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Investment in higher education brings expected economic benefits to employers, the economy 
and individuals.  But, while much is talked about the contribution and value of higher education to 
the UK’s economic success, in reality most of the supporting evidence is on benefits to individuals.  
There is a growing  body of evidence, mostly in the US but increasingly also in the UK, which shows 
that attainment of higher education qualifications improves an individual’s economic prospects 
in terms of higher lifetime earnings1, and also their greater likelihood of being employed, though 
this can vary according to the quality of their higher education experience 2. 

Evidence linking organisational performance with higher education qualifications or higher 
learning and skills is more problematic. While links between skills and learning and a country’s 
innovation and performance have been established through a number of international 
comparative studies3, and higher education has been shown to be a major factor underpinning a 
country’s economic performance4,  it is arguable how much an increase in skills or qualifications 
in the workforce of individual firms leads by itself to greater productivity in them, or the economy 
as a whole. Only a few studies have been able to show direct links between investment in higher 
levels of qualifications of employees and improvements in firmsí productivity and performance, 
and the measures are fairly loose5. Most conclude that improved productivity is a function 
of a combination of factors such as strategic repositioning, investment in R&D and in capital, 
including in human capital. Where the value of employing  graduates has been given a focus, 
research has not tended to distinguish between different levels of higher education qualification. 
Furthermore, research on how graduates and their skills are needed and used by employers has 
been mainly about first degree graduates6 with only a few addressing the use of postgraduates 
or researchers’ skills7. 

Thus, the value of graduates and postgraduates to employers and their organisational performance 
is not well evidenced. In particular, little research seems to have been undertaken on why 
employers value some types of graduates and some types of higher education (HE) qualifications 
more than others, and what the balance is between qualifications, HE course, work experience 
and employers’ recruitment and promotion decisions. Yet, the answers to these questions bear 
on the relationships between higher education expansion and economic productivity and also, 
arguably, social equity. 

The research proposal
We engaged on this research to obtain a better understanding of graduate value from an 
employer perspective:  to explore where evidence exists and how the evidence base could be 
improved. The main objectives were to work with other partner organisations (such as RCUK, 
UKCES, HEFCE, HECSU) together with a range of CIHE’s member organisations to explore the 
following questions:

How is the ‘value’ of graduates (first and higher degree) being defined and articulated by ▪▪
employers? Does this vary by size of sector of firm?
What is the ‘added value’ of recruiting a more highly qualified graduate (e.g. a PhD) or from ▪▪
certain subjects or institutions? Where is it seen?
What measures of value are used? How useful are they seen to be?▪▪

1      For  summary of much of the evidence , see  UUK, 2007
2        See various studies, such as Chaevalier and Lindley, 2007, and most recently Hussain, McNally  and Telhaj,2009 
3      See various Government reports, for example the ‘ Leitch Review of Skills’, 2006; DIUS, 2008a
4      Brown and Ternouth, CIHE, 2006
5      Galinda-Ruedo and Haskel, 2005; also in Moretti, 2004
6     see for example,  in Archer and Davison, CIHE, 2008 In Vitae’s (Rugby team) review of literature on Employers’ views of 
researchers’ skills , 2007
7      As shown in literature review by the Rugby Team for UKGrad, 2007

1. Introduction
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What kind of tracking of progress of different kinds of graduate recruits is done? How ▪▪
does this information on progress and contribution made by graduates get fed back to 
recruitment decision making? and universities?
Are graduates/postgraduates recruited on to a fast track programme treated and evaluated ▪▪
differently from those recruited under more general graduate schemes: and how far is the 
added value identified by employers as a function of the development provided rather 
than the intrinsic capabilities of the graduates or postgraduates?
What contribution do skills developed in HE or as part of wider experience  of HE make to ▪▪
the added value graduates bring to the business? What do employers see as best practice 
that might inform others? 

In discussion with possible sponsors and partners it was recognised that the graduate labour 
market has become increasingly heterogeneous. As a consequence, there was likely to be 
considerable diversity in views and behaviours of employers according to sector, types of 
graduates being sought, and purposes of graduate recruitment and development programmes. 
Also, the graduates themselves are increasingly diverse in what they offer to employers, the kinds 
of career development they seek, and also in their expectations of what degree study can bring 
them in the way of economic rewards. It has become meaningless to talk about ‘the value of 
being a graduate’ in overall terms as experiences differ so much between individuals and their 
jobs and career paths. Thus, it became evident that a much larger study than initially proposed 
would be required, with the participation of a large number and range of employers. This was 
also needed to address what ‘value’ meant in different employment situations. The meaning of 
graduates ‘being valued’  needed to be unpicked before setting out to get answers to  some of 
the research questions posed above. 

Thus, we proposed to undertake a small pilot study to scope out the research and key issues 
and determine the feasibility of undertaking a more substantive study.  The methodology of 
this possible second stage would be informed by the first stageís findings. The possibility of a 
longitudinal survey of graduate and postgraduate development and progression in a sample of 
organisations would be considered. 

Output from pilot 
This paper presents our findings from the pilot study. The pilot research was undertaken by CIHE 
with additional support from a number of organisations including the RCUK and a number of 
universities.  They were joined on the advisory group by representatives from CIHE business 
members, Vitae and several academic researchers. 

The pilot explored the questions posed above through:

identifying relevant research literature to see what we could learn from other studies, in ▪▪
particular to identify measures of graduate ‘value’ used by employers in other research. This 
focused on UK employers but included any relevant international studies. We also looked 
at other studies on graduate development and progression, and consulted with those 
currently engaged in such studies to see what potential there might be for working with 
them if we continued to the second stage; and

discussions with a number of employers to explore the issues in assessing the value of ▪▪
graduate recruitment and taking differently qualified graduates, and also to see what 
support there might be from them for undertaking future research which may involve 
graduate tracking or survey work in the second stage of the research. This included ten 
organisations in total, drawn from a range of business and industry sectors, including 
financial services, pharmaceuticals, telecomms, aerospace, energy and R&D and business 
services. We spoke to people who were head of resourcing or graduate development in all 
the organisations, and additionally in some, HR Directors and people in more specialist roles 
relating to their company’s HE links, staff development policies and assessment of employee 
performance (18 people in all).   The employers were major graduate recruiters and chosen 
because they were likely to have good practice in measuring employee performance and 
the impact of their recruitment and development processes, and so likely to be able to shed 
light on the issues as well as having an interest in the research objectives. They recruited 
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both graduates and postgraduates. Though originally we had envisaged including some 
smaller companies, we were not able to do so within the more restricted budget obtained 
to enable the study to go ahead, and so focused resources on a sample of these larger 
organisations.  

The interviews focused mainly on the assessment of value of graduates and postgraduates they 
recruit through their general graduate recruitment programmes. We were less interested in 
seeking views on research postgraduates recruited for specialist roles (such as research chemist), 
where the option of recruiting a non-graduate is not realistic and where they are one-off very 
specific appointments.  An outline of the questions is shown in Figure 1 below. 

Before presenting the findings of the pilot, we first set out some issues in the wider context which 
are of relevance to the research questions.

Figure 1: Outline questions for discussion with employers 
(not all were asked of everyone, depended on their role)

Overview of graduate recruitment and development programmes - are their 1.	
different categories of graduates recruited (by qual, particular subjects, or 
institutions, courses?) 

Are some graduate programmes more likely to seek or take postgraduates, masters 2.	
or PhDs? And why? 

Do you focus on particular institutions in recruitment, if so, which and why?3.	

What do you value in graduates and postgraduate recruits? What does value mean 4.	
to your organisation? How (well) is it articulated?  

Are some graduate recruits expected to bring added value - such as postgraduate 5.	
(masters, PhD) recruits? Or from certain subjects? Or from certain institutions? 

What kinds of measures do you use for evaluating your graduate recruits?  (probe 6.	
to see if relevant: measures of retention, of performance, individual feedback 
(views), income generation, speed of progress to certain levels)

Can you track progress of graduate according to their education background (probe 7.	
on: Institution? Subject? Qualification?) How is information on HE background 
recorded (on PIS, graduate recruitment?) How is it used?

Are ‘best’ graduate recruits identified in their early careers? How? Are they tracked 8.	
and monitored?

Is information on graduate progress fed back to recruitment decisions and also 9.	
to universities? Do you get requests from universities for this? How do they 
respond?

What improvements would you like to make in graduate development, and 10.	
getting more value from your graduate programme? 

Where can this research help? 11.	

Would you be willing to help in further follow-up work, possibly involving 12.	
tracking recruits or surveys?
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Most developed countries have expanded their higher education systems substantially in recent 
decades with corresponding increases in the levels of participation and extent of graduate 
employment. This expansion has been driven by a belief that graduates enjoy social and economic 
advantages over non-graduates and that increased investment in tertiary education leads to 
a country’s economic success. As highlighted in the Introduction, there is evidence that links 
higher skills in the workplace to higher performance and productivity in developed countries, 
but also some uncertainty about the extent to which increased investment in education leads 
directly to increased productivity or performance of businesses. 

In the UK, the Leitch Review of Skills in 2006 showed that ‘high skills are becoming increasingly 
important in the world economy’, and argued for greater investment in higher levels of skills 
of the UK workforce. It used qualification levels as a proxy for skills and conflated the two to 
argue for an expansion in higher education output and at the same much greater responsiveness 
of higher education providers to employer skill needs. Leitch described postgraduate, or Level 
5 skills, such as MBAs and PhDs, as being able to provide ‘significant returns to organisations, 
individuals and the economy as a whole’, and that these higher skills ‘are key drivers of growth 
innovation, entrepreneurship, management, leadership and research and development’.

Leitch’s recommendations on increasing ‘high skills’ in the workforce focused on improving 
qualifications and setting targets at Level 4+ (broadly at first degree level and above) for the 
country. These were based on views taken from a range of employers and stakeholders and also 
statistical evidence which suggested a growing demand for graduates in the UK economy - the 
percentage with degree level qualifications (e.g. Level 4+) has increased from 22 per cent in 1997 
to 31per cent in 2005, and Leitch proposed that it needed to increase to over 40 per cent by 2020. 
The proportion with even higher qualifications (Level 5+) has increased also, but Leitch did not 
set a target specifically at Level 5. However having a qualification at a particular level is not the 
same as using that qualification, nor the same as employers requiring a certain qualification. The 
statistics which Leitch used do not reflect whether an individual’s degree qualification or skill 
acquired in degree study are being used or valued by an employer. Several researchers have 
pointed out the under-utilisation of graduates, especially in their early careers8, and the need for 
more research to demonstrate more firmly the link between skills and qualifications9. 

