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Like being pushed under water? 



Elite H.E. and (upper) middle-class students

DATA

Semi-structured interviews

Male students
(69)

Female students

(41)

Study advisers

(13)

Directors of study

(6)

Teachers

(16)



Prestige-related pressures

Mikaela: [T]here are of course some who [say] … ‘Yeah, but it should be stressful, it should be 

hard, it’s prestigious because it’s difficult. This is the best education in Sweden, we’ll be the best 

lawyers in the country’; like you should be proud about being burned-out.

Interviewer: It’s the ordeal in a way? 

Mikaela: Yes, this is how to sift the wheat from the chaff. And the more stressed you are and the 

longer you stay in the library, the more often you’re the last to leave the legal library, the more 

enviable your life is. And the more things you do on the side, the more people look up to you. 

For me and many others it has meant reconsidering one’s self-image … ’cos all who come here 

enter with very high grades … or have been very clever on the SweSat test. So they’ve got an 

image of themselves as smarter than the rest of the Swedish population. But even if you come 

here with very [personally] humble goals – you want to save the world [rather than have a 

prestigious career] - you also have high goals, ’cos otherwise you wouldn’t be here. You 

wouldn’t be here if you weren’t ambitious. And then we put a clique of ambitious students - who 

probably have stressed their entire lives - we put them together with the requirement that they 

should get top grades overall, in all subjects. And we tell you ‘read these propositions in the 

weekend’, and then we see what happens to people. Uh, it’s not that funny, actually, people 

have breakdowns all the time. The law department merely [says] ‘Well, but everyone is 

stressed, we have the Student Health’. And the Student Health doesn’t help, ’cos it’s not about 

an individual’s experiences, it’s about all students. It’s not a private problem, it’s a structural 

problem. (senior student, law, Sweden, middle class)

1) Changing frames of reference

2) Normalisation of high effort and stress



Austin

Diving into the big pond



Just keep swimming! 



Inside and outside the ‘prestige bubble’



Class and gender 

Middle-class students were seen to 

experience…

i) less fear of failure due to cultural, social 

and economic recourses, e.g. academic 

and social integration, recognition and 

‘safety-net’ 

ii) more fear of failure due to exaggerated 

expectations (from themselves and 

others) and restricted experiences of 

managing failure.  

Men were seen to …

i) experience and express less fear of 

failure due to cultural norms, e.g. 

recognition despite mistakes and low 

effort

ii) manage better due to self-confidence and 

work/rest balance, e.g. avoiding distress  

iii) fail more often due to lower competence 

(lower effort in school and H.E.) and 

conceal vulnerability (e.g. stress, fear)



Masculinity in transition



Transitions without elevated stress levels

i) Strict work hours: regular office hours and restricted engagement in ECA

ii) Belonging: feeling ‘normal’ in a peer community characterized by highly ambitious 

students with similar interests (e.g. among ‘nerds’)

iii) Completion as success: top H.E. seemed unreachable and was attained; quit 

competing because of the fierce competition

iv) Wellbeing as a goal: dropped work pace due to being ‘done with’ a high-stress lifestyle 

and academic perfecting (e.g. health risks, widening goals)



Conclusions

• The transition into prestigious H.E. was an expected ‘challenge’ by the students, still, 

a shock for most of them (e.g. BFLPE). 

• Students generally emphasised the importance and joy of sharing workloads and 

difficult experiences with peers, but the peer community was also identified as a risk. 

• Stress-related mental health issues and poor wellbeing may be exacerbated in 

particular programmes and universities by what we refer to as ‘prestige-related’ 

stress.

• Our data suggest that to justify and maintain their elite status, programmes (and 

professions) must be regarded as sufficiently difficult that only the ‘best’ will cope, 

and also involve excessively long working hours and very high levels of stress.

• As concerns about student mental health and wellbeing grow, we need to scrutinise 

and challenge cultures in which high levels of student stress, excessive working 

hours and burnout are normalised and sometimes valorised.

• Structural and cultural changes are required in addition to providing individual 

counselling and support.

• As Francis and Mills (2012) argue, we need to explore possibilities for developing 

non-damaging models of education, and we argue for professional life too.
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Implications of learning cultures and 

subjective success definitions

1) Changing frames of reference

2) Normalisation of high effort and stress

3) Dominating success definition – Stress-less achievement

LAW – Teacher-oriented (EN) and PBL (SW)

• Low or moderate grades = shame + ‘no’ career 

• Competitive and individualistic culture, ‘the harsh lawyer’

MEDICINE – PBL, graded (EN) and non-graded (SW)

• ’Moral beings’ and social engagement

• Being a ’good doctor’ is more about … ‘the compassionate doctor’

PHYSICS – Teacher-oriented (SW)

• Intelligence at stake

• Social and academic ‘failure friendly’, ‘the nerdy physicist’


