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ABSTRACT  

In recent years, the global higher education environment and labour market have 

been characterised by an increasing preoccupation with the concept of 

graduateness. The impetus has been a greater understanding of the role that higher 

education can play in contributing to the new knowledge-based economy, which 

needs to be driven by highly skilled, competent and flexible individuals. Universities 

are increasingly responsible for producing employable graduates to contribute 

significantly to a knowledge-driven economy. However, this responsibility is not 

without its challenges. The disconnect between what universities produce and what 

employers want is problematic, with universities under increasing pressure to close 

the gap. Furthermore, criticisms levelled against the notion of universities merely 

producing graduates for the workplace are commonplace. Graduateness is a multi-

faceted concept which requires a more nuanced understanding. This paper will 

provide a focused review of the literature in order to highlight the various dimensions 

of graduateness, with a particular emphasis on its relationship to graduate 

employability. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Increasing and widening participation in higher education has been a global 

phenomenon of the 21st century. This is hardly surprising, given the role of higher 

education in producing individuals with the capacity to accelerate economic growth, 

prosperity and development. In a climate of globalisation, the drive to achieve 

knowledge-based economies has resulted in many countries prioritising higher 

education provision.  

Bowers-Brown and Harvey (2004) identify four key strands of thought in the literature 

within the context of widening participation. These can be categorised as the elitist 

view, the democratic view, the view of vocational education advocates, and the 

business investment view. The elitist view of increasing participation has focused on 

the issues of standards in education and a perceived lack of jobs. In terms of this 

view, the large number of young people entering higher education is seen to have a 

negative impact on the number of skilled tradespeople in the workforce. Proponents 

of the democratic view assert that all those who wish to study and are capable of 

studying should be able to. From this perspective, higher education is viewed as a 

collective and individual good. Supporters of this view also draw attention to the 

broader purpose higher education serves in society. While they view higher 

education as contributing to the knowledge economy, they also regard the life 

experiences that students acquire at university as valuable. The vocational education 

advocates are keen to encourage students to pursue vocational education, and 

advocates of the business investment view place the responsibility for skills 

development of the workforce on employers. They propose that the business 

community take responsibility for developing its staff to meet its requirements more 

accurately instead of higher education trying to meet the needs of business.  

A review of the literature on the subject of graduateness reveals a significant 

preoccupation with graduate employability. Teichler (1999:170) states that a major 

theme in higher education policy and practice is the “perennial debate about the 

extent to which the institutional fabric of higher education, i.e. the institutions as well 

as their departments and programmes, and the substance and processes of 
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teaching and learning should reflect the future occupational roles and tasks of 

graduates”.  

 

Graduateness explained 

There is a plethora of lists of skills expected of or suggested for graduates. These 

skills are also categorised in a multitude of ways. Skills are described either as 

“hard” (when they are associated with subject-specific knowledge), or as “soft”, 

“generic”, “transferable”, “core” or “key” (when they refer to the ability to do 

something based more on attitude and behaviour). “Soft” skills cannot be taught in 

the same way that “hard” skills can (Allan, 2006). There have been few attempts to 

identify the commonalities between various lists, to provide a research-based 

synthesis of attributes, or to identify limitations or deficiencies in these lists. This is in 

part due to the disparate understandings of what is meant by the various categories 

of attributes included (Bridgstock, 2009). Bowden et al. (2000, para. 1) define 

graduate attributes as “the qualities, skills and understandings a university 

community agrees its students would desirably develop during their time at the 

institution, and consequently shape the contribution they are able to make to their 

profession and as a citizen”. This definition encompasses two distinct types of 

attributes. First, it captures those attributes which pertain to an individual’s capacity 

for citizenship (including involvement in democratic processes, social cohesion, 

equity and human rights, and ecological sustainability), and thus the ability to 

contribute towards a well-functioning society (Rychen & Salganik as cited in 

Bridgstock, 2009:32). Second, it captures those attributes which pertain to an 

individual’s ability to find and maintain work, with this “employability” dimension being 

espoused by various authors including Harvey (2001) and McQuaid and Lindsay 

(2005). 

 

The relationship between graduateness and employability 

For many students and society, a key aspect of higher education is the preparation 

of students for future employment. According to Elias and Purcell (2004), despite the 

increase in the number of graduates entering the job market, having a degree 
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improves an individual’s career prospects and potential earnings. It stands to reason, 

therefore, that in order for students to be gainfully employed, they must possess the 

necessary skills and attributes required by the workplace – making almost self-

evident the link between graduateness and employability. While graduateness is 

seen as the skills, knowledge and understanding graduates possess, employability is 

concerned with the capacity of graduates to enter the national or international 

workplace (Glover, Law, & Youngman, 2002). A variation of this definition is put 

forward by Yorke (2004:410), who defines employability as a “set of achievements 

which constitute a necessary, but not sufficient condition for the gaining of 

employment”. Implicit in this is the understanding that there are other factors which 

influence or impact on employment. Fallows and Steven (2000) argue that in the 

dynamic world of employment, the stability of a job is no longer an important 

characteristic. Traditional career paths are a thing of the past, with entire industries 

moving to other areas of the world. To be employable, graduates need to be capable 

of prioritising and goal setting, be proactive in the management of change, possess 

the necessary skills for self-advocacy and networking to cope with changing 

circumstances, be active in the maintenance of continuous learning and be capable 

of working within changing teams (Glover et al., 2002). 

 

Critique of the skills agenda 

The “skills agenda” refers to the notion of universities providing skills for employment 

or the labour market. Universities vary in their approaches, with some being unable 

or unwilling to customise their educational programmes to the demands of the 

workplace, while others make a significant effort to align their courses with time 

spent in real work environments (Candy & Crebert, 1991). The root cause of 

academics’ frustration with industry is likely to be an ideological one, lying in their 

conviction that their role is to produce critical thinkers and not to satisfy employers by 

producing skills for the labour market. 
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Employer needs and expectations 

Discourse in the higher education sector and among employers has increasingly 

been characterised by a focus on the “gap” between the skills and capabilities 

graduates possess and the requirements of employers in a more globalised society. 

Various concerns have been expressed about this disconnect (Andrews & Higson, 

2008). Harvey et al. (1997) claim that while employers are looking for people who fit, 

they also want them to be “intelligent, rounded people who have a depth of 

understanding, can apply themselves, take responsibility and develop their role in 

the organisation – to be educated rather than trained”. Bowers-Brown and Harvey 

(2004) note that many authors are seeing a shift in the requirements of business as 

a result of changes in the organisation of work, with employees being required to 

display generic problem-solving ability and adaptability as the workplace changes. It 

can be argued that one needs to be realistic about the extent to which higher 

education can reduce the gap between higher education outcomes and employer 

expectations, and that employers need to also consider their role in providing on-the-

job training and continuous development (Griesel & Parker, 2009). 

 

Student attitudes and orientations to the labour market 

According to Tomlinson (2007), the dialogue on employability persistently overlooks 

the perceptions that students have about their future work and employment, and the 

attitudes, identities and orientations they develop in relation to this. He argues that 

there has instead been a tendency by some authors to view students in universalistic 

terms, as rational investors in education who approach the labour market in uniform 

and stereotypical ways. Such assumptions ignore the different work-related identities 

and orientations learners develop in relation to their future labour market activities. 

The way in which individuals experience work is subjective, and this is likely to 

influence their labour market outcomes and shape their employment prospects. 
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