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David Benady

Some 300,000 students 
across the UK will collect 
their degree results 
this summer. Once 
the celebrations – or 
commiserations – have 

subsided, what kind of working 
landscape awaits them?  

Graduate unemployment fell to 
its lowest rate in nearly 30 years in 
the 2017/18 period – only 5.3% of 
new graduates who were looking 
for a job had failed to find one six 

The world of work
The number of
unemployed grads
hits 30-year low

▲ Graduates are 
picky about the 
jobs they take – 
and many are 
choosing further 
study instead
photograph: 
getty images

months after graduating, according 
to a Prospects report, What do 
graduates do? However, all of the 
100 leading UK employers surveyed 
by High Fliers Research had cut back 
on graduate hires in 2017, due to 
uncertainty surrounding Brexit.

These reductions – in 
unemployed graduates and the 
number of jobs on the table – point 
to a steep increase in first-degree 
graduates heading for further study, 
and the statistics support this: 
nearly 16% of graduates took this 
option in 2017, up from 13% in 2016, 
according to the Prospects report. 

Charlie Ball, head of higher 
education intelligence at Prospects, 
puts this down to individual 
decisions, rather than the 
recruitment market itself: “The 
graduate labour market has held 
up well despite the economic and 
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political shocks of 2016,” he says. 
“Employers continue to recruit 
and need skilled workers, but some 
graduates are not behaving as they 
usually do in this kind of climate, 
instead turning to further study.”

The Prospects report found 
that in 2016 there were big rises 
in graduates going into nursing, 
graphic design, marketing, 
cinematography and photography, 
finance and IT. There were falls 
in those working in medicine, 
teaching, web design and civil 
engineering, as fewer students 
studied those subjects.  

But graduates are becoming 
increasingly picky about the types 
of employment they accept. Many 
are looking for rewarding work that 
suits their abilities and aspirations, 
rather than taking just any job that 
presents itself. 

Jordan Roberts, who has just 
sat his finals for a BA in modern 
languages at the University of 
Southampton, feels fortunate 
knowing what he wants to do next. 
He’s been accepted on the Japanese 
Exchange and Teaching Programme 
(JET), and will spend up to two years 

practitioner Andy Port. “Equipped 
with this, a graduate is much more 
likely to make better career choices 
and feel more motivated to perform 
effectively in their role.”

Employers are also moving away 
from trying to squeeze round pegs 
into square holes in the jobs market. 
Some are adopting what is known 
as a strengths-based assessment, 
rather than a competency-based 
system. This means finding out 
about candidates’ inherent abilities 
and how they would behave in given 
situations, rather than simply asking 
for examples of work experience 
that demonstrate their qualities. 
The Institute of Student Employers 
reported that 17% of its members 
used strengths-only recruitment 
processes in 2017/18 and this number 
is likely to rise. 

The most popular fields of 
employment for graduates continue 
to be business, law, health and 
marketing, although Stephanie 
Redding, a careers consultant at 
the University of Warwick, says 
the public sector is also popular. 
The civil service fast stream, which 
fast-tracks recruits into leadership 
positions, is attractive to graduates, 
she says. “A lot of students want 
a career where they are making 
a difference and affecting policy 
change, so it is a very popular area.”

Graduates can apply to the 
National Graduate Development 
Programme, which offers training 
for government roles. 

This year’s graduates have 
cause to celebrate their prospects. 
Their challenge will be to find jobs 
that deliver fulfilment and career 
satisfaction. 

Brexit-related uncertainty 
has tempted graduates into 
postgrad courses, but the 
jobs market is still strong Today’s graduates are entering a buoyant 

jobs market, but they face ever-greater 
competition from their peers. 

Several important trends are shaping 
the experiences of graduate job seekers: 
automation; the growing importance of 

online interviews and presentations; a shift in focus 
to personal attributes and work experience; and the 
interplay of contacts and personal “capital”. 

I think many people have underestimated just how 
quickly recruitment is changing. Employment across 
numerous sectors is being automated, and this applies 
to the recruitment process too, where there has been a 
significant increase in the use of artificial intelligence (AI). 

Many of the leading graduate recruiters now record 
video of applicants responding to gamified interview 
questions. These can then be assessed by a computer 
running a complex algorithm. 

So it’s important for students that they spruce up 
their presentation skills – which differ according to 
whether an interview takes place in person or online. 
Looking at the camera during a video call – instead 
of at the interviewer’s face – creates a much better 
impression, for example. 

What else makes a graduate more employable? With 
companies looking for candidates who can show they 
are “passionate”, “enthusiastic” and “committed”, it’s 
important to demonstrate  behavioural characteristics 
that match their wishlists. 

I’ve been doing some research into “zombie” 
jobs – jobs that still exist but, because of automation, 
AI and robotics, are in the process of changing, and 
are becoming gradually dehumanised. If you look 
at the financial services sector, for example, change 
is occurring rapidly, with AI taking over areas that 
were once reserved for specialists. Employers are still 
recruiting lots of graduates but they are prioritising 
communication skills and the ability to work effectively 
with others. They want their graduates to project an 

image of the organisation. 
To help our students remain 

employable into the 21st century, we 
are developing the concept of ICE – 
Innovation, Creativity and Enterprise. 
We think that graduates who focus 
on these core areas will remain 
employable, regardless of the onset 
of AI, but they will need to be able to 
point to examples of how they have 
used these skills in an interview. 

That can be hard for a 21-year-old, 
who may not have had a great deal 

of experience. Which is why it is so important to get as 
much work experience as possible while at university, or 
on a gap year. 

The other component that will prove invaluable for 
graduates seeking to land a good job is contacts. Parents 
may be able to offer some assistance here, through 
associations they have made during their careers, but 
graduates should take control of this area themselves. 
Having a broad and diverse set of professional contacts 
on LinkedIn could even help the jobs come to you. 

Your university careers service should be able to help 
you make contacts and give you an insight into how you 
can best market your skills and ambitions. 

No one should graduate from university without a 
great LinkedIn profile and a wide network of contacts.

Dr Paul Redmond is director of student experience and 
enhancement at the University of Liverpool

67%
The number of 2015/16 UK and EU 
graduates  in full-time work in the UK 
six months after leaving university

17%
The proportion of employed 2015/16 
graduates who took jobs working as 
healthcare professionals

‘Having a decent set of 
contacts on LinkedIn 
could even help the jobs 
come to you. Graduates 
need to take control of 
this area’

as an English-language teaching 
assistant in a village in Japan if he 
gets a good degree. Since he first 
found out about the JET programme 
while still studying for his A-levels, 
that’s been his focus . 

“I am very lucky because I 
specifically had one thing I wanted 
to do and I got it,” he says, although 
he worries that he will struggle 
to find a job that makes use of his 
languages long term. 

“If you don’t want to go into being 
an interpreter or translator, or do 
teaching, your language skills are 
very secondary. I really don’t think 
I could accept and be happy in a job 
where I don’t use those skills and 
don’t travel.”

Having racked up the best part of 
£30,000 in tuition-fee loans, a lot of 
graduates feel they have a right to be 
choosy about the career paths they 
follow. This puts the onus on them 
to discover what they really want. 

“Developing self-understanding 
and self-knowledge is the key 
to career happiness, success 
and fulfilment,” says University 
of Southampton lead careers 
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Future-proofing yourself 
for the jobs market? 
Focus on creativity and 
interpersonal skills
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‘Some graduates are 
not behaving as they 
usually do, and are 
turning to further 
study instead’
Charlie Ball
Prospects

Graduate employment figures are up, but 
some employers are finding it hard to fill 
vacancies due to skills shortages. In this 
supplement we look 
at the challenges 
graduates face – from 

finding an internship to applying 
to grad schemes and building up 
confidence for interviews. We look 
at how AI is changing both the jobs 
market and the way graduates 
are recruited – with recruiters 
introducing video interviews, apps, 
psychometric testing and even 
virtual reality. One thinks this is 
having a positive effect: “Ten years 
ago big recruiters went only to the best universities, 
but apps and videos have levelled the field.” There are 
facts and stats on public sector careers and training 
programmes, such as Frontline for social workers. And 
we find out about recruitment programmes that are 
tackling gender imbalance. “The companies making a 
real difference,” says one CEO, “are those taking a hard 
look at how they can change their culture and tackle 
unconscious bias.”

