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Foreword

Executive Summary

In early 2004, leading professional services firm, PricewaterhouseCoopers, commissioned
independent market research company, High Fliers Research, to conduct a special study of final year
university students from the ‘Class of 2004’ who did not expect to start a graduate job after
completing their degrees.

The aim was to explore why so few university-leavers were aiming for the employment market and a
total of 646 final year students who were ‘opting-out’ of the graduate employment market in 2004
participated in the research, answering a wide selection of questions about their plans for life after
graduation, their views on graduate jobs, and their outlook for the future.

The results show that whilst some finalists from the ‘Class of 2004’ were certainly disillusioned about
their prospects for life after university, many others were simply ill-informed about the graduate job
market, the recruitment process, and employers’ requirements.

The key points from this study and other recent research into the current graduate market are
presented in this special report:

* the student population has risen dramatically over the last decade from 212,000 graduates per year
from full-time degree courses in 1995 to an estimated 260,000 in 2004, a growth of 23 per cent

* job vacancies for graduates have not kept up with this increasing population and there were only
an estimated 80,000 graduate-level positions available in 2004, and of these just 15,000 were
places on formal graduate development programmes

e only 35 per cent of 15,915 final year students surveyed from the ‘Class of 2004’ expected to join
the employment market after leaving university

* record numbers of finalists were planning to enrol for postgraduate courses despite the fact that the
vast majority of graduate employers do not give priority to applicants with higher degrees nor pay
salary premiums unless the qualification is directly relevent for a specialist role

* most finalists believed the most important selection criteria used by graduate employers was
achieving ‘a good 2.1 or a Ist class degree’, whereas most employers typically regard academic
qualifications as just one quarter of a graduate application

* many students believed that it made no difference whether they applied for graduate jobs while
they were studying or left the job search until after graduation, whilst in practice large numbers of
major graduate employers still operate an annual recruitment round, often with deadlines early in
students’ final year of university

* 60 per cent of finalists who weren’t planning graduate employment in 2004 stated that they
originally elected to attend university ‘to help me get a better job and career prospects’ or ‘to get
the qualifications I need for my chosen career’

* the same finalists confirmed that during their last year at university, the main priority for two-thirds
of students was ‘studying to get the best possible degree result’; just 10 per cent said they had been
focusing on applying for graduate jobs or postgraduate courses
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hundred or so UK graduate careers directories, guides, websites and job sections of national
newspapers suggest that there were no more than 80,000 graduate level positions available.

This total suggests therefore that there were only enough vacancies for approximately a third of
2004’s new graduates. By using this benchmark, it is possible to track how graduate-level vacancies
have changed in relation to the number of graduates who left university annually over the last decade
(see Chart 2.3). This analysis shows that the available vacancies only amounted to between 25 and
38 per cent of the numbers leaving full-time first degrees each year in this period.

Annual Changes in the Number of Graduate Jobs 1995-2004

1995*  1996* 1997* 1998* 2000*  2007*

Percentage change since previous year

-40 —

The AGR Graduate Recruitment Survey, High Fliers Research  *Graduate Salaries & Vacancies Survey, Institute of Employment Studies

Comparing the Graduate Jobs Available with the Student Population 1995-2004

Estimated graduate vacancies
expressed as a percentage of final year population

1995 1996 1997 1998 2000 2001 2002 2003

Source: The Graduates of 2004, High Fliers Research
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Graduate Recruiters in 2004

The AGR Graduate Recruitment Survey 2004, published in July 2004, shows that there has been a
significant rise in the number of graduate vacancies on offer during the 2003-2004 recruitment season,
compared with recruitment levels in 2003. The total number of graduate vacancies for 2004 at the
223 AGR employers who took part in the survey was 13,924, a 15.5% increase on the 12,057
graduates who were recruited by the same organisations in 2003.

In all, 55% of employers reported that their vacancies in 2004 had increased from 2003 levels, with
almost a third of these recruiting at least 25 extra graduates for their annual intake. The biggest growth
in vacancies was recorded by three of the ‘Big Four’ accounting & professional services firms, three
public sector recruiters, and five major investment banks and consulting firms — all of which increased
their vacancies by 50 graduates or more. Not every employer expanded their recruitment during
2003-2004, though, as vacancy levels were unchanged for approximately a sixth of employers and up
to a third of organisations offered fewer graduate positions than in 2003, most reducing their numbers
by 10 vacancies or less.