Recent labour market forecasts10 confirm a likely growth in the proportion of the workforce with 
higher levels of skills. The UKCES forecast a growth in professional and managerial jobs (higher 
level jobs where graduates are likely to be found) over the next decade of 1.5 and 1.7 per cent per 
annum respectively, a higher average growth than other less qualified occupations. This upward 
trend is expected to be affected little by the short term impacts of the ‘credit crunch’ as changes 
in occupational structure are largely driven by longer term trends. 

Various studies have demonstrated that there is a link between higher education supply and 
business success, noting ‘a need for a growing supply of graduates and postgraduates to 
underpin a future of high value business strategies’11.  The 2008 DIUS Higher Education at Work 
paper pointed to a range of research evidence showing that an increase in high level skills is 
beneficial to the economy including: evidence of a positive relationship between the share of the 
workforce that are graduates and the likelihood that a business innovates12; and a link between 
national productivity and the penetration of graduates in management  - an estimated 10-15 per 
8    See for example, Elias and Purcell, 2005
9    See evidence In House of Commons UIS  Committee report , 2009
10   UKCES, 2008
11  Most recently shown in DIUS, 2008b
12  UK Innovations survey 

2. Wider Context to the Research
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cent of the productivity gap between the US and UK is likely to be accounted for by the much 
lower percentage of managers in the UK who are graduates (49 per cent in UK v. 74 per cent in 
US), with differences in investment in R&D accounting for a substantial part of the remaining gap. 
It has been argued that graduates have a role to play in the strategic repositioning of a business 
as well as in its up-skilling13. 

Few such studies make a distinction between graduates attaining different levels of higher 
education qualification or in different disciplines of study or institutions, which is the particular 
interest of this paper. Yet we know that the needs of businesses and the graduate labour market 
is broad and diverse.  Employers seek to recruit particular kinds of graduates for different jobs 
and careers in their organisations. The CBI education and skills survey (November 2008) shows 
that currently a third of UK employers require degree level skills, but this increases to 65% in 
science, high tech and IT, and decreases to less than 20% in retail and hospitality. PhD students 
are as likely to be employed outside of the education sector (covering schools, colleges and 
universities) as in it, including in finance/business, public sector, pharmaceuticals, scientific 
research and development, and professional services taken together14. So, it is important that 
PhD graduates are aware of what employers in these sectors seek in those they recruit, appreciate 
the capabilities that they have acquired as part of their PhD and earlier study, and can articulate 
their attributes to potential employers. Much is being done by institutions with support from the 
RCUK, funding Councils and Vitae to help researchers develop their general capabilities as well 
as specific skills.

On the whole, employers say they are generally satisfied with the graduates they recruit though 
there are concerns about shortages in certain disciplines (notably in STEM: Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Maths) and in the core skills of graduates recruited into some sectors (such as 
biosciences, see below). According to the National Employers Skills Survey 2007, over 80% of 
employers were satisfied or very satisfied that the graduates they had taken on in the previous 12 
months and had the skills they wanted. However, many also consider that some graduates lack 
important generic capabilities. Research by CIHE15 and the CBI survey (cited above) confirm that 
businesses would like graduates to have even greater commercial awareness and communication 
skills16. And some have particular concerns about the skills of some graduates in STEM subjects. 
Across a wide variety of sectors, there is evidence that recruiters are disappointed with many 
of the STEM graduates that apply, in their broader capabilities and practical work experience in 
particular - skills on which employers are increasingly putting more emphasis. A recent report on 
the biomedical research sector’s needs, for example, points to a number of supply deficiencies 
both in core skills (e.g. practical ability, application of scientific knowledge and mathematics) 
where action is recommended across disciplines and in support to some specialised disciplines 
in particular17. Its recommendations are focused on improving higher education supply at 
first degree and masters level, though there is some specific survey evidence presented from 
employers commenting about skill needs at PhD and post doc levels also. It is suggested also 
that employers may be choosing to take more at Masters level and PhDs rather than first degree 
students in order to meet their complexity of needs in a specific discipline.

13   Brown, CIHE, 2009
14   Vitae, 2009
15  Archer and Davison, CIHE, 2008
16  See also recent report from CBI Higher Education Taskforce, September 2009
17    ABPI,  2008 
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Many employers signal how they value graduates with different subject qualifications or to 
fill particular job roles by offering different starting salaries and also by investing differentially 
in their recruitment, marketing and on-campus activities to target the talent they require, for 
example:  

The AGR annual surveys show a range of salaries are offered by companies to graduates:  in ▪▪
2008, law and investment banking was offering the highest graduate starting salaries.
According to the CBI, graduates who start work in managerial positions tend to have the ▪▪
highest earnings; the second highest are engineers.
Starting salaries of STEM graduates are higher on average than others,  and STEM graduates ▪▪
who take STEM jobs experience a higher graduate premium (lifetime earnings) than those 
taking non-STEM jobs (CBI, op cit).

But average starting salaries can be a misleading indicator of ‘graduate value’ as they can 
fluctuate over time and be subject to wider economic pressures either in certain business sectors 
(as currently with investment banking) or more generally across the economy.  The subsequent 
value to a business of recruiting graduates can depend on many things including the work that 
they undertake, the training and development given and how the graduate skills and subject 
knowledge are utilised. New graduates joining companies can bring with them both specific 
and general knowledge, and their impact can vary depending on their other capabilities 
(personal skills) and the management practices and organisation of work in the businesses they 
join. Graduates should be capable of helping an organisation reposition itself and so a focus 
on the starting salary is a poor proxy for such added value. Much of the debate on graduate 
underutilisation - ‘graduates ending up in non-graduate jobs’18 -  seems to ignore the ability of 
graduates to grow or change their job and help their organisation to refocus on a higher added 
value strategy.

Rather than simply focusing on initial salary offers a better measure of higher education’s 
contribution to the economy is a comparison of lifetime earnings between graduates with 
non-graduates - known as the ‘graduate wage premium’ - though it has some limitations too, as 
discussed further below. This takes the notion that a competitive private sector labour market for 
graduates puts enhanced value on possession of certain individual attributes, like qualifications, 
by paying those that possess them more, and that this is a reflection of their future added value 
and higher productivity, even though it is recognised that many will be entering employment in 
an imperfect market.  As highlighted in the Introduction section, a growing volume of research in 
recent years has shown that graduates can expect to earn higher average salaries in early careers 
and/or over their lifetime than people with lower qualifications, although this ‘return’ can vary 
considerably according to employment sector and careers, and also degree subject, qualification 
(first degree/masters, PhD) and type of institution. The expansion of higher education has 
involved greater institutional diversity and greater differentiation in the student body, both of 
which are likely to mean greater variation in wage premiums among the graduate population in 
the future. Also, the individual economic return of being a graduate or a postgraduate may now 
be declining in the UK with the recent expansion in graduate supply 19.

A summary of evidence on returns to education at higher levels, presented in a 2005  DTI paper 
shows: 

18   Based on categorising occupations taken by graduates Into ‘graduate’ level and other  jobs ( see SOC(HE) classification developed 
by Elias and Purcell, 2004) 
19    See for example, Chevalier and Lindley, 2007;  

3. Measuring Graduate Value



The Value of Graduates and Postgraduates

12

Rates of return are higher at Levels 4 and 5 (first degree/HNC/HND and above on the old ▪▪
NQF nomenclature) than at lower levels. 
The return to academic qualifications is much higher than vocational qualifications at all ▪▪
levels except at the highest level (ie above first degree for academic awards, this includes 
postgraduate professional awards or membership of professional bodies for vocational). 
Differences between sectors at Level 4 or above (degree or higher) exist, but are less for ▪▪
men than for women.

Other research has shown:
Earnings of graduates from research-intensive universities (represented by Russell and ▪▪
1994 groups) after three years are likely to be higher than from other universities, especially 
graduates from engineering and science and from law and business20.
There is a positive return to attending a high quality institution, when measured on a basket ▪▪
of factors relating to quality (RAE scores, faculty-student-ratios, UCAS tariff (ie based on A 
level scores), mean faculty salary and expenditure per student), and this additional benefit 
is greater, the higher the average quality score of their institution 21.
The average earnings premium associated with obtaining a higher education qualification ▪▪
is estimated at approximately 23 per cent above that of someone with two A levels, taking 
account of differences in personal and family circumstances etc, or approximately £160,000 
over a lifetime22. Additional lifetime benefits of possessing a postgraduate degree was 
estimated to be in the region of £70-80,000 - though the spread is considerable and there 
may be no premium at all for arts and humanities postgraduate awards. 

These are aggregate figures showing added value of certain graduates and postgraduates and 
there is likely to be considerable variation at a detailed subject or institutional level. For example, 
an RCUK study23 found that EngD graduates enjoyed significantly higher salaries relative to other 
PhD graduates in similar disciplines.  And other studies have shown that while a premium can 
be paid to higher qualified individual graduates (PhDs, MBAs, etc), this is not always the case24 
suggesting that some postgraduates may not be expected by some employers to add as much 
value as others. However, as already stated, in an imperfect labour market, salaries may not 
reflect the true added value of employing certain graduates, they are simply an easily accessible 
measure to use. Others have pointed to deficiencies in the data available and that better data sets 
in future, such as those based on administrative linked data, will allow more detailed controls to 
be included in analysis of graduate outcomes.  

Thus, while the ‘wage premium’ is seen as a useful measure of the value of qualifications, it is 
generally recognised that focusing only on wages can seriously undervalue what some graduates 
bring to the employing organisation. This is especially the case for certain sectors like the 
creative industries where wages are considerably lower in many places, where self employment 
is more common, or in the public sector where salaries of some large professional groups have 
been traditionally relatively low (e.g. nurses, teachers, researchers), and where many doctoral 
graduates are employed. Value to an individual can be more about work-life balance, security of 
employment, workplace environment, obtaining a certain position or status in an organisation 
or job satisfaction.

