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This article examines the way students, making the transition from higher education into the labour market, construct, understand and begin to manage their employability. It draws upon a qualitative study of 53 final year undergraduates in a pre-1992 university in the UK. It firstly explores students’ perceptions of the current labour market for graduates and how they understand future career progression. It examines their different orientations and attitudes to work and careers through the development of an ideal-type model. It then considers how these orientations influence the way students approach future work and careers and manage their employability, and further discusses some of the implications this has for current policies around higher education and the labour market in the UK context.

Introduction

This paper examines the perceptions, attitudes and orientations of higher education students to their future work, careers and employability. The employability of university graduates has dominated much educational and economic policy over the past decade (NCIHE, 1997; DfEE, 2000). Graduate employability is centrally located in the changing relationship between higher education and the labour market. The development of mass higher education has intersected with the shift towards a so-called knowledge-driven or post-industrial economy (Drucker, 1993; Amin, 1994). The knowledge-driven economy is said to require individuals with the types of knowledge, skill and creative potential who can meet the challenges of a global economy characterised by rapid change. Increasingly, individuals can no longer expect a ‘job for life’, whereby their careers are anchored around single jobs and organisations (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Gee et al, 1996). Employees instead have to take a more flexible and proactive approach to their working lives, involving the management of their own employability.   

University graduates occupy an interesting position in the economy and there are still competing interpretations about the outcomes of graduates when they enter the labour market (Elias and Purcell, 2004; Brown and Hesketh, 2004; Keep and Mayhew, 2004). Policy continues to depict graduates as being an elite social and occupational group who will access a wage premium and fulfil their potential through careers as ‘knowledge workers’. However, as Brown and Hesketh (2004) have shown, there are still inequalities amongst graduates in their labour market outcomes. They show that many graduates are not utilising their knowledge and skills from their higher education, that not all are able to ‘cash in’ on their investment in higher education, and that there are still ‘positional’ differences between graduates on the basis of social class, gender and ethnicity. 

Much of the research around the graduate labour market has been confined to large-scale survey data, focusing principally on the labour market ‘outcomes’ of graduates and inferring from these ideas about the employability and likely trajectories of different groups of graduates (Brennan et al, 1993; Elias & Purcell, 2004). Previous research in the early 1990s has examined the way in which students during the early stages of mass higher education and labour market restructuring were beginning to understand future career progression (Brown & Scase, 1994).  However, there has been very little recent empirical work exploring the way in which students and graduates are beginning to understand and manage their employability in the context of recent higher education and labour market change. 

Employability remains a difficult concept to measure and define (Harvey, 2001). The issue has been largely framed by the perspectives of policy makers and employers. Similarly, the issue has tended to be approached in a way which focuses either on supply-side features of the labour market or the structure of labour market demand (Macquaid & Lyndsay, 2005).  However, the discourse into employability continually overlooks the subjective dimension of employability; in particular, how it relates to not only the way individuals come to perceive and understand the labour market they are entering, but also the types of dispositions, attitudes and identities they develop around their future work and employability.  This is an important issue given that much policy on employability continues to be built around human capital assumptions of individual behaviour around learning and the labour market (Fevre et al, 1999). There has therefore been a tendency to view students in ‘universalistic’ terms; that is, as rational investors in education who approach the labour market in uniformed and stereotypical ways (Rees et al, 1997). Such assumptions typically negate the different orientations and work-related identities learners develop in relation to their future labour market activities. This might be a crucial factor in the way they construct a sense of their own employability and place in the labour market.

The work of Holmes (2001) has been important in highlighting this issue and argues that employability should be conceptualised as a form of identity; it is relational, emergent and influenced largely by graduates’ ‘lived experience’ of the labour market.  Individuals’ experiences of work are subjective, and this is likely to influence their actual labour market outcomes and further shape their propensity for employment.  Employability in this sense may be seen to be value and identity-driven, relating to graduates’ own dispositions and biographies. Much research has explored the way in which individuals orientate themselves to the labour market and the way in which work organisations can inculcate particular identities, values and actions around career development (Grey, 1994; Casey, 1995; du Gay, 1996; Sosteric, 1996). This work shows that individuals engage with the world of work in different ways which relate to their subjective frames of reference. Work is not purely a technical matter which individuals undertake: it is a personal matter which involves the location of self and identity in an on-going social process of engagement with the labour process within which they operate.

Theories of self and identity have taken an increasingly important role in sociological endeavour. The work of Giddens (1991) and Beck et al (1994) in particular have highlighted the important role identity has in the way individuals position themselves within the social and economic world. Giddens argues that identities have a reflexive and self-monitoring character: individuals are continually engaged in a reflexive process around issues of who they are and how they should go about managing their ‘projects’ of the self. Crucially, individuals draw upon various knowledge resources, both formally and informally channelled, which they use to negotiate social and economic structures. Similarly, Beck et al’s theory of ‘reflexive modernisation’ posits that personal identities and trajectories are becoming less patterned by grander institutional norms around class and gender. Individuals’ biographies, experiences and life-trajectories are therefore becoming individualised and atomised. The labour market itself, particularly in the context of greater flexibilisation, may be one area of social life where such processes are played out.  