‘The introduction of 
video interviews, apps, 
psychometric testing 
and even virtual reality 
has levelled the playing 
field for recruitment’



timetable has changed. Organisations 
only used to consider final-year 
undergraduates. Now more than 
half offer paid internships or short 
introductory schemes in year one. 
Most firms solicit applications once 
a year, normally in September or 
October, though some have two 
annual intakes. 

Stephen Isherwood, chief 
executive of the ISE, says: “You need 

I didn’t always dream of 
becoming a financial services 
risk consultant, but I do 
love my job – especially the 
opportunities it gives me to 
solve problems and learn 

new skills. It’s a steep learning curve 
and I’m challenged every day in my 
role. I work in a team that manages 
risk for a wide variety of financial 
services providers – mainly banks. 
We help them minimise risk and 
comply with regulation. EY has 
given me a lot of responsibility from 
the get-go.

 I’m Ugandan and Kenyan, and 
moved to the UK when I was four. 
I studied A-levels in maths, physics, 
technology, art and design. I really 
enjoyed the creative aspects of art 
and design, but preferred problem 
solving in maths and physics 
classes. I wanted to study a more 
structured degree, so I choose 
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Internships
Are formal
work‑experience
schemes the right
path for you?

Applications
How technology
is changing the
interview game

P rofessional experience 
is vital for getting hired 
as a graduate – and an 
internship could be your 
golden ticket to both. 
More than one-third of 

recruiters are unlikely to employ a 
graduate with no work experience, 
according to High Fliers Research. 

Interning can be a fabulous way 
to accrue the skills and network 
needed to land a good job, says 
Victoria Lawes, UK director of 
resourcing at Deloitte: “It’s a win-
win. Students find out if that career 
is for them. Companies get early 
access to talent.” More than 60% of 
Deloitte’s undergraduate interns are 
hired into graduate roles. 

The most rewarding schemes, 
however, are fiercely competitive. 
Employers receive an average of 51 
applications per vacancy, according 
to a 2017 report by the Institute of 
Student Employers (ISE). 

Deloitte, for example, gets more 
than 16,000 applications for its 
internship and work-experience 
programmes – from both school and 
university students – each year. Only 
around 350 undergraduates get on to 
its Summer Vacation internship. 

So, what should students know 
about internships? For starters, the 

D id your last job 
interview involve 
climbing a steep, 
snowy mountain, 
navigating a maze or 
visiting an ancient 

Greek temple? No? Then get ready 
– this is what it may take to get a 
graduate job. 

Rather than being put through 
your paces physically, you’re likely 
to encounter these scenarios in 
the virtual realm. With employers 
relying less on academic grades to 
assess graduates, mobile apps, video 
interviews, online psychometric tests 
and virtual reality (VR) are playing a 
bigger role in deciding who gets hired. 

Such is the case at Lloyds Banking 
Group. During its last recruitment 
campaign, 400 candidates used VR. 
This immersed them in scenarios 
they would face at the bank, although 
one was set in a Greek temple. 

“The more we allow candidates 
to reveal their natural strengths 
and behaviours, the more we can 
ensure that we align people to roles 
and teams where they will thrive,” 
says Lisa Dell’Avvocato, Lloyds’ 
graduate and emerging-leadership 
development lead. 

With an ever more diverse spread of 
opportunities open to university students, 
it pays to do your research

With more employers introducing virtual 
reality and gaming into their recruitment 
processes, candidates have it all to play for

Seb Murray

Seb Murray

Graduate recruitment

An industry‑focused internship was 
Rebecca Gilbertson’s ticket to a rewarding 
career in financial services

Experience
‘It’s a steep learning 
curve and I’m 
challenged every day’

The facts and figures
What you can expect to earn

• Median starting salaries for interns in 2017 were 
£18,000

• Intern salaries rose by more than 17% between 2011 
and 2017

• The best-paid interns are in banking or financial 
services (£24,000), followed by law and accountancy or 
professional services (both £18,200)

• The median annual starting salary for industrial-
placement internships was a little more than £17,700 
in 2017 

• The accounting and professional services sector 
pays industrial-placement interns the best –the median 
starting salary in 2017 was £19,663 

• Many unpaid internships are illegal, but the law is not 
always enforced. About 40% of young people who have 
worked an internship were unpaid 

• The cost of doing an unpaid, six-month internship 
in London is more than £6,100, up from an estimated 
£5,556 in 2014 

• An unpaid internship in Manchester for six months 
would set a graduate back a minimum of £4,965

• Three and a half years after graduating, those who 
did unpaid internships earn £3,500 less annually, on 
average, than those who started paid work immediately. 
Those from lower socioeconomic backgrounds are 
£4,000 worse off 

• Graduates from disadvantaged backgrounds who 
took unpaid internships are 6 percentage points less 
likely to get a professional job than those who went 
straight into paid work

Sources: Institute of Student Employers, The Sutton Trust, 
University of Essex

▼ Rebecca Gilbertson, 22, looked for 
an internship that would give her 
practical insight

▲ Quids in: 
interns get paid 
as much as 
£24,000 a year
PhotograPh: 
getty images

▼ Virtual reality  
means interviews 
can take place 
in a wide range 
of settings
PhotograPh: 
getty images

▲ Internships 
are increasingly 
varied in scope
PhotograPh:  
getty images

to be preparing for internships from 
the minute you start university – if 
not the summer before – if you are to 
stand apart from the pack.” 

How does the system work? The 
biggest businesses, such as PwC, 
Unilever and Rolls-Royce, run 
schemes for university students, 
usually with formal application 
processes. Smaller employers tend 
to ask students to email their CVs 
– information is usually on their 
websites. Internships typically last 
for five to 13 weeks, though some 
employers run shorter placements.

Applying normally involves an 
online form, CV and cover letter, 
plus an in-person interview and 
psychometric test – a questionnaire 
to discover how you behave, 
what motivates you and more. 
Three-quarters of recruiters use 
psychometric tests, according to 

‘It’s a win-win. 
Students find out if 
professional services 
is for them. We get 
early access to talent’ 

Victoria Lawes
Deloitte 

VR helped the bank attract 
graduates. “It was one factor in my 
decision to accept the job,” says 
Eros Rrodhe, 26, a Cardiff University 
politics and international relations 
graduate who works in Lloyds’ 
digital implementation team. 
“Banking is moving more towards 
digital tech. The VR made me think 
Lloyds was at the forefront.” 

EY says using mobile games 
and video simulations, rather than 
VR, has made it more diverse. The 
professional services firm gets 
around 30,000 applications a year 
from students and hires 1,500. The 
proportion of successful applicants 
this year who went to a state school 
was 72% – up from 40% in 2014, 
before it introduced the technology. 

“Ten years ago, big recruiters 
went only to the 20 best universities 
to hire,” says Dan Richards, EY’s 
recruiting leader for the UK and 
Ireland. “Apps and videos have 
levelled the playing field.”

EY’s mobile game is called Peak 
Strength. Candidates traverse a virtual 
mountain, taking tests that measure 
accuracy, logic, memory, perception 
and reaction. “You can win an 

internship as an ultimate prize, or 
just find out more about EY and if it 
is the right fit for you,” says Richards.

How can graduates prepare for a 
virtual assessment amid intensifying 
competition? “Understand what 
each technology is testing and how,” 
says Richards. 