The effects of widening participation in higher education also need to be recognised more 
in research on the graduate labour market and on assessing benefits to graduates of their HE 
experience. Graduates entering HE initially from different social backgrounds are likely to 
have different economic expectations of what a degree can bring, different motivations for HE 
participation and different views on progressing to postgraduate study or taking up particular 
careers. With better data sets becoming available from linked administrative data may help to fill 
some of these gaps, but other work is needed especially in relation to the flows into and out of 
postgraduate study

20      1994 group ,2008 
21        Husain, McNally and Telhaj, 2008
22      UUK , 2008  summarises a range of evidence
23      RCUK,  2008
24      See annual  AGR salary surveys; CIHE, 2002; Jackson, 2007
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3.1 Measuring graduate value to an organisation

Turning more specifically to research that has been undertaken with employers, we find much less 
evidence on graduate value . Employers’ views on graduate value tend to be reported anecdotally 
or are based on small surveys which are hard to generalise from. They often are  general statements 
about graduates being important.  It is not clear, for example on what the Leitch report’s claims 
about postgraduate skills being in particular demand from ‘high performing global employers’  
are  based on.  Deficiencies in the knowledge base on which many employers operate25 is often 
not acknowledged adequately in reporting of their views in research surveys.  Not all graduate 
recruiters are leading business players, most are small to medium sized firms, and some can have 
fairly limited views on what higher education can offer them, especially about its increasingly 
diverse output.  Negative comments about the added value of graduates expressed by individual 
employers, and of higher degree qualified graduates  in particular, can be based more on a set 
of perceptions of what a degree, or a PhD or post doctoral graduate, can offer rather than reality. 
This is especially so where PhDs are recruited only sporadically or where employers are unsure of 
the qualification of the recruit26.

Compared to the volume of research evidence on graduates’ perspectives of work and their early 
career path, there is much less on employer demand or on their perspectives of how different 
kinds of graduates and postgraduates perform and progress within their companies. And there 
is even less which makes a distinction between the need for graduates to have different levels of 
qualifications and their subsequent performance. There is inadequate HESA data on the longer 
term destinations of graduates and postgraduates and the range of jobs and responsibilities 
they undertake. The most recent HESA L-DLHE survey is likely to improve this situation for 
postgraduates at least as it will enable more analysis to be undertaken than in the previous survey 
but it focuses on the situation some three years on, and a specific study tracking postgraduates 
over ten years, proposed as an option27, would be better.

At the level of the firm, higher levels of productivity have been seen where the entire workforce 
has degrees than where none do28, and there is also some research showing ‘spill-over’ effects on 
productivity of employing highly qualified people in some high-tech industries29. However, this 
evidence is quite sparse and few systematic studies have been undertaken by Government on the 
magnitude and prevalence of human capital spill-over effects. Studies of management practices 
have also shown that the availability of skilled people is an important difference between better 
managed firms and the rest: in a large scale McKinsey study 84% of managers in the highest 
scoring firms were educated to degree level or above compared with a quarter in the lowest 
scoring firms30.

Several researchers have attempted to identify how high skill levels among the workforce 
have contributed to the success of high performing firms. Overall, the association between 
performance and skills has been confirmed31 but the research tends to show that skills are just 
one factor among many. Changes in management practices and motivation which may come 
alongside investment in skills (e.g. business refocusing, better communications, better pay 
systems, quality improvement initiatives) can often have a greater impact. Up-skilling plus a 
‘bundle’ of other factors lead to improved performance and it is difficult to disentangle the role of 
skills alone32. This kind of research could usefully be developed further to focus more clearly on 
the role of higher qualifications, especially higher degrees, in a business. 

One explanation of why there is a paucity of research evidence on the assessment of graduate 
value to organisations is the problem of collecting data within firms, and making cross-
comparisons. Several econometric studies which have attempted to link performance with 
skills in individual firms have been hampered by a lack of sufficient robust firm-level data to 
enable firmer conclusions to be made. Also, there a range of contextual factors affecting the 
use of human capital which impact on business performance. It also seems to be the case that 

25      Roizen and Jepson , 1985
26      MCCarthy and Simm (2006) Survey of employers attitudes to PGRs , Sheffield University
27        Purcell,  Elias and Tzanakou, 2008
28      Galinda Rueda and Haskel, 2005
29        Moretti (op cit)
30     MCKinse,2007
31      See literature review by Tamkin et al, 2004 for SSDA
32      Keep et al, 2002, and most recently   UKCES, 2009
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employers tend not to analyse information about the relationship between the characteristics 
of recruits and their subsequent job performance. This is not to say they are uninterested in this, 
especially when it comes to their investment in graduate or postgraduate recruitment. There is 
a strong expectation that graduates will bring value to a business - in terms of specific technical 
skills and knowledge, or being part of their talent pipeline for future leadership  - and they set 
objectives for their recruitment programmes with this in mind. But they often have difficulties in 
finding effective tools to evaluate strategically their graduate policies.  This was highlighted by 
work done by AGR in 2004 which sought to find tools for employers to use to evaluate graduate 
recruitment. It was also highlighted by CIHE research on finding graduate talent which showed a 
lack of use of graduate monitoring systems33. 

Similarities can be drawn with the situation for assessing strategic returns on the value of learning 
more generally in firms34, where traditional tools of evaluating the effectiveness of training 
schemes have been found to be inadequate. They do not usually work well in assessing the extent 
to which an ‘intervention’ is aligned with an organisation’s strategic priorities.  Furthermore, many 
evaluation studies on training investment show that managers are willing to assume general 
benefit from training but reluctant to spend a large amount of resources on trying to demonstrate 
and quantify them35.  

In the case of graduates, part of the problem in evaluating resourcing decisions may be due to 
widely differing views of senior managers about what graduates can contribute and what they 
are being recruited for.  Also, once they have left a graduate programme they can go far and 
wide within an organisation and so may not be easy to find after a few years especially when 
the organisation has been subject to re-structuring or mergers.  Many employers recruit a wide 
variety of graduates for an equally wide set of jobs/career pathways within their organisation. 
So assessing where and how different graduates bring ‘value’ becomes difficult as there may 
be no agreed initial aim with views depending on the function and level even within a single 
organisation. So while a company’s management board may be interested in recruiting those who 
have senior management potential to be future leaders, a line manager might be more interested 
in someone who can perform a specific role where there is a current need. Some graduates may 
be better suited to the latter than the former and the assessment of their ‘value’ will depend on 
who you ask. Several studies have shown that graduates from different courses, institutions or 
with different qualifications have different experiences in their subsequent employment in terms 
of job performance, satisfaction and progress36, but few studies have explored these differences 
from an employer point of view.  Work by CHERI37 has suggested that UK employers tend to invest 
more in the graduates they recruit than employers in other European countries. They postulate 
that to some extent this reflects the historically longer period of study on the Continent and 
also the more general nature of the UK higher education curriculum which is less geared to the 
requirements of professional or similar employer bodies. This investment in staff development 
enables employers to imbue the specific skills and culture they need in their staff. 

Many of the evaluation tools available to businesses are focused on evaluating specific HR 
processes and their outcomes rather than on measuring their contribution to organisational 
effectiveness and profitability in the widest sense. So, in the case of graduate recruitment, its 
basic questions like  ‘are we doing what we do as effectively and efficiently as possible?’ that are 
answered by measuring the cost effectiveness of graduate recruitment processes and their more 
immediate outcomes in terms of retention or performances of graduates in schemes or jobs, 
rather than measuring the wider impact of graduate recruitment on the organisation. Research 
and data gathering within firms by HR tend to be designed around the former. This may have 
been partly driven by an increased tendency for much of graduate recruitment activity to be 
outsourced in recent years.  It is also not helped by most organisations not having effective 
graduate tracking systems in place beyond the first few years (when a graduate is on a scheme or 
formal programme), or beyond a specific group of graduate recruits (perhaps identified as ‘rising 
stars’ early on). Processes for tracking graduates entering with different qualifications or from 
different backgrounds over time have been identified as weak in other research38.  

33      Barber et al. IES, 2005
34       Anderson, 2008
35      Keep et al, (op cit)  
36      See  various graduate surveys , for example Elias and Purcell, 2005 
37        Brennan et al,  in the EC Reflex Report, 2007
38      Barber, Hill, Hirsh and Tyers (2005) Fishing for Talent in a wider pool , CIHE/IES
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Where there has been studies on evaluating outcomes of graduate recruitment, these have focused 
on the early period of employment of graduates, when in programmes or schemes.  In 2008, AGR 
surveyed its members on  the effectiveness of their graduate development programmes. This 
showed a great deal of interest by employers in analysing and assessing the success of such 
programmes, 72% of employers said they used measures for this. The most common measures 
were: retention rates (81%), performance measures/appraisals (79%), feedback from managers 
and/or recruits (around 70%) and tracking progress of recruits (67%). Most organisations were 
using these measures for under 3 years, with half doing so for less than 2 years, which aligns with 
the reported lengths of graduate programmes, This suggests that measurement of graduate 
development takes place through the duration of graduate development programmes and then 
is likely to cease, or done differently after then. 

The research by AGR in 2004, referred to above, sought to explore the business case for graduate 
recruitment and to unpack what was meant by ‘added value’ and ‘graduate contribution’39. 
Interestingly it found that while many companies were interested in the issue of ‘making the 
business case’ for graduate recruitment and could see the need to strengthen this, it was often 
conflated with a second issue on whether or not to have a distinct graduate programme or 
several programmes. Hence, much of the discussion of graduate value in this report is concerned 
with why they have initial graduate development programmes and not with the wider issues of 
articulating graduate value.  This would tend to confirm the view that most of the interest to date 
from employers has been focused on the recruitment process and graduate schemes. 

The AGR 2004 report comments that organisations have different ways of expressing value, 
including measures like retention, but often value is expressed in less tangible ways and so less 
measurable e.g. where graduates had stimulated change, brought innovative ideas, ‘fought their 
corner’.  Only in a few instances are individual graduates’ value measured in terms of financial 
savings for a company e.g. in solving a materials waste problem, meeting a sales target for a team 
being supervised. The difficulties in finding quantitative measures of graduate value were widely 
recognised by many employers.  

