Taking Pride in the Job
University action on
graduate employability
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“Universities have many responsibilities
but none can be as important or evoke as
much pride and satisfaction as the job of
producing talented, skilled and motivated
graduates who have confidence in themselves
and in their ability to forge a successful and
rewarding career – whatever shape that
takes. That is our ambition for every
university graduate and we will keep
striving to help every graduate achieve it.”
Professor Pete Downes
Convener of Universities Scotland and Principal, University of Dundee

“Be enthusiastic about what you are doing.
Go into university with an open mind and
take advantage of all of the opportunities
that come your way. Make sure you are
giving yourself the best chance by making
yourself stand out.”
Nicola Thomson, 21, graduate from Abertay University Dundee,
employed as Business Graduate Trainee, FMC Technologies
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Executive summary
The current economic situation has taken its biggest toll
on young people aged 16-25 with significantly higher
levels of unemployment amongst this age group than
the general population.
Graduates have shown resilience: 93 per cent of graduates from Scotland’s universities are in the positive
destinations of work or further study within six months
of graduation.1 Universities are proud of the resilience
graduates have shown given the scale of the
challenges brought by the economic downturn.
However, graduates are not immune. Scotland
cannot afford for the talent, ambition and hope of
any graduate to go unrecognised and un-used.
This is the premise from which Universities Scotland
started a year-long engagement with business, students
and universities. Our goal, and the focus of this report,
was to:
**  Identify existing good practice which can be shared
to enhance employability, and
**  Propose further action to continue to improve the
employability of graduates.

Who is this report aimed at?
This report is aimed at universities themselves, students, graduates and employers. It is also relevant to the
Scottish Government, the Scottish Parliament, Scottish
Funding Council (SFC) and Skills Development Scotland
(SDS), amongst others, as organisations that have a
powerful enabling role when it comes to employability.
It reflects conversations and commitments from all of
these groups to action to promote graduate employability.
1
Higher Education Statistics Agency (2012) Destinations of Leavers of Higher
Education
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“There was overall consensus that all three
stakeholder groups have a responsibility for
graduate employability – albeit in different
ways.”
Note from the Joint Cross Party Group, June 2012

Most of the recommendations are for universities themselves. This reflects the fact the report originated
from the university sector and captures the
determination universities have to continue to do
all they can on behalf of their students.
Scotland’s 19 universities are all very different, which
is an asset in itself as it means that universities will
take different innovative approaches to employability
and enterprise. In this context of diversity it should be
understood that not every statement of good practice
or recommendation will necessarily be appropriate for
every institution. A one-size-fits all approach is not to the
benefit of students or employers and this report does
not attempt to steer universities in that direction.
The report starts by defining employability and mapping
out the stakeholder landscape for employability in the
university sector. It then focuses the good practice and
recommendations in six main areas of university activity:
**  Embedding employability skills in university teaching
**  Careers services
**  Work placements
**  SME engagement
**  Entrepreneurship and a culture of enterprise
**  Global Skills

Skills and employability
A key overall message from this project is that graduates
are going to have to be able to adapt successfully to a
range of roles and careers in a changing economy.
Employability cannot just be a matter of equipping
graduate ‘A’ with the specific skills needed for job ‘B’.

“A job for life? That hasn’t been safe for
twenty years or more.”
Confederation of British Industry Scotland

“There is no job security. Six to ten
different careers is the norm.”
Institute of Directors Scotland

Skills needs are difficult to predict, even in the near
future, and employers were clear that the concept of a
job for life is long gone. Graduates need a robust set of
transferrable skills to enable them to change jobs and
even career paths, several times throughout their working lives. This should be the focus of graduate employability.
This is recognised in higher education and is explored in
chapter two. University study, irrespective of the subject,
helps graduates to acquire, apply and refine an important set of skills and attributes that will be of value in any
chosen career. This is reaffirmed in employer surveys;
90 per cent of Scottish employers are satisfied with the
graduates they employ, and only a fifth of graduate-level
employers require graduates from specific disciplines. 2, 3
It is the wider set of graduate skills that are in demand.

2
UK Commission for Employment and Skills (2012) Employer Skills Survey 2011:
Scotland Results. Evidence Report 80.
3
Confederation British Industry (2012) Learning to Grow

Businesses are also looking for graduates to help drive
business growth. Employers want graduates to bring an
attitude of ‘intrapreneurship’ to their roles; to work for a
company as if it were their company, to realise that their
role is to add value, not just to take home a wage.4 Intrapreneurship, entrepreneurship and the cultivation of an
enterprising attitude in universities and amongst graduates is explored in chapter seven.

Embedding employability skills
in university teaching
Employability is embedded at the core of learning and
teaching experience at every one of Scotland’s 19 higher
education institutions. Chapter three sets out how this is
done including using work-related learning, confidence
building, curriculum reform as well as non-study activities. As part of this, universities are working to ensure
that employability is clearly understood and easily defined
by students and employers. It is not enough for students
to develop these skills whilst at university; they have to
understand their relevance and transferability to the workplace in order to sell them to potential employers. Reflective learning techniques, personal development planning
and the introduction of the Higher Education Attainment
Record (HEAR) are all designed to encourage skills awareness by students and graduates, in a way which goes
beyond the formal curriculum and can be communicated
clearly to employers.

4
Discussions with SIE, Institute of Directors Scotland, CBI and voiced by employers at Scottish Parliament’s joint Cross Party Group meeting, June 2012.
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Careers services

Work placements

University careers services are an integral part of universities’ employability frameworks. Careers service staff
are central to the provision of work placements, personal
development planning, awards and many of the other
employability initiatives described in this report.

Work placements can give students a crucial advantage
in employability. A recent survey of graduate employers found that more than half of recruiters are unlikely
to make a job offer to a graduate with no previous work
experience.6 Though there is broad agreement on the contribution work experience can make to employability, challenges remain including matching supply with demand
and ensuring the quality of placements.

79 per cent of students questioned cite improved employability prospects as one of the key reasons they chose to
go to university.5 Yet a continued challenge for careers
staff is that many students do not take full advantage
of their careers services until their final year of study, by
which point they have limited time and opportunity to
benefit from all of the initiatives available

“The careers centre had a huge impact
for me. I was always very sceptical
about these kinds of facilities and what
they can offer but I have to say they were
super helpful. I think they are totally
under-utilised but that is because you
actually have to go to them which some
people are not prepared to do.”
Sean Smith, graduate from the University of Stirling

Further challenges include:
**  Doing more to lever the power of alumni as mentors
**  Making careers opportunities in particular sectors,
particularly SMEs, more visible
**  Offering the best possible service to students seeking employment opportunities outside the UK.

5
Confederation of British Industry and National Union of Students (2011) Working Towards Your Future
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Supply-side issues

Demand for work placements, from both students and
universities, outstrips that which can currently be made
available by employers. The perceived cost and complexity
of providing placements may discourage a number of employers. Brokering schemes that can match and support
placements at no cost to the employer, like many of the
initiatives under the Learning to Work 2 Scottish Funding
Council project, can be invaluable in this regard. Creative
alternatives to full placements are another means to meet
the demand for experience of working with employers.

Quality control

The quality of work placements is crucial. Poorly planned
placements will deliver a fraction of the value of a good
placement and may even be counterproductive. Placements work best when structured around a well-defined
and time-limited project that addresses a real business
need and relates closely to the student’s university programme, thus benefiting all parties.

6

High Fliers, (2012) The Graduate Market 2012
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Enterprise & entrepreneurship
Graduate employment depends on, and drives, economic
growth and the creation of new jobs, not just recruitment to
existing jobs. Creating and supporting more graduate
entrepreneurs, who go on to create their own businesses,
will be crucial to this. The available metrics suggest that
a growing number of successful graduate start-ups are
emerging from Scotland’s universities. In fact, many
universities offer their own facilities to accommodate, or
incubate, fledgling enterprises.
More widely, a culture of enterprise and entrepreneurship is taking hold on the teaching and student side of
universities. This has been accelerated through the role
of Scottish Institute for Enterprise (SIE), a Scotland-wide
initiative that has seen the proliferation of student and
staff champions for enterprise on university campuses.

“You need to think outside the box in terms
of career options. Through the university’s
contacts you can learn from other graduates
who are carving out their own
entrepreneurial careers. Learn from their
successes and mistakes. Looking at all the
options and thinking creatively about your
future might be the best thing you ever do.”
Thorben Grosser, 25,
graduate from Queen Margaret University Edinburgh

Beyond SIE, individual institutions run a number of
initiatives, events and partnerships focussed on
enterprise or linking with entrepreneurs through formal
entrepreneurs-in-residence schemes.
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Chapter six of the report looks at issues about further
developing student and graduate enterprise and
entrepreneurship including:
**  How to address the ‘fear of failure’ which can be a
blockage to entrepreneurship
**  How a spirit of enterprise can be developed more
generally among graduates, whether or not they
become entrepreneurs immediately.
This is relevant to the next theme, engagement
with small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs).

A focus on SMEs
Small to medium sized enterprises were a focus of the
programme of engagement because of the central
position they occupy within Scotland’s business
community. SMEs and universities have much to offer each other. Although SMEs are less likely to take
advantage of university services than large companies,
a significant proportion of them see the potential value
that universities could offer. It can, however, be harder
for relatively small businesses to build a relationship
with the right people in universities.
To address this challenge, representative bodies urged
universities to tailor their communication in two different
ways. Communication from universities to SMEs should
be directed through channels such as Business Gateway
which are regularly used by SMEs. Conversely, SMEs
are likely to make contact using any number of different
access points within a university, and universities should
operate a “no wrong door” policy capable of catching any
enquiry made and steering it to the right place.

Another communication challenge is mutual perception
between graduates and SMEs. Some SMEs are concerned
that graduates regard the sector as second-tier to the big
graduate recruiters. Conversely, some SME employers
may have preconceived ideas of graduates as employees;
that graduates may have unrealistic salary expectations
or might be liable to higher rates of turnover. If graduate
employment in the SME sector is being inhibited because
of mis-information in either direction, then this needs to be
redressed. A two-way communications campaign, tackling
these misperceptions head-on with buy-in from the relevant
representative bodies, could be of real value.

Global skills
In a global economy graduates increasingly need ‘global
skills’ to take advantage of career opportunities that
may take individuals abroad or to thrive within multinational companies based in Scotland. Global skills are
much broader than language skills, although this is an
important aspect. Global skills include cultural awareness, an international perspective and the confidence to
work across cultural boundaries. Chapter eight reflects
on opportunities to develop this further.

The academic year 2012-13 is the “Scotland Goes
Global year of study abroad”. The Scottish Government
has also introduced Saltire Scholarships for outward mobility, which support new initiatives in eleven universities.
Universities are increasingly using technology to provide
opportunities for virtual mobility for students for whom
it is not possible to study abroad. Team-working across
continents exposes home students to many of the same
cultural experiences as actual mobility and provides a
way of doing so on a more significant scale.

Conclusion
Scotland’s universities will do all they can to develop and
promote the talent and employability of graduates. This
is important for individuals and important for the economic growth which will create jobs across the economy.
As a sector we are proud that our graduates already
have the highest rate of positive destinations in the UK
but we will continue to deliver more, through shared
good practice and implementation of the recommendations in this report, to contribute to the key agenda of
youth employment in particular and Scotland’s success
more generally.

Although Scotland welcomes significant numbers of
international students to our universities, levels of
outward mobility of our home students have been disappointing. There has been recent work at both UK and
Scottish level to encourage students to be mobile and to
recognise the full range of benefits this can bring.
NUS Scotland, supported by Universities Scotland
amongst other partners, has been leading a Scottish Government funded project called Developing
Scotland’s Global Citizens, which aims to do this.
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Good practice and
recommendations
There is a lot of good work on employability taking place
within higher education institutions across Scotland. The
examples of good practice listed here try to capture some
of this and share it within the sector although there is much
more we have not been able to include. This is a dynamic
area of learning and teaching activity within universities
and it may be that some institutions are already delivering
against some of the recommendations.
Not every statement of good practice or recommendation will necessarily be appropriate for every institution. A
one-size-fits-all approach is not to the benefit of students or
employers and this report does not attempt to steer universities in that direction.

Good practice
Skills and employability
G.1. Universities regularly liaise with employers to discuss demand for and supply of employability skills
and attributes. Universities should continue to do
this, involving other stakeholders as relevant. This
should include discussion of where responsibilities for developing these attributes lies, to clarify
reasonable expectations on universities, employers
and students’ groups.
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Embedding employability
G.2. Universities use a range of strategies to encourage students to reflect on and articulate their skills. Similarly,
universities employ various means to recognise and
incentivise employability outside of the curriculum.
Universities should consider how to further develop
these areas of work. Those institutions implementing the Higher Education Achievement Report (HEAR)
should consider how the HEAR can contribute to this.
G.3. A number of universities have initiatives dedicated to tackling issues of confidence, in the context of
employability. All universities should consider the possible benefits of creating or expanding such provision.
G.4. Scottish universities have introduced numerous innovative examples of work-related learning. In particular,
opportunities for students to experience real project
work in a workplace-like context are very valuable. The
development of such learning opportunities, either to
complement or as an alternative to work placements
is important and universities should seek to expand
this work.

Careers services
G.5. All universities’ careers services in Scotland are
striving to ensure students engage with them
in early years of study. Evaluation of the various
methods employed to this end, and sharing of best
practice, may make a significant contribution to
overall graduate employability.
G.6. All of the careers services are available for use by
graduates. Universities should examine whether the
uptake of this offer could be expanded by improved
marketing. Where relevant, universities might consider the possibility of further extending the period
for which careers services are available to
graduates.
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G.7. Universities should review the involvement of careers
staff, and others with specific employability expertise, in wider learning and teaching structures and
consider how their expertise can be further exploited
in embedding employability in the curriculum.
G.8. Many universities make use of alumni in addressing employability, in mentoring and other roles. This
holds the potential for highly effective and efficient
enhancement of employability. Formal links between
careers services and alumni officers should be reviewed and/or created in order to facilitate this.

Work placements
G.9. Many universities and others running work placement schemes set out clearly the benefits to
employers from hosting a placement student and
offer various kinds of support for employers hosting placements. Universities should build on this
work and clearly outline the support available for
employers. Universities should consider the form
this support takes, for example, advice on framing
the project, help with recruitment and selection or
mentoring.
G.10.All Scottish universities actively engage employers and many seek to increase the number of work
placements available. It will be necessary to further
intensify these efforts to further increase the number of placements, which must be sought in a variety of organisations across the private, public and
third sectors. Universities should consider the merits of organising work placements on an industry/
sector level (taking into account work of SFC, SDS,
the existing SFC-funded placement schemes and
the work of the Scottish HE Employability Forum).
Universities should also seek to further encourage
flexibility over the timing and length of placements.
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G.11.Many universities offer placements internally, being
themselves large employers. Universities should
consider whether there is scope to expand such
schemes. This would benefit from the creation of an
institutional culture of regularly identifying projects
that could be carried out by students on placement.
Thought should also be given to the merits of opening up these internal placements to students from
other universities.

G.15.The roll-out of enterprise and entrepreneurship
skills within university teaching, is highly dependent
on individual academic staff. Entrepreneurship
“champions” and networks amongst academics exist within some institutions. To ensure wider adoption of this agenda other institutions should look at
the potential for this with a view to further contributing to a culture change and ensuring that this
agenda does not sit with only a few ‘enthusiasts’.

Enterprise and entrepreneurship

A focus on small and medium sized enterprises

G.12.Principals are closely networked into industry, the
public and third sectors to create mutually beneficial outcomes in research, knowledge exchange
and teaching. Leading from the front is important in
encouraging all members of the university’s governing body, academic and professional staff to do
likewise. Universities’ existing business connections
for knowledge exchange should be explored to see
where there may be further potential for cross-over
and complementarity with the universities’ employability agenda.

G.16.Universities have made themselves significantly
more permeable to outside organisations and now
have a clear online access route for business as
standard. This good practice should be extended to
consider how universities could offer a “no wrong
door” policy for enquiries to ensure an SME is
steered towards the right contact and every enquiry
receives a positive response.

G.13.Many universities already provide facilities and
in-kind support to stimulate and ‘incubate’ staff and
student start-ups. Universities should evaluate their
potential capacity to provide incubation space and
facilities on campus to students, recent graduates
and staff, particularly over the summer break, to help
support fledgling business ventures in a low-risk way
for both parties. The E-Spark “hatchery” might be an
appropriate model to replicate.
G.14.Several universities have established entrepreneurs-in-residence as both inspiration and practical point of contacts for students and staff and to
further embed a culture of enterprise within their
universities.

G.17.Universities have started to innovate beyond the
traditional model of careers fairs (chapter four). The
Association for Graduate Careers Advisers Service
Scotland (AGCAS Scotland) can use these experiences to share best practice and apply this thinking
specifically to the SME sector. Liaison with the Scottish Chambers of Commerce at national level might
be particularly helpful to determine whether a pilot
project of SME careers fairs aimed at school leavers
could be transferrable to graduate careers fairs.

Global skills
G.19.Universities promote international mobility opportunities to their students. Working where appropriate
with NUS Scotland and other agencies, universities should consider the scope for increasing this
activity and how best to capitalise on existing work
within each institution. Further progress may be
made through increased promotion of mobility opportunities to prospective/pre-admission students
and further publicity to address misconceptions
about international mobility (for example, that fluency in a foreign language is always a prerequisite).
Universities will want to continue to address issues
of equitable access to mobility opportunities.
G.20.Universities are increasingly exploring ways of giving students international experiences which do not
involve travel abroad and should continue to do so.
G.21.A number of universities have created new opportunities to learn languages alongside study in other disciplines. Other universities may wish to consider if they
could also do so.

G.18.To address the challenge of very limited capacity for
speculative engagement, faced by all SMEs, Edinburghbased universities are collaborating on their SME
engagement on a regional basis. These universities
should feedback to AGCAS Scotland and other sector
bodies on the success of this initiative.
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Recommendations
Skills and employability
R.1. Employers and employers’ groups should formulate and
disseminate more precise definitions of skills, particularly the skills with more generic labels, for example
communication skills, and the skills which are closer to
the work place, such as business awareness. This work
should include consideration of what skills a graduate
can be expected to have already and what skills the
employer will expect to develop.

Embedding employability
R.2. Universities should seek more opportunities to work
together on projects to embed employability in order to
pool resources.

R.3. Each university should review its networks of connections with employers, including those involved in
knowledge exchange, and examine the potential for
further exploitation of these networks to enhance
employability, for example, in work-related learning.
R.4. The Scottish Funding Council should continue to
support innovation and sharing of good practice in
employability, across the university sector, beyond
the period of the Learning to Work 2 programme.
R.5. Students’ associations should publicise the importance of skills awareness and the value of various
tools that can help students achieve this.
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Careers Services

Enterprise and entrepreneurship

R.6. Students’ associations should help to promote the
use of careers services, particularly the importance
of early engagement and the wider range of services
on offer which are relevant to students in the first few
years of study.

R.13.In continuing to develop an institutional culture of
enterprise, universities should consider how to increase
cross-overs between their enterprising research and
knowledge exchange activity and teaching, ensuring
that students have the opportunity to learn from and be
inspired by this activity.

Work placements
R.7. Universities should seek to ensure that placements
are either credit-bearing or paid.
R.8. Given the benefits that placements can offer to both
students and employers, employers should consider
how they can offer more placements. To maximise
the benefits for both parties, students should tackle
projects that make a meaningful contribution to the
employer’s work.
R.9. The Scottish Government should consider how it can
encourage more employers to offer placements; for
example, providing funding to cover full or partial salary costs and support for associated administration.
R.10.AGCAS Scotland should progress the development
of a single catch-all website to provide details of all
sector-wide university-level work placement schemes
which could help employers to navigate an increasingly diverse, but also complex, landscape.
R.11.Employers, universities and other stakeholders
should work together to expand the provision of parttime or flexible placements, which can be combined
with study or offered to part-time students.

R.12.The Scottish Funding Council should reflect on the
Learning to Work 2 placement schemes and consider extending support for these schemes or for other,
comparable schemes. Any new schemes should
draw on the expertise of the current projects.

R.14.Successful entrepreneurs and innovators fail fast, learn
lessons and move on. This is a valuable business skill
if taught correctly and might help to address a fear of
failure. Academic staff should give consideration as to
how this skill might be delivered at university as part of
curricular and co-curricular activity.