These approaches contrast somewhat with the work of Bourdieu (1977) who argues that identities are located in wider structures relating to the material and cultural context of individuals’ biographies, of which class and gender play a dominant role. Subjective life-worlds, including the way individuals come to view their place in the labour market, are derived from objective material and cultural structures, which are then reproduced through action. Yet, as Giddens has argued, structure and agency are two sides of the same coin: agency can shape social structures as much as being reproduced by them. 
The crucial aspect in relation to higher education students’ perceptions, attitudes and orientations to the labour market is how they begin to make sense of their own futures in the labour market. Moreover, we are interested in examining how they begin to position themselves in relation to, and develop identities around, their future work and employability. The main focus of this paper is to draw upon a study which investigated the way in which students understand their future work and employability. In particular, it will explore the way they perceive the labour market for graduates, and the extent to which the issue of employability is informing their understanding of their future labour market trajectories. It will further examine the different orientations and attitudes students are developing around the labour market and the bearing this has on the way they come to understand and manage their own employability. This study was based on semi-structured interviews with 53 final year students from a range of different disciplines in an ‘old’ pre-1992 higher education institution in the UK. 
Students’ perceptions of future employability and career progression 

Employability, flexibilisation and individualisation 
The study first examined the way higher education students were viewing the current labour market they would soon be entering.  A number of common features emerged in their accounts. Firstly, student perceptions appear to be changing over time, as the findings of the present study differ from findings on student approaches to work a decade earlier (Brown & Scase, 1994). The Brown and Scase study found that students harboured what can be described as conventional or stereotypical views around what they term the ‘traditional bureaucratic’ career. The students in their study were mainly of the view that they would soon progress to middle management careers in single organisations where they would remain for a long duration of their working lives. The problem of employability was therefore largely negated by students who had developed a view that they would gain a clear return from their achievements in education.
The findings of the present study show somewhat different approaches to career progression on the part of current students. It was evident that whilst some students were developing idealised views, the majority of students anticipated a much more difficult process of career progression. For the most part, students appeared to interpret the labour market as being increasingly flexible and higher risk. This was typically translated as being the ‘end of the job for life’. As a result, students appeared to be concerned with the need to adopt a more flexible and adaptive approach to careers, involving the active management of their own employability. The issue of being employable was seen as crucial both in integrating into, and sustaining positions within, the labour market. Students were of the understanding that they had to demonstrate their employability and maintain it through the course of their careers:
Daniel: I’d say it was really tough for graduates now. I don’t think you can expect to walk into a job and be there for the rest of your life…I think gone are the days when you stayed with one company and worked your way up.

Gemma: I think we have grown up on the fact that there is no more such a thing as the job for life. I think most graduates can expect to have to change, that’s the reality. It’s not ideal, but it may also be better to experience a range of different careers.

The evidence of this study suggests that fewer students are anticipating their careers to be played out within the secure confines of single jobs and organisations which would form the basis of their long-term career progression. The labour market was therefore constructed as offering less of a protective shelter, whereby they would follow a smooth and linear trajectory. Movement between jobs and organisations was seen by some students as an inevitable reality. This further involved the need to stay fit through the development and management of their profiles and work-related knowledge and skills. To this extent, it would appear that students are internalising the rhetoric of the new economy:

Lisa: I’d say security is not that great…so I’m very aware that there isn’t a job for life anymore, like my dad’s had to re-train so many times. I do think it means you have to be more flexible, like if jobs are not available in this country I might have to go abroad which will also involve re-training to some extent.

Students saw increasing flexibility as a legitimate and, in some cases, a crucial mode of career management. The experience of different forms of employment would facilitate the development and renewal of knowledge and skills, in turn enriching their graduate work profile. For some students, staying in one particular job over the long-term course of their careers was viewed as being restrictive and limiting the development of added-value skills:
Oliver: I think it is becoming important to have that frame of mind and not go into a job thinking I have this or that knowledge and so I can’t learn anymore skills… I think you have to go into jobs expecting to develop your skills, rather than just using them.

It was clear that the students in the study were further developing strongly individualised narratives around their future career progression. The problem of employability and career progression was largely viewed as being a problem for individual graduates. The task of managing careers was increasingly seen as being ‘up to them’, whereby their labour market futures lay mainly in their own hands. The structures of the labour market were increasingly seen as having to be negotiated by individual graduates through the use of their agency and other personal resources. Previous research into young people’s transitions has also highlighted strongly individualised understandings on the part of middle class youngsters in understanding their labour market outcomes (Evans & Heinz, 1995). 

Nigel: I think it is now up to individuals to do what they can to get on in the labour market….obviously getting through interviews is difficult, but again as long as you are motivated to do it and enjoy it then it will make things easier.

Christine: I think the problem for a lot of graduates is that many expect to walk into jobs. I think that as a graduate you have to work hard at where you want to get. I think you have got to know what you want to do and make decisions around that.