“When you are tested, do it in 
a place where you’re not easily 
distracted to give yourself the best 
chance of success.”

Interview by Seb Murray

economics and finance at the 
University of Manchester. 

I planned to do a postgraduate 
degree in finance, so wanted 
to work an internship to gain 
practical insight into the sector. 
What attracted me to EY’s six-
week summer scheme was the 
opportunity it gave me to work for 

Personnel Today and Network HR.
The consumer goods group 

Procter & Gamble (P&G), for 
example, offers paid summer 
internships to students who answer 
a series of questions online, to 
measure characteristics that don’t 
always surface in interviews.

They include integrity, honesty 
and candidness. “These define 
how our people succeed in today’s 
business environment, and are 
the basis for our development and 
career systems and the uniqueness 
we will look for in candidates,” says 
P&G’s talent supply manager for 
Northern Europe, Emma Lau.

How can students prepare? Take 
advantage of your university’s career 
team, who should provide mock 
psychometric tests, CV tips and 
interview coaching. Bob Gilworth, 
director of the Careers Group at 

‘Ten years ago, big 
recruiters went only 
to the best universities. 
Apps and videos have 
levelled the field’ 

Dan Richards
EY

private viewing of Tate Modern’s 
Soul of the Nation art exhibition 
for Black History Month. Events 
like this embrace diversity in all 
its forms and teach us to be more 
mindful of the way we connect 
with others. 

The job can be demanding at 
times. You need to work hard and 
aim to grow and develop every day. 

One of the benefits of being on 
this grad scheme is being part of 
a peer group. You have a cohort 
of graduates who are at the same 
stage of their career as you are, and 
are facing the same challenges. We 
are really close to each other, and 
regularly catch up with each other 
outside of work. 

The collaborative culture is one 
of the reasons I like working at 
EY. Once I complete the graduate 
scheme, I hope to be promoted to 
senior consultant.” 

financial services clients. Similar 
internships did not focus on the 
industry. I had the opportunity to 
add value to client work instead of 
photocopying and making coffee 
like some interns do.

To do well in your career, whether 
as an intern or a graduate, you 
should network and learn as much 
as you can from others at the firm. 
Never be afraid to ask for advice, as 
that is how you grow professionally. 

I was offered a place on EY’s 
two-year graduate consulting 
programme and joined in 
September last year. The best part 
of my job is the opportunity to get 
involved with things outside of 
client work. For International Day 
Against Homophobia, Transphobia 
and Biphobia, the Unity network 
at EY hosted an LGBT inclusion 
conference in our London office. 
On another occasion, I attended a 

‘I had the opportunity 
to add value to client 
work instead of  
making coffee like 
some interns do’
Rebecca Gilbertson
Financial services risk consultant

University of London, says: “Use 
the written application to show 
what you love and want to do (your 
strengths), not what you can do or 
have done (your competencies).” 

Extra research can differentiate 
you from the competition, says 
Ntima van der Boom, who is on 
a 12-month industrial placement 
internship at Deloitte as part of her 
Durham University business and 
management degree. The 22-year-
old works as a technology consulting 
analyst in London. 

“Look at the big trends impacting 
the organisation’s industry and 
explain in your interview how you 
would help them take advantage of 
emerging business opportunities,” 
she says. 

An internship could be your 
golden ticket to a graduate job – but 
do your homework before applying.
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Employer viewpoint
How to stay top of
the graduate game
Graduate recruitment now 
means AI, anonymous CVs 
and favourable starting 
salaries for the right talent

David Benady

Graduate recruitment

videos. The company believes this 
removes discrimination in hiring. 

But Georgina Yellowlees, 
Amazon’s head of talent acquisition 
for the EU, says: “We don’t want to 
look at a candidate for just one role, 
but for general future growth. You 
have to look at the whole person and 
at the moment I don’t think AI is at 
the point where it can do that.” 

Unconscious bias in recruitment 
is a hot issue for employers. New 
research from the Open University 
suggests employers have a tendency 
to employ clones of themselves, with 
nearly a third of senior managers 
hiring people who are like them. 

Some companies, such as 
GoCompare, are introducing the 
use of anonymous CVs to reduce 
recruitment bias and expand 
their talent pool. Meanwhile, at 
accountancy and consultancy firm 
PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), 
head of student recruitment Louise 
Farrar explains that the firm offers 
a degree entry route, as well as 
degree partnerships that combine 
study and work placements at the 

▲ Build up work 
experience to 
aim higher in 
your post-uni 
career 
PhotograPh: 
getty images

M any employers are 
going further than 
ever to seek out 
the next wave of 
graduate talent. 
Some are now 

sending speakers to talk at student 
societies and run games such as 
escape rooms, in which individuals 
work together to solve clues to 
escape and win the game. 

E-commerce giant Amazon, 
which puts on campus yoga sessions 
to elicit interest, says it  hires more 
than 1,500 UK grads a year. The 
company focuses on finding recruits 
with mathematical and analytical 
skills, and those with business 
abilities. A maths or science degree is 
helpful but not essential – one senior 
leader graduated in Egyptology. 

An early step in the Amazon 
application process is a video 
interview, for which candidates film 
themselves answering questions. 
These are reviewed by Amazon 
staff, although many companies 
now use artificial intelligence in 
the recruitment process. Unilever, 
for example, uses a system called 
HireVue to analyse candidate 

universities of Nottingham, Reading 
and Newcastle. The hiring process 
culminates in a half day of activities 
at an assessment centre, including 
a group exercise, a written exercise 
and tests on leadership, business 
acumen and communication skills. 
“It is all competency-based. There 
is a pass rate, so they pass or fail 
essentially,” says Farrar.

Starting salaries for graduate 
schemes average £30,000, according 
to High Fliers Research’s survey of 
100 top graduate employers, while 
at least a sixth of schemes pay more 
than £40,000. Discount retailer 
Aldi is one of the best payers, with 
graduate area managers starting at 
£44,000. The company says it looks 
for “determined and charismatic 
leaders” with an “innate” aptitude 
for business and meeting targets. 
“Because of this, Aldi looks to recruit 
strong-minded, hard-working 
people that share the business’s 
ambitions,” the retailer says.

The overwhelming message 
from  recruiters is that students 
should build up work experience 
to boost chances of getting hired – 
through internships, for instance. 
However, despite new rules from the 
government, research suggests that 
one in five internships is still unpaid.  

Professor Kate Purcell at the 
Warwick Institute for Employment 
Research says: “The difference 
between paid and unpaid 
internships is a qualitative 
judgment. Employers are obliged to 
pay a salary to cover expenses, but 
people whose parents can’t afford to 
subsidise them are at a disadvantage 
in accessing these opportunities.”

Graduate recruiters are under 
growing pressure to make the 
process inclusive, give a fair chance 
to lower income and ethnic minority 
students, and resist dividing jobs 
into “male” or “female” roles. 

Many employers seem to be 
making the right moves, but it will 
be a long time before graduate 
recruiters manage to remove bias 
entirely from the process. 

‘We don’t want to 
look at a candidate 
for just one role, 
but for general 
future growth’

Georgina Yellowlees
Head of talent, Amazon

Employers are looking for graduates who 
genuinely want to work for them over 
their competitors, who are capable of 
doing the job and who will stay in the 
business long enough to justify the 
investment in them. 

That hasn’t really changed over the years. 
But what is different now, is that employers are 
actively seeking candidates who display a wide 
range of personal qualities, behaviours and softer 
skills, such as emotional intelligence, motivation 
and self-confidence.

Many recruiters are looking for graduates who 
can persuade people to agree with a point of view 
and gain consensus. They are asking for evidence 
of problem-solving skills, leadership qualities 
and teamwork. 

Resilience, persistence and drive have also become 
important characteristics for employers in today’s 
business environment.

