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Abstract

Following the transformative journeys of geothermal professionals throughout a training pro-
gramme in Iceland and back to their homes in Kenya, I argue that such long-term training in
foreign countries can function as a rite of passage. The collective experience of the geothermal
training programme as a liminal space forges an egalitarian peer group, regardless of the mem-
bers’ biological age or usual workplace position. Simultaneously, it provides the opportunity to
gain both social and cultural capital, which raises the professional status of the participants and,
thereby, their seniority. The trainees become a tight-knit community of practice, so much so that
they may support each other even years after they have come back to their regular jobs in their
home country. At the same time, the members become part of a bigger, prestigious geothermal
‘family’ of international experts. This expert community exchanges knowledge and support
globally and provides distinction to its members. Thus, attending this course goes beyond being
taught geothermal skills and scientific knowledge. Attendees become legitimate actors of profes-
sional expertise that are more powerful than those who have not yet been exposed to the train-
ing. The Icelandic training programme ‘makes’ experts and can thus be seen as a rite of passage,
providing a more senior status to initiates that can even mitigate age and gender discrimination
to some extent.
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Introduction

The GRO Geothermal Training Programme,
under the auspices of UNESCO (GRO GTP),
located on the outskirts of Reykjavik, is more
than just a simple course of study. As I get
off the bus my breath becomes visible in the
cold air, which always smells a little like sul-
phur. I make my way to the fourth floor of a
shiny black office building. Here, a wall full
of framed pictures captures the essence of the
programme. Dating back to 1979, the photos
are not just decoration; they are a testament
to the prestige of the community of graduates
from this training programme. Each frame
shows a group of smiling ‘fellows” — which is
what the geothermal professionals-turned-
students participating in the course are called
here. The backgrounds to the pictures show a
kaleidoscope of Iceland’s geothermal techno-
and landscapes — mountains, volcanoes, and
power plants. This underlines the versatility of
the course and of its graduates. This morning,
a group of current fellows is gathered around
these pictures, pointing and chatting excit-
edly. “Oh, it’s the wife of our geochemist god!”
shouts one as he spots a familiar face. To be in
the picture is a symbol of status in the close-
knit world of geothermal expertise. I watch as
they trace the history of their areas of expertise
through these images, with each individual
adding to a growing international legacy of
geothermal skills and knowledge.

Beyond this hallway lies a spacious office
area. The view from the panoramic office win-
dows is constantly changing. This morning,
the towering mountain range in the distance is
hidden behind thick, wet clouds, leaving only
the smaller hills visible. A silver river winds
through the plain below, accompanied by
Icelandic horses and mountain bikers. A few
small trees, some houses, and purple flowers
are scattered in front of it. The office building
is separated from this scene by a busy road
leading towards industrial buildings, some
electricity poles, and the blueish hills. The
desks in front are arranged in groups. Right
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at the door there are some yellow cards, spell-
ing out words like “equality”, “trust”, “fairness”,
and “love”. These are the programme’s ground
rules, it states on the paper. There is a kitchen
with free coffee, tea, and cocoa. Sometimes
there are cookies on the communal table. The
large room is divided into two parts, one large
and one small, by shelves which are filled with
objects from far-away lands, some brought as
gifts by the multicultural fellows, representing
Asia, Africa, and Central and South America.
There are also the occasional plaques spelling
out gratitude from foreign governments and
some souvenirs from geothermal conferences.

When there are no lectures, the office
is filled with serious discussions and light-
hearted laughter. Fellows huddle over col-
ourful maps or are glued to their computer
screens. The groups have been deliberately
mixed in terms of gender, country of origin,
and specialization. Although different lan-
guages are being spoken, the atmosphere re-
mains inclusive. Behind the shelf, three PhD
students from three different continents work
alongside master’s students from Ethiopia or
Indonesia. At the far end, separated by glass
but always with an open door, is the area for
the handful of Icelandic staff who work here.

But it is the picture wall that remains
the heart of GRO GTP’s legacy. It serves as a
powerful reminder of the passage of time and
the unfolding story of geothermal trajectories
around the world. To be immortalized here is
to be forever part of a global lineage: a con-
tinuous yet tangled thread of different types of
knowledge and skills stretching across the dec-
ades, prompting the fellows to reflect on their
own contributions and aspirations, about what
it means to become a part of the international
community of geothermal experts trained in
Iceland. GRO GTP is thus a global hub that
legitimizes carriers of knowledge and ‘makes’
them become experts and, thus, seniors to
other professionals who have not yet under-
gone such training.
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In interviews I later conducted back in
Kenya, many seniors of the geothermal world
remembered their time in Iceland very fondly.
They told me the names and current jobs of
their former co-fellows. During one interview
my interlocutor got a call from an Indonesian
expert with whom he had attended the course
years ago. The six-month GRO GTP forges re-
lationships that last for years. People I spoke
to often recommended other fellows they had
gone to Iceland with for future interviews. The
title of ‘fellow’ is kept forever; former partici-
pants will be referred to as ‘ex-fellows), regard-
less of their current position or status. In this
article, I will write about conducting ethno-
graphic fieldwork at a training programme for
professionals and explore how this training
can bridge differences, mediate discrimina-
tion, and provide fellows with higher social
and professional status when they return to
their home countries. My focus is on the geo-
thermal sector in Kenya. Having recently been
ranked sixth in the world in terms of geother-
mal power generation capacity — and thereby
coming ahead of Iceland which claims ninth
place (Cariaga 2024) - and through provid-
ing consultancy as well as training to other
African professionals, Kenya is an emerging
knowledge hub and very much the leader in
the geothermal sector in Africa. Geothermal
exploration between energy landscapes of
value and zones sacrificed for green energy
development is impacting Kenyan peoples in a
variety of ways (Greiner et al. 2023). However,
geothermal energy has become the single most
important energy source for the Kenyan grid,
with 47% of electricity consumed in Kenya be-
ing generated by geothermal power (Omenda
et al. 2023). A trend that is rising.