Despite these differences amongst AGR employers, the overall 15.5% increase in graduate positions
is very encouraging and marks the first growth in the graduate recruitment market for three years.
Indeed, it is a stronger rise in vacancies than was recorded in 2000 and 2001, when graduate numbers
swelled by at least 14% each year.

There is a wide variation in the scale of recruitment undertaken by AGR employers (see Chart 2 4).
Nearly half had vacancies for 25 or fewer graduates and a further fifth offered places for no more than
50 recruits. By contrast, ten organisations reported that they were hiring 250 or more graduates in
2004. The median vacancy level for AGR members in 2004 was 30 graduate positions.

Graduate Vacancies at Leading Employers in 2004

More than 500 vacancies

251-500 vacancies

101-250 vacancies
76-100 vacancies Median - 30 vacancies

51-75 vacancies

26-50 vacancies

1-25 vacancies

No vacancies . 5%

0 20 40 60 80

Percentage of AGR Employers
Source: The AGR Graduate Recruitment Survey 2004, High Fliers Research
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Chapter 3

The Class of 2004

Just 35% of finalists
thought they would be
Jjoining the graduate job
market after university

More than a quarter of all
finalists are planning to do
postgraduate courses

A record 30 per cent of
finalists expected to take
time off after their degree
or were undecided about
their future

Only 12 per cent of finalists
believed there were plenty
of graduate jobs available

Background

The UK Graduate Careers Survey is an innovative annual study of how the UK’s top students prepare
for life after university. It is conducted by High Fliers Research on behalf of up to forty major
employers each year who fund the research and the programme is sponsored by The Times
newspaper. The survey gives these employers a unique insight into the career expectations and
aspirations of final year students a few weeks before they graduate, and provides a definitive record
of how they have conducted their job search.

Devised originally in 1995, the research has now been conducted for a decade and is the UK’s largest
and most detailed annual graduate recruitment survey. It has become a key source of information for
employers reviewing the success of their graduate recruitment marketing and planning future
recruitment campaigns. Headlines from recent surveys have been widely reported in the national and
local press, including coverage on Channel Four News, the BBC One o’Clock News and BBC News
24, and articles in The Times, The Independent, The Guardian and Financial Times.

The 2004 survey was the largest survey conducted by High Fliers Research and indeed is the largest
student survey ever carried out in the UK and Ireland. It is based on face-to-face interviews with
15,915 final year students from thirty leading universities, supported by further in-depth research
with 2,526 job hunters.

The research provides several key indicators about graduate expectations — including the number of
finalists who expect to enter the graduate job market, those who have other plans such as postgraduate
study or travel, and the number who are undecided about their plans. It also examined final year
students’ confidence about the current job market and their views on whether there were sufficient
graduate positions available for those leaving university in the ‘Class of 2004°.

13
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Finalists’ Plans for After University

The UK Graduate Careers Survey 2004 shows that there was another noticeable drop in the
proportion of finalists expecting to join the graduate job market in 2004 (see Chart 3.1). Just 20 per
cent of finalists were confident of starting a full-time graduate position after university, but a further
15 per cent did expect to be looking for work after graduation (see Chart 3.2). This means that only
35 per cent of the final year population expected to join the graduate job market directly in 2004, a
fall of 2 per cent on expectations in 2003.

The numbers of finalists heading for the graduate job market have now fallen for six years in a row
and the 2004 results are the lowest that The UK Graduate Careers Survey has recorded in the ten years
it has been conducted. These results suggest that there are a quarter fewer finalists aiming for
graduate-level employment than there were in 1998, when numbers peaked at 48 per cent of the final
year population.

The remaining 65 per cent of finalists from the ‘Class of 2004 either planned further study, taking
time-off for travel, or had yet to confirm their plans. A record 26 per cent of finalists hoped to
continue their student days with a postgraduate course — the highest number seen since the survey
began in 1995. Nearly a fifth of final year students planned to take time-off or go travelling, 1 per
cent more than in 2003. There were 9 per cent of finalists who believed they would be doing ‘other
work’ after graduation, typically a temporary job or a voluntary position. The remaining 11 per cent
of students had no definite plans.

