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Abstract 
Increasing employability and developing employability related skills in students is recognised as a 
major responsibility for United Kingdom (UK) higher education institutions (HEIs) with establishments 
encouraged to embed employability throughout the curriculum. The challenge for the University of 
Wolverhampton (UoW) which is ranked 2nd in England with a 96% employability level for is graduating 
students is how to achieve further improvements within the changing regulatory environment of that 
faces UK HEIs. This is underpinned by new government legislation represented by the Teaching 
Excellence Framework (TEF) that will amongst other things use employability as a key metric to 
assess quality of the courses provided and ultimately how much new students can be charged to 
undertake each academic pathway.  

A university-wide study at UoW in 2016 of current students and alumni found that despite considerable 
effort to provide and embed employability skills across the curriculum, there were still gaps in student 
awareness of the services and support available. Key findings from an on-line questionnaire and 
separate depth-interviews indicated that students were aware of the Careers Advice and Guidance 
Services (52.3%) and services to provide part-time work placements (31.5%). However, awareness of 
the other services provided was low, falling within the range of 10.4 – 17.45%. Noticeably, curriculum 
based and apparently embedded initiatives were highlighted as the ‘least known’ initiatives at 3.36%.  

Recommendations from this projects included better signposting of the relevance of employability 
skills to be made throughout the academic programme. Some contradiction was observed as to 
whether students were encouraged to use the services by academic staff or representatives of the 
services, suggesting a more consistent approach to the function of the services was required. 
Moreover, an aspect of students reticence to interact with the physical spaces inhabited by the various 
services was noted which warrants further investigation. 

Achieving improvements in employability will be achieved by using TEF criteria and core metrics. This 
in-house research has identified areas for improvement with the objective of increasing the awareness 
and use of employability skills in the curriculum. This is a top-down, university-wide project to build on 
the reputation enjoyed by UoW for achieving high employability rates, recognising there is no room for 
complacency in maintaining and improving employability rates. Excellence in employability outcomes 
is a key attribute of the UoW brand and will continue to be a major factor in student recruitment. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
In the United Kingdom (UK) there is increasing pressure on higher education (HE) providers to meet 
the expectations of students, parents, employers and other stakeholders in post graduate employment 
to embed employability and employment initiatives in the HE curriculum to create an employable 
graduate [1]. This is of increasing importance in a changing educational landscape where competition 
for students between higher education institutions (HEIs) is commodifying the individual and is 
increasingly target orientated for student numbers. An employable graduate is seen as a selling point 
for courses and measures of employability will eventually even dictate in part what HEIs can charge 
potential students to undertake HE courses in the UK. Hence, understanding of how graduates can be 
made more employable is essential. This can only come from investigation of how initiatives designed 
by HEIs to influence employability of students work and how students interact with them. This study 
set out to begin to do just that at the University of Wolverhampton (UoW) and revealed a number of 
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fundamental issues that may prevent students using the very things that have been put in place to 
increase their employability. 

1.1 Background and context 
One of the challenges facing the HE sector is to determine a unified interpretation of ‘employability’ 
and how this might be translated in practice [2]. The definition of ‘employability’ has evolved from an 
emphasis on life skills, knowledge, attitudes and citizenship to one developing a wider range of 
knowledge, skills, behaviors, attributes and attitudes, enabling graduates to be successful. The task is 
not helped by the recognition that employability is complex and involves a number of areas that 
interlink [1]. 

The definition for employability frequently quoted and used in this study is: 

‘A set of achievements - skills, understandings and personal attributes - that make individuals 
more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, which benefits 
themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy’. [3]. 

Within the context of this study, ‘employability’ is closely associated with the outcomes of work-based 
learning (WBL). According to Lester and Costley [4] the term ‘work-based learning’ refers to any 
learning that is situated in the workplace or arises directly out of workplace concerns. WBL can take 
place at work as a normal part of personal development, as a placement or internship and may 
overlap with other formal, informal or ad-hoc learning in the workplace. At the core of this debate is the 
purpose of a university? There is a view that HE is positioned as an industry rather than as a social 
institution with Morley [5] suggesting that a ‘socially-decontextualised concept of employability’ has 
become a performance indicator in the HEI quality framework, based on recording employment rates 
six months after graduation [6], [7].This approach is open to criticism with Knight and Yorke [3] arguing 
they have: ‘both conceptual and practical reservations with a measure that lacks sensitivity to the 
quality of the employment and the assumption that employability correlates closely with getting a 
graduate job’.  