There was therefore a tendency for students to look at factors relating to personal disposition, attitudes, and individual characteristics as determining their labour market trajectories. These students largely saw themselves as active agents, often overlooking social and economic structures which might shape their opportunities and outcomes. Whilst students were aware that the structure of labour market opportunity had a bearing on their outcomes, they tended to see these as having to be negotiated by harder individualistic attitudes and approaches to career progression. This was not only born out of a sense of the changing performative demands of employers, but also the difficulties of breaking into graduate jobs:
Simon: The attitude of the graduate plays a big role and I know that a lot university students need to shake off their attitudes quickly… I think you have to make that adjustment quickly and so a lot of it is about going out there and selling yourself.

It was not surprising that many of these students looked at factors relating to the individual in shaping of future labour market outcomes: issues of personal agency, couched in terms of motivation, application and personal dispositions were seen as significant factors in helping shape future labour market outcomes. In some instances this often involved overlooking structural factors which might influence employment outcomes, in particular gender, class and ethnicity:

Yasmin: I don’t think (ethnic discrimination) will affect my overall chances. If I’m well qualified and can demonstrate that I can do the job successfully then there should be no problem…I’d be very disappointed if I did experience difficulties because of my background.

Positional competition and the changing role of credentials
Whilst, as has been shown, students do see their employability in absolute terms, the evidence also clearly suggests that they view themselves as competing in relative terms against other graduates with similar credentials and educational profiles. All the students in the study interpreted the current labour market for graduates as being competitive and congested. Many had formed the view that the supply of graduates leaving mass higher education was exceeding their overall demand. Students’ perception of positional competition amongst graduates was therefore important in how they came to view their own employability and demand as graduates:

Martin: I see the market for graduates as being oversubscribed as there are too many graduates and too few jobs…there is definitely too much supply in the graduate market, like people are leaving university and finding that there are so many people with degrees in a similar position and that the market is saturated.

These perceptions appear to have a further bearing upon how they come to view the role of their credentials in the labour market. For the most part, students perceived clear limitations in their hard currencies for their future employability. Mass higher education was seen as bringing about an inflationary rise in formal credentials, which had the effect of lowering their value and currency in the labour market. Their degree credential on its own was seen as ‘not being enough’; it was no longer seen as representing a ‘badge of distinction’ for graduates in the pursuit for graduate jobs:
Paul: I think a degree is coming to mean less and less these days, that everyone is going to university and going through the conveyor belt. I’d still say you were at an advantage having one but it won’t be enough on its own to get you a job.

A task facing the students was that of trying to add value or distinction to their credentials: a way of ‘standing apart’ from other graduates with similar credentials. There was clear evidence of an attempt on the part of students to enhance their credentials in order to achieve a positional advantage in the labour market. Students identified a number of ways in which they might be able to achieve this through various educational means. Many placed strong emphasis on the importance of achieving higher grades, exploiting the institutional profile of their university and, in some cases, re-investing in further study. Implicit in this is the sense that graduates do not stand in equal terms and that some have greater advantages in accessing graduate employment. This was reinforced by concerns that employers would be highly discriminate in the way they recruited graduates:
Ralph: I think employers know the sorts of graduate they want to choose, like they will look at their grades and the type of university they attended. These things definitely make a difference to who gets selected, as there are so many graduates leaving university applying for similar jobs.  

This does have some important implications for the way students are approaching their learning and positioning it in relation to their future labour market outcomes. There was clear evidence amongst students of strong instrumental rationality around their learning in order to maximise their credentials. This appeared to frame their approaches to study, far more than softer values around knowledge formation and ‘learning for its own sake’. The end ‘outcome’ of their studies was typically viewed as a way of measuring the value and worth of their credentials:
Ellen: I wouldn’t have bothered entering university if I did not get a 2.1, like I can’t see that anything lower will get you anywhere these days. Like if you look at most graduate sites it’s a case that you must have a 2.1 or above.
The evidence further suggests that instrumental rationality is extending beyond the attainment of formal educational credentials. Students were increasingly aware of the need to develop and package their credentials in a way which highlighted their added-value attributes and ‘selling points’. Their ‘graduateness’, or potential as graduates, was no longer seen as being represented through their formal achievements in higher education. This was no longer taken to be a marker of their individual employability. Students instead used the discourse of ‘experience’, or what Brown and Hesketh (2004) term the ‘economy of experience’, in relation to the development of their employability. They were coming to view the importance of packaging their employability into a narrative which encompassed both their hard credentials, as well as ‘soft’ currencies in terms of their experiences and achievements outside formal university learning. 