A focus on small and medium sized enterprises
R.15.Universities need to reach out to SMEs through the
same business channels that SMEs typically use for
other forms of business support, including Business
Gateway and the Chambers network.
R.16.Representative bodies within the SME sector including the Scottish Chambers of Commerce, Federation
of Small Businesses and others should look to engage
with AGCAS Scotland, Universities Scotland and NUS
Scotland to jointly manage a dual-message campaign
that promotes the SME sector as a desirable career
destination amongst graduates and raises SME awareness of the added value that graduates can bring to an
SME.

R.18.The opportunities for cross-selling employability
initiatives to SMEs should be explored, particularly
involving Interface as an organisation that has
established a strong reputation amongst SMEs for
knowledge exchange. Interface’s ability to do so
would be improved if other recommendations that
focus on streamlining information sources, in this
chapter and throughout the report, were implemented.

Global skills
R.19.Universities should use alumni now living and
working abroad and the Global Scots Network to
promote the importance of global skills to students.
R.20. Employers who value global skills, language skills
or experience of mobility should publicise this to
students, universities, colleges and schools.
R.21.Students’ Associations should promote mobility
opportunities (as some already do) and how they
can promote the acquisition of global skills without
travel.
R.22. The Scottish Government should continue to support the development of global skills through its
funding.

R.17.AGCAS Scotland should consider the value of an
over-arching domain name and central landing page
for the Shared Vacancy Service, which is not tied to
any one institution, as a means to promote the site
more readily to SMEs and other employers.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
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Graduate employability:
the current context
The Scottish Government has called for a national
response to the problem of youth unemployment.7 This
report is part of the university sector’s response to this
call. Universities’ commitment to the employability of
graduates is a long-standing one but they are constantly
looking for ways to do more.
University students are not all young people with limited
experience of the workplace. There are students of all
ages, pursuing diverse modes of study including fulltime and part-time, via on-campus learning, work-based
learning or distance learning. Some students undertake
university study following a period in permanent employment, whether to facilitate a change in career or to
progress within a career, and 16 per cent of undergraduate students are over 25 years of age and so classified
as ‘mature’. However, many students do enter university
straight from school. The universities’ work on employability therefore makes a significant contribution to the
youth employment agenda.
Employers have long recognised the value of higher
education, not only for providing advanced skills in
specific areas but also for developing the more general
skills that are required in professional occupations, such
as critical reasoning and communication skills. This is
reflected in the large number of graduate positions advertised that do not require a specific degree discipline.8
Employers regularly report graduates to be significantly
better prepared for work than those without higher
education. For example, in the 2011 Scottish Employers
Skill Survey, 90 per cent of graduates were judged to be
well or very well prepared for work by employers.
7

Scottish Government (2012) Action for Jobs: Supporting Young People into
Work: Scotland’s Youth Employment Strategy
8

Confederation of British Industry (2012) Learning to Grow

22

This represents an increase from 81 per cent since
2006 which also suggests that universities’ focus on
employability in recent years is translating into outcomes
as far as employers are concerned.9 Consider also the
following statements from major employers: 10

“We see a very high calibre of graduates
coming from the Scottish Universities and
have no problem recruiting graduates onto
our management training programme who
demonstrate a strong work ethic and many
of the other key management skills we look
for.”
Talent Acquisition Manager, Enterprise Rent-A-Car

“[…] attitude, enthusiasm and breadth of
thinking are key attributes in our selection process. The calibre of Scottish students
continues to be of the highest quality.”
Group Head of Early Career, The Royal Bank of Scotland Group

Similarly, Scotland’s graduates have shown significant
resilience in the employment market, relative both to
non-graduates and to graduates from other parts of the
UK: 93 per cent of those who graduated from Scottish
higher education institutions in the academic year 201011 were found to be in work or further study within six
months (the comparable figure for the UK was 90.3 per
cent).11 Nevertheless, levels of graduate employment
have inevitably been affected by the overall economic
situation – although more recently they have been rising
back towards pre-recessionary levels.
9
UK Commission for Employment and Skills (2012) UK Commission’s Employer
Skills Survey 2011: Scotland Results. Evidence Report 80.
10
Universities Scotland and AGCAS Scotland (2012) 360 Degrees: Equipping
Scotland’s Graduates for Success
11
Higher Education Statistics Agency (2012) Destination of Leavers from Higher
Education (DLHE) 2010-11.

23

Ultimately economic growth and more job creation is
needed. Universities can help towards this end in two
significant ways. In a global market for skills, Scotland
is at a competitive advantage if we can attract inward
investment from global companies on the strength of
our highly-skilled human capital, which in turn, creates
graduate and non-graduate level positions. There are
many examples of such inward investment into Scotland
over the last couple of years with companies citing the
strength of our graduate skills base as key factors in
their location decisions. These include Sky, State Street
and the Swiss software firm Avaloq, whose new Edinburgh base created close to one hundred graduate-level
positions and a further four hundred non-graduate level
jobs.12 The effectiveness of graduates in the workplace
therefore has a wider role in tackling youth unemployment, by helping to create jobs throughout the economy.
Secondly, by developing and enabling graduates, and
staff, to become entrepreneurs or to think entrepreneurially, universities have a role in new business generation
and so create new jobs as well as help graduates to fill
existing ones. Chapter six goes into this in more detail.

A priority across the sector
Scotland’s universities recognise the necessity of further
action on employability: recent decades have seen
intensive activity on employability both within individual
universities and across the higher education sector as
a whole. Universities’ efforts are supported by a range
of stakeholders in Scottish higher education, including
employers of all kinds, who can contribute to higher
education in a variety of ways (page 26).

12
Scottish Development International (2011) website at: http://www.sdi.
co.uk/news/2011/10/ Swiss-financial-software-company-to-open-development-centre-in-Edinburgh.aspx
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All universities have embedded employability within their
institutional learning and teaching strategies, and in most
cases also in their overall strategic plans. Employability
is specifically highlighted in many of these documents as
one of the leading priorities of the institution in question. In addition, universities have recently made specific
commitments in relation to employability in their outcome
agreements with the SFC as the employability and entrepreneurship of graduates was made one of the priority
themes of the first round.
A snap-shot of some of the commitments made in
outcome agreements include Heriot-Watt University’s
intention to increase student work placements by 10 per
cent each year in 2012-13 and 2013-14. The
University of Abertay Dundee has set itself a
target of reaching employer involvement on 90
per cent of its programme approval and subject
review panels for its degree courses. Other commitments include Queen Margaret University
Edinburgh’s plan to develop its engagement with employers and Robert Gordon University’s intention to review
its employability strategy. Another action from the outcome agreements that will impact positively on graduate
employability is the University of the West of Scotland’s
intention to develop global citizenship modules and make
these available to undergraduate students.
Universities’ own work on employability has been aided
by several initiatives across the Scottish higher education
sector. First, employability is central to a number of the
Enhancement Themes managed by QAA Scotland that the
sector has pursued collectively.13 The Themes facilitate innovation in specific aspects of learning and teaching and
sharing best practice, through focused sector-wide activity. They frequently have a strong connection to employability: employability was itself a Theme in 2004-2006,
while more recent Themes such as Research-Teaching
13

Linkages: Enhancing Graduate Attributes (2006-2008),
Graduates for the 21st Century (2008-2011) and the current Theme, Developing and Supporting the Curriculum,
have resulted in extensive consideration of employability.
Graduates for the 21st Century gave particular prominence to ‘graduate attributes’. These are the qualities that
the graduates of each university should have – each university has drawn up its own list of graduate attributes,
reflecting its particular mission – and they relate very
closely to the ‘employability skills’ that graduates require
in the job market (see chapter two). Having formulated
and published their graduate attributes, the universities
now use these as a framework for the systematic consideration of key aspects of employability in the development of learning and teaching.
Work on employability has also received direct support
from the Learning to Work initiatives funded by the SFC
since 2004. The two phases of Learning to Work have
produced a range of programmes for enhancing student
and graduate employability, both within institutions and
cross-institutionally. In relation to universities, Learning
to Work 1 (2004-2011) encompassed:
**  £4 million granted to institutions to develop and
embed employability in learning and teaching provision;
**  the creation of the Scottish Higher Education Employability Network (SHEEN); and
**  support for the Aiming University Learning @ Work
project, researching techniques for embedding
employability skills in university teaching.

The relevant elements of Learning to Work 2 (2010-14) are:
**  Work placement projects:
ºº  Third Sector Internships Scotland, led by Queen
Margaret University Edinburgh with the Open
University in Scotland and Scottish Council
for Voluntary Organisations (SCVO), providing
placements for students of any degree discipline in third sector organisations;
ºº  E-Placements Scotland, led by Edinburgh Napier University, in conjunction with the E-Skills
Sector Skills Council, providing business and IT
placements;
ºº  Education into Enterprise, involving the University of Abertay Dundee, colleges, the Scottish
Chambers of Commerce and other agencies,
providing placements primarily in SMEs;
ºº  Making the Most of Masters, a partnership
between the Universities of Aberdeen, Edinburgh and Stirling, creating opportunities for
postgraduate students to carry out work-based
projects in place of Masters dissertations;
**  The creation of and support for the Scottish Higher
Education Employability Forum (SHEEF), to promote
collaboration and communication both across the
university sector and between universities and
employer bodies; and,
**  support for SIE, providing enterprise education and
support for students at all stages of entrepreneurship, in all of Scotland’s universities.
These initiatives have provided the resources and impetus for significant work on employability in Scotland’s
universities. A number of the developments mentioned
in this report were enabled or accelerated by the Learning to Work 1 and 2 schemes, and the universities have
taken care to foster the extra momentum given to the
employability agenda.

Enhancement Themes website at: http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/
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About this report
This report aims to contribute to universities’ efforts on
employability in two ways:
1.

The report will contribute to the further enhancement of work on employability by clarifying the views
and the needs of a wide range of stakeholders and
making a set of recommendations for future actions
by all key players – universities, employers, student
organisations, government and others.

2.

By highlighting the range of actions on employability
that Scotland’s universities already undertake, the
report will help to disseminate best practice not only
around the sector, but also to employers and other
stakeholders, so that they can see more clearly how
they can be involved in this important work.

This report is one part of a project on graduate employability undertaken by Universities Scotland in the course
of 2012. The work on which the report is based is centred
on extensive consultations with a wide range of stakeholders, to build a rich understanding of the needs and concerns of those involved in the education and employment of
university graduates. This will in turn inform the universities’
future work on employability, alongside their regular individual engagements with employers and other stakeholders.
Universities Scotland held consultations with senior
representatives from a wide range of organisations including businesses and representatives of diverse sectors
and sizes, public sector employers, students and other
stakeholders in higher education. Views were solicited
from wider groups of stakeholders through a series of
larger events, which also facilitated networking and the
exchange of views between participants.

Our engagement included:
**  An employability summit, held in spring 2012 with
over 40 participants, including employer representatives from all of the Scottish Government’s key
sectors of the economy, alongside representatives
of universities, SHEEF, Quality Assurance Agency
Scotland (QAA Scotland) and the Higher Education
Academy (HEA).
**  A joint meeting of the Scottish Parliament’s Cross
Party Groups on Skills and on Universities and Colleges in June 2012. MSPs joined invitees from universities, the college sector, employers, skills sector
groups, the Scottish Government, the Scottish Youth
Parliament, youth wings of the Scottish political parties, student organisations and other stakeholders in
higher education to discuss key issues in graduate
employment and employability.
**  An engagement event at the Scottish Parliament in
September 2012, attended by MSPs, employers, student associations, university staff and other stakeholders, which offered opportunities to network, to
exchange ideas on graduate employability, and to
meet some recent graduates.
**  The project also included a joint publication with
AGCAS Scotland in summer 2012, 360 Degrees:
Equipping Scotland’s Graduates for Success.14 For
that report Scottish graduates talked about their
experience of employability within their institutions
and employers commented on current demand for
new graduates.

14
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Universities Scotland also held individual meetings
with the following organisations:
**  Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (AGCAS) Scotland
**  CBI Scotland
**  Federation of Small Businesses
**  Institute of Directors Scotland
**  Interface
**  NHS Education Scotland
**  NUS Scotland
**  Scottish Chambers of Commerce
**  Scottish Council for Development and Industry
**  Scottish Institute for Enterprise
**  Scottish Investment Operations
**  Skills Development Scotland
**  Society of Local Authority Chief Executives and
Senior Managers Scotland.
Scotland’s 19 universities are all very different,
which is an asset in itself as it means that universities will take different innovative approaches to
employability and enterprise. However, in the context
of this diversity it should also be understood that not
every statement of good practice or recommendation
will necessarily be appropriate for every institution. A
one-size-fits-all approach is not to the benefit of students or employers and this report does not attempt
to steer universities in that direction.

Universities Scotland and AGCAS Scotland (2012) 360 Degrees
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Chapter 2:
Skills and employability
33

There are many definitions of employability, but for
the purposes of this report we will use the following
widely cited definition:
“[Employability is a] set of achievements – skills, understandings and personal attributes – that makes graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in
their chosen occupations, which benefits themselves, the
workforce, the community and the economy.” 15
Employability is an ongoing process of enhancing and
adapting skills and attributes and is therefore dependent on individuals’ experiences and aspirations.
Indeed, the ability to be a continuing and flexible learner
is one of the most important aspects of enhancing
employability.
This flexibility and willingness to learn is important for a
number of reasons. A common theme emerging from our
consultations with employers’ groups is that the ‘job for
life’ is a thing of the past in many organisations. Graduates are likely to change employer, and perhaps entire
career paths, during their working lives – often multiple
times. Even those students who do target a specific
career in a specific industry cannot assume there is a
set list of required skills. The pace of technological and
cultural change is such that the demand for specific
skills can change within just a few years. As the Scottish
Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) put it in our
consultations for this report, the skills of the future do
not exist yet.
In any case, the role of universities is not simply to enable students to develop the specific skills needed to do
particular jobs. Although specialised skills for particular
careers are certainly an important element of many
degree programmes, what universities can and must

Yorke, M. (2006) Employability in Higher Education: what it is - what it is not.
Commissioned by the Higher Education Academy
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provide for their graduates – and, in turn, for employers
– are the more general tools that allow an individual to
excel in a variety of roles. A corollary of this is that part
of the responsibility for preparing graduates to carry
out particular roles lies with employers, as employers’
groups recognise.16
Many of the key attributes that underpin success and
adaptability in graduate employment are fundamental to
university study. These include:
**  independent and critical thinking;
**  the ability to gather, filter and assimilate relevant
information;
**  an appreciation of sound evidence and reasoning;
and
**  clear written and oral communication.
These are central to the study of any discipline, and this
is surely why employers have always valued graduates.
Moreover, there is a great deal of overlap in the development of employability skills and effective study skills –
for example, both prominently involve self-management,
organisation of information, and problem solving. Meanwhile, intellectual ability is highly valued by employers in
its own right17 as reflected in the high rates of employment of graduates from all disciplines. It is important,
therefore, to recognise that employability is no mere
add-on to the universities’ core business of research-led,
discipline-specific teaching; rather, much of the most
important work to enhance employability draws out what
is already inherent in university education. Indeed, it is
widely recognised that employability is generally more
effectively developed in the context of subject-specific
study.
CBI and Universities UK (2009) Future Fit, p.11; Council for Industry and Higher
Education (2008) Graduate employability: what do employers think and want?,
p.9. For more on this point, see Yorke, M. Employability in higher education: what
it is – what it is not. Higher Education Academy; 2006

A key aspect of employability is what has sometimes
been termed ‘soft skills’ or ‘transferable skills’, though
these terms arguably under-sell personal qualities which
are now widely seen to be essential for success in the
labour market. These days, the discussion tends instead
to be framed in terms of ‘employability skills’ or ‘graduate attributes’. As shown below, these terms overlap a
great deal in practice, but, as a broad generalisation,
employer-led organisations have tended to use the
language of skills, while universities prefer graduate
attributes.
There have been numerous attempts to list the generic
graduate employability skills that employers require.
There is no doubt that such lists can perform a useful
role in informing work on employability and, accordingly,
one such list is considered below. Moreover, students
and graduates need to be aware of the skills that they
possess and listing employability skills can be one way
to help bring this about. But the wider context is crucial: employability is not a single outcome achieved by
completing a fixed number of steps. Different students
bring different strengths and experiences and as a consequence require different kinds and levels of support to
develop their employability to the maximum. Accordingly,
Scotland’s universities tackle the issue of employability
on many fronts and using a wide variety of techniques.

Employability skills and
graduate attributes
Whether conceived of in terms of employability skills or
graduate attributes, the personal qualities associated
with higher education are highly valued by employers,
as repeatedly found in employer surveys.18 No list of employability skills is universally accepted among employerled groups, but, as a 2009 UKCES report notes, “almost
all definitions are in practice quite similar”.19 One such
list has been developed by CBI.20 This is somewhat
weighted towards the needs of employers in the private
sector, but stands as a good example of the kinds of
skills that are often discussed:

CBI definition of employability skills
**  Self-management — readiness to accept responsibility, flexibility, time management, readiness to improve
own performance;
**  Teamworking — respecting others, co-operating, negotiating, persuading, contributing to discussions;
**  Business and customer awareness — basic understanding of the key drivers for business success and
the need to provide customer satisfaction;
**  Problem solving — analysing facts and circumstances
and applying creative thinking to develop appropriate
solutions;
**  Communication and literacy — application of literacy,
ability to produce clear, structured written work and
oral literacy, including listening and questioning;
**  Application of numeracy — manipulation of numbers,
general mathematical awareness and its application
in practical contexts; and
**  Application of information technology — basic IT skills,
including familiarity with word processing, spreadsheets, file management and internet search engines.

16

17
Council for Industry and Higher Education (2008) Graduate employability: what
do employers think and want? p.7

Council for Industry and Higher Education (2008) Graduate employability: what
do employers think and want? p.7.
UK Commission for Employment and Skills (2009) The Employability Challenge, p.9.
20
Confederation of British Industry (2007) Time Well Spent: Embedding Employability in Work Experience, p12
18

19
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This list can be compared with the graduate attributes
defined by each of Scotland’s universities, in the context
of the sector wide Enhancement Themes work. While
each university’s list of graduate attributes is distinctive,
there are underlying common threads as recognised in the
Enhancement Themes literature.21

Common threads in universities’ graduate attributes:
**  lifelong learning: equipping students with the ability
and interest to continue to enlarge their knowledge,
understanding and skills throughout their working
lives;
**  research, scholarship and enquiry: providing students with a sound grasp of how new understanding is generated in a given field or subject area
through experiment and empirical investigation,
and the ability to apply a systematic and critical assessment of complex problems and issues;
**  employability and career development: developing
students’ knowledge, skills and qualities relevant to
chosen career paths and to those paths which may
open up in the future, enabling each to succeed in a
rapidly changing workplace;
**  global citizenship: encouraging a capacity to thrive
in a globalised society and economy, and an awareness of cultures beyond and different to one’s own;
**  communication and information literacy: cultivating
students’ abilities to communicate effectively their
knowledge, understanding and skills, in a range of
settings, and using a variety of media; and formulating, evaluating and applying evidence-based solutions and arguments;
**  ethical, social and professional understanding: nurturing a reflective awareness of ethical dimensions,
and responsibilities to others, in work and everyday
life;
21
Hounsell, D. (2011) Graduates for the 21st Century: Integrating the Enhancement Themes, Institutional Activities produced for the Quality Assurance Agency.
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**  personal and intellectual autonomy: developing a
capacity to think independently, exercise personal
judgment and to take initiative; and
**  collaboration, teamwork and leadership: cultivate
skills for working in teams and groups, and leading
where appropriate.
The language of the graduate attributes and the CBI’s employability skills may differ, but this should not be allowed
to obscure the strong common threads running through
them.
This report will often refer to employability skills and attributes more or less interchangeably, recognising these
strong connections between the two concepts. Employability skills are a convenient and easily understood way
of framing some aspects of employability and a great
deal of previous public discourse on employability has
been in terms of skills. Meanwhile, the notion of graduate
attributes emphasises the key elements of learning and
broader personal development that underpin employability.

Employers’ views of graduates
Whether discussed in terms of skills, attributes or otherwise, the key question is whether graduates are in fact well
prepared for the transition into work. Employer surveys look
to capture this and the results can contribute to a wider understanding of graduates’ attributes and employers’ needs.
However, such surveys come with important caveats; usually
they cover a relatively small sample of employers, providing
at best a snapshot of opinion. More meaningful understanding of the performance of graduates in the labour market
and in work is gained through the extensive engagement
work that universities undertake with employers (see below).
Nevertheless, employer surveys do offer a window both on
the impressions made by graduates and on the relationship
between many employers and the education system.