The geothermal training programme in
Iceland began its activities in 1979 (Georgsson
2012). It was a part of Iceland’s contribution
to the capacity building of the United Nations
University until 2020, when it changed UN
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partners to UNESCO and was rebranded as
GRO GTP (GRO GTP 2019). The training
is for the most part funded by the Icelandic
Ministry of Foreign Affairs as official develop-
ment assistance (Georgsson 2018). In 2021,
the host changed from the National Energy
Authority of Iceland to the state-owned but
self-financing geothermal services com-
pany Iceland GeoSurvey (ISOR) (GRO GTP
2021). Other close collaborators include the
University of Iceland (UI) and Reykjavik
University (RU), since many of the lecturers
and project supervisors are based there. There
are also other Icelandic companies, both large
and small, involved in the course (Georgsson
2020). These benefit by gaining exposure, con-
nections for potential future assignments, and
an insight into other countries’ geothermal
sectors. Iceland thereby increases its profes-
sional reputation and international popular-
ity. In connection with the course, the fellows
usually receive funding to cover travel costs,
tuition fees, and living expenses in Iceland.
However, some countries also fund (some of)
their own fellows so that more of their nation-
als can participate in the training.

The first three Kenyan professionals
joined the training programme as early as 1982
(Georgsson 2020). To this date, 152 Kenyan
fellows have graduated from the programme,
making Kenyans the largest proportion of
overall participants (GRO GTP 2023). Over
the years, GRO GTP has played an instrumen-
tal role in shaping the geothermal workforce
in Kenya. Many alumni have gone on to high-
level positions, as highlighted by Georgsson
(2020), who provides a list of some high
achieving alumni, including names and most
senior roles held. I argue that GRO GTP can
be seen as a rite of passage for Kenyan geother-
mal professionals, providing them with higher
status by initiating them into the international
community of experts and affording lasting
bonds with other participants.
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Background

A rite of passage is the transition from one
social status to another. This process is relevant
across various cultures and contexts. Classic
examples are initiation rites during puberty,
which mark a child’s entry into the community
of adults, or marriage rites, which signify tran-
sitions from single to married social status. In
1909, Arnold van Gennep identified a common
structure of rites of passage as being divided
“into rites of separation, transition rites, and
rites of incorporation” (van Gennep 1960, 11).
Through this process a person is first separated
from their current social status, to then enter
a liminal stage of being “betwixt and between”
(Turner 1987), before being reintegrated into a
new social group. The rite of passage to be dis-
cussed here is an initiation into a community
associated with a higher status. The commu-
nity in question can be described as a commu-
nity of international energy experts. Historians
and political theorists have long argued that
experts and their networks have great influ-
ence. Mitchell (2002) argues that experts
(from engineers to (political) scientists) and
their inherent separation from their objects of
expertise have shaped Egypt. Modern Europe
was shaped by technoscientific experts and
their networks of collaboration in and between
nation states, their great political and social
influence not always being unproblematic or
compatible with democracy (Kohlrausch and
Trischler 2014). However, these communities
are necessary for informed decision making,
due to the ever-growing amount of knowledge
(Mason 2006). An edited volume by Pretel
and Camprubi (2018) provides insights about
experts as agents of globalization, political
economies, cultural change, and interac-
tions between countries in a variety of fields.
Energy experts — just like their objects of
expertise — are crucial to keep the world mov-
ing. High level international energy experts
form a consensus through conversations at
secluded, costly conferences (Mason 2015)
and may begin to think like a cartel (Mason
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2013). Communities and networks are also
essential for the professionals themselves. For
example, hydrocarbon experts in the USA rely
on their connections to overcome periods of
unemployment, which are typical in their jobs,
and thereby to maintain appearances and life
standards (Field 2021).