The UK national economy continues to exert influence on current HEI policy. Brown and Hesketh [8] 
argue that: ‘There is a lack of understanding of the concept of employability as well as the relationship 
between educational credentials and labour market outcomes’. This suggests that students 
understand their future employment outcomes as being more complex than simply possessing extra 
qualifications and technical knowledge. The task facing students is to gain an advantage in a 
competitive labour market where employers are placing increasingly less emphasis on academic 
credentials [8]. HE students see the need to add value to their credentials in light of their ‘weakening 
currency’ as graduates [9]. A further issue with the classification of graduates in employment is the 
evident lower professional employment rates among disadvantaged students and ethnic groups, 
particularly among Black and ethnic minority (BME) graduates recording the lowest rates of post 
graduate employment [10]. The issue of widening participation to encourage students from lower 
socioeconomic groups including BME communities and young first time degree entrants, is central to 
the need to provide challenging and inclusive courses.  The objective being to enable all students to 
realise their potential, including preparing students for the workplace. As an institution UoW is widely 
recognised as being successful in preparing large numbers of students with no family history of 
graduate employment into graduate jobs [6]. 

Employability is recognised as a university-wide responsibility with higher education institutions (HEIs) 
encouraged to adopt a framework which embeds employability in the curriculum [2]. The Higher 
Education Academy (HEA) framework for embedding employability in education offers a structure and 
process for defining and developing an effective approach to meet the needs of stakeholders, aligned 
to the UK professional standards framework [1]. The HEA framework is a practical ‘tool’ for HEIs, 
building on the ideas expressed in the literature. Knight and Yorke [3] suggest there are four ways to 
enhance employability: ‘1) provide workplace experience for students, 2) embedded entrepreneurship 
modules, 3) good careers advice, 4) using portfolios and records of achievement’. Dacre and Sewell 
[11] see employability as a ‘lifelong issue’ with nobody ever being ‘perfectly employable’. There will 
always be aspects of a person’s employability that would benefit from improvement. In reviewing the 
contemporary literature on employability and WBL, it is apparent that while there is considerable 
comment and general agreement from academics on the suggested approaches and frameworks, 
there is limited evidence of the student ‘voice’ outside the findings of the National Student Survey [10].  

Amongst UK HEIs UoW is ranked highly for ‘employability’ and achieves a score of 96% for the 
number of students in employment or continuing education six months after graduating [6], [12]. The 
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focus on the needs of employers and graduate employability is reflected in the university's vision and 
mission statement: "To be an employer-focused university connected with our local, national and 
global communities delivering opportunity and academic excellence" [12]. At the heart of the UoW 
employability strategy is the ‘Employability Award’ a high quality careers information system to support 
employment skills with guest lectures, employment events, employer award, staff development, 
internships and placements. A range of generic study skills and subject specific employability skills is 
embedded within the UoW curriculum, supplemented by WBL initiatives ranging from voluntary 
activities to job placements and sandwich courses, supporting good ‘employability’ practice across the 
university and preparing students for future employment. However, there is no room for complacency 
as students’ experiences, recollection of employability initiatives and employment outcomes vary 
widely [13], [10]. Anecdotal evidence suggests that while a range of employability key skills are 
included in the curriculum these are forgotten by Level 6, casting doubt on the level of student 
engagement in employability skills. There is also evidence to suggest that the outcomes for WBL 
initiatives vary across the university and lack consistency, affecting the employment opportunities and 
outcomes for graduates.  

1.2 The Teaching Excellence Framework 
The Teaching excellence frame work (TEF) is a UK government scheme that has recently been 
introduced to monitor and measure the quality of teaching in HEIs in England. This measure is not 
only intended to be made at an institutional level but will also be made down to actual course level and 
will ultimately dictate how much a HEI can charge for a particular course [14]. The TEF generates a 
score based on three criteria: teaching quality, learning environment and student outcomes and 
learning gain. Each of these is composed of a variety of metrics. For the final criteria a key metric is 
graduate destinations and employment on graduation. Hence, it is vital that HEIs provide effective 
ways to make their students more employable as ultimately this will affect income. However, to do this 
an understanding of how students use and integrate with employability strategies provided by their 
institution is needed.  

1.3 Aims and objectives of the study 
This project aimed to investigate what students understood by the term ‘employability and what they 
thought were important aspects that make an employable graduate. Moreover, it also aimed to explore 
how students interact with the range of employability initiatives that UoW provide and identify any 
perceived barriers that stop them being used.   

