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I. INTRODUCTION
During the 1980s it seems to have become increasingly accepted that higher education
should change so as better to serve the needs of the economy. The Government’s
thinking on this was spelled out in its Green Paper, The Development of Higher
Education into the 1990s, which set out the view that higher education should
contribute more effectively to improving the economic performance of the country.
This position was formalized in the white Paper, Higher Education: Meeting the
Challenge (Cmnd. 114), where two of the three aims and purposes declared for higher
education are “serve the economy more effectively” and “have closer links with
industry and commerce, and promote enterprise”. (The third is “pursue basic scientific
research and scholarship in the arts and humanities”.)
This emphasis on serving the economy seems to have come about, positively, through
the wish to ensure the future success of the U.K. as a competitive trading nation, but
also as a response to the frequently expressed dissatisfaction of employers that higher
education is not meeting their needs.
But although many employers seem to share a sense of disquiet it is not always clear
precisely what in their view is lacking. Indeed, the Fifth Report of the House of
Commons Select Committee on Education, Science and Arts which received a wide
variety of submissions in relation to The Funding and Organization of Higher
Education (1980) concluded that there is little consensus in employers’ expectations
of higher education.
However, insofar as it is possible to discern a pattern, the unease of employers seems
to focus on at least three problems: shortages, the aspirations and expectations of
graduates, and less frequently, the content of degree courses.
Concern about the shortages of graduates both generally and, in particular subject
areas, is frequently expressed. The Council for Industry and Higher Education, an
increasingly influential body, has argued in Towards a Partnership (1987) that the
demand for extra graduates is likely to grow eight times faster to the end of the century
than the planned supply. Robert Malpas, BP’s Managing Director, was quoted
recently in the Times Higher Education Supplement (29.1.88.) as saying, “The number
of applicants for jobs has declined sharply and we know this experience is not
confined to us. And this when the supply of graduates is itself still rising, for it is not
due, I think, actually to fall until 1990. From then on, as we are told, the supply
prospect looks quite bleak”.
The situation is particularly acute in some technologies. In a recent survey carried out
by the Central Services Unit of the Association of Graduate Careers Advisory
Services (1987), 59 per cent of the employers of graduates in engineering agreed with
the statement “the sort of specialists I need are in short supply”.
A recent review of skill shortages in information technology undertaken by the
National Computing Centre (Buckroyd and Cornford, 1988) concludes that the
demand for graduates is likely to increase by almost 40 per cent over the next five
years and that to meet requirements companies are tending to look for graduates from
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any discipline who seem to have potential rather than those who already have the
technical capability. Shortages have also been reported in biotechnology (Association
for the Advancement of British Biotechnology, 1988) and physics (Institute of
Physics, 1988).
A second area of concern is that it is feared that higher education puts young people
off working in industry. Paul Chambers of ICI quoted in West (1970) has put this
charge in its strongest and most general terms, “life at a university with its intellectual
and inconclusive discussions at the postgraduate level is, on the whole, a bad training
for the real world, and only men of very strong character surmount this handicap”.
For him then, as for Herman Hesse, more than half a century earlier, higher education
seems to be about playing a ‘Glass Bede Game’ of little relevance to life as it is lived.
More particularly, some employers baulk at the unrealistic aspirations of graduates.
Among the comments gathered in a recent survey of graduate recruiters carried out
by the Central Services Unit (1987) were, “many graduates are immature and often
have too exalted a view of their worth to a company“ and “universities seem to feed
graduates with fictional impressions of the size of starting salaries they can
command”.
Less commonly perhaps, employers voice dissatisfaction with the actual content of
degree courses. But McRobbie (1988), Operations Manager at Seal Sands Chemical
Company in Cleveland, has commented that the graduates applying for posts with his
company at the beginning of 1985, “showed an ignorance of chemistry and science to
such an extent that we often questioned whether they had actually studied chemistry”.
Earlier, the Finniston Report (1980) had referred to complaints “continuously voiced”
by employers that the education of engineers is over-theoretical and scientific.
Engineering graduates were felt to lack an awareness of the real-life problems and an
understanding of the constraints which the necessity for commercial success placed
on the adoption of text-book solutions.
Some of these strictures would be willingly accepted by higher education. The
Committee of the Engineering Professor’ Conference (cited in Hunter, 1981), for
example, agreed that their first degree courses might not meet the immediate needs of
industry, but this was because fundamentals were emphasized so that graduates later
in their training and careers would be able to tackle real engineering problems in
original and flexible ways.
Some of the apparent mismatch may therefore be a consequence of the different values
and goals of higher education and the work place. And unless higher education is to
be made entirely subordinate, as a training ground, to industry some tension is
inevitable and indeed may be healthy. Trow (1969) has suggested that higher
education ought not to be training for industry, but in a sense against it ... since
industry tends to train for its immediate needs ... and current practice is almost always
and everywhere obsolescent and conservative”. Industry, too, generally rejects narrow
vocationalism looking towards at least the early years of higher education to develop
"well-rounded people" (CIHE, 1987).
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If higher education and employment are accepted as different systems with different
priorities according to their own central tasks it is important, as Jahoda noted back in
1963, that their boundaries should be as permeable as possible to permit the fullest
possible co-operation. An appropriate basis for dialogue must be found so that a
mutuality of understanding can be achieved.
It is the purpose of this report, through a review of the documentary evidence and
consultations with interested bodies, to examine what it is that employers want of
higher education. In Chapter II, we look at graduate supply and show how many
graduates of what kinds and from what institutions are coming forward on to the
labour market and, in Chapter III, we attempt to assess how closely this meets demand.
Demand is of course a difficult concept and, to some extent, a managed phenomenon,
rising and falling in relation to supply, but we take as indicators advertised vacancies
and employment statistics.
Chapter IV reviews in detail employers’ wants in relation to their size and the
functions for which they are recruiting. Chapter V considers the responsiveness of
higher education to expressed employment needs and views it as a market supplier of
graduates. Given that the market seems to be relatively inefficient, that employers do
not pay directly for its products, the long lead time, and the difficulty employers
apparently have in giving advance notice of their requirements, we ask will it ever be
possible to smooth out the wide fluctuations from shortage to surplus which have
characterised graduate supply in recent decades.
Chapter VI goes on to examine the recruitment process from the point of view of
Blau’s (1956) framework for considering occupational choice. In these terms, the
‘Milk Round’ becomes the point at which compromises have to be struck between the
‘preferences’ and ‘expectancies’ of individuals and ‘the ideal standards’ and ‘realistic
estimates’ of the selectors. Blau’s scheme also points to the dynamics of the process
so we have to consider not only the here and now but the messages that have been
passed back over time which have contributed to the development of preferences and
expectations. We argue that although the official messages may refer to a need for
more engineers and technologists, young people may be responding more to the
various indications that the real rewards go to those who deal in money.
In Chapter VII we ask what is the appropriate language for dialogue between higher
education and employment, or perhaps we should say ‘trialogue’ since the role of the
Government is so important here? Has the difficulty that the various parties have
apparently had in reaching rapprochement been because the units discussed –
vocational vs. academic courses, the different subject areas – have been too large, and
would focussing on the components of higher education as say ‘Transferable Personal
Skills’ help? Employers currently seem greatly attracted to the notion of Transferable
Personal Skills but this raises fundamental questions as to whether these are in fact
personal qualities, or whether perhaps they are mainly situationally determined; and,
if they are primarily qualities of the person can they in fact be taught in higher
education.
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Chapter VIII considers some of the approaches that have been and are being attempted
to bring the higher education and employment systems closer together, including the
Manpower Services Commission’s ‘Enterprise in Higher Education’ initiative.
Finally, in Chapter IX, we draw together the argument and attempt to arrive at some
conclusions about employer wants, and how higher education might respond. We
begin with the numerical context.
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II. SUPPLY OF GRADUATES
It is not easy to be precise about the actual number of people obtaining degrees in any
one year, even though a finite number is involved and it would seem to be potentially
knowable. The situation is, however, complicated by the diversity of higher education,
with the different bodies involved producing statistics in different formats and for
different geographical regions. Statistics from the various bodies are also hard to
combine because the subjects tend to be labelled and grouped differently and parttime students and overseas students are treated differently.
Thus the answer to the seemingly simple question ‘How many graduates are coming
forward for employment each year’, tends to be less simple the closer you get to it.
But, in Table 2.1, we give some indication of graduate output by type of institution
and subject area for 1986, the year for which the most complete information was
available to us. This is based on the compilations of the Central Services Unit of
AGCAS, working groups of which, one in each case for the three sectors of higher
education, collaborated with the Universities’ Statistical Record, the Department of
Education and Science, the Committee of Directors of Polytechnics and the Standing
Conference of College Principals to produce statistics in more or less comparable
form for the universities, polytechnics and colleges.
It can be seen from Table 2.1 that in 1986 there were some 112,000 first-degree
graduates in the major institutions of higher education. Of these, about a quarter were
in administrative, business and social studies (25.4%), a fifth in the sciences (21.2%),
a sixth in the arts (15.5%) and an eighth in engineering and technology (12.9%).
TABLE 2.1: Output of First Degree Graduates, Home and Overseas, 1986
SUBJECT AREA

UNIVERSITIES
(UK)

POLYTECHNICS COLLEGES
(England and Wales)

TOTAL

Education

1,123

1,567

3,495

6,185

Medical Subjects

6,515

770

78

7,363

Engineering &
Technology

9,629

4,677

116

14,422

Agriculture &
Forestry

1,151

Nil

66

1,217

Science

17,050

5,578

1,148

23,776

Administrative,
Business &
Social Studies

17,697

9,346

1,441

28,484

1,134

2,041

374

3,549

8,048

1,268

489

9,805

Arts

7,576

5,084

4,736

17,396

Total

69,923

30,331

11,943

112,197

Architecture
Professional &
Vocational Subjects
Language Studies

Sources: The Supply of University Graduates 1987-89, Trends and Predictions, The Supply of Polytechnic Graduates 1987-89, Trends
and Predictions, Colleges and Institutes of Higher Education First Degree and Higher Diploma Students 1986, Manchester: Central
Services Unit.
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However, before we fix too firmly on the figure 112,000, it must be qualified in
various ways. The statistics of the Universities’ Statistical Record refer to the whole
of the UK while those gathered by AGCAS for the polytechnics and colleges apply
only to England and Wales. (The Scottish Central Institutions and other public sector
institutions north of the border are administered quite separately.) If, for consistency,
we consider universities in England and Wales only, we find that they produced
57,390 first-degree graduates making a round total of almost 100,000 (actually
99,664) for the three types of institution together.
Since there were about 854,000 people aged 21 (the most common age for graduating)
in 1986 in England and Wales (OPCS, personal communication) our figure for firstdegree graduates of 99,664 is equivalent to 11.7 per cent of the age cohort. This, in
turn, would be equivalent to nearly four-fifths of those gaining in 1983 two or more
A-levels, the usual minimum entry requirement for higher education courses. Social
Trends 18 (1988) indicates that for that year 15.3 per cent of boys and 15 per cent of
girls in England (and we presume about the same for Wales) obtained at least two Alevels.
But not all students enter higher education at age 18 with standard qualifications. An
answer to a parliamentary question reproduced in Education (29.11.85) revealed that
7,918 of students entering UK universities in 1983 were aged 21 or over (a definition
of mature student), which corresponds to 11.3 per cent of our total of 69,923 for
graduates of UK universities in 1986. The parliamentary answer also notes that similar
figures were not available for public sector higher education, but Brennan (1986)
gives 17.4 per cent as the proportion of mature students among CNAA graduates.
Applying these percentages to our total of 99,664 for England and Wales we find that
85,823 would have been normal-age entrants and 13,481 mature students.
A further 3,616 (6.3%) of university students came from abroad (Universities’
Statistical Record, 1986). The CNAA does not make available comparable statistics
but from the publications of the Central Services Unit concerned with ‘first
destinations’ (see footnote to Table 2.6) we can infer that it would have been of the
order of 3,100, giving a total of 6,716. If these are distributed between mature and
normal-age entrants as for home students then we are left with 80,040 as our estimate
of home-domiciled, normal-age entrants which is equivalent to 9.4 per cent of the age
cohort. This correspondents not too badly with the proportion of school leavers in
1983 indicating an intention to go on to higher education. Data given in Social Trends
18 (1988) suggest that this would have been 8.7 per cent of boys and 6.5 per cent of
girls.
Our estimations would then appear to be of the right order, but if we accept 100,000
as a convenient and easily remembered figure, when considering the number of
graduates available for employment further qualifications need to be borne in mind.
The university figures also include part-time students (except those at the Open
University), estimated from elsewhere at three per cent, whereas those for the
polytechnics and colleges do not. Since the CNAA Annual Report for 1985-86
indicates that part-time students comprised 10.6 per cent of the total on courses
validated by that body we can perhaps infer that there would have been in 1986 some
6