Strengths

Surveys of employers repeatedly show high levels of
satisfaction with graduates’ IT skills, numeracy, problem
solving and teamworking abilities.22 For example, in the
2011 UK-wide CBI education and skills survey, at least
80 per cent of employers expressed satisfaction with the
level of each of these skills in their graduate recruits (95
per cent in the case of IT skills). The Institute of Directors
(IoD) noted that “IoD members whose organisations recruit graduates tend to think highly of their overall quality. They set great store by graduates’ employability skills
when recruiting and, broadly speaking, are complimentary about what they see in their recruits”.23 This reflects
anecdotal evidence from other sources including, for
example, the non-profit employers who participate in the
Third Sector Internships Scotland scheme (see chapter
four) who frequently comment that their student interns
greatly surpass expectations.24
Employer surveys also tend to note some areas in which
graduates’ skills do not meet employers’ expectations
consistently – though in all cases satisfaction rates for
graduates far outstrip those for non-graduates.25 Communication skills are sometimes listed among these.
However, the picture is somewhat unclear because
‘communication skills’ can be understood to mean so
many different things including, for example, literacy and
English skills, telephone communication or the ability
to articulate one’s attributes in interviews. This lack of
clarity may be one reason for the existence of a mismatch in students’ and employers’ perceptions on this
issue – students tend to report high confidence in their
communication skills.26 A similar mismatch is found with
22
See, for example, the i-graduate and Institute of Directors surveys reviewed in
Graduate employability: what do employers think and want? Council for Industry
and Higher Education; 2008, and the CBI surveys reported in Future Fit, CBI/
UUK, 2009; CBI/NUS Working towards your future, 2011; and Building for
Growth, CBI, 2011.
23
Council for Industry and Higher Education (2008) Graduate employability:
what do employers think and want?
24
Third Sector Internship Scheme (2012) TSIS Mid-point Review, p.53
25
CBI (2012) Skills Survey 2011, pp.22-24.
26
CBI/UUK (2009) Future Fit, p.23; High Fliers Research (2013) Graduate
Careers Survey 2012. p.17.

regard to the skill of ‘self-management’.27 This implies
that there is work to be done to help students appreciate
just what it is that employers value. This clearly depends
on establishing more precise definitions of the required
skills, a process in which employers (and those who
represent and survey them) bear significant responsibility. In the meantime, Scotland’s universities are engaged
in a range of initiatives to enhance students’ abilities to
draw out and articulate key aspects of their learning and
experiences as part of reflective learning (chapter three).

Weaknesses

The employability skills most often mentioned as areas
of concern are, perhaps unsurprisingly, those with
the closest relationships to on-the-job experience. For
example, surveys by the CBI and Institute of Directors
as well as High Fliers research have found that fewer
than half of surveyed employers expressed satisfaction with qualities like ‘business and customer awareness’, ‘business acumen’ and ‘business knowledge and
awareness’, and that students also reported relatively
low rates of self-confidence in such areas.28
Given the specifically business-focused nature of these
skills, it is not clear that these figures are problematically
low; a significant degree of responsibility for the development of these skills lies with employers themselves, as
employers’ representatives recognise. To the extent that
they can and should be developed in universities, it is
obvious that the most effective measures to do so must
involve collaboration between universities and employers.
Developing substantial ‘business and customer awareness’ is likely to require direct experience of a relevant
business environment. This was the view of a variety of
stakeholders polled at Universities Scotland’s
27
Compare CBI (2011) Building for Growth, pp.22-24, with the survey of students
in CBI/UUK (2009) Future Fit, p.23.
28
Institute of Directors (2007) Graduate Employability Skills, Skills Briefing, reported
in Graduate employability: what do employers think and want? Council for Industry
and Higher Education; 2008. Also CBI Skills Survey 2011 and High Fliers 2012.
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engagement event at the Scottish Parliament in
September 2012. When these stakeholders were asked
to identify where primary responsibility lies for developing
various employability skills, the particular case of
‘business and customer awareness’ produced an
unusually broad spread of responses, but a clear majority
– including employers – indicated that the best place to
develop this skill is in the workplace, whether in graduate
employment, a work placement or through part-time work
during studies.

Action

The views and expectations of employers, universities
and students can be more closely aligned, but a more
direct sense of partnership and sustained dialogue will be
required to achieve this. Differences in semantics rather
than substance may be partly to blame for an apparent
mis-match between employers and graduates. There are
clear differences in the way skills sets are described in
the two sets of bulleted lists but not at a more meaningful level. The answer is not for universities to depart from
their definitions of graduate attributes, which have gone
through rigorous development, but to ensure that graduates leave university understanding how to relate their
attributes to different contexts, whether it be business or
a public or third sector environment in a way that resonates outside of the university environment. CBI Scotland
expressed this as: “telling is not selling”. Graduates need
to be able to sell their skills-sets in a way, and in a language, that makes sense to employers. There is scope for
universities to help students understand this this within
reflective learning and personal development planning
which is discussed further in chapter three.
Recent years have seen some encouraging moves
towards greater partnership working, including the
CBI’s collaborations with Universities UK and NUS, connections made through SHEEF in Scotland and indeed
the engagements underlying the present work – all in
addition to the continuing work of organisations such
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as the Council for Industry and Higher Education (CIHE)
and the Association of Graduate Recruiters (AGR). A
more sophisticated conversation between these different parties must include both greater precision in
how employers’ needs are characterised and communicated and a considered dialogue over the division of
responsibilities in meeting these needs.

Who is responsible for
employability skills?
When this question was put to participants at the joint
meeting of the Scottish Parliament’s Cross Party Groups
on Universities and Colleges and on Skills, many people
were unwilling to assign proportions of responsibility
to students, universities and employers for developing
employability, instead preferring to highlight the different kinds of responsibility that each bears. Universities
were seen to have a responsibility to raise awareness of
employability skills and to provide and incentivise opportunities to develop them. Students were seen to have the
responsibility to take up these opportunities. Employers
were regarded as having a responsibility to engage with
universities and learners at a much earlier stage than
when they see candidates for interview, and to accept and
take on responsibility for the ‘customisation’ of graduates
with adaptable skills-sets to fit their own unique requirements. Participants also identified other organisations,
such as the Scottish Government and SFC, as having a
role here.

Good practice
G.1. Universities regularly liaise with employers
to discuss demand for and supply of employability skills and attributes. Universities
should continue to do this, involving other
stakeholders as relevant. This should include
discussion of where responsibilities for developing these attributes lies, to clarify reasonable expectations on universities, employers
and students’ groups.

Recommendation
R.1. Employers and employers’ groups should
formulate and disseminate more precise
definitions of skills, particularly the skills with
more generic labels, for example communication skills, and the skills which are closer to
the work place, such as business awareness.
This work should include consideration of
what skills a graduate can be expected to
have already and what skills the employer
will expect to develop.

Encouragingly, the students and employers that Universities Scotland consulted with, throughout our programme
of engagement, recognised their respective responsibilities and were enthusiastic about living up to them, as was
the university sector. Clearly, shared responsibility and
a collaborative effort on the part of all stakeholders will
help to deliver more positive outcomes than any one actor
working alone.
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Chapter 3:
Embedding employability
43

Scotland’s universities regard the employability of
their students as one of their central responsibilities. Across the sector, employability is a priority
in their strategic planning and their learning and
teaching strategy documents. This universal commitment in the Scottish sector compares with the
findings of one 2011 survey that nearly a third of UK
HE institutions who responded, and 31 per cent of
respondents internationally, had no employability
strategy.29 All of Scotland’s universities are actively
engaged in a variety of initiatives to further the
employability agenda, just some of which are highlighted in this report.
As shown throughout this report, Scotland’s universities
use a variety of methods to help students develop and
understand employability skills and attributes, above
and beyond their acquisition through traditional study.
The evidence suggests that the message is getting
through. A recent survey of 2,300 UK students for the
Association of Graduate Recruiters (AGR) found that 97
per cent of respondents recognise the importance of
developing employability skills while at university.30 In
another UK-wide survey in 2011, 76 per cent of student
respondents reported that the importance of employability skills had been explained to them, or was due to be
explained.31 Many students are aware of the importance
that employers place on such skills: in the same survey,
such skills were most frequently cited as what employers value when recruiting, alongside recognition of the
importance of relevant work experience. Thus students’
perceptions broadly reflected employers’ actual
priorities.

29
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (2011) Supporting Graduate
Employability: HEI Practice in Other Countries. BIS Research Paper 40.
30
Association of Graduate Recruiters / GTI Media Research (2013) Great expectations: How good are universities at making their students more employable?
31
CBI/NUS (2011) Working towards your future.
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Employability was given extra impetus in Scotland
through the Learning to Work initiatives funded by the
SFC from 2004 (see chapter one). It has provided funding for various enhancements to employability strategies
within each university and in the first phases included
funding for a designated employability co-ordinator post
within the institution. It also created new channels for
the exchange of best practice on employability, through
the creation of the Scottish Higher Education Employability Network (SHEEN) and later SHEEF. This chapter looks
at how universities are embedding employability and
what form that takes.

Why universities embed
employability
There is some consensus around the idea that employability is most effectively taught within subject disciplines, not simply as a stand-alone topic.32,33 There are
many ways of enhancing employability through university
teaching and the methods chosen will depend on the
particular context.34 Nevertheless, there are certain
broad principles that underpin employability education in
relation to most disciplines. The 2009 UKCES report The
Employability Challenge35 summarises the key ingredients of learning for employability, as follows:
**  reflection and integration;
**  work-related learning; and
**  work experience.
32
See Wilson, T. A Review of Business-University Collaboration. Department for Business, Innovation and Skills; 2012, p.31; Pedagogy for employability. Higher Education
Academy; 2012, p.42.
33
Of course some aspects of employability do need to be dealt with separately and
university careers services offer assistance with various aspects of job hunting, like CV
and application writing and interview technique (chapter three).
34
In many ways this is an artificial divide, given that today’s university careers services
are often heavily involved in wider initiatives to enhance employability (including
employability teaching within degree courses), above and beyond their work providing
advice and guidance on career choices, applications and interviews.
35
UK Commission for Employment and Skills (2009) The Employability Challenge: Full
Report

These should not be seen as independent – they interact in crucial ways. Reflection is important in most types
of learning, including work-related learning and work
experience. Applying knowledge to real-life challenges
and becoming aware of the knowledge and skills gained
aids effective learning in any context. This again emphasises that employability is naturally aligned with high
quality university teaching. Moreover, many disciplines
naturally provide opportunities for students to develop
certain highly valued skills (and in other disciplines, it
may be relatively easy to incorporate such opportunities
with some planning). For example, group work is central
to some disciplines and can often be used as a method
of teaching and assessment in others. Likewise, communication skills can be developed through the use of
student presentations in class or in assessments. Such
techniques are very commonly employed throughout the
university sector.

How universities embed
employability
Reflective learners

As noted above, one of the key features of successful
approaches to developing employability is reflection. That
is, students should be helped to develop an awareness of
the skills and attributes they are acquiring. This is of particular importance with regard to employability, because
students need to “translate their experience of ‘doing
a degree’ into the language of achievements valued by
employers.”36
This is not something that all students can be expected to
do without guidance; it is in effect an employability skill in
itself.37 It is important that students develop this skill not
Higher Education Academy (2012) Pedagogy for Employability: Update
Dean, L. An employability perspective. Psychology Teaching Review
2008; 14(2).
36
37

least because they will need to be able to explain to potential employers why they are suited to a particular role,
in both application forms and interviews. In our consultations, some employers indicated that this can be a problem, although some also reported recent improvements
on this front. In addition, making students aware of skills
already gained can help to develop their self-confidence,
which is both an important attribute in itself and an aid to
acquiring further knowledge and skills successfully.
Reflective analysis is often used in university learning and
even in assessments. In addition, in many of Scotland’s
universities, students are encouraged to use Personal
Development Planning (PDP). This usually takes the form
of an online tool which incorporates systematic prompts
to record and further stimulate activity that contributes
to employability skills. PDP serves the dual purpose of
stimulating activity that develops employability skills and
encouraging clear articulation of the benefits of different
activities.
PDP can be very effectively integrated with other kinds
of work-related, and even work-based, learning. However,
staff who run PDP schemes have commented that lack
of sustained active engagement by students can be a
problem. This is problematic because the success of PDP
depends on the extent of students’ engagement with it.

Work-related learning

It is widely recognised that many of the best ways to
develop employability involve exposure to realistic challenges of the kind one might encounter in a relevant
workplace. This can be delivered as part of a work placement (discussed in chapter five) or in the classroom as
part of a credit-bearing module or even in extracurricular initiatives like competitions. All forms
of work-related learning provide opportunities
to develop a series of employability skills, most
obviously including problem-solving, teamwork,
communication and self-organisation skills,
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and often some key elements of business and customer
awareness. Accordingly, when trying to draw out ‘what
works’ from the activities of employers in relation to
student employability, a joint report by the Confederation
of British Industry (CBI) and Universities UK (UUK) found
that providing real-life projects is one of the most valuable kinds of employer involvement in higher education.
Scottish universities have been at the forefront of
developing this kind of work and expanding it across a
wide range of university disciplines. The Aiming University Learning @Work (AUL@W) initiative ran a series of
projects focusing on work-related learning in non-vocational subjects.38 The focus on non-vocational subjects
is significant as it can be more challenging to identify
where to create relevant and meaningful placements for
students on courses of this type as opposed to degree
subjects linked to a particular career. History students at
the University of Glasgow carried out projects for not-forprofit organisations which involved researching organisational history. Similarly, psychology students at Glasgow
Caledonian University were offered courses that explored
links between psychological theory and experiences of
work. Also within AUL@W, the University of St Andrews
developed an enterprise and creativity module which is
available to students from all degree subjects. Detailed
descriptions and evaluations of all of the AUL@W projects
are available online.39
Alongside the provision of work-related learning within
the curriculum, universities create opportunities for
students to show initiative in co-curricular activities. This
is demonstrated by student societies like FreshSight at
the University of Edinburgh, a student-run consultancy
service which delivers projects for the not-for-profit sector while lending students invaluable experience of real
consultancy work.
38
Aiming University Learning @Work was part of the Learning to Work 1 programme (see Chapter one).
39
University of Glasgow, information on Aiming University learning @ Work can be
found here: http://www.gla.ac.uk/services/aulw/research/projectpublications/
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Confidence

The ability to appreciate and articulate one’s own
skills is not only a matter of awareness but also one of
confidence. It has frequently been observed – including
repeatedly in our stakeholder consultations for this report – that there may even be significant cultural factors
at play here. A tendency to avoid self-praise and to resist
standing out from the crowd is often cited as a feature
of Scottish culture.40 Any such tendency clearly runs
counter to employers’ oft-quoted desire for a positive,
pro-active worker, who is able to take appropriate risks.
It can therefore hamper an individual’s prospects in
competitive recruitment processes. More generally, the
media’s focus on youth unemployment has contributed
to the creation of an unhelpful negative environment
which is to the further detriment of graduates’ confidence as they prepare to enter the job market as graduates are led to believe there are no prospects available
to them.41 Increasing confidence and self-esteem is one
of the aims of much of the work that universities carry
out on employability; this is a commonly cited sideeffect of work placements, international experience, and
many forms of project-based learning, for example. PDP
also helps to encourage positive attitudes, by drawing
attention to one’s capabilities. Above and beyond this,
many universities are working to address the issue of
confidence directly, often with an explicit connection to
employability.

Curriculum reform

A number of Scottish institutions have recently carried out
major university-wide reviews and reform of their curriculum. In all cases, enhancing employability skills were an
important motivator of the reforms and as such were a
significant strand in the redesigned curriculum. This often
resulted in new opportunities for students within the new
curriculum, particularly with regard to working outside of
their own discipline.

Case studies

University of Abertay Dundee

Students on science and technology courses with work placements are guided through a process of reflective learning in
relation to their placements. Students formulate their own
learning outcomes prior to placement and reflect on learning
and the acquisition of employability skills throughout. To assist
this, an online PDP tool incorporating systematic prompts to
record and further stimulate development is being developed
and trialled within programmes.

University of Glasgow

The Small Business Consultancy Project is an opportunity for
Business and Management students to undertake a project
within and for a small business in the Greater Glasgow area.
Lectures and seminars support consultancy activities carried
out by teams of students, which are challenged to investigate
a specific business situation. Students gain both theoretical and practical knowledge of small businesses and the
company gains from advice and recommendations aimed at
further developing their business. Assessment includes reflective work, in which students must explicitly consider their key
learning outcomes.

University of Abertay Dundee

The University runs the Dare to be Digital competition, which
brings together teams of students from across the world,
including designated Scottish Student Ambassadors, who
are mentored by employers from the computer games sector
while competing in the design of new games. The success of
the competition has fed into new, project-based postgraduate
courses with significant employer involvement.

SRUC

Students in the fourth year of the BSc sustainable environmental management programme were given the opportunity
to audit the environmental impact of an office, in order to give
the students practical experience. Students from two different
campuses (Aberdeen and Edinburgh) worked together to plan
the audit programme, audit the office and produce a report for
the employer, who gave very positive feedback on the
project.

Craig, C. (2011) The Scots’ Crisis of Confidence (2nd edition). Argyll Publishing; 2011
41
Universities Scotland and AGCAS Scotland (2012) 360 degrees
40
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Employability through
non-study activities
It is important that students are encouraged to reflect
on the value not only of their experiences of studying
but also of the full range of experiences gained during
student life. This may include co-curricular activities (in
other words, opportunities available as part of university life that are not part of studying on a degree programme), in particular where a student has taken some
position of responsibility within a student society or
other organisation, and part-time work. Students might
perceive such work to be ‘just to earn money’ and not
relevant to graduate job prospects. However, a strong
theme emerging from our consultations with employers’
groups was that experience in the workplace is valuable,
irrespective of the kind of work.
There is evidence that involvement in co-curricular activity, especially where it involves a position of responsibility,
has a significant positive effect on a range of employment
outcomes – including rates of graduate-level employment,
salary level and job satisfaction – and has the potential to
increase social mobility.42
Award schemes are a further kind of incentive that universities can provide for students to both acquire and reflect
on employability skills. A number of Scotland’s universities
already have these and others are currently developing
them. In some cases, the award is primarily a means of
formally recognising outstanding activity outside of degree
study and may have exacting criteria. In other cases the
emphasis is more overtly on planning of, and reflection on,
a range of employability-related activities, and the award
is correspondingly aimed at a wider spread of students.
Typically schemes encourage a range of co-curricular
42
Purcell, K et al. (2012) Futuretrack Stage 4: Transitions into employment,
further study and other outcomes. HECSU;
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activities, such as volunteer work and taking positions
of responsibility within student societies or the students’
association. There are often a number of different components to the award, but typically some form of accreditation
is given for each component, whether or not the overall
award is completed. In some cases, an award scheme may
have a discipline-specific element, while in other cases the
scheme is university-wide.
Recognition for non-academic activities is also increasingly given by means of supplements to degree transcripts,
such as the Higher Education Achievement Report (HEAR),
which is being adopted by universities across the UK. For
such schemes to be widely successful requires buy-in from
employers as well as universities.

Case studies

Glasgow School of Art

Glasgow School of Art partnered with the BBC Scottish
Symphony Orchestra and the Royal Conservatoire of
Scotland (RCS) to create live projects for students in the
form of a new work inspired by Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring.
Video projections for the set, costumes and the visual
identity of the production were the responsibility of GSA
students from fine art, communication design, fashion
and textiles and architecture. Learning outcomes from the
project included research from gathering, to analysis, to
selection; the ability to identify issues and opportunities
and evolve the remit of a brief; the ability to generate and
explore alternative ideas by and through engaging with
a research, development and prototyping process; and
communicating ideas using effective visual language and
materials.

University of Strathclyde

Supporting staff to embed
employability
Given the importance of employability, it is unsurprising
that universities place a great deal of emphasis on providing appropriate support and guidance for staff in how
to do this effectively. Support for teaching staff in all
areas is typically provided by institutions’ own academic
development units, supported by external agencies
like the Higher Education Academy. In some cases, an
individual member of the academic development staff
is the designated point of contact for employability and
careers service staff may be involved, too. All of these
promote ways for academics to embed employability
into their teaching, by providing direct training and by
making available up-to-date guidance and examples of
best practice. Such teaching support mechanisms also
ensure the consistent application of institutional policies
on employability.

