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Abstract
This purpose of this research is to expand on existing understandings of graduate employability through exploring the lived experiences and perceptions of key informants, in this case, those with direct line management responsibilities for graduates. The context of this research is focused on Human Resources (HR) graduates, a discipline that has seen little qualitative inquiry across the Higher Education (HE), employability and HR literature, and which is currently dominated by skills-led approaches. This paper will outline the theoretical and conceptual standpoint on ‘graduate employability’ underpinning this study, and will proceed to provide an overview of key findings from five semi-structured initial interviews with direct line managers of HR graduates. Exploring the experiences and perceptions of these individuals is aimed at providing a platform for understanding individual constructs of ‘HR graduate employability’ and ‘skills’. Moreover, this research works towards developing a more in-depth ‘picture’ of HR graduate employability through gaining insight into the nature of the interactions between managers and graduates, in line with Holmes’s Graduate Identity Approach (GIA). Ultimately, a re-conceptualisation of graduate employability in the context of HR graduates will act as a contribution to knowledge. 

Keywords: graduate employability, Graduate Identity Approach (GIA), skills, Human Resources (HR), Higher Education (HE)



Introduction

The connection between Higher Education (HE) and employability is long-standing (Morley, 2001; Moreau and Leathwood, 2006; Storen & Aamodt, 2010). Within this discourse, the UK government has emphasised the important role that Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) play in preparing students to be successful in the Graduate Labour Market (GLM) (Little, 2011). This aligns with the broader, macro level assumptions of human capital theory which emphasise the relationship between the education levels of the population and the growth of the UK economy (Schultz, 1971; Becker, 1993; Kalfa and Taksa; 2013). As a result, graduate employment has been positioned a key measure of quality in UK Higher Education (Harvey, 2001; 2002; 2010). 

HEIs are also under pressure from employers to produce ‘employable’ graduates. Clarke (2008) highlights the importance of HE being more closely aligned with the ‘skills’ required by employers, for example, through inclusion of employability focused curriculum (Yorke & Knight, 2004; Wilton, 2012; Jackson, 2014). Extant research in this area, however, sustains that employers are still claiming a “skills gap” between what they expect from graduates and the extent to which graduates are meeting these expectations. On a policy level, The Browne Review (2010) into ‘securing a sustainable future for higher education’, criticises the performance of HEIs, asserting that HE must do more to meet the skills requirements of UK employers. Essentially, it is employers who convert the ‘employability’ of the graduate into employment (Harvey, 2001).

This paper begins with a background and subsequent critique of the dominant approach to ‘graduate employability’ across both academic research and UK Higher Education policy; namely the skills-led approach. Following this, alternative understandings will be considered, taking into account the role of employers as key stakeholders in line with the objectives of this study. An analysis of extant empirical work around HR graduate employability and skills will also be provided, emphasising the context for this particular study and potential contribution to knowledge. 
Next, the methodological approach taken for this research, including the chosen method of data analysis, is outlined. Initial findings from five initial interviews are discussed in light of the research questions, and the paper ends with a statement of implications for theory and practice. 


Graduate employability as ‘skills’: assumptions, criticisms, and alternatives

The discourse of employability has been largely dominated by the fundamentals of human capital theory, in that the levels of education and training of the population are accredited to the growth and sustainability of the associated economy (Schultz, 1971; Becker, 1993). This is also transferable to the case of graduate employability; UK Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) are entrusted with the task of preparing graduates with the appropriate knowledge, skills and attributes to enter the GLM, gain suitable employment, and secure a desirable standard of living. An almost ‘learning is earning’ mentality is apparent (Kalfa and Taksa, 2013). Consequently, UK HEIs play a significant role in the development of human capital and the output of individuals (graduates) who are in a position to support economic and social performance. 

In terms of ‘skills’ and their relationship with graduate employability, The Dearing (1997) report was one of the earliest and most cited publications, based on governmental inquiry, to address the role and impact of HEIs in the UK. Specifically, it highlighted the responsibility of HEIs for students’ skills development through high quality and relevant HE provision. The report also asserted that new graduates will need to leave HE prepared with ‘transferable skills’ and ‘knowledge, skills and attributes’ in order to compete in the changing, knowledge-driven GLM. The changing demands of the labour market and influences of the ‘knowledge economy’ (Drucker, 1993) have resulted in an increased requirement for ‘skilled’ individuals from an employer’s perspective also. Subsequently, conceptualisations of graduate employability centred on the skill levels of graduates are widely documented in extant research. 