4,500 additional graduates by part-time study at our polytechnics and colleges. There
were also 7,989 Open University graduates so our 100,000 is an under-estimate.
However, since in this chapter we are mainly concerned with the number of graduates
coming forward for employment and different considerations are likely to apply to
graduates of full-time and part-time courses, it is perhaps not unreasonable to focus
in the first instance on the full-time graduates.
Table 2.2 shows the trends in graduates emerging from the universities and
polytechnics 1982-86 (figures are not available for the colleges). It can be seen that
during this period, due to financial constraints, the actual number graduating from the
universities declined by 2.7 per cent, although an increase to 1989 of 8.8 per cent is
projected. In the polytechnics meanwhile, helped by the overspill from the
universities, there was an increase of 48 per cent. Figures for the Open University are
also given in Table 2.2, and it can be seen that here as with the other universities,
financial constraints led to same decline in the number of graduates, but this recovered
to represent an increase of three per cent in 1986 over 1982 levels.
The trends in the universities and polytechnics for the different subject areas are given
in Table 2.3. Apart from the ‘pharmacy and allied health subjects group’ where the
statistics are confounded by including medicine and dentistry for the first time in 1986
(an omission which explains the difference between our trend totals in Table 2.2 and
some published statistics which haven’t adjusted for this), the major growth over the
decade has been in administrative, business and social studies where the prediction
for 1989 is 29 per cent above the number of graduates in 1981. The output of
engineering and technology graduates in 1986 was only up five per cent on its 1981
level but if projections are correct this could increase to 26 per cent by l989. Science
graduates are projected to rise by 23 per cent as against 19 per cent for arts, 16 per
cent for education and 13 per cent for professional and vocational subjects. It could
therefore be argued that there will have been some movement in the direction of the
presumed needs of the economy.
TABLE 2.2: Supply of First Degree Graduates 1982-86
INSTITUTION

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

Universities (UK)

71,872

74,052

72,973

72,046

69,923

Open University

7,690

6,710

7,208

8,085

7,989

21,373

22,229

26,691

29,469

30,331

Polytechnics (England and Wales)

Sources: The Supply of University Graduates 1987-89, Trends and Predictions and The Supply of Polytechnic Graduates 1987-89,
Trends and Predictions, Manchester: Central Services Unit. Statistical Office, Open University.

However, not all of these graduates will be available for employment in this country.
The statistics presented thus far have included both none and overseas students, and
it can be presumed (though as we shall see this is only partly borne out by the
statistics) that a high proportion of the overseas students will return to their own
countries for employment.
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TABLE 2.3: Trends in Output of Graduates from UK Universities and Polytechnics in
England and Wales by Subject Group
ACTUAL

PROJECTED

SUBJECT
GROUP

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

Education

2,977

2,575

2,896

2,701

3,086

2,690

3,063

2,947

3,454

Pharmacy &
Allied Health

1,909

1,937

2,015

2,023

2,256

7,285

7,100

6,975

7,153

Engineering &
Technology

13,562

13,982

14,153

14,490

14,640

14,306

14,594

15,139

17,116

Agriculture
&Forestry

1,051

1,085

1,123

1,084

1,009

1,151

1,072

1,067

1,168

Science

18,999

19,964

20,684

21,913

22,677

22,628

23,508

23,197

23,377

Administrative,
Business &
Social Studies

24,833

25,737

26,525

27,161

27,682

27,043

27,261

28,769

31,963

Architecture,
Professional &
Vocational Subj

2,417

2,485

2,642

2,971

3,113

3,175

2,822

2,929

2,722

Language
Studies

9,644

10,027

10,243

10,437

10,318

9,316

10,446

11,070

11,000

Arts

10,265

10,825

11,113

11,852

11,798

12,660

11,702

12,238

12,246

TOTAL

85,657

88,617

91,394

94,632

96,579

100,254 101,568 104,331 110,199

Sources: The Supply of University Graduates 1987-89, Trends and Predictions; The Supply of Polytechnic Graduates 1987-89, Trends
and Predictions. Manchester: Central Services Unit.

The Universities’ Statistical Record gives more detailed information on the domicile
of students than does the CNAA so Table 2.4 which gives the trend in the destinations
of overseas graduates is confined to the universities. It shows that in 1986 6.3 per cent
of first-degree graduates were from abroad, of whom 61.1 per cent left the UK after
graduating, both these percentages declining somewhat from 1982.
TABLE 2.4: Trends in Destinations of Overseas Graduates of UK Universities
YEAR

TOTAL
GRADUATES

OVERSEAS
LEAVING UK
N
%

TOTAL
N

%

REMAINING IN UK
N
%

1982

71,872

5,674

7.9

3,854

67.9

1,820

32.1

1983

74,052

5,211

7.0

3,347

64.2

1,864

35.8

1984

72,973

5,061

6.9

3,319

65.6

1,742

34.4

1985

72,046

4,688

6.5

2,755

58.8

1,933

41.2

1986

69,923

4,437

6.3

2,710

61.1

1,727

38.9

Source: University Statistics 1985-86, Vol. II. First Destinations of University Graduates. Cheltenham: Universities’ Statistical
Record.

Each year the ‘first destinations’ of graduates are collected by the careers advisers at
universities, polytechnics and colleges and analysed by the Universities’ Statistical
Record and Central Services Unit. Not all graduates are traced in the survey, and Table
2.5 shows that in 1986 this was 89.9 per cent of the university graduates and Table
2.6, 81.2 per cent of the polytechnic and college graduates.

8

TABLE 2.5: First Degree Graduates of UK Universities Available for Employment, 1986
SUBJECT
GROUP

GRADUATES
TRACED

OVERSEAS
LEAVING
UK
N
%

AVAILABLE
FURTHER
FOR
EDUCATION
EMPLOYMENT &TRAINING
N
%
N
%

UNAVAILABLE
FOR
EMPLOYMENT
N
%

Medicine &
Dentistry

4,273

34

0.8

4,139

96.7

95

2.2

5

0.1

Allied to
Medicine

1,689

26

1.5

1,389

82.2

242

14.3

32

1.9

Biological
Sciences

4,597

45

1.0

2,691

58.5

1,671

36.3

190

4.1

Vet Sci, Agricl
& Related

1,155

18

1.6

917

79.4

159

13.8

61

5.3

Physical
Sciences

5,948

68

1.1

3,528

59.3

2,180

36.7

172

2.9

Mathematical
Sciences

4,144

228

5.5

3,025

73.0

824

19.9

67

1.6

Engineering &
Technology

8,086

1,003

12.4

5,961

73.7

1,000

12.4

122

1.5

929

104

11.2

643

69.2

164

17.7

18

1.9

Social Studies

9,776

526

5.4

5,199

53.2

3,667

37.5

384

3.9

Business &
Financial Stud

2,800

196

7.0

2,345

83.8

169

6.0

90

3.2

107

-

87

81.3

13

12.1

7

6.6

Languages &
Related Studies

6,841

98

1.4

4,377

64.0

2,048

29.9

318

4.6

Humanities

4,174

58

1.4

2,649

63.5

1,247

29.9

220

5.3

Creative Arts

1,022

10

1.0

545

53.3

421

41.2

46

4.5

933

68

7.3

782

83.8

56

6.0

27

2.9

6,328

228

3.6

4,341

68.6

1,522

24.1

237

3.7

62,802

2,710

4.3

42,618

67.9

15,478

24.6

1,996

3.2

Architecture
& Related

Librarianship
& Inform Sci

Education
Multidisciplinary
TOTAL

-

Source: University Statistics 1085-86, Vol. II, First Destinations of University Graduates. Cheltenham: Universities’ Statistical Record.

The tables show that there was wide variation between the subject areas in the
proportions immediately available for employment. In the case of the universities, the
range was from medicine and dentistry (96.7%), business and financial studies
(83.8%) and education (83.8%) to physical sciences (59.3%), creative arts (53.3%)
and social sciences (53.2%). In all of these with lower proportions, however, a high
percentage went on to further education and training.
The proportions in the polytechnics and colleges immediately available for work
(Table 2.6) tended to be higher than in the universities, but again there was
considerable variation. The range was from agriculture (100.0%), education (96.4%)
and health subjects (95.4%) down to language, literature and area studies (70.9%) and
other arts (67.5%).
9

TABLE 2.6: Availability for Employment of First Degree Graduates of Polys and Colleges
SUBJECT
GROUP

GRADUATES
TRACED

OVERSEAS
LEAVING UK

AVAILABLE
FOR
EMPLOYMENT

FURTHER
UNAVAILABLE
EDUCATION
FOR
& TRAINING EMPLOYMENT

N

%

N

%

N

%

N

%

4,464

4

0.1

4,305

96.4

87

1.9

68

1.5

807

1

0.1

770

95.4

24

3.0

12

1.5

4,034

486

12.0

3,268

81.0

225

5.6

55

1.4

65

-

65

100.0

-

Science

5,465

121

2.2

4,013

73.4

1,217

22.3

144

2.1

Social Admin&
Business Studies

8,805

285

3.2

6,589

74.8

1,730

19.6

201

2.3

Professional/
Vocational

2,054

49

2.4

1,663

81.0

295

14.4

47

2.3

Language, Lit &
Area Studies

1,304

11

0.8

925

70.9

331

25.4

37

2.8

Art & Design,
and Music

3,900

22

0.6

3,069

78.7

723

18.5

86

2.2

Other Arts

3,427

30

0.9

2,313

67.5

955

27.9

129

3.8

34,325

1,009

2.9

26,980

78.6

5,587

16.3

749

2.2

Education
Health
Engineering &
Technology
Agriculture

TOTAL

-

-

-

-

Source: Polytechnic First Degree and Higher Diploma Students, 1986, Colleges and Institutes of Higher Education, First Degree
and Higher Diploma Students 1986, Manchester: Central Services Unit.