It appears that students are increasingly developing a discourse of employability around the economy of experience. The task facing many students is finding utility value in their experiences and achievements outside their degrees. Moreover, demonstrating what these represent about them as individuals and how they might translate into their potential and calibre as graduate employees.  The students in this study viewed the Curriculum Vitae as an important tool for projecting narratives of individual competence, skills and potential. This was seen as crucial in the early stages of labour market entry, particularly during the application and recruitment process. The economy of experience was therefore seen as a further way in which they could distinguish themselves in a congested graduate market. It also highlights students’ perceived need to develop an individualised employability narrative which reflects individual attributes and achievements.
We have so far explored some common understandings and viewpoints on the part of students in making sense of what is going on in the labour market for the highly qualified. Whilst students view their employability as a measure of their absolute potential to attain and undertake future employment, it is also seen as relative in the sense that they are positioned against, and competing against, other graduates with similar educational profiles. Both these dimensions are important in the way students come to understand their employability. They are further mediated by the types of orientations and attitudes which students develop around work and careers.  
An ideal-type model of student orientations to work, careers and employability

We now turn to the generation of ideal types of student orientations to their future work, careers and employability. The study further revealed differences amongst students in the way they approached their future careers and were beginning to understand and manage their future employability. Students’ orientations to work and careers were placed into an ideal-type model. This model captures students’ orientations to the labour market and the way in which they come to understand and manage their employability. It further illustrates the way students are beginning to construct identities around their future work and employability. This model, however, does not assume that student orientations to work and careers are fixed, immutable and impenetrable to change. The way in which individuals approach the labour market and manage their employability is an on-going social process. Graduates’ experiences of the job market, and the identities derived through these, may well transform themselves over time (Hodkinson et al, 1996; Holmes, 2001).

The model is influenced by Merton’s theory of social adaptation (Merton, 1968), although some of Merton’s terminology and interpretations are somewhat different to the present analysis. Figure 1 represents an outline of student orientations. It outlines the types of goals students are developing around the labour market but also the differences in the ends and means by which they approached their future work and employability. Thus, whilst the students in the careerist and ritualist category developed goals around entering the labour market and establishing careers, their approach was different. The careerists had developed a strong orientation around future work and careers and were more active in their attempt to realise their labour market goals and manage their employability. This typically involved a more flexible and adaptive approach to career progression, along with a proactive and instrumental development and use of credentials. The ritualists were more passive in their approach and tended to lower the stakes for their future employment. This typically involved settling for employment which was viewed to be more secure and less competitive, and where their employability would be easier to manage. Both these groups of students formed the majority of the sample, roughly half the sample for each. The retreatists, whose approach involved abandoning labour market goals, formed a minority of the sample. The model uses the category of rebel as a hypothetical construct to show where this type of student would lie in relation to other types of orientations. We would expect rebels to abandon labour market goals and to also be active in their approach to this. However, no students fell into this category.
Figure 1: Ideal-type model of student orientations
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Careerism: the career as a life project
This group of students constituted roughly half the sample. For the careerists, work and careers formed a central part of their future aspirations. These students were beginning to define themselves largely around their aspired careers. Their future work and careers could be viewed in terms of what Giddens refers to as a ‘life project’ or a projection of the self (Giddens, 1991).
The careerist students were developing strong identities around their future work and careers, expressing a high degree of self-location in relation to their future labour market activities. Their future work and careers were viewed as providing a vehicle for self-development and personal fulfilment. To this extent, the labour market was viewed as providing a platform for the types of individuals they wanted to become. Such orientations and dispositions have been found in previous studies on career trajectories, particularly amongst high-flying young professionals during the early stages of their career development (Grey, 1994). These students viewed their position in the labour market, and the types of identities and outcomes which are generated through this, as key in shaping their goals around work and careers:
Maria: If you don’t have a career you haven’t got anything, have you. And if you don’t have the money you can’t really do anything. It’s something to strive for, something to keep you going, something to be.

Olivia: I know what I want, I know how I am going to get there and I’m going to try my damned hardest to get there, and if I don’t then I’ve got all sorts of back up plans… I’ve got a goal and I want to go for it.

It was clear that these students felt they were in possession of the requisite cultural and social resources to negotiate the demands of the job market, as well as adequate formal and informal labour market knowledge. These students looked to utilise the formal and informal labour market knowledge of home background and its cultural context. A high proportion of these students were from traditional middle class backgrounds whose parents were in managerial and professional occupations backgrounds and who were more likely to transfer these types of attitudes and outlooks dispositions to these students. Such dispositions appeared to be framing more positively the types of available labour market options, which was further reflected in the more confident and proactive identities they developed around their anticipated future career progression.   

The careerist students had developed a more positive attitude towards the labour market, which is seen as offering the opportunity to pursue meaningful and worthwhile pursuits and build upon their status as graduates. The idea of ‘getting something out of a career’ and ‘doing something challenging’ is a driving force in their approach to future work and careers. For the most part, they had developed expectations and aspirations around creative and fulfilling labour market activities as future knowledge workers. These students’ social representation of the labour market is such that they anticipate the likelihood of being able to utilise their existing skills and knowledge:
Gareth: I just think that with a science career you are able to apply all the ideas you have gained and use the skills. It’s the challenge and the variety that I like and I’m looking forward to getting involved into.

Ryan: I just like having the opportunity to make a difference, just to have a say in matters, like someone coming up to me with a problem and me being able to sort it out. That’s one of the problems with university - you don’t have that responsibility and respect.