In a recent update on that research in Summer 2008, AGR explored Returns to Investment (ROI) 
of graduate recruitment with their members. As in the earlier AGR study, there were varied 
views on a suitable measure of graduate ‘contribution’ to the business. It showed that in some 
organisations, the contribution could be relatively easy to measure e.g. in a professional services 
firm where graduates are charged out to a client for a fee on a project, but more difficult in others, 
for example where graduates are not part of a directly income generating project, or their role 
in an internal project cannot be distinguished easily from the rest of the team. In many cases, 
employers did not have systems which enabled data on comparative costs of individuals with 
different qualifications/experience/skills to be collected and analysed (supporting other research 
showing data availability within firms as a key problem). However, there are metrics available 
and used by organisations to measure themselves against their competitors in terms of their HR 
policies and practices. Some of them are focused on ‘talent performance’ (as in for example the 
‘tools; available from Lancaster University40) but there seems to be little that relate specifically to 
measuring value of different kinds of graduate recruits.

Among the qualitative measures of added-value of graduates to a business (identified in the 
AGR 2008 research) were speed of promotion, knowledge transfer to other staff and bringing 
new competencies. It was suggested that these could be captured better in a number of ways 
e.g. through publicising ‘success stories’; exposing graduates to senior management (e.g. in 
temporary PA roles) or having advocates sharing experiences (willing to speak up about positive 
experiences of a graduate).

Other researchers exploring graduate development41 have also found that ‘value’ seems to have 
different meanings to employers and evidence on ‘value’ tends to be anecdotal and difficult to 
collect and analyse in a systematic and consistent way. Some employers have said they do not 
attempt measuring it at all believing that ‘having talented people is good for us’. 

39    Hesketh, 2004 (AGR
40   See Heketh, 2008
41   Connor, Hirsh and Barber, 2003
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We can also see from CIHE research on the process of knowledge transfer that businesses have 
a range of ways in which they seek to value and justify their relationships with universities42. 
Only 24% of all companies in a four nation sample of nearly 100 cases were able to attribute 
specific revenue or profit lines to the relationship. Rather, the interactions stretched across the 
spectrum of product, through process to management change and company repositioning. 
Formal non-financial metrics were deployed in 27% of cases. Clearly companies both find it hard 
to measure the impact of their relationships with universities but also deploy a range of measures 
when dealing with research and knowledge transfer. The same appears to be true in the area of 
graduate recruitment.

How Companies Evaluate Their KT Relationships

3.2 Views from employers interviewed

Turning to the view of employers we interviewed, we see that ‘value’ at the point of recruitment 
and in initial development programmes tends to be articulated more clearly, and is measured 
better, than subsequently.

Value at recruitment
Mirroring what is seen in the literature, the employers in our sample43 recruit a wide range of 
graduates, and also some postgraduates, and for a variety of reasons. On the whole, they believe 
they will bring ‘added value’ over what less qualified recruits can contribute and that is the main 
reason for recruiting them. The ‘added value’ is usually expressed in terms of the specific higher 
levels of skills and knowledge (in a particular discipline) the graduates and postgraduates bring 
plus more generic skills which they are expected to apply. These could include:

analytical thinking (the ability to identify and solve problems)▪▪
research skills▪▪
practical experience▪▪
communication skills▪▪
planning or bringing in new ideas▪▪

and can be seen in different ways in the specifications for the various schemes and job roles on 
offer.  Of most value, but also most challenging to recruit, is what is viewed as  the ‘well-rounded’ 
graduate. 

A similar list of general skills was seen in the CIHE research report on Graduate employability: what 

42   Ternouth and Garner, CIHE 2009
43  As stated in Introduction ,we interviewed 18 managers (HR, graduate resourcing, learning and development, staff development) 
in 10 organisations ( one or  two from each of financial services, pharmaceuticals, telecomms, aeroespace , energy, R&D and business 
services. They were all large organisations).
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do employers want or think? cited above. In particular it showed how universities need to prepare 
graduate with ‘deep’ intellectual capabilities and a battery of practical skills - the ‘reflective 
practitioner’.  (Other studies also come up with similar ‘skills’ lists, see recent CBI report showing 
the employability skills businesses need: self-management, team working, problem solving, 
communication, literacy, numeracy, application of IT).

One of our interviewees in the biomedical sciences was able to articulate in detail the skills 
which they and other companies in this sector required from graduates and postgraduates in 25 
different disciplines (in biomedical sciences, engineering, chemical sciences and mathematical 
sciences). Each discipline has a specific skill set and skill issues. This is a good illustration of the 
complexity of trying to ‘unpack’ skill needs in sectors and organisations44, and why some of the 
lists of skills reported by organisations as being needed by employers can be too general to be 
of much use. 

Though we found, in the main, that graduates and postgraduates were taken for specific reasons 
and into different roles than less qualified people (like A level, apprenticeship recruits), we also 
found support in several organisations for the growing role of the apprenticeship route as a feeder 
into their ‘talent pipeline’ alongside their graduate or postgraduate intakes. These employers (e.g. 
in telecomms) recognised the potential of growing the internal route as an important source of 
talent to replenish their pipeline as older senior managers retire with people who have become 
attuned to the specific culture and ways of working of the organisation as well as the specific 
skills required.  But one also admitted that there can be a mythology around the apprenticeship 
route, especially where some of the current top managers are ex-apprentices from an age when 
few went to university and hence internal progression was more normal. Our interviewees in 
a telecomms organisation, with an established large apprenticeship programme and strong 
internal development structures, saw increasing value in having people in certain jobs who 
had ‘grown themselves’ through work and part-time study/degree modules. The challenge for 
them was going to be recruiting sufficient high calibre young people to this route in the future, 
though they expect the next generation may be more interested in work-and-study than going 
straight on to university to avoid getting into high levels of debt. This organisation has a higher 
retention rate from apprenticeships than from graduates. By contrast, a view (from a scientific 
and engineering  R&D organisation) was that while apprentices added value in part of their 
organisation, they could not give the depth and ‘brainpower’ required for many of the technical 
roles taken by graduates and nor could they see their population of future leaders coming from 
this source; hence they would not be moving away from their mainstream graduate programme 
to take more apprentices. An interviewee in a global energy business cited comparative work 
they had done between the quality of their German graduate and apprenticeship recruits and 
confirmed the added value of a graduate held up even in a country where there is a strong 
apprenticeship tradition.
 
Two broad types of graduate intakes could be identified in our sample of employers:

Graduates recruited to formal schemes or programmes, this might be for future senior ▪▪
general management or for functional areas (like finance, operations). Some companies 
have one company-wide scheme, others have several, and one of our sample had 20 
different schemes reflecting the history of a business that has grown through acquisition. 
This was a financial services organisation whose schemes were grouped into three segments; 
functional and group activities, specialist (like investment banking) and leadership, with 
each scheme ‘driven’ by a business which might have different requirements and views 
about qualifications and skills being sought. 
The second type are graduates recruited to jobs where their specific skills or knowledge ▪▪
are required, often in scientific or engineering functions. They take specialist roles, e.g. 
electrical engineers, clinical pharmacologist. It was here that PhDs were mostly sought, but 
their recruitment often done on a one-off basis .

Preferences for different levels of qualification
Our interviews focused on the former - graduates and postgraduates recruited to schemes or 
development programmes. All of our interviewees said they would consider PhD or masters 
applications as they were open to any graduate regardless of their qualification; however the 

44   These are discussed in detail in the ABPI report, 2009
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vast majority tended to be from first degree graduates45.  There were examples of both Masters 
(M) and Bachelors (B) graduates joining graduate programmes where no specific level of degree 
qualification was being sought. But we also found that in some (for example a large financial 
organisation), M level graduates were being increasingly recruited. This was not because, it was 
said, they had specialist skills or knowledge gained from their M level course of study or had 
been targeted, but because more of them applied nowadays, and more M level graduates were 
likely to get through their highly competitive selection process (in assessment centre) than 
B level graduates. This was felt to be due to a combination of their greater maturity, practical 
experiences or personal skills. This also applied to the recruitment into more specialist schemes 
of some companies such as investment banking where M level was more common.  In both these 
cases the assertion was based on managers’ views rather than any specific quantitative analysis. 
In one of the financial services company, all posts in the investment banking area are now at M 
level and recruits are also required to have had some previous work experience with another 
financial services company. We also heard of at least one major consultancy business where an 
M level qualification (in one case an MBA) is needed, and a financial services company with an 
international management programme where the main intake was M level but with a few PhDs 
also. There were some special MBA exclusive schemes and also MBAs being recruited on merit 
as part of their general recruitment approach. One of the latter was an international business 
consultancy where MBAs were recognised as having higher level capabilities. They had  no 
quota for MBAs, but a few entered at higher points on their career ladder. We also found several 
employers in engineering which were more likely now to take only MEng or ‘BEng plus a Masters’. 
This was done to encourage engineering graduate recruits to become Chartered Engineers (and 
as one said - ‘to be able to do this more straightforwardly’). One told us that graduates who 
had experienced a year in industry as part of a 4 year degree especially valuable.  In another 
(specialising in R&D services) most of their engineering and scientist intake is now at Masters 
or PhD level because they said they did not find first degree science graduates had sufficient 
technical skills and knowledge - ‘the qualification now acts as a filter’. 
 
Though our interviews focused on recruitment to graduate programmes for management or 
functional careers, we found examples also of where PhDs were being specifically sought for 
roles outside of these, in very niche areas. This was usually where their research area was very 
relevant to the company’s interest and the particular skills or knowledge gained in their study 
was required. This was where managers expected that PhD study would add most value to their 
organisations rather than in the general graduate programmes discussed above (though some 
PhDs were recruited there). The PhD recruits needed to have some added business skills to be 
successful here also. Although we had one example cited, in the biomedical research sector, 
where a range of specific scientific disciplines had been identified as requiring a preference for 
PhDs and post-docs rather than first degree graduates46, and our interviewee from that sector 
supported this, we found that the vast majority of our interviewees were unable to identify where 
PhDs met specific company needs as this often came down to individual one-off vacancies to be 
filled and it was difficult to generalise from decisions about individuals.