Tables 2.5 and 2.6 also show large differences in the proportions of graduates who
were from overseas and leaving the UK, with engineering and technology being
prominent in both university and public sector statistics. If we apply the percentages
of Tables 2.5 and 2.6 to the base figure of Table 2.1, we find that of the 14,422
engineering and technology graduates in 1986, 10,978 were available for
employment. Of the remainder, 1,769 were from overseas and leaving the UK.
Overall, in supply terms we can think of some 100,000 full-time first-degree graduates
in England and wales per year at present, of whom 72,200 are available for
employment immediately and 21,000 after further education and training. This figure
of 93,200 perhaps can be envisaged as the size of a Cup Final crowd at Wembley.
How well it fits in with what employers want, both as a gross total and in terms of the
balance of specialisations, we will consider in the next chapter.
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III. GRADUATE DEMAND
‘Demand’ is an elusive concept and it is not yet possible to model the recruitment
needs of employers in such a way as to calculate in absolute terms what their
requirements are for new graduates. However, by focussing on recruitment itself, the
number of positions available and the graduates left unemployed, we can get some
indication of how far current output meets demand. Direct comparison of this kind
will also point to areas of shortage and over-supply.
In Table 3.1 we set, by subject area, the vacancies advertised through the Central
Services Unit against the unemployment statistics of the ‘first destinations’ survey. In
1986, 3,418 or 38.7 per cent of the vacancies were for graduates of any discipline and,
in 1987, this rose to 5,454, fully 49.5 per cent of the total.
For vacancies where a discipline was specified, Table 3.1 shows that the highest
proportion was in engineering, technology and applied science (12.5%) and the lowest
in ‘arts’ (0.4%). when it came to unemployment, however, the converse was true, with
fewest in applied science (5.3%) and most in the arts (8.5%). On the face of it,
therefore, there is reason to suppose that the balance of graduates coming forward
does not match employers’ needs. Interestingly, in this regard, medicine would seem
from the vacancy/unemployment figures to have got its planning more or less right
with few in each category, though this may merely reflect difficulties in the data,
vacancies not being advertised through the CSU for example.
Neither the vacancy nor the unemployment figures are perfect. The Central Services
Unit publishes every two weeks a ‘Current Vacancy’ list. (There is also a ‘Forward
Vacancy’ list). Each year, in August, the CSU brings out the totals for the preceding
year, May to May. Vacancies which appear in more than one issue within a sevenissue period (approx. three months) are only counted once. However, if the same job
appears more than once in a period extending beyond seven issues, or if any of the
details of the job offered are changed, then the same vacancy can be recorded more
than once.
TABLE 3.1: Vacancies and Unemployment, 1985-86
VACANCIES
ADVERTISED

UNEMPLOYED

N

%

N

%

Arts

122

0.4

2,789

8.5

Social Studies

703

2.7

1,872

7.3

Pure Science

2,249

8.8

2,032

7.9

Applied Science

2,249

12.5

958

5.3

82

1.4

32

0.5

SUBJECT
AREA

Medicine

3,418 of vacancies, 38.7% of total, were for any discipline.
Sources: Statistical Quarterly, No. 31, August 1987, Manchester: Central Services Unit; Summary
of First Destinations and Employment, University Graduates 1986, Polytechnic First Degree and
Higher Diploma Students 1986, Colleges and Institutes of Higher Education First Degree and
Higher Diploma Students 1986. Manchester: Central Services Unit.

Conversely, some advertisements do not specify salary or the number of posts
available, and these are not counted. The CSU tries to get the missing information,
11

but if the employer does not respond, as is often the case, then the vacancy does not
appear in the totals. Thus the CSU compilation will be an under-estimate of the posts
advertised through AGCAS Moreover, since not all jobs are advertised in this way,
the vacancy list can only be a rough guide.
Similarly, the ‘first destinations’ statistics collected annually by careers advisers at
universities, polytechnics and colleges are only a general indication. The survey
information is collected between the date of graduation and the following 31
December. Those who give a definite destination are so recorded but the others are
followed up, usually in the last six to eight weeks of the survey period. At this time,
definite destinations are again entered and other categories used, but for some the
destination is not known.
Although the response rates are high, in some instances approaching 90 per cent,
questions have been raised about the reliability and timing of the data. Gregson and
Taylor (1987) have shown considerable changes in the year following the survey with
71.0 per cent of those classified as unemployed, or in short-term employment, or
‘unknown’ obtaining ‘permanent’ employment. Some details from Gregson’s and
Taylor’s study are shown in Table 3.2.
TABLE 3.2: Destination in December after Graduation and One Year Later
Destination at
31 Dec, 1984

Employed

Destination at 31 Dec, 1985
Further
Education or Unemployed
Other
Training
N
%
N
%
N
%

N

%

Unemployed

1,266

69.6

223

12.3

297

16.3

32

Short-term
Employment

500

73.1

118

17.3

57

8.3

Unknown

831

71.8

188

16.2

110

2,597

71.0

529

14.4

464

TOTAL

TOTAL
N

%

1.7

1,818

100.0

9

1.3

684

100.0

9.5

29

2.5

1,158

100.0

12.7

70

1.9

3,660

100.0

Source: Adapted from Gregson and Taylor (1987).

In interpreting our vacancy/unemployment ratios we must therefore be very cautious,
but Table 3.1 would seem to be giving three main messages: (i) that a high proportion
of posts are open to any graduate, (ii) that there is a case for a switch towards the
applied sciences, and (iii) that where there is a close relationship with higher education
as with medicine, it is possible to get the manpower planning more or less right
(providing also the subject and career is sufficiently attractive to applicants).
When we come to look at the recruitment targets of employers we run into the
difficulty that the statistics available are either too general or too specific (and by
naming companies risk breaching their confidentiality). Table 3.3 gives the general
employment categories of first-degree graduates from universities and the public
sector in 1986 and we can see that commerce takes just over a quarter at 28.9 per cent,
the public services 22.1 per cent and manufacturing industry 20.3 per cent. Table 3.4
gives the trends for the universities (comparable data are not available for all public
sector graduates), from which we can see that there has been a small but persistent
movement away from manufacturing industry towards commerce.
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These figures are, however, at a high level of generality and also the resultant of the
processes of application and selection. What would be much more interesting from
the point of view of graduate demand would be the actual recruitment targets of
employers. However, even if they are known, and this may not always be the case
much in advance, such information is treated as private to the particular organisation.
Where the CSU does know the recruitment targets of any employer for a particular
year, it respects the confidentiality of the information and does not release it. We must
stress that our figures for individual employers do not come from the CSU but were
gleaned from clues in the press, particularly The Independent, which we checked
where possible.
TABLE 3.3: Employment of First-Degree Graduates from University and Public Sector
Education, 1985-1986
CATEGORY

UNIVERSITIES
(U.K.)
N
%

POLYTECHNICS COLLEGES
(England and Wales)
N
%
N
%

TOTAL
N

%

Public Services

8,721

(25.2)

2,788

(18.7)

752

(12.6)

12,261

(22.1)

Education

1,928

(5.6)

1,564

(10.5)

2,923

(48.9)

6,415

(11.5)

10,100

(29.1)

5,094

(34.1)

522

(8.7)

15,716

(28.3)

7,583

(21.9)

3,308

(22.1)

372

(6.2)

11,263

(20.3)

1,054

(3.0)

1,191

(8.0)

59

(1.0)

2,304

(4.1)

1,463
11,084

(4.2)
(32.0)

595
3,998

(4.0)
(26.7)

91
1,005

(1.5)
(16.8)

2,149
16,087

(3.9)
(28.9)

3,848

(11.1)

700

(4.7)

94

(1.6)

4,642

(8.3)

2,707

(7.8)

700

(4.7)

194

(3.2)

3,601

(6.5)

4,529
794

(13.1)
(2.3)

2,598
79

(17.4)
(0.5)

717
30

(12.0)
(0.5)

7,844
903

(14.1)
(1.6)

2,018

(5.8)

1,418

(9.5)

743

(12.4)

4,179

(7.5)

34,645

(100.0)

14,941

(100.0)

5,975

(99.9)

55,561

(99.9)

Industry
(of which
Manufacturing,
Building and
Civil Engineering
Public Utilities)
Commerce
(of which
Accountancy,
Banking, Insurance,
Finance
Other Commerce)
Private Practice
Other
Total in ‘Permanent’
U.K. Employment

Sources: Summary of First Destination and Employment University Graduates 1986, Polytechnic First Degree and Higher Diploma
Students 1986, Colleges and Institutes of Higher Education First Degree and Higher Diploma Students 1986. Manchester: Central
Services Unit.

Table 3.5, based on this information, shows the top ten graduate recruiters for 198687. Given the dominance of the Civil Service together with the fact that most of the
organisations will have been looking for management trainees as well as specialists,
the openness of many posts to the graduate of any discipline is perhaps not surprising.
But what is striking about Table 3.5 is the appearance of four firms of accountants in
the top ten. (It is possible for the graduates of any discipline to enter accountancy
also.) In terms of specialist requirements, the presence of GEC, British Telecom and
Marconi suggests a high demand for electronic engineers and ICL for information
technologists, which is consistent with the views expressed in Chapter I.
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TABLE 3.4: Trends in Employment of UK University Graduates
Category

1982-3

1983-4

1984-5

1985-6

N

%

N

%

N

%

N

%

Public Services

8,828

(26.7)

8,631

(25.0)

8,716

(24.7)

8,721

(25.2)

Education

1,996

(6.0)

1,959

(5.7)

2,032

(5.8)

1,928

(5.6)

Industry
Manufacturing,
Building & Civil
Engineering
Public Utilities

9,949
7,789

(30.1)
(23.6)

11,259
9,029

(32.6)
(26.2)

11,187
8,808

(31.7)
(24.9)

10,100
7,583

(29.2)
(21.9)

1,110

(3.4)

1,104

(3.2)

1,076

(3.0)

1,054

(3.0)

1,050

(3.2)

1,126

(3.3)

1,303

(3.7)

1,463

(4.2)

Commerce
9,518
Accountancy,
3,140
Banking, Insurance & 2,050
Finance
Private Practice
707

(28.8)
(9.5)

9,904
3,330

(28.7)
(9.6)

10,524
3,789

(29.8)
(10.7)

11,084
3,848

(32.0)
(11.1)

(6.2)

2,097

(6.1)

2,309

(6.5)

2,707

(7.8)

(2.1)

776

(2.2)

778

(2.2)

794

(2.3)

(6.2)

1,988

(5.8)

2,072

(5.9)

2,018

(5.8)

(100.0)

34,517

(100.0)

35,309

(100.0)

34,645

(100.0)

Other

2,032

In ‘Permanent’ U.K.
Employment

33,031

Source: Summary of First Destination and Employment University Graduates 1986. Manchester: Central Services Unit.

