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distinguish between ‘Group’ (Global) initiatives and ‘Country’ or ‘Regional’ initiatives. If a country 
operation requires additional expertise, they will refer to the Group recruitment team (based in 
company Headquarters) to try and source a particular nationality. Corporations are increasingly 
building recruitment around Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) data on who is studying 
what and where in the UK as well as their own university networks. They are also linking closely 
with the Career Services in their targeted universities.

Several interviewees confirmed that the Chinese look for the combination of a Chinese-born 
graduate who has also studied in the UK. This meets their leadership requirements for a supply 
of Chinese graduates with the necessary grasp of English and cultural understanding of the West, 
built upon a childhood spent in China, with its differing methods of negotiation and business 
etiquette. Corporations note that a US degree would achieve a similarly desirable combination; 
there was no sense that the Chinese associated excellence solely with UK universities.

We suggest that the graduate recruitment patterns we have identified reflects a shift away from 
businesses as “international” with overseas operations as offshoots, towards businesses being 
truly “global” integrated operations that happen to have their HQ in a particular country. Some 
have gone further down this road than others. But the trend is clear and is supported by an 
analysis we have undertaken of the nationality of the 2007 Boards of the top FTSE 125 businesses 
(that is excluding obviously UK focused companies such as retail and house-building from the 
FTSE 150 list)11. These have a total of 285 “foreign non-executive directors” on their Boards. The 
more international the business, the more foreign directors appear to be in the majority. So Anglo 
American has 6 out of 10 directors from overseas, Astra Zeneca 6 out of 8, BAE Systems 4 out of 7, 
through (alphabetically) to Unilever having 6 out of 9 (in 2008 all are from overseas!) and WPP 9 
out of 9. Global businesses really are going global and expect their future leadership and senior 
management cadre to have global experience. They are recruiting with this aim in mind.

Difficulties in recruiting international graduates
The first issue for many businesses is how to find out what overseas students are studying and at 
which university. So if an employer wants to contact students from Uzbekistan studying systems 
engineering (perhaps because the company is about to expand there) how can this be done?

The official website for searching for courses  - UNISTATS - www.unistats.com which is run by 
UCAS enables a search by institution or subject. If you then click on the name of the university 
it offers some limited data on students including the % from overseas (for undergraduates and 
postgraduates). But it does not provide the information by country of student origin. The UCAS 
site provides overall numbers from different countries as does the HESA site (with the latter 
providing it by subject.) But the combination of subject and country of origin would have to be 
bought separately from HESA. This might be acceptable and cost-effective for a multinational 
but less so for a small business. The university Careers Services can usually help a business make 
opportunities available to students, though issues of data protection prevent data on students 
being handed over. Equally businesses can advertise on either the university careers site or the 
central Prospects website: www.prospects.ac.uk/

Assuming the business finds the potential student, then it faces a number of issues at the recruitment 
stage. These in part mirror those identified by the university when it recruits an international 
student: it is not the grasp of the mechanics of the English language, 
but the complexity of combining language with body language, eye 
contact and independent thinking that proves most difficult for Western 
oriented businesses. In response to this, corporations have included 
external panelists on their recruitment panels, including those of the 
nationality of individual candidates, to inform the panels as to subtleties 
of the ways different nationalities approach interviews.  Increasingly, 
as part of the graduate trainee programme, corporations are devising 
cultural awareness modules, not simply for international students who 
remain in the UK, but for any employee who is being asked to work in 
a business unit in another part of the world.  These programmes are 
being based on the most advanced research in neuroscience, political 
science, sociology and psychology. 
11   The data was kindly provided by Spencer Stuart
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While the process of recruiting an EU or international graduate does not differ materially, a 
successful international candidate will require additional support from the legal department to 
process their work visas.  Corporations note that they have the administrative resources to expedite 
work visas for important recruits; but we wonder if this is the case with smaller organisations and 
hence whether they recruit international students so easily – despite their similar business needs. 
We suspect that the added constraints on availability, interview timing and uncertainty on the 
legalities of employing an overseas graduate and the contractual and tax implications make the 
process appear too difficult for many small businesses. We were told that the US is more geared 
to supporting and advising small business than the UK where no individual organisation appears 
to have the necessary comprehensive expertise.

Induction programmes are determined by the type of graduate training programme, rather than 
the nationality of the student. Corporations have extensive graduate training offers, many in-
country for graduate nationals, and additional Group programmes.  Depending on a combination 
of the individual’s aspirations and the results of the interview process, candidates are placed 
in a specific programme which continues to enhance core skills while developing the further 
skills needed for leadership, at project, regional, national or international level. Some businesses 
noted the strengths some national groups displayed during certain parts of the recruitment 
process and weakness in other areas.  This is because the recruitment process is geared to the UK 
market and can too easily just adopt UK norms and approaches. The more experienced recruiters 
appreciated that they need to take into account cultural differences of international students 
e.g. their deference, their experience of team-working or of the assumed role of women in the 
work place. Much effort is now put into seeking to ensure against cultural bias in the evaluation 
process.

Businesses fear that the visa and work permit systems could limit their recruitment of global 
talent. While they welcome the recent moves to a points based system for managed migration 
and the ability of graduates to work for two years in the UK after graduating, they consider 

that the new legislation, extending the IGS visa from 1 year to 2, did not 
reflect consultation with global corporations and what they would have 
preferred. For decades, certain corporations have built their graduate 
trainee programmes around a 3-year programme, leading to recognised 
international qualifications (accountancy is an obvious example). Restricting 
the IGS to 2 years does not recognise that. UK based businesses argue that 
ideally the Government should introduce an international mobility visa, 
without restrictions, for a minimum of 3 years. That, combined with the Tier 
1 General (formerly HSMP/Tier 1) would ensure that international students 
recognised as valuable to employers would be welcomed. If this move is 
not feasible in the short-term, then they look for the authorities to signal 
that they will be sympathetic to business requests for a third year extension 
where a graduate is on a recognised professional programme.  Employers 
can recruit international graduates under tier 2 (skilled worker) of the Points 

Based System, where the maximum length of leave that may be granted is 3 years with options 
to extend.  Alternatively, international graduates can elect to stay on in the UK after they have 
completed their studies under Tier 1 (higher skilled worker) post study which allows 2 years.  
They can then switch onto another migrant category such as Tier 2.

In addition, universities and corporations cited the mixed-message the UK sends to the university 
and/or the employers, depending on the individual’s status when s/he enters the UK, by requiring 
home-office registration, and an undertaking by either the university or the employer to alert the 
Home Office if the individual is absent for more than 2 weeks. 

Combined, these form a series of obstacles, some easily overcome, some complex and prolonged, 
which undermine the work the universities and corporations have achieved in creating strong 
supply chains from one to the other. We need a joined-up approach with an agreed aim that the 
UK should be the preferred hunting ground for global businesses seeking global graduate talent. 
That will also help attract the best students to study here.
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Initiating the link between international students and employers
In their targeting of international students, companies work with careers services in a number of 
ways. These include both employer and university generated initiatives. The active involvement 
of universities indicates that they see the recruitment of their existing international students as a 
plus point in attracting future students from overseas.
The initiatives might involve:

university initiated events such as overseas students fairs;▪▪
employer initiated events to attract specific groups of students;▪▪
careers services handling overseas vacancies with perhaps tailored emails to specific ▪▪
student groups;
special interview sessions organised by specific employers.▪▪

We have in other reports12 noted the benefits to companies of recruiting from a wide spectrum 
of graduates who can relate to the diverse needs of an ever expanding client, customer and 
supplier base. We also noted that it is diverse teams who are more likely to be creative and 
transformative within their organisations. The same arguments apply to recruiting from a range 
of cultures and countries.  Some of those involved in this study have mentioned the dangers 
in organisations recruiting in their own image; of trying 
to build global  ‘blue chip’ businesses just from recruits 
from elite schools via elite institutions where the 
pressure is on to stay within your faculty, on campus, and 
excel.   With no Peace Corp or Erasmus experience prior to 
entering industry, any nationality can emerge equipped 
to answer complicated questions, but be less flexible and 
less sensitive and receptive to different views.  