The largest numbers of students expecting to start work or be looking for a graduate job after
university were at Aston, London’s Imperial College, UMIST, the London School of Economics,
Strathclyde and Bath where at least 50 per cent of finalists thought they’d enter the job market in 2004
(see Table 3.3). The lowest numbers were at the universities of Glasgow, Leeds, Newcastle and
Dublin’s Trinity College.

Postgraduate courses were particularly popular with students at Oxford, Cambridge, Warwick, York
and London’s University College where a third or more finalists planned further study (see Table 3 .4).

Finalists who are Expecting to Join the Graduate Job Market

Percentage of finalists

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

Source: The UK Graduate Careers Survey 1995-2004, High Fliers Research
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Finalists’ Plans for After University in 2004

Expecting to start
a graduate job

Expecting to be looking
for a graduate job

Expecting to take
other work

Intending to do a
postgraduate course

Taking time off or
going travelling

No definite plans

| |
40 60

Percentage of finalists
Source: The UK Graduate Careers Survey 2004, High Fliers Research

Finalists who expect Graduate Jobs Finalists who plan Further Study

% of finalists % of finalists
Aston 54 Oxford 37
London Imperial College 54 Cambridge 36
UMIST 54 Warwick 33
London School of Economics 53 York 32
Strathclyde 51 London University College 32
Bath 50 Dublin Trinity College 30
Loughborough 41 Sheffield 29
Belfast Queens University 37 Cardiff 29
Nottingham 36 St Andrews 28
Bristol 35 London School of Economics 28
Durham 35 Edinburgh 28
Cardiff 34 Bristol 28
London University College 34 Nottingham 27
Warwick 34 Exeter 27
Oxford 33 Belfast Queens University 27
Sheffield 33 Glasgow 25
Birmingham 32 Southampton 24
Liverpool 32 Manchester 24
Manchester 30 Durham 24
Cambridge 29 Birmingham 24
Lancaster 29 Newcastle 23
Southampton 29 Liverpool 23
Edinburgh 28 Lancaster 23
Exeter 28 Loughborough 21
St Andrews 28 London Imperial College 21
York 28 Strathclyde 19
Glasgow 27 Leeds 18
Leeds 26 Bath 14
Newcastle 25 UMIST 13
Dublin Trinity College 23 Aston 11
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Student Confidence
Finalists were also asked whether they felt there were sufficient graduate jobs on offer for those
leaving university in the ‘Class of 2004°.

Their responses show that just 12 per cent of finalists agreed with the statement ‘there are plenty of
jobs for finalists leaving university this summer’ (see Chart 3.5). Almost two-thirds thought that
‘there are some graduate jobs, but not enough for everyone leaving university this summer’. A quarter
of those questioned believed that ‘there are only limited graduate jobs available for those leaving
university this summer’.

These results suggest that 2004 finalists remained gloomy about the job market and their chances of
finding a graduate job after university. However, these findings do contrast sharply with the recent
research conducted for the Association of Graduate Recruiters in January and July 2004 with over
200 leading employers. This showed that despite two years of falling vacancies in 2002 and 2003,
the number of graduates recruited in 2004 was expected to rise by an average of 15.5 per cent and that
vacancies increased in almost all major employment areas.

It seems, therefore, that although the graduate employment market did begin to improve in 2004, the

news failed to arrive on-campus in time for graduate job hunters.

Finalists’ Perceptions of the 2004 Graduate Job Market

There are plenty of graduate
jobs for finalists leaving
university this summer

There are some graduate jobs,
but not enough for everyone
leaving university this summer

There are only limited graduate

university this summer

jobs available for those leaving _
r— 11— T T 1

0 20 40 60 80

) ) Percentage of finalists
Source: The UK Graduate Careers Survey 2004, High Fliers Research
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Chapter 4

A Disillusioned Generation?

Most finalists went to
university in order to get a
better job after graduation

The majority elected to
focus on their studies
rather than job hunt

Many of those who chose
postgraduate study felt
underqualified or not
ready to apply for jobs

Half thought a ‘graduate
Jjob’was a position on a
formal training scheme

Most remain optimistic
about their future

Background

When the results of The UK Graduate Careers Survey 2003 showed that just 37 per cent of final year
students from the ‘Class of 2003’ expected to join the graduate job market after completing their
degree — the lowest number for nine years — many employers wanted to know why.