Although the recruitment targets given in Table 3.5 are somewhat arbitrary, they have
an immediacy which the generalisations about employer-needs lack. They could be
further improved if particular functions were specified. Although we appreciate the
difficulties over confidentiality and long-term planning, it would be very helpful if
some organisation like the CBI, the CSU, or the MSC even, were to gather
systematically each year the recruitment targets of individual employers and make
these available on an aggregate basis (thus protecting confidentiality) to indicate the
demand for graduates in the different functions.
TABLE 3.5: Major Recruiters, 1986-87
EMPLOYER

RECRUITMENT
TARGET

Civil Service

4,000

Peat Marwick McLintock

1,000

GEC

750

British Telecom

620

Deloitte Haskins & Sells

500

Coopers and Lybrand

400

Ernst and Whinney

400

Marconi

400

Shell

350

ICL

320

Source: Independent Newspaper 11 May, 1987 checked where
possible by enquiries to employers.
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This would go a long way towards getting clearer messages back to young people
taking decisions about what to study and to institutions in planning their provision.
As we shall see in Chapter V, where there are clear indications of employer needs,
students and higher education respond, but it is important that the signals should be
accurate.
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IV. EMPLOYER WANTS
Employers’ wants are diverse and will depend, among other things, on their central
tasks, their size, and their own training provision. In addition, any one employer may
be recruiting to different functions for which the requirements may be different. There
will also be differences from year to year as an organisation develops or as the state
of the economy changes.
It is not easy therefore to represent graduate recruitment in diagrammatic form
accurately. But, in order to give us a framework for exploring the problem, we can
perhaps begin by accepting the distinction draw by Pearson (1976) between three
recruitment streams: the management trainees, the specialists and the general intake.
Starting from these categories, Hunter (1981) has devised a model which is presented
in modified form as Figure 4.1.
The model suggests that any employer will have a requirement for potential high fliers
who after general management training will have the opportunity to occupy positions
in senior management. The exact content of the degree here is less important than it
should help to identify someone of talent, with the ability to get to the top. In addition,
an organisation may have a requirement for specialists where the content of the degree
may be important. The specialist may remain performing a specialist function, move
on to the management of specialists, or perhaps rise to a senior general management
position. Besides the management trainees and the specialists, the model makes
allowance for a general intake which may or may not be graduates and which after
specific job training will come to occupy middle and lower management positions.
FIGURE 4.1: Framework for Considering Graduate Requirements

Source: adapted from Hunter (1981).

This sort of framework works reasonably well with organisations like the Police
Service, for example, where accelerated promotion is available to carefully selected
graduates to provide the Chief Constables of tomorrow, but where the highest
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positions are open to non-graduates who show potential. The Police Service also has
requirements for specialists like computer scientists, operational researchers and
psychologists though these functions are not specifically recognised by employment
grades.
However, the more one tries to use the model, the more the complexities of the reallife situation become apparent. For example, while it seems reasonable to assume that
management traineeships should be open to graduates regardless of discipline, the
converse, that a specialist function requires a specialist degree is not true. Even where
the function has a direct equivalent as a university course this need not be the case.
Accountancy, for example, is open to graduates of any discipline and a degree in
computer science is not always valued for itself since it is sometimes said, “They have
always learned the wrong language".
Neither is there an agreed notion of what is and what is not a graduate job.
Conceptions tend to change with the supply of graduates. In recent years, the police,
banking and insurance, the retail trade and paramedicine have all turned increasingly
to graduates, partly because their traditional recruitment pool of 18-year-olds has
tended to dry up as a larger proportion of the more able has gone on to higher
education. In Roizen and Jepson’s (1985) study a number of employers bemoaned the
impoverishment of the 18-year-old market. This pursuit of the same young people,
either at 18 or three years later as graduates, points up one of the main features of a
degree for employers: it helps to identify the most academically able in the population.
In addition, it seems reasonable to expect that three or four years in higher education
will have added something beyond the maturity of extra years and this may be (a)
specialist content and/or (b) personal qualities.
IDENTIFYING THE ABLE
Our analyses in Chapter II showed that less than ten per cent of the age cohort obtained
degrees so that if an employer wanted to tap into this top decile it would make sense
to recruit graduates. This is consistent with the findings presented in Chapter III that
approaching half graduate vacancies are open to any discipline.
The notion that higher education is seen by employers as a way of targeting talented
individuals is supported by evidence from several studies that there is a hierarchy of
preference. Roizen and Jepson (1985) who interviewed representatives from a sample
of 150 employing organisations found that many said that they preferred graduates of
universities to those from polytechnics, while colleges of education were at the bottom
of the pecking order. Boys (1984), working as part of the same project team as Roizen
and Jepson, gave three inter-related reasons for employers preferring university
graduates: (i) they felt that polytechnic graduates were likely to have lower entry
qualifications, (ii) universities were felt to contain larger pools of suitable applicants
and (iii) universities were felt to offer better environments for the development of the
individual.
Among the universities there is a hierarchy also. Seaton (1988) has claimed that a
"hidden class system" exists, in which the blue chip companies seldom look beyond
‘Oxbridge’, London and the older civic universities, preferring an ‘Oxbridge’ classics
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graduate for say, marketing, to a student from a provincial university or a polytechnic
who has an honours degree in business studies plus work placement experience.
Herriot (1985) has suggested that in the past some employers have recruited only from
the ‘best’ universities, as a pre-selection strategy, as they have been faced with so
many applicants that to interview them all was neither desirable nor possible. This
may change as more and more graduate recruiters chase final-year students apparently
no longer so eager to secure employment at the earliest opportunity.
However, there is evidence that as the number of graduates has grown, employers
have been less willing to take the degree of itself as an indicator of talent and have
been looking back to the applicants’ A-level grades (Roizen and Jepson, 1985) where,
on occasions, As and Bs may be more important than degree class. Blaug (1985) has
also found that employers pay more attention to the high status institutions because of
the difficulty of getting a place there.
The use of higher education as a filter may, however, militate against another of
employers’ expressed wishes: that for graduates with relevant practical experience.
Harris (1985a) found that nearly all the employers interviewed in the Brunel Project
favoured work experience in higher education, but nevertheless recruited
preferentially from universities where work experience is not part of the
undergraduate programme. Recruitment practice in this respect seems to reflect the
conservatism of employers (Boys, 1984) and may lead to public-sector graduates
being overlooked.
SPECIALIST CONTENT
One of the functions of higher education for employers is then to identify people with
talent. But there is also a requirement for specialist competence. This is true in the
professions, like medicine, the church and the law, but also in a number of technical
and vocational subjects such as electronic engineering and biotechnology.
This may not however be in the form of specific skills, but rather a generalised
practical organisation of knowledge (Hirst, 1966). In his 1987 Presidential Address to
the British Association for the Advancement of Science, Sir Kenneth Durham
advocated more multi-disciplinary scientific and technological courses, to produce the
hybrid scientists and engineers needed to cope with modern sophisticated technology.
Sir Monty Finniston (1984) has argued that higher education provides but the first
stage in the acquisition of the knowledge and understanding of the discipline
necessary for the professional engineer. Schofield (1987) too, has publicly supported
unified engineering courses, including a substantial element of information
technology and industrial placements.
There is also evidence that as the pace of development in the new technologies has
quickened higher education has not always been able to keep up. Pearson (1985a) has
shown how the strong demand for information technology specialists in the early
1980s led to some companies successfully setting up postgraduate conversion courses,
designed to turn arts graduates into programmers. The message here is that routes into
information technology can be flexible, and employers need not insist on a computer
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science degree. It is not unusual for employers in key areas such as information
technology to have to recruit from other disciplines (Buckroyd and Cornford, 1988).
Where the rate of advance in a field is rapid and salaries are high, institutions of higher
education may have difficulty in staffing courses. Pearson (1985a) argued that the
Government’s intention to increase information technology student numbers by a
thousand by 1988 would be hampered by the universities’ difficulty in recruiting
lecturers, as salaries in higher education do not compare favourably with those
available in industry. Sir Peter Swinnerton-Dyer (1985), Chairman of the UGC, has
also made this point. There is a similar problem with accountancy. The Institute of
Chartered Accountants has recently made a submission to the Department of
Education and Science, and the University Grants Committee, expressing concern
about the disparity between academic and practising accountants’ salaries, and
suggesting that differential lecturers’ salary scales be introduced, to encourage more
accountants into higher education.
The difficulty higher education experiences in responding quickly to changes in
employers’ requirements for specialist graduates is compounded by the difficulty
industry has in predicting future manpower requirements in the medium and longterm. Sparrow and Pettigrew (1988) of the Centre for Corporate Strategy and Change,
have looked at the UK computer supplier industry in terms of the responses of
companies to the human resource management problems associated with rapid
technological changes in the industry. Large companies like IBM and ICL were found
to use sophisticated assessment procedures to identify those with potential computing
ability, with computer science graduates accounting for only 20 per cent of the intake
(Ewan, 1986). However, for smaller companies, with limited assessment procedures,
this strategy is less successful. Companies are seen as facing a dilemma, in that inhouse training is needed to ensure the availability of qualified staff in the long-term,
but the highly-competitive nature of the computer supplier business means that
periods of off-the-job training are often not possible. The relatively short-term nature
of much business planning in high technology industry also makes development of
long-term human resource management policies very difficult. One executive
commented:
I know we cannot plan our requirements for skills well enough over a twoyear period. The chances of planning them over an employment lifetime
are nil. Therefore the one thing that we must plan for is flexibility of skill
... you have to employ people who are sufficiently intelligent, flexible in
attitudes, determined, and prepared to take on any new job.
(Sparrow and Pettigrew, 1988)
It may be argued that higher education is not the place for advanced skill-specific
training, and with reference to information technology skills, that such training and
updating is best carried out by the employers themselves (Gordon, 1985). This will,
however, depend on the size of the organisation since smaller graduate recruiters, with
less facilities for in-house training are still likely to look to higher education to provide
specialists with appropriate skills training.
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Beyond the older professions and academic research, there are thus a number of
questions to be asked about the appropriate relationship between learning in higher
education and the development of advanced competencies.
PERSONAL QUALITIES
Rather than specific content it may be that employers mainly look to the universities,
polytechnics and colleges to develop certain personal qualities in the very able people
that are attracted to them. Wellington (1986) found in an interview study that
employers tended to frame their needs in terms of attitudes and dispositions, rather
than skills. Indeed one national ‘high tech.’ employer in Wellington’s sample
commented that the graduates he appointed would not necessarily be in computer
science, as they had often been trained in the wrong computer language. The qualities
required are increasingly being discussed in terms of Transferable Personal Skills, a
topic we shall be exploring in Chapter VI.
There has also been a feeling among some employers, particularly in the industrial
sector, that higher education may tend to put students off work in their fields. This
was forcibly pointed out by an employer in Harris’ (1985a) study, “... students don’t
know why they are there. Teachers at school and many university academics never
experience working life in the sense of being in industry”. He felt “there are certain
skills which (higher education) could a) recognise and b) improve which would then
make graduates more successful in their academic work, perhaps, and also give them
a better start in industry (for example, run a meeting, make a presentation, write a
document)”.
Kogan (1985) in reviewing the findings of the Brunel Expectations of Higher
Education survey, which he led, concluded:
Thus employers look to higher education to select able young people for
them. They also look to higher education as the primary source of training
in some specific knowledge and skills for particular occupations. But they
support educational experiences which, almost irrespective of the course
of study, create flexibility, enhance personal development and build up
individual motivation.
From which it follows that the most appropriate response on the part of higher
education to meet employers’ needs may be to continue to find ways of helping
students to develop, academically and personally, rather than trying to manipulate
numbers and courses.
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V. GRADUATE SUPPLY AS A MARKET MECHANISM
Higher education and employment may be seen as two separate systems, each with its
own values and goals. As a way of examining their inter-relationships, Hunter (1981)
has suggested that it is interesting to consider higher education as ‘the supplier’ and
employers as ‘the consumers’ of ‘a product’ - the graduate. If supply and demand here
were operating in an ‘efficient market’, then they should be self-adjusting. Any
persistent imbalances would point to constraints to the free operation of market forces.
Many constraints could be involved, but, in particular, we want to discuss, in addition
to the nature of employers’ influences, two: (a) what students want to study and (b)
the nature of the higher education system already in being.
STUDENT DEMAND
Although it is an exaggeration to say that higher education is student-led since only
about 12 per cent of the income in higher education is from fees, students’ subject
preferences have a major impact on the types of graduates that it is possible to
produce. It may be sensible for the Government to envisage a switch from the arts to
the technologies but unless students come forward to occupy the places thereby
created, the graduates will not emerge.
TABLE 5.1: Changes in Demand for University Courses, 1984-87
SUBJECT