Indeed just recruiting from a wide range of backgrounds does not necessarily lead to the 
organisation being open and equipped for global operations. If the internal culture remains 
closed, then the recruits will conform or leave and the organisation will not change. There needs 
to be conscious policies and practices in place to value diversity.

12   Recruiting from a Wider Spectrum of Graduates, CIHE, 2003; Fishing for Talent in a Wider Pool, IES and CIHE, 2005
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Although little scholarly attention has been given to the career service needs of international 
students, they are now being taken seriously by higher education careers services themselves. At 
the national level, the Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (AGCAS) has developed 
its guidelines (not publicly available) and, through its International Students Task Group, provides 
a forum for sharing experience. The website ‘Going Global’ (AGCAS, 2005) offers a network of 
advice for careers advisers addressing the issue of international students. 

The Higher Education Careers Services Unit (HECSU) commissioned in 2005 a report on Careers 
Advisory Services and International Students13. This noted, among other things, that international 
students may come to the UK with over-optimistic expectations about gaining full-time 
employment here post-graduation. This may be based on misleading information during the 
marketing and recruitment process or more general false assumptions about the UK. Although 

the opportunity for part-time work is attractive to international students, they 
are often unaware of the reality of the type of work and availability of term-
time and vacation jobs nor of the difficulties of combining work and studies. 
Some employers were uncertain whether they could employ an international 
student or whether they needed a National Insurance (NI) number. Even so, 
a 2004 UKCOSA study noted that 52% of 5,000 respondents to a survey had 
worked since coming to the UK (largely to help pay their way through higher 
education) compared with 42% for the 2005 UNITE survey of largely UK home 
students14. The HECSU study also noted that students from outside the EU tend 
not to realise the difficulties of getting both a work permit and a job in the UK 
after their studies. The cost of visas and extensions of leave to remain was a 
particular concern. However, the report noted that induction programmes for 
international students are increasingly well-developed and help to educate 
students and address their concerns.

Career Services recognise that students who return to their country of origin will be crucial to 
the university’s reputation. They further recognise that particular international populations 
are drawn to universities via their commitment to a certain region or area with a recruitment 
and marketing campaign. Concern was expressed to us that individual marketing agents may 
indicate that employment in the UK is a straightforward certainty following matriculation. 

We found that international students benefit from both generic and designated support, from 
the students’ arrival and throughout their studentship, including employment guidance.  While 
the universities studied had contrasting geographic locations, missions and resources, they 
concurred on the main issues.  Each noted that international students avail themselves of the 
resources of the Career Services far more than their UK counterpart, often booking appointments 
within days of arriving on campus to plan their employment strategies and seeking help with 
their CV and applications. 

When asked about the issues they were most concerned about in effecting the transition from 
higher education to employment for their international students, the career services considered 

13  The full report can be viewed and downloaded from http://www.hecsu.ac.uk
14   Broadening our Horizons: International students in UK universities, UKCOSA, 2004
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that ‘managing expectations’ is predominant.  Beyond this, while the Career Services understand 
international students expect to enhance their employment by undertaking a university 
degree, they experience students with unrealistic expectations of their employment prospects, 
particularly those who insisted on only applying to large, global corporations. Additionally, 
certain international students look upon the Careers Services as analogous to a placement firm, 
with the expectation that the Career Services will produce the job, rather than advise the student 
of the most strategic approach to the job market. 

They also felt that International students exhibit anything from adequate to excellent command 
of the English Language, but this was placed under pressure during the transition from student 
to employee.  Individuals who had integrated with their UK counterparts proved pivotal in the 
intangible, but nonetheless crucial, qualities in a competitive job market: ease in different social 
situations, being able to detect nuance in conversation and/or negotiation, and using language 
to build team rapport.  Equally, it was acknowledged that UK students, intending to work globally 
would experience similar challenges in a foreign context. Some also felt that the softer skills of 
team-working could be better developed.

In terms of recruitment of overseas students, the UK mirrors the global data reflecting a significant 
demand from the financial services industry.  Universities have strong relationships with 

several global industries, in some cases going back over 100 years.  A further 
market, less frequently acknowledged in employer-led discussions, is the 
thriving international market in Higher Education employment (this may be 
assuming greater significance since the Millar and Salt analysis in 2007). Global 
corporations emerged, from the view of international students and the Career 
Services, as desirable employers with competitive entry requirements. SMEs 
were not a prominent feature in the international students’ post-university 
employment strategies. Extending the International Graduate Scheme (IGS) 
from 1 to 2 years has however improved access to the Creative Industries, 
Charities and the Public Sector. Employers in these sectors continue to perceive 
complexity and additional time needed to hire international students, and this 
militates against some creative industries, where the work is project-based.  

Jane Millar and John Salt undertook an electronic survey of Heads of Career Advisory Services 
in UK universities in the summer of 2007. The aim was to identify the extent to which careers 
services were aware of employers deliberately targeting particular international students during 
recruitment. Responses were received from 79 (57 per cent) of the 138 universities contacted.

The responses support what we have found. Targeting of international students was a 
widespread phenomenon. Forty-one per cent of their sample (32 Heads of Service) were aware 
that companies deliberately target international students when recruiting at their institutions. 
Furthermore, almost two-thirds of the sample considered this an increasing trend.

There was evidence that employers were selective in deciding which universities to recruit from, 
with some institutions more likely to be used for targeted recruitment than others: for example 
34 per cent were Russell Group universities.

A key issue was the type of companies doing the targeting and the extent to which those 
recruited were absorbed into large corporate internal labour markets - as distinct from smaller 
organisations operating either locally or nationally. Over half (59 per cent) of the sample reported 
that multinational corporations were the main actors, including both foreign (58 per cent) and 
UK-owned (55 per cent) companies. 

Careers services were also asked about the industrial sector into which recruitment of international 
students was occurring. Responses indicated that a broad spectrum of the economy was involved. 
In all, seventeen sectors were mentioned as ones in which targeting companies were active. Most 
frequently mentioned were the financial services sector (87 per cent), information technology 
(53 per cent), manufacturing (43 per cent), extractive industries and law (20 per cent each).

Some careers services were aware of targets being set by the overseas parts of the organisation. 
We have specific examples of this occurring where an IT services business and an extractive 
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business discuss with their overseas business units and agree as a result the overall numbers 
of graduates that will be recruited from UK universities. Where the absorptive capacity of the 
overseas unit is limited, then the UK arm will develop and train the graduates before they are 
sent overseas. In another case the UK Head Office took some graduates during an economic 
downturn so that the targeted returns from a small overseas unit would not be affected: an 
example of strategic recruiting for the longer-term.

Overall, targeting of specific national groups seemed to be more important than targeting of 
individual disciplines. Our discussions with the heads of a few careers services confirms this. 
Companies deliberately target students from particular geographic regions and nationalities 
notably from Asia with China (87 per cent from the Millar and Salt analysis) being the most 
significant. This reflects the increasing focus of businesses in expanding in that important 
market.

While many universities rely on overseas post-graduates to underpin their research efforts 
(especially in certain STEM subjects), for employers the importance appears to lie with those who 
have a Masters degree (90 per cent) as well as undergraduates award (83 per cent). Recruitment 
at the post-doctoral level was relatively less common. 43 per cent of the sample reported 
deliberately targeting international students studying for a PhD. Nevertheless we recognise that 
international post-graduates underpin the research capability of many university departments15. 
Of the 119,000 post-graduate research students in the UK, almost half are from abroad (in the 
US the proportion is one-third). The UK is, per capita, the second most successful recruiting 
country after Australia  at present and has a 15% market share. This success has been achieved as 
a consequence of the UK HE sector’s reputation for quality.