It was not surprising that the careerists were far more likely to place higher value on their future work and career development than other areas of their life, such as their lifestyle pursuits and relationships. Their approach to work and careers was perhaps typified most by some of the female students in the category. The female careerists tended to exemplify the sort of individualistic approach to future career progression that was outlined earlier. This often meant playing-down potential structural and institutional barriers which may have traditionally impeded female career progression. Such views appear to be further premised on perceived levels of cultural and social capital to negotiate the structural challenges of the job market:

Frances: My career is far more important to me than starting a family. I can see the importance of females getting into the job market early and working their way. I can see how other commitments will get in the way and this is what has held women back in the past, especially in competitive areas such as law. 

These students’ dispositions relate to similar evidence on changing female career orientations over the past decade (Crompton, 1999; Hakim, 2000) whereby females have been shown to exercise greater levels of preference, choice and autonomy. Such dispositions were particularly evident amongst the students in this study who were planning to enter male-dominated professions such as Accountancy and Engineering. Their career progression and outcomes were viewed as being shaped by their own attitude and approach, rather than the structure of opportunity in these markets. In some cases, their status and distinctiveness as females was seen as possibly aiding their employability:
Julia: I actually prefer male working cultures as I find it easier to get on with males. I can see how issues such as sexual harassment and discrimination can be a problem, but you can also use it as an excuse for not getting where you want to be and blame men all the time.

Whilst the careerists were developing expectations around fulfilling future careers, this did not necessarily take the form of a misplaced optimism about future career progression. Instead, these students appeared sensitive to the difficulties and challenges of their future employability and career progression. This was perhaps reflected in some of the pragmatic approaches they were developing around career progression. These students were of the belief that they would not ‘walk into jobs’ and were therefore aware that they would have to manage actively their labour market experiences and profiles in order to realise their goals. Many viewed their career progression in terms of gaining ‘on the ground’ experience, developing a profile and ‘working their way up’. This again appeared to reinforce their sense that their employability would have to be actively managed and negotiated.
It would therefore appear that these students are actively conforming to the changing demands of the labour market, a response which has also been highlighted in previous studies on employee attitudes to changing organisational structures (e.g. Casey, 1995; du Gay, 1996). Casey (1995), in particular, develops the notion of ‘corporate collusion’ to describe a work orientation where employees actively subscribe to organisational goals, ethos, values and missions in order to maximise their position in it. Similarly, du Gay (1996) discusses employees’ attempts to ‘shape-shift’ themselves in order to fashion their behaviours around the wider goals and image of their organisation. The ‘enterprising subjects’ in his study were individuals whose own self-worth was bound up in the ‘excellent’ performance and added-value they gave to their jobs. The more recent work of Brown and Hesketh (2004) has focused in part on the way graduates attempt to manage their employability during their initial stages in the labour market. In their study, graduates who developed a ‘player’ approach to their employability management were more likely to shape themselves and their credentials around what they perceived companies would require and value. This involved an attempt to ‘package’ their profiles in accordance with their understanding of employers’ demands. 

The careerist students in the study were acutely aware of the need to conform to the rules of the market as a way of managing their employability. This typically involved anticipating the need to ‘play the game’ in order to progress within the graduate labour market. Some of these students envisaged the prospect of enduring initially poor labour market conditions if this meant gaining experience which could be traded-off at later stages of their careers. There was certainly little evidence amongst these students of any form of cultural resistance against the power structures within which their labour market outcomes would be located. They were far less likely to view such processes as a ‘corrosion of character’ (Sennett, 1998), or as a potential for personal exploitation, and more as an instrumental means of achieving the career goals which they were setting. These students were using both formal and informal labour market knowledge, grounded in experience, to negotiate perceived demands of the labour market:
Heather: I know that with publishing you will be doing a range of mundane jobs to start with, like doing the photocopying and other low-level menial stuff. But I guess that’s where you have to start- it’s about using this simply to move on to the next level and gain vital experience.
Daniel: I know that with the BBC most graduates start off quite low down, like doing basic office work…But I think you’ve really got to want to do it and be pretty driven in that respect…it’s not ideal but I am prepared to start from there.

This active approach to the management of their employability was further evident in these students’ approaches to the development and use of their credentials. The careerist students were clearly concerned with the need to gain a positional stronghold in the labour market as a way of optimising their opportunities. These students therefore typify the strongly instrumental approach to developing their graduate profiles, both through their formal credentials and their extra curricula activities. These students were more likely to attempt to position instrumentally their added-value credentials in relation to their labour market pursuits, even though they might not be directly transferable: 
Ellen: I know that with particular industries such as media, which I hope to enter, you really have to sell all your assets and really look to take on as much as you can. I know that your chances will be severely limited if you haven’t done stuff like magazine writing and reviews.

The careerist students therefore represent a particular attitude and approach to careers and employability. Their orientation is characterised by a high degree of self-location and personal investment in their future labour market activities. This typically involves embracing the labour market and the challenges and realities which it constitutes. As we can see, these students tend to take a more active approach in trying to manage their future employability which is further guided by a sense of clear and fluid labour market opportunities. In order to realise the goals they have set, they see the need for optimising their credentials and taking a proactive role in the management of their employability, both during their higher education and when they enter the labour market.
Ritualism: work as a ritual process

The second largest group of students in the study could be described as having a ritualistic orientation to future work and careers. Like the careerist students, these students were committed to the task of developing a career and achieving a labour market return. At the same time, they were much more passive in their approach to career progression and employability management. For these students, work is viewed largely as a means to an end and tangential to their lives as a whole. Work is something ‘you have to do’; it is means of achieving a future income, gaining a return from education and facilitating an adult role and identity. Whereas the careerist students took a more proactive approach to career management and employability, the ritualists tended to lower the stakes and ‘scale down’ their aspirations.