A flaw of the human capital approach, however, is that it essentially reduces graduate employability to over-simplified labour market outcomes. The extent to which individual decision-making and choices made in the GLM are entirely economically-driven, for instance, is actually debatable particularly in the context of graduates. Furthermore, across the HE literature it can be argued that there has been tendency, at a Governmental and HE level, to base outcomes on the number of students gaining employment after graduation, rather than the ability of the individual student to get a job (Harvey, 2001). It is likely that this is due to the effects of a mass higher education system, in that there has been a significant increase in the number of graduates leaving university seeking subsequent employment (Rae, 2007). Defined by Romenti et al (2012; 207) as “alignment with professional world requirements” or “employment rates”, it can be argued that these are often assumed, at the macro level, to be an indicator of ‘employability’ also. 

Reconsidering graduate employability and ‘skills’, several criticisms of skills-led approaches are presented in the literature (Little, 2011; Tomlinson, 2012; Holmes; 2013). A significant number of studies are available which report skills sets that graduates are expected to ‘possess’, collected and measured by a quantitative instrument (Nair et al, 2009; Bhanugopan and Fish, 2009; Wickramasinghe and Perera, 2010). The terms ‘skills’, ‘competencies’, ‘qualities’ and ‘attributes’, however, are often used interchangeably with little discussion of how the respondents are distinguishing between these terms (characterised by Hinchliffe and Jolly (2011) as ‘skills-talk’). The results of these studies typically consist of identified skills listed in order of preference, usually from pre-defined criteria, and are not necessarily enough in isolation to advance our understanding of the dynamic nature of graduate employability. Similarly, in his recent overview of the graduate employability literature, Tomlinson (2012; 424) highlights that critics of supply-side and skills-centred approaches have challenged “the somewhat simplistic, descriptive and under-contextualised accounts of graduate ‘skills’”. Tomlinson also points out that skills taught and acquired during university do not necessarily translate into skills utilised in the workplace. James et al (2013) support this, and further highlight that there is little empirical exploration in extant studies into whether the ‘skills’ required by graduate employers are actually being translated into the workplace. 

An alternative approach to understanding graduate employability, which will act as a key sensitising concept for this study, is Holmes’s Graduate Identity Approach (GIA) (Holmes, 2001; 2012; 2013). For Holmes, there is a subjective element to graduate employability which interestingly challenges the assumption that skills are observable entities which can be sought, identified, possessed and ‘used’. A further supposition of the GIA emphasises that the skills agenda provides little scope for understanding the complexity of post-graduation career paths; it fails to acknowledge that the HE process is just the first stage of this path. The skills-agenda is further criticised in that it appears to conclude that the process of entering graduate level employment is simply a matter of matching skills required and skills possessed.

An (arguably) more realistic notion, drawing from GIA, would recognise that constructs of ‘graduate employability’ are embedded in (employers’) interpretations of the behaviours of graduates, based on their performance once employed. In this sense, conceptualisation of graduate employability can be described as ‘processual’ in nature (Holmes, 2001; 2013). With this, Holmes also offers a critique of the taken for granted term ‘graduate’, claiming that this in itself involves a process by which an individual engages and identifies with their position as a student moving into employment. 

“…to be successful an individual must become a graduate, not just in the formal sense of being awarded a degree but in socially…..significant terms, whereby they act in ways that lead others to ascribe to them the identity of being a person worthy of being employed……” 					     (Holmes, 2013; 549)

Through this process, the employer will either ‘warrant’ or ‘decline’ these attempts. In this sense, the interchangeable nature of terms such as ‘skills’ and ‘competencies’ can be characterised as collection of language available to the employer, to support their warranting of these identity claims.
Thus, the GIA would infer that any research which aims to extend our understanding of graduate employability needs to take these interactions and behaviours, and the social contexts in which they are situated, into account, i.e, between graduates and their ‘significant others’ (employers) (Holmes, 2013). Although Holmes, and others who have adopted his approach, appear to focus on graduates and their identity construction, this study appreciates that this interaction is a two-way process, and intends to explore the nature of these interactions from the employers’ point of view.