Vertically Integrated Projects (VIPs) are multidisciplinary
research projects in which students in all years of study
may participate, as an equivalent of a credit-bearing
university course. The different projects may contribute
to academic research or help to develop non-academic
parts of the university, and there is potential to expand the
idea to benefit external organisations. The project teams
are always multi-disciplinary and mix staff with students
of different levels of experience, requiring students to
develop effective team-working and communication skills.
The projects provide extensive opportunities for students
to learn from each other and to take guiding and learning
roles. Students apply specialist skills from their subject
areas in pursuit of real world outcomes, thus
contextualising and reinforcing their studies while building
confidence and motivation. www.strath.ac.uk/viprojects.

University of St Andrews

The St Andrews Award has four parts: contributing to
university life; giving to others; working for your future; and
expanding your horizons. To gain the award, students undertake a range of activities and must submit reflections
on what they have gained from these activities. They must
also attend workshops and take an interview. If students
do not complete all four parts, they do not get the award,
but still receive recognition in the HEAR for the parts that
they have achieved. The award is run by the Careers
Centre. www.st-andrews.ac.uk/award.
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Employer involvement
As noted above, universities do not plan and implement
these employability activities, or indeed the curriculum
in general in isolation: employers are involved in a variety of ways. The CBI/UUK report Future Fit notes that
employers can bring the greatest benefits to themselves
and students by sustained engagement with universities. This can take several forms; an entire report could
easily be written on this alone.43 For example, employers
can engage with universities in the development and accreditation of degree programmes, the provision of work
placements (see chapter five), mentoring (see chapter
four), sponsorship of students, and delivering guest
lectures and seminars.
Employers are often involved in the development of new
courses and review of existing courses. In some cases,
specific industry liaison groups are set up to facilitate
this. In fact, universities bring a significant depth of
experience to this kind of collaboration having always
worked with employers and professional bodies. It is
estimated that Scotland’s universities work closely with
over one hundred different professional bodies in the design and accreditation of degree programmes as diverse
as forensics and marketing.44 Employer involvement is
now common practice across a much wider range of
courses, at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels,
especially those with a clear vocational orientation. In a
2009 survey at UK level, the proportion of larger firms
with over 5,000 employees that had links to universities
was already found to be 84 per cent and growing.45

Wilson, T. (2012) A Review of Business-University Collaboration. Department
for Business, Innovation and Skills
Higher Education Better Regulation Group – database of PSRBs available
here: http://www.hebetterregulation.ac.uk/OurWork/Pages/Professional,Statut
oryandregulatoryBodies%28PSRBs%29.aspx
45
Confederation of British Industry and Universities UK (2009) Future Fit p.20.
43

44
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Case studies
All of Scotland’s universities enthusiastically welcome engagement with employers and all maintain rich networks
of contact with employers across different sectors of the
economy. Such initiatives obviously depend on building
rich networks of connections between universities and
employers. Some of the challenges in doing so, and some
potential solutions to these challenges, are discussed in
chapters four, five and seven. Above and beyond activities
that overtly address the employability agenda, universities build connections to employers at many levels and
for various purposes, including research collaborations,
knowledge exchange, careers advice and recruitment
services, and business education. Institutions should
look to identify cross-overs between their research and
knowledge exchange linkages with employers that could
also add value to employability. Alumni networks may also
provide access to significant numbers of employers. One
challenge for universities is to ensure that networks of
contacts for all of these different purposes are optimally
joined-up, such that employer involvement in work-related
learning may be both extensive and of the highest quality.

Glasgow Caledonian University

Glasgow Caledonian University has formulated a set of generic
pedagogical principles of work-related learning to guide teaching throughout the university. It has also provided its staff
with an employability audit tool, which assists academics in
scanning their teaching for work-related learning activities and
identifying potential gaps. There is an internal development
funding award to support employability-related innovations in
learning and teaching. This work is coordinated by a dedicated
lecturer in employability.

University of Stirling

The Career Development Centre addresses the issue of confidence directly through the ‘Lift Off’ programme, a six-week
course of evening classes led by a personal development
consultant. This dovetails ideas and practical skills for general
well-being with a clear overall focus on employability.46

University of Aberdeen

The University of Aberdeen implemented a new university-wide
curriculum in 2010, making systematic provision for students
to pursue courses outside of their main degree subject which
help to promote employability, such as languages and business. The new curriculum also affords more space and recognition for co-curricular activities that can develop employability
skills including, for example, volunteering or active membership of student societies. The new curriculum was formulated
after extensive consultation with employers, as well as schools
and other important stakeholders.

Royal Conservatoire of Scotland

Careers in the arts puts particular importance on acquiring
a professionally orientated, entrepreneurial outlook. Without
compromising the overriding focus on excellence in artistic
practice, all undergraduate programmes at the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland embed the development of career and
enterprise skills, in ways that are tailored to the needs of
students in each discipline. Students are encouraged to see
themselves as emerging professionals from day one of their
courses, which are specifically designed to enable students to
become independent practitioners and to build ‘portfolio careers’
University of Stirling, Lift Off: http://www.careers.stir.ac.uk/students/confidence/
liftoff.php
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Case studies
The Open University in Scotland

The Open University in Scotland often works with employers to deliver courses relevant to the workplace either partially or wholly in the workplace for staff. Staff are able to
access Open University resources, but are also supported
in their work context. Examples include work with employers in the care sector to deliver a supervisory qualification
required by the Scottish Social Services Council. Students
note that they have become clearer about their management role, gained greater insights into motivating staff
and developing quality systems and become more reflective on their supervisory roles. Such views are echoed
by their line managers, who note increased confidence,
reflection and self-assurance amongst their workforce.
In collaboration with Glasgow City Council, the university
has developed a social work honours degree programme
where the entire course is delivered in the workplace.
Staff undertake most of their studies within their jobs, attend tutorials within the department’s own training centre
and are even taught by three colleagues who have trained
as Open University Associate Lecturers.

Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh

Working in the Media is a module available to students
on media-related courses which gives students real world
understanding of media careers through both contributions from guest speakers and project or placement work
with a client. Guest speakers are drawn from a variety of
employers. Project work is based around team-work to
develop media products to meet clients’ needs. Students
get experience of pitching, agreeing a project specification
and putting this into practice. Students are able to combine these client-centred activities with their own specialist skills in areas such as video making, event planning,
desktop publishing or web design.
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Good practice

G.2. Universities use a range of strategies to encourage
students to reflect on and articulate their skills. Similarly,
universities employ various means to recognise and
incentivise employability outside of the curriculum. Universities should consider how to further develop these
areas of work. Those institutions implementing the
Higher Education Achievement Report (HEAR) should
consider how the HEAR can contribute to this.
G.3. A number of universities have initiatives dedicated to
tackling issues of confidence, in the context of employability. All the universities should consider the possible
benefits of creating or expanding such provision.
G.4. Scottish universities have introduced numerous innovative examples of work-related learning. In particular,
opportunities for students to experience real project
work in a workplace-like context are very valuable. The
development of such learning opportunities is important
as both a complement and an alternative to work placements and universities should seek to expand this work.

Recommendations

R.2. Universities should seek more opportunities to work
together on projects to embed employability in order to
pool resources.

R.3. Each university should review its networks of connections with employers, including those involved in knowledge exchange, and examine the potential for exploitation of these networks to enhance employability.
R.4. The Scottish Funding Council should continue to
support innovation and sharing of good practice in
employability, across the university sector, beyond the
period of the Learning to Work 2 programme.
R.5. Students’ associations should publicise the importance of skills awareness and the value of various
tools that can help students achieve this.
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Chapter 4:
Careers Services
55

University careers services are a key resource in
efforts to enhance the employability of graduates.
As a long established part of university life, they
harbour a wealth of experience and crucial networks
of contacts with employers. At the same time, their
role has been steadily expanding and evolving in
recent years, to embrace all aspects of the employability agenda, in addition to their more traditional
role of careers information, advice and guidance.
In this chapter we look in turn at the core activities
of careers services, strategies to engage students
early in their university experience, the careers
services’ wider work on employability and the ways
they contribute to the curriculum.
All Scottish universities maintain dedicated careers
services, the vast majority of which are members of
the Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services
Scotland (AGCAS Scotland), the professional association for higher education careers practitioners.47 AGCAS
Scotland imposes strict standards on its members by
requiring that they hold ‘matrix’ accreditation, a national
quality standard for advice and support services. We are
grateful to AGCAS Scotland for their help in gathering
much of the information used in this chapter.48
AGCAS Scotland is a significant contributor to work on
employability, reflecting the university careers services’
commitment to partnership working both among themselves and with external stakeholders. For example,
AGCAS Scotland has worked with Scottish Enterprise,
Highlands and Islands Enterprise and Skills Development Scotland to coordinate graduate recruitment for
the Talent Scotland Graduate Placement Programme
(see chapter five) and, using funding from the Scottish
Government, it has delivered virtual careers fairs with
47
The small specialist institutions are not members of AGCAS and their careers
services may be structured differently, to reflect the needs of their students.
48
Much of the material for this chapter was generated through a survey of AGCAS
members.
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employers abroad for international students. It also
provides useful online resources for students and graduates, including online seminars to help communicate
what employers are looking for and how to prepare for
applications and interviews. In this chapter we look in
turn at: the core activities of careers services, strategies
to engage students early in their university experience,
the careers services’ wider work on employability and
the ways they contribute to the curriculum.

Core activities and availability

Among other activities, university careers services offer:
**  one-to-one advice and career planning;
**  detailed guidance on writing applications and CVs;
**  advice on interview technique;
**  advertising vacancies, work placements, internships, volunteering opportunities – typically at no
cost to the recruiter;
**  brokering and organising work placements
**  running employer events, such as careers fairs
**  extensive online information including subjectspecific advice.
These services are typically available to students in all
years and to recent graduates. All of Scotland’s universities make their careers services available to graduates
for at least two years after graduation recognising that
this is when career planning and job-hunting are of
the most immediate concern to many graduates. Many
universities make their careers services available to
graduates for even longer than this.
This extended support does require extra resources and
the scale of commitment this entails for careers offices
differs across universities dependent on the mobility
of their graduate population. Careers advice tends to
become more highly specialised as people move further
through their careers, which places limits on the service
universities can provide as their focus is overwhelmingly
on early-careers guidance.

Case studies

Heriot-Watt University

Students in some subject areas can now attend an employability fair as well as more traditional careers fairs.
Employability fairs emphasise awareness of employability attributes and ways to develop them, rather than
focusing on job opportunities. These employability fairs
involve a range of graduate employers, careers service
staff, student organisations, internship providers and
volunteering organisations, and are linked to a series of
employability workshops.

University of the Highlands and Islands

The University of the Highlands and Islands’ (UHI)
careers service has to deliver its services in innovative
ways to overcome the wide geographical distribution of
UHI’s students and staff. For example, a Careers in Computing day consisted of a series of half-hour employer
presentations from employers in different locations (both
SMEs and larger companies), which were made available
by videoconference to UHI students across the Highlands
and Islands. Students were then able to interact with the
employers and the presentations were also saved for
other students to view at a later date.

University of St Andrews

The Certificate in Career Development (CCD) is open to
all the University’s students. Bronze, silver or gold level
certificates are earned by collecting points through participation in various events, including employer-led skills
sessions and workshops on topics such as making job
applications, work placements, interview skills and postgraduate study opportunities. There is another scheme
tailored to postgraduate students: the careers service
and the University’s School of Management jointly run a
dedicated strand of events for students on taught postgraduate courses, entitled MX (or Masters Extra). The
CCD and MX events are part of a broader programme of
careers events which includes regular presentations by
employers.
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Making the most of careers
expertise
The role of university careers advisers has evolved in
significant ways over the last decade or so, as part of the
increased focus on employability right across university
provision. Careers professionals traditionally have maintained good networks among employers and detailed
knowledge of careers opportunities in a range of industries and sectors. The more recent challenge is to maintain this expertise while contributing to the curriculum.
This is key to approaching students more pro-actively
and providing more precisely targeted services.
There are different ways to achieve this. In some cases,
careers services have re-organised to increase the specialisation of careers advisers in particular subjects of
study. This gives them the ability to approach students
on individual courses and deliver tailored workshops
and guidance. This may be done as part of the timetabled classes for a course, thus reaching students who
otherwise might not engage with the careers service.
Alternatively, careers professionals might specialise in
particular key areas of employability, on a cross-disciplinary basis, such as early years careers engagement,
work-related learning, graduate attribute development,
international students or postgraduate students. Several
universities employ a dedicated employer liaison coordinator or team. While there are different ways to balance
breadth and depth in the provision of careers support,
all aim to ensure that students benefit from expert
knowledge of both university activity and the labour
market.
Most careers services also make contributions to learning and teaching directly, running their own modules on
employability and careers skills that can be taken for
academic credit. These commonly involve contributions
from key graduate employers.
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The ways in which careers services are connected to
the university’s academic structures can be relevant
to the embedding of employability in the curriculum. In
many of Scotland’s universities, careers staff contribute
their expertise to the institution’s Learning and Teaching Committee and related university bodies (such as an
Employability, Quality Assurance, or Educational Policy
committee, depending on the institution). Careers staff
can have a significant influence on learning and teaching
policy through these high-level bodies.
At the same time, there may be scope for increasing
the input of careers and employability professionals at
the subject level. For example, in some universities it is
common for a careers adviser to participate in reviews
of teaching programmes. Careers services also provide
input to some course validation and course design processes in some universities, and careers services can be
involved in the accreditation of courses by external professional bodies. Careers advisors may also participate
in industry liaison groups for particular subject areas.
In these various ways, the universities strive to ensure
that the expert view on employability feeds through into
actual teaching practices. Involving the expert views of
careers staff is complementary to the SFC’s guidance
on teaching programme reviews, such that the views
of graduates should be sought on the relevance of a
course for their careers.

Case studies

University of Stirling

The Coach Development Programme is a collaboration
between the Careers Development Centre and the Active
Stirling partnership. Students from the University, which
offers degrees in Sport Studies and Sport and Exercise Science, are recruited to pursue coaching qualifications while
working and volunteering as sports coaches in the local
community, for example in schools and sports clubs. At
the same time, they receive careers input to develop skills
relevant to making job applications. The scheme thus helps
to create work-ready graduates, with both experience and
professional networks, while benefiting the community both
through the provision of volunteers and a supply of high
quality, qualified coaches.

Edinburgh Napier University

Edinburgh Napier’s mentoring scheme targets Scottish
students from groups that may lack previous exposure to
graduate employers (mature students, those whose parents
did not go to university and those who came to university
via college). The scheme focuses on raising the confidence
of participating students. Mentors give advice on CV writing
and interviews as well as on the career or industry in question. Careers staff from Edinburgh Napier also contributed
to setting up a similar mentoring programme at the University of the West of Scotland.

Robert Gordon University

The careers service runs ‘pupil-student-professional’
events, which bring together academics, current students,
alumni and groups of around 60 school pupils. The aim is to
convey an impression of both the student experience – not
only subject-based study and broader student life, but also
work placements and other skills development opportunities – and the ways in which this feeds into a variety of
working roles. This helps to promote awareness of the employability skills gained through university study among the
prospective students and also among the current students
who participate. These events have led directly to offers
of industry sponsorship and work placements for some
talented prospective students.
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From careers to employability

Mentoring

While detailed careers guidance remains a central part
of careers services’ work, recent years have seen a shift
in their activity to reflect wider concerns with work-related learning and employability. For example, careers staff
are often central to the provision of personal development planning (PDP) and employability award schemes
(as described in chapter two). Meanwhile, a large part of
careers services’ work typically involves brokering and
supporting work placements (see chapter five).

A number of Scotland’s university careers services run
career mentoring programmes, in which students receive
advice from someone already working in relevant employment. These are a powerful way not only to give students
significant insight into a particular career or sector, but
also to increase an individual’s confidence in approaching
graduate employment.

A good example of innovation to support employability
is the evolution of careers fairs. Typically the preserve of
large graduate recruiters, universities are increasingly
hosting a more diverse range of events that focus on
careers related to specific subjects, careers in the third
and not-for-profit sector, volunteering opportunities and
employability skills in general.
University careers services are developing new ways
of stimulating and recognising activity that enhances
employability. This may be as part of a broader award
scheme, as explored in chapter three, or may concentrate on specific career development skills.
Explicit careers and employability education can be
effectively combined with specific training and work experience opportunities, above and beyond the university
curriculum.
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Such mentoring schemes not only bring multiple potential benefits to students but benefit the mentors and the
organisations they work for. As well as being a personally
rewarding experience, they are a way for mentors to develop skills that are in high demand – people management,
coaching, counselling and facilitating – thus helping to
build capacity both within individual organisations and in
the economy at large. Mentoring schemes also strengthen
industry-university links, to the benefit of both sectors.
These mentoring programmes often draw on a significant
resource that is specific to universities: their alumni,
whom constitute a ready-made network of professionals
in graduate-level employment. Several Scottish universities have or are piloting mentoring schemes that exclusively use alumni as mentors, while another is developing
an ‘eMentoring’ scheme (building on an existing ‘careers
contacts’ initiative) that will work mostly with alumni.
Alumni can also be used in other ways in employability
initiatives. For example, alongside one-to-one mentoring,
alumni can deliver talks or seminars to larger groups of
students. Universities also use profiles of alumni as case
studies. Four fifths of the AGCAS Scotland careers services reported that they already make use of their alumni
in some way, while others are actively exploring the possibilities. This use of alumni can even be extended to help
communicate the relationship between university and
employment to prospective students.
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Promotion of early engagement
While the relevance of careers services to graduates and
soon-to-be-graduates in helping to secure employment
is obvious, the range of services offered by university
careers is much broader than this, as outlined above.
Students will get much more value from the careers
service and from their time spent at university in terms
of improving their employability, if they come to view
engagement with the careers offices as something that
starts from day one of their degree.
Frustratingly, very few students take this approach.
Results from our survey of AGCAS Scotland members
found that typically 75-85 per cent of the undergraduates who take up one-to-one careers sessions are from
years three or four of study, while fewer than ten per
cent are from the first year. However, the evidence suggests that careers services are succeeding in publicising
themselves and the opportunities they offer. A survey
from six years ago found that the most common reason
given by students for not engaging with the careers service was: “not knowing where it was”. Now students are
more likely to admit to “not getting round to it” or “not
having time”.50
In many ways, it is wholly understandable that the transition from university to work becomes a pressing issue
for students only as it draws close. A degree course is a
significant commitment in itself and might seem quite
enough to concentrate on – especially given that the
transition into university study is a substantial challenge
for many students, whether coming from school, college
or other life experiences. Nevertheless, if students are
to maximise their employability, it is necessary to break
down perceptions that careers planning can be left until
the end of one’s degree.

The need for early engagement is a major current
concern for university careers services, and they are
devoting considerable effort to addressing it. All of the
university careers services in our survey actively target
first year students, employing a variety of measures to
do so including:
**  participation in freshers’ week fairs;
**  inclusion of careers materials in welcome and
matriculation packs;
**  careers service involvement in academic induction
events;
**  careers services promotional videos (shown to all
students);
**  use of the virtual learning environment to promote
careers services to first year students;
**  emails to first year students part-way through theirfirst year of study;
**  use of student ambassadors to promote the
careers service;
**  workshops specifically for first years;
**  promotion of careers services to articulating
students via local colleges, and input to Summer
School and Access unit activities;
**  involvement of the careers services in Open Days;
and
**  regular careers service input to the academic
element of programmes of study, beginning in year
one.

50
Association of Graduate Recruiters/GTI Media Research (2013) Great expectations: How good are universities at making their students more employable?
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Good practice

Recommendation

G.5. All universities’ careers services in Scotland are
striving to ensure students engage with them
in early years of study. Evaluation of the various
methods employed to this end, and sharing of best
practice, may make a significant contribution to
overall graduate employability.

R.6. Students’ associations should help to promote the
use of careers services, particularly the importance
of early engagement and the wider range of services on offer which are relevant to students in the
first few years of study.

G.6. All of the careers services are available for use by
graduates. Universities should examine whether the
uptake of this offer could be expanded by improved
marketing. Where relevant, universities might consider the possibility of further extending the period
for which careers services are available to
graduates.
G.7. Universities should review the involvement of
careers staff, and others with specific employability
expertise, in wider learning and teaching structures
and consider how their expertise can be further
exploited in embedding employability in the
curriculum.
G.8. Many universities make use of alumni in addressing employability, in mentoring and other roles. This
holds the potential for highly effective and efficient
enhancement of employability. Formal links between careers services and alumni officers should
be reviewed and/or created in order to facilitate
this.
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Chapter 5:
Work placements
67

There are several definitions of the terms ‘work
placement’ and ‘internship’. In this report, work
placements are defined as structured work
experience of up to one year. Work placements, by
this definition, may be offered to students or to recent graduates, they may be paid or unpaid, and may
or may not bear credit as part of a student’s course.
For simplicity, no distinction is made here between
work placements and internships.
This chapter looks at the importance of work placements, existing schemes and how we can build on
these.