The importance of the concept of limi-
nality in contemporary settings is illustrated
through studies of graduation-related rites
of leaving school and entering adulthood in
the form of prolonged partying in Australia
(Pettigrew et al. 2015) and South Africa
(Rogerson and Harmer 2015). In a school
context, rite of passage programmes can
help individuals to reflect on identity (Curry
2016) and to accept adult duties and privileges
(Warfield-Coppock 1992). In a professional
context, Jack Haas sheds light on initiation
rites that medical students and ironworker ap-
prentices go through. Tests and degradation
during the liminal stage of apprenticeship are
supposed to prepare the trainees for their fu-
ture membership in a prestigious group (Haas
1989). Mobility among crafts(wo)men in
training (Greiner and Propper 2016), similarly
to researchers going through ethnographic
fieldwork as a “personal/professional initia-
tion” (Clifford 1997, 21), are further instances
of clearly defined rites of passage among
professionals. In the 1970s in Germany there
was a surge in craft apprentices returning to a
traditional form of travelling before becom-
ing professionals, in order to include liminal
experiences in today’s world (Greiner 2002).
Their case bears similarities to the one de-
scribed in this article, since the construction of
a (group) identity built far from home, as well
as the gaining of a “stamp of approval’, play an
important role for both groups. These exam-
ples underscore the role of rites of passage in
marking significant life transitions, a notion
supported by McLaren (1999), who advocates
for their revitalization in modern institutions
to aid meaningful societal integration.
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The concept of a rite of passage has clas-
sically been a focus of social anthropology in
Africa (Evans-Pritchard 1937; Bradbury 1973;
Alber et al. 2008). Gerontocratic communities
such as the Maasai (Anderson 2002), the Pokot
(Bollig and Osterle 2013; Bollig et al. 2014),
the Turkana (Lienard 2016), and the Meru
(Kwakye-Nuako 2024) use clearly defined
rites of passage to move from one life stage to
another. Young Chamu boys are initiated into
age sets by going through rites of circumcision
(Anderson 2002), which also include being
taught how to behave in accordance with their
new social status as grown men. By being in
this liminal state together, they form a collec-
tive identity as one age set. Privileges are then
progressively assigned to the age set as they
grow older (Alber et al. 2008) and the older
sets may exploit the younger ones for labour
and resources (Lienard 2016).

Relative age has frequently been identi-
fied as a marker of authority. This stems from
the observation that an “older individual is
likely to have more experience, greater knowl-
edge and social skills, larger social networks,
and more group affiliations than younger in-
dividuals” (Lienard 2016, 108-109). With this
accumulation of knowledge, economic, and
social assets, as well as cultural understanding,
older people often possess greater power (Alber
et al. 2008). They may also be more suited to
certain forms of labour. When missionaries
trained young women to become midwives in
colonial Tanzania, they were hardly accepted
by the women giving birth, since they were
seen to be lacking in practical and ritual ex-
perience, as well as social status (Kimani and
Lindner, this volume). Since it is relatively
easy to detect relative biological age, as in be-
ing older or younger, social organization that
is based on age is common all over the world
(Lienard 2016). Among the Yoruba, group
members are expected to identify another
persons relative age and social status by sight
and interact accordingly, usually granting the
senior the superior status. On the other hand,
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only being identified as relatively older does
not always confer status. Although the Hai//
om San use clearly distinct words to denote
older and younger people, they are an egalitar-
ian community that uses these denotations as
basic information for social orientation, rather
than using age as a marker of seniority as su-
periority. Other social mechanisms “take the
sting out of difference” here, as Widlok (this
volume) puts it. Similarly, age set affiliation and
status are “not strictly dependent on biological
age” (Anderson 2002, 301). Extending this dis-
cussion, Sidanius and Pratto (1999) found that
social dominance can be granted on the basis
of age, gender, or arbitrary group afhiliation. In
their study, seniority was based on the length
of group membership, rather than age, in both
humans and macaques. This echoes Baker
and Eaton (1992), who found that long-term
group membership often trumps biological
age in determining authority. Although bio-
logical age is important among the Yoruba, so
too is who ‘came first, or social and financial
achievement. Thus, wives are ranked accord-
ing to who joined the compound first, rather
than according to biological age, and a rich
person may trump an older person in superi-
ority (Agwuele, this volume).

By going through an initiation, a rite of
passage that transforms the person’s social sta-
tus and provides membership to a new group
(van Gennep 1960), one earns certain forms of
capital. There are various types of capital ac-
cording to Bourdieu (1984): economic (money
and assets), social (connections to other peo-
ple), and cultural (being able to ‘fit in’). The
higher the amount of capital(s) someone pos-
sesses, the higher is their social status, since
capital can be exchanged to a certain degree
(Bourdieu 1986). While a small amount of eco-
nomic capital may be earned in the form of per
diems during the training, the main forms of
capital gained here are social and cultural capi-
tal, which bring symbolic as well as material
benefits. Social capital is increased by forming
durable relationships with companions going
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through the same rite and being initiated into
the same group. Moreover, the fellows bond
with the teachers, who take on the role of
guides. All of these connections are “set within
the logic of knowledge and acknowledgment,
[so social capital] is fundamentally a symbolic
power” (Bourdieu 1986, 24). It is about the
mutual recognition of the group members,
so one member’s reputation will be backed by
the collective prestige of the rest of the group.
In addition to the symbolic profits of distinc-
tion and recognition that group membership
holds, there are also material benefits in the
form of getting help or other kinds of services
as a result of being connected to this group of
people. The cultural capital acquired in the
training is institutionalized through a diploma
and embodied as a new way of acting, carry-
ing oneself with more confidence, or being
able to fit better into new contexts. Cultural
competence is acquired through exposure to a
different (professional) culture in Iceland. The
symbolic property of the cultural capital here
is that it gives recognition to the participants
(Bourdieu 1984), while the material benefits
are that they have learned new ways of solv-
ing geothermal problems, tangible skills, and
knowledge. Capital is symbolic when it “is un-
recognized as capital and recognized as legiti-
mate competence” (Bourdieu 1986, 18). This is
important, because the Kenyan fellows already
have (most of) the knowledge and skills they
need for their jobs in the geothermal sector,
since a condition for participating in the train-
ing is to have been employed for at least one
year. However, the training changes the way
they act and are acknowledged. It increases
their prestige and social status.