2 RESEARCH METHODS 
This study applied a mixed methods approach to explore and describe the attitudes and experiences 
of students and alumni from the UoW of the university’s current employability strategies.  Data for the 
study was gathered in two stages; an initial electronic questionnaire allowed quantitative analysis of 
responses and individual interviews provided interpretive qualitative analysis of experiences. 

2.1 Electronic questionnaires 
The questionnaire was delivered on-line to students at all levels of undergraduate and postgraduate 
study in the home faculties of the authors. It was also distributed to alumni who had graduated within 
the last 5 years from the University. The on-line questionnaire invitation was administered via email 
and included a brief explanation of the study and the questionnaire link. This first stage of data 
gathering enabled exploration of the research area on a wider scale than would be possible through 
individual interviews alone. Questionnaires provide an appropriate method for gathering data about 
abstract ideas or concepts that are otherwise difficult to quantify, such as opinions, attitudes and 
beliefs [15]. The quantitative data gathered from individuals’ responses enabled simple numerical 
analysis of responses to questions allowing identification of student groups, themes or trends. Data 
was gathered and exported initially into Microsoft Excel and then into the statistical package SPSS to 
allow coding and analysis of responses. Statistical analysis was performed to evaluate correlations 
within and between responses and any relationships to respondent demographics. In addition, free-
text boxes were provided for responses to allow qualitative data to be gathered which was then used 
to direct the second stage of data gathering. 
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2.2 Card sorting tasks and structured interviews 
The second stage of data gathering involved interviews with 5 volunteers. The first part of these face 
to face sessions drew upon Q-methodology and utilised a range of ‘sort-tasks’ performed prior to a 
formal interview. These tasks used the data collected from the first stage of data gathering in the 
questionnaire. Q-methodology is a valuable approach which enables the researcher to explore each 
person's subjective viewpoints and identify individual attitudes, feelings, perceptions, and values 
towards an object [16]. As such, it is an appropriate research method to draw upon to clarify attitudes 
towards employability and employability strategies.  

Interviews were carried out and thematic analysis of the transcripts performed to identify patterns 
within the data. The aim was to provide a rich thematic description of the entire data set gathered from 
the interview stage to provide a sense of the predominant themes rather than a detailed or nuanced 
account of a particular theme. 

2.2.1 Card sorting 
Two sort tasks were undertaken by the interviewees. The first was a simple card organisation task and 
the second a full Q-sort. The first sort task was based on free text responses to the questionnaire. The 
question asked: ‘What 5 things do you consider as being important skills that contribute to your 
employability’?  The responses were entered onto small individual cards. Volunteers were asked to 
select what they perceived as the top-five employability skills from the cards.  They ranked the cards 
in order of importance and a photo record was made of each individual’s card sorting to enable 
comparative analysis.  

The second task used further free text responses from the questionnaire including: ‘If you have 
highlighted that you are aware of one or more of the university employability initiatives but have not 
used them please try to explain why this might be’? and ‘If you have highlighted that you have used 
one or more of the initiatives please try to explain why you decided to use them?’. These statements 
were transferred to Q-cards and volunteers were asked to rank the statements onto a simple 7 by 5 3+ 
to 3- Q-grid. Factor analysis was performed using PQ method software to identify correlations within 
and between respondents’ selections (http://schmolck.userweb.mwn.de/qmethod/). During each of the 
sort tasks volunteers were asked to ‘think-out-aloud’ and their commentary was recorded and later 
transcribed. This provided a physical distribution of cards and a narrative reasoning for the sorting 
task. If the autonomous narrative provided by the volunteer was limited, the interviewer asked for 
clarification and reasoning behind the positioning of the cards. 

2.2.2 Interviews 
On completion of the card sorting tasks semi-structured interviews were then conducted based on the 
questions in table 1. Each interview was recorded and transcribed verbatim. Questioning allowed 
concepts to be considered in greater depth considering the role of the initiatives in supporting the 
development of employability skills and to illuminate individuals’ experiences and attitudes. 

Table 1.  Questions used in semi-structured interviews. These questions were informed  
by the previous electronic questionnaire. 

1. Have you been encouraged to participate in any of the University’s employability initiatives (by 
whom)? 

2. Do you find helpful any of the employability initiatives from the University (Why)? 

3. Some people state that: they are unsure how to access support for employability within the 
University. What is your opinion about the accessibility to University’s employability initiatives? 