A key feature of the ritualists’ orientation is that future work and careers plays a far less central role in organising their future aspirations. Responses such as ‘my career isn’t everything’ were prevalent in their attitudes to future careers. Underpinning this appeared to be a generally weaker identity around future careers. The labour market is seen as being limited in terms of what it can offer for personal fulfilment and self-development. Consequently, these students are far less likely to make significant personal investments in their future work and employability. Instead, they place more emphasis on the ‘end outcome’ of their labour market activities, mainly through achieving sufficient financial return to enjoy the so-called middle-class lifestyle. They were therefore more likely to place greater value on the lifestyles and life-projects which operated outside the sphere of the labour market:
Tony: I’ve always wanted a career but for me it is never going to be the ‘be all and end all’. If I was to be in a great career but the rest of my life sucks then I would be unhappy. The career could be one factor   which drives me, but it will never be the main one.
Rhys: I can’t really think of anything that interests me at the moment. Anything I decide to go into will be because of the money rather than because I actually see myself enjoying it. So no, careers are not the most important things for me- I just want to have enough money to do other things. This is more important than the actual job itself.

Whilst the responses of the ritualist students do suggest an apathy, and in some cases a clear indifference, towards work and careers, they also reflect a perceived need to develop a career. Far from abandoning goals around careers these students are still concerned with the need to ‘get on the career ladder’. This not only fulfils the practical need to achieve a sufficient income, but also a return from the costs of entering higher education. These students are therefore conforming to what they view as a culturally prescribed goal of integrating into the labour market and developing a career. However, they tend to place more emphasis on the by-products of their labour market activities in terms of enjoying relative affluence and consumption: 
Emma: I think having a career is forced upon us, like something you have to do for the whole of your life. I think there are other ways of defining yourself as a person, not just through your work, although I can see how for some people it can be.

Kim: There are other things in life outside of your career, so I think if it important to find a balance and not focus all on that. To me relationships, children are also important and whilst I do want a decent job it is not everything.

There are some interesting features in these students’ attitudes to the current labour market which contrast somewhat with the careerists. The ritualist students were much more ambivalent in their attitude to the current labour market. For the most part, they perceived limited opportunity structures in the current labour market, whereby their ‘horizons for action’ (Hodkinson et al, 1996) are seen to be narrow. They were far less likely to embrace the challenges of future career progression within more flexible, less secure and competitive labour markets. As such, these students were far more sceptical of the rhetoric of the knowledge economy, anticipating instead limited scope to apply whatever skills and knowledge they have acquired. Indeed, some of these students had also experienced first hand for themselves, or through peers, the frustrating and disenchanting labour market experience, even though they had succeeded in higher education. Such views appear to be reinforced by these students’ own lived experiences of the job market: 

Paula: Rubbish, completely rubbish…all in all I think your chances of getting the job you want are pants really. I came to realise that there are not as many “dream jobs” out there, that in most companies it is a grind. After my own experience of jobs such as marketing, PR I can see that most aren’t all they are cracked up to be- it all seems a bit limited.

Such perceptions further reflected an attempt on the part of these students to lower the stakes for future employment. Such tensions clearly appeared to frame these students’ rationalisations about appropriate future employment options, largely reflected in their aims to lower the stakes. This was especially the case with students from lower-middle class whose parents had not entered higher education and were involved in lower status bureaucratic employment. It would appear that these wider class-cultural dispositions feed into students’ sense of what are available and realistic options in the labour market, and which they use to negotiate their position in the labour market field. Underscoring this is the perception of limited available opportunity structures and of possessing limited cultural and social capital resources to negotiate the challenges of the labour market, leading these students to ‘settle for less’. Such responses thus suggest an active negotiation on the part of these students in making sense what are appropriate and realistic future labour market options.
Further, there was very much a tendency for these female students to shy away from what were perceived to be male-dominated, competitive labour markets, and instead opt for what were viewed to be lower demand, lower-entry job markets where their anticipated trajectories would follow a smother, more stable path. This was in contrast to the more ambitious expectations of careerist who were aware, sometimes informally, that they possessed the appropriate forms of cultural capital to negotiate higher demand, high-risk graduate markets. This was clear amongst some of the female students wary of entering into competitive and male-dominated labour markets:
Emma: I don’t think it’s that easy and you need a lot of determination, you need a fair amount of experience and building up of contacts… it’s just the general competition throughout with most graduates going for the same positions. Personally myself I don’t think I’ll have that much difficulty with the Probation service which has very low unemployment and are trying to recruit people, so I shouldn’t have that much problem personally. But I do know a lot of people who will have a lot of problems such as people who want to go into Human Resources or something. For instance one of my friends who is a very good student and is probably going to get a First and she has been rejected and she spent a year in industry last year and has got to the stage where she is getting frustrated…. And so I can’t see what they want from people if she’s got everything and she can’t break into it.