Methods: Following the professionals

This paper is based on a multi-sited ethnogra-
phy. Following the people (Marcus 1995, 106)
involves tracking individuals or groups as they
move through different spaces and contexts.
This approach allows researchers to observe
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how cultural practices, beliefs, and identities
are shaped by interconnected places. I followed
geothermal professionals as they participated
in GRO GTP in Iceland, and as they travelled
back and reintegrated into their workplaces
in Kenya. My positionality as a young, White
woman mattered in both contexts. Due to being
close in age to the GRO GTP fellows, I could
fit into the group quite easily. In Kenya, I then
felt that as a woman I was not seen as much of
a threat, while the combination of being White
and having been to Iceland beforehand gave
me some legitimacy. I will explore this issue in
detail elsewhere.

In the beginning there was some hesi-
tancy about my identity as a researcher. It took
some time and interaction to overcome this.
To start my fieldwork on geothermal experts,
I wanted to observe and ideally participate in
what is probably the most important course for
Kenyan professionals: the GRO Geothermal
Training Programme under the auspices of
UNESCO in Iceland. The process of getting
approval involved explaining my project and
research methods in detail via video calls and
emails. In the end, I was allowed to be a part of
the class for about six weeks. I then returned
for a further two weeks to attend the pres-
entations of the three-month projects and to
celebrate the fellows’ graduation with them.
During the training, the general atmosphere
is laid back - this is not to say that the course
is not demanding, but being in the geother-
mal sector is a common ground that is easy
to build on, so there is frequent story-telling
and laughter. Their similar experiences enable
the fellows to bond quickly. Team building is
supported by frequent get-togethers, (din-
ner) parties, excursions, and hikes. One of the
concerns of the Icelandic course organizers
was that my presence would disrupt the group
when they should be “bonding and building
relationships” (quote). However, once I was
in Reykjavik and in the classroom, it was easy
to integrate into the group. The programme is
very egalitarian: everyone there is considered
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a student and acts like a student, regardless of
their actual position in their home countries,
their biological age, or their gender. During
my time in Iceland, I conducted 24 long, re-
corded interviews, most of them with Kenyan
professionals who were enrolled in the course
or in master’s or PhD degrees. Seven inter-
views were done with Icelanders involved in
the course as teachers. The reassurance that
the interview was all about personal percep-
tions and experiences proved to be crucial in
allowing free-flowing conversations. Countless
informal participant observations and chats
gave context to the recorded interviews. This
built a foundation of trust and a network with-
out which the second part of this research —
conducted in Kenya - would not have been
possible.

A week after returning from Iceland,
I followed the Kenyan fellows back to their
home country. There, I participated in most of
the 21-day short course that the Icelandic gov-
ernment and GRO regularly organize together
with the two parastatals that deal with geo-
thermal energy in Kenya: the Kenya Electricity
Generating Company (KenGen) and the
Geothermal Development Company (GDC).
So far, 990 Kenyans have participated in the
short course. Although 817 of them were men
(GRO GTP 2023), GRO GTP has been striving
for gender equality in recent years. During the
course, interested participants are interviewed
for a chance to ‘go to Iceland, that is, to attend
GRO GTP the following year. Because of this,
potential students often perceive the short
course in Kenya as a prerequisite, a first step,
to being able to go. This is a misconception;
the short course is not a requirement for the
GRO GTP six-month course. Conditions for
being eligible are a relevant university degree
and fluent English skills, as well as having had
a permanent position at a “non-private en-
ergy company/utility, research institution, or
university in their home country” (Georgsson
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et al. 2021, 4) for at least a year. New fellows
are preferably younger than 40 years of age, so
that they can benefit for most of their careers,
and share the acquired knowledge throughout
their employment. Most of the short course
in Kenya is taught by Kenyan alumni of GRO
GTP. To find out about the impact GRO GTP
can have, I recorded 17 interviews, mostly
with ex-fellows but also with some prospec-
tive ones. Field trips and practical applications
were a part of this course as well, but the group
was far less tight-knit and the atmosphere
less relaxed due to a very strict timetable and
exhausting classes for three weeks without
one day off. After the course ended, I spent a
further six months in Kenya, which I divided
more or less equally between KenGen and
GDC, visiting most of their scientific and
technical departments and adding another
45 interviews, countless informal discus-
sions, and daily participant observations in
the offices, laboratories, and geothermal fields.
Throughout my time in the field I increasingly
learned about technical issues, which gave
me more credibility and acceptance than my
anthropological background. However, taking
the less informed position in the interviews
also prompted interlocutors to explain more
than they might have done if I had had a natu-
ral science or engineering background.