4. What do you think is the effect of being in a certain age group at the time of looking for a job at 
the work-place? 

5. If you can only keep only two features from communication skills, work experience and 
qualifications, which ones would you keep, and why? 
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3 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
From application of the electronic questionnaire, card sorting and semi structured interviews 
quantitative and qualitative data was obtained that revealed the participants attitudes and related 
opinions towards employability and the strategies employed to provide employability related skills at 
UoW. 

3.1 Questionnaire analysis 
A total of 149 responses were obtained; 65 males (43.6 %) 63 females (42.3%) form a variety of 
ethnicities age groups from 20 to 50 years. A total of 21 participants (14.1 %) did not respond to the 
question. The responses from the online questionnaire were extracted then imported into the statistical 
package SPSS. Coding was carried out to reflect the Likert scale used to capture respondents’ 
opinions and numeric variable types used to categorise the variables. Analysis indicated that there is a 
positive correlation between age and perceived usefulness of the various employability initiatives (P = 
0.004). It also suggested that there is no correlation with ethnicity (P = 0.46); all groups providing 
similar responses to the questions. 

Further analysis of responses was carried out to investigate individuals’ awareness of the range of 
employability services currently used at UoW. Respondents were most aware of the Careers Advice 
and Guidance Services (52.3%) and The Workplace which provides work experience opportunities 
(31.5%). Awareness of any other services currently provided was low falling within the range of 10.4 – 
17.45%. Noticeably, course based initiatives and business incubation were highlighted as the ‘least 
known about’ initiatives at 3.36% and 4.03% respectively.  

Analysis of free text responses from the questionnaire was carried out by initially grouping common 
terms, statements or ‘factors’ evident in the data together and comparing the frequency of their 
occurrence. This analysis suggested that most respondents had not used the initiatives because they 
didn’t need them or they were unsuitable. Being unsure about how to access the services or they did 
not know about them also occurred frequently. Other important factors identified included the services 
not being relevant, time restraints on access or simply already being in employment. 

Further analysis of responses indicated that when students did access the initiatives they did this for 
career and employment advice. Additional, reasons were that students ‘interacted with employability 
services as a part of a module’, that they were ‘advised to attend’ and for ‘employability advice for 
post-graduation’. However, the findings also suggested that individuals do not associate this access 
as a course based initiative. This contradiction highlights that initiatives are viewed by students as an 
adjunct rather than being integrated into awards.  

Questionnaire participants were also asked what they perceived as the most important employability 
skills. Again the frequency of the responses was calculated and compared. Table 2 shows the results 
of the analysis. 

Table 2.  Frequency analysis of free text responses in which students alumni 
 were asked for the single most important factor that contributed to employability.  

 Alumni Students 

Most important aspect to being employed Amount % Amount % 

Experience 26 23.0 25 38.5 

Communication skills 5 4.4 10 15.4 

Qualifications 6 5.3 6 9.2 

Adaptability and flexibility 11 9.7 0 0 

Other skills 8 7.1 4 6.2 

Both groups ranked experience as being the most important aspect contributing to employability. 
However, the difference in perception between the two groups was that the alumni identified 
adaptability and flexibility as being important. Results mirror the findings of Brown and Hesketh [8] in 
that students and alumni acknowledge that qualifications are not the most important aspect of being 
employable.  
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3.2 Analysis of interview data 
The second stage of data gathering was used to provide a deeper insight into the perceptions 
surrounding employability, the UOW employability initiatives and how these contribute to employability 
of students. 

3.2.1 Import factors for employability 
Having identified the main skills perceived as most important for employability through the 
questionnaire a card sort task with a ‘think out aloud’ narrative was used to further investigate 
perceptions. From the 32 terms extracted from questionnaire responses interviewees were asked to 
choose 5 and rank them in order of importance. Responses were scored depending on their ranking 
with the top given a score of 5 and the bottom 1. Interviewees identified a total of 17 different skills in 
their top 5. Three factors had the highest frequency; experience in the job role, problem solving skills, 
and the possession of relevant qualifications. This further supports the findings from the questionnaire. 
Participants acknowledged qualifications are ranked in the top 5 since; 

[qualifications]…its usually the entry part that’s make or break straight away 

Problem solving skills stems from adaptability in the job role and as 80% of interviewees were alumni 
who are all currently employed this is considered important. Experience was ranked highly by 
participants and is seen as a necessary evil required by employers; 

[experience]…that’s all part of the catch 22, you  need experience to get the job, but you need 
the job to get the experience. 