The value of placements
A well planned placement can bring benefits of many
kinds, both to the individual undertaking the placement and the organisation that provides it. The Wilson
review into university and business collaboration notes
the strong evidence of benefits to students, not only in
terms of employability, but also, when the placement
takes place before the end of the degree, in terms of
academic performance.51 The Milburn report on access
to the professions notes that students seeking to enter
a profession gain numerous advantages from short work
placements, including that they:
**  “[are] able to demonstrate their commitment to the
profession;
**  have developed important skills and behaviours;
**  understand better the recruitment processes and
the types of candidate that the profession is looking
for;
51

Wilson, T. (2012) A Review of Business-University-business collaboration
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**  understand better their own skills and abilities and
whether that career path is right for them; and
**  have already been able to build up a network of
contacts in the profession.” 52
The report Futuretrack Stage 4: transitions into employment, further study and other outcomes carried out for
the HE Careers Services Unit (HECSU) found a correlation between graduates’ satisfaction that their role upon
graduation matches their qualification and skills levels
and whether or not students undertook work experience
during their studies, and the type of work experience
undertaken:
“Those [graduates] who had any kind of work experience were more likely to say that they felt their job was
very appropriate for someone with their level of skills
and qualifications. However, those who did work placements integral to the course, a vacation internship or
paid work for career experience had a higher proportion
of respondents who felt that their job was very appropriate compared to those who did unpaid work for career
experience or those who undertook paid work only for the
money. The respondents who had no work experience at
all also had the highest proportion who felt that their job
was inappropriate for them, but they were also more likely
to be in Non-graduate jobs or unpaid work” 53
Employers too recognise the added value that work placements can bring. In an increasingly competitive environment for graduate-level jobs, employers are attaching
more importance to graduates’ ability to demonstrate
relevant work experience with more than half of recruiters now unlikely to make a job offer to a graduate with no
previous work experience.54

52
Milburn, A. (2012) Fair Access to Professional Careers: A progress report by
the Independent Reviewer on Social Mobility and Child Poverty
53
Higher Education Careers Services Unit (2012) Futuretrack Stage 4: transitions into employment, further study and other outcomes.
54
High Fliers, (2012) The Graduate Market 2012
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e-Placement Scotland,55 which looks to increase the
number of paid placements for computing and IT
students, believes that “employers still require graduates
with better business awareness, improved interpersonal
skills and more effective communication skills. It is
recognised that the best way to enhance these
employability skills is in the workplace”.56
This being the case, there is a responsibility on employers to help create placements. In 2009 Richard Lambert,
former Director General of the CBI, called on his members
to increase engagement with universities to this end: “we
must ensure undergraduates have the opportunity to
experience the world of work – through work placements,
summer internships and more contact with business during their studies – even in a downturn… employers need
to increase engagement with universities and offer high
quality placements and work experience.” 57
Of the 84 per cent of employers that had links with universities, as identified in a CBI and Universities UK report
in 2009, 74 per cent offered work placements of some
description.58 However, it should be noted that the companies surveyed for this report were large employers of over
5,000 employers; a similar proportion could not necessarily be expected amongst smaller employers because of
issues of scale.
The value of placements is thus widely recognised by all
parties. Nonetheless, it is important to recognise that
employers sometimes perceive risks in offering placements. This means that advice and practical support from
universities or others can be crucial to the creation of
placement opportunities. These points are discussed in
more detail below.

E-placement Scotland (2012) Mid Project Report; 2012.
56
IBID
57
CBI/UUK (2009) Future Fit, p.2
57
CBI/UUK (2009) Future Fit, p.20
55
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Current work placement
schemes in Scotland
There is a significant array of work placement schemes
available to university students and recent graduates
at sector level. The Scottish Funding Council is currently
funding four work placement schemes for students in
universities and colleges as part of Learning to Work 2.58
Other schemes are funded wholly, or partially, by the
Scottish Government. National schemes are available
in addition to work placements offered by Scotland’s
universities at an institutional level. An important distinction between work placements is whether they are a core
part of a student’s course; extra-curricular (these may
or may not be credit-bearing); or for graduates. Usually
placements in the latter two categories would be competitive and the student/graduate would have to find the
opportunity themselves. This is not necessarily the case
with placements that are part of a course. Competing
for work placements against their peers can offer students
or graduates valuable experience of the labour market in
its own right. The precise numbers of placements carried
out depends on the nature of the institution, in particular
its range of degree subjects, but the use of placements is
firmly embedded throughout the sector and institutions are
actively trying to increase the number made available.
The breath of availability and the variety between such
schemes is welcome but it can contribute to an increasingly complex landscape of initiatives for employers, students and universities to navigate and understand. The
schemes vary in length and flexibility, all have different
eligibility criteria and some are paid, credit bearing, both
or neither. Table one overleaf shows the range of schemes
on offer. There may be value in the development of a
single, simple catch-all website for sector-level graduate
work placement initiatives across Scotland, which could
make the respective qualities of each scheme apparent to
employers with the goal of increasing employer interest in
offering work placement opportunities.
58
Scottish Funding Council, Learning to Work 2: Work placement Projects, funding
and outcomes

Case studies

University of the West of Scotland

The Placement Support Service, within the Careers and
Employability Service, offers dedicated support to students
with finding and applying for a placement. Using a network
of Placement Co-ordinators, the subject-level expertise of
staff is used to create placements with employers and to
assure the quality of each placement and monitor students’
progress. A variety of placements are provided: shorter placements (at SCQF level 8) principally aim to provide exposure
to a relevant business environment, while longer placements
(at level 9) are based around project work that fulfils a business need for the employer. Shorter placements can provide
an important stepping stone, for both employers and students, to full project-based placements.59

University of Aberdeen

The Aberdeen Internship has placed students in various units
of the University, including the research and innovation office, library and museums, careers service and press office.60
These placements are structured around specific projects,
allowing students to apply their skills meaningfully in a work
environment, while meeting a need in the institution.

59
University of the West of Scotland placement schemes: http://uws.ac.uk/about-uws/
services-for-students/employability-link/placement/
60
The University of Aberdeen, Aberdeen Internship: http://www.abdn.ac.uk/careers/
co-curriculum/placements/the-aberdeen-internship/
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Table 1: Nation-wide work placement schemes available to university students and
Name 		

Partners

Open University in Scotland
Third Sector
Internship Scotland Queen Margaret University, Edinburgh

Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations
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Who is eligible for a
placement?
Students
(at partner institutions)

graduates in Scotland
Is it
paid?

Is it credit
bearing within a
curriculum?

Which employers
are eligible to host
a placement?

Length of
placements

Scale

Funding for the
scheme is secure
until

Yes

No

Third sector

Up to 10 weeks FTE

122 placements
between March 2011
and June 2012

2014

Making the Most
of Masters

University of Aberdeen
University of Edinburgh
University of Stirling

Postgraduate students
(at partner institutions)

No

Yes

Any

8–12 week projects

116 projects up to
August 2012

December 2013

e-Placement
Scotland

Edinburgh Napier University
e-skills UK
Scotland IS

IT students
(at any institution)

Yes

Some (depends
on university /
course)

Any

3–12 months

214 placements up
to 30 April 2012

July 2013

Education into
Enterprise

University of Abertay Dundee
Scottish Chambers of Commerce
Alliance of Sector Skills Councils
Adam Smith College
Dundee College
Elmwood College
James Watt College
Forth Valley College
West Lothian College

Students
(at partner institutions)

No

No

Any

Flexible

280 placements up
to July 2012

May 2013

Talent Scotland
Graduate
Placement
Programme

Association of Graduate Careers Advisory
Services (AGCAS) Scotland,
Highlands and Islands Enterprise,
Scottish Enterprise,
Scottish Funding Council, Scottish Government, Skills Development Scotland

Graduates

Yes

No

Any

3-12 months

430 since October
2010

Sept 2013, but hope
to continue thereafter

Talent Scotland
Summer
Placement
Programme

Association of Graduate Careers Advisory
Services (AGCAS) Scotland, Highlands and
Islands Enterprise,
Scottish Funding Council, Scottish Government, Skills Development Scotland

Students

Yes

No

Any provided they
are based in the
Highlands and
Islands

8-12 weeks

94 since 2010

Sept 2013

Adopt an Intern

Wholly-owned subsidiary of the Centre for
Scottish Public Policy (part-funded by the
Scottish Government).

Graduates

Yes

No

Any

Minimum of 3
months

300 in 2.5 years

N/A
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A different way to approach this would be to focus specific
work placement schemes towards certain industries or
sectors. There is some precedent for this in terms of how
the Third Sector Internship Scotland (TSIS) and e-Placement Scotland schemes work as the former concentrates
on third sector organisations and the latter is focused on
information technology.61

Quality control
The benefits of a placement for everyone involved are
only realised if the placement is of sufficient quality. It is
crucial that the students or graduates on the work placement make a real contribution to the business – a point
stressed by students and employers alike in our consultations. An ill-defined placement can have a negative impact
on the student/graduate’s confidence and motivation.
Likewise employers are unlikely to offer placements in
future if their experience has not been positive because of
a lack of support or the wrong student is matched to the
placement.62
The Learning to Work 2 projects were focused on ensuring
that placements are meaningful for both the student and
the host business. TSIS has worked with host organisations to ensure that placement job descriptions focus on
specific, realistic stand-alone projects that will be useful
to the organisation. Students report increased skills and
confidence when given real responsibility in this way,
businesses get a useful piece of work, and their staff get
meaningful experience of mentoring and management.
Students also welcome the fact that they are doing work
that genuinely benefits the employer.

Supply and demand of
placements
A recent survey of large private sector employers across
the UK found significant numbers offering work placements of varying natures and duration. Fifty-seven per
cent offered industrial placement as part of a degree
and close to half (49 per cent) offered placements of
three weeks or more in length over university vacations.63
However, demand for placements, from students and from
universities, continues to outstrip supply.
A 2012 report found that 47 per cent of surveyed final year
students, from 30 UK universities, applied for a work placement with an employer during their time at university.64
However, only 32 per cent had actually done a placement.
That is, there would appear to be a gap between demand
for placements and availability of placements. The report
also notes that the percentage of graduates undertaking
a placement has fallen over the last 10-15 years and suggests that the state of the economy has been a factor in
this. The final evaluation of the SFC’s Learning to Work 1
initiative reported that some universities were concerned
about securing a continuing supply of placements in the
current economic climate.65 There are particular shortages
of placements in some industry sectors which means it can
be very difficult for students wanting to go into those fields
to gain experience before applying for a job.
Another important issue is the 53 per cent of students
that do not apply for a work placement opportunity, as
suggested by respondents to the survey. The survey does
not indicate why this is the case but e-Placement Scotland
reports that some students lack the confidence needed
UK Graduate Careers Survey 2012 and Higher Fliers Research; 2012.
IBID.
65
SQW (2011) Strategic Funding to develop Graduate Employability: Final Report
to the Scottish Funding Council
63

64

61
62

Suggested by participants at the employability summit.
This was emphasised to us by the Institute of Directors, Scotland
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to apply for stretching opportunities or the confidence
needed to re-apply after an initial unsuccessful application. e-Placement Scotland is hoping to undertake further
research on confidence levels as it relates to work placements.66 Wider work on building students’ confidence,
led by universities and discussed in chapter three, should
also be helpful. On a more positive note, many students
do value detailed feedback from the interview process for
work placements schemes, where they are unsuccessful.67 It can be argued that the process of competing for
placements, and experiencing a formal interview process,
is a formative and useful skill to acquire ahead of graduation, even where it does not lead to a placement.

Barriers to placements:
student, graduate and employer
perspectives
One issue that needs reconciliation is that of paid or unpaid work placements. Unpaid internships have attracted
media and political attention in Scotland and across the
UK.68 An unpaid placement opportunity (if it is not part of
a degree course) is only open to those students or graduates who can afford to work without pay and/or whose
family can afford to support them. Similarly, if gaining a
placement depends on who you know, students/graduates from families with extensive contacts in professions
will have an advantage over those who do not. The
Milburn report is positive about work placements but
raised concerns around inequalities of access.69
e-placement Scotland (2012) Mid-Project Report
Third Sector Internship Scotland (2012) Making Internships Work for Scotland’s Students and Third Sector Organisations: Mid-point Review
68
As expressed at BBC Democracy Live, 6 December 2012:http://news.bbc.
co.uk/democracylive/hi/house_of_commons/newsid_9775000/9775164.stm
and Holyrood Magazine, 15 March 2012, Cera Murtag: http://www.holyrood.
com/2010/03/calls-for-support-for-unpaid-interns/
69
Milburn, A. (2012) Fair Access to Professional Careers: A progress report by
the Independent Reviewer on Social Mobility and Child Poverty
66
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In contrast, the affordability of placements for employers is extremely important. This was borne out in the
consultation work for our report: the Institute of Directors
Scotland commented that sometimes employers had
opportunities for work placements, but could not afford
to make it a paid opportunity. As discussed elsewhere in
this chapter, there are significant benefits to employers
that should be balanced against this consideration, while
relatively modest amounts of external funding may be
enough to enable more employers to offer paid placements. Moreover, paying those on placements can in
itself bring benefits to employers. TSIS notes that many
of the third sector organisations with which it works were
pleased to pay the students on placements because of
the clarity this brings with respect to the responsibilities
and expectations of all parties.
Not all placements need necessarily be paid, particularly
if we are to encourage further growth in the availability of
placements, but to reconcile this issue we do believe that
all placements should be either credit-bearing as part of a
degree or paid. NUS Scotland and other students we have
spoken to have agreed with this position. We recognise
that this is an ambitious goal. Perhaps this is most easily
addressed through the continuation, and extension, of
subsidised placement schemes by the SFC, Scottish Government and others so that the cost of paid placements is
not met by the employer in full.
Creative models of funding may help to produce maximum
impact for finite funds. TSIS are piloting a system whereby
the first internship with a company is supported with 100
per cent of the salary costs, the second with 50 per cent
and the third with 25 per cent. Such innovations should be
carefully monitored and, depending on the results, could
be applied more widely. Such subsidy is not necessary
for all employers or all sectors, but it is important to some
and could increase the supply of placements. Employers
that provide quality work placements are already making
a significant commitment, in-kind, so a cost sharing model
that recognises this is appropriate.
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Significantly, an evaluation of externally-funded work
placements in England by Oakleigh Consulting found
that where this type of support was available to employers, there was no evidence to suggest it replaced
schemes that would otherwise have been paid for, in
full, for by the employer.70 Therefore, we believe that it
would be worth providing funding to enable more placements to happen.

Burdens on employers

Money is not the only issue. The Oakleigh report also
highlights a need to support employers to promote placement opportunities to recruit students/graduates and to
supervise the student/graduate. Our consultation work
revealed a clear message that employers are more likely
to offer work placements if there is good support in place
that minimises the risks for business and takes over
much of the administration, as well as providing advice
and support.71 The Federation of Small Businesses noted
the particular importance of such support for SMEs and
the positive feedback of SMEs which had taken part in
well-supported placement schemes, such as Education
into Enterprise which offers a match-making and recruitment service; reducing the time cost to the employer.
Similarly, this is borne out by the experience of the TSIS
scheme, where some third sector employers have commented that they would not have offered a placement
without the available support for recruitment, selection and
administration.72
Universities are attentive to such pressures on potential
placement providers and provide co-ordinated support as
far as resources allow.
70
Oakleigh (2011) for the Higher Education Funding Council for England Increasing Opportunities for High Quality Higher Education Work Experience
71
A point made by CBI Scotland, the Institute of Directors Scotland, Scottish
Chambers of Commerce and several participants at the joint meeting of Cross
Party Groups on Skills and Universities and Colleges.
72
Third Sector Internship Scotland (2012) Making Internships Work for Scotland’s Students and Third Sector Organisations: Mid-point Review
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Timing of placements

One of the three issues cited by employers taking part in
HEFCE’s undergraduate internship scheme was timing,
because undergraduates were often available only in the
summer. Participants at the joint meeting of the Cross
Party Groups on Skills and Universities and Colleges
raised the potentially related issue of flexibility of placements. The Institute of Directors Scotland suggested that
innovative course design was needed to better integrate
study and work placements. Some work placement
schemes, including TSIS and e-Placement Scotland,
provide options for a placement to be part-time. This is
helpful to students studying part-time who have other
commitments, but can also work for students studying
full-time, allowing them to do a placement during the academic year. Whether this is a suitable arrangement or not
will depend on the project, but we believe that it would be
possible for some projects and indeed would be a positive
advantage in some instances.

Universities as employers

Universities themselves employ large numbers of staff.
This brings the possibility of creating work placements
within universities, as suggested at the employability
summit. These would allow students to gain experience
in areas including finance, human resources, librarianship, communications or academic administration.
Participants at the employability summit also suggested
that universities could “swap” placements so that
students could undertake a work placement at another,
less familiar institution. Universities do not just employ
graduates and could also offer work or work placement
opportunities for school and college leavers, as part
of their wider commitment to the youth employment
agenda.73 In fact, placement schemes for students/
graduates already exist in a number of Scottish
universities.

Good practice
G. 9. Many universities and others running work placement
schemes set out clearly the benefits to employers from
hosting a placement student and offer various kinds of
support for employers hosting placements. Universities
should build on this work and clearly outline the support
available for employers. Universities should consider the
form this support takes, for example, advice on framing
the project, help with recruitment and selection,
mentoring.
G.10. All Scottish universities actively engage employers and
many seek to increase the number of work placements
available. It will be necessary to further intensify these
efforts to further increase the number of placements,
which must be sought in a variety of organisations across
the private, public and third sectors. Universities should
consider the merits of organising work placements on an
industry/sector level (taking into account work of SFC,
SDS, the existing SFC-funded placement schemes and
the work of the Scottish HE Employability Forum).
Universities should also seek to further encourage
flexibility over the timing and length of placements.
G.11. Many of the universities offer placements internally,
being themselves large employers. Universities should
consider whether there is scope to expand such
schemes. This would benefit from the creation of an
institutional culture of regularly identifying projects that
could be carried out by students on placement. Thought
should also be given to the merits of opening up these
internal placements to students from other universities.

The University of Aberdeen, Aberdeen Internship: http://www.abdn.ac.uk/careers/co-curriculum/placements/the-aberdeen-internship/
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Recommendations
R.7. Universities should seek to ensure that placements are
either credit-bearing or paid.
R.8. Given the benefits that placements can offer to both
students and employers, employers should consider
how they can offer more placements. To maximise the
benefits for both parties, students should tackle projects
that make a meaningful contribution to the employer’s
work.
R.9. The Scottish Government should consider how it can
encourage more employers to offer placements; for
example, funding to cover full or partial salary costs and
support for associated administration.
R.10. AGCAS Scotland should progress the development
of a single catch-all website to provide details of all
sector-wide university-level work placement schemes
which could help employers to navigate an increasingly
diverse, but also complex, landscape.
R.11.Employers, universities and other stakeholders should
work together to expand the provision of part-time or
flexible placements, which can be combined with study
or offered to part-time students.
R.12.The Scottish Funding Council should reflect on the
Learning to Work 2 placement schemes and consider
extending support for these schemes or for other comparable schemes. Any new schemes should draw on the
expertise of the current projects.
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Chapter 6:
Enterprise and entrepreneurship
81

This chapter looks at the role for universities in
developing entrepreneurship and enterprise in the
broadest sense. Self-employment and becoming an
entrepreneur is one of many potential destinations
for university graduates and there is a wave of activity taking place in universities to encourage and
support students towards this end. There is much
to be gained from leaving university with an entrepreneurial attitude and enterprising spirit, whether
graduates intend to be their own boss or not and
whether their aspirations lie in profit-making or
social enterprise. Entrepreneurial skills, which
have been described as self-confidence, the ability
to identify, seize and exploit opportunities, generate ideas and make a difference in one’s community,
will add value to any graduate career path.74

Developing an enterprising
culture
Evidence suggests that a significant attitudinal change
is needed if we are to see higher levels of entrepreneurship. A UK survey found that people aged 18-30
were much more likely to want to start their own business than the general population; 57 per cent of young
people would like to do so compared to only 37 per cent
of the whole population. However, only nine per cent
of young people are actually in the process of doing
so..75 The survey referred to this as an “ambition gap”.
Universities have a role to play in both inspiring students
towards an enterprising and entrepreneurial mind-set
and in helping students and graduates overcome the
ambition gap.
Council for Industry and Higher Education, National Centre for Entrepreneurship in Education (formerly NGCE) and NESTA (2008) Developing Entrepreneurial
Graduates: Putting Entrepreneurship at the centre of Higher Education
75
Royal Bank of Scotland (2012) Youth Enterprise Tracker: November issue
74
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In order to grow levels of graduate entrepreneurship,
a consensus seems to exist around the importance of
establishing an enterprising culture within universities
and ensuring it is pervasive throughout the institution. The Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) is
widely recognised as an exemplar in entrepreneurship: its
alumni are estimated to have established 25,800 active
companies employing 3.3 million people and generating
annual revenues of USD 3 trillion. An evaluation of its
success in entrepreneurship attributes this to the enterprising culture MIT was able to develop over thirty or more
years and which eventually became self-perpetuating. MIT
refers to its culture as the “overall MIT entrepreneurial
ecosystem” which includes “multiple education, research
and social network institutions” as opposed to “any
single narrow set of influences”.76 Similarly a 2008 report
entitled Developing Entrepreneurial Graduates called for
entrepreneurship to become a ‘core’ part of university
life and called on universities to take a “whole campus approach” and to achieve “institutional embeddedness” of
entrepreneurialism.77
There is evidence of a culture change taking place within
the university sector in Scotland, with enterprise and
entrepreneurship increasingly taking hold. Enterprise is
now a common feature of institutions’ strategic plans,
specifically in regard to student development, and there
has been a real growth in the presence of projects and
initiatives linked to enterprise and entrepreneurship in
Scotland’s universities. Many of the recommendations
in the Developing Entrepreneurial Graduates report can
now be seen in place on campuses throughout Scotland
and it is encouraging that substantial progress towards a
culture of enterprise seems to have been made over the
last five years.