When managers and executives speak to me 
about their best graduate hires, they point to a 
candidate’s initiative, proactive attitude at work 
and their ability to take on board any constructive 
criticism in a positive way. These may not necessarily 
be on the job description, but they are highly 
regarded by employers. 

On the issue of skills shortages, a lot of graduate 
sectors have vacancies for harder-to-recruit roles. 
For instance, retailers often still struggle to find 
graduates who are interested in merchandising, and 
the engineering and construction industries continue 
to report shortages, for example in building services. 
This has long been the case. Currently particularly 
sought after, are graduates who are highly digitally 
literate and who are willing to work in cybersecurity 

or similar fields.
The strengths-based approach 

to recruitment is becoming 
popular among employers. Instead 
of asking a candidate about 
examples of when they have used 
particular skills, employers are 
focusing on gauging their likely 
behaviour and potential. 

They ask questions to  
find out whether the candidate 
will be engaged with the 
work and behave in ways that 

would make them successful. They ask questions about 
what motivates them or which activity they 
would prefer – for instance, analysing the detail 
of a report or giving a presentation. Recruiters 
want to determine how candidates would behave 
in a given situation.

A strengths-based approach may  also encourage 
employers to hire people from a variety of backgrounds, 
rather than those whose socioeconomic background 
has given them advantages in work experience, gap 
years and contacts. 

The graduate employment market is thriving. My 
advice is to do your research and when you get an 
interview, be prepared to give some good, strong 
examples of your personal qualities. 

Abigail Lewis is managing editor at Target Jobs and 
compiler of The Guardian UK 300

Comment
Abigail Lewis

Employers are actively 
seeking candidates who 
display  emotional 
intelligence, motivation
and self-confidence

‘With the best graduate 
hires, managers point 
to their initiative, 
proactive attitude 
and ability to take on 
constructive criticism’

So we can fl ourish.
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Public sector careers
Are internships the
only route into a
meaningful job?

M ae Wilson knew 
from the age of 15 
that she wanted a 
local government 
career. Both her 
parents worked 

for the council and she relished the 
chance to support and help shape 
the community on her doorstep: 
“I suppose you could say local 
government was almost a family 
business. I’d seen the opportunities 
my parents had, although they 
had different and diverse roles. 
What attracted me was that a local 
authority is about its place and its 
people, and the role it offered in 
helping to shape that place.” 

Today, 26-year-old Wilson, 
who completed the Local 
Government Association’s (LGA’s) 
national graduate development 
programme in 2016, is a senior HR 

With competition fierce, 
graduates keen to work for 
the government, councils or 
NGOs need to show initiative

enough of – it puts social purpose 
at the heart of the job. Other sectors 
would die for that.” 

Competition for public sector 
graduate schemes is tough, as 
organisations compete for the 
brightest graduates. Frontline, 
the leadership development 
programme for children and family 
social workers, now in its fifth year, 
originally focused on Oxbridge 
graduates, but now spreads its net 
further. Applicants from outside 
the Russell Group should not 
be deterred, according to John 
Batteson, its attraction manager. 

“You do need a 2:1, but in terms 
of the university you went to, 
that isn’t something we factor 
in,” he says. “What’s important is 
motivation, being empathetic and 
having the communication skills 
and ability to build relationships.” 

Frontline is increasing its graduate 
places again for 2019 and other 
programmes expect to at least equal 
the number on offer this year. 

Debbie Andalo

Graduate recruitment

▲ Mae Wilson, senior HR and 
organisational development officer 
at Doncaster council

and organisational development 
officer at Doncaster council; her 
responsibilities include its graduate 
scheme and its equality, diversity 
and inclusion agenda. “Even in 
HR, I can see the impact of my 
work – I am supporting strategy 
and colleagues who are supporting 
the community,” she says. “And a 
time of limited resources creates 
limitless potential and opportunity 
– which is exciting.” 

Her passion for public service 
is typical of today’s graduates 
who are looking for a career with 
a social purpose. Rachel Whale is 
programme director at Charityworks, 
which runs a graduate scheme. This 
year it placed 140 graduates with 76 
organisations, including household 
names like the NSPCC and Unicef. 
She says: “One of the joys of running 
Charityworks is that I am amazed by 
the younger generation who want 
both a sense of progression in their 
career and a sense of purpose. Why 
should it be a binary choice?” 

As on other schemes, 
Charityworks graduates are paid a 
salary. Whale says: “The sector is 
in a pretty tough place, coping with 
all types of challenges. But it has 
a superpower that it doesn’t make 

I have been in higher education careers for 
more than 20 years. The desire for doing societal 
good is no less today than it was when I started 
this job – and possibly greater. Students have 
an increased awareness around the connection 
between employment and what you do with 

your life. For example, when you look at today’s 
entrepreneurs and startups, a huge number are social 
enterprises – things that people want to do because of 
social benefit. Students also want a structured career 
with professional development. So if you can offer that 
and also have something that brings societal benefit, 
that’s pretty powerful. 

Public sector graduate programmes are always 
competitive. That’s down to a number of things. 

There’s the obvious connection 
between your degree discipline 
and the scheme – for example, 
in the case of NHS clinical or 
science programmes. Then 
there are others that are popular 
because they are open to any 
degree discipline, such as the 
civil service fast stream. 

But there are alternatives if 
you can’t get on to a graduate 
programme. If you consider the 
atomisation of the public sector 

– and by that I mean if you think of all the changes that 
have happened – there is still the amount of work to be 
done, but not necessarily done by the NHS or central or 
local government. There are so many contracts with so 
many organisations. Many are social enterprises or 
small-to-medium-sized enterprises with opportunities 
for graduates to do the sort of work they want to do, 
but not necessarily in a large government organisation. 
We see a lot of that happening today. 

At the same time, there is the option of a graduate 
internship. The issue for graduates is that it’s 
a very competitive jobs market, and the public 
sector organisations have very clear specifications 
and selection criteria – so potential interns need to show 
that they can at least match every one of the essentials. 
Another possibility is to consider graduate-entry 
programmes for the health profession or a master’s. 
Last year the government introduced postgraduate 
loans – money that can be spent on fees or living 
costs or a combination of these. The costs of master’s 
degrees vary, being slightly cheaper if they’re more 
research-based than taught. Students could look at 
a master’s that might align them with an area of work 
in the public sector – physiotherapy is a really good 
example of that. Environmental health is an additional 
non-NHS option. 

If you want a career for life in public service, rather 
than a career with a single public sector organisation, 
that is still possible for today’s graduates. Instead of it 
being the organisation that provides you with a career 
for life, it’s more likely that graduates will have to find 
their own path through – and that might include time 
with a social enterprise or as a self-employed consultant 
– in order to do interesting things for the public good. 
But I think public service, as a lifelong career, is still 
very much the case.”

Bob Gilworth is president-elect of the Association of 
Graduate Careers Advisory Services 

‘The younger 
generation want 
progression and 
purpose. Why should 
it be a binary choice?’

Rachel Whale
CharityWorks

‘It’s likely graduates 
will have to find their 
own path through – and 
that might include time 
with a social enterprise 
or as a consultant’

Comment
Bob Gilworth

There are plenty of 
opportunities to work 
for societal good for 
those prepared to 
seek them out

O xford graduate Alex 
Botham was looking 
for a career where he 
could have an impact 
on people’s lives. He 
always thought that 

his 2:1 degree in philosophy, politics 
and economics (PPE) would lead to 
some kind of policy job: “I had some 
lofty idea that the way to have an 
impact was to take on systematic 
issues of policy,” he admits. 

But then he had a change of 
heart. “I decided there were enough 
22-year-olds with PPE degrees doing 
that, and realised that there was 
some value to be found in doing a 
frontline role that would be more 

Postgraduate programmes 
can open the door to a 
profession, as social worker 
Alex Botham discovered

challenging – and which I could learn 
from – which would have an impact 
in a different way.” 

