increased innovation” that is 
to “drive” and “improve” productivity (Ontario, 2012, p . 7-8) . Innovations 
are defined as “new ideas, systems, and processes that create new learning 
and teaching modalities, improve learning outcomes, enhance the student 
experience, and create long-term savings through improved productivity” 
(Ontario, 2012, p . 8-9) . One such system innovation is the professionaliza-
tion of casual academic labour with the relatively new development of the 
“teaching track” or “teaching stream appointment” .

Innovation and employability inform labour market policy disguised as 
education policy . From the supply side, they concern the shaping of not only 
the habitus of employable subjects but those already employed in the aca-
demic labour market . Here we have witnessed the creation of a new category 
of employment or new class of professor . The current “academic underclass” 
(Hira & Cohen, 2011, p . 3) and newly minted PhDs form the basis of this 
new population of renewable full-time contract positions and/or tenurable 
teaching-only posts . According to Gravestock and Gregor Greenleaf (2008, 
p . 2), “Approximately one-quarter of institutions surveyed have a dedicated 
rank or set of ranks for those faculty whose primary responsibility is teach-
ing (or teaching and service)” . This is in part because, according to Clark, 
Trick and Van Loon (2011) who have extensively surveyed higher education 
systems and reform across North America and Europe, the model of the 
research university offers an unsustainable model of undergraduate edu-
cation (see Clark, Moran, Skolnik, Trick, 2009) . Innovation comes in the 
form of a ‘differentiated system’ (Clark, Trick, Van Loon, 2011) that includes 
creating teaching only universities or teaching track professorships within 
research intensive universities . This differentiated system appears neces-
sary because, as Clark, Trick and Van Loon argue (drawing in several stud-
ies), one does not need to be an effective researcher to be an effective teacher 
and to not differentiate is to remain unsustainable .7 

Employability strategies are likened to strategies of efficiency but, as a 
recent discussion paper published by the current Liberal Government of 
Ontario makes clear, an “innovation-focused approach [to productivity] is 
in direct contrast to an efficiency-focused approach” (Ontario, 2012, p. 9). 
No longer is employability a stated central aim but it does remain an impor-
tant regulatory category . The stated aim now is system innovation in teach-
ing and research delivery . Increased use of information technology as well 

7 See also Gamson (1997) and Tirelli (1997) on differentiation in the academic labour 
market .
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as teaching-track appointments signals innovation in higher education and 
this is thought to drive economic productivity in other sectors . The produc-
tion of new knowledge therefore is problematised: dissemination of existing 
knowledge in a more innovative way is held to be the answer . 

Whereas productivity was earlier thought to be driven by employability, 
what is emerging now is the idea that innovation is a key driver . Although 
the 2012 consultation paper quoted above suggests strategies of employa-
bility and those of innovation are contrasting strategies of governance, both 
employability and innovation are regulatory categories that help to consti-
tute security effects . These may be thought complementary in that greater 
employability (misperceived as an outcome) might be realised if there is sys-
tem innovation and greater concentration on training undergraduates . Tak-
ing both strategies together could give us the following view of how education 
as social regulation is evolving: Access to education requires increased inno-
vation in course delivery and undergraduate training, which boosts employ-
ability (as outcome) and ultimately will improve productivity (and market 
dependence) . Security effects will be generated in that greater numbers will 
be subjected to market discipline in some or other form: either through con-
sumption of lifelong learning or employment . 

Concluding Remarks 

This paper argues from an “education as governance” position and 
although it concerns education policy and the role of employability in the 
governance of economic security in the Province of Ontario, the analysis 
is germane to theoretical and empirical enquiry in other capitalist market 
societies . The paper offers a sketch of the security effects desired and pro-
moted through higher education and its restructuring in Ontario . Under 
the guise of improving access to higher education, governments promoted 
employability as a “security effect”, as something derived from select forms 
of educational capital . However, as this paper demonstrates, employabil-
ity is a central constitutive concept in the formulation of educational and 
social governance, not a material outcome of acquiring educational capital . 
Strikingly, education policies fail to distinguish between employability as 
potential and employment as the realization of this potential . The structure 
of labour markets as a key factor in the realisation of economic capital is 
neglected as issues of economic security are held to be individual issues and 
education ideologically conceptualised as a site of individual empowerment . 

Educational systems recently have shifted slightly away from the charge 
to produce employable subjects toward becoming more innovative in “edu-
cation delivery” (Ontario, 2012, p . 10) . The most recent documents position 
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innovation as a condition of employability because innovation is now con-
sidered a key factor in boosting capital acquisition. Innovative (and reflex-
ive) systems are thought to provide better value for money (Clark, Trick & 
Van Loon, 2011) and so therefore thought to lead to increased productivity . 
Employability and innovation are considered to be key factors for employ-
ment because greater numbers of students can be empowered in a timely 
manner, which means increases in populations of market dependent citi-
zens . However, employability and innovation are not simply objectives but 
constitutive regulatory categories that aid in conceputalizing the educational 
field and facilitate its reorganisation, in turn shaping the practices and the 
habitus of actors . Both strategies organised around employability and inno-
vation concern the production of security effects and regulation of the emer-
gence of economic insecurities at both an institutional and individual level . 
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