1984

1987

APPLYING

ACCEPTED

Accountancy

1717

451

3.8

2658

802

3.3

+54.8

Psychology
(Scientific)

1984

811

2.4

2861

1191

2.4

+44.0

336

165

2.0

464

278

1.7

+38.1

4442

1113

4.0

6040

1725

3.5

+36.0

Sociology

1489

792

1.9

2019

1049

1.9

+35.6

Law

8501

3170

2.7

8695

3328

2.6

+2.3

History

5003

2901

1.7

4734

3021

1.6

-5.4

Computer
Studies

3726

1288

2.9

3486

1852

1.9

-6.4

Electronic
Engineering

2666

1355

2.0

2492

1604

1.5

-6.5

Medicine

8763

3753

2.3

7955

3805

2.1

-9.2

English

6465

2759

2.3

5371

2686

2.0

-16.9

Physics

3260

2565

1.3

2628

2365

1.1

-19.4

Maths

4115

2772

1.5

3238

2649

1.2

-21.3

French

1628

975

1.7

1220

942

1.3

-25.1

Civil
Engineering

2378

1255

1.9

1766

1171

1.5

-25.7

Production
Engineering
Business &
Management
Studies

RATIO

APPLYING

ACCEPTED RATIO

% CHANGE IN
APPLIC-ATIONS
1984-87

Sources: UCCA Twenty-fourth Report 1985-6; UCCA Twenty-fifth Report 1986-7. Cheltenham: UCCA.
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Table 5.1 gives the numbers of students applying for, and accepted on, courses at
universities for the two years 1984 and 1987 (comparable information does not seem
to be available for the polytechnics and colleges). Comparison of the two years shows
that students’ preferences are not entirely inconsistent with the presumed needs of the
economy. Over the four years, there have been major increases in the number of
applicants for accountancy (54.8%) and business and management studies (36.0%),
and, although the provision in both fields has been greatly expanded, there are still
over three applicants for every place Conversely, demand for civil engineers has fallen
and this has been reflected both in a reduction of places and a decline in the number
of applicants.
However, in some areas great difficulties are arising and this is particularly the case
with physics and maths. Graduates of these disciplines are greatly valued as they are
believed to have numerical and conceptual skills with a wide variety of applications.
But the demand from students for these subjects has fallen to the point where nearly
everyone who applies is able to obtain a place. Table 5.1 shows that over the four
years 1984 to 1987 applications for physics places dropped by 19.4 per cent and for
maths by 21.3 per cent, and the ratio of applications to acceptances was respectively
only 1.1 and 1.2. Smithers and Robinson’s (1988) study of patterns of A-level choices
revealed that one of the reasons for this was that students with the ability to do these
subjects were preferring to take economics and business-related subjects in the belief
that they opened-up the prospect of a prosperous future.
STRUCTURE OF HIGHER EDUCATION
The efficient operation of the graduate labour market from the employers’ point of
view, is further constrained by the structure of higher education itself, in terms of the
provision that is made for students to study particular subjects. The principle of the
autonomy of the universities means that the University Grants Committee, the major
source of universities’ income, recommends the balance of places on courses, but
specifies student targets only in a few cases, such as teacher training.
Moreover, the principle of academic freedom in the higher education system means
that many high-level staff have tenure, with the result than an institution may have a
thriving department in a subject not directly relevant to the needs of employment, but
that department will be relatively impervious to market forces.
EMPLOYERS’ INFLUENCE
The influence of employers on higher education is mainly indirect. Only one per cent
of university students (figure for public sector not available) are sponsored and only
one in ten of those by industry and commerce. Only five per cent of university students
and 29 per cent of polytechnic students are on sandwich courses.
Relatively little of the income of higher education comes directly from employers and
what influence they are able to exert is mainly through the signals they give to
institutions and students about what is needed, including starting salaries and career
structures. We have seen that, in some instances, as with accountancy and business
studies, the response has been quite dramatic.
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However, Lindley (1981) in reviewing the evidence concerning graduate supply as
the operation of a labour market concluded signals have been weak and confusing in
the past. Lack of understanding of employers’ requirements has been compounded by
the lack of adequate statistical information on the employment, mobility, earning and
conditions of employment of the highly educated in this country. Such information
would give a clearer picture of what is going on in the relevant labour market, in the
absence of which employers’ views lack coherence.
The Government is looking for ways of increasing the influence of industry and
commerce in higher education, and the Education Reform Bill contains proposals for
a significant representation on the new funding councils for universities and the public
sector.
But the most telling way of increasing employer influence would be for them to pay
directly for what they wanted. Experience with overseas students shows how
successfully higher education can react to market forces. Since students from abroad
pay full-cost fees, they are actively courted by the institutions which have become
adept at meeting their needs and those of their parent countries.
If industry and commerce were similarly to pay the piper then they could certainly
call the tune. However, the reluctance of employers to ‘pick up the tab’ was
continually emphasized in our discussions with them. This stems partly from the costs
involved, but also from the recognition that it may not be appropriate to treat higher
education as a commodity to be bought and sold. Thus, while the Council for Industry
and Higher Education (l987) is looking for a closer relationship and a “coincidence of
purpose”, Robert Malpas, Managing Director of BP, and a leading Council member,
has warned that the evolution of such a relationship may be hampered unless the
Government acts to dispel the suspicion that it was being encouraged “merely to fill
the vacuum created by withdrawal of government support in some areas” (Malpas,
1988).
It is important that, if ‘coincidence of purpose’ is to be achieved, with employers
influencing but not directly paying, the signals given about the kinds of graduates
required should be as accurate and clear as possible. With specialists, the situation is
complicated by the difficulty employers may have in predicting their manpower needs
several years in advance. The potential supply of graduates for any given year begins
to be differentiated some eight years previously at present, when young people begin
to make subject and course decisions at age 13/14. Clearly, it would be helpful if
employers’ hiring strategies could be framed in relation to long-term requirements,
rather than short-term economic conditions, so that young people could base the
decisions they make on more accurate knowledge.
Lindley (1981) and Glyn (1985), among others, have stressed that better labour market
information would give all parties – prospective students, graduate job-seekers,
institutions, employers and the Government – a sounder basis for decisions.
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VI. A LANGUAGE FOR DIALOGUE
Malpas (1988) has stressed the need for industry and higher education to develop a
dialogue which will enable both to “play a more effective role in society”. The nature
of the dialogue will depend, in part, on the language adopted to discuss the issues.
Three possible levels at which it might be pitched can be identified, ranging from the
general to the specific: (a) education vs. training, (b) subjects and (c) transferable
personal skills.
EDUCATION/TRAINING
The recent shift towards higher education as a means of meeting the nation’s need for
highly-qualified manpower has brought into focus the question of its proper role. A
key issue is whether the main emphasis should be to prepare students directly for
employment, or to facilitate their personal intellectual development and potential for
a wider social contribution.
In times when demand for highly-qualified recruits is low, employers are able to select
those applicants whose skills and knowledge may be of direct relevance to their
employment. A recent report from the Centre for Labour and Management Studies at
the University of Nottingham pointed out that a consequence of this labour market
environment is to encourage students to move towards subjects which are vocationally
more specific (Morgan and Scott, 1987). However, the danger of vocationalism in
higher education is that it will lead to over-specialisation geared to short-term market
demands.
Morgan and Scott (1987) further argue that since the early 1970s until quite recently,
this is what has been happening to the UK graduate labour market, with the result that
less weight has been given to the traditional concerns of higher education. However,
the increasing sophistication and complexity of many sectors of employment in the
1980s, including industry, technology and the business world, has meant that the
workforce needs to be able to cope with rapid change and development. As a result,
employers’ needs for well-educated manpower has increased, and more emphasis is
now being put on the need for the workforce to be flexible and adaptable.
A seller’s market has been developing in recent years, in which employers compete
for graduates who have a sound grasp of basic principles and the potential to learn.
The problems inherent in higher education’s attempting to cater for rapid changes in
demand for graduates with specific vocational degrees are now being recognised and
commentators from both employment and academia are beginning to reject the notion
of narrow vocationalism, and to favour graduates with a more general, multidisciplinary background, coupled with the capability of benefitting from further onthe-job training.
There are signs that even within traditionally vocationally-related disciplines,
employers are beginning to favour a basic general education. Thus, Robert Malpas of
BP has been quoted in the press as saying, “Get it right for the nation as a whole, and
our special needs can be met from a generally better educated population. Indeed,
most of us in industry also believe that to design education particularly to meet the
needs of industry would result in a system inappropriate for the long-term needs of
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the nation”. In a similar vein, Dutton (1986) of Proctor and Gamble, summarising the
findings of a 1985 survey of members of the Standing Conference of Employers of
Graduates (SCOEG), argued that as graduates need to be capable of developing into
leaders, employers look for breadth in education and attainment. He went on to
advocate more inter-disciplinary exchange in higher education, to enable each subject
group to explore mainstream thought in other areas.
A study carried out at Sheffield University for the MSC (Donaldson, et al, 1987),
which examined the links between education and employment in the area of
information technology, concluded that a desire to satisfy the needs of industry by
over-emphasising vocationalism may be counter-productive in the long-term, and that
while the pace of technological innovation is so fast, the emphasis should be on
general abilities rather than specific skills. The report concludes that employers’
“constant emphasis on the value of personal attributes is perhaps the most important
message which can be transmitted to education at all levels, from primary school to
university”.
Sir Peter Swinnerton-Dyer, Chairman of the University Grants Committee, has also
spoken against the over-specialised degree as the way for higher education to meet
the needs of industry, asserting that what industry really needs are “people who can
continue to acquire advanced technological skills as and when they need them; and
the most important of these are likely to be skills that have not yet been invented”
(Swinnerton-Dyer, 1985). These words are echoed by those of Marcello (1987) who
has argued that as the content of most jobs twenty years hence cannot be predicted,
the most sensible approach would be to educate for both life and work. He stresses
that flexibility and integrative thought are likely to be at a premium in the future,
whereas the present education system is geared to categorisation and classification,
with over-specialisation at degree level.
Richard Pearson (1985b) of the Institute of Manpower Studies, has suggested that in
those areas of employment where the link with higher education is critical in order to
ensure adequate numbers of highly-qualified people, the key need is to impart basic
principles and practices and to allow for flexibility and substitution in recruitment
policies and in course planning.
If higher education is to provide the basic grounding for graduates, the question
remains - where will the specialist training necessary for performing particular jobs
be obtained? Glyn (1985) has noted that the education/training distinction embodies
the convention that while the State pays for the former, the latter is mainly the
responsibility of employers. However, some employers may be reluctant to see