It seems then, from our discussions with businesses, that a general trend could be detected 
towards increasingly valuing M level (or higher) qualifications and recruiting such graduates, 
especially for certain roles. Some businesses told us that the Bologna Process and the reduction 
in the length of degrees across Europe will only increase this trend. The current recession is 
encouraging more graduates to consider going on to further M level study to help improve their 
prospects, and some employers, faced with high numbers of applicants, are likely to use this 
more as a filter in the future.  Thus, a higher degree qualification may be helping to differentiate 
some graduates in the marketplace, a trend detected in a number of studies on postgraduates’ 
motivations for taking higher degree qualifications47.

However, several employers were concerned about seeing a tendency for first degree graduates to 
top up their qualification with a Masters because they thought that it would help them get a better 
job. This was not always a successful strategy, especially where they had a ‘poor’ first degree. The 
postgraduates thought that the Masters qualification would be valued more by employers, but 
we found that employers did not necessarily see it helping them to perform better at assessment 

45  Research by McCarthy and Simm from UKGRAD on employers’ attitudes to postgraduate researchers, also found that PhDs would be 
considered for vacancies across the spectrum of functions which recruited graduates.
46   See the ABPI review of sector’s skill needs in 2008
47   See for example in Vitae 2009b, and in Thrift, 2008
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centres. A period of relevant work experience was more likely to be the major value-adding 
differentiator from the employer’s perspective; and several interviewees favoured recruitment 
from their internship programmes. One was taking up to 60% of graduate and postgraduate 
recruits from this source, for example. It was argued also, by several interviewees, that many 
high quality graduates choose not to undertake postgraduate study. They had found that some 
bachelor degree graduates were their most outstanding graduate recruits. An interviewee in a 
business consultancy organisation noted that postgraduates did not necessarily progress faster 
or appear to have greater analytical abilities but in their case, what seemed to make a difference,  
was how far they had previous experience which helped them develop their customer facing 
skills. The organisation particularly valued those who had been on the Teach First48 programme 
on the basis that if they could handle a class of awkward teenagers, then they could deal with 
their clients! 

We found examples of employers supporting postgraduate study as part of graduate 
development. For example, a  major business services company had decided to select a number 
of graduates for an MBA type programme of 18 months (this is currently being favoured by their 
audit and risk function). This supports a more general view that more tailored postgraduate 
programmes taken in a flexible way can be particularly attractive to business, especially for 
employee continuing professional development (CPD).

There were also a trickle of negative views expressed about PhDs spending a long time in purely 
academic study. The longer a student stays in study, going on to PhD or post doc, and delves in 
depth in a specific subject, the less they were seen to have the breadth and flexibility needed 
in a fast changing business environment and so were seen as less useful to some organisations 
(though their specific area of research could be extremely useful).  One interviewee expected to 
have to put in more effort into the development of those graduates who had spent a longer time 
in academic study (like PhDs) to get them commercially knowledgeable. However, the range of 
attributes that postgraduates bring was perceived as varying from individual to individual; it was 
sometimes an expectation of managers that a postgraduate would have depth but inadequate 
breadth, which was not always the case,  thus illustrating how perceptions of what PhDs can offer 
may be misleading. 

PhDs vary in the extent to which they have been exposed to commercial practices during their 
study.  As many as 25 percent of research council funded doctoral students are working on joint 
projects with business, (although we do not know how many others, funded in different ways, this 
might apply to also).  CIHE work on knowledge transfer partnerships (KTPs) has shown how those 
involved in KTPs are considered to have developed valuable research and practical business skills 
and awareness. There was therefore support from interviewees for the advantages of a research 
project having an active business focus for those researchers intending to leave academia.

So, how employers view graduates with different levels of qualification and their behaviour at 
recruitment is a more complex picture than perhaps often realised. While there are some job 
roles where Masters or PhDs only are taken or preferred, on the whole, employers see little 
distinction graduate recruitment programmes between B, M or doctoral graduates in terms of 
their expected individual contribution to the business. M or doctoral graduates may apply, but 
in most cases their additional degree does not bestow an automatic advantage. This may in part 
reflect a lack of awareness or understanding on the part of employers, or agencies that they 
contract with to undertake their graduate recruitment. We found that some graduate recruiters 
we interviewed did not seem to have thought through the additional capabilities that higher 
degree graduates could bring to their organisation. Only when prompted did they reflect on 
the additional powers of analysis, research discipline and subject knowledge as well as general 
maturity that such people could bring. 

Institution or course preferences
Most employers we spoke to have preferences for certain universities or courses. This can be 
based on reputation for quality (sometimes as reflected in A-level hurdles), their research ratings 
at the departmental as well as institutional level and the track record of their graduates; hence 
they will target their resources there. This results in a focus mostly on research-led or traditional 
48    Teach First is a social change initiative aimed at tackling educational disadvantage in challenging schools around the UK. It recruits 
top graduates for  two year  programme, see www.teachfirst.org.uk
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universities. But at the same time they have open (on-line) application processes so do not restrict 
recruitment only to graduates from these types of institutions. Some also take into consideration 
other variables in deciding where to target, such as: volumes of students, typical destinations of 
students, UK resident or international student populations or past performance of graduates at 
assessment centres. They often use these same criteria for internship programmes, and seek a 
high conversion rate from them. One of our sample, an engineering company, had developed 
close collaboration with particular universities over the years and so focused resources into the 
development of certain first and master’s degree programmes at them. The graduates produced 
are particularly sought by them (and by other companies too) because they have more closely 
aligned learning experiences and have been developed further when they join, and so their 
in-company development programme is expected to be shorter.  Other companies have made 
similar types of partnerships and investments. Personal contacts and social networking are seen 
by employers to be increasingly important in identifying and recruiting young PhDs and post-
doc researchers, and this can be through contacts at specific universities, research community 
conferences or by word of mouth.

Measuring Value subsequent to recruitment
In other research (see above), it has been shown that  ‘value’ once graduates have passed 
through their initial programme, and the wider impact of graduate recruitment programmes 
on businesses,  are complex to identify and measure well.  Our interviewees all agreed with this.  
While it was commonplace for them to have measures of success for their graduate recruitment 
and development schemes, where a range of both quantitative (such as meeting recruitment 
targets, recruitment costs and retention), and qualitative measures (appraisals, feedback from 
managers, graduate satisfaction surveys, etc) could be used, it was much rarer for them to have  
specific mechanisms for identifying and measuring value of individual graduates to the business 
over the longer term or in a wider sense. Individual anecdotes were given of individuals who 
had made particular contributions, but there was less systematic measuring of contributions of 
particular groups of graduates, e.g PhDs, or graduates  from specific courses or institutions. 

It was not usually necessary for HR or business functions or units to have to ‘make the business 
case’ to senior management for continuing or expanding graduate recruitment by demonstrating 
the value of graduate recruits to the organisation. For most, graduate recruitment was seen as 
a necessary part of their organisation’s  resourcing strategy. Many stressed that they needed 
the highest quality recruits and that these were going to be graduates based on their academic 
achievements and their powers of analysis and reflection. Equally, they stressed that academic 
achievement per se was never enough (that was why they did not always take graduates 
or postgraduates from the ‘best’ universities). Recruits needed to show initiative, flexibility, 
teamworking and self-resilience as well as some understanding of how a business works. As one 
customer facing consultancy said ‘Brightness is not enough for selling our business to our clients’. 
In several interviews, the notion that graduates would add value to the business through their 
performance was taken for granted; and so proving this did not necessarily seem to be a good 
use of time and resources, especially as the context in which graduates may be operating would 
differ between firms and affect individual performance. Of greater interest and priority to them, 
and where more energies went, was ensuring that the ‘best’ graduates were recruited and that 
they were utilised and developed effectively and at a reasonable cost. 

All of our sample used a range of metrics to monitor staff performance and progress, and 
all graduate staff would be usually included in such staff performance systems. A key metric 
is an individual’s  performance. This is usually measured against expectations defined in a 
company’s competency framework for different jobs at different levels within an organisation. 
The competencies are defined behaviours that individuals must have, which are usually 
demonstrated by performance and outputs in specific tasks or roles. In the case of graduates, 
these can signal what is expected of them as they enter the organisation and an indication of 
what the organisation values, through its staff development, promotion and reward  strategies.  
Typically, graduates will be set objectives or projects and performance expectations each year 
(through appraisals, discussions with manager, etc) and then be managed against them, using 
the organisation’s competency framework. 

An example from one of our interviewees, a large financial services organisation helps to illustrate 
this. It shows what is expected of an individual to move between Level 1 and 2 of their Excellence 
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Framework (there are 4 Levels altogether). The competencies are expressed as statements of 
observable behaviours of individuals where skills, knowledge and experience come together 
with personal characteristics (e.g. preferences, motivations and values). 
 

Level 1 Level 2

Gets the job done to a high standard Organises resources and pursues 
excellence

Gives priority to customer ▪▪
service.

Displays a can do attitude.▪▪
Takes personal responsibility for ▪▪
own objectives: sets priorities, 
schedules work, monitors 
progress and reschedules as 
necessary.

Checks quality and accuracy of ▪▪
own work.

Adheres to guidelines and ▪▪
procedures.

Uses initiative to act on ▪▪
opportunities.

 

Clearly states expectations of ▪▪
excellence in customer service.

Sets challenging and ▪▪
measurable goals and targets 
for others.

Makes plans and allocates ▪▪
resources to meet day-to-day 
business needs.

Monitors others and measures ▪▪
their progress against 
accountabilities, targets and 
milestones.

Acts quickly to resolve problems ▪▪
and issues.

Introduces improvements to the ▪▪
way things are done. 

It is also useful to look also at what they are not looking for.
.

Negative

Shows a lack of concern for ▪▪
standards and quality improvement.
Content to leave performance at ▪▪
existing levels.
Ignores standards and quality ▪▪
improvement in plans and decisions.

Lets work proceed without concern ▪▪
for milestones and deadlines.
Is constrained by rules and ▪▪
procedures which hinder 
performance.