15   A July 2008 report on the market for international research students notes that in some subject areas international students 
constitute more than half of all PGR students in the UK. These include law (59%), engineering and technology (58%), business and 
management (58%), social studies (53%), and mathematics and computing (51%). In two subject areas there is a real over-reliance 
on a particular country: US students in humanities and arts, and Chinese students in engineering and technology. This places those 
departments as well as their research efforts at risk.
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In order to have a complete picture of the relationship between businesses and international 
graduates, we commissioned i-graduate to collect the views of international graduates who have 
studied in the UK in terms of how they view their UK higher education experience as having 
affected their employability and early career development. i-graduate’s International Alumni 
Barometer (IAB) offers insight into career progression, including quantitative data regarding 
employment status, progression and history, salary and the types of organisations employing 
international alumni as well as qualitative insights from international graduates regarding their 
perceptions of the UK university experience.

Eleven UK universities16 adopted the IAB process in 2008, providing a representative cross-
section of the sector both geographically with representation from across the UK (including 
Wales and Scotland), and across a diverse range of institutions with participation from Russell 
Group, 1994 Group and Million+ member institutions, traditional redbrick universities, 
large urban institutions and Guild HE institutions. With over 15,000 alumni representing 132 
nationalities responding to the study, and responses from over 4,100 alumni from the “marker” 
graduation years of 2003, 2005 and 2006, meaningful conclusions can be drawn from the IAB to 
examine career progression among recent graduates, both British and international. Comparing 
the early career paths of international and EU graduates with those from the UK will enable 
key differences to be pinpointed. Of the sample group, almost half are British (2,174), with 
substantial representation from EU alumni17 (605) and other overseas countries (1,352). 

As would be expected, the vast majority of UK graduates are currently living in the UK. Interestingly 
almost one third (27%) of both international and EU alumni from the sample graduation years 
of 2003, 2005 and 2006 are also living in the UK. This confirms that substantial numbers of 
international and EU graduates from UK universities choose to remain in the UK in the first five 
years after graduation; initiatives such as the International Graduate Scheme/Highly Skilled 

Migrant Programme have made opportunities for work following study in 
the UK more accessible for international students in recent years. Year on year 
international students are gradually returning home, with 31% of international 
alumni who graduated from two years ago living in the UK, reducing to 27% 
after three years and 21% after five years. 

When comparing the employment status of international and UK graduates from 
the sample years, the figures are very similar with 73% of UK graduates and 76% 
of international18 (non EU) alumni in full time paid work, although these are not 
necessarily graduate level jobs.  Interestingly, substantially fewer graduates from 
the EU are employed full time in paid work, with this group being substantially 
more likely to be undertaking further study or training.   

16   IAB participating universities in 2008: University of Aberdeen, University of Bristol, Buckinghamshire New University, Cardiff 
University, Coventry University, University of Hertfordshire, Liverpool John Moores University, London South Bank University, Middlesex 
University, University College London, University of Warwick.
17   ‘EU’ alumni refers to respondents from the 27 current member states of the European Union. 
18   For the purposes of this report ‘international’ refers to non-EU alumni. Where reference is made to EU alumni this is stated. 
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Regardless of nationality, the education sector is the largest employer at two, three and five 
years after graduation, employing 13% of the sample group. For other large sectors there are 
differences between UK and non-UK employee numbers. In comparison with UK graduates, 
significantly larger numbers of international alumni are employed in financial and technical 
jobs in the Banking/Finance/Insurance and Computing/IT sectors whereas UK graduates are 
comparatively more likely to be employed in the Medicine/Healthcare sector. This is indicative 
of differences in area of study preferences whilst at University; in most institutions business and 
computer sciences attract large proportions of international students. 

Whether they choose to remain in the UK or return home after study in the UK, international 
graduates appear to do very well. Across the sample group, international graduates are more 
likely to hold a senior or managerial position (29%) compared with UK graduates (16%), who 
are more likely to be employed as a health, creative or other professional or in an administrative 
position within the first five years after graduation. This indicates that having study experience 
in the UK, in addition to their other skills, gives international graduates an advantage in securing 
high level jobs or progressing quickly in their career. Indeed, in response to a series of attitude 
statements, international alumni are significantly more likely than British graduates (45% vs 26%) 
to state that being an alumnus of a UK university means they can ‘progress more quickly in their 
chosen career’. 

International graduates who have remained living in the UK are more likely to state that they 
are a company owner/founder/partner, CEO/MD, department head or in an executive or other 
managerial position (19%) compared with UK alumni living in the UK (16%). Having a UK learning 
experience appears to have been especially beneficial to international alumni who have returned 
overseas; with 32% of this group holding the most senior positions19 within five years, although 
this in part may be a reflection of a tendency for some returning graduates to rejoin their family 
businesses upon returning home

“Having an English education allowed me to perfect English proficiency skills, enabled me to learn debating 
and public speaking skills. These have served me well and allowed me to rise to managerial positions - my 
observation in working for international companies is that English speakers or people trained in UK or US 
tend to assume senior management positions more readily than those who haven’t.”
Female, Belgium, living in Belgium

Alumni not living in the UK are substantially more likely to state that they are an owner/founder/
partner of an organisation. Again, perhaps international students who have been able to fund 
their UK studies are more likely to come from an affluent family business background within which 
they may find employment as a partner or within a related organisation upon returning home. 
This cadre might also by nature be more enterprising (or they would not have taken the initiative 
to come to the UK). Or perhaps graduates see greater business opportunities overseas, or choose 
to set up their own business as a means of finding employment upon moving overseas.  

19   Senior position refers to those who selected that their current job position was ‘Owner/founder/partner’, CEO/Chairman/Managing 
Director/President’, ‘Director/General Manager’, ‘Department Head/Functional Head’, ‘Other managerial position’. 
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“(The UK learning experience) hasn’t affected positively my employability but it has affected my self 
confidence and my determination to start up my own business.”
Female, Cyprus, living in Greece

“Study in the UK, and UK learning experience has always been an advantage to me in my life both as an 
employee when I was employed, and as an employer since I have been managing my own Company.”
Male, Nigeria, living in Nigeria

When the type of organisation is considered, international graduates are less likely to be employed 
by a trust or charity (6%) or a state-owned organisation (13%) than their UK counterparts (11% and 
18% respectively.) International graduates are substantially more likely to work for an organisation 
with international dealings, offices or customers, compared with UK graduates, 42% of who state 
their company has no international dealings – indicative of the large number of British graduates 
who have remained living and working in the UK. Comments from many graduates from the 
sample group indicated that when seeking employment within an international company, the 
UK learning experience was beneficial in terms of English language skills and other skills gained 
as a result of study in the UK. 

“Studying in the UK has highly affected my employability. I work for an international company and so 
it is important for them to hire people with an international perspective. The UK learning experience 
as a whole has strengthened my self confidence, exposed me to different languages, cultures and 
traditions, and has opened my eyes to the world out there.”
Male, Jordan, living in Jordan

“Graduating from the UK makes it easier to apply for a job with international company, as the 
employers think the English skill should be acceptable. However, at the end of the day, it’s more 
important if you are really qualified for the job. Having been studied in the UK has really improved 
my English skills, especially reading and writing, a lot. People at work often comment on my good 
(English) communication skill over the other staff.”
Female, Thailand, living in Thailand

On the surface, international graduates appear to be earning substantially less than UK graduates with 
24% earning an annual salary of less than £10,000, compared with just 4% of UK graduates. However, 
the vast majority of these lower-earning international alumni have returned to countries where salaries 
are generally much lower; as illustrated by Figure 2.  International alumni living in the UK appear to 
be earning similar or higher salaries compared with British alumni, with 60% of British alumni in the 
UK and 65% of international alumni in the UK earning between £20-40,000, and 18% of international 
alumni in the combined sample earning in excess of £40,000 compared with 14% of UK alumni.  

Figure 2: Approximate annual income range (before tax) in GBP (n=2844)
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Interestingly, a substantially greater number of British graduates in the UK perceive their salary 
to be ‘above’ or ‘well above average’ compared with international alumni in the UK; (31% vs. 24%) 
despite fewer British graduates earning an income in the larger salary brackets over £20,000. 
It should be considered that some international respondents may be unfamiliar with the UK 
employment sector and may be unaware as to what an ‘average’ income is for the UK.  

