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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this book is to show how, despite all the difficulties you may face, you can still be the one to get the job when you find yourself competing against other applicants. It will also give you ideas for earning a living or spending time after university in different but rewarding ways.

Nowadays, it is not that common to take a first job and then progress through the same organization or stay on a single career path until you retire. It is therefore important to think flexibly about work and try to make the most of every opportunity, even if you are forced to take a series of unsatisfactory or unrelated positions or have to endure long gaps between jobs.

Whatever you learned about yourself at school and university, you will learn much more when you are out in the work environment. Developing self-awareness is something to be embraced if you are to take control of your life.

GRADUATE JOBS

Graduates often feel cheated if they don’t go into what they regard as a ‘graduate job’ directly after graduation, but if you are in that position it certainly doesn’t mean that your three or four years at university are wasted.

1    Many jobs don’t require a degree but are still satisfying, challenging, well paid or highly skilled – fulfilling some of the life ambitions you may have had as a university student. It may not always be better to ‘use’ your degree if you find a far more satisfying and rewarding career in a non-graduate job or profession. And, of course, people become highly successful self-employed or freelance workers, or use their entrepreneurial skills irrespective of any educational qualifications.

2    It is quite common to take a more roundabout route through life and still end up making use of your degree or the capabilities and qualities gained at university. Statistically, according to the Higher Education Careers Service Unit (HECSU) and the Association of Graduate Careers Advisory Services (AGCAS), ‘it is still more beneficial to be a graduate than not. Graduates earn more over time than non-graduates, and are less likely to be unemployed the longer they have been out of education. Although graduates may begin in non-graduate level employment six months after graduation, they move up the ladder relatively quickly, often within months.’

3    It is a fact of life that there are more graduates looking for jobs than there are graduate jobs available. Because of this, employers can pick and choose which universities to visit, which qualifications and courses at these universities to target, and exactly what sort of people they want. It means that for many of you, it will be extremely difficult to compete, especially when you remember that you are also competing against last year’s graduates who may have spent the previous year working and gaining valuable work-related skills and experience. Your best bet is not to fight them but join them: take on the best first job you can find and build up your own work-related skills and experiences over time.

Without giving up hope or turning your face against any attempt to gain a graduate job if it is what you want, you should realize that in the real world you may have to find alternatives and that doing so is not a failure on your part.

A STEP-BY-STEP APPROACH

If you are keen to gain a graduate job before you leave university, make sure you take full advantage of all the help you can get. By making use of your university careers service you can attend talks and workshops, get advice on your application forms and CV, take part in the milkround and recruitment fairs, apply at the right time and hope to be offered a job well before you graduate. You can also get advice from both within and outside your department about degree-related careers and follow up any contacts or visits that are offered.

If you are unlucky, if you don’t want to apply for a standard graduate job or if you don’t want to do anything about jobs until after you graduate, you will have to fall back on your own resources far more. This is where becoming familiar with the different avenues into work, identifying the various agencies that can help you and thinking laterally about different approaches to the work environment are all going to be far more important.

The good news is that in most places, graduates can continue to use many of the local university careers services once they have left their own institution.

Whichever route you take, all the issues are addressed in this book. In particular, the job-hunting process has been divided into seven steps to make the book simpler to use. This means that, if you are part-way through the process, you can concentrate on those steps that are the most appropriate. On the other hand, if the idea of finding work is completely new to you or you have been avoiding even thinking about it, you may prefer to take it one step at a time and work from Step 1 to Step 7

The steps are:

Step 1 – Discovering who you are – understand what motivates you and what you can offer.

Step 2 – Deciding what to do – as well as learning different techniques for making career decisions, whatever route you take into work you need to be aware of what lies behind your choice and how you can make the most of your capabilities.

Step 3 – Finding out about work – have a clear idea of what types of work are available and where you can find further information.

Step 4 – Getting ready to apply – learn how to analyse job advertisements and provide evidence of your suitability for the work.