Roberts, E.B. and Eesley, C.(2009) Entrepreneurial Impact: the Role of MIT
Council for Industry and Higher Education, National Centre for Entrepreneurship in Education (formerly NGCE) and NESTA (2008) Developing Entrepreneurial Graduates: Putting Entrepreneurship at the centre of Higher Education
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The 2008 report on entrepreneurial graduates ventured
three guiding principles that should help to configure a
campus-wide strategy for entrepreneurship education:
**  creating an enabling environment;
**  engaging stakeholders inside and outside and;
**  developing entrepreneurial teaching and learning
practices.
In Scotland, there is evidence of action under all three
principles. Many universities have worked to create an
enabling environment by making entrepreneurship a core
part of their institutional strategies, sending a clear
message from the leadership of the university. This has
been reinforced by the inclusion of entrepreneurship as
one of the themes within universities’ outcome
agreements. The approach taken is both top-down and
bottom-up, involving senior management, students as
visible champions for entrepreneurship, academics and
careers staff. Universities’ connections with businesses
and social enterprises are being put to use for the benefit
of students and entrepreneurs-in-residence are now hosted
by several of Scotland’s universities. As well as making
enterprise part of the curriculum and diversifying teaching
methods, universities also provide financial and facilities
support for the creation of new student and staff ventures.
There are several important links to the wider employability agenda within universities: developing confidence and
self-efficacy is part of the wider set of graduate attributes
universities now look to cultivate but it is also important in
building a foundation for entrepreneurialism. An important
dimension to achieving the right culture within universities
is ensuring significant cross-overs between the teaching
and research and knowledge exchange side of university
activity. This has been achieved in MIT and is clearly an
important part of universities’ own entrepreneurial
behaviour. Scotland’s universities are looking to ensure
that students are sufficiently aware of, and have
opportunities to connect with, their universities’
innovation in research and the translation of this into
commercial value.

At a national level, part of this culture change is owed to
the creation of the Scottish Institute for Enterprise (SIE) in
2002. It has delivered a shared and coordinated sectorwide approach to encouraging entrepreneurship at all
levels; from the student who is interested in running their
own business but does not yet have an idea, to the student
or graduate whose existing business has real growth
potential. SIE supports 35 student interns, one or two on
every university campus, whose role it is to promote SIE
and their own university’s enterprise services and to run
local events and competitions. The interns are
managed directly by SIE Intern Coordinators who tie into
local enterprise champions. In 2010-11 SIE’s interns
organised 586 events, an average of 37 per university,
reaching over 7,500 students across Scotland.78 SIE also
runs a number of programmes and activities at a Scotlandlevel including the New Ideas Competition, the Summer
Boot camp, the Company Acceleration Programme and
Ideas Lab.
Ideas Lab is delivered within universities and offers students practical experience of thinking creatively to identify
opportunities for new products and services. Participants
are given a real-world challenge and tasked to find
innovative ways of meeting it. As part of the session,
students are guided through key stages of design thinking
including observation, insight development and ideation.
At present, Ideas Labs are run at the request of individual
staff at universities. If it had accreditation from the
Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework, this might
assist greater roll-out within universities as it would enable
universities to understand its relation to the curriculum
more fully.

78

Scottish Institute for Enterprise (2011) Annual Review 2010-11.
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Case studies
Scottish Institute for Enterprise

Consol Efomi, a graduate of the University of the West of
Scotland, became the founder of a successful university
spin out business called MakeThatMove. MakeThatMove is an online portal providing dance videos as an
educational resource for novice, through to professional
dancers, instructors and choreographers. Videos can be
purchased using Apple and Android applications. Consol
was in his final year of his BA in Business Studies and
Enterprise when he approached the Scottish Institute for
Enterprise. Speaking about SIE, Consol says:
“They have helped coach me through the business planning process and provided me with the essential skills
that are required to become a well-balanced entrepreneur. My SIE advisor spent considerable time understanding my business and continues to support and
encourage me every step of the way”.
Consol plans to grow the business with a long-term goal
of franchising MakeThatMove dance schools.

University of the Highlands and Islands

The University of the Highlands and Islands has formed
the CREATE Highland Centre for Enterprise and Innovation at Inverness College UHI, in partnership with Business Gateway, Prince’s Trust Youth Business Scotland,
the Scottish Institute for Enterprise and other partners,
including a number of private sector organisations. It
offers a comprehensive package of support for students,
including mentoring, entrepreneurs-in-residence, internships, workshops, an enterprise club and the annual
UHI Business Idea Competition. In addition, the Centre
provides a range of support and training for educators,
to help foster enterprise and entrepreneurial outcomes
through teaching and learning.
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Glasgow School of Art

Creative Entrepreneur Postgraduate Programme
Piloted by The Glasgow School of Art’s Career Service,
the Creative Entrepreneur Postgraduate Programme is a
series of business-focused seminars delivered by business advisers and GSA graduate entrepreneurs. Designed
to cover a broad range of topics including establishing a
USP; funding sources; promotion and marketing including
utilising social media; professional business plan writing
and researching the market, the seminars are tailored to
the needs of the creative practitioner to develop a range
of enterprise-focused skills, knowledge and professional
networks to support students to launch their own creative
enterprise. By the end of the programme, students have a
completed business plan suitable for inclusion in a range
of funding opportunities including the Deutsche Bank
Award in Creative Practice, Scottish Institute for Enterprise
and Shell livewire.

University of Dundee

The Enterprise Gym, a student society at the University
of Dundee, has existed since 2005 with the aim of helping students from all disciplines to improve their self-reliance and employability through engaging with business
enterprise and developing entrepreneurial skills. It runs
free workshops and competitions throughout the year
to encourage development of enterprise and business
skills and works closely with local business patrons who
act as ‘super coaches’ and entrepreneurs-in-residence.
The Gym ensures its activities reach across the whole
University through a network of ambassadors placed in
each of the four University colleges. Events, organised
by the Enterprise Gym, involved over 300 students last
academic year.
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Producing entrepreneurs:
self-employment, graduate
start-ups and incubation
At present, data which looks to record student and
graduate entrepreneurship is patchy at best, making it
difficult to capture the scale or growth of student and
graduate entrepreneurs in firm output measures. Data
from the HE-Business Community Interaction Survey has
tracked graduate start-ups over the last three years. The
dataset is incomplete, with several missing returns, and
is therefore likely to significantly under-represent the real
scale of activity. However, it is encouraging that it at least
records a year-on-year growth in the number of
graduate start-ups, more than doubling between
2008/09 and 2010/11.79 The success of these
businesses is also encouraging with 115 graduate
start-ups recorded as surviving for three or more years.
SIE has its own key performance indicators. Since its
establishment in 2006, SIE’s Regional Business Adviser
programme has supported 243 enterprising students to
take forward their business ideas. Its student patent fund
has produced 72 patents and 29 trademarks.
The only other data set which goes some way to
capturing graduate enterprise is HESA destinations data,
which looks at the number of graduates that are
self-employed or freelancing within six months of
graduating. Across the entire graduate population, four
per cent of graduates from Scotland’s universities are
self-employed or freelancing. However, this figure varies
markedly between institutions with Scotland’s small,
specialist institutions excelling in levels of self-employment. Eighteen per cent of graduates were in self-employment within six months of graduation at SRUC, around
a quarter at both the Glasgow School of Art and the
Edinburgh College of Art and as many as 45 per cent of
graduates from the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland were
self-employed and/or working freelance.80,81
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There are many initiatives in place to stimulate and
support graduate start-ups, with incubation spaces for
students and staff becoming increasingly commonplace
at universities. For some, this is a year-round initiative
which is highly structured, linked to a department or
school so is subject focused and comes with expert
commercial and subject-specific mentoring support.
Others may be able to offer space and facilities during
periods where it would otherwise be under-utilised,
including over the summer break, for work on business
ideas of any kind. Often all that is needed to get started is
space, access to Wi-Fi and a phone, but many universities
go further in offering some mentoring or relevant support
within the incubator.
Incubators can be effective in stimulating and
encouraging the emergence of more viable business
ideas and start-ups, even over a short-period of time.
The E-spark “hatchery” model, outside of the university
sector, takes a particularly concentrated approach.
Although the scheme is run all year round, participants
are initially invited in to use facilities and receive support
on a very short-term basis, described as a “travellator”,
for between four to six weeks. If the fledgling business
can demonstrate obvious progress towards their
business goals in that time, they are invited to stay in the
“hatchery” for longer.

Intrapreneurs

Fear of failure

The term “intrapreneurs” can be used to describe someone
who makes an entrepreneurial contribution within the company or organisation they work for. This should be the goal
for every graduate that leaves Scotland’s universities; and
employers certainly have this expectation of the graduates
they employ. The Global Entrepreneurship Monitor (GEM)
calls this entrepreneurial employee activity (EEA) and
considers this to be individuals that play a leading role
in developing or launching new goods, services or a new
subsidiary for the company.82

Fear of failure was a concept brought up repeatedly
by the business organisations we spoke to as a block
to greater levels of entrepreneurship. The 2011 GEM
found that fear of failure would prevent 38 per cent of all
people that can see an opportunity from starting up their
own business.85

Many graduates will not become entrepreneurs immediately upon graduation; many people are in their thirties
before they take this move.83 However there is lots to be
gained from taking an entrepreneurial approach within a
paid role which could then lead on to independent entrepreneurial ventures further down the line. The GEM suggests that there is scope to grow the amount of employee entrepreneurial activity in small Scottish businesses
of less than thirty employees. GEM data suggests that
the problem lies with staff as four out of five employees in
small for-profit businesses agreed that their employer provided support for ideas for new goods or services but less
than five per cent of employees were actually involved in
leading new business activity for their employer; a figure
which is less than half the UK proportion.84

There are many reasons why a one-size-fits-all approach
will not be appropriate and universities should design
models to suit their particular needs. However, where
space is at a premium, institutions might have the
potential to offer space and some facilities for up to two
months over the summer, akin to the E-Spark hatchery
model, without it interfering with normal university
business.

This links to chapter seven and the importance of placing graduates in meaningful roles within Scottish SMEs.
As small business owners are entrepreneurs themselves, working for an SME has the potential to provide
unparalleled experience, akin to an entrepreneur apprenticeship, with much closer connections to the senior
people driving the organisation.

Higher Education Funding Council for England, Higher Education Business and
Community Interaction Survey. Table four. Data taken from 2008-09, 2009-10
and 2010-11 surveys.
80
The Edinburgh College of Art merged with the University of Edinburgh in 2011.
81
Higher Education Statistics Agency (2012) Destinations of Leavers of Higher
Education for 2010-11, table 13b.
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University of Strathclyde Business School (2011) Global Entrepreneurship
Monitor: Scotland 2011
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Council for Industry and Higher Education, National Centre for Entrepreneurship in Education (formerly NGCE) and NESTA (2008) Developing Entrepreneurial
Graduates: Putting Entrepreneurship at the centre of Higher Education pg21
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University of Strathclyde Business School (2011) Global Entrepreneurship
Monitor: Scotland 2011
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“Failure is instructive. People who really
think learn quite as much from their failures
as from their successes”
John Dewey

The ability to fail fast and value the experience as a
constructive one, rather than a demotivating one, is an
important mind-set for entrepreneurs and is currently
lacking in the Scottish consciousness.
Businesses’ acceptance of failure as part of the experience is perhaps one of the biggest contrasts with the
university sector, which is orientated towards supporting and encouraging its students towards success, as
reflected in exams and final degree classifications. The
education system as a whole is orientated this way and
this is reinforced by society: increasing numbers of top
graduate employers now demand a high degree classification86 while newspapers make university drop-out rates
front page material. These pressures leave little room
for universities to teach the valuable lessons that can be
learned from failure, despite calls for this from some in
the business community.
IBID
Association of Graduate Recruiters (2012) The AGR
Graduate Recruitment Survey 2012: Summer Review
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Babson College in the USA explores the concept of failure
in terms that are perhaps far more familiar and comfortable to the university sector. It talks of the entrepreneurial experience as being one of iteration and experimentation, “of building knowledge through experimentation:
try something, see what happens, learn from it and then
adapt or pivot”.87 Babson suggests that reframing failure
as “intentional iteration” may help budding entrepreneurs get over their fears and develop the skills they
need to respond to the uncertainty that exists in the business world. Reframing the concept in this way might also
make it easier for the university community to get behind
the concept and help their students to develop the necessary skills and attitudes, as well as gradually producing a
culture which is less afraid of failure in a non-academic
sense.
Without impacting on the qualification attainment of their
students, universities should experiment with innovative
pedagogical approaches to teaching failure and evaluate the impact of any initiatives of this kind. There is also
potential for exploration of lessons learned from personal
failure within students’ personal development plans and
the Higher Education Attainment Report (HEAR). As was
emphasised in previous chapters, both encourage students towards a culture of reflection on their learning and
experience of higher education. However, it would be really exciting to see what innovative teaching approaches
might be developed to respond to this challenge.
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Neck, H. Reframing Failure as Intentional Iteration: New research on How
Entrepreneurs Really Think. Babson. http://www.babson.edu/enterprise-education-

programs/education-educators/babson-insight/Articles/Pages/reframing-failure-as-intentionaliteration.aspx

88

89

Good practice

Recommendations

G.12.Principals are closely networked into industry, the
public and third sectors to create mutually beneficial outcomes in research, knowledge exchange
and teaching. Leading from the front is important
in encouraging all members of the university’s governing body, academic and professional staff to do
likewise. Universities’ existing business connections
for knowledge exchange should be explored to see
where there may be further potential for cross-over
and complementarity with the universities’ employability agenda.

R.13.In continuing to develop an institutional culture
of enterprise, universities should consider how to
increase cross-overs between their enterprising
research and knowledge exchange activity and
teaching, giving students the opportunity to learn
from and be inspired by this activity.

G.13.Many universities already provide facilities and
in-kind support to stimulate and ‘incubate’ staff and
student start-ups. Universities should evaluate their
potential capacity to provide incubation space and
facilities on campus to students, recent graduates
and staff, particularly over the summer break, to help
support fledgling business ventures in a low-risk way
for both parties. The E-Spark “hatchery” might be an
appropriate model to replicate.
G.14.Several universities have established entrepreneurs-in-residence as both inspiration and practical point of contacts for students and staff and to
further embed a culture of enterprise within their
universities.
G.15.The roll-out of enterprise and entrepreneurship
skills within university teaching, is highly dependent
on individual academic staff. Entrepreneurship
“champions” and networks amongst academics exist within some institutions. To ensure wider adoption of this agenda other institutions should look at
the potential for this with a view to further contributing to a culture change and ensuring that this
agenda does not sit with only a few ‘enthusiasts’.
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R.14.Failure is instructive. Successful entrepreneurs and
innovators fail fast, learn lessons and move on. This
is a valuable business skill if taught correctly and
might help to address a fear of failure. Academic
staff should give consideration as to how this skill
might be delivered at university as part of curricular
and co-curricular activity.

Case studies

Edinburgh Napier University

Edinburgh Napier University has partnered with Entrepreneurial Spark (E-Spark) to host a “hatchery”, providing incubation space and mentoring space to budding entrepreneurs.
E-Spark runs two hatcheries in the west of Scotland but this is
the first in collaboration with a university. Running from February 2013, the centre will host up to thirty start-up companies
in fully serviced office facilities and provide expert business
mentoring, including personal support from Dr Ann Gloag,
founder of Stagecoach, who will become an entrepreneurin-residence. The University will provide the infrastructure
needed for the hatchery.

The University of Edinburgh

LAUNCH.ed is a free support service that helps students at
all levels (from undergraduates to PhD) and recent alumni to
start businesses. Students can access one-to-one help from a
business advisor on all aspects of setting up a business. The
service also runs workshops, clinics and competitions and
provides mentoring, hot desks and a library of resources and
online tools. It supports students with technical, early stage
ideas as well as non-technical, near-to-market business ideas.
During the last four years, LAUNCH.ed has helped more than
50 students form their own companies, many of which have
grown into successful, profitable enterprises.

University of Glasgow

Find a Solution gives students of all levels opportunities to
undertake a consultancy project with a charity. The scheme is
coordinated by the Students’ Representative Council. Two students are allocated to each project and bursaries of £1,500
are paid to all students. The projects last for eight weeks over
the summer and students finish in September by presenting
their findings to an invited audience at a meeting chaired by
the University Chancellor. Charities that have been involved
include a hospice, a communities group, a festival and
campaign groups.88
88
Glasgow University Students’ Representative Council, Find a Solution 2013 :
http://www.glasgowstudent.net/volunteer/findasolution/
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Chapter 7:

A focus on small and medium
sized enterprises
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Small to medium sized enterprises (SMEs)
have been a key focus throughout Universities
Scotland’s employability engagement given
they are of central importance to Scotland’s
economy accounting for 99.3 per cent of all
private sector enterprises and 54.5 per cent of
private sector employment in Scotland. 89
Universities Scotland consulted with small businesses from a range of sectors, and representative bodies in the form of the Federation of Small
Businesses Scotland (FSB) and the Scottish Chambers of Commerce (SCC). It is recognised that
engagement between universities and SMEs brings
special challenges for both parties. By its very
nature, the SME sector is highly diverse and disparate and SMEs may not have the capacity of larger
organisations to devote extended time to outward
engagement. The needs of a microbusiness and
the approaches that are likely to be effective for a
company of this size will differ significantly from a
medium sized business employing over 100 people;
although both companies come under the catch-all
category of ‘SME’.
There is much that universities are already doing to
improve the offer (or the supply-side) to SMEs. There is
also the appetite within the sector to do more. Discussions with business organisations for this report
uncovered a belief held by some that the engagement
between the two actors has to come from the universities; “it has to be push”.90 In most instances universities
will have the greater capacity. However, it is important
to remember that, as with any relationship, it has to be
two-way.
Scottish Government (2012) Businesses in Scotland 2012.
90
Institute of Directors Scotland as part of face-to-face discussions
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As Sir Tim Wilson, acknowledged to be a leading thinker
in university-business collaboration, reminded us in his
2012 review: “these strategies cannot be implemented
in isolation; an active participation by employers is required”.91 This chapter looks at these issues.