 
A range of competencies (behaviours) and outputs are used to measure performance of graduates. 
This could include for example: working with others, influencing, analysis and use of information, 
application of knowledge. In many organisations, these are not related just to a graduate’s own 
role or specific work responsibilities but also to the wider values of the business on leadership, 
integrity, diversity and so on.  In one business for example (international pharmaceuticals), an 
objective setting and performance review system starts at the top by setting organisational 
targets which cascades down to businesses and their targets, and then to individuals’ targets 
working within businesses. So every individual graduate (as well as other staff) has defined goals 
and expectations to work towards and a core set of values, and their behaviours and outcomes 
(performance) are measured against these. 

Our interviewees focus on measuring the performance of graduates on ‘outputs’ rather than on 
‘inputs’, though it was recognised that what graduates bring, in terms of technical ability or skills 
and academic learning, can affect in different ways their ‘outputs’ and behaviours, especially in 
the early years of employment. But trying to separate what they bring and what they learn once 
recruited was seen to be rarely possible (the few exceptions could be where very specialist skills 
or knowledge have been sought for a technical role). 
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Often it was a period of work experience, perhaps gained in an internship programme or 
between first and higher degree study, and being more mature which was seen as leading to 
some postgraduates performing better initially than first degree graduates, against company 
performance measurement criteria. Interviewees commented on the importance of applying 
learning at university: as one said, while technical excellence gained in higher study (at M or 
PhD level) is important, graduates are expected to show fairly quickly that they can apply their 
learning at university, which may include some abstract technical ideas, and that they can use 
this in a practical business setting. This is a key measure of early performance. They also often 
need drive and interpersonal skills (such as team dynamics and influencing skills). After the initial 
development programme, which may last 2 or 3 years, the graduates there will be expected to be 
showing a range of other capabilities, and so applying their university learning becomes much 
less important in their performance assessment.

In a few instances, performance could be related to directly measurable criteria such as income 
generation or customer service.  One company, for example, has shown that graduates achieve 
higher sales than non-graduates in the same area of the business.  This company has also 
demonstrated internally that its graduates are likely to be promoted earlier than its non-graduates 
performing similar jobs.  These statistics have helped the organisation justify its focus on graduate 
recruitment, rather than on recruiting an A-level cohort. Another organisation can assess the 
performance of its graduates on specific customer projects - even though its charge-out rates do 
not reflect individual performance. More often, however, evidence used for assessing individual 
performance is less ‘hard’ and is based on views of line managers, or a network of people who 
have assigned talent management responsibilities across the organisation. The latter is especially 
the case when companies are aiming to identify their future leaders or high potential cadre from 
amongst their graduate intake, and ensuring that the ‘best’ are given stretching opportunities 
in early careers. They may look for evidence of behaviour in individuals that suggest a capacity 
to grow their capabilities in the future, such as the ability to learn, engagement with people, 
ambition, resilience and being highly motivated from making a positive impact in the business, 
as well as their current role performance. 

One business has an additional notion of value in that they recognise that employing graduates 
can affect the brand value of the business and hence both the quality of those who apply in 
the future and the perception of the business to its clients.  Hence ‘value’ is reflected in client 
feedback, brand positioning and repeat business.

Overall, it seems that individual graduate performance is the key way that organisations assess 
value of their graduate recruits. But how performance is measured varies from company to 
company and there is not a set of standard metrics for graduates that can be used in cross-
comparisons or external benchmarking. Some attempts have been made to develop better 
indicators49.

A second criterion for measuring the value of different graduate recruits can be speed of 
development.  HESA data shows that postgraduates are more likely to be in management and 
supervisory positions three years after leaving study than the average graduate. Though there 
is anecdotal evidence showing that many postgraduates progress faster through initial training 
programmes and reach senior positions sooner, we found in our sample just two examples ( out 
of ten where we interviewed) where postgraduates were seen to progress, on average, more 
quickly through a development programme (a large energy and a consultancy business). In the 
energy company, PhD graduate recruits were expected to complete their initial development 
programme (a series of rotations) in a shorter time than Bachelor degree graduates ( and most 
did), and also some Masters graduates took less time than Bachelors, so adding value more quickly 
to the business. This was felt to be because progress in this 3-4 year development programme 
depended partly on an individual’s ability and specialism, and the PhD graduates were more 
likely to have already developed some of the technical skills sought than the less qualified 
graduate.  The remaining eight employers in our sample were not aware of any general pattern 
in speed of progress in development programmes or subsequently according to qualification, 
subject or institution attended. This may reflect the lack of adequate data on the qualifications of 
staff and so not know whether entry qualification made any difference, or because there was no 
perceptible difference. There were many instances when individual high performing graduates 
49    See CIPD Human Capital Report: 2007
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would leave schemes early to take up specific jobs, and this could be because of a range of 
personal and educational experiences (including having been an intern or had relevant prior 
work experience). 

 We found that most organisations are interested in assessing the performance of graduates at all 
stages of their recruitment and development. However, they appear less interested in comparing 
performance of differently qualified graduates once they are in jobs or development schemes 
than at the recruitment/selection stage, in assessment centres or in interviews. We found just 
one example of an organisation which evaluates the top and bottom performing 10 per cent of 
their recruits through assessing the capabilities they display subsequently and ‘tweaking’  their 
recruitment criteria and process accordingly. 

The general lack of analysis seems largely to reflect a lack of systematic data collection and tools 
needed to manage this process well over time and disentangle the range of factors contributing to 
performance (an issue highlighted by other researchers, and discussed further below on tracking 
systems). But it is also because for many, their primary interest is about attracting sufficient high 
quality graduates to apply to them and having recruitment processes that are effective.  This is 
where evaluative evidence is easier to collect and more robust usually, for HR processes to be 
judged against. 

Tracking and monitoring graduates
Many companies use their company wide management information systems to track progress, 
performance and retention of staff in different areas and this will include graduates.  Some make 
use of staff satisfaction or internal communication surveys to provide additional information for 
this.  But we found very little evidence of these systems being used to ‘track’ all graduate recruits 
across an organisation over time and then to feedback the information to the recruitment decision-
making processes in a regular or systematic way; and no examples of organisations which had 
sufficient detail to identify clearly whether or not graduates from specific institutions or specific 
disciplines performed or progressed differently than others. One business had experience of 
attempting to do this data collection and analysis, but the resulting statistical evidence on level, 
subject or institution of degree was inconclusive and so the work was abandoned. As a result 
partly of our questioning, a couple of businesses are considering evaluating the backgrounds of 
their ‘high flyers’ so as to capture this data.

Tracking of graduate recruits is usually limited to putting a ‘graduate’ flag on the management 
information systems rather than setting up a separate tracking system. It is rare for any detailed 
information about their education to be held on these information systems (e.g. subject or 
level of qualification or institution attended).  Some organisations encourage staff to add more 
information about themselves on their personal information system, including additional 
qualifications taken, and through their regular staff surveys, but that would be voluntary and so 
not cover all graduates 

Where there were compelling reasons to undertake some tracking of graduates for specific 
reasons, for example, to identify ‘rising stars’ or individuals at risk of leaving very early from 
development programmes, employers often did so, either by a one-off exercise or as part of their 
Talent Management policy.  Some questioned why they should be tracking all graduates in this 
way when there was not a compelling reason to do so, for example, if they had not experienced 
any major problems with the general quality of the graduate intake - why put resources into this?  
one asked (especially at this time when cutbacks in recruitment were being made due to the 
recession). And while they could see potential in doing some monitoring which might help them 
to improve practices or identify certain very high or very low performing graduates, focusing 
on the details of their earlier HE seemed, to our interviewees, less relevant than subsequent ‘in-
workí factors of influence. Most employers in our sample were not aware of any differences in 
graduates’ performance in development programmes or jobs according to ‘input’ measures - e.g.  
type or level of qualification or institution attended. As one employer said:
“It does not matter a jot where graduates came from, its ‘output’ measures of performance that 
interest us”.

However, we did find some employers who did think more seriously about possible relationships 
between subsequent performance (output)  and prior qualifications and they were looking to do 
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more with their management information systems to test this out; however, this was often to help 
improve their recruitment rather than better assess graduate value in subsequent employment. 
One had recently reviewed their information systems to see how it could provide much better 
feedback on the individual performance and progress of graduates recruited to certain businesses. 
Another had started to use it to explore how individual graduates could perform better, posing 
questions like - was weaker performance of an individual graduate due to abilities or more to their 
management or their location? What can an individual do to progress better? They were yet to 
use it to assess whether or not graduates from certain institutions actually did better, which they 
saw as being potentially useful to help guide their recruitment strategies and choices of targeted 
institutions in the future. This organisation is looking to integrate information on performance 
at assessment centres (at selection stage) with subsequent tracking information on progress to 
help them in their choice of which universities to go to by identifying strengths and weaknesses 
of the graduates from different institutions. (We found recruitment/assessment centre data 
and subsequent progress/performance data on graduates held separately in organisations as a 
general rule). Yet another had spent considerable resources bringing together into one corporate 
system information held about staff in various parts of the business and in different systems 
(including from acquisitions/mergers) and so would be in a better position in the future to 
monitor graduate progress and link recruitment decisions to outcomes over time (this included 
data on qualification level so analysis could be undertaken on postgraduates separately).

Most interviewees felt it would be useful to give universities feedback about their graduates’ 
progress and performance. Some said they were often asked to do so but had to turn down such 
requests because it was too resource-intensive to identify and track the individuals concerned. 
One organisation raised concerns about giving negative feedback to universities on individuals 
in this way as this might jeopardise their relationships with the institution. They would prefer 
to use such information on the progress of their better graduates and postgraduates as this 
would be helpful in providing better job, skill and role profiles to potential recruits. It would be a 
potential help in attracting applicants and improving their relationships with HE institutions. The 
organisation had begun to track certain graduates for this reason. However, it was a challenge 
in the context of a fast changing business world as retrospective pictures of graduates’ progress 
and performance over time could give students an out-of-date and possibly misleading picture 
of the business and the roles they would be performing in the years ahead.  

In summary, a general tendency is for organisations to collect detailed information on graduates’ 
skills and perceived potential at the recruitment stage in their assessment centres, but then not 
to relate that directly to their subsequent performance or progression within the organisation. In 
at least one case, there were practical difficulties in doing so because of the way the information 
at assessment was stored; but in most others there seemed surprisingly little interest in spending 
resources doing such an exercise. This is despite the fact that longer term development and 
management goals underlay many graduate recruitment schemes. 