International alumni who have studied in the UK and are now working overseas appear to do 
especially well in terms of relative income compared with peers – this group are over four times 
more likely (17% vs. 4%) to indicate that they are earning a salary that is ‘well above average’ 
for the country compared to graduates who are living in the UK - indicating very clearly that 
studying in the UK leads to the ability to earn a higher salary overseas.

“The learning experience has not only contributed to my professional knowledge, 
but also to personal growth, which also positively affected my ability to negotiate 
and handle managerial and leading positions. I came back to work at the same law 
firm, but with better employment terms (salary wise) and more responsibilities.” 
Female, Brazil, living in Brazil 

On average, UK graduates appear to change jobs at a slightly faster rate within the first five 
years after graduation compared with international graduates. When the three sample years are 
compared, it is noticeable that UK graduates have been with a greater number of employers 
within the same period of time; 19% of UK graduates have had four or more different employers 
since graduation in 2003, compared with just 10% of international graduates. 

When asked how long they intend to remain with their current employer, just over one third of 
both UK and international graduates stated they plan to leave within the next year. 10% of both 
groups plan to stay long-term (over 5 years). 

Within the IAB survey, alumni are asked to rate a series of factors in terms of how important they 
perceive them to have been to their current employer. All alumni, regardless of nationality, consider 
their personality to be the factor most important to their current employer when they were hired 
with 95% of the sample stating that their personality was ‘important’ or ‘very important’. Although 
the definition of personality is ambiguous, key skills including confidence, communication skills, 
problem-solving, adaptability and other soft-skills all contribute to ‘personality’ and as Bracht 
et al (2006) confirm, these skills are enhanced by the overseas study experience. Therefore the 
overseas study experience indirectly improves employability through enhancing personality, a 
factor perceived to be of key importance to employers, as well as through the strong reputation 
and worth of a UK degree worldwide. 
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“Honestly, I do not believe that the part of my studies I took in the UK has had much 
importance to my employability. Much more important is my qualifications due to my overall 
experience, the totality of my education from a variety of institutions, and my personality”.  
Male, PGR, Norway

“I think it is not a matter of studying in the UK or not, it’s the fact that one leaves his/her own 
country and goes to another completely different land, studying and living there gives the 
additional credit to the person in terms of mobility, mind-set (being open to the world), flexibility, 
adventurous, etc.  And it is certainly the case for me! My study in the UK has certainly been 
one of the advantages for me, I not only learnt the knowledge I was supposed to learn, but 
more important, it’s the western way of thinking, the different culture, sharing of knowledge 
and so on which helped me understand things much better and in a more thorough manner.” 
Female, PGR, China

Both international and UK alumni perceive the subject(s) and level of the qualification as 
substantially more important than either the institution or country where the qualification was 
gained, although international graduates on average perceive all skill and experience factors 
as important. International and EU graduates are significantly more likely than UK alumni to 
state ‘the country in which I gained my qualification’ is an important factor in enhancing their 
employability, (67% vs 44%) indicating that the vast majority of international graduates consider 
having gained a qualification from a UK university substantially influenced their attractiveness as 
a candidate, while British graduates perceive having a UK qualification as having less of an impact 
on their attractiveness as a candidate - British employers perhaps take it for granted that British 
applicants have a UK degree. Having a UK degree is of greater importance to British alumni who 
are currently working overseas, again highlighting the strong reputation of a UK qualification 
overseas.  

International alumni are asked to comment within the IAB on how they feel studying in the UK has 
affected their employability. As would be expected from such a large sample, comments range 
from the very positive to the occasionally negative, with the vast majority remarking that the UK 
study experience has added value to their employability.  Many commented that a qualification 
from a UK institution is perceived as attractive to overseas employers in terms of reputation, 
leading to enhanced employability. 

International (1038)

EU (402)

UK (1584)

The institution at which I studied

The country in which I gained my 
quali�cation

Practical skills acquired as a result of my 
degree

The subject(s) I studied

Prior work experience

The level of my quali�cation

My personality

Figure 4: Perceived importance of graduate skills/experience when gaining employment
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“Having completed my studies in England I have come to recognise the high level of training that I received 
in my field. Although the degree itself has made no impact on my employability in the civil service, I have 
been afforded a level of respect for completing graduate work in a country held in the highest esteem 
for education excellence. I feel I am in an excellent position for future advancement in my career choice.” 
Male, Canada, living in Canada

“It has been both an advantage and a disadvantage. Although it boosted employers perceptions 
of me and impressed them greatly, my lack of hands-on experience proved to be a deterrent for 
many within my chosen field. Outside of my field of study, many were afraid to hire me as they 
believed that I would not stay long with them and would seek more interesting and greener pastures 
elsewhere.” 
Female, Barbados, living in Barbados 
 
“It has been a huge advantage as the skills I gained whilst studying in the UK (soft skills and other 
work related skills) gave me a strong springboard to apply for top quality jobs in the UK.” 
Male, Nigeria, living in UK 

“I think studying in the UK allowed me a bit of an edge when applying for jobs back in the 
States. Those who interviewed me found it interesting and wanted to learn more about the 
programme and how I found studying abroad. One disadvantage is that my UK Masters degree 
doesn’t translate over to the American system, so it’s difficult to compare it to an American MA.” 
Female, USA, living in USA

When asked to reflect upon their university experience, encouragingly 92% of the overall sample 
agreed that their degree was ‘worth the investment of time’. International alumni are significantly 
more likely than British graduates to state that being an alumnus of a UK university means they can 
‘progress more quickly in their chosen career’, (45% vs 26%) and this applies to both international 
alumni who have remained in the UK and those who have gone overseas. 32% of international 
alumni indicate that being an alumnus of a British university means they can ‘command a higher 
salary’, compared with 19% of UK alumni; this is likely to reflect the large proportion returning 
overseas. 73% of international graduates feel that studying at their UK university has made them 
‘the person they are today’; international alumni seem to value their UK learning experience both 
in terms of enhancing their employability and shaping them as a person. 

84% of international graduates from the sample group indicate they would recommend or 
actively recommend graduates from their university to their current employer, compared with 
78% of UK alumni, who are more likely to sit on the fence. A small number of both UK and 
international graduates state they would discourage their employer from accepting graduates 
from their institution – an uncomfortable position after investing several years in the experience. 
Universities should seek to maintain contact and harness the enthusiasm of the large ambassador 
groups who are willing to actively promote the UK study experience overseas to both international 
organisations and to potential future students. 

Although the vast majority do agree, international alumni are slightly less likely than UK 
graduates to feel that their university experience was worth the investment in terms of time 
and money, reflecting both the expectation placed upon the investment to deliver, as well as 
the particularly high investment for many overseas students in their international education. 
International alumni who received a scholarship (21% of the sample) were more likely to feel that 
their degree was worth the financial investment (83%) compared with those who did not receive 
a scholarship (78%).

Interestingly, international alumni are more likely than UK graduates to feel part of a close 
community/social network as a result of being a UK university alumnus. Despite the distance 
gap of living overseas, international and EU alumni feel no less connected with their university 
than UK alumni, highlighting the importance of the experience and value placed on the UK/
institutional brand.  However 43% of international alumni and 49% of UK alumni state that they 
feel disconnected or very disconnected from their institution, indicating there is much scope for 
universities to improve contact with alumni both in the UK and overseas. Many indicate a desire 
to remain connected and participate in alumni activities in their home country: 
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‘Well, I do get emails and newsletter from the alumni/university.  But I still don’t feel connected to the 
University. Perhaps it’ll be timely to organise an event in Malaysia for the (university name) Alumni?” 
Female, Malaysia, living in Malaysia

Universities can play a role in forging links between international businesses and alumni to 
support graduates seeking employment both in the UK and overseas. 

“Maintaining a strong network with alumni is an important part of any successful university. This 
is particularly useful in any discipline of studies and professions where alumni engaging in senior 
position of a profession would help “mentor” new comers to the profession. In this regard, the 
University is expected to facilitate and maintain this networking through the alumni associations.” 
Male, Hong Kong SAR, living in Hong Kong SAR

“I strongly feel (university name) should have a alumni recruitment site / department where former 
students could seek job opportunities around the globe.” 
Male, Spain, living in India

The results from this survey seem to confirm what businesses have told us, namely that those 
who have studied in the UK and have also experienced overseas study:

are more likely to get better jobs, with higher pay and more job security; ▪▪
are more likely to be in senior management positions;▪▪
consider that international study experience has enhanced their personality and ▪▪
attractiveness to employers.