Increasing connectivity and
keeping the noise down

A recurring message throughout this project has been
the need to improve the connectivity between SMEs,
as a distinct group of employers, and universities. At
present, the evidence suggests that not enough SMEs
are seeking engagement or support from universities
when it comes to human capital. A recent survey by the
Confederation of British Industry (CBI) found that only
around 50 per cent of SMEs with under 250 employees
were likely to have links with universities, compared to
84 per cent of large employers.92
Regrettably, the smaller the size of the business, the
smaller the proportion that engages with universities.
The 2012 Scottish FSB member survey found that
19 per cent of small businesses and 14 per cent of
micro-businesses had sought help from a university or
college.93,94 What is more encouraging is that where
relationships are established, the feedback is often very
positive. The same survey reported that small businesses found the support provided by universities to have
been more useful than that made available by big business, banks, and local government funded support.95
This suggests that both sectors have much to offer the
other if relationships can be further cultivated and good
practice can be extended.
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Wilson, T. A Review of Business-University Collaboration. Department for Business, Innovation and Skills; 2012, section 1.2.
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Outward communication from
universities
Our consultation with SMEs and their representative
bodies revealed that it is not as simple as increasing the
flow of outward communication to SMEs or re-inventing
the wheel in doing so. There is a need to identify and
use the right, pre-existing, channels. Employer representatives advised that it can be a real challenge for SMEs
to sift and process the sheer volume of compliancebased and non-essential paperwork and bureaucracy
that comes their way. Conversations with the FSB
described this as “noise” or “initiative-itis” that SMEs
have to deal with but that can distract from core business .96 At the same time, few SMEs have the time to
horizon-scan beyond one or two reliable channels for
information.
Universities should align themselves closely with existing strategies for engagement and support for SMEs
and streamline their outward routes of communication;
relying on well-established and respected platforms or
channels such as Business Gateway, the Chambers of
Commerce network, local economic development departments in local councils and the new Skills Development Scotland engagement advisors through Our Skills
Force.97
Chapter five already touched on the increasingly
complex landscape of different work placement programmes, which could be daunting for SMEs to navigate.
It recommended a single ‘catch-all website designed
with employers and students in mind. The Federation
of Small Businesses Scotland advised that there may
well be significantly more opportunities for students
96
Discussion with Federation of Small Businesses Scotland in June 2012 and February
2013
97
Skills Development Scotland, Our Skills Force: http://www.ourskillsforce.co.uk/

and graduates amongst small businesses in Scotland
than it would appear; with more than one in ten having
“latent” opportunities that, if successful, could turn into
employment prospects. A website would undoubtedly be
of value to SMEs if it was built in such a way to help employers quickly find a scheme suited to their needs and
budgets. In addition, it would be easier for SME representative bodies such as the Scottish Chambers of Commerce and FSB to promote and advise their members of
one destination for information on such schemes, rather
than steer them towards a multitude of options.

From the outside in
It is equally important to consider communication in the
other direction - when SMEs approach universities. Over the
last decade, universities have significantly improved how accessible or permeable they are to external organisations, radically stepping-up the supply-side or ‘push’ to the business
community. Every institution now has staff and infrastructure
to serve as the point of contact for business although this is
focused more on research and knowledge exchange. This
has undoubtedly helped grow universities’ connections with
large companies as the CBI/UUK report suggests.
Despite universities’ efforts to further improve the supplyside over recent years, there are still some SMEs that
consider universities to be inaccessible. Therefore, universities should consider whether their access points are
suitable for SMEs. This is something Wilson argued for in
his 2012 recommendations for university and business
interaction. He felt that to produce a ‘sustainable supply
chain’ there needs to be a willingness to change existing
practices to meet the needs of collaborators.98 This is
of particular importance in the case of SMEs, given the
significant constraints on time and resources under which
they often operate. Anecdotally, we were told that SMEs
would be unlikely to make repeat attempts at contacting a
university, if the first effort does not go smoothly.
98

Wilson, T. A 2012 Review of Business-University Collaboration.
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Online media is a significant route into universities for
small businesses as the FSB member survey revealed
that 71 per cent of its members rely upon the internet as
a means to find resources for business support, advice and information.99 A content analysis of university
websites found universities are delivering in this medium:
almost two-thirds of Scotland’s 19 universities have a
navigation tab specifically for “business” on their homepage, clearly sign-posting a way-in for employers. Of the
university websites that have this on their homepage, it
only takes one further click of the mouse to find practical
and relevant information on work placements, recruitment and other ways of engaging that may be of interest
to SMEs. Similarly, direct details for business contacts
within universities are made available to employers on
the new Our Skillsforce website hosted by SDS, as part
of their information on how employers can ‘develop their
workforce’.100
It is always possible to do more. As universities have
made themselves easily accessible through online channels, they should evaluate other access routes. To an
SME looking to make contact, it might not be apparent
whether a university careers office, the commercialisation office or the switchboard is the best place to call. In
practice, the ‘right’ point of contact might differ between
institutions as they all have slightly different internal
structures. Universities should strive to create a “no
wrong door” policy which allows SMEs multiple routes in
and ensures that all enquiries are quickly and efficiently
channelled towards the appropriate person.
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Federation of Small Businesses Scotland (2012) ‘Voice of Small Business’
Member Survey 2012
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Skills Development Scotland, Our Skills Force: http://www.ourskillsforce.co.uk/

content/college-and-university-business-development
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A two-way problem of
perception?
Dialogue with representative bodies revealed that there
may be a lower level of awareness of employment opportunities within the SME sector amongst students,
and even some careers staff, than is the case for large
graduate recruiters. This may be in part because the
SMEs tend not to be regular participants in university
careers fairs. It was also apparent that a minority of
students and graduates and some within the SME community hold pre-conceived and out-dated notions of
one another that might be acting as a barrier to further
engagement. There is certainly a feeling amongst representative bodies that the SME sector is not held in the
same esteem as large graduate employers by students
searching for employment and that small companies are
somehow wrongly regarded as a “second tier” or “poor
relation” when compared to large blue-chip companies.101 For their part, some SMEs may underestimate
the potential advantages of employing graduates and
have concerns about loyalty and retention (see table
two). However, SME representative bodies report their
members are increasingly coming to see the potential
for rapid business growth in employing talented graduates. This has been encouraged by placement schemes
that target SMEs, such as Education into Enterprise and
Third Sector Internships Scotland (see chapter five), suggesting that support for the expansion of such schemes
could make a substantial contribution to deepening the
relationship between universities and SMEs.
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In discussions with Scottish Chambers of Commerce in December 2012.

Table 2: Perceptions held by SMEs and university students/graduates of each other
Students’ pre-conceptions of SMEs

Messages that should be reaching students

**  Fewer job opportunities
**  One in five small businesses intends to invest in
**  Lower salaries
staffing levels over the next year. Around 13 per
**  Less job security
cent are looking to take on new people. 102
**  Limited opportunity for structured progression and **  The Scottish SME sector is actually growing depromotion.
spite the recession with three per cent growth last
**  Hard to know what companies are where and to find
year.
out about job opportunities.
**  Working for an SME sector exposes you to a wider
range of professional opportunities and therefore
gives you more chance to widen your skills base.
**  Employment in an SME provides an opportunity to
learn first-hand from an established and successful entrepreneur.
**  Graduates have the opportunity to make a real
impact in an SME and get noticed, rather than be
a small cog in a big wheel.
**  Working for an SME provides employees with
more autonomy in their working lives in contrast
to highly structured and narrowly defined roles
elsewhere.

SMEs’ pre-conceptions of students/graduates

Messages that should be reaching SMEs

**  Graduates are less likely to be loyal employees/less
likely to stay in the job long-term. SMEs are therefore cautious about employing them because of
impact on turnover.103
**  Micro-businesses are less likely to employ people
direct from school, college or university.104
**  Graduates take a while to make a real contribution
to business.
**  Graduates don’t come with a “roll up your sleeves”
attitude.
**  Graduates have unrealistic salary expectations.

**  Two years of service from a great employee can
make a real difference to your business.
**  Positive case studies to demonstrate where graduate placements/employees have made a significant contribution to an SME; developing a new
product or a new way of doing things.
**  Graduates leave university with subject specific
skills and a good range of transferrable graduate
attributes which can then be customised to meet
the company need.
**  FSB members have 80 per cent satisfaction with
university leavers they employ. 105

Federation of Small Businesses Scotland (2008) Small Business Sector: Scottish Sector Profile Skills Report
Conversations with Federation of Small Businesses Scotland in June 2012.
Federation of Small Businesses Scotland (2012) ‘Voice of Small Business’ Member Survey 2012: Report of Key Findings, Scotland.
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At a time when the labour market is challenging for all
young people it is vital that misperceptions on either
side are challenged, particularly as SMEs are responsible for more than 50 per cent of Scotland’s private
sector employment. Scotland cannot afford to have a
situation whereby graduates are disregarded as potentially valuable employees and graduates do not actively
pursue careers in a sizeable and important sector of
Scotland’s economy.
Organisations representing both sides are keen to
overcome such a ‘disconnect’.106 This is recognised and
a pilot scheme, funded by the Scottish Government and
delivered by the Scottish Chamber of Commerce called
Graduate Recruitment Incentive, announced in 2012,
looked to provide funding of up to £3,000 to SMEs to
help contribute to the graduate’s salary. The scheme
was funded to cover up to a hundred graduate recruitments.107 Beyond the scope of Graduate Recruitment
Incentive, there could be significant benefits to be had
if SME representative bodies, universities and student
unions/associations teamed up to lead a collaborative
campaign, focused at both SME employers and university students with the dual aim of promoting the SME
sector as an exciting career destination and promoting
the business benefits that graduates can deliver as employees. Representative bodies from the SME, university
and student sectors should work together to determine,
via survey of their members, the exact nature of the preconceptions and build the campaign’s messaging from
this evidence base. Discussions with both FSB and the
Scottish Chamber of Commerce suggested a willingness
to test perceptions with their members as the first stage
of this project. Careful thought should be given to how to
ensure these messages are received at grassroots level
amongst small and microbusinesses in particular, which
can be impervious to national-level campaigns
Scottish Chambers of Commerce submission to the Scottish Parliament’s
Economy, Energy and Tourism Committee Inquiry into Underemployment in
Scotland, 2013.
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Cross-selling within existing
engagement structures

Case studies

Universities have made significant strides in
engaging with business and other external organisations
for knowledge exchange activity. This is different to the
employability agenda, with different drivers, but there
are cross-overs. Interface, the knowledge connection
for business, was set up in 2005 specifically for the
Scottish SME sector. It looks to match business need
to university knowledge and expertise and is firmly
rooted in knowledge exchange. It has built up a solid
reputation within the SME community with 98 per
cent satisfaction ratings with SME clients.108 As well as
the extensive network of SME contacts that Interface
has built up, the organisation is funded to reach out
to new SMEs across Scotland and does so by holding engagement events across Scotland which are
focused on specific industry sectors. Approximately a
third of Interface’s clients are produced this way.

Queen Margaret University Edinburgh is the first university in
Scotland to host a Business Gateway office on its campus as
part of a new Business Innovation Zone which opened in the
second half of 2012.109 Business Gateway is a partnership
of Scottish Local Authorities, Enterprise Agencies and the
Scottish Government that offers free impartial advice and
support to small business start-ups. The location of the office
on a university site will help build the two-way connectivity
between the University and businesses throughout the region
as Queen Margaret will be reaching out to business via
Business Gateway, as advised by the FSB. The service will
also be able to offer support directly to university students
and graduates considering setting up their own businesses.

Queen Margaret University Edinburgh

Interface estimates a significant minority of the
monthly enquiries it gets from SMEs, are business
needs that could be met by student or graduate
placement. There is an opportunity here to use the
existing infrastructure for SME engagement that
Interface has established for knowledge exchange for
the university sector for the employability agenda as
well. If Interface had a simple and reliable means of
referral, either into the AGCAS Scotland network or
into the dedicated “catch-all” work experience website
for Scotland discussed above, perhaps more of these
enquiries could be converted into opportunities for
students and graduates. Whilst Interface’s priority
has to remain the promotion of university knowledge
exchange services, it is open to the idea of
“cross-selling”, via referral, provided it can be
109
108
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Interface Annual Report 2008-09
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confident of the level of service its business clients
will receive. As one third of Interface’s clients are
repeat business, it is vital to Interface’s reputation
that the SME’s experience on the employability side is
a satisfactory one. Such cross-selling could be applied
for the benefit of work placements very readily but it
also presents a wider opportunity to make the SME
community more aware of the wider range of services
that university careers staff can offer, including the
AGCAS Scotland shared vacancy service (see below).

Further customisation for
SMEs
Building on earlier recommendations, there may be
other ways that universities can further customise their
offer to the advantage of SMEs.

Graduate vacancies: Scottish Shared Vacancy
Service

The university careers network – AGCAS Scotland – has
an online Scottish Shared Vacancy Service, which was
first developed in 2005. Vacancies for full and part-time
work on this site have the potential to reach students at
thirteen of Scotland’s universities.110 There were over 300
full-time vacancies live on the site in January 2013 and
over four thousand vacancies were posted throughout
2012. Although the site needs to run sustainably, AGCAS
Scotland allows organisations to advertise their vacancies for free. The site is a strong example of collaboration
amongst institutions and AGCAS Scotland guarantees the
quality of service, compliance with employment legislation
and ensures that only opportunities relevant to new or
recent graduates are advertised. This guarantees a good

match for employers looking for graduates on a cost-free
basis and ensures their vacancy reaches a much wider
talent pool than just the graduates from one institution.
From a graduate perspective, it ensures that the site is
not diluted with non-graduate level jobs.
The service has many strengths, but a presentational
change could help to further maximise its impact. Currently, the Scottish Shared Vacancy Service is accessed
through institutions’ own websites which means there are
13 different URLs for the site. Notwithstanding the logic
of there being a link from each institution’s website to the
site, it could make it more accessible to employers if there
was an over-arching landing page and a generic domain
name, which was not specific to any one higher education
institution. This would also make the site more readily
marketable to SMEs across all of Scotland using SME
representative bodies, at Interface events and via the
dual-message campaign recommended in this chapter.

Graduate vacancies: beyond the milk-round

Universities should look innovatively at the traditional
model of careers fairs to see how this can be remodelled
to encourage greater SME engagement. This is rarely
seen as a good use of the company’s time, given the
number of vacancies an SME would have to fill in any
given year. Careers offices already have experience in
hosting non-traditional careers fairs for volunteering and
for subjects where there is a less obvious progression
into specific careers, as touched on in chapter four. This
innovative approach could also be applied to models
that might better engage SMEs. The Scottish Chamber of
Commerce is piloting a new form of careers fair for SMEs
in 2013, focussing on the school-leavers market. Although
the vacancies will be markedly different, it might be that
there are useful lessons to be learned from this experience that AGCAS Scotland could apply to the university
sector.

Good practice

Recommendations

G.16.Universities have made themselves significantly
more permeable to outside organisations and now
have a clear online access route for business as
standard. This good practice should be extended to
consider how universities could offer a “no wrong
door” policy for enquiries to ensure each SME is
steered towards the right contact and the enquiry
is positively responded to.

R.15.Universities need to reach out to SMEs through
the same business channels that SMEs typically
use for other forms of business support, including
Business Gateway and the Chambers network.

G.17.Universities have started to innovate beyond the
traditional model of careers fairs (chapter four).
AGCAS Scotland can use these experiences to share
best practice and apply this thinking specifically to
the SME sector. Liaison with the Scottish Chambers
of Commerce, at national level, might be particularly
helpful to determine whether a pilot project of SME
careers fairs aimed at school-leavers could be
transferrable to graduate careers fairs.
G.18.To address the challenge of very limited capacity
for speculative engagement, faced by all SMEs,
Edinburgh-based universities are collaborating on
their SME engagement on a regional basis. These
universities should feedback to AGCAS Scotland
and other sector bodies on the success of this
initiative.

R.16.Representative bodies within the SME sector
including the Scottish Chambers of Commerce,
Federation of Small Businesses and others should
look to engage with AGCAS Scotland, Universities
Scotland and NUS Scotland to jointly manage a
dual-message campaign that promotes the SME
sector as a desirable career destination amongst
graduates and raises SME awareness of the added
value that graduates can bring to an SME.
R.17.AGCAS Scotland should consider the value of an
over-arching domain name and central landing
page for the Shared Vacancy Service, which is not
tied to any one institution, as a means to promote
the site more readily to SMEs and other employers.
R.18.The opportunities for cross-selling employability
initiatives to SMEs should be explored, particularly
involving Interface as an organisation that has
established a strong reputation amongst SMEs for
knowledge exchange. Interface’s ability to do so
would be improved if other recommendations that
focus on streamlining information sources, in this
chapter and throughout the report, were
implemented.

The Shared Vacancy Service Scotland is shared by 13 universities. Queen
Margaret University Edinburgh, Glasgow School of Art, the Royal Conservatoire of
Scotland, SRUC, the Open University in Scotland and the Robert Gordon University do not participate.
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Chapter 8:
Global Skills
107

Many of the key skills and attributes for employability were discussed in chapter two. Some
employers seek graduates who possess not only
those skills, but also additional attributes that
relate to the globalised environment in which
many organisations work: cultural awareness,
an international perspective, the confidence to
work across cultural boundaries and, in some
cases, language skills (although not necessarily
fluency).
The Institute of Directors made this point in our consultations. Others, such as IBM, have spoken publicly on this
issue.111 The Global Graduates report by the Association
of Graduate Recruiters (AGR), the Council for Industry and
Higher Education (CIHE) and CFE Research and Consulting also shows this, while noting that the degree to which
employers are interested in global competencies varies
according to the nature and context of the organisation.112
The Global Graduates report emphasises that employers
are increasingly looking for people who can work across
different cultures, because of the worldwide nature of so
much business, and expresses concern that graduates in
other countries may be more adept at this, with potentially
negative consequences for the UK economy. This report
asked 12 different employers to rate a list of 13 global
competencies in order of importance. The resulting list, in
descending order of perceived importance, is as follows:
1. ability to work collaboratively with teams of people from
a range of backgrounds and countries;
2. excellent communication skills (speaking and listening);
3. High degree of drive and resilience;
4. ability to embrace multiple perspectives and challenge
thinking;
5. capacity to develop new skills and behaviours according
to role requirements;
NUS Scotland conference Global Graduates, Global Business; 8 May 2012.
Association of Graduate Recruiters, Council for Industry and Higher Education
and CFE Research and Consulting (2011) Global Graduates into Global Leaders.
111

6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.

high degree of self-awareness;
ability to negotiate and influence clients across the globe
ability to form professional, global networks;
openness to and respect for a range of perspectives
from around the world;
multi-cultural learning ability (e.g. able to learn in any
culture or environment);
knowledge of foreign economies and own industry area
overseas;
understanding of one’s position and role within a global
context or economy; and
a willingness to play an active role in society at a local,
national and international level.

This emphasises the overarching importance of the
skills and attributes discussed in chapter two. Notably,
strong communication skills, drive, critical thinking and
adaptability are ranked highly in the context of global
competencies, just as in other contexts. However, it also
emphasises the value that a number of employers place
on specific international competencies. These do not follow automatically from every experience of high quality
higher education and therefore calls for active consideration of how they may be developed and enhanced.
This chapter explores opportunities for students to
develop some of these global skills. These opportunities
most obviously include working or studying abroad, and
these are accordingly the main focus of this chapter.
Nonetheless, it is also important to consider other ways
of developing the relevant skills, especially given that not
every student is able to travel far or for extended periods
(for a variety of reasons, including caring responsibilities
and financial constraints).
Universities and others offer various opportunities to
study and work abroad, as outlined below. However,
relatively few students in Scotland currently take up
these opportunities. Some students may come to university with experience of living, studying and/or working
abroad, but this still leaves a large part of the student

population that is not taking the chance to gain global-
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skills and attributes. One important area of ongoing work
in universities is therefore to increase awareness of the
benefits of international experience and to encourage
the take-up of chances to gain such experience.

Employers’ views on
international experience
The National Union of Students (NUS) Scotland recently
surveyed members of both CBI Scotland and the FSB
Scotland on attitudes to studying abroad (defined as
studying in Europe and receiving full academic credit for
the course).113 The results are based on responses from 45
employers. Employers were asked whether studying abroad
would improve an applicant’s employment prospects and
the responses were as follows:
**  Seven per cent thought it would definitely do so;
**  18 per cent thought it would significantly do so;
**  40 per cent thought it would to some extent;
**  29 per cent thought it would not; and
**  Six per cent did not know.
Employers were also asked whether employing graduates
who had studied abroad would enhance the company’s global
competiveness:
**  23 per cent thought that it would definitely or
significantly do so;
**  38 per cent thought that it would do so to some
extent;
**  22 per cent thought that it would not do so; and
**  17 per cent did not know.

In both cases, the most common response was “to some
extent”, that is, employers do see some benefits to
mobility, but in most cases this in itself is not an
overwhelming advantage over other students, and in
some cases may be no advantage at all. This chimes
with a 2008 survey by the Council for Industry and
Higher Education, which reported that 29 per cent of
employers surveyed felt that study abroad made a
graduate more employable.114
Employers’ comments quoted in the NUS Scotland
report reflect these mixed views. We quote two very
different views below.