training in this way. In 1986, a report commissioned by the MSC and the National
Economic Development Office (NEDO) found that few employers see training as an
issue of major importance, crucial to their corporate strategy. Training was seen as an
extra, which could be cut back as a money-saving measure, rather than as an
investment. The attitude of Britain’s employers to training was found to compare
unfavourably with that of many of our trading competitors (Coopers and Lybrand,
1986). But, in Shepherd’s (1985) aphorism, “If you think training is expensive, try
ignorance”.
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A survey of 857 companies, all members of the British Institute of Management,
conducted by the CBI and the British Institute of Management (Ashworth, Burgoyne
and Stoddart, 1987) as part of a major investigation into management education,
concluded that many middle managers in Britain are antagonistic towards education
and training, and that many managers experience difficulty in persuading older senior
colleagues, who have reached their position without the benefit of training, of its
value. The survey also revealed that in some smaller companies, training had been
given a low priority, as the firm expanded.
The attitude of employers towards training may arise, in part, from the size of the
company and the employment sector. Small organisations are less likely to have
comprehensive in-house training programmes, and to need graduates who are able to
make a positive contribution to the company right from the start. Other companies,
particularly in areas of high technology, such as the computer supplier industry, may
feel that competition is so fierce that employees cannot be spared for training
(Sparrow and Pettigrew, 1988).
However, although a variety of needs are being expressed around the notion of
‘vocationalism’, they seem to embody general hopes and it is not always easy to see
how they might be operationalized.
SUBJECTS
At a more specific level, employers may state their requirements of higher education
in terms of subjects and the specialisms they require. Thus, it might be said that higher
education should make sure there are enough production engineers, and not too many
sociologists. There are difficulties with this approach. One is in predicting future
manpower requirements. Coupled with the long-lead time involved in developing
courses at degree level, this can give rise to problems. For example, in 1980, the
demand for geologists from the booming petro-chemical industry was strong.
However, by the time the large number of students who were then attracted to a career
in that industry had graduated in 1983/4, oil prices had dropped and many companies
had cut back on exploration, with the result that a large number of geology graduates
were surplus to requirements.
The long-lead time involved in higher education, and the ensuing lag between demand
and response, means that changes specified in terms of subjects may not be efficiently
met. Hunter (1981) reviewing the pattern of demand for engineering graduates during
the 1960’s and ‘70s, demonstrated a cyclical variation between surplus and shortage.
Excess demand at one time tends to lead to over-production several years later. In
turn, the over-supply results in a fall in demand, and a subsequent shortage. There is
thus an inherent danger of fluctuation when employers’ requirements are discussed in
terms of degree subjects.
The notion that ‘subjects’ is the proper language also makes two faulty assumptions.
The first is that if higher education creates the right number of places on degree
courses in specific subjects, then sufficient students will come forward to fill them.
The second assumption is that if higher education does manage to produce the
required number of, say physicists, they will all subsequently go on to make a career
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in physics. Higher education itself has no direct control over applications for places
on courses, or on graduates’ career decisions. The part played by employment is
important in both these matters, in sending clear messages to those making subject,
course and career decisions. Manipulation of the number of places available in higher
education would not be enough alone to bring about desired changes.
It is also important to remember that many graduate recruiters do not specify a
particular subject, but are willing to consider applicants with any degree. When
employers recruit graduates for the general intake into the lower/middle management
stream, and equally often when they look for high-fliers to groom for leading roles
within the organisation, the degree subject is of little importance.
TRANSFERABLE PERSONAL SKILLS
Moving to a more specific level of discourse still, the dialogue between higher
education and employment could be couched in the language of transferable personal
skills - the components of higher education which may be generalised beyond the
content of the degree. The possibility of discussing the role of higher education in
terms of the components of degree courses is currently favoured by employers and
being actively explored by higher education itself. The University of Sheffield, for
example, has recently produced a discussion document, “Improving the Personal
Skills of Graduates” (1987) which identified seven areas of competence, all of which
were held to be desirable for graduates, in addition to their academic achievements.
The seven areas were: (l) Literacy – the ability to communicate in writing
unambiguously and lucidly; (2) Oral communication skills – the ability to listen,
understand and express ideas well; (3) Numeracy – the ability to handle numerical
information with confidence; (4) Computer awareness – the ability to understand and
use contemporary technology; (5) Social competence – in problem-solving, meeting
objectives, working with others in co-operation, and motivating others; (6) Values
clarification – the ability to respond sensitively to the ethical issues involved in
decision-making; and (7) Self-awareness and development involving a knowledge of
one’s own abilities, needs and potential. Subsequently, the University has set up a
Personal Skills Unit, designed to encourage the development of these skills among all
students.
The awareness of higher education of the importance of this issue is also exemplified
by a booklet produced by the NAB (1986), Transferable Personal Skills in
Employment: the contribution of higher education, which states that employers
describe such generalizable skills in terms of communication, problem-solving and
teamwork and puts forward suggestions as to how higher education might foster such
skills. In our informal talks with graduate employers at Manchester University during
their ‘Milk Round’ recruitment visits, these are the skills which several have
spontaneously mentioned as lacking in many of the graduate applicants they see.
The evidence of employers’ enthusiasm for the notion of transferable personal skills
is abundant. The importance of these skills is emphasised again and again, in both the
formal and the informal statements of employers recruiting graduates. In its evidence
to the Select Committee on Education, Science and the Arts in 1980, the CBI said that
companies often complain that:
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The people who come out of technological disciplines are all too often less
lively as people than those who have done less relevant subjects like the
arts ... we would like to see somewhat greater weight attached to the
personal qualities, such as motivation, ability for original thought and
ability to get at and solve problems. This does not necessarily come out in
some of the applicants we get. (Vol. II, pp. 338-9)
Speaking at the 1984 Conference of the Society for Research into Higher Education,
Sir Monty Finniston stressed that in addition to academic ability the professional
engineer must have courage, resilience, judgment and energy - in short he looked for
a well-rounded individual. In a similar vein, the CSU survey (1987) quotes various
employers’ remarks on the self-presentation of graduates, including the following:
“Many graduates lack interpersonal skills which are required when
working in industry”.
“... They make very little effort to present themselves well and show
enthusiasm, self-motivation, and initiative...”
“Graduates don’t know how to sell themselves”.
These examples serve to illustrate the importance attached to personal skills by
employers. Blaug (1985) has gone so far as to say that employers care less about what
graduate recruits know then how they will behave, and points to the socialisation
function of education in systematically encouraging self-esteem, self-reliance,
versatility and the capacity to lead. Blaug contends that even in occupations
demanding specialised abilities, success is more frequently the result of high levels of
achievement motivation, than of factual knowledge.
The contention is supported by guidelines published by the Institute of Chartered
Accountants on student recruitment, which state that “intellectual ability must be
measured alongside an assessment of practical aptitude, of character, of personality,
and of commitment to succeed” (ICA, 1986). The guidelines go on to mention
communication skills, motivation, initiative and skills with people as vital personal
qualities.
However, although most people would agree that such qualities are admirable, in a
graduate or, indeed in any other employee, it is far from clear to what extent they are
qualities or attributes of the person, and therefore relatively enduring and
generalizable, and to what extent they are situationally determined. High motivation
may be integral to the person or may be aroused by circumstances. This issue has a
long history, and many psychologists, notably Mischel (1968) have argued that
personality itself is not an innate and unchanging part of the person, but is a response
to circumstances.
There is also a further question: even if the desired attributes are enduring qualities of
the person, can higher education do anything to develop them? Hitchcock (1987) has
argued that the notion of transferable personal skills can clarify the nature of the
relationship between higher education and employment, and act to offset “limited,
crude and simplistic calls for more vocationally-oriented courses in higher education”.
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Hitchcock’s feeling is that humanities and social science courses, which have been
sharply criticised in recent years for not preparing students sufficiently well for
employment, in fact embody precisely those transferable personal skills which
employers want; although their existence may have remained implicit or at least
articulated only minimally. A distinction, then, is drawn between the form and the
content of degree courses, and Hitchcock contends that a range of transferable
personal skills is developed in many social science and humanities courses, through
the methods used to teach the course. Support for this contention has also come from
employers we have met who have stated that although content is not so important to
them, method is and they would welcome graduates from courses which included
more student-led seminars, presentations, information searches, and group projects;
as these are the types of learning activities which they feel foster the qualities they
require in graduates.
It is important to find an appropriate language for addressing the role of higher
education. Once one is accepted, higher education and industry will be better able to
work out where their “coincidence of purpose” lies.
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VII. THE RECRUITMENT PROCESS
The recruitment process itself may be examined in terms of Blau’s (1956) framework
for considering occupational choice which is presented in Figure 7.1. He and his
colleagues conceptualised entry into employment as a series of adjustments between,
on the one hand, the ‘preferences’ and ‘expectancies’ of individuals, and on the other
hand, the ‘ideal standards’ and ‘realistic estimates’ of employers.
FIGURE 7.l: Blau’s Schema of the Process of Occupational Choice and Selection
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Graduate recruitment acts as the interface between the applicant and the employer,
each party bringing to that process their own perceptions and aspirations. These
impressions have been formed over time, so that the transition into employment may
be seen as a dynamic process, of which the recruitment of graduates is only one part.
Blau’s scheme allows us to examine the matching process between graduates and
employers in gross terms, at the level of overall graduate numbers, and at the personal
level, by which an individual graduate finds the ‘right’ job.
THE MILK ROUND
The annual ‘Milk Round’ of recruitment visits has traditionally provided a forum for
the coming together of graduates’ and employers’ needs and wants. There are signs
that, though it is losing some of its attraction for graduates in a seller’s market, it
remains very popular for employers, who see it as a time- and cost-effective method
of recruitment (CSU, 1987). Students, however, aware that their employment
prospects are relatively good now, may not be quite so enthusiastic as in previous
years. Table 7.1 shows the recent trends in Milk Round recruitment activity at
Manchester University.
TABLE 7.1: Recent Trends in Milk Round Activity at Manchester University