PricewaterhouseCoopers, the professional services firm and Britain’s largest private-sector graduate
recruiter, commissioned High Fliers Research to conduct a special study of the graduates of 2004 to
try and identify why so few expected to join the graduate job market.

Research for this joint study, The Graduates of 2004 - A Disillusioned Generation? was conducted in
two separate phases. For the first part, additional questions were included within the 15,915 face-to-
face interviews carried out for The UK Graduate Careers Survey 2004 at thirty leading universities
across the UK during February 2004 to explore the reasons that finalists gave for their plans for life
after university.

This was followed by in-depth research with 646 final year students from twenty-five selected UK
universities who were ‘opting-out’ of the graduate employment market in 2004 — those who had either
stated they were planning further study after university or were aiming to take take time-off or go
travelling, or were undecided about their future.

These graduates completed an exclusive online questionnaire during May & June 2004, answering a
selection of questions about their motivation for continuing with their studies or taking time away,
their views on graduate jobs, their reasons for attending university in the first place, and what they
believed employers look for during recruitment.

17
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Finalists’ Plans & Motivations

The key question within The UK Graduate Careers Survey 2004 that shows finalists’ outlook for life
after university reported that little more than a third of finalists were expecting to start or look for a
graduate job after their first degree. Instead, record numbers wanted to continue with their studies,
have time off or travel, take non-graduate work, or were undecided.

In order to understand why so many finalists did not expect graduate jobs, they were asked to explain
their reasons for ‘opting-out’ of the employment market (see Table 4.1). The largest group were those
wanting to remain at university for a post-graduate course. Of these, 60 per cent needed a post-
graduate qualification for their chosen career path (such as engineering, law, teaching etc) or were
planning to remain in academia. The remaining 40 per cent either felt that they were underqualified
or weren’t ready to apply for graduate jobs in the current market.

A third of finalists expecting to take temporary or other work believed it was the best route into their
chosen career (such as jobs in the media) but similar numbers felt they needed more work experience
before applying for graduate jobs at a later date. Nearly three-quarters of finalists planning to take
time-off or travel were doing so as a break before starting a graduate job at a later date.

By combining these results, it is possible to re-draw the destinations chart to show that 63 per cent of
finalists are aiming for the graduate job market (either directly or via related studies or time away),
29 per cent feel unable to join the job market without further studies or more work experience, and
8 per cent do not appear to want a graduate job at all (see Chart 4.2).

This profile does not suggest that the ‘Class of 2004’ were ‘disillusioned’, as such, but does show that
up to a third of finalists who would like a graduate job in the future feel that, in the current job market,
their first degree is not sufficient without further study or work experience.

Finalists Stated Plans for Life After University and their Motivations

% of finalists
Expecting to start a graduate job after university 20

Expecting to be looking for a graduate job after university

Expecting to take temporary, voluntary or other non-graduate work

I want to get some work experience before | apply for graduate jobs later

I think it’s the best way into my chosen career

I don’t know what | want to do next and so can’t apply for graduate jobs

I am not expecting to be offered a graduate job so will have to take other work instead

Intending to do a postgraduate course after completing first degree

I need a postgraduate qualification for my chosen career (eg. teaching, law, engineering etc)
| feel that | need to be better qualified before looking for a graduate job

I would like to continue studying because | do not want to apply for graduate jobs yet

I am planning to work in academia and need a postgraduate qualification to do this

Planning to take time-off or go travelling after university

I'd like to have some life experiences before | apply for graduate jobs later

| want to have a break before starting my first graduate job after university

I don’t know what | want to do next and so can’t apply for graduate jobs

I don’t expect to be offered a graduate job so will have to take time-off or travel instead

No definite plans
I am quite likely to apply for graduate jobs after finishing my degree
I am quite likely to take a temporary or voluntary job after finishing my degree
I am quite likely to take time-off or go travelling after finishing my degree
I am quite likely to apply for postgraduate studies after finishing my degree

Source: The UK Graduate Careers Survey 2004, High Fliers Research
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Extrapolating Finalists’ Longer Term Plans for Life after University

Expecting to join graduate
job market either directly
or after related further
studies or time away