Botham, 24, spent the first nine 
months after he graduated on the 
postgraduate programme Year 
Here, working in client-facing 
roles for charities and public sector 
organisations. This encouraged him 
to think about innovative solutions 
to social problems: “I was  dipping 
my toe into the frontline world. I 
was quite scared and apprehensive 
of working on the frontline. I knew 
the policy world would feel more 
familiar to me. I was apprehensive 
because being on the frontline is 
such an important role and the flip 
side to having an impact is that you 
would be letting people down.”  

His time at Year Here confirmed 
his ambition to train as a social 
worker, and in 2016 he was one of 
the first recruits to the Think Ahead 
programme. The paid, two-year 
scheme provides on-the-job training 
and a professional qualification in 
mental health social work.  

Interview by Debbie Andalo

◀ Alex Botham, 
graduate social 
worker
PhotograPh: alun 
Callender for the 
guardian

PhotograPh: 
ben west

Today, Botham is in his first year 
as a newly qualified social worker 
employed by Brighton and Hove 
city council in a mental health team 
for older adults. His clients are 
older people with dementia and 
others with “functioning” mental-
health issues, such as depression, 
schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. 
“I decided to go into mental health 
social work because social work 
is such an important role and I 
think mental health is at the crux 
of people’s quality of life and how 
happy they can be.”

Botham admits that the job 
is challenging: “It’s emotionally 
gruelling. I work with some 
wonderful people, but the reason 
they need support is that things 
aren’t working out for them. The 
emotional labour of your day can be 
challenging and you have to be able 
to manage that and at the same time 
look after yourself.” 

Empathy and the ability to listen 
are key qualities you need to work 
in the sector, but it also requires 
something else: “You have to have 
humility – you have to acknowledge 
that you may have a limited impact, 
and accept that you still have a 
lot to learn.”  

But however tough, Botham’s 
reward comes from knowing 
that he has been able to support 
somebody to continue to live 
independently in their own home: 
“I  find that really fulfilling.”

Experience 
‘I was quite scared and 
apprehensive of working 
on the frontline’

‘You have to 
acknowledge that 
you may have a 
limited impact and 
have a lot to learn’
Alex Botham
Social worker

Rewarding and remunerated
Public sector jobs and training

This autumn the civil service 
fast stream will renew its search 
for its next leaders of tomorrow. 
The breadth, pace and complexity 
of the work on offer sets the scheme 
apart, according to Rupert McNeil, 
the civil service’s chief people 
officer. “In the finance stream, for 
example, you will have a faster rate 
of experience and have a greater 
level of responsibility than you 
would have in the private sector. 
I think that is one of the reasons 
why applications are so high and 
people love it.” 

Last year, 14,000 people applied 
for one of the 200 places on the 
NHS graduate management 
training scheme. Health Careers, 
the information service for NHS 
careers, advises potential applicants 
to complete its skills-mapping 
online test to discover whether the 
programme is for them. But how can 
you stand out from the crowd? Alan 
Simmons, an NHS careers specialist 
says: “Gain an insight into how the 
NHS functions and how it works 
– have an understanding of what 
impact managerial roles will have 
on patient care.” 

With competition so fierce, 
what can graduates who miss out 
on a place do? The advice is: don’t 
despair. Acquire experience 
in another sector in roles with 
transferable skills such as HR, 
project management or information 
management. Internships and 
volunteering are other options 
and an entry-level role can often 
be a way into a particular field. Helen 
Jenkins, head of the LGA graduate 
scheme, says even admin roles can 
bring rewards: “Some can be really 
exciting – working for democratic 
services you get to know the heart 
of local government. Graduates 
come in with fresh ideas, from 
different backgrounds and challenge 
the status quo. It’s a very exciting 
place to be.”  

Graduate training programmes:

Civil service 
fast stream

Frontline

Salary  
£25k to 32k Salary  

£30k in second 
year
First-year 
bursary
£16,756 to 
£19,591

Local 
Government 
Association 

Percentage 
increase in 
public sector 
entry-level jobs 
for graduates 
between 2007 
to 2017  

Salary  
£24,174  

Think ahead

Salary  
£21k to £26k or 
£30k (London) 
in second year 
14-month 
Bursary
£17,200; £19,100

Charityworks

Salary  
£18k (or £20k 
in London)

NHS graduate 
management 
training scheme  

Salary  
£23,215

TeachFirst 

Salary  
 £22,917 (or 
£28,660 in 
inner London)

Public sector jobs

Entry level 

0 
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Experienced 

Director level

Charity workerTeacher Social worker Civil servant Housing officerLocal government officer NHS manager

129%

2 years 2-5 years 2 years2 years 1 year 2 - 2. 25 years
Length of time   
2 years

2:2 or 2:1 2:2 2:1 2:1 2:1 2:2 
Minimum degree 
2:1



Gender diversity
‘The occupations with the
most serious shortages
have gender imbalances’
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Tina Nielsen

T he last year has seen 
an increased focus 
on gender diversity 
and inequality 
across society, from 
Hollywood to the 

boardroom. Women have started 
to speak out about this and 
social media has proved to be a 
unifying platform, playing host to 
movements such as #MeToo and 
#TimesUp. The zeitgeist is likely 
to transfer to the wider workplace 
as new graduates become more 
vocal, and an increasing number of 
companies are aware that changes 
are needed.

In fact, according to Tom 
Freeman, managing director of grad 
recruiter Sanctuary, employers have 
never been more alert to this issue: 
“For some it is about corporate and 
social responsibility and to be seen 
as a diverse company; for others it is 
important for their workplace; but 
in certain cases it is simply about 
quotas and targets.”

Another driver for gender 
diversity is that some companies are 
finding recruitment harder. “There 
are fewer 18-year-olds year on year 
and, contrary to popular belief, we 
don’t have ever-growing numbers of 
graduates,” says Charlie Ball, head 
of higher education intelligence at 

careers organisation Prospects. “It’s 
likely we will see fewer graduates 
this year than last. And with a 
lot of crucial professions seeing 
shortages of graduates, that makes 
recruitment tougher. It’s probably 
not a coincidence that many of the 
occupations with the most serious 
shortages have gender imbalances.” 

Lloyds Banking Group is among 
the companies that have invested 
in structures to improve gender 
diversity. In 2014 it was the first FTSE-
100 company to commit to having 
40% of senior roles filled by women 
by 2020 – three years in, this stands 
at 34%. “We are proud to be the first 
to make such a bold commitment on 
gender equality,” says Fiona Cannon, 
Lloyds Banking Group director of 
responsible business and inclusion. 
“Being able to attract, develop, fully 
utilise and retain top female talent 
is important to us and we recognise 
that companies with gender 
diverse senior management teams 
perform better.”

Lloyds has launched initiatives to 
attract and retain women, including 
its popular Breakthrough women’s 
network; a women in leadership 
initiative for mid-level managers; 
a mentoring programme pairing 
managers with a senior sponsor; and 
a focused programme to support 
professional women who have been 
on a career break.

However, graduate schemes 
have historically attracted more 
male applicants – while 54% of all 
students are female, an average 
of 40% of people on graduate 
programmes are female, according 
to ISE figures. 

Freeman doesn’t think that the 
recent social media movements 

highlighting inequality in the 
workplace are necessarily directly 
affecting employers’ behaviour, 
but they may influence graduates’ 
decision-making in what employer 
they decide to work for. Graduate 
programmes pay men and women 
the same, but those employers 
with programmes in place would 
be foolish to ignore the gender pay 
gap issue. A spike in awareness 
of pay inequality means that 
female students will look beyond 
simply getting the job. “Students 
considering an organisation will look 
higher up the ladder and they might 
decide: ‘I am not going to join this 
company because I know I’ll make it 
to my mid-30s and I will be paid less 
than my male peers,’” says Freeman. 