Employer Visits
Student interviews

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

1987

367

351

322

318

334

363

364

10,009

9,390

8,254

8,808

8,014

7,889

6,750

The number of firms participating has been fairly stable, although there have been
large shifts in the composition, which may indicate that employers quickly become
dissatisfied without immediate results (Putt, 1987, unpublished). At the same time,
students in their final year, aware of the competition for highly-qualified recruits and
the move towards a seller’s market, are becoming more confident of finding a job, and
less eager to attend a large number of interviews. As employers deny that their preselection standards are rising, the drop in the number of student interviews can be
assumed to have resulted from fewer applications. (Although these figures apply to
only one institution, the University of Manchester Appointments Board was
confident, in its 1986/87 Annual Report, that its experience probably reflects national
trends.)
The falling numbers of applications may be taken to indicate the realisation on the
part of students that employment prospects are improving, and they don’t feel so
pressured to job-hunt strenuously. Another reason might involve the characteristics of
the selection process itself. A senior careers officer has told us that in his experience,
many students feel that the process is too long and complex, involving as it does
complicated application forms, initial assessment interviews which may include some
form of aptitude testing, and usually a long and demanding second assessment
procedure, often carried out at company headquarters. Many students are deterred by
the prospect of submitting to such elaborate procedures at a time when their studies
are difficult and coming to a climax. Many prefer to spend their last months in higher
education working for their finals, and so defer job-hunting until after graduation.
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There is now also a small, but increasing number of students every year who elect to
take a year off after graduating, before plunging into a career. At the same time, in
some sectors of employment, the decentralisation of graduate recruitment has led to
different departments within one company recruiting at different times of the year. In
short, graduate recruitment shows signs of becoming a year round exercise, especially
if the feared shortage of high calibre potential managers, and of graduates in some
specialist, technical disciplines, materialises (Syrett, 1985; Harris, 1985b).
In 1988, demand looks set to outstrip supply and the pressure to recruit is increasing.
Some academics have expressed concern about the potentially disruptive effect on
students’ academic work, of autumn term recruitment, which has increased in recent
years as some employers attempt to cream off the ‘best’ graduates (Syrett, 1985).
MATCHING AT THE PERSONAL LEVEL
At the personal level, the articulation of the preferences and requirements of both
graduates and employers, is brought into sharp focus during the Milk Round. At this
time, final-year students choose, from the employment opportunities available to
them, where to make their applications. The matching process at this level involves
the student getting the type of job he wants, and the recruiter finding a suitable
graduate from amongst the applicants.
A recent survey of students’ views of the graduate recruitment process (Cooksey,
1988) reported that company recruitment brochures often fail to identify and present
what the students actually want to know, in an honest and realistic way. Students want
information to be more direct and detailed than is customary at present, for example,
what degree discipline is suitable for a particular career, what training is provided,
and details about career paths, promotion and development opportunities. Herriot
(1987) has suggested that companies need to be clear why they want graduates and
then to communicate these objectives clearly to applicants, so that unsuitable students
could pre-select themselves out. Then, at the interview stage, both parties could
negotiate in order to arrive at a combined decision about employment. Herriot believes
that this procedure would be likely to reduce turnover in the early months of graduate
employment, as the decision of both the student and the employer would be based on
realistic information.
Syrett (1988) reports the findings of a recently published study by the Institute of
Manpower Studies, which exhorts employers to make efforts to define their
requirements of managers, so that both graduate applicants and managers seeking
promotion may know what is wanted, which may differ from one company to the next
according to its organisational culture. Derek Hornby (1987), Chairman of Rank
Xerox, and a member of the CBI Charter Group on Graduate Manpower has said,
“Companies need to avoid the temptation to take the easy route and talk in broad
generalities. They need to be far more specific about their management training needs
and provide clear definitions of the expression they use to indicate these”.
Morgan and Scott (1987) found that many employers describe graduates as
‘vocationally naïve’, with a lack of knowledge of the labour market, of the specific
requirements of particular occupations, and with poor self-assessment and self-
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presentation skills. Similarly Arnold (1985) found that many graduates were surprised
during the early months of employment by features of the work environment such as
lack of supervision and the general atmosphere. It may be that if both students and
employers had more realistic expectations of each other, the attrition rates experienced
by some employers would be lower.
Poor appraisal on the part of the employers, and ill-informed choices on the part of
the graduates lead to dissatisfaction on both sides. Improvements in recruitment
strategies could avoid some of the problems which arise when a good match between
company and recruit is not found. Boys and Kirkland (1987) found that of their sample
of graduates, 31 per cent felt, after three years in employment, that they were overqualified for their work, and 33 per cent that they had had little or no opportunity to
apply the knowledge and skills they had acquired during their time in higher
education. Soberingly, even graduates in subjects with very favourable employment
prospects, such as maths/computing and engineering echoed this trend, with 27 per
cent feeling over-qualified and 35 per cent feeling under-utilised. Disillusionment like
this may be the result of graduates’ unrealistic expectations and aspirations, and more
concrete information from employers could help to avoid it.
There is some evidence to indicate, however, that such dissatisfaction is not spread
evenly amongst graduates of all types. Brennan and McGeevor (1987) have looked at
the employment experiences of a sample of 4,016 CNAA graduates of 1982 from 122
full-time and sandwich courses, at 33 polytechnics and colleges. This sample was
equivalent to about ten per cent of the total number of public sector graduates for that
year. They classified courses according to whether they were deemed to provide
general or special work-related skills, and found that graduates of the latter, for
example, business studies and hotel and catering management, tended to find
employment more quickly than graduates in the arts, humanities and social sciences
(from polytechnics and colleges) Nevertheless, graduates from all sectors tended to
be dissatisfied with the level and suitability of their work. Brennan and McGeevor,
whilst acknowledging that further investigation is needed, tentatively conclude that
the graduates of courses categorised as producing ‘occupational specialists’ generally
enjoy a smoother transition from higher education to employment, although “the
success of such courses will depend on the match of the supply of graduates to the
demands of employers”.
DYNAMICS OF CHOICE
It is our argument that the matching of supply and demand in this way depends on
important decisions taken by the students well before they emerge as potential
graduate employees; and on the response to the labour market’s signals as they see
them.
If pupils and students are to make choices which correspond to the requirements of
employers, accurate information must be conveyed to them, both directly through the
Careers Advisory Services, and through the various hints and clues available about
salary, status and prospects. With more accurate information, students could make
better informed choices.
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The success of our times is accountancy. The image and status of the profession is
high; and graduates have unmistakably got the message. Salaries offered to graduates
are very competitive, the profession is seen to offer a recognised, well-structured
training programme leading to a professional qualification; and prospects for
advancement are good. It is said we lead the world in the production of accountants
(Handy, 1987). Many of the factors which seem to have contributed to the
accountants’ success were identified by Tarsh (1984) as playing a part in an
organisation’s ability to recruit. He specifically mentioned image, pay and career
prospects, type of work and links with higher education.
Many industrial employers believe the image of industry is poor in the eyes of students
– 18 per cent of the manufacturing industry employers surveyed by the CSU (1987)
agreed with the statement that “we cannot find graduates who are interested in
production jobs”. Some companies feel that higher education itself gives young
people unrealistic aspirations, and a distaste for some aspects of employment (Roizen
and Jepson, 1985; CSU, 1987). But Southampton University’s Manpower 2000
national survey, to be published in May 1988, pinpoints salaries and conditions, as
well as image, as the main reasons for the difficulties experienced by industry in
attracting good quality graduates.
The move by students into some areas, such as accountancy, and out of others, such
as civil engineering, represents a response to the signals and information which have
filtered down to them from the employment market over time. Although the
Government and employers may speak of shortages of engineers and technologists,
the actual message received by young people as they make their subject and career
decisions is that it is accountancy and business-related courses that open the way to a
valued and prosperous future. A better understanding of the way young people’s
preferences are formed and the messages received by them would seem crucial to
harmonising the output from education with the needs of employers.
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VIII. BUILDING BRIDGES
Although the importance of the continuing independence of the higher education and
employment systems is recognised, there have been a number of attempts to achieve
“coincidence of purpose”. In this chapter we briefly indicate some of those attempts.
SANDWICH COURSES
Sandwich courses are hitherto perhaps the major attempt to bring higher education
and industry closer together. They have a long history going back to the 1880s, but
their early development was slow and fragmentary, and it was not until 1955, through
their adoption by the then National Council for Technological Awards, that they
became introduced on a wide scale. At present, some five per cent of university
students and 29 per cent of CNAA students are graduating via sandwich courses.
There is considerable variation with subject. Among public-sector students 66 per cent
of those on business and management studies courses, 63 per cent on engineering and
technology courses and 47 per cent on science courses are studying in this mode. In
universities, engineering and technology, and business and financial studies are again
prominent, but here the percentages are only 15 per cent and seven per cent
respectively.
Sandwich courses have been evaluated by Smithers (1976) and the RISE Committee
of DES (1985), both of which concluded that, although there were real and tangible
benefits to students, there were difficulties in achieving the desired integration. This
was due in part to difficulties in obtaining suitable work placements and making links
between the periods of academic study and supervised work experience. One of the
problems facing any scheme for bringing industry and education closer together is just
how much education and training employers can take on board without detracting
from their central tasks.
COMETT
COMETT is the acronym for the Community Action Programme for Education and
Training in Technology, a European Community venture designed to develop
partnerships between higher education and business/industry, either regionally, or in
key areas of technology. One of its aims is to update the skills of employees, and to
develop training systems in new technologies, using methods such as distance
learning. Twelve such training partnerships are in force already, and a further six were
accepted in November 1987. Each project is funded jointly by COMETT, and the
universities and companies involved. One example of a COMETT scheme is the
partnership between London University and a consortium of companies including
Plessey, GEC and Thorn EMI, to develop training in computer-aided microelectronics
design.
PEGASUS
The Pegasus Project, funded by the Department of Education and Science and
sponsored by major UK companies, has been piloted at York University and Churchill
College, Cambridge. In time, Portsmouth and Sunderland Polytechnics will be
involved, as will colleges of higher education in Liverpool and Dorset. The projects
aim to help graduates to develop the following personal skills – self-awareness and
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confidence, motivation, ambition, decisiveness, sociability and leadership. In
addition, it is hoped that participation in a Pegasus project will ensure competence in
terms of numeracy, literacy, computer awareness and personal presentation.
Participating students, who are all volunteers, attend lectures, discussions and roleplaying exercises for four hours a week during their second year, in order to develop
their personal abilities. Vacation work is arranged, to give the students the chance to
try out these skills. Finally, at the beginning of the final year, each student is
encouraged and helped to plan an explicit strategy for his/her future, in terms of
employment. Although the Pegasus Project is fairly new, some signs of success are
already in evidence. At Churchill College, the first group of students devised a
presentation about the programme, which was successfully used to persuade the
College authorities to fund a second project in 1988. The Pegasus programme at York
was student-centred, in that participants chose the particular range of skills they
wanted to explore and develop. A work experience element was incorporated into the
scheme, as this was considered vital in terms of relating the student’s personal profile
and their requirements of a job to the realities of the world of work.
CRAC INSIGHT INTO MANAGEMENT
The Careers Research and Advisory Centre, CRAC, which is an independent agency
which, among other things, seeks to develop education – employment links, has also
been active in this area. In conjunction with the careers services of institutions, it has
been running a range of insight courses designed to give students the opportunity to
see what the world of work involves.
‘Insight into Management’ courses, lasting four days, include participative
management exercises, involving tutors from industry and commerce, and young
managers from a variety of organisations, as well as the students. The courses hope to
give students a better understanding of what management entails, so that they might
make more informed career choices.
PERSONAL SKILLS
At the University of Sheffield, a Personal Skills Unit has been set up, to improve the
social and presentational skills of graduates, and to focus on “the skills and qualities
students must develop to cope with radical alterations in work patterns and demands,
and beyond that, in total life style” (University of Sheffield, 1987).
LENS
Last year also saw the launch of local employer networks (LENS), a project supported
by the CBI, the MSC and the Association of British Chambers of Commerce, ABCC.
LENS is a national system of networks designed to give employers a more active role
in education and training locally. The networks, which are still getting under way in
many parts of the country, are to collect and analyse relevant labour market
information, so that the local education authorities might be made more aware of
employers’ needs, and to advise employers on matters of education and training
(Evans, 1987).
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ENTERPRISE IN HIGHER EDUCATION
However, by far the potentially most fundamental and far-reaching initiative of recent
times, is the MSC’s ‘Enterprise in Higher Education’ programme, which aims to
“encourage the development of qualities of enterprise amongst those seeking higher
education qualifications” (MSC, 1987). Ultimately, it is hoped that every institution
will introduce ‘Enterprise’ across all disciplines, which may entail a re-structuring of
approaches to both learning and teaching. One objective is to increase the
independence of the student, and to help him or her to develop skills relating to
“effective innovation, active problem-solving and determining effective personal
strategies within organisations” (Glover, 1987).
The scheme has the following characteristics:
(a)

every person seeking a higher education qualification should be able to develop
competencies and aptitudes relevant to enterprise;

(b)

these competencies and aptitudes should be acquired at least in part through
project-based work designed to be undertaken in a real economic setting and
should be assessed jointly by the higher education institutions and employers;

(c)

there should be an attempt to integrate the proposed new programme into the
existing educational provision and should involve more than offering optional
modules for business studies;

(d)

there is a requirement for a contribution from employers in cash or kind,
equivalent to at least 25 per cent of the MSC’s contribution over the first two
years and rising to a substantial proportion from the third year of the programme.