The survey has also suggested that international students consider that gaining a qualification 
from a UK university has improved their attractiveness to employers.

These powerful messages need to be conveyed to students whether UK born and reluctant to 
study overseas or those overseas considering coming to the UK to study.
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UK Graduates need international study experience
In our first report in this series for the Minister for Higher Education20 we noted that UK students 
appeared to be less interested and involved in international study and exchanges than their EU 
peers. We noted, for example, that the numbers on Erasmus programmes had been declining for 
many years – even though there had been a recent increase. We set out the reasons students gave 
for not studying overseas and suggested some answers that universities might give in response. 
We also suggested that the data was deficient and that more needed to be done to establish the 
precise numbers and trends of those studying overseas.

Since that report and our subsequent substantive one on the issues institutions face as they 
internationalise21, the International Unit in particular has tried to get a firmer fix on student 
mobility. They have noted that:

the number of UK students on Erasmus programmes in 2006/7 were 7,235 (a slight increase ▪▪
on the previous year);
the 8,438 studying in the USA exceeded that (the UK is also the top destination for US ▪▪
students – though less than 1% of US students study abroad)
we still have no clear picture on the numbers of students on exchange programmes and ▪▪
especially short term exchanges.

It is clear that UK born students do not appreciate how the world of global 
graduate recruiting has changed. There is a mismatch between the increasing 
trend of global businesses to seek globally aware graduates and that of UK 
students to focus on getting a high degree classification in the mistaken belief 
that this alone will secure them a top job with a top company.

Unless the business message is more clearly transmitted to students, absorbed 
by them and ways are found by universities to facilitate overseas study and 
especially student exchanges (often short 6-8 week programmes), the UK 
students will be disadvantaged in the global jobs market.

Quality is King
Businesses want high quality graduates and post-graduates wherever they may be. As the supply 
of younger people declines over the coming years, this battle for global talent will become even 
more fierce. UK universities have to play in this game. There are no prizes for being second rate. 
The UK has to offer a compelling quality learning experience. Indeed it is the major reason why 
international students come to the UK. 58% of respondents in the HECSU survey identified 
‘Quality of UK qualification’ and 46% the ‘Prestige of UK qualifications’ as reasons for studying in 
the UK22. We also have to offer more UK students the international component that will better 
equip them not just for global jobs but also as global citizens.

20   Global Horizons for UK Students, Fielden, Middlehurst and Woodfield, CIHE, 2007
21   Global Horizons for UK Universities, Fielden, CIHE, 2007
22   See also various reports in International Focus (UUK) such as that in issue 21 on page 8.

Some Emerging Issues

“...UK born 
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the world of global 
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In our report International Competitiveness: Businesses working with UK Universities23 we noted the 
view of major businesses that UK universities develop some of the best graduates and research 
anywhere in the world. They suggested that this was partly based on three main features:

the problem based approach to learning in the UK does not encourage learning by rote ▪▪
or in mass impersonal lecture theatres and it encourages the development of questioning 
minds;
the UK has perhaps the most multicultural society in the world and this is reflected in ▪▪
the composition of students on campus; this diversity is reinforced through the arrival of 
overseas students who further enrich the cultural mix; it is mixed teams that are more likely 
to be innovative as well as help their members be more mature and tolerant of the views 
of others;
the UK has great strengths in its arts and social sciences, in its creativity and its creative ▪▪
industries; the future rests on innovation and creativity and many future breakthroughs 
will occur at the boundaries of disciplines; Universities can be hubs for the creativity that 
businesses seek to continually evolve and transform their operations.

So there is every reason why the UK should be the preferred location for 
internationally mobile students and graduate recruiters looking for quality 
and mobile talent.  But we have to safeguard the special features that justify 
the high costs we charge. We have as a nation to invest more in raising the 
quality of the learning experiences we offer all our students.  OECD data 
suggests we invest too little in teaching. We have to do still more to integrate 
overseas students on campus and enhance their employability skills. We have 
to persuade many more UK students that it is in their long-term interests to 
have some overseas study experience and we need to ensure universities have 
the resources to deliver on that more costly and resource intensive agenda.

Employers want more graduates of the highest quality and with the competencies and 
experiences that will make them high value-adding employees. If the UK does not develop them 
then it will not be the global businesses who suffer: they can and increasingly do recruit globally. 
Those who suffer will be:

our students (as they will find themselves excluded from many of the top recruiters and ▪▪
jobs);
our universities (as they will be by-passed by global recruiters);▪▪
our research based businesses (who will not have the local pool of overseas graduates and ▪▪
post-graduates or even some of the STEM departments that are currently underpinned by 
overseas post-graduates);
smaller UK businesses (who will suffer both if global business follow their talent pool and ▪▪
relocate and also if they have a lower quality talent pool from which to recruit their staff)
UK society (that will lose some of our more mobile global businesses and generally be the ▪▪
poorer from having a lower quality higher education system).

The Credit Transfer Opportunity
If students are to be encouraged to study overseas, then they need academic recognition for that 
study. Recognition via credit transfer systems is one obvious way of achieving this and the basis 
is in place via the Bologna declaration that engaged signatory countries to establish systems 
of credit compatible with the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS)24 ‘as a 
proper means of promoting the most widespread student mobility’ (Bologna Secretariat, 1999). 
The move to three year undergraduate degrees and to the increasing use of English (while posing 
a threat to the UK’s core product) makes it easier for students to be more mobile. In particular the 
old excuse of language barriers is increasingly less true.

23   Brown and Ternouth, CIHE, 2006
24   “The ECTS has been developed as part of the EU Erasmus programme for co-operation in higher education, and is now part of the 
integrated EU Lifelong Learning Programme 2007–2013. It is based on the principle that 60 credits measure the workload of a full-time 
student during one academic year hence one credit usually stands for around 25 to 30 working hours. Credits in ECTS are obtained 
after successful completion of the work required and appropriate assessment of the learning outcomes achieved. The ECTS Users’ Guide 
which provides guidance on the use of ECTS is currently being revised to respond to the request of the Ministers from the 46 countries 
participating in the EHEA that ECTS be implemented properly on the basis of learning outcomes and student workload.” OECD op cit

“If students are to 
be encouraged to 
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The Bologna Process is also significant since, as the OECD report quoted earlier notes, “a number 
of countries outside the EU have endorsed the Bologna declaration and joined its convergence 
process since 1999. Participants in the Bologna Process now reach 46 countries spread geographically 
between Iceland, Portugal, Turkey and the Russian Federation. This convergence of degree structures 
beyond EU borders highlights the compatibility and convergence trends that are currently taking 
place at the international level.”

Allied to this is the Diploma Supplement which was developed as a follow-up tool for the 
implementation of the Lisbon Recognition Convention (Council of Europe, 2005). It is a document 
attached to each tertiary education diploma which provides a description of the nature, level, 
context, content and status of the studies that were successfully completed by the graduate. 
The Diploma Supplement is intended to enhance transparency and to facilitate academic and 
professional recognition of tertiary qualifications25.

England has been slow to develop a national system of credit transfer. This hinders the development 
of lifelong learning, the integration of learning from a range of sources as well as student 
progression across the wider system of higher level learning. The ECTS should inject additional 
momentum into the process of mutual institutional and international credit recognition. But HEIs 
need to see the potential that credit systems across Europe and internationally offer in terms 
of helping students gain international study experiences. Unless HEIs signal that this can be an 
important component of the final award and better facilitate its happening, UK students will 
remain at a relative disadvantage in the global job market.