In total, I am drawing on about ten
months of participant observation, recurring
interviews with 73 interlocutors, and informal
conversations that happened over a timespan
of about 19 months. Going back and forth
between the field and the desk, new questions
and themes surfaced. Data analysis was done
reiteratively during the times at the desk and
is still ongoing in the context of the larger, in-
terdisciplinary CRC-TRR 228 “Future Rural
Africa’, looking at land-use change and its
socio-economic impacts, and the writing of
my PhD dissertation.
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Training as a rite of passage for the
geothermal community in Kenya

In this article, I explore how GRO GTP acts as
a rite of passage for the Kenyan professionals
participating in it. Like generations of geother-
mal experts before them, they gain confidence
and status through the training. Thereby, they
earn precious symbolic capital, rather than just
the practical knowledge they need for their
jobs. The fellows who come to the training are
already professionals and have often worked
in the geothermal sector for seven or more
years. Much of the knowledge gained from the
course is about the bigger picture of geother-
mal energy and seeing how things are done in
Iceland. Thus, even though relevant knowledge
is taught, the scope is broader than only teach-
ing readily applicable job skills. The GRO GTP
can be seen as a change of condition for the
Kenyan fellows. It changes their status from
professionals to legitimized experts. This tran-
sition will be described according to the com-
mon structure of a rite of passage identified by
Arnold van Gennep (van Gennep 1960).

Becoming an ‘age’ cohort: Forging a
community during the liminal state

The first stage of a rite of passage is a rite of
separation. In this case, the separation stage
includes applying for a visa and flying across
the globe to Iceland. This is a literal separation
in the form of travelling: saying goodbye to
family, friends, and colleagues for six months
or more. In this article, however, I will concen-
trate on the two phases that follow.

The group of GRO GTP participants
is usually colourful, diverse in nationality,
gender, and age. From 1979 to 2022, 766 fel-
lows came from 65 countries (Axelsson et al.
2023). The participants are usually nominated
by their organizations, then GRO GTP inter-
views them and selects the ones fitting into
their criteria for that year, considering the
offered specializations, as well as the country
and gender balance. If a company pays for its
own participants instead of applying for the
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Icelandic funding, there is greater flexibility.
Nonetheless, the participants need to fulfil the
GRO GTP requirements. During their train-
ing, the fellows are in a state of transition. They
change their status from professionals, some-
times even as senior managers, to students.
They thereby submit to the liminal stage of this
rite of passage and are ‘in-between’: they no
longer have their previous professional status
but are not yet initiated into the community of
internationally trained experts (Turner 1983,
1987; see also Haas 1989). Regardless of bio-
logical age, gender, or position in their home
country, in Iceland everyone is treated equally
as part of the group. No matter whether they
are engineers, chemists, project managers,
geologists, or specialized in other disciplines,
they all take part in classes, group work, and
excursions. This dissolution of their — some-
times quite high - status, however, goes hand in
hand with growth. Free from any hierarchical
or institutional ties, the fellows can act as they
are, without observing any kinds of protocol.
This relaxed equality of status made it easy for
me to interact naturally with everyone, as in
the end I am also a (doctoral) student. Given
that my identity as a researcher was clear from
the start, I was accepted quickly. Parallel to
what Turner is describing, and as mentioned,
deep friendships between the fellows are en-
couraged and there is “complete equality”
among the “neophytes” (Turner 1987, 9). As
Turner (1987) observes, such camaraderie in
communitas often “transcends distinctions
of rank, age, kinship position, and (...) even
of sex” (Turner 1987, 10). And, I might add,
even of professional expertise and seniority.
However, they are submitting as students to
Icelandic professionals. The same profession-
als they may have interacted with as colleagues
before, now become their teachers during the
course. By giving the control to their teachers,
they can let go of their usual responsibilities
and they have to let go of their usual entitle-
ments. The student-teacher relationship may
be a consensual and even a very friendly one,
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yet it is not one of equal power. The Icelandic
teacher or advisor has consensual power over
the student (Haugaard 2003). This contrasts
with the symmetrical ties between the students
and perpetuates the North/South differences
often seen in programmes of development aid;
see, for example, Crewe and Harrison (1998)
and Menashy (2019).