Employer 1:

“In my experience, those with foreign study experience
do not have any advantage over those who do not.
Co-curricular activity is far more important. Through this
I have found students who have gained a commercial
awareness, improved team working, motivation and
self-confidence.”

Employer 2:

“We are constantly pushing for students to have
increased international study experience. We consider
this important for the growth of the Scottish economy
and feel Scottish business could benefit from improved
international connections along with the host of added
skills students gain abroad.”115
The value of international study or work placement
experience to the employer will be influenced by the
nature of the employer’s business and the job on offer.
What is clear from both quotations is that international
experience is not an end in itself. Having said this, university staff often report a change in students’
perceptions and attitudes when they return from studyFielden, J. Global Horizons for UK Universities. Council for Industry and Higher
Education; 2008, p.27
115
NUS Scotland (2012) Developing Scotland’s graduates for the global
economy: From here to where?, p.29
114

113
NUS Scotland (2012) Developing Scotland’s graduates for the global
economy: From here to where?, p.33
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Case Studies

University of Dundee

The University of Dundee and Sannam S4 are running a
placement programme for UK graduates offering students
work placement experience in India, as part of the UK-India
Education and Research Initiative (UKIERI). The programme
lasts for six months and includes up to five months of paid
work placement with a multinational company in India, as well
as career development modules. On successful completion of
the programme, graduates receive a Global Internship Graduate Certificate India (GIGC-I).

Glasgow Caledonian University

As part of a collaboration with the University of Massachusetts
Boston (UMB), with funding from the Scottish Government’s
Saltire Scholarship programme, Glasgow Caledonian University will create opportunities for up to 20 science and computing students to work with UMB students, using social media
and learning tools, on the development of shared learning
resources. A further 12 students working on the same project
will also visit Boston.

University of Strathclyde

The Department of Pure and Applied Chemistry established a
network of Chemistry International Alumni Ambassadors (CIAA)
as part of their work towards internationalising the curriculum
and providing students with more international opportunities.
The CIAA network already has over 200 members. As well as
influencing the content of the curriculum and creating more opportunities for study and industrial placements abroad, other
goals for the ambassadors include exploration of international
accreditation of degree programmes and forming a CIAA network of support around the globe.

University of Edinburgh and EUSA

The University of Edinburgh and EUSA worked together to provide additional language learning opportunities for students,
in response to student demand. Options include: free six-week
taster courses in Spanish, French, Russian, Arabic, Japanese,
Gaelic and Irish; credit-bearing courses in various languages
which can be taken as part of or in addition to a degree; and
EUSA’s Tandem language exchange, which gives students opportunities to practise languages with other students either on
a one-to-one basis or via a language café.116
116

Edinburgh University Students Association, Want to Learn a Language? http://www.eusa.

ed.ac.uk/campaigns/languages/
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ing or working abroad, noting frequent knock-on effects
in terms of confidence and even, in some cases,
improved engagement with and attainment in
academic work. Moreover, there is evidence that
employers recognise a link between international
experience and the acquisition of key employability
skills, so that even employers who do not explicitly seek
global competencies for their own sake may indirectly
place a high value on international experience when
recruiting. When a survey of 100 American Human
Resource Directors asked whether candidates with
international study experience were likely to have any
of ten key skills – a list comparable to the CBI’s
mployability skills, including ‘independence’,
‘leadership skills’ and ‘flexibility’ – the answer was at
least 80 per cent positive with respect to every one of
these skills, and in many cases considerably higher.117
However, what really matters to employers is
acquisition of skills and attributes (regardless of how
they are gained) and the ability of the student or
graduate to understand and articulate them. As one
careers advisor put it, when interviewed for NUS
Scotland’s report:
“Individual students will only stand out from the crowd
if they have stopped and thought about what they did
during that [study abroad] experience: “What did I gain
from it? How will I describe it to other people? How am
I different? Do I see things differently? If they simply
go, do the coursework, meet a few friends, visit a few
cities as a tourist, and come back, they won’t be more
employable… it’s about what you do with the experience
and how you are then able to make sense of it, how
confidently you are able to talk to employers about the
benefits.”118
British Council (2011) Next Generation UK: Research with UK Undergraduates aged
Institute of International Education, DAAD, the British Council, and the Australian Education Office (no date) An exploration of the demand for study overseas from American
students and employers
118
NUS Scotland (2012) Developing Scotland’s graduates for the global economy:
From here to where?, p.29
117
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Students’ views on
international experience
There is some evidence that many students do not fully
appreciate the employability benefits of international
experience. In 2011, the British Council published a
report, Next Generation UK,119 based on research with
UK undergraduates aged 19-21. Sixty-four per cent of
the students surveyed considered that they had an
international outlook to some or a large extent, and 78
per cent of students surveyed felt that having an
international outlook was important for their future.
This percentage was even higher in Scotland where 84
per cent of students felt an international outlook was
important. However, when asked why this was important, students tended to focus on cultural benefits rather
than career prospects. Indeed, only 48 per cent thought
it would help in terms of future work or study. A focus
group of students was asked what the challenges of
increased globalisation might mean for them, and
mentioned increased competition for jobs, although
many also commented on increased opportunities to
work abroad. As in the survey, most students did not
connect the international opportunities available to
them now with future job opportunities (at home or
abroad).
This research also provided some insight into why more
students do not undertake work or study abroad. During
the focus groups, cost and language barriers were the
most common reasons cited for not participating in an
overseas experience. Not many of the students thought
their universities could do more to provide and publicise
such opportunities. Nevertheless, there would seem to
be scope for universities to address some of these
119
British Council (2011) Next Generation UK: Research with UK Undergraduates aged 19-21

barriers. For example, not all opportunities to study
abroad require language skills. Many university courses
around the world are offered in English, even in
non-English speaking countries. Learning languages
undoubtedly has its own advantages and competence
in foreign languages is to some extent an issue in itself
(see below), but the significant and often daunting
challenge of language-learning should not put students
off overseas experience as a means of developing
cultural awareness and cultural competences. Similarly,
financial support is available for many forms of
mobility – and work placements abroad, as in the UK,
can be paid work.

Increasing student participation
in outward student mobility
There is widespread interest in increasing outward student mobility (both study and work placements abroad).
The European Higher Education Area is keen to encourage more students across the EU to gain international
experience and is encouraging participating countries
to develop outward mobility strategies. There is strong
student support for this from both the European Students’
Union (ESU)and from NUS Scotland.120 The UK Government’s Department of Business, Innovation and Skills
(BIS) and the UK HE International Unit recently organised
a Joint Steering Group on Outward Student Mobility.121 One
of its recommendations was to develop a UK-wide mobility
strategy. We also anticipate the development of a Scottish
mobility strategy. Universities Scotland will be involved with
the development of both of these national strategies. The
Scottish Government has recently backed up its support for
European Students Union (2008) Policy Paper “Mobility”
Joint Steering Group on UK Outward Student Mobility (2012) Recommendations to support UK Outward Student Mobility.
November 2012.

120
121

increased outward mobility with the Saltire Scholarship
Outward Mobility Fund, which will benefit students studying
outside Europe or undertaking a short period of mobility in
Europe.122 123
Universities Scotland is one of the partners in NUS
Scotland’s project Developing Scotland’s Global
Citizens124,125 which is funded by the Scottish
Government. This project seeks to encourage more
students to study abroad and builds on an earlier NUS
Scotland project, Students Without Borders in which
Universities Scotland was also a partner.126 One aim of
this work is to foster a more widespread expectation that
university or college study should include some
experience abroad. Developing Scotland’s Global
Citizens therefore targets school pupils as well as
existing students. The project has employed five
students as ‘mobility ambassadors’ to spread awareness of the benefits of study abroad and a classroom
module on global awareness and mobility opportunities
has been created. This can be delivered by the mobility
ambassadors or downloaded and used by teachers.
Further work is in train to raise the profile of study
abroad among students and to encourage both institutions and students’ associations to work to increase
mobility.

122
Scottish Government (2012) News Release: Scots to benefit from study
abroad. 30 July 2012.
123
Scottish Government (2012) News Release: Saltire Scholarships for Scots. 12
November 2012
124
NUS Scotland Connect, Funding for Outward Mobility Initiatives Available.
125
Scotland Goes Global: http://www.scotlandgoesglobal.co.uk/
126
NUS Scotland, Students Without Borders: European Engagement: http://www.nus.org.uk/
en/campaigns/campaigns-in-sco
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Study abroad or placements
abroad as part of a degree
Universities are working to promote opportunities to study
abroad or undertake a placement abroad to students. Universities have different means by which to do this. In some
cases, the International Office co-ordinates outward mobility as well as provision for incoming international students,
while other universities have designated co-ordinators for
major mobility schemes such as the European Erasmus
programme, whether at the institutional, faculty or departmental level. The universities individually create student exchange programmes through partnerships with institutions
abroad, often alongside research collaborations and teaching partnerships, which reinforce and are reinforced by the
student exchanges. Larger scale exchange programmes
require the co-ordination and resources of international
agencies, most notably the European Union’s Erasmus
programme. Many institutions also encourage lecturers to
participate in mobility opportunities – this direct experience
can be helpful in encouraging students to be mobile.

Erasmus

Erasmus is the European Union’s educational exchange
programme for higher education. As the largest and best
known outward mobility programme in most UK universities, Erasmus provides much of the evidence on participation in outward mobility and its effects. Erasmus encompasses a number of specific programmes for students,
staff and institutions. In addition to facilitating mobility
across a wide range of institutions, Erasmus also provides
grants to students, over and above any financial support
they normally receive for their studies, to help with travel
and living costs when abroad. It supports periods of study
or work placements abroad that last between three and
12 months. Additional grants are available to students
from widening participation backgrounds.127

A 2009 Higher Education Funding Council for England
report, Attainment in higher education: Erasmus and
placement students, compared students who had gone
on Erasmus exchanges, other study abroad or UK-based
work placements with other students who had not had
these opportunities.128 The results show that Erasmus
and other study abroad programmes are associated with
high achievement. For example, 75 per cent of Erasmus
students and 81 per cent of students on other study
abroad courses achieved a first or upper second class
degree, compared with 60 per cent of other students on
four year courses. Six months after graduating, a greater
proportion of students who had studied abroad were
undertaking further study (although the overall proportions in full-time employment or studying were similar to
other students). Erasmus students were also more likely
to be earning more. Those who were mobile as students
were also more likely to be mobile graduates: 15 per
cent of employed Erasmus graduates and 13 per cent of
graduates who had done other study abroad were working
abroad, compared to just three to four per cent of other
students.
It is unclear to what extent these figures show value added by study abroad or reflect the nature of the students
who tend to take up study abroad opportunities. Certainly,
the profile of Erasmus students in the UK remains unfortunately narrow, by various measures. For example, in
the 2009 report, 40 per cent of students participating in
Erasmus exchanges were studying foreign languages and
16 per cent were studying business. Of the students doing other study abroad, 60 per cent were studying foreign
languages. University staff continue to report difficulty in
persuading a more diverse body of students to apply for
Erasmus programmes. Nonetheless, there is anecdotal
evidence to back up the idea that Erasmus and
other study abroad programmes do also have
positive effects on students’ employability.
Higher Education Funding Council for England (2009) Attainment in higher education: Erasmus and placement students.
Issues paper November 2009/44.
128

British Council, Lifelong Learning Programme: Funding http://www.britishcouncil.org/erasmus-funding.htm
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The reasons why relatively few Scottish (or other UK)
students undertake study or work abroad are not well
understood, but it is widely accepted that certain factors
regularly act as barriers to mobility. Among these are
finance and the caring or other responsibilities that some
students have. Other issues such as language barriers,
but also the more general confidence issues, referred to
in chapter three, are often cited. Furthermore, some of
these issues may mean students from widening access
backgrounds in particular can perceive (real or apparent)
barriers to mobility and therefore do not take up
opportunities.
Scottish universities have been working to increase the
number of students who participate in study abroad (and
other forms of mobility), and many of these initiatives
have been seeking to address these barriers and ensure
that mobility is accessible to the full diversity of students.
Some Scottish universities also have overseas campuses.
These bring new opportunities for study abroad by Scottish
students, an idea advocated by the Institute of Directors in
our consultations.

International work placements
The Global Graduates report states that working abroad
is “one of the best ways to build a global skills-set”.129 It
is an opportunity to reap the widely reported benefits of
work placements and those of international experience at
the same time, and gives insight into the specific cultural
competences that are required in a particular role, industry or sector.
The British Council runs the International Association
for the Exchange of Students for Technical Experience
(IAESTE) UK, which offers work placements overseas for
undergraduate students in a range of science, engineering, technology and applied arts disciplines.130 Students
are eligible from their second year of study onwards. Most
of these placements take place in the summer and are
for six to 12 weeks. The scheme takes in over 80 countries
in Europe and beyond. Language skills are not required,
although students are advised to learn at least some basic
phrases. Universities help to promote this programme and
students also contribute to organising and promoting the
scheme, thereby gaining further experience that enhances
employability.
In the Scottish university sector, the Making the Most of
Masters Project (see chapter five) has recently announced
some international projects in collaboration with Challenge Worldwide.131 Similarly, the Scottish Adopt an Intern
scheme (see also chapter five) has set up a pilot graduate
intern exchange with Lower Saxony, Germany.132
In addition, there are a range of opportunities for working
abroad in either the summer or post-graduation which are
not organised through universities – although university
129
Association of Graduate Recruiters, Council for Industry and Higher Education
and CFE (2011) Global Graduates into Global Leaders.
130
British Council, The International Association for the Exchange of Students for
Technical Experience UK Home at: http://www.britishcouncil.org/iaeste.htm
131
Making the Most of Masters, International Work Based Projects

http://www.mastersprojects.ac.uk/news.cfm/international-work-based-projects/

Centre for Scottish Public Policy, Adopt an Intern: Scotland – Germany
Exchange http://www.adoptanintern.org.uk/about-adopt-an-intern/adopt-an-intern-german-
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exchange.html
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careers services provide information on them. Options
include summer camps in America, teaching English as a
foreign language (e.g. the Japan Exchange and Teaching
Programme ).133

Other opportunities for
internationalisation
Having stressed the value of time spent abroad, it is important to note that there are other ways to foster cultural
awareness and global competencies. Even assuming the
success of current attempts to encourage more students
to study abroad, there will remain many who do not, for
a variety of reasons. It is therefore important to consider
how the relevant contributions to employability can be
provided without actual mobility.
The Global Graduates report states that study abroad
is “not necessarily the only way to build global competence in graduates” and separately comments on how
some employers are using technology to support “virtual
mobility” and build global competencies in employees.134
Similarly, universities are working with partners in other
countries to set up virtual collaborations between students to enhance global attributes. Scottish universities
also have significant numbers of international students
and therefore students can get structured experience of
working alongside people from different cultures without
leaving their own institution. The Institute of Directors
was supportive of these uses of virtual mobility. There is
also potential for students and students’ associations to
develop their own internationalisation activities and promote the development of global competencies, as noted
in the Global Graduates report.
133
The Japan Exchange and Teaching (JET) programme http://www.jetprogramme.org/
134
Association of Graduate Recruiters, Council for Industry and Higher Education
and CFE (2011) Global Graduates into Global Leaders.
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Languages
The importance of languages for business is examined
in the 2012 CBI/Pearson report Learning to grow: what
employers need from education and skills.135 Eleven per
cent of the employers surveyed stated that they had
lost business because of weak foreign language skills
and a further 10 per cent could not be sure they had
not. When asked whether they needed employees who
could speak foreign languages, employers responded as
follows:
**  five per cent regarded it as an essential core competence for their work;
**  39 per cent saw it as helpful in building relationships with overseas contacts;
**  22 per cent said it assisted staff mobility within the
organisation;
**  46 per cent thought it was beneficial but not a
requirement during recruitment;
**  11 per cent thought they would need foreign language skills in the next couple of years; and
**  28 per cent saw no need for foreign language skills.
Thus, while a significant minority of employers did not
value language skills highly, there are clearly many who
have some need for them, with nearly half seeing foreign
languages as ‘beneficial’ for job applicants.
A report by the Education and Employers Taskforce: The
economic case for language learning and the role of
employer engagement suggests that lack of languages is a
fundamental problem for UK businesses, resulting in a “tax
on trade”, which has been estimated to be 0.5 per cent of
GDP.136 As the report notes, there is an important role for
schools and also for employers in encouraging students to
135
Confederation of Business and Industry and Pearson (2012) Learning to grow:
what employers need from educations and skills.
136
Education and Employers Taskforce (2011) The economic case for language
learning and the role of employer engagement.

Case Studies

Heriot-Watt University

Heriot-Watt University was recently awarded Scottish
Government funding for Saltire Scholarships to encourage more Scottish students to study abroad as part of
their degree. Selected students going to Canada, China,
India and the USA will be awarded a contribution towards
subsistence funding and funding as a “Saltire Ambassador”. It is hoped the subsistence funding will encourage
students from a widening access background to take up
opportunities abroad. As Saltire ambassadors, students
will be expected to undertake activities to promote Scottish education and to promote mobility to other Scottish
students on their return. Heriot-Watt University hopes to
expand the range of countries in future years. 137

Robert Gordon University

Robert Gordon University contacted alumni who had
participated in an Erasmus exchange to ask about their
experience of Erasmus and how it helped with their careers. The University used this information to produce a
leaflet of case studies for use in promoting study abroad
which has been used at Freshers’ Fairs, Open Days
and promotional talks on mobility. Other promotional
initiatives include an exhibition by Gray’s School of Art
students on returning from Erasmus study abroad, which
was followed by a significant increase in interest in outward mobility among art students. Overall, the University
has seen a 50 per cent increase in both outward and
inward mobility over the last four years. 138

University of the West of Scotland

The University of the West of Scotland is introducing new
modules dedicated to developing students as effective
global citizens. These modules will be embedded in the
University’s programme framework to ensure they are
widely available. Provision of foreign language teaching
will be enhanced to complement this. Part of this work
is supported by a Teaching Development Grant from the
Higher Education Academy.
Scottish Government (2012) News Release: Saltire Scholarships for Scots. 12
November 2012.
Robert Gordon University ( ) Erasmus: Where Are they Now? (no date) http://
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www.britishcouncil.org/where_are_they_now_robert_gordon.pdf
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learn languages and see the value in language ability for
their future career. Universities can also support students
in learning languages, especially given that fluency is not
always demanded by businesses and they are looking at
ways to create more opportunities for language-learning.
For example, the University of Aberdeen’s curriculum
reform means that students are able to choose to combine language study with their degree more easily (see
chapter three). More generally, the flexible four year degree
structure followed by many students in Scottish universities
means that they have the opportunity to study a language
in the first two years of their degree as a standard part of
their course of study.

Alumni
As noted elsewhere in this report, a university’s alumni
constitute an existing network that can potentially be
drawn on to benefit current students in various ways.
These networks are often widely distributed around the
world, meaning that alumni can be used to promote
increased global engagement among students. The Institute of Directors, in particular, suggested making greater
use of “Global Scots” to show the value of international
awareness to current students, and there are initiatives
in universities to do just this. This can be integrated with
other contributions to employability made by alumni, in
the spirit of the observations above that international
mobility should be seen as just one dimension to the
overall development of employability skills and
attributes.
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Good practice

Recommendations

G.19.Universities promote international mobility opportunities to their students. Working where appropriate
with NUS Scotland and other agencies, universities should consider the scope for increasing this
activity and how best to capitalise on existing work
within each institution. Further progress may be
made through increased promotion of mobility opportunities to prospective/pre-admission students
and further publicity to address misconceptions
about international mobility (for example, that fluency in a foreign language is always a prerequisite).
Universities will want to continue to address issues
of equitable access to mobility opportunities.

R.19.Universities should use alumni now living and
working abroad and the Global Scots Network to
promote the importance of global skills to students.

G.20.Universities are increasingly exploring ways of giving students international experiences which do not
involve travel abroad and should continue to do so.

R.22.The Scottish Government should continue to support the development of global skills via its funding.

R.20.Employers who value global skills, language skills
or experience of mobility should publicise this to
students, universities, colleges and schools.
R.21.Students’ Associations should promote mobility
opportunities (as some already do) and how they
can promote the acquisition of global skills without
travel.

G.21.A number of universities have created new opportunities to learn languages alongside study in other disciplines. Other universities may wish to consider if they
could also do so.
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