The Limits of Internationalising at Home
In our report Global Horizons for UK Universities we noted that twin approaches of 
“internationalising overseas” and “internationalising at home”. The latter involves (amongst 
other things) developing a curriculum that raises awareness of global issues and seeks to 
integrate different cultural perspectives. Following that report we have found that almost all 
institutions are embarking on major programmes for revising their curricula in this way and 
the Higher Education Academy is lending its support. In addition institutions are taking action 
to encourage cultural and social interactions on campus between domestic and international 
students. But this approach has its critics and limitations. Some see it as leading to a uniform 
market-driven curriculum – the McUniversity – which would spread mono-cultural and Western 
views and learning approaches as if they were universal26 The counter view is that it was the old 
non-internationalised curriculum that was mono-cultural and the new curricula are designed to 
correct this.  One major plus is that 20% of UK teaching staff are from international backgrounds 
and can help to present the curriculum in different ways.  Perhaps, as the OECD report notes, the 
main drawback of just relying on international staff and curriculum lies in the fact that it only 
provides partial exposure to international and intercultural differences through passive class-
based learning, instead of active participation in cross-cultural interactions27.

The businesses we have interviewed have implicitly (and in some cases explicitly) endorsed the 
limitations of trying to develop global citizens purely on UK campuses. They consider that an 
international experience can be transformative and offer insights that can help them in turn 
transform the organisations they join. International curricula delivered by international staff are 
certainly better than curricula and case studies that are UK-centric. But they cannot substitute for 
the direct exposure that an overseas study experience offers. 

That experience itself should ideally take the student beyond their comfort zones. As the President 
of one eminent US private university28 has commented:
“Just sending my students to London would not develop their global awareness; London is too like 
New York. They need to go for a few weeks to Israel, then to an Arab country and then to Asia and then 
return to share and reflect on their experiences with students who have been to Columbia.”

25   The Diploma supplement was developed jointly by the Council of Europe, UNESCO and the European
Commission to implement the Lisbon Recognition Convention.
26   Ryan, J. (2000), A Guide to Teaching International Students, Oxford Centre for Staff and Learning Development, Oxford; Parker, M. 
and D. Jary (1995), “The McUniversity: Organisation, Management and Academic Subjectivity”, Organisation, Vol. 2, pp. 319-338. De Vita, 
G. and P. Case (2003), “Rethinking the Internationalisation Agenda in UK Higher Education”, Journal of Further and Higher Education, Vol. 
27, No. 4, pp. 383-398.
27   De Vita and Case, 2003 op cit.
28  Private communication from Greg Farrington, recent President of LeHigh University and now Director of the California Academy of 
Sciences
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Businesses recognise that to develop such programmes is very resource intensive. It may be 
feasible for a US university that charges over $20,000 per year and has substantial endowments 
but is less feasible for UK universities given their current financial position. But if the programmes 
are part of more strategic partnerships with selected overseas institutions covering joint research, 
knowledge exchange, business school partnerships, student exchanges and the co-funding of 
shared courses, then the economics alter. 

Businesses have considerable experience of establishing such global partnerships and many 
university Governing Bodies will have business people who either have or can access and share 
such experience.

Global Businesses and UK Universities
Businesses located in the UK have been going global - as opposed to just establishing international 
branches – perhaps faster than most other nations. We noted earlier the increasing trend of such 
businesses to recruit globally, to have more global boards and to have non-UK chief executives. 
Can the same be said of UK based universities?

UK based universities certainly have research partnerships that span the globe and the growth 
of jointly authored papers shows their international reach and extent of partnerships between 

individual academics. Some 27% of new appointments are of staff born 
outside the UK – how many businesses can say the same? On the other hand, 
how many on Governing Boards are from outside the UK to parallel the trends 
in businesses? While a number of vice chancellors are from overseas, how 
many are non-Commonwealth? Outside of the World University Network or 
Universitas 21 there appear to be few strategic alliances with overseas peers and 
even these two partnerships are more research than student focused. We are 
aware of an increasing number of teaching partnerships that involve student 
and staff exchanges (the Santander Group of universities in Iberoamerica, 
Wolverhampton with the Punjab and Bradford with its Asian travel awards 
for example), but our general feeling is that few institutions attach as high a 
priority to partnerships that are student, teaching and learning as they do to 
ones that are research driven. 

More incentives from the funding councils may be needed to encourage 
the exchange of students or staff and the joint development and delivery of 
curricula. These can be costly to establish and administer. HEFCE’s Strategic 

Development Fund for example might encourage international partnerships rather than a focus 
on building local relationships in England. Without a stronger drive, UK students will not be 
given the international study experience and exposure that global businesses increasingly seek. 
Equally the concerns of the OECD on a one-way flow from poorer to richer countries (see below) 
will not be addressed.

Immigration Policies must be Favourable
Businesses welcome the decision to allow international graduates to work for two years after 
graduation. They would prefer this period to be extended to three years given that many 
professional qualifications take this long. They are reluctant to recruit a graduate for a three year 
period when there is no certainty that they will be allowed to remain beyond two years. They 
note the Government’s response that two years helps graduates gain work experience and that 
the graduate may extend their stay in the UK by switching to another tier of the points based 
system, for example, to the skilled worker category (tier 2). They seek some reassurance that 
those studying for professional qualifications will be allowed to complete that course. They and 
universities are concerned that Government policies on Visas and Work Permits could affect the 
drive to attract top student and post-graduate talent from around the world. They consider that 
uncertainty and tighter rules for foreign students could undermine the aim of making the UK 
the preferred location for such talent and for global businesses wanting to recruit and retain 
international graduates.

“...few institutions 
attach as high 

a priority to 
partnerships 
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Universities are concerned that the administration and reporting regime for international 
students might be onerous. 

The situation is developing and the following are key reference points for businesses, 
universities and students. 

www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/managingborders/managingmigration/apointsbasedsystem/
howitworks 

www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/sitecontent/newsarticles/2008/strictnewrules  
 
The following offers a link to the note on students under a points based system
 
www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/sitecontent/documents/managingourborders/pbsdocs/
statementofintent/studentsunderthepointsbased.pdf  
 
The overall time table for implementation of the points based system is set out in the following
 
www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/managingborders/managingmigration/apointsbasedsystem/
timetableforPBSlaunch
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….for Universities

Targeted recruitment of international students and those UK students who have overseas study 
experience has several implications for UK universities. Most obviously there will be revenue gains 
to them if studying in the UK is seen by mobile students as an avenue into lucrative employment 
with prestigious employers. Those universities which are selectively being targeted by employers 
stand to gain a particular marketing advantage, further reinforcing their images as desirable 
places to study. 

In addition, the links established via interfacing with students on campus and then through 
graduate recruitment could strengthen their links with these global players leading to 
additional business opportunities in joint curriculum development, up-skilling of the workforce, 
development of the top management team (perhaps through the Business School), consultancy 
and problem based research and knowledge exchange in all its various forms. 

Attracting and developing more internationally mobile students will have later benefits as 
these alumni climb the ranks of global businesses. Provided the UK continues to offer a quality 
product and enhances its brand image we see limited risks from continuing to assault a market 
for internationally mobile students that will continue to grow29.

If universities are to develop the global citizens that society needs and the globally astute that 
businesses seek, then there are implications for the way they develop the:

curriculum and the wider student experience;▪▪
on-campus integration of overseas students and multicultural student body more ▪▪
generally;
off-campus involvement of and with the local community;▪▪
career services focus and activities so as to meet the aspirations of global recruiters.▪▪

Our report Global Horizons for UK Universities30 develops these themes in some depth. This report 
also notes that universities are developing strategic partnerships. They need these if they are 
to address global issues, exchange quality staff and students and develop a globally informed 
curricula and wider student experience. This report re-emphasises the call for universities to 
develop these partnerships. The pace of development has to be raised or their UK born students 
will not get the study abroad programmes that will help get them the best jobs in global 
businesses.  

29   See also recent work from the British Council that enables institutions to vary the parameters and make their won projections on 
particular market trends.
30   John Fielden for the CIHE November, 2007

Some Implications...
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…..for Government policies

Investing for Quality
The Government must continue to invest in our system of higher education to ensure it remains 
world class and a compelling recruitment ground and partner for global businesses. It will want 
to continue to encourage students from all backgrounds to invest in their own learning as part of 
ensuring universities have a range of income sources. Businesses will also want to invest their time in 
curriculum development and delivery (including placements) and on-campus skills development.