The training programme provides “ulti-
mate standards of reference” (Turner 1987) in
the geothermal world. Although the fellows
are often already experienced, Icelanders may
practise their profession, or parts of it, in a
different way. As mentioned earlier, the most
important part of the course may refer to a
greater understanding of the bigger picture
and to showing how “the Icelanders do it”, but
there are also tools and standard procedures
taught that can later be applied in daily work-
ing life. Many ex-fellows recounted that they
would still seek their Icelandic supervisors” ad-
vice and support, even years after finishing the
training. The course consists of (1) an intro-
ductory part, including a group work project,
(2) a specialized training programme where
the fellows are divided into several disciplines,
such as geology, reservoir engineering, geo-
thermal utilization, and project management,
(3) a main excursion, and (4) an individual
project similar to a bachelor’s thesis, supervised
mainly by Icelandic practitioners and scholars
(Georgsson 2018). The course is geared to-
wards creating a community of equals: by mix-
ing the nationalities, ages, and genders, former
group structures and thinking are being bro-
ken down and mixed up. Learning together
— especially during the group work — prompts
the fellows to help each other and get better by
practising together. They thereby form a new
community of practice (Wenger 1998). The
individual projects during the course are of-
ten somewhat collaborative, since the fellows
help each other out by sharing experiences
and methods from their countries, forging
relationships as well as gaining new skills and
knowledge. Their project is often something
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the fellows have been asked to investigate by
their supervisors at home. However, some
choose a topic according to interest, or with
help of their Icelandic supervisors. These pro-
ject papers are checked, changed if necessary,
and then published on the GRO GTP website.
Once the fellows are back in their home coun-
tries, the projects should be presented at the
workplace to disseminate the ideas. The out-
comes differ. While many projects have not
found any practical applications and were a
purely academic exercise, some ex-fellows are
still hopeful that their projects will be imple-
mented in the future, as some projects already
have been. Others are using their results in
their current position as a template for new
work projects. The exposure to professionals
from other nations and their methods was
also said to have opened their minds to out-
of-the-box solutions. Exposure to a variety of
people from other cultures formed the fellows’
understanding of the world and contributed
to personal growth associated with language
and intercultural skills beyond the geothermal
sector.

Common experiences are the second
pillar of the training. I witnessed and partici-
pated in excursions to power plants, geother-
mally heated greenhouses where tomatoes or
bananas are grown, and the Blue Lagoon - an
iconic pool of geothermal wastewater which
went viral and is accordingly popular among
tourists. There was also a three-hour hike
where we waded through rivers and fought
against the horizontal rain, in the end all
cuddling together and dancing to Icelandic
folk songs to keep warm. Some of the fellows
described this as a near-death experience
and it became a favourite anecdote to keep
remembering. Moreover, the fellows free
time was filled with swimming lessons and
frequent (dinner) parties. The swimming les-
sons were a part of the cultural programme,
since apparently in Iceland no one can gradu-
ate high school without learning how to swim.
During the parties, people shared their local
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homemade food, stories, (card) games, and
dances. These interactions contributed to the
formation of a common or collective identity
— this was beautifully illustrated by the gradua-
tion speech of one fellow, who grouped his col-
leagues according to their characteristics and
personalities, thereby disregarding gender,
specializations, and nationalities. This further
emphasized their commonalities, as did the
entire time in Iceland. The group of fellows
thereby became an egalitarian community
with strong bonds.

However, some people may fail to comply
and may drop out of the course. Those people
will then be figuratively and literally ‘out of the
picture, since they will no longer be featured
on the framed picture on the wall (see intro-
duction) and will lose all the capital gained,
their distinction, and, therewith, their place in
the community.

Returning home: Incorporation as
a legitimate actor of knowledge

When coming back and restarting their old
jobs, the now ex-fellows felt a change in atti-
tudes towards them. Many of the older ex-
fellows, who had been to GRO GTP years
earlier, recounted this experience. Some were
not entirely sure if it was really because of
the training, or because of the time that had
passed since they had been employed, yet they
all recounted noticing their greater impor-
tance at the workplace. Their colleagues took
them more seriously and their bosses consid-
ered them for new, more important roles and
projects. As a male Kenyan scientist (age 36)
stated: “Going to Iceland played a big role in
being considered for the project I am doing
right now” In addition, when they returned
from Iceland, they were often asked to teach
on the short course the year after their return,
and some were even asked to teach the same
year.

The symbolic capital that they had gained
during the rite of passage that they went
through made them advance and become a
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part of an exclusive community. It is not only
their own ‘age cohort, that is, their own group
of fellows, that they connect to, but the larger
community of internationally trained geother-
mal experts which gives them seniority. This
community has been described to me as small
but growing, and close-knit. When only a first
name is mentioned, community members will
already know who is referred to: “Geothermal
is a small world, eventually you get to know
each other” (female Kenyan scientist, 28
years). The ties the fellows have made during
the initiation period are remade and fortified
at conferences and other training programmes
that they attend after GRO GTP. There are reg-
ular alumni meetings and reunions of specific
years or ‘batches’ of fellows. This strengthens
and further increases their social capital.
Membership in this community awards
distinction. Thus, the ex-fellows are now seen
and also see themselves as experts with a cer-
tain seniority. Although this did not necessarily
mean a new position or a higher salary, it did
mean a higher status in daily office life, charac-
terized by greater appreciation than they had
experienced before they went to Iceland. All
genders reported this; however, women were
most open about how they felt more confident
and respected after their stay in Iceland. They
would now raise their voices securely during
meetings, since they had been given the seal of
approval, proving that they really knew what
they were talking about. To be an expert in
the geothermal sector in Kenya, as described
by my interlocutors, means having experience
and exposure to international settings. Both
of those are gained at the training programme
in Iceland. During my time in Iceland, stories
were being told about women who changed
completely during and because of the course
and the resulting exposure to different social
circumstances: women who had previously
been broken by the patriarchy, women who
had given up, or women who were just very
shy. The freedom they had during the course
in Iceland, together with the comradeship and
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their success in classes, made them more con-
fident to be on their own. When going back
to their countries some became activists and
some became mentors, fighting for gender
equality in their own ways: “After all these op-
portunities (trainings) that we've had, are we
just going to sit back? And do nothing about
it? Well, are you willing to do something? To
raise other women?” (female Kenyan scientist,
52 years). Thereby, this course does much more
than just teaching geothermal knowledge and
skills. Women and men gain a professional
and personal advantage. For women, this ad-
vantage can make up for or at least alleviate
gender discrimination.