However, despite some of these doubts, our interviews have led some to re-consider their 
existing tracking and performance monitoring systems. We were asking questions that both HR 
and line managers recognised they had not fully considered, especially relating to recruitment of  
M level and doctoral graduates. As they face pressures from senior management to deliver still 
higher value to the business and increase and harness their talent pool, they saw merit of having 
better tracking and evaluation systems in place rather than relying on  informal feedback from 
managers.
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This pilot study has been valuable in unearthing from a business perspective how, and how far, 
employers evaluate what their graduates and postgraduates add in the workplace and what 
criteria they use for that evaluation. It has provided some insights on which to base conclusions 
and recommendations for undertaking further research work.

Existing research evidence on graduate value
Previous research has focused primarily on value to an individual of taking higher education 
qualifications. From an employer perspective, research has focused on the value of graduate 
schemes and the effectiveness of  graduate recruitment processes. A limited amount of useful 
evidence was found on the value to organisations of having graduates in their workforce. Almost 
nothing seems to exist in this respect which distinguishes between graduates holding first and 
higher degrees or degrees in different disciplines or from different institutions.

 Most of the statistical analysis on graduate value is on individual returns to holding different 
qualifications, and mainly relating to first degree graduates, in terms of financial and employment 
rather than social or other benefits. This has shown clearly that graduates in aggregate can 
expect to earn higher lifetime earnings than non-graduates. It has also show that this ‘return’  
can vary according to many factors: degree subject, qualification, type of institution and also 
career followed and employment sector, and possibly other factors relating to their social 
and education background, but these have been less researched due to a lack of data. The 
importance of the effects of widening participation to higher education and also the broader 
and more diverse labour market which graduates are entering these days is recognised in the 
research literature on evaluating graduate outcomes.  They make the notion of the overall 
value of being a graduate less meaningful. However, the quality of available data has prevented 
much fine grained analysis to take place on graduates with different backgrounds and higher 
education experiences. 

Data problems also apply to the analysis undertaken in previous research studies of postgraduate 
outcomes. While additional lifetime earnings have been shown for those holding postgraduate 
degrees, the spread around the average is considerable. For some, there may be little or no added 
benefits (signaled in this way) of taking a higher degree. There are no firm conclusions based 
on the research done to date about returns for different types or disciplines of postgraduate 
qualifications (e.g. PhDs, Ms, MScs, MBAs). While research has shown that wage premiums can 
be paid by employers to postgraduate recruits (Masters and PhDs), thus signaling their added 
value in the market at this stage, this does not happen in all cases and the premiums paid vary 
between employers. There has been little research on where and why some postgraduates are 
paid a premium, mainly due to difficulties in getting consistent comparative data at firm-level.

Existing evidence linking business or individual performance to higher education learning 
or to specific qualifications is also thin on the ground. It exists mainly at an aggregate level. 
A few studies have shown that the link exists, albeit fairly loose. Although there is growing 
interest in research on business performance at firm-level and undertaking cross-comparisons 
between firms and sectors, methodological difficulties, including data collection and evaluation 
tools, have proved a challenge to date. This also applies more widely in evaluating firm-level 
performance measures and the links between business performance and HRM processes 
(for recruiting, developing and managing staff) and skills.  Another important issue has been  
the general conflation between skills and qualifications in many recent Government policy 
documents, and little distinction made between having and using higher level qualifications. 
This may have added to the lack of clarity surrounding ‘graduate value’.

4. Conclusions
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Evidence from employers on graduate value 
Despite a weak base of empirical evidence on how graduates add value to business and industry, 
the general consensus from previous research and debate is that graduates help contribute 
towards economic and business success. All of the companies we interviewed had no doubt of this 
and that graduates and postgraduates in general added substantial value to their organisation.  
Most, however, did not see it as a priority to try to measure this ‘value’ better - it was a given. They 
saw graduates (including postgraduates) as key to the future performance of their organisations 
and as their future leaders and senior managers. They recognised that they brought ‘brainpower’. 
They were committed to maintaining their graduate recruitment programmes as a key part of 
company-wide policies to attract, retain and develop their talent pools, and these were open 
to graduates with first and higher degrees and a wider set of competencies and they valued 
both - brainpower was never by itself sufficient for getting a job. They were keen to attract the 
best recruits appropriate to their specific needs and cultures, regardless of whether they have a 
BA, MSc or PhD qualification,  and accordingly most had established relationships with a limited 
number of universities - even though they recruited openly from a wider range of institutions 
and other countries. Some also took PhDs into very specialist roles where their research skills and 
deep specific  subject knowledge were keenly valued. 

Most of the employers we spoke to were not very interested in using their resources to differentiate 
between different types of graduate recruits in evaluating graduate value. Nevertheless, they 
were interested in improving the effectiveness of their resourcing policies and practices and 
evaluated their graduate recruitment and initial development programmes with this in mind.  
The numbers of PhDs being taken on were comparatively few compared to M level in most 
organisations in our sample; most took them mainly on an individual basis.  Also our sample was 
small, though focused on a number of major graduate recruiters with considerable experience 
of graduate recruitment. It may be that there other employers who are more interested than the 
ones we spoke with in measuring graduate value better, which could be found as illustrative 
examples, but we think it unlikely to be a general trend.

Measuring value in organisations
We concluded also from our interviews, and supported by some previous research,  that graduate 
value is primarily measured by businesses through their staff performance measurement systems 
which are linked to company-wide competency frameworks. These are used by most large 
employers with modern HRM policies and practices, and usually cover all staff, though some 
have separate versions for management and technical/professional staff.  They set expectations 
for graduates when they join and subsequently, and signal achievements and when rewards and 
promotion can be made. Where appropriate in some business and job roles, ‘hard’ measures of 
individual performance (and so value) relating to income generated, profit or customer service are 
used but more often they are ‘softer’ or more qualitative measures relating to expected behaviours 
and demonstrations of them that are valued by the organisation, including demonstrations of 
potential. Other measures for evaluating graduate recruitment widely used are retention  and 
internal staff surveys.

Context is important in finding appropriate measures for assessing value of graduates and 
postgraduates, ones that could be used widely across organisations. We found examples of some 
employers with  specific needs that can only be met through recruiting particular M level and 
doctoral graduates with deep subject knowledge. Even then though, the ability to apply that 
knowledge in a business context was seen as crucial. Generally, most of the employers in our 
small sample did not notice any marked differences in quality of their intake between those with 
a first degree, an M level or even a PhD.  They could point to advantages of taking particular 
individuals who had an edge over less well qualified graduates (in intellectual ability, specific 
knowledge, maturity) but were not able to make generalisations from the evidence available to 
them. Some did not appear to have thought about the additional analytical and research skills 
that a masters or doctoral graduate might bring (which supports other evidence that employers 
are unaware of these).  Equally, some considered that those with a higher qualification had 
demonstrably higher levels of knowledge, maturity, experience and analytical ability, though not 
necessarily gained from their study. Some organisations are increasingly placing an emphasis on 
recruiting at M level, though others have concerns that taking a further qualification may not 
give graduates the advantage in the job market that they think it will bring. The picture is more 
complex that often thought.
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We found also that the added abilities of some masters and especially doctoral recruits had to 
be balanced against their sometimes narrower outlook and experience than other graduates. 
The more narrow and non-business oriented their research project, the less receptive and 
flexible they tended to be, in the view of a few employers we spoke with.  Equally, the more 
they had exposure to practical business problems and had relevant experience of a business or 
other working environment, the more valuable they were, the faster they progressed through 
their development programmes and the sooner they added value to the organisation. However, 
these points made to us were mostly based on a managers’ perceptions rather than systematic 
analysis of progress and performance of individuals (but we interviewed at fairly senior levels 
of resourcing and so interviewees’ views were based on substantial experience of graduate 
recruitment and development).

Tracking graduate recruits
Most of the businesses in the research study track the performance of their graduate and 
postgraduate recruits initially, while in their early graduate development period (either in schemes 
or doing real jobs). They evaluated the effectiveness of these processes and had appropriate 
evaluation criteria. This supports findings from other studies.  But once they were posted to a 
more permanent operational role, this tracking and the history of where the graduate had come 
from was usually broken. New HR systems took over and the link with the recruitment process 
(and information held on them at that stage) was broken. This makes it almost impossible for 
such businesses to link subsequent performance to previous education history, in particular 
institution attended, course studied, level of qualification or prior experience attained. Other 
studies have tended not to provide much data on graduate performance beyond the first few 
years.

To an extent, the lack of interest in longer-term tracking is understandable: once a graduate or 
postgraduate has passed their initial period on the recruitment and development programme, 
their subsequent performance owes at least as much to the development they have received 
there, the relationships and understanding they have established and their assimilation into 
the culture of the firm, as to their previous academic attainment; and some businesses argued 
more so. This was the view of many of the employers we spoke with, though we found that 
a few reflected on the issues we raised in the questions on the value of tracking individual 
progress. They recognised that there could be benefits from additional feedback from on-the-job 
performance to the criteria and approaches used in their graduate selection; it could both inform 
the latter and help the organisation maximise its recruitment of individuals who were most likely 
to succeed in the specific environment of that organisation or business unit, especially as many 
were being recruited with longer-term business goals in mind (their future business leaders ten or 
twenty years hence). While an alignment of the criteria used for recruitment and promotion was 
inherent in the use of company-wide competency frameworks, there was a recognition amongst 
some businesses that there would still be benefit in understanding how the prior experience and 
qualifications of some graduates seemed more likely to produce the high flyers and those who, 
in the eyes of managers, appeared to add most value early in their careers. 

But there seemed to be a barrier to taking this further due to problems internally with data! Most 
of our employers would like to have more persuasive evidence to present to their Board about 
the value of their recruitment strategies, but they recognised the difficulties of getting good 
accurate information on graduate outcomes, the high costs involved in making changes to their 
internal data systems and the need to convince line managers of the benefits of using resources 
in this way (especially where graduate recruitment and development was devolved to business 
units/functions). Other issues in graduate recruitment had greater priority currently for many, 
such as attracting more of the ‘best’ graduates to apply. 