Consistent Immigration Policies
If international students are from non-EEA countries and their recruitment is followed by a 
period of work in the UK, then they currently fall under work permit arrangements, soon to be 
replaced by the new points-based migration management system. If these prove too restrictive 
or bureaucratic for employers, they may be less likely to recruit for employment in the UK but 
may be more prone to recruit directly into their operations outside the UK. In the latter case, 
the UK economy would lose their skills without necessarily strengthening the links with student 
origin countries that have traditionally been regarded as an advantage of engaging in the 
international student higher education market. Hence, employer recruitment targeting might 
have implications for government work permit/management policies.

International Development Policies
If employers treat their recruits as global resources to be deployed anywhere, then graduates 
who come to the UK may be lost to their home countries, along with the resources put into their 
early education or into scholarships funding their study abroad.

Could cross-border education increase brain drain?
One concern about cross-border education is that it could increase a brain drain from 
developing countries, rather than increase the circulation of skills between countries. The 
data on this are incomplete, but do suggest a link. Almost half of the people admitted to 
Australia in recent years under its skilled migration programme hold an Australian degree, 
for example. In Canada, it is estimated that between 15% and 20% of foreign students 
stay on to work there, while in New Zealand, 13% of the foreign students entering the 
country between 1998 and 2005 had obtained a residence permit in 2006. In Norway, 
18% of the foreign students from outside the European Economic Area (EAA) studying 
there between 1991 and 2005 stayed on, double the rate of EAA students who have 
stayed on. 
In the United States, the average stay rate for foreign recipients of science and engineering 
doctorates four to five years after earning their degree rose from 41% to 56% between 
1992 and 2001. The figures skyrocketed to 96% per cent for Chinese doctorate recipients 
from 65% and to 86% per cent for Indians from 72%, but for other countries more students 
are returning home after completing their studies.

Source: OECD 2008 5 cross-border higher education and development Policy Brief 

That is one reason why partnerships between universities are so important. It ensures a two-way 
flow of talent, a raising of mutual awareness and understanding amongst students and staff built 
on intimate experiences in developing as well as developed economies. It can involve different 
forms of learning and exposure to different ways of thinking and doing that can be the basis for 
the development of more caring as well as enterprising and innovative graduates. 

Equally, employers can be important conduits for a reverse knowledge transfer. They can help 
link UK universities with developing universities and could develop bursary funds to encourage 
the two-way flow of students and staff.
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UK Evidence
A pilot review carried out for our earlier report Global Horizons for Students by i-graduate 
distinguished between the opinions of international and non-international businesses. The 
following is an extract from our report on graduate employability:

“3. International organisations
When seeking to employ new graduates, it seems that international organisations are generally 
looking for similar skills to companies based only in the UK. All types of organisation regard 
communication skills as important, and team-working skills seem especially important 
for companies with an international parent. International companies value a good degree 
classification more highly (70%) than do companies with no international dealings (52%).  
Literacy, numeracy, IT skills and a good degree classification are also seen as less important by 
UK-only employers; it appears companies with no international dealings are less discerning 
about the quality of graduates that they employ whereas international organisations generally 
seek a higher calibre of employee. 

Has an international 
parent company

Some international 
dealings

No international 
dealings

Grand 
Total

Communication skills 82% 87% 86% 86%

Team-working skills 91% 82% 88% 85%

Integrity 85% 85% 76% 83%

Intellectual ability 79% 87% 67% 81%

Confidence 64% 84% 81% 80%

Character/personality 73% 71% 88% 75%

Planning and organisational skills 70% 71% 86% 74%

Literacy (good writing skills) 67% 77% 60% 71%

Numeracy (good with numbers) 73% 69% 62% 68%

Analysis and decision-making skills 76% 64% 71% 67%

As would be expected, a greater number of employers from companies with international 
dealings or with an international parent indicated that they saw international mobility and 
language skills as important capabilities in a new graduate. 21% of employers consider language 
skills an important capability among new graduates; this rises to more than a quarter (26%) for 
multinational employers (including those with overseas offices, subsidiaries, partners, customers 
or suppliers.) Perhaps not surprisingly, only 5% of UK-only companies valued language skills 
highly. Equally, whether the graduate attended a university which gave them an international 
exposure is of greater value for companies with international dealings. 30% of employers with 
an international parent company value a degree from such a university, whereas no respondents 
from UK-only companies indicated that this was an aspect of a degree they would consider 
important.

The Evidence from Surveys on 
Graduate Employability

Table 4: Top 10 most important skills and capabilities when recruiting new graduates, by degree of 
internationalisation of organisation:
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When asked to compare a UK graduate who had completed their full degree overseas against 
a UK-educated graduate with the same academic qualifications, one in six employers indicated 
completing a full degree overseas made the candidate more employable. One third of employers 
viewed a graduate with any overseas study experience as more employable. Employers viewed 
professional work experience overseas as very desirable by employers, with 65% of employers 
indicating that having this experience would make the candidate more employable. 

“The value of [a student’s] international experience goes beyond purely the acquisition of language - 
it lies in the ability to see business and personal issues from other than your own cultural perspective.
Charles Macleod, Head of UK Resourcing, PricewaterhouseCoopers:

“Within BT’s research community of 300 people, 39 different nationalities are represented - and 
almost every member of the team has worked internationally. Our cultural diversity and international 
experience is a significant benefit as we pursue open innovation opportunities across the globe.”
Ivan Boyd General Manager, Research, BT Group Chief Technology Office

 “Any graduate with additional life experience, whether it be working overseas or within the UK is 
considered to have added value. It shows they have developed some skills which can be useful for the 
role we are recruiting for either directly or transferably.”
 Project Manager, Recruitment Agency”

Yet, as our report also noted, there is a mismatch between what employers seek and what UK 
students offer. The number of English students going on European study schemes has fallen from 
9,500 to 5,500 in the last ten years with only a slight reversal of this trend last year. By comparison 
over 20,000 German and French students gain overseas study experience. Our report Global 
Horizons for UK Students suggests how universities might help counter this trend31.

ERASMUS Evidence
A report The Professional Value of ERASMUS Mobility by Oliver Bracht, Constanze Engel, Kerstin 
Janson, Albert Over, Harald Schomburg and Ulrich Teichler from the International Centre for 
Higher Education Research (INCHER-Kassel), Germany of November 2006) noted that formerly 
mobile students had a graduate level of employment more frequently than those who had not 
been mobile during their study.

“Employers surveyed for the report in 2006 also expressed a positive view. According to more 
than 40 percent of them, internationally experienced graduates are likely to take over professional 
assignments with high professional responsibility. 21 percent believe that internationally 
experienced graduates can expect a higher income after some years than those without 
international experience. Among the experts surveyed at the beginning of the evaluation study, 
about one third each believe that the former ERASMUS students can expect a higher status, 
higher earnings as well as a better chance of reaching a position appropriate to their level of 
education.” University leaders were the most positive in considering that an ERASMUS experience 
would enhance their former students’ career advantage.

Employers believe that internationally experienced young graduates have clearly higher 
competences than those without international experience. International experience seems to 
reinforce adaptability, initiative, the ability to plan and assertiveness. Many employers see these 
experienced students taking over international tasks more frequently than students without 
that experience notably on international tasks in general, use of foreign languages, international 
cooperation, using information and travel abroad.

The academics surveyed have a substantially more positive view of ERASMUS students. 73% 
consider the academic knowledge of ERASMUS students upon return from the study period 
abroad to be better than that of non-mobile students, and 82% view them as better prepared for 
future employment and work. They also note higher socio-communicative competences as well 
as better ways of problem-solving and leadership.

About three quarters of former ERASMUS students express a high degree of satisfaction with 
their employment and work situation. They state most often that they have largely independent 
31   Fielden, Middlehurst, Woodfield, CIHE 2007
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work tasks, can use their competences, have challenging work tasks and have opportunities for 
continuing learning.