The social media movements 

Gender pay gap reporting 
has exposed systemic bias 
towards men – but now that 
imbalance is being redressed

▼ Lloyds has committed to having 
40% of senior roles filled by women 
photograph: getty images

have, in many cases, helped increase 
the focus on gender diversity, but 
Ball says it remains to be seen how 
effective it will be. “There is good 
work going on, but it’s not going 
on everywhere or to the extent it 
should,” he says. “It’s a promising 
start, but there is an awful lot more 
work to be done.”

Freeman, meanwhile, believes 
the changes seen now in bigger 
companies will start to trickle down 
to medium-sized ones as time goes 
on. “I suspect we won’t be having 
this conversation about a lack of 
diversity in years to come,” he says. 
“It will be absolutely normal to make 
sure companies have a balanced 
and diverse workforce – both for 
reputational reasons and to ensure 
the success of their businesses.”

‘A diverse workforce 
will be the norm – 
both for reputational 
reasons and to 
ensure success’

Tom Freeman
Sanctuary

£18.3k

£19.9k

of  junior roles are held by women

of middle managment roles are held 
by women

Sources: Office for National Statistics, 2018; Blueprint for Balance, CMI, 2018; Department for Education (2015/16); Gender Equality Index, 2017 by the European Institute for Gender Equality

of managers 
in science, 
technology, 
engineering and 
mathematics 
(Stem) are 
women

34%

73%

43%

of the 3.3 million management roles in 
the UK are occupied by women

The share of the 
10,000-plus public 
and private sector 
organisations 
obliged  to publish 
details of gender 
pay gaps where 
men are paid 
more than women

The gap starts at 
graduate level. 
A year after 
graduating, 
women are 
earning about 
£1,600 less 
than their male 
counterparts

Women 
represent 46.5%  
of the total 
labour force in 
the UK (2017)
 

  
of Stem 
women 
graduates 
do not stay 
in the sector 
long term
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The UK placed fourth for gender equality at work out of all 28 EU member states

Average graduate salary Stem sectorsWomen in management roles

Women in the workplace
Gender diversity 

12 % 

78 %

18.4%
the national 
median gender 
pay gap 

73% 

Now is a fabulous time to 
be a job-hunting graduate. 
Employers plan to grow their 
graduate vacancies by 11% 
this year, offering an extra 

1,400 jobs, according to research by the 
Institute of Student Employers (ISE). 
The graduate jobs market is on course to 
be nearly as buoyant as it was before the 
2016 Brexit vote, which had adversely 
affected recruitment.  

Yet significant numbers of university 
leavers struggle to find graduate-
level work, often because they do not 
understand what employers want, says 
Stephen Isherwood, ISE chief executive: 
“You cannot rely on a degree alone to get 
a good job.” In fact, graduates’ biggest 
worry is that they won’t find a fulfilling 
job, according to a survey by graduate 
recruitment agency Inspiring Interns. 

As well as commercial awareness – 
knowledge of the business or industry you 
are applying to join – most employers are 
searching for evidence of skills such as 
communication, teamwork, leadership, 
time management. These are referred to as 
“soft skills” and they have never been more 
vital. Just 48% of employers think their 
graduates had the soft skills they expected 
when they hired them, according to the ISE. 

“Work is full of conflicting priorities and 
ambiguity,” says Isherwood, adding that 
effective teamwork is vital, as is the ability 
to cope with change.    

Employers also want graduates to have 
the skills to perform specific tasks that are 
relevant to their business area, such as 
computer programming. The “technical 
skills” required vary between jobs, so, 
graduates will need to do their research to 
ensure they are applying to roles that fit 
their abilities. 

“Marketing, for example, is now data-
driven, but many students think it’s about 
producing glossy print adverts,” Isherwood 
says. “Parents can communicate their 
experience to help graduates understand 
what it is really like to do different jobs,” 
he adds. 

What can graduates do to develop 
the skills and attributes that employers 
want? Work experience is essential to 
the development of skills and proving 
to employers that you are motivated 
and confident. 

“It doesn’t have to be formal, 
paid internships,” says Isherwood. 
“Volunteering at a charity, being part of a 

Paid for by

Sharpen 
up your 
soft 
skills

Even in a buoyant jobs market, 
students can’t rely on a degree 
alone – employers also expect 
evidence of skills from time 
management to teamwork

‘An understanding of the world of work 
will make it easier for students to hit the 
ground running in  a job’
university society, or working part-time 
in a pub will all develop the abilities that 
employers covet, like being able to deal 
with difficult situations.” 

Relevant experience will help graduates 
keep jobs, as well as get them. For example, 
42% of those who complete placements 
or internships are hired into graduate 
schemes, according to the ISE. “An 
understanding of the world of work – the 
importance of discipline and managing 
deadlines – will make it easier to hit the 
ground running in a job,” Isherwood says. 

Translating great experience into the 
workplace is essential to getting hired as 
a graduate. “Communicate to employers 
how your experience is relevant,” he 
adds. “Have you worked for a charity or 
had caring responsibilities? If so, you are 
likely to have skills that can demonstrate 
leadership, which could give you an edge 
over the competition.” 

The work of the ISE
This year marks the 50th year 
of the Institute of Student 
Employers (ISE), formerly 
the Association of Graduate 
Recruiters, bringing together 
employers, educators and 
suppliers to recruit and develop 
school-leaver, apprenticeship 
and graduate talent. 

The independent, non-profit 
member organisation produces 
extensive research on a range of 
issues affecting graduate, intern 
and apprenticeship recruitment 
and development, including 
current and future trends and 
benchmarking data.

As a professional network, 
the ISE champions excellence 
and innovation by facilitating 
the sharing of best practice 
and knowledge. It also invests 
in professional development, 
helping members acquire 
new skills. 

Universities have an important role to 
play in ensuring graduates can successfully 
transition to the workplace – one of the 
greatest challenges they face. Careers 
departments, for example, provide skills 
development sessions, coaching and 
interview preparation. 

Professional development should 
not stop once you have been hired – 
and employers are on hand to help. 
Graduates get an average of 11 days of soft 
skills training and 19 days of technical 
training on the job, according to the 
ISE. Some 86% of graduate programmes 
include online learning, and 70% of a 
graduate intake normally go on to pursue 
professional qualifications. 

“The graduate jobs market is buoyant, 
but students cannot be complacent, and 
neither can employers,” says Isherwood. 
“Getting graduates ready for work is a 
shared responsibility.” 

Industry research and 
membership information can 
be found at ise.org.uk.
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Apprenticeships
 Earning while you’re 
learning made simple

A career in
shaping
the future
starts here

A s an alternative route 
into higher education, 
and as a work-based 
learning programme 
where students can 
earn and learn at 

the same time, apprenticeships are 
gaining ground among young people. 

With the government 
continuing to look for ways to 
boost productivity across various 
industries,  apprenticeships have 
seen significant change in recent 
years. There are several levels to suit 
different students: intermediate 
apprenticeships, equivalent to five 
GCSEs at A to C grade; advanced, 
equivalent to two A levels; and 

A n engineering degree 
is a passport to careers 
that are as varied as 
your imagination, 
says Queen Mary 
University of London 

aerospace engineering graduate 
Kinjal Dave, who is now working 
as a security consultant at defence 
contractors BAE.  

She found her forte fighting 
cybercriminals on the graduate 
scheme at BAE Systems Applied 
Intelligence (its cyber-intelligence 
business). Cybersecurity might not 
be an immediately obvious choice of 

Avoid student debt and get 
hands-on experience with 
a degree apprenticeship 

From cybersecurity 
to AI, an engineering 
degree offers a wealth 
of career opportunities

higher, which is the same as 
foundation to degree levels. They last 
between 12 months and four years.