The interest of businesses remains in seeing that their graduate recruitment processes deliver 
good value for money and that they attract the talent the firm seeks as determined through their 
assessment and subsequent initial development processes rather than subsequent monitoring 
of on-the-job performance. But  if it could be shown to senior management that there was value 
in improving the information on graduates’ performance through tracking the progress of more 
of them more closely, also that serious business issues were at stake by not doing this, then it was 
clear from our research that more resources would be allocated to it. 
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A number of learning points and actions to consider arise from the pilot research. They relate to 
policy of RCUK and others, and on improving the evidence base and future. 

Policy and practices
The research confirms the need for the RCUK, with support from the Government, to encourage 
the work currently being undertaken by Vitae, universities and employers in developing 
graduates and postgraduates with the capabilities needed by business and industry. However, 
we doubt, from the views and experiences of employers in this study that sufficient prominence 
has been given to articulating employers’ needs and the capabilities they expect  (in the language 
of business) to postgraduates and what is expected of them in employment, in applying their 
learning in the workplace and in the assessment of their performance subsequently. It was evident 
that some employers had not given much thought to the added value that a postgraduate could 
bring to their organisation, outside of specialist or niche areas or to research roles where they had 
recruited some in the past.  On the other hand, we found some employers increasingly focusing 
on masters and doctoral level graduates in recruitment programmes for specific parts of their 
business because they were likely to have additional capabilities over first degree graduates. 
Postgraduates need to be aware of these varying needs and views.  As has been shown by the 
research, context matters, and also the broadening and increasingly multi-disciplinary nature of 
the graduate labour market. Graduates may experience very different career pathways within 
organisations depending on the sector, size, extent of globalisation, culture and so on of the 
business they join. So it will be important to be able to provide graduates with up to date and 
relevant advice on employers’ requirements and the skills and experience being sought in 
different sectors and job roles. 

There is support from employers for postgraduates to have more business experience and 
commercial knowledge and understanding. This can be gained in a number of ways, including 
through collaborative projects. A proportion of doctoral students are working with businesses 
in collaborative research projects (estimated at 25 per cent of RC funded students). This figure 
needs to be substantiated, and aim to be increased; also the extent to which postgraduates 
have opportunities to work with businesses in various ways needs to be explored further,  and 
how their skills and knowledge can be developed as a consequence. Regular monitoring of this 
should be encouraged (this would have the added value of increasing the economic and social 
impact of the research projects being undertaken).

Employers of various kinds will be faced with increasing numbers of postgraduate applicants 
in the future, and also greater diversity is likely within the postgraduate population,  They 
would benefit from knowing more about the changing nature of postgraduate supply and help 
in assessing how differently qualified graduates could add value to their business (especially 
those outside of the academic and research sectors) rather than using it more as part of  a filter 
strategy. Currently, misconceptions about the value of taking on postgraduates abound.  Further 
work could be done to get messages over to employers more clearly than at present about the 
changing nature of the postgraduate population, including the impact of policy to develop 
their employability and to give them greater awareness of the business and industry sectors. 
Thus, employers outside of the academic and research sectors would appreciate better what 
masters and particularly doctoral graduates might offer in the way of added value. This could 
build on work being done by Vitae (see website www.vitae.ac.uk) including materials developed 
for employers, and also collaborations and partnerships between businesses and universities.  
Employers need to see where postgraduates can be of value to them, the skills and knowledge 
they have  and be able to access them better, especially those which have standard recruitment 

5. Recommendations
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processes for their graduate programmes outsourced to agencies. It has been argued that many 
need to be helped also to develop more ambitious innovation-led strategies which require more 
high level skills (see recent UKCES report Ambition 2020 recommends), thus helping to stimulate 
higher demand for graduate and postgraduate recruits.   Material should be widely distributed to 
private and public sector business and business organisations (including Sector Skills Councils, 
Business Links and other local and national agencies), university careers services, departments 
and postgraduate students. More use could be made of web-based materials and sources/sites 
and social software to communicate the message better to students.  

Improving the evidence base
We suggest the following ways to improve the evidence base on assessing the value of graduates 
to employers and added value of postgraduate recruits:  

It Is clear from this small pilot, and also from other studies,  that the current state of graduate 
tracking systems within organisations, especially large ones which have multi-businesses within 
them, is likely to preclude their use as an approach to measuring value of graduates in a more 
substantive exercise. Our sample was small but it was typical of many of the major graduate 
recruiters, and included a few significant masters and doctoral graduate recruiters. We do not 
think that talking to a larger sample would change this conclusion though it might generate 
some alternative ideas to consider for future research. We would expect significant practical 
problems in trying to link performance or progress of graduates once they have left the initial 
graduate scheme with the qualifications held, institution attended, the course they studied 
or other factors that may have helped them gain entry to  the business, and then draw clear 
conclusions about the strength of the association between them. Nor can we see clearly any 
standard indicators that could be developed and applied to enable cross-company comparative 
analysis to be undertaken.  Thus, it would be difficult to assess the added value of different higher 
education outputs in this way, as we initially envisaged at the start of the study.  

We do not feel confident that we could get sufficient support from businesses to recommend 
taking this tracking approach for all their graduates and so make comparisons between graduates 
with different qualifications, subjects or from different institutions. There is little interest amongst 
businesses in establishing such linked systems and in many cases it would be a costly exercise for 
them. However, there was some support for a more selective approach, such as knowing where 
their high performers came from, how they were attracted and how more of them might be 
accessed in higher education, as part of their talent management strategies. Doctoral graduates 
could be identified in this category though not all would be. ‘Well trodden’ career paths taken 
by doctoral graduates or others from particular courses or institutions, such as being recruited 
into particular development streams or to specialist roles might be easier to identify within firms 
than tracking the whole graduate intake, but it is questionable whether employers would be 
interested in spending resources on such an exercise unless they could see clearly the benefits. 

We did find a few organisations who were trialing some new analysis of their staff information 
systems. There were also a few who were starting to give some more thought to taking a more 
professional approach to measuring effectiveness and value of graduate recruitment and 
development HRM activities and the need to improve their information systems for this. So, it 
may be worth contacting these organisations50, say in 12 months time, and others,  as thinking 
develops within businesses and more pressure is put on finding better ways of measuring HR 
strategies and developing ‘talent’. More evidence may have come available by then within these 
firms (and also in other research) on which to inform the development of some better measures 
to use across businesses to assess the value of different graduate recruits.

Additionally, it may also be more appropriate then to focus on exploring some ‘well -trodden’, 
and also new, routes for PhD graduates in a few of these and other organisations, to identify in 
more detail than we could do here in this limited  pilot study, the added value that students have 
brought in these roles, how much this is particular to an individual or generalisable, and how 
much can be distinguished that comes from their development or brought with them from their 
post graduate study. This kind of investigation would need to be very focused involving close 
collaborative working by researchers and staff in the organisations. 

50   Contact names could be provided  subject to permission being granted by the employers
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As there appears to be a trend for employers to increasingly recruit M level qualified people, in 
some cases indicating that they increasingly value graduates having this higher qualification, 
but  in others using it as a filter,  there are strong arguments for undertaking more research into 
M level postgraduate destinations and career pathways, and so explore more deeply the link 
between courses and employment outcomes and performance, what impact certain courses or 
qualifications have (such as MBAs), and why some are valued more than others. This is a fairly 
‘unregulated’ part of the HE provision by universities and Government and extremely varied, and 
one where there has been much less research undertaken than at first degree level. We hope that 
such research will be part of the Government’s forthcoming review of postgraduate education, 
or recommendations arising from it.  At present, there is scope to undertake more follow-up 
work of cohorts through development of the HESA regular surveys but it may require a new 
survey of M level graduates if resources allow. They could be asked more about their job roles 
and performance, and links to academic study, perhaps using some frameworks developed by 
employers or professional /industry groups on levels, to get some standard indicators of progress 
or performance. There could also be a linked survey to their employers for a sub-set of them to 
provide different perspectives, especially on which graduates added most value and where there 
was felt to be deficiencies in supply. New developments in linking admin data sets may also be 
worthwhile exploring.

Other methods, such as balanced scorecard approaches, could be used also. This is where 
perceptions of a range of  ‘stakeholders’, in this case e.g. students, graduates, line managers, 
graduate recruitment staff management development staff, academic staff, university careers 
staff,  are gathered.  This provides a broad approach to assessing the benefits of learning to 
individual and business performance and may help to separate out some of the complex issues 
we have identified in assessing graduate value.

We have mentioned above the need to explore how much students are working with business on 
research projects and what skills they gain from doing so. Employers value post-graduates who 
have had some experience of business; RCUK, Vitae and others engaged in developing the broad 
capabilities of post-graduates will want to consider how this exposure can be further developed. 
It could be informed via a regular survey of departments and students or linked to administrative 
data in their RC funding (though this would only be for RC funded students). Also other initiatives 
and activities where skills which can be developed in individuals (and employers say they value),  
such as Teach First,  Ambassador Programme, participation on international conferences or being 
part of an international research team, could also be evaluated. 

Several interviewees raised the issue of giving feedback to universities about their graduates 
which was often requested but rarely given in a systematic way. Some were willing to do so, but 
they did not have the resources needed to meet such requests; others were less willing for various 
reasons (such as damaging relationship building if they had to give negative feedback in some 
cases). This kind of general feedback could be done via a panel of key recruiters of postgraduates 
maybe on a subject basis, if they were willing to share such information, and this may not be an 
expensive option for employers. 

Finally, much of the discussion has been on ‘hard’ or quantitative measures (income generated, 
contribution to profit, progress up the company ladder, etc) but we identified also where value of 
graduate employees is measured qualitatively. This included: by managers’ assessments, internal 
satisfaction surveys or blogs,  successes in international networking/conferences, and  exposure 
to  top management in temporary PA type posts or secondments.  Non-financial measures can 
be used by investors, clients and partners relating to the quality of the workforce, and so help a 
company’s image or brand. It may be worth exploring the potential of greater use of qualitative 
measures in assessing value of postgraduate recruits as well as the quantitative measures 
suggested above. 
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