Among and beyond the fellows:
Distinction and discrimination

The geothermal experts who have shared the
transformative experience of training together
at GRO GTP maintain a strong bond. Despite
time and distance, they continue to rely on
each other professionally and personally: “I
think what represents geothermal is, what
comes first to mind is the community. (...) It’s
like one family, able to share ideas and willing
to do so. And also due to the GTP programme.
I mean, that has also created a very important
network in the industry because it’s a small part
of the power generation worldwide” (middle-
aged Icelandic engineer, involved in GRO GTP
as a teacher for ten years). Just as described by
Turner (1987), these ties persist long after the
rites are over. This fact can mediate multiple
types of discrimination in favour of the fellows
and help them navigate hierarchies and chal-
lenging situations.

There are strict rules and hierarchies
in work life in Kenya. Women only get three
months of maternity leave, often working up
until the very last day of their pregnancy, and
men only get two weeks of paternity leave.
Structures at the companies are hierarchical,
to a point that “in Kenya the boss knows eve-
rything, if you know more and show it your
career will die”, as one male Kenyan scientist in
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his 50s put it. Doors here are rarely open, but
rather are guarded by secretaries restricting
entry. In this context, close colleagues may col-
laborate and help each other. This is not solely
the case for ex-fellows, but also for colleagues
that are close for other reasons. However, fel-
lows will follow each other’s career paths. They
will try to support and have each other’s backs,
even years after they have returned. When they
meet at their offices, courses, or conferences,
they indulge in collective memories. These ex-
perts hold each other and their skills in high
regard, reaching out when in doubt. It is not
only Kenyans who consult among each other,
but all the nationalities in the group. Getting
advice from countries like the Philippines,
Iceland, or El Salvador is only a phone call
away, no matter where one is currently work-
ing. Even though their ties to their former
teachers may never become as symmetrical as
the ones to their peers, the learning is not a
one-way street. Many teachers of GRO GTP
stated that they had learned a lot from their
students, not only about their cultures and
countries, but also about technical issues and
geological properties. WhatsApp groups made
during GRO GTP are often active for many
years, commonly celebrating each other’s
achievements, birthdays, and public or reli-
gious holidays. The community of geothermal
experts thus draws close ties across the globe.
Outside this network of mutual support,
the larger professional environment in Kenya
presents more challenges. In the broader
Kenyan context, where gerontocratic values
often dominate, younger professionals — and
particularly women - find themselves navi-
gating a complex landscape of age and gender
discrimination. Since the group of Kenyans
I followed - like others before — was mainly
in their early 30s, age discrimination played a
role for everyone. Both potential fellows and
older ex-fellows recounted similar stories. One
young male scientist (31) had been denied the
opportunity of going to Iceland because his
colleague, “who was a little bit older than me”,
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had also applied and was given preference be-
cause of it. Even for those who go to Iceland, the
seniority gained there does not always trump
biological age: “Everyone is being taken more
seriously after coming back from Iceland, but
there are also old guys who won't listen” (male
Kenyan scientist, 39 years). Therefore, GRO
GTP can mediate age discrimination only up
to a certain point. However, GRO GTP actively
promotes gender equality and SDG 5 is explic-
itly mentioned in their programme. One of the
measures taken has been to establish a gender-
based candidate selection process, aiming for
equal participation: “GTP insisted: this time
you are sending us women ... if it were not for
Iceland insisting on having women candidates
nominated, then some of us would have not
gone to Iceland” (female Kenyan scientist, 52
years).