Isobelle: I guess I’ve just seen so many graduates leaving university doing so many poorly paid and mundane jobs and also people who were expecting dream jobs and not getting them… I don’t think there is as much opportunity for graduate as everyone thinks.

It was also evident that the ritualists were wary of the competition for many graduate-level jobs. These students were distinctly apprehensive about the task of trying gain a positional advantage in the labour market. In turn, they were developing a more indifferent attitude to the challenges of positional competition than the careerists. Their understanding and attitude to the labour market is such that they are not prepared to make a significant amount of personal and emotional investment in the management of their employability. Again, underpinning these views is the sense that they do not possess sufficient levels of social, cultural and personal capital needed to access, and succeed in, elite and tough entry jobs. Their response therefore represents a form of psychological distancing from the challenges confronting graduates in the labour market.
However, the ritualists were also instrumental in their approach to studying and developing their credentials. Whereas the careerist took a ‘do all you can’ approach, the ritualists tended to adopt a ‘do all you need’ attitude. Yet these students were far more likely to lower the stakes for their future employment opportunities. The majority were orientating themselves to labour markets where their employability was seen to be easier to manage; labour markets whose structures were easier to negotiate and where their career progression might take a clearer, smoother and more stable path. Typical jobs which these students aspired towards were in the public sector such as teaching, social work, public administration and other labour markets which resembled a more bureaucratic structure. These job areas also tended to be less lucrative and less high-profile, and where demand for graduates was seen to be higher. The ritualist students were therefore keen to settle for careers where they might be able to progress more easily; even though the work-related and material rewards might be limited. 
Owen: I do like the idea of teaching because it is a relatively secure package. I think I’d find it a lot harder to get by in Law and just to get your foot in the door takes a lot to do, like doing a training contract and work experience. I think teaching will be a lot easier.

Vanessa: I think the public sector is a lot more secure in that it is not that competitive and there is not the same drive to make profit. I have never actually been a very competitive person so I know I would prefer to work in an environment where there isn’t that constant pressure.  I think that because my job is not going to be my life I would not want to stay around until ten o clock at night doing all sorts of jobs. 
By lowering the stakes and settling for what they perceive to be easier and more manageable forms of employability, these students’ responses could further be seen as an attempt to manage risk. Both Giddens (1991) and Beck (1992) have observed that the management of risk has taken an increasingly central role in the formation of social identities in the late modern age. This is likely to be reinforced by the increasingly individualised and de-institutionalised contexts where risk and uncertainty are played out. It may be wrong therefore to simply view their responses as being risk-averse. Instead, these students appear to be taking an active role in the management of their labour market futures and aspirations, and are therefore trying to take a control over their future life trajectories. Moreover, these students appear to be responding to culturally-derived dispositions which rationalise and guide the types of decisions and outlooks they are developing around their future career progression.

Retreatism: abandoning labour market goals and employability

Only two students fell into the retreatist category. However, their responses are interesting because they represent some genuine feelings of anxiety and disaffection amongst some students around the labour market. These students had developed a dislocated sense of where they stood in relation to their future labour market trajectories. The process of developing a career was viewed as a daunting one. Their response instead was to abandon this task and pursue other goals which clearly fell outside the sphere of careers and employability. 

These students were far from being the ‘social aliens’ which Merton depicts retreatists to be. Both were high-achieving and from comfortable home backgrounds. Their responses could instead be seen more as an example of the attitudes of ‘hedonistic youth’ (Roszak, 1969). These students looked to extend their youth and continue to enjoy the relatively loosely regulated lifestyles they had so far experienced. Entering the job market was viewed as a forced pressure which they were unprepared to negotiate at this stage in their lives. However, underpinning these students’ attitudes was a clear indifference towards the current labour market. They also appeared acutely aware of the limitations of their hard credentials in determining their labour market outcomes. Their response involved an even greater psychological distancing from the realities of work and the challenges of managing their employability:
Jane: Well I think the thought of doing a nine to five desk job doesn’t really thrill me at all - it kind of scares me actually. I’ve got a friend doing Business studies and he says to be “why don’t you go into HR, PR or advertising”, but the thing is, I don’t know anything about them and I’d have to do a fair bit of research around them, but the thing is I’m not really that bothered. Like, I’ve kind of considered going into something which actually helps people, like organising charity events or something, you know something which helps people. But this may not be until three years time, so I’m not too worried about it.