Step 5 – Making applications – identify how and where to find vacancies, understand what employers need to know and learn how to present yourself in the most effective way

Step 6 – Going for interviews – be prepared for the range of interviews and tests you might face.

Step 7 – Changing direction – learn about other opportunities after university including self-employment or travelling overseas.


BEFORE YOU START

Whatever subject you have been studying, you have many different options when it comes to finding work after university. One important task is to identify your own motivation towards your degree subject; telling yourself that you should stick with it just because you have studied the subject for three or four years, and that not using it further would be ‘a waste’, is not a good enough reason.

Here are seven different approaches to life after university:

1    Go into a field that you may feel you have been training and preparing for during your time at university, such as medicine, architecture or law.

2    Find work as a specialist where your degree subject is either a necessary prerequisite or you will continue to work with the content or specific skills you have learned. For example, by teaching the subject, translating using your language skills, going into research or applying your knowledge in one of the associated professions.

3    Go into a related field, but one that people with other degrees can also enter. For example, a geologist could work as an environmental consultant or a mathematician might go into market research.

4    Use the transferable skills acquired through your studies and other areas of student life in a more general way. This could mean making the most of your communication, essay writing, research, analytical, critical thinking, numerical or planning abilities in jobs that are open to graduates of all disciplines or from a wide range of degree backgrounds.

5    Forget about the distinction between graduates and others and take a non-graduate job.

6    Change direction and follow an interest that you have discovered during your years at school or university that may be quite unrelated to your degree subject but in which you have discovered a keen interest, such as politics, journalism, the wine and spirits trade, acting, music, scriptwriting, the church or sport.

7    Set up your own business or become self-employed.

For example, a psychology graduate could:

1    Become a clinical or educational psychologist

2    Teach psychology in secondary school

3    Go into market research or human resources

4    Become a social worker, primary school teacher or banker

5    Become a customer service manager

6    Go into local radio as a presenter

7    Set up a catering business

And a chemistry graduate could:

1    Become an analytical chemist

2    Become a patent agent or Met Office scientist

3    Go into scientific journalism or medical sales

4    Go into accountancy or nursing

5    Become a cabin crew member or teaching assistant

6    Become a professional singer or rugby player

7    Make and sell home-made clothes or bags

Certain factors can influence your decision, so you may:

[image: image]   Need to train further or take a conversion course before you can enter the workplace

[image: image]   Find there are no jobs in your chosen field and have to look for alternative routes

[image: image]   Start out and then have to backtrack or change direction

[image: image]   Find it very difficult to decide exactly what you want to do

All these things are common, and you will find advice in this book that will help you move forward.

ACTIVITY 1

1    List the seven different approaches in your own order of priority. (Even if you haven’t decided on a career, you probably know by now if you want to use your degree subject or not, and if you have self-employment in mind.) If you are completely undecided, you might like to put approaches 3, 4 and 5 together as one choice.

2    Taking your first choice, note down up to four barriers or obstacles that might stand in your way.

Barriers to job-hunting success

Some barriers can be harder to overcome than others, and they may include:

[image: image]   Difficulties in travelling to the workplace or even to interviews

[image: image]   Commitments that mean you cannot leave home even though your preferred type of work is not available in your area

[image: image]   Not having certain relevant skills or experience

[image: image]   Being limited by disabilities or physical characteristics, e.g. poor eyesight

[image: image]   Poor English or communication skills

[image: image]   Being unable to take a conversion or further training course because of financial constraints

[image: image]   Lacking the motivation or knowledge about how to get started

[image: image]   Not knowing what jobs you could do using your degree or particular interests or skills

[image: image]   Fear of being trapped in a low-skilled job, e.g. secretary or shelf-stacker

If you have identified one or more obstacles, there are several ways to approach them, in conjunction with working through this book:

▪   Share them with others who may have a solution (e.g. they might offer a loan, a lift or help caring for a child or other dependant)

▪   Discuss them with staff in the university careers service, Citizens Advice Bureau or Jobcentre Plus, as they may know of grants, awards or other sources of help

▪   Identify routes towards your career objective and start at a lower point, e.g. part-time casual work for experience, a self-help book or free online course to develop skills or gain qualifications etc.