Young female engineers, despite hold-
ing positions of authority within power plants
or in laboratories, frequently face scepticism
and the undermining of their position by
older male subordinates. While the minority
status of women in the geothermal sector of-
ten brings them together and creates support
groups (Omarsdottir et al. 2021; Wummel
forthcoming), this solidarity is strained under
the weight of generational and hierarchical
pressures. Older women often adhere to tradi-
tional hierarchies and sometimes inadvertently
perpetuate inequalities, aggravating the strug-
gles of their younger colleagues. While gen-
der discrimination is well known and openly
discussed, its intersection with age discrimi-
nation is less widely known and understood.
When older women deny younger women
professional opportunities, this is often met
with incomprehension and frustration. Older
women pioneering in the male-dominated
geothermal sector have not had an easy time
doing so. One of their biggest worries has been
that a subpar performance will mean that other
women will not be allowed to enter the sector.
Therefore, they have worked until the point of
exhaustion to avoid blocking opportunities,
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and may therefore be extra critical towards
women following in their footsteps. This also
means that there may be differences in how
the performances of young men and women
are measured, no matter whether the judge is
male or female - and the judgement may be
even harsher if the superior is female. Most
of the younger women I interviewed told me
they had worked at least twice as hard as men
to earn their place. Furthermore, even though
GRO GTP raised the fellows’ status by provid-
ing symbolic capital, experts who had attended
previously, who had collected degrees and
long-term experience in other international
contexts, or who are just higher ranked in the
company, continued to be senior to fresh ex-
fellows. As a 33-year-old Kenyan woman who
has been employed in the industry for 13 years
stated: “Older people have a higher level espe-
cially due to the experience level. Education
helps especially in making decisions at work,
and it seems one is taken a bit more seriously
especially among peers, although the age bias
does not go away.” That being the case, an ex-
ternal evaluation of GRO GTP confirmed that:
“A majority of fellows report that they have
been promoted upon return to their workplace
as a result of the training. The vast majority of
fellows also gained confidence and motiva-
tion, applied new knowledge, approaches, and
skills, and were handed greater responsibility”
(Ljungman et al. 2017, 124-125). One of the
greatest examples here is Dr Pacifica Ogola.
She attended the GRO GTP course in 2004
(see also Georgsson (2020)). Following her
attendance she was offered a PhD scholarship
by the GTP. Shortly after finishing her PhD in
2013 - as the very first African in Iceland ever
— she became the Director of Climate Change
at the Kenyan Ministry of Environment and
Forestry. When I talked to her at the end of
2022, she stated: “And one of the things that,
what made this happen is because of the fact
that I have a PhD. So I'm always grateful to
the government of Iceland for that particular
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support. So I can see that after [the training],
my life has changed dramatically”

Therefore, having attended GRO GTP
lessens the chance of falling victim to age and
gender discrimination even though it does not
disappear, since participants’ colleagues and
superiors respect the status gained in Iceland
and take the ex-fellows™ opinions more seri-
ously. The ex-fellows themselves may also act
more confident and competent due to the
symbolic capital acquired during the course.
Furthermore, this stamp of approval and the
associated status increases the participants’
chances of advancing in the ranks more rapidly.

Conclusion: Increasing seniority
through a rite of passage

Being in the Icelandic photo becomes signifi-
cant in this context. For those depicted on the
wall, the image represents not only a moment
of achievement, but also a time of equality that
overcomes typical societal divisions. It serves
as a visual reminder of a time when biologi-
cal age, hierarchical position, and gender did
not matter in their group, and when they
were welcomed into an international com-
munity of experts. As the fellows grow their
careers in Kenya, their experiences in Iceland
benefit them not only through the skills and
knowledge they have gained but through the
complexities of professional and social hierar-
chies. Being included in the picture provides
an advantage, as does gaining confidence and
seniority due to their lasting connections and
due to the recognition of the Icelandic stamp
of approval.

This article demonstrates how the train-
ing programme facilitates professional ad-
vancement and sheds light on the persistent
societal barriers that the professionals face
in their home country, as well as how these
may be mediated by prestigious training pro-
grammes. In the international community of
geothermal experts, biological age is far from
being the only factor that counts in assessing
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seniority. Experience, gender, and access to
foreign training play a stronger role. GRO
GTP facilitates the formation of relationships
and the acquisition of status, which ben-
efits the fellows in their work environments at
home. The social and cultural capital earned
during the course gives the ex-fellows sym-
bolic power, next to the material benefits that
it holds. This means that they gain seniority
that allows them to be taken more seriously,
to be seen as more competent, and thereby
to be considered for more important tasks. It
also means that gender and age discrimination
can be weakened through their new connec-
tions and prestige. Therefore, GRO GTP is a
valuable training programme which has a big
impact on the Kenyan geothermal sector.
Following the Kenyan geothermal ex-
perts from their training programme in
Iceland back to their professional lives in
Kenya illustrates the complexities and dynam-
ics of knowledge transfer, social hierarchies,
and professional development in a global con-
text and their impact on local status and sen-
iority. Therefore, I recommend this multi-sited
method for creating detailed ethnographies
of people moving through global and local
spaces. Further research may include explor-
ing why international exposure is necessary to
gain this advantage in Kenya, as well as diving
deeper into the Icelandic side of the story. The
findings of this ethnographic exploration have
implications beyond the geothermal energy
sector. They address wider issues of interna-
tional cooperation, the impact of cultural and
professional interactions, and the striving for
inclusivity in the fields of science, technology,
engineering, and maths (STEM). This study
also contributes to the literature on commu-
nities of international experts, their networks,
and training programmes. Specifically, global
and local (in)equalities become visible, con-
tributing to a more nuanced and humanized
view of energy experts. Finally, I would like to
emphasize the need for a deeper understanding
and acknowledgment of the societal dynamics
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that professionals from diverse backgrounds
encounter, especially, but not only, in contexts
of energy. This study advocates for a more in-
clusive and nuanced approach to international
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