Unable to join the
graduate job market
before further studies, 29%

work or life experiences

Not expecting to join the

graduate job market at all 8%

I I I
20 40 60

Percentage of finalists

Source: The UK Graduate Careers Survey 2004, High Fliers Research

Finalists’ Motivations at University in 2004

Main Reason for
Going to University

To help me get a better job
and career prospects

To study the subject of
my degree course

To enjoy student life

To get the qualifications |
need for my chosen career

To experience living
away from home

Main Priority during
Final Year at University

Studying to get the best
possible degree result

Enjoying the last
year at university

Preparing for life after uni,
applying for jobs & courses

Working to try and
reduce debts

| |
40 60

Percentage of finalists
Source: The Graduates of 2004, High Fliers Research
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Views on Graduate Employment
Final year students who were not aiming for employment in 2004 were asked for the definition of a
‘graduate job’ and what qualities they believed employers looked for in their graduate recruits.

The results show that nearly half of finalists said a graduate job was ‘a job that is advertised requiring
a university degree or higher’ — a realistic definition that many employers currently use. Interestingly,
most of the other students questioned thought a graduate job was ‘a position on a graduate training
scheme with a recognised employer’ (see Chart 4.4)

This is extremely optimistic as only an estimated 15,000 of the 80,000 or so graduate vacancies
advertised in 2004 were on formal graduate training schemes, and the vast majority of the other jobs
were direct-entry positions, albeit requiring a university degree. Irrespective of their definition of
what a graduate job was, three-quarters of finalists clearly stated that they had expected to end up with
one when they first took the decision to go to university.

In terms of employers’ requirements, more finalists highlighted academic achievements than any
other characteristic — 66 per cent of finalists believed that employers required graduate applicants to
be of 1Ist or 2.1 calibre (see Chart 4.5). Smaller numbers thought that relevant work experience,
people skills and non-academic interests were important to employers. In reality, academic
achievement is often only around one quarter of what recruiters look for when selecting graduates —
business skills, leadership potential and extra-curricula activities are often just as significant.

Some 70 per cent of students believed that ‘you can apply for graduate jobs at anytime, before or after
you graduate’ (see Chart 4.6). Whilst this is technically correct — there are plenty of employers who
recruit graduates on a round-the-year basis — a significant number of recruiters, particularly those
hiring for a graduate training scheme, still operate an annual recruitment scheme aimed at final year
undergraduates. Missing the deadline for these schemes means waiting another full year before
applying for the next scheme.

Conversely only a fifth of finalists thought that ‘employers give the best graduate jobs to those who
apply early in the final year’. In practice, many of the top jobs are given to students who apply at the
start of their final year at university — most round-the-year recruiters will fill vacancies on a first-
come first-served basis. It is clear from these responses that these students did not realise the urgency
of applying for graduate jobs as early as possible in the final year at university.

Finalists' Definition of a ‘Graduate Job’

“A job that is advertised
as requiring a university
degree or higher.”

“A position on a graduate

recognised employer.”

“Any job that a graduate
is employed for.”

Don't know . 4%

0 20 40 60

Percentage of finalists
Source: The Graduates of 2004, High Fliers Research
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What Finalists thought Employers’ Required of Graduates Applicants

A good 2.1 or
1st class degree

Relevant work experience

Strong ‘people’ skills

Extra-curricula
interests & hobbies

Positions of responsibility
at university or school

Good business and IT skills

Strong ‘A levels’ or other
school-level qualifications

I I
40 60

Percentage of finalists
Source: The Graduates of 2004, High Fliers Research

Finalists' Views on Graduate Jobs

You can apply for graduate
jobs at anytime, before
or after you graduate

Most employers have a
single annual deadline for
graduate job applications

Only those with a 2.1 or 1st
can get a good graduate job
after university

Employers give the best
graduate jobs to those who
apply early in the final year

Employers only give
jobs to graduates from
certain universities

Getting a job depends on
having had work experience
with the employer

It is better to wait until you
have your final degree result
before applying for jobs

| |
40 60

Percentage of finalists
Source: The Graduates of 2004, High Fliers Research
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Job Hunting in 2004

Although all the students participating in the Graduates of 2004 - A Disillusioned Generation? were
deliberately chosen because they were either planning further studies, taking time away or were
undecided about their future, many had been involved in a variety of job-hunting activities during
their final year at university (see Chart 4.7).