One of these students, Lyndsey, did hint at a quasi-political leaning in her approach to modern work organisations and the various inequalities which they engendered. She expressed particular discontent at the prospect of servicing ‘corrupt’ and ‘greedy’ corporations. To this extent, her own inclination was to rebel against the market. However, this took a largely passive form. Her overriding response was to ‘turn away’ from what she interpreted as being the harsh and unfair realities of the current labour market. She planned instead to spend five years travelling in Africa and Asia where she could ‘experience the world’, with the possibility of doing temporary employment along the way. She did, however, allude to a possible plan after her travels to “maybe enter investigate journalism to uncover corporate corruption”:

Lyndsey: I know I’ve probably got a very strange approach to careers, um, but to be honest I don’t really think that I want a career as such - I just want to do something that gives me satisfaction and just help other people….I think it’s more likely that I’ll end up in a  job that I don’t like - I mean I went to the careers fair the other day and just from the information I was getting I just felt that I wouldn’t want to work for any big company… I’d rather change the world!
It is difficult to predict how this sense of labour market dislocation will affect the longer-term trajectories of these students. It may be a case that their responses may transform into a negative ritualistic orientation in the future. The pressures of maintaining a livelihood and trying to achieve an affordable lifestyle may well propel these students towards finding full-time and sustainable employment. However, their current responses highlight the difficulties underlining some young people’s transitions into the labour market, and their sense of a limited scope for action.

Discussion and conclusions

This evidence shows that the transition from higher education to the labour market involves an active process for students. The problem of employability and its management now appears to be informing students’ understand, and approaches towards, the labour market. Students view their employability as a crucial issue which has to be negotiated and worked at. This not only involves developing their individual graduate profiles and credentials, but also particular attitudes and appropriate labour market strategies.

The analysis of student attitudes and orientations also highlights the differences amongst students in their approaches to future work and careers. Students’ orientations to the labour market not only reflected the way they were beginning to understand and manage their employability, but also their attempts to manage their labour market expectations and aspirations. For some, this also involved the management of disappointment. This study focused on the views and narratives of a group of largely middle class, high-achieving young people. It highlights not only the differences in attitudes between these students, but also some of the tensions and pressures which many are experiencing in the pursuit of future employment. It appears that students now no longer anticipate a clear link between their merit in education and its reward in the labour market. Many students, particularly those whose future aspirations are strongly geared around their future employment, now perceive the need to develop more proactive and aggressive labour market strategies. This goes far beyond what they achieve in the formal education setting. 

This study further demonstrates the way in which individuals are beginning to construct identities around the labour market and their own employability. Students’ approaches to their future work and employability reflect the way in which they come to view themselves in relation to work and careers, and how they come to make sense of who they are as individuals. Students’ employability, and how they come to understand it, is therefore subjective. It not only relates to their socially constructed perceptions of changes within the labour market and in higher education, but also their dispositions to work and careers. 

It would be wrong to infer that the difference between the careerists and the ritualists reflects a difference in any objective or absolute level of employability. Instead, it mainly reflects differences in the way these students are positioning themselves in relation to future work, and what they perceive to be appropriate and meaningful courses of future action. This is likely to influence strongly the way they go about the task of trying to manage their future activities in the labour market. To this extent, these students are actively negotiating a place in the labour market, based not only on formal understanding of particular job markets, but also more implicit forms of labour market knowledge and ideas. Such dispositions are likely to shape further the way they make sense of the various options and opportunities ahead of them, as well as how they understand their future labour market options and trajectories.
This has some important policy implications. As we have shown, in many cases students do in fact operate in rational and utilitarian ways, looking to optimise their potential for a return on their investment in education. Such approaches are likely to influence these students’ actual outcomes when they do enter the employment market. However, the evidence also points to factors which may constrain access to the types of labour market returns which graduates are expected to attain. The evidence suggests inequalities amongst students in the way they approach careers and understand their potential as graduates. Whilst in most cases students are developing more instrumental forms of rationality, not all students are using the discourse of ‘investment’ and ‘economic return’ in relation to their future employment. It would appear evident that not all graduates will attain or, in many cases, apply for, the types of jobs which represent any kind of significant premium for the costs of higher education. This is likely to be the case even amongst the types of middle class and high-achieving students who were represented in the study.  

Employability policies have also typically focused on the supply side of the labour market. As we have shown, most policy approaches define employability in purely absolute terms (see Hillage and Pollard, 1998). Supply-side approaches, however, fail to capture the relative nature of employability. They consistently overlook the nature of graduate demand in many competitive and tough-entry job sectors which large numbers of graduates are looking to enter. The way employers go about managing graduate talent and finding ways to facilitate their skills and knowledge is a serious issue, and will continue to be so with the increase in graduates leaving mass higher education. Graduates are, and view themselves to be, in a competition for jobs which many may invariably lose. The open and fluid opportunity structure in the labour market which is enunciated by policy makers is not always anticipated by current students leaving mass higher education.

The evidence clearly demonstrates that many graduates are marginalised from high-paid, fast-track employment, and that existing patterns of inequality are likely to continue well into the future unless employers find appropriate ways of managing the large bulk of talent entering the labour market (Brown and Hesketh, 2004). Universities may in fact be limited in their capacity to enhance the employability of their students, even though policy makers consistently argue that they have a pivotal role. Teaching and learning policies around graduate employability may only have a minimal impact in aiding the labour market trajectories of graduates. At best, they may merely be a compensation for effective and equitable employer strategies for organising graduate talent.  However, the way students, graduates and employers make sense of and attempt to manage the problem of graduate employability, as well as their aspirations and expectations, presents some serious challenges for higher education in the new economy.
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