The latest model to be developed 
is the degree apprenticeship, offering 
a full bachelor’s or master’s degree as 
a central part of the apprenticeship.

Evan Haigh is in his final year of a 
degree apprenticeship with Jaguar 
Land Rover. At the end of his time 
with the automotive company he will 
hold a bachelor’s degree in applied 
engineering. “You study and work 
at the same time – I would find it 
difficult to go to university and learn 
about things and not have much 
use for them at the time,” he says. 
“You can also afford to live a normal 
life rather than a student life as you 
start earning straight away.” His 
starting salary was around £18,000 
and he is expecting to stay on with 
the company. “I won’t have any 
debt at the end of the apprenticeship 
and I will have five or six years 
work experience.”

For employers there are many 

Tina Nielsen

Seb Murray

Graduate recruitment

▲ 3D printing has transformed the work of engineers  PhotograPh: getty images

▲ Apprenticeships can be a stepping 
stone into management
PhotograPh: getty images

average for graduates overall. 
The highest paid were minerals 
technology engineers (£28,500) and 
general engineers (£27,100).  

The most attractive feature of 
engineering is that the work has 
become much more fascinating, 
says Eleanor Eyre, head of careers 
at Engineering UK: “Engineers are 
producing medical vaccines, robotic 

policy at the EEF manufacturers’ 
organisation. Over 6,000 engineers 
and tech professionals with job 
offers had visa applications rejected 
between December and March. 

The skills shortage has put a 
premium on engineers. The average 
starting salary of engineering and 
technology graduates was £25,600 
in 2015/16 – 18% higher than the 

engineering career, she says:“People 
have always had this ridiculous 
perception of engineers as men who 
are slightly overweight, covered in 
oil, wearing hard hats.”

Slowly but surely those outdated 
perceptions are changing. “There are 
so many routes into engineering,” 
she continues. “It’s becoming much 
cooler with the digital revolution – 
more attractive for younger people 
and especially women, who are 
supported with flexible working.” 

Data analysis and artificial 
intelligence have led to an explosion 
in demand for engineering grads. 
“Engineering is not just for people 
wearing high-visibility jackets,” 
says Nigel Fine, chief executive of 
the Institution of Engineering and 
Technology. “The work engineers 
do now is pretty cool stuff. From 
robotics to 3D printing and 
blockchain, technology is reshaping 
the profession.”  

The industry is crying out for 
fresh talent – particularly women, 
who  historically may have seen 
engineering as a largely male 
occupation. The UK needs 37,000 
to 59,000 extra engineering grads 
and technicians annually, to meet 
current employer demand, according 
to the 2018 Engineering UK report. 

And with Brexit potentially 
making it more difficult for UK 
employers to secure visas and recruit 
overseas engineers, “employers may 
hire more domestic students in the 
near future,” says Verity Davidge, 
head of education and skills 

benefits to taking on apprentices. In 
the Apprenticeship Evaluation report 
2017, published by the Department 
for Education, the most commonly 
reported benefit for employers was 
the development of skills relevant 
to the organisation, cited by 86%. 
Further benefits of improved 
productivity, better quality of 
product or service, and higher staff 
morale were highlighted by about 
three-quarters of employers.

The apprenticeship scheme is 

also a useful way for employers to 
plan for the future, says Haigh. “The 
company has a timeline of employees 
who are now retiring and have been 
there for years, so they are hiring 
apprentices who they hope will go on 
to do the same,” he says. “They also 
get to shape us – I have worked with 
Jaguar Land Rover for five years so I 
already know all the systems and the 
culture. My degree at Warwick has 
related directly to the business, so 
when I finish, I will have the skills to 
progress into management.”

Since April 2017, employers with 
annual wage bills of £3m or more 
are required to pay a levy of 0.5% of 
payroll costs into a training fund. 
They can subsequently fund their 
apprenticeships with this money. 
Currently it covers 20,000 businesses 
and the government aims to raise 
£3bn a year to meet a target for 2020 
of funding three million apprentices.  

In the 2016/17 academic year the 
UK saw 491,300 apprenticeships 
begin. This has tailed off since the 
levy was introduced and according 
to the British Chamber of Commerce, 
there has been a 25% drop since last 
year, with calls to reform the levy.

When Haigh left school, he says, 
few of his peers were looking into 
apprenticeships. Although this is 
slowly changing, Stephen Isherwood, 
the CEO of the Institute of Student 
Employers, says schools need do 
more to help. “Schools are still geared 
to everybody going to university – 
they don’t really understand these 
new programmes,” he says. 

limbs, developing autonomous cars 
and commercialising space flight.” 

“The great thing about the 
profession is that you can follow 
your passion,” she adds. Many 
young people are passionate 
about making a positive impact on 
society – engineering can contribute 
to solving the toughest global 
challenges, such as climate change. 

Some civil engineers, for 
example, are developing tidal and 
solar energy to bring sustainable 
power to developing countries. “We 
are helping the world transition 
to a low-carbon economy,” says 
Lord Robert Mair, president of 
the Institution of Civil Engineers. 
“Engineering is a really rewarding 
place to begin a career.” 

The pathway to the profession 
is often Stem subjects – science, 
technology, engineering and maths. 
“But creativity and collaboration 
skills are just as important as 
technical capability,” says David 
Heath associate director of 
resourcing at engineering and 
consultancy firm Arup. “Graduates 
need to design and develop 
solutions in teams and articulate 
them to clients.” 

Arup recruits up to 300 people 
into its graduate programme each 
year. “We hire people who want 
to help us make a difference to the 
world,” says Heath. “Our engineers 
shape the future, whether by 
designing critical infrastructure 
such as railways or curbing their 
environmental impact.” 



programme to boost the numbers 
of women joining the firm in 
technology roles. Part of its focus 
has been on improving graduate 
recruitment by drawing from a 
bigger talent pool – looking beyond 
traditional redbrick universities 
and taking more grads from non-IT 
or non-Stem backgrounds. First-
year female undergrads who may 
not have thought about a career in 
tech are invited to an insight week, 
to learn about the opportunities 
available. “We’re now having a 
big success in converting those 
coming through to our graduate 
programme,” says Anna Somaiya, 
who heads up IT’s Her Future. 

KPMG says that the proportion 
of female graduates going on to 
take up technology roles at the 
firm, after the programme, has 
already increased from 36% in 2015 
to 54% this year. And efforts to 
attract graduates from a non-tech 
background have been particularly 
fruitful too, Somaiya says: “When 
you look at the top talent pool, 
you’ve actually got a large number 
from classics or history doing really 
well in technology. And a large 
proportion of those are the ones 
pushing for the next grade.” 

Increasingly, technology 
businesses are realising that having 
a workforce that reflects their 
customer base can be an asset. 
As George Brasher, the UK and 
Ireland managing director of IT firm 
Hewlett-Packard, says: “Having 
a more diverse team gives you a 
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Women in tech
Why IT firms are
investing in grads to
champion diversity

H annah Ellis, 26, 
joined KPMG’s 
technology 
consulting graduate 
scheme in 2015 
after completing a 

degree in history. She found herself 
drawn to the accountancy firm’s 
approach to new graduates: “They 
were very accepting of people from 
all different backgrounds as long 
as you were bright and willing to 

A range of grad programmes 
are aiming to tackle gender 
imbalance in the tech sector, 
from coding to consulting  

Another organisation aiming 
to encourage more women into 
tech is Code First: Girls, a social 
enterprise that trains women in IT 
skills and helps corporate companies 
to develop more female-friendly 
recruitment policies. Each year it 
compiles a list of Ones to Watch, 
naming 25 women under 30 who 
are building successful technology 
careers. One name on the list this 
year is Lauren Collis, 28, who 
initially worked as a primary 
school teacher after graduating in 
sports development and coaching. 
Dissatisfied with her job, she started 
to teach herself coding, and then 
took some courses with Code First: 
Girls. Two years ago, she was taken 
on by consulting firm Sparta Global, 
where she attended a three-month 
IT boot camp. She is now part of a 
Sparta team working on overhauling 
technology at an insurance firm. 
“I have quite a blended role,” 
Collis says. “I’m an analyst and a 
programmer and a team lead as 
well.” It’s a challenging job, she 
adds: “Every day is different, and 
you’re always learning.” 