‘Significant others’: the processual nature of employers’ perceptions of graduate employability

In the discourse of graduate employability, increasing attention is being paid to employers’ perceptions (Cai 2012). This is likely to be as a result of the widely acknowledged gap between employer expectations and graduates’ ability to meet these expectations (Brown and Hesketh, 2004; Cramner, 2006; Jackson, 2012). Dominating the demand side of the GLM, employers and their expectations are also influential to the subsequent actions and priorities of HEIs, as asserted by Jackson (2009; 31):

“….as the global economy evolves so will these (employability) models, and it is essential to continuously ascertain and articulate employer opinion on what makes a graduate employable, and ensure that undergraduate programs are suitably aligned”. 

Although human capital theory would imply a positive relationship between investments in education and the labour market, it does not take into account the influence of key stakeholder views on HE output, such as employers. Through his conceptual model around the construction of employers’ beliefs of educational output, Bailly (2008) proposes a trial and error process by which employers develop their beliefs on HE output through learning from the real performance of recruited graduates at work. In addition to being supportive of Holmes’s Graduate Identity Approach (2001; 2012; 2013), this model also accepts that such a learning process builds on initial beliefs which an employer ‘constructs’ about the graduate (for example, during the recruitment and selection process or through interacting with them at work). This could be a case of their initial beliefs being either ‘self-confirmed’ or ‘corrected’, and their experience then feeds through to their perceptions around ‘true value’ of future graduates. Essentially, it can be argued that what eventually shapes employers’ beliefs on HE output lies in a graduate’s actual performance in their workplace (Bailly, 2008; Cai, 2012). Similarly, Tomlinson (2012) suggests that the early working lives of graduates can mediate how their employers perceive and value them.


HR graduate employability: where is the gap? 

The context for this particular study is based on graduates of the HR discipline. It has been suggested that the ability of HR graduates to add value for their new employers can be traced back to ‘proficiencies’ developed during their prior education and training (Hansen, 2002). This is supportive of earlier work by Langbert (2000) and Way (1996), which argues that the knowledge and competencies which managers and professors value for HR curriculum translate into students’ ability to perform well in subsequent HR positions. Despite this, gaps do exist between what employers hope to find and what graduates think they should be getting from their HR education (Hansen, 2002; Scarpello, 2008). This compliments the CIPD viewpoint that:

“There’s a real lack of understanding of what HR is, what the value of a career in HR is and where it can take you. There’s also a lack of clarity around the skills needed to be successful in HR….” 				                               (CIPD, 2010)			                                
In the case of HR graduates, extant research can be characterised as complying with the skills-led approach. Empirical work to date largely consists of quantitative studies (primarily questionnaires/surveys and the use of rating systems and scales to assess ‘skills’) (Van Eynde & Tucker, 1997; Way, 2002; Giannantonio & Hurley, 2002; Senaratne, 2004; Heaton & Ackah, 2007). Such quantitative methodologies are a realistic choice for research which may, for example, seek to identify the differences in skills levels of employed and unemployed HR graduates (Senaratne, 2004). However, they are limited in terms of gaining rich insight into how these individuals (managers) are making sense of ‘skills’. It is also often unclear in these studies whether or not these individuals have had any interactions with HR graduates. An additional limitation is that these studies rarely align; they each result in a different set of skills declared as ‘most important’. It is also interesting to note that the few studies in this area which do adopt qualitative methods still, mostly, demonstrate a focus on skills, as shown in Table 1. Consequently, a gap in understanding appears to be evident, relating to understandings of HR graduates employability and skills outside of the skills-led approach. There also appears to be very little insight into the nature of the interactions between HR graduates and their managers, and how these may contribute to perceptions of HR graduate employability. 


Table 1: Extant qualitative studies on HR graduates, skills and employability

	Source
	Approach

	Hallier and Summers (2011)
	UK based study into how undergraduate HRM students construct a sense of professional identity during their degree studies, involving 24 semi-structured interviews with students. 

	Maxwell et al (2009)
	Mixed method approach using interviews (9) and questionnaires to explore employers’ perceptions of postgraduate HR students/graduates and their employability skills.


	Morse (2006)
	Mixed method approach of questionnaires and semi-structured interviews (7) to examine HR practitioners’ views of HRD student work placements provided by their organisation, and skill development.


	Hayton et al (2005)
	Question and answer session between a SHRM representative and 2 expert HR practitioners regarding their perspectives on market demands for HR graduates and undergraduates and implication for HR education/curriculum. The experts had themselves interviewed HR academics and HR practitioners prior to this.


	Johnson & King (2002)
	12 semi-structured interviews with HR practitioners on their views about HE courses and their ability to assist in the development of HR competencies.