▪   Work round them by identifying alternative careers that might be equally satisfying but that do not require you to leave home or pay for training

▪   Do something about them, e.g. if there are skills you can improve, find out about local courses or tuition or be more proactive, for example by offering something in exchange for private lessons from a local postgraduate

▪   Forget the myths about ‘never train as a secretary’ etc. No one can trap you unless you limit your own horizons. Use each job or skill as a stepping stone, add it to your CV, but continue to aim higher. (Does a driving licence limit you to truck driving or taxi jobs?)

▪   If work is not available locally, a common alternative nowadays is self-employment. This may be temporary or could turn into a permanent choice and can range from web design to dog walking, music tuition or cake making. See Step 7 for further information.

BEFORE YOU LEAVE UNIVERSITY

There is nothing worse than discovering, too late, that you could have helped yourself gain a better job, learn more about yourself in relation to work or become more attractive to employers, if you had made certain decisions during your time at university. If you are still a student (or if you have left but have the time on your hands) here are a few things you might be able to fit in that will definitely help in your job search:

Identify and fill your knowledge gaps

▪   Employers will expect you to have done your homework, and this is also vital if you are to make the right decisions. So what can you do to find out more about the industrial sector, type of work or actual employers that attract you? As well as reading any literature and browsing the internet, try to find time to talk to people doing the work, or organize visits, work experience, shadowing or even a spell of voluntary work. For example:

a    Interested in nursing, social work, teaching or care? Volunteer at a hospital, youth club, nursery, school, soup kitchen or care home, shadow a social worker or visit as many institutions as you can.

b    Thinking about the oil industry? Find out if there are any open days to go to, family members who may know contacts you could talk to, visit a refinery or shadow an intern for a day, e.g. as currently offered by BP


EXAMPLE

This is what one student wrote about the experience: ‘During this day we discussed what it’s like to work at BP, went into a lot of detail about his project, met everyone in his office and attended presentations on other people’s projects. A really enjoyable day. A quick taste into life at BP spent talking to friendly people and stretching your knowledge on your subject.’



c    Journalism appeals? If you cannot get work on a student publication, try writing about events or reviews for any online magazines, set up a blog or try to get work experience at your local paper.

d    Think you might want to be an art historian? Go to auctions and galleries, talk to members of staff in antique shops and museums and find work experience as a porter or in the office of an auction house.

As important – use the time to explore whether a particular type of work is actually right for you. If you disliked the activities or environment you experienced through work shadowing, volunteering or visiting, you have time to target a different career.

Making the most of your leisure time

If you spent your first two years simply socializing or reading books alone in your room, now is the time to join a few clubs. Most universities have a wide range of activities to choose from so there really is no excuse for doing nothing concrete in the time you have left. Make sure they are interests you can enthuse about or show some expertise in and which will be worth writing about in that space on application forms asking what you have been doing in your spare time.

Leisure activities can also help develop specific work-related skills or some of the sought-after transferable skills like teamwork, leadership, communication or analytical skills. If you have an interest that complements a potential gap in other areas of your life (for example, if it involves writing and you are a mathematician, or it develops your numeracy skills and you are an arts or humanities student) it may even help overcome any negative stereotyping you might face.

Showing your best side

It is sometimes hard to find evidence of intangibles such as leadership qualities or that you are a team player, personable or can communicate well. Also, when you are competing against other graduates for a limited number of jobs, it is useful to have done that little bit more. If you can, use not only your leisure time but also other areas of student life to find a way to show you have these personal qualities. You will help make your applications stand out. For example:

[image: image]   Become a student representative

[image: image]   Set up a completely new club or society

[image: image]   Take a role in your hall of residence or as an ambassador, welcoming new/overseas students

[image: image]   Represent the university, e.g. in sports, debating or University Challenge

[image: image]   Play an active part in student politics or union activities

[image: image]   Take on a role of responsibility such as chairman, secretary or events organizer

[image: image]   Find similar roles if you are involved in non-university leisure activities

[image: image]   Become involved in community or town projects – voluntary work or campaigning, for example

[image: image]   Show entrepreneurial spirit, e.g. set up a small business and sell things to other students, start a band or offer language, music, GCSE-related or English language tuition either on or off campus

This may be a minor point, but on some application forms there is a separate box for positions of responsibility. It is a good idea to aim to have something to write in every box.