The results show that around three-quarters had visited their local university careers service or used
the careers service website and around half had consulted a careers adviser in person. In terms of
careers events, almost 80 per cent had been to one or more careers fairs and nearly half had been to
employers’ presentations on campus. In all, 68 per cent of finalists questioned felt they had had
sufficient careers guidance and advice during their time at university.

Despite taking part in all these career activities, fewer than one in three finalists had made any
applications at all to employers by the end of June 2004. Bearing this in mind, students were asked
the theoretical question ‘how interested would you be in a job working for a major employer?’ (see
Chart 4.8). Nearly three-quarters said they would be, but 27 per cent were reluctant. Many of these
explained they weren’t interested in the work offered by these employers. Nearly half said they
couldn’t face working for ‘a large faceless organisation’ and around a third were ‘concerned that
major employers aren’t socially responsible’ (see Chart 4.9).

Much smaller numbers felt that the selection process for graduate jobs was too demanding or that they
weren’t up to the standard that employers were seeking. Just one in ten finalists believed that graduate
employers were unappealing because they were ‘too elitist’. In forming these opinions, general media
coverage and parents, friends and family were the most likely influences.

It is evident from these results that this sample of finalists did not have any particular objection to
working for graduate employers, nor were they short of careers advice or information about
vacancies. Most had simply elected not to apply for jobs during their final year at university and
many of the others had only been deterred by the day-to-day content of jobs with major employers.
This corresponds with the earlier result that over two-thirds of finalists made ‘studying for the best
possible degree result’ their main priority in their last year of university, whilst a mere 10 per cent
focused on ‘preparing for life after university by applying for jobs and courses’.

Finalists’ Job Hunting during 2003-2004

Attended a careers fair

Used the university
careers service website

Visited the local university
careers service in person

Attended one or more
employer presentations

Consulted a careers adviser

40 60

Source: The Graduates of 2004, High Fliers Research Gelcentareoa
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Finalists’ Opinions on Working for Major Employers

| would very much like a
job with a major employer

| would quite like a job

with a major employer

| would be reluctant to take
a job with a major employer

| definitely wouldn't take a
job with a major employer . 4%

I I
40 60

Percentage of finalists
Source: The Graduates of 2004, High Fliers Research ge of f

Finalists’ Reasons for not wanting to work for Major Employers

Things that put finalists off
working for major employers

Not interested in the work
offered by these employers

Couldn't work for a large
faceless organisation

Concerned major employers
aren’t socially responsible

Couldn't face the selection
process for graduate jobs

Am not good enough for jobs
with that kind of employer

Believe these employers
to be too elitist

Source of these impressions

General media

Parents, family or friends
By meeting employers
From work experience
University careers service

Academic department

I I I I
20 40 60 80

Percentage of finalists not interested in working for major employers
Source: The Graduates of 2004, High Fliers Research
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Opinions on University Degrees
For the final part of the research, finalists who were ‘opting-out’ of the employment market in 2004
were asked about their views on their degree course and their outlook for life after university.

The majority seemed quite positive about their university course and over a third said ‘I think my
degree will really help with what I want to do after university’. Nearly half said ‘I think my degree
will be some help with what I want to do after university’, but one in six did say ‘I don’t think my
degree will be of much help with what I want to do after university’. Two per cent believed their
degree would be of no use at all.

Happily, over three-quarters of finalists were upbeat about their future — 25 per cent said ‘I feel very
positive about life after university’, with 52 per cent describing themselves as ‘quite positive’ (see
Chart 4.11). The remainder were either ‘not very positive’ or ‘not at all positive’.

Finalists’ Views on their University Degree Courses

I think that my degree will
really help with what | want
to do after university

I think that my degree will

want to do after university

I don't think my degree will
be of much help with what |
want to do after university

I don’t think my degree will
be of any use for what | l
want to do after university

r—°———— 1 1T " T 1
0 20 40 60

Percentage of finalists
Source: The Graduates of 2004, High Fliers Research ge of f

Finalists’ Outlook for the Future

| feel very positive about
life after graduation

| feel quite positive about
life after graduation

I don't feel very positive

about life after graduation 19%

| don't feel at all positive
about life after graduation . 4%

40 60

Percentage of finalists
Source: The Graduates of 2004, High Fliers Research ge of f
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