	Kaufman (1994)
	Semi-structured interviews with senior HR executives regarding drivers of HR transformation and implications for the skills required of HR graduates.






















 






Thus, the scope of this study goes beyond the focus of much of the extant HR graduate employability research. It aims to provide a contribution to knowledge through advancing existing, skills-led understandings of HR graduate employability, drawing from the social processes and interactions emphasised by the GIA. This will be approached through an exploratory qualitative research design, gaining insight into the perceptions and experiences of direct line managers of HR graduates, and the following research questions will be addressed as a result:

1. What is the nature of managers’ experiences and interactions with HR graduates?
2. How is ‘HR graduate employability’ understood by those who manage HR graduates?


Methodology

This paper is based on analysis of an initial study, consisting of five semi-structured qualitative interviews with direct line managers of HR graduates, working in HR. An interpretivist approach was adopted in the research design and data analysis, in that it was interested in understanding how people make sense of their worlds, with human action being conceived as purposive and meaningful in relation to this sense-making (Gill and Johnson, 2010). During the interviews, participants were firstly asked to describe their background in relation to HR, before being asked to talk about their experiences of managing HR graduates, their perceptions of HR graduate employability, how they perceived the value of HR education, and their views on the role of CIPD in HR graduate employability. Where interviewees mentioned ‘skills’ in their responses, they were asked to explain how they were interpreting these. 
Participants were from a range of North East based organisations, including healthcare, manufacturing and retail, and in most cases the interviewee was managing graduates on a specialist HR graduate scheme at the time of being interviewed. All participants were themselves graduates from UK universities, and all but one of them was a CIPD member. 
Ethical approval for this doctoral research was granted by the Newcastle Business School Research Ethics Committee according to requirements and guidelines set by Newcastle Business School, Northumbria University. In line with this, informed consent was received from each of the interviewees and all personal details were anonymized during the transcription (a pseudonym was assigned to each participant) and analysis stages.
Interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed by the researcher, and coded in Nvivo. Template analysis was conducted to produce an initial template, representing the key themes emerging from the initial study data. An iterative process was utilised during the data analysis, consisting of the researcher going ‘back and forth’ between the data, the literature, and their own reflections on the interviews. 


Initial findings 

Challenges in managing HR graduates

An unexpected finding which emerged from the initial interview data related to how the managers were characterising their experiences with HR graduates. Specifically, all of the managers referred to the challenges they faced whilst managing HR graduates at work. These challenges ranged between the five interviewees, but four dominant areas were identified; 

· Graduates’ lack of understanding of what HR is. For example, “I think there has often been a tradition or perception that people come into the HR function to help people…there is obviously a people element to it, but it’s often just around that clarity with people, that actually…HR is here to work with the organisation, to serve the organisation….you’re not there as a staff rep…” (David). On a similar note, Sarah spoke about her frustrations around graduates not being aware of the type of HR they were going into. At the time of being interviewed, Sarah was managing HR graduates on a formal graduate scheme in a manufacturing company; “there’s not been a massive passion if you like to get into the factories….they come here and they don’t want to be here because it’s the less glamorous side of HR…”

· Issues around HR graduates embracing the organisation they are working in. In particular, the managers highlighted that the HR graduates they were responsible for often tended to view HR in isolation, rather than attempting to understand how their role impacted upon other departments and employees at different levels. For example, Steven emphasises that “…they need to know the business and they need to know it inside out and they need to know what people have to do…what it feels like, and what the demands and the pressures and the frustrations are….”

· Issues in managing new HR graduates going through the ‘transition period’. For example, Jackie spoke about the difficulties she had faced in dealing with new HR graduates entering the organisation. Specifically, she referring to the informal ways in which they would speak to senior members of staff in the workplace, and some (occasional) inappropriate behaviour. Jackie described the graduates as “institutionalised” and as still being stuck in “uni-mode”. 

· Managing HR graduates’ expectations. 

Moreover, it is also clear that these challenges are influential over how the managers are constructing their own meanings around ‘HR graduate employability’. During the interviews they would often refer back to the challenges they had experienced, when discussing what they considered to be ‘HR graduate employability’. 
For example, David referred to the challenge he personally faced in dealing with HR graduates who aren’t ready to embrace the organisation they working in. Later on in the interview when discussing HR graduate employability, the participant pointed out that embracing the different parts of the organisation aside from the HR department was key for a graduate wanting to work in HR.