Like many other women, 
Collis has discovered that the 
lack of a computing degree 
hasn’t held her back. Her advice 
to others considering a career in 
technology? “Be prepared to step 
outside your comfort zone, and let 
go of the fear of failure. You just 
have to take that leap and embrace 
the opportunity to learn from any 
challenges you face.”

Kim Thomas

Graduate recruitment

better chance of winning. At HP 
we  firmly believe that the more 
points of view a business can draw 
on, the better its products and the 
company as a whole will be.” Last 
year, half of the company’s interns 
(students on placements as part 
of their third year) were female, 
and HP is signed up to the Tech 
Talent Charter, which commits 
employers to recruiting more 
women into the sector. 

learn, and that was what really 
appealed to me.”

Along with other graduates, 
Ellis received intensive training 
in consulting and in technical 
subjects, such as data analytics. 
Since then, her skills have been 
put to a wide range of uses at the 
company, including managing 
a project for a government 
client and working on data 
visualisation and reporting for 
a pharmaceutical company. She 
has also recently completed a 
secondment to explore ways in 
which KPMG could transform 
its digital strategy. 

The proportion of technology 
jobs filled by women has been 
shrinking, but KPMG is determined 
to buck the trend. Two years ago, 
the firm set up IT’s Her Future, a 

‘I’m an analyst, a 
programmer and a 
team lead. Every day 
is different and you’re 
always learning’

Lauren Collis
IT consultant

A tech career does not depend 
on experience or background, 
as software developer and 
postgrad Jess White found out

Interview by Kim Thomas

Experience  
‘Everything in life is to 
do with tech these days’ 

which runs social events for local 
people working in technology, had 
very few women, so she set up a 
local Women in Tech group, which 
is now thriving and has several 
hundred members (though White 
no longer runs it). At Unidays, a 
business offering discounts to 
students, she works as a backend 
developer in the maintenance 
team, “working on the systems and 
making them better”. 

It’s a job she loves. “It’s a 
challenge every day and you never 
get bored. There’s always something 
to learn,” she says, adding: “I enjoy 
being surrounded by people who 
are a lot smarter than me.” She 
believes that some graduates are 
put off technology careers because 
they don’t realise the range of jobs 
available: “A lot of people think tech 
is programming. But there’s also 

▼ Jess White, software developer 
at student discount site Unidays
PhotograPh: Fabio De Paola For the guarDian

‘S oftware developer at 
Unidays, international 
speaker and avid 
learner” is how Jess 
White describes 
herself on her blog. 

But it’s not a path she’d originally 
planned to follow. After completing 
her psychology degree, White took 
a master’s in neuroscience, fully 
expecting to pursue an academic 
career. But after her interest was 
captured by the part of the course 
that involved coding, she decided 
to take an intensive conversion 
master’s course in computer science. 
She graduated with a distinction. 

Now 27, White hasn’t looked back. 
She joined Oakbrook Finance in 
Nottingham as a software developer, 
and stayed for two years, rounding 
off her time there by winning Rising 
Star of the Year at the 2018 Women 
in IT awards. While at Oakbrook, 
she noticed that Tech Nottingham, 

design, there’s product management 
– and everything in life is to do 
with tech these days. Whether it’s 
buying something with your cards 
or posting something on Instagram, 
you can’t really avoid it.”

White attributes the low 
numbers of women in IT in part 
to the uninspiring IT curriculum 
that was prevalent in schools until 
recently. “My generation, when 
we went into IT classes we were 
taught Excel and nothing related 
to programming whatsoever. We 
weren’t encouraged to play games 
and do things the boys were doing. 
I wouldn’t have realised what 
programming is if it hadn’t been for 
my exposure through other people.”

A common misconception, she 
says, is that IT is all about maths. 
“I’m terrible at maths, and it scared 
the living daylights out of me when 
I started this because I thought I 
wouldn’t be able to do it.” In practice, 
it hasn’t been a problem, and she 
has found that there are “a lot of 
creative elements to programming”. 
Her psychology background has 
proved an asset, enabling her to 
bring “a different perspective” 
to her work, particularly when 
she has to collaborate with user 
experience designers (people 
whose job it is to improve the 
usability of a piece of software). 

With a career that is already 
studded with achievements, 
what are White’s ambitions for 
the future? “I just want to learn as 
much as I can technically – I want 
to become very strong in that area,” 
she says. “I want to be as smart as 
the people around me.” 

‘I’m terrible at maths, 
and it scared me 
when I started this – 
I thought I wouldn’t 
be able to do it’

Jess White
Software developer

Comment
Debbie Forster

Having a broad mix of 
people in the workplace 
and in leadership roles
is good for business

It’s 2018 and women have made their mark in 
fields as varied as law, medicine and politics. 
And yet, in the technology sector, only 17% of 
employees are female. 

This matters because we know that having 
a broad mix of people in the workplace and in 

leadership roles is good for business. A McKinsey report 
earlier this year is the latest to show that diverse teams 
lead to better financial performance. 

To address the imbalance, the Tech Talent Charter 
was set up in 2017. There have been various companies 
or initiatives in the past that aimed to tackle the issue, 
but they tended to duplicate effort. 

We want to do things differently. One of our mantras 
is that driving diversity means connecting the dots, 
not reinventing the wheel. We’ve grown quickly – 210 
companies have now signed up to the charter, including 
big names such as Microsoft, the BBC and Cancer 
Research UK, as well as smaller businesses, and our 
companies are committed to work together to drive 
diversity in tech across the UK.

If we want to make a difference, we need to take a 
thorough approach. Part of this is raising awareness 
that not all technology jobs are about programming 
– the sector offers a wide variety of roles, including 
interface design, business analysis and marketing. 
And the jobs are not just in “tech” companies – every 
sector is looking for tech talent to drive their business.  
We also need to look at what’s happening in schools to 
inspire girls, and we need our members to look at their 
training programmes, their recruitment policies, their 
retention rates and the coaching they offer women 
to encourage them into management. Women can be 
reluctant to put themselves forward for promotion, so 
investment in mentoring and sponsorship is important. 
We’d also like to see more employers develop family-
friendly policies, which is something that benefits men 
as well as women. 

Currently the situation is so broken no single company 
can fix it for themselves, so we encourage companies 

to share what works and what 
doesn’t work. They’re not treating 
it like a big secret, because that’s 
like buying a really expensive shiny 
fishing rod and fishing in the same 
leaky barrel as everyone else. Every 
year we’ll create a benchmarking 
report that allows companies to see 
where they’re ahead of the game, 
where they’re behind and what 
they need to focus on. 

The companies making a real 
difference are those taking a hard 

look at how they can change their culture and tackle 
unconscious bias. Some recruiters like to say they “hire 
for culture”, which is another way of saying that they’re 
hiring “someone who looks and sounds like me”. The 
companies signed up to our charter are starting to 
realise that to give the best service to their customers, 
their workplaces need to reflect the diversity of their 
customer base. 

Luckily, there’s been a real shift in the past three or 
four years. Lots of companies want more women in 
technology, and many are willing to retrain women 
who don’t have a technology qualification. If you 
like problem-solving, if you like creating beautiful 
and interesting things, then knock on the doors of 
these companies. 

Debbie Forster is CEO of Tech Talent Charter

‘The companies 
making a difference are 
those taking a hard look 
at how they can change 
culture and tackle 
unconscious bias’
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