It is thus a bold attempt to counteract what many see as the prevailing anti-business
ethos of higher education and to create a climate in which wealth-creating activities
are valued. However, like the sandwich system, it is dependent on a major input from
employers, and its ultimate success will depend largely on the arrangements devised
for achieving this.
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IX. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
Our review of the literature and consultations with interested bodies have revealed
that employers are not entirely happy with the service that they feel they are getting
from higher education, but the reasons for this are not easy to pin down. Shepherd,
Manager of Education, Training and Personnel Services of Ford, at the Annual
Conference of the Society for Research in Higher Education in 1985 suggested that it
would be interesting to look at higher education in terms that would be applied to any
other supplier: namely, quantity, quality, cost and delivery. Since our concern is with
the employers’ viewpoint, we can perhaps follow this lead and use these criteria as a
way of structuring our summary and conclusions.
QUANTITY
In Chapter II, we demonstrated that, in round figures, some 100,000 full-time first
degree graduates per year are being educated in the institutions of higher education in
England and wales, of whom about 72 per cent become available for home-based
employment straightway, and 21 per cent after further education and training. Since
this represents a five-fold increase in the post-war period, one may wonder whether
there really is a shortage. But, as the supply of graduates has increased, so have
employer expectations and sectors like engineering, banking, paramedicine, the retail
trade, hotel and catering management and the police, all have increasingly turned to
graduates, partly because their traditional recruitment pools at l8 have become so
much smaller as the people themselves have gone on to higher education.
Since there is no agreed definition of what actually constitutes a graduate job and
conceptions are continually changing, we cannot really speak of absolute shortages,
but only of the relative extent of vacancies and unemployment.
We recommend that an attempt be made to collect detailed information on the
nature of graduate vacancies and how long it takes to fill them, and also more
follow-up studies be undertaken to improve the quality of ‘destination’ statistics.
Such follow-up studies should also shed light on the retention of graduates once
recruited, since there are indications of very high wastage rates.
The statistics we have show that there has been oscillation between shortage and
surplus at least over the past three decades and, at present, we seem to be entering a
period of shortage. This is likely to be greatly exacerbated as the age cohort declines
from 854,000 to 629,000 over the next ten years, a decrease of no less than 26.3 per
cent.
The situation seems particularly acute in certain areas, for example, physics,
electronic engineering, biotechnology and information technology, and what seems to
be happening is that young people with the necessary talents to successfully pursue
these fields are being drawn into financial occupations in the belief that this is the way
to a rewarding and prosperous future.
The development of young people’s preferences is an area which urgently requires
further investigation as does the nature of the messages about employment
opportunities which they are receiving.
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It is Government policy “to maintain a distinct emphasis on technological and directly
vocational courses at all levels, leading to a switch in output in favour of graduates
and diplomates with corresponding qualifications” (Green Paper, Cmnd. 9524, 1985),
but it has to contend with what elsewhere it has called ‘The Human Factor’. If young
people do not come forward for the places in higher education which have been
created in areas of need and the low applications to acceptances ratios for some
subjects noted in Chapter VI are a source of concern, then the ‘Switch’ policy will be
difficult to implement. On the other hand, as we have seen, there has been no difficulty
in filling places in business-related subjects, with applications to the universities being
three or four times as many as can be accommodated, and this raises questions about
the signals being received by young people as they make career-related decisions.
Since Britain is known for its financial institutions and ‘invisible earnings’ are a major
contribution to our balance of payments, it may be that, although an expressed need
is for more scientists and technologists, the actual need is for more accountants,
financial advisors and managers. And if they are scientifically trained so much the
better. At all events, that is the way market forces seem to be operating. However,
since as we have seen in Chapter IV, higher education does not operate as an efficient
market for the supply of graduates the apparent reward structure may not be a
reasonable way of determining relative needs for technologists and accountants. It is
nevertheless important to realise that they are to some extent in competition in the
sense that the same young person may be drawn one way or the other.
An important problem which has to be faced is how the wishes of young people are
to be harmonised with the economic needs of the country and it is for this reason we
give priority to the study of development of young people’s subject and career
preferences.
QUALITY
The nature of employers’ requirements for graduates is not easy to quantify since, as
we saw in Chapter V, the degree is often used in a general way to select people of
high academic ability. Since only 1 in 10 of the population obtains a degree, if you
want to tap into that ten per cent, possession of a degree is a rapid base-criterion. This
reliance on the degree less for its content than as a way of identifying talent, we think
explains the reluctance of some employers to give full credit to their employees who
obtain a degree in their own time. Although the employee now has a degree he or she
seems essentially the same person, and is perhaps not to be compared to the bright
young man or woman to be recruited from ‘Oxbridge’. The importance of the degree
as a means of selecting the most academically able also we think explains the
continued reliance of employers on A-level grades. As the proportion of the
population graduating has increased so the degree has become less of a mark of
exclusive ability, and although ‘a first’ in any university or public sector institution is
theoretically equivalent, this is widely believed not to be the case, so employers have
tended to take ‘As’ and ‘Bs’ at A-level as an additional indicator.
The filtering function of the degree for employers we think helps to explain the
paradox that although they frequently complain of the ‘anti-business’ ethos of our top
higher education institutions and call for a more positive attitude to work, they seem
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to have an ambivalent attitude to vocational qualifications right up to degree level.
Sandwich courses and vocational degrees generally have hitherto tended to be
introduced into the lower status institutions. Two of the possible uses of a degree to
employers – as a way of identifying the talented and as a means of developing workrelated skills – may therefore come into direct conflict. This tends to confuse
discussions of the quality of graduates.
We recommend that the apparently ambiguous attitude of employers to vocational
qualifications be examined in relation to any ‘hierarchy of preference’ and the
different modes of graduation.
Although employers seem to recruit graduates from universities to some extent
because of the qualities of the people who go there, they nevertheless expect value to
be added, and they expect more than just three further years towards maturity over
and above what they would have got if they had recruited the same person aged 18.
The nature of the value to be added needs to be fully discussed between Government,
higher education and employers and this requires, as we noted in Chapter VII, an
appropriate language. It may be that academic vs. vocational or even the subjects
themselves are too broad a brush with which to address the issues and it may be
something more specific like ‘Transferable Personal Skills’ would be suitable units.
This is a notion which currently seems to have wide appeal among employers and is
something which should be studied further. We therefore recommend that a survey
of employers be undertaken to ascertain what they want from higher education in
the language of Transferable Personal Skills. We also recommend a parallel study
of higher education to see to what extent it would be capable of developing what is
desired.
It may be that the real reservation about the quality of graduates is that higher
education has tended to put them off working in industry and commerce, and given
them unrealistic ideas of what they are worth.
The MSC’s Enterprise in Higher Education initiative represents a serious attempt to
change the learning cultures of Institutions of higher education, in order to produce
graduates who understand business, are not alienated from wealth creation, and who
have well-developed personal skills. If this initiative is successful, then, it should go
a long way towards ending employers’ current dissatisfaction with the products of
higher education.
It is important that the Enterprise Scheme be evaluated both institutionally and at
a national level.
COSTS
Employers’ influence on higher education is mainly indirect since they bear few of
the actual costs of higher education. Indeed, they appear reluctant to do so. The
sandwich course, which in theory would seem a very good basis for partnership
between industry and higher education, has been constrained by the difficulty of
providing suitable work placements, and a major challenge which the ‘Enterprise
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Scheme’ faces is to find ways of ensuring the co-operation of a wide spectrum of
employers.
We have said that higher education does not operate as an efficient market in the
supply of graduates but it has been responsive, insofar as student demand has allowed
it to be, to the messages received from employers and Government. However, as in
the case of overseas students who pay full costs, there is no doubt that it would be
more responsive if it were to be financially rewarded for responding to consumer
demand.
This could drastically alter the nature of higher education in ways of which many
people would disapprove, so the reluctance of employers to pay directly for their
supply of graduates is in many ways to be welcomed. However, if they feel that the
present system of higher education is inadequate for their purposes then the option is
there of paying for it and having a direct influence. If this option is not exercised or
only in limited form then it becomes important that the messages to young people
about what is needed should be as unambiguous as possible.
Longer term recruitment policies would be helpful in attracting young people to study
the subjects in demand by employers. Accurate signals about conditions and
opportunities could also help students to make better informed subject choices.
DELIVERY
This criterion may not appear to have as much relevance as the other three, since
graduates traditionally take their final examinations at a particular point in the year.
But our review has shown that the traditional first degree course is not always the
ideal way of preparing graduates to work in the rapidly changing fields of high
technology. The frontiers of knowledge advance so fast in some areas, and the time
involved in revising the content of a specialist degree course is so long, that graduates’
knowledge inevitably becomes obsolete fairly quickly. This underlines the important
point that the relationship between higher education and employers is not just about
graduates, but also about short updating courses and training and re-training of the
work force.
It may be the first degree courses, even in specialist subjects, ought to provide a
general background of theoretical knowledge, so that graduates remain flexible, and
are able to use their knowledge as a springboard into lifelong learning and updating
of skills. It is in relation to continuing education, when the financial input of
employers can perhaps have the greatest impact with courses and arrangement devised
to meet particular needs, and it is here where higher education can most closely
approximate to the market situation as the deliverer of specified training.
Quantity, quality, cost and delivery then give us some insights into what employers
appear to want of higher education. But there is still much to be learned and we make
some recommendations. Without clearer understanding, there is likely to be a
continuing hiatus.
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ORGANISATIONS CONSULTED
Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services.
Association of Graduate Recruiters.
British Institute of Management.
Careers Research and Advisory Centre.
Central Services Unit.
Confederation of British Industry.
Employment Market Research Unit, Department of Employment.
Engineering Industry Training Board.
Further Education Unit, Department of Education and Science
HELM Project, Brunel University.
Institute of Chartered Accountants.
Institute of Employment Research, University of Warwick.
Institute of Manpower Studies, University of Sussex.
National Council for Vocational Qualifications.
Pegasus Project.
University of Manchester Careers Service.
University of Sheffield Personal Skills Unit.

EMPLOYERS CONSULTED
General Foods Ltd.
IBM UK Ltd.
ICI plc.
John Swire and Sons Ltd.
Ferranti.
Proctor and Gamble/Richardson Vicks.
Prudential Assurance Company Ltd.
Steetley plc.
W.H. Smith and Sons Ltd.
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