Managers’ sense-making around ‘HR graduate employability’ and constructs of ‘skills’

Various findings came through the five pilot interviews relating to HR graduates and their employability. Concerning the meaning of ‘HR graduate employability’ to the direct line managers, it was apparent that this was intertwined with their understanding of employability in general. Aspects such as ‘potential’ for example were discussed by the participants in relation to what they considered to be employability as well their sense-making around HR graduate employability specifically. It was also clear that each participant held their own understanding of what they considered HR graduate employability to be, which highlighted the subjectivity around the term as well as the difficulties in defining it. David claimed that it was “one of those wonderful topics or subjects or words that I can make mean whatever I want depending on the circumstance”, whereas Jackie referred to it as the ‘X Factor’. 

On a similar note; although this study does not intend to identify a universal, objective definition of ‘skills’, it seemed that understanding of what skills are and how these relate to HR graduates also differed across the interviewees. This was very much dependant on the type of HR the graduate was doing, the type of organisation, and the managers’ experience with the graduates. In particular, Sarah seemed to consider typical HR duties as ‘skill’. This could be traced back to the requirements of the factory environment in which their HR graduates were working:

“I suppose in essence if I think of it from my perspective, it’s very much about having people who when they come in they have got the, not necessarily the skills or the experience,
If you say to a graduate typically coming out of a HR degree that’s all well and good and you’ve got a degree and you understand this and you can write me a strategy paper on that. But can you tell me how to do a disciplinary hearing? Can you tell me the steps before that? How would you do an investigation? That’s skill.”

Considering the extent to which ‘skills’ came into the participants’ understandings of HR graduate employability, this always appeared to be secondary to other factors such as the graduate’s commitment to a HR career, their willingness to ‘get stuck in’ with other parts of the organisation, and their understanding of ‘what HR is’ and the type of HR they were going into. In relation to this final point, a power shift towards the graduates themselves also emerged as a concern of the managers. In particular, Sarah talked about graduates’ expectations of “sexy” graduate level HR and how they were finding that they had to pay attention to managing graduates’ expectations:

“I think they see the brand, particularly for a manufacturing company, they see the brand and not the reality. If you look at (organisation) for example, the brand of (organisation), it sounds quite exciting, ooo XXXX manufacturing. They don’t think about the factory, they think about what the brand is. Talk about (current organisation), wow, global company, yanno, it’s so successful I bet it’s a really glamorous environment, you know, they’ll be really high flying people, they’ll be really global. And I absolutely see it in grads, they come in and they think they’re gonna jet set the world, and you’re like no we’re in a factory and we make XXXXX. Or we’re in a factory and we make XXXXX, and his life depends on every penny that he earns and he’s not from the same background as you, you know what I mean?”



Conclusion


These pilot studies, conducted as part of wider doctoral research, suggest that understanding behind HR graduate employability and skills is very much embedded in the contextual background of the manager and their organisation. As key stakeholders in relation to graduates and their transition into the workplace, they often relate what they consider to be ‘HR graduate employability’ back to their own experience in HE, their experience in HR as a function, and also their own interactions with CIPD. This would propose that the key to furthering our understanding of HR graduate employability is in exploring these contexts, building up a richer picture of how it translates into actual relationships between HR graduates and managers at work. 
The initial findings also suggest that ‘HR graduate employability’ spans outside of skill sets, and shares some characteristics with non-discipline specific employability. HR graduates awareness and understanding of CIPD seems to be lacking according to managers’ perceptions, although its relevance is placed more positively in relation to career progression in HR and as an advantage at the recruitment and selection stage. 
The initial template devised from these pilot studies will be taken forth into the next set of interviews, as part of this doctoral project, and built upon in relation to the emerging themes coming out of the pilot study. New themes will also be introduced where applicable. 


Implications for theory and practice

Initial findings indicate a move towards understanding HR graduate employability as driven by managers’ own experiences and contextual backgrounds, which could also be translated across the broader graduate employability discourse. This is in addition to building upon empirical research on HR graduates and HE education which to date is vastly quantitative and restricted with regards to rich insight and understanding. There are also potential implications for HR careers literature. 

This research also holds practical implications for a range of stakeholders. The broader issues of employability are of particular interest to UK HEIs and graduate employers, and this research offers further understanding in the context of HR graduates which may also be transferable to HR curriculum and teaching. There will also be professional body implications, namely CIPD and links with their professional standards for early career HR professionals and accredited HR programmes. 
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