3.2.2 Q-sort task and analysis 
Use of a Q – sort analysis did not provide a consensus in opinion between participants. This may be 
due to the small sample size used or reflect the lack of agreement around the concepts that underlie 
employability. Hence, thematic analysis of interview narratives was used to establish a richer data set 

3.2.3 Comparative thematic analysis of interview transcriptions 
Recorded interview discourse was transcribed verbatim and related themes drawn from the 
statements and perceptions provided by each participant during task narratives and direct questioning. 
Analysis of the transcripts revealed 3 main themes and a number of minor themes which related to the 
discourse. These themes are summarised in fig 1. 

 
Figure: 1. Basic thematic analysis of interview transcriptions from student and alumni volunteers. 
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The three main themes identified were relevance, signposting and accessibility of the services and 
focused mainly on the careers advice services and the workplace as the main initiatives. Interviewees 
questioned the relevance of the services to their specific degree pathway and eventual career 
aspirations:  

…my field is very specialist I got a lot more help about CV’s by speaking to barristers direct 
because how they wanted CV’s were very different to the employability service… 

They also questioned the social relevance of having face to face meeting space since online 
interaction may be more appropriate: 

…I feel that because of my age group being part of a digital age we’ve grown up with the whole 
idea of using computer and technology… 

These comments suggest that the lack of subject specific advice available could be reducing 
perception of the usefulness of the services and the delivery may not be socially and culturally 
appropriate. Signposting represents how students are informed about and directed to the range of 
employability services. Importantly this also relates to the role of staff and the institution in promoting 
interaction as all but one interviewee mentioned that they were never encouraged to use the available 
initiatives. One participant stated that: 

…the confusion came with the workplace and careers being separate, not knowing which one to 
go for what… 

This may indicate that students need greater support to raise awareness of where to go for the most 
appropriate for their specific needs. Issues of signposting were further compounded by perceptions of 
accessibility. Participants’ comments suggested a feeling of being ‘shut out from the office’. They 
described how the physical environment appears uninviting and the online content was not always 
readily accessible. This was clearly demonstrated by comments from interviewees; 

…the work place is right by the entrance and the doors are always closed and it seems quite 
shut off. It never really felt like I could go in there…  

This may show how the actual physical nature of the offices influences peoples’ decision to interact 
with them and how the barrier of a door even if unlocked says ‘do not enter’. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
As initially outlined, definitions of employability and how it can be supported in undergraduates raises 
more questions than answers. Findings from questionnaire responses and interviews with students 
and alumni suggested that students do interact with the various employability initiatives or services 
provided by UoW but those with a visible presence are used more. Student age positively correlated 
with perceived use and usefulness of the services. Students coming to the end of their degree 
pathway valued the services more when needing help to find employment. There was no obvious 
correlation with sex or ethnicity indicating an inclusive approach in the provision/access of the 
services. However, it is clear from both questionnaire responses and interviews that students and 
alumni feel that the advice given is not specific enough for the needs of the students and the general 
advice and guidance available is not suitable for students with aspirations of particular job roles. 
Additionally, access and clarity of role of the employability services was raised as an issue. There 
appeared to be some confusion as to what in particular each of the services actually can provide for 
students. Moreover, respondents mentioned that access was not easy and that the physical presence 
with a closed office door was a mental barrier to interacting with the initiatives. When they turn to 
electronic means to find the information they need it is also not always easy to find which further 
confounds accessibility. 

When the understanding of the term ‘employability’ was investigated in students and alumni in both 
questionnaires and interviews a variety of factors were identified that were considered important in 
contributing to employability. The major factor identified was experience and it was the perceived need 
for this that led students to the employability services and initiatives. Anecdotally students even felt 
highly pressurised to gain experience via any means necessary as they rightly see it as essential to 
finding work on completion of their university course. This then was seen as the primary driver for 
interaction seen in the study. The other attributes identified as important in both questionnaire and 
interviews are already gained by students during their normal life in higher education but this remained 
largely unacknowledged by respondents or interviewees. This may show that although students are 
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developing relevant skills they may not be associating these with becoming more employable. As such 
greater signposting of the relevance of these skills needs to be made throughout academic 
programmes. Some contradiction was observed as to whether students were encouraged to use the 
services or not by academic staff or representatives of the services. The very existence of this 
conflicting data shows that there is no consistent approach to signposting the function of the services 
and this is an important factor that should be addressed. 
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