The report however also adds a cautionary word: “Competences, transition to employment, career 
and professional assignment of former ERASMUS students cannot be attributed predominantly 
to the temporary study experience in another European country. One has to bear in mind that 
a proportion of them were internationally mobile prior to their course, and also many of them 
were mobile during the course of study beyond the ERASMUS-supported period. Moreover, they 
are a select group of students in various respects. ERASMUS has a mobilizing and reinforcing 
value.”

A subsequent survey, reported in 2006, found the following clear distinctions in employer 
perceptions on mobile and non-mobile graduates.

Source: International Centre for Higher Education Research Kassel; Valera Survey of former ERASMUS students 2006

Diagram 1: Employer Comparison of mobile and non-mobile graduates
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US Evidence

The National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) in their Annual Surveys ask “What 
Are The Most Desired Qualities and Skills in the Graduates you Recruit?”  The answers for the 3 
previous years show a very similar set to the answers given above:

Honesty/integrity▪▪
Teamwork Skills▪▪
Communication Skills▪▪
Strong Work Ethic▪▪
Interpersonal Skills▪▪
Analytical Skills▪▪
Motivation/Initiative▪▪
Flexibility/Adaptability (2006 only)▪▪

The Council on International Education Exchange concludes that while employers clearly 
believe that a number of qualities and skills are enhanced through study abroad, they associate 
study abroad with intercultural/global skills more than intercultural/global qualities.

They also consider from the evidence available that employers in general believe that the longer 
the study abroad program, the better and that employers also show something of a preference 
for experiential over classroom learning.

Most significantly perhaps, they conclude that while employers believe that several desirable 
qualities and skills are enhanced through study abroad, they are not convinced that study 
abroad significantly enhances most qualities and skills. This leads the CIEE to ask the question: 
what can we do about this? Their answer is that interviewers all too often fail to bring up study 
abroad during interviews, hence students - who do understand that study abroad has benefited 
them and are interested in discussing it during interviews – should themselves draw out their 
experiences and the benefits they have derived.

 See Employer Attitudes Toward Study Abroad Steve Trooboff, Mick Vande Berg and Jack Rayman 
in Frontiers: The Interdisciplinary Journal of Study Abroad.  Vol. XV.  Winter 2007. I am grateful to 
Professor Maurits van Rooijen for the link to the presentation on this issue by Mick Vande Berg 
mvandeberg@ciee.org

The National Association of High School Scholars

This organisation caters for high school scholars who intend to go to College (university). All the 
scholars have high education attainment scores. They canvass the views and aspirations of their 
members and the most recent one in 2007 suggested that these high-flying students are well 
aware of what employers seek in graduates and the importance of their having the appropriate 
skill sets. 

In response to the question “Do you expect to participate in an internship during your college 
career” no less than 88% responded “Yes” (8,279 respondents answering that question). In 
response to the question “How important do you think it is to potential employers that a 
prospective employee has international experience (studying abroad, exchange student, travel 
abroad programs, etc.)? “ the answers* were as follows:

Very Somewhat Neither Impotant 
nor Unimportant

Not Very Unimportant

8.6% 43.7% 27.7% 6.7% 2.6%

*8,597 students answered this question.

So whereas one image of the US is that many are inward-looking, the top students and potential 
leaders of the future have a much more international outlook. This contrasts perhaps surprisingly 
with UK students who, as we have seen, have been reluctant to study overseas.
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Other US Evidence

A report on outward student mobility from the Institute of International Education (IIE) asks if US 
policy makers succeed in sending a million American students overseas every year, where would 
they go and what countries have the capacity to absorb such numbers?

Over 223,000 US students study abroad each year for academic credit (some 500,000 international 
students study in the US), and as the IIE make clear, there are widespread calls to double, triple 
or even quadruple that number in the coming decade, and to send students to more diverse 
destinations around the globe. Yet university systems in non-traditional destinations have 
limited capacity to absorb large increases. Indeed, countries such as India, China, Egypt, Turkey 
and Brazil struggle to accommodate the demand for higher education by their own citizens. This 
may therefore represent an opportunity for UK higher education institutions.

An online survey of over 500 universities, conducted in late 2007, located in different world 
regions shows that the greatest room to absorb more international students (including US 
students) appears to be in longer-term study abroad programmes that last either a full academic 
year or at least one academic session, and in degree study. Yet this presents a potential supply-
demand conflict, as most US students tend to study abroad for shorter duration.

Exchange agreements and joint- and dual-degree programmes are also large areas of growth. The 
presence of US students is seen as a catalyst for forming reciprocal and beneficial partnerships 
with US universities, and for raising the international profile of the host institution. Hosting US 
students often provides an academic incentive to receiving institutions by enabling them to 
increase their global competitiveness and expand their joint research opportunities with the 
sending institutions.  
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Australian Evidence

A report from the Queensland Education and Training International with the International 
Education Association of Australia The Attitudes and Perceptions of Australian Employers towards 
Overseas Study Experience September 2006 notes the views of HR managers in 73 companies in 
Australia and 29 in Australian Companies overseas.

Repeatedly graduate recruitment managers from a wide range of businesses stressed the 
importance of the “overall picture” portrayed by a graduate. Proof of well-roundedness was said 
not to be found in a concrete set of attributes nor any particular combination of experiences 
and achievements. But the list of important attributes is very similar to the one identified in our 
i-graduate report.

Even so, 61% of employers stated that an overseas study experience is a positive on a graduate 
resume particularly if it focused on the student’s area of expertise or related directly to the industry 
they hoped to enter. Again like our i-graduate survey, employers in multinational firms are far 
more likely to see an overseas experience as an asset. Nearly 70% of multinational employers 
viewed an overseas study experience as a definite positive on a graduate resume compared to 
just 43% of state-based employers and 55% of national employers.

The majority felt that graduates would benefit most from an overseas study experience if it entailed 
some form of work experience or internship. 81% of employers asserted that graduates who 
undertake an overseas work experience return home with enhanced skills that are applicable to 
the workplace. Volunteer work was singled out as a particularly good indicator that an individual 
has interests outside of their studies and that they are able to operate effectively in potentially 
challenging circumstances.

The study also found that an overseas experience helps many graduates to progress more quickly 
through the company ranks. Employers who had recruited graduates with overseas study or work 
experience in the past cited their international perspective and alternative ways of approaching 
challenges as great assets they brought to the workplace.

The reports concludes that the experience of international and increasingly national businesses 
in recruiting graduates specifically because of their overseas experiences and then capitalising 
on that in the workplace “is laying the recruitment blueprint for future Australian businesses 
venturing overseas.” 
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Overseas Student numbers

Data from the HESA Students in Higher Education Institutions 2006/07 publication show the 
number of non-EU domiciled students studying at British universities continues to rise. The 
number of higher education (HE) Indian domiciled students rose by 24% from 19,205 in 2005/06 
to 23,835 in 2006/07. China remains the source of the highest number of non-UK domiciled HE 
students, though numbers fell by 2% from 50,755 in 2005/06 to 49,595 in 2006/07. 

Figures from Europe are equally positive. Overall there were 1,803,425 undergraduate students 
and 559,390 postgraduate students in HE in 2006/07, making a total of 2,362,815, up 1% from 
2,336,110 in 2005/06. 33% of undergraduates and 57% of postgraduates were studying part-
time. 

Country of domicile 2005/06 2006/07 % change
China* 50,755 49,595 -2%
India 19,205 23,835 24%
United States 14,755 15,955 8%
Malaysia 11,450 11,810 3%
Nigeria 9,605 11,135 16%
Hong Kong 9,445 9,640 2%
Pakistan 7,940 9,305 17%
Taiwan 6,180 6,795 10%
Japan 6,200 5,705 -8%
Canada 4,640 5,010 8%
Total Non-EU 223,855 239,210 7%

Source: HESA Students in Higher Education Institutions 2005/06, 2006/07

* Figures for China do not include students whose domicile was recorded as Hong Kong, Macao or Taiwan 

Top ten non-EU countries of domicile in 2006/07 for HE students in UK HEIs
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Notes
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