Gaining relevant work skills or experience

The ideal candidate is someone who has already done the work or developed the necessary work-related skills, and if you are taking a vocational degree or have organized a built-in work placement, you will be doing this anyway. For other students, particularly if you are moving completely away from your degree subject or if the right job is likely to be highly competitive, you need to gain experience that will put you in a better position when it comes to applying for jobs. Certainly for many jobs where, in the past, inexperienced graduates could have joined a graduate training scheme direct from university, now there are so few vacancies you will find that having some relevant work experience can be vital.


EXAMPLE

According to a report from High Fliers Research Ltd, ‘more than half of recruiters warn that graduates who have had no previous work experience at all are unlikely to be successful during the selection process and have little or no chance of receiving a job offer for their organization’s graduate programmes’.



a    Look out for internships and summer work programmes. More and more employers are offering work experience to students in the summer before their final year. These are different from the usual industrial placements offered to sandwich-course students, but if you manage to find a place on any of these schemes you will have a great advantage when it comes to applying for work at the same company (or similar businesses) when you graduate.


EXAMPLE

In 2013, Kellogg’s was offering a six-week Summer Financial Internship, paying £15,000 pro rata, and the details included this statement: ‘Every Kellogg’s Summer Intern owns and completes a challenging, meaningful project that contributes to our business. Our Interns are coached by business and technical masters in their fields of expertise. During your time with us, you’ll be building your network and expertise in a thriving environment of professional development and teamwork. If you impress us and we impress you, there may be opportunities for you to start your career with us after you graduate. If you join us as a Graduate then you will continue to grow and develop, whilst we support you to attain your CIMA Qualification. ‘



You may be surprised how many different companies and organizations offer relevant work experience via placements. For example, if you wanted experience in marketing, the following types of organization were offering opportunities in 2013:

Banks – Barclays, Nationwide and Lloyds

Pharmaceuticals – GSK and Proctor & Gamble

Telecoms – O2

Computing – HP

Paints – AkzoNobel

Cosmetics – L’Oréal

Food – Nestlé

Car rental – Enterprise

Finance – American Express

Fashion – Linda Farrow


EXAMPLE
Centrica ten-week summer placement
Locations: UK-wide. Accommodation provided locally
Salary: £14,000 pro rata

During your placement you’ll work on real projects and undertake interesting and varied work that will make a real contribution to the business. You’ll have the support of your colleagues, line manager and the Central Graduates team to ensure your placement is a success. We’ll also endeavour to ensure you get to work in an area of the business that you are interested in. We can’t always meet your aspirations but we will provide a challenging, hands-on experience to equip you with core skills that you can transfer to any workplace. Your placement will be in one of the following areas:

•    Analyst

•    Customer Operations

•    Engineering

•    Finance

•    Human Resources

•    Information Systems

•    Marketing & Insight

•    Subsurface



b    Build up a portfolio of activities through university life. For example, if you are interested in a career in fashion, get involved in design and fashion shows – either organize your own or build up contacts with organizers at your university or at a local arts college. If you want theatre administration work, take part in reviews or help behind the scenes either on campus or with a local amateur dramatics group. And if you are aiming for a computer games design career, join any gaming societies and get broader experience playing, reviewing or just chatting to other players.

c    Get a part-time or holiday job in the same sector or dealing with similar customers, products or services.


EXAMPLE

One graduate who is now a buyer for Oasis started her career as a Saturday shop assistant at Laura Ashley and after graduating became an assistant manager there.



d    Try to get a job that
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