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Executive Summary 

The study

Aims and background
This study was conducted by Step Ahead Research on behalf of the Sussex Learning Network to investigate the relationship between the demand for graduate skills from employers in Coastal West Sussex and the supply of skilled graduates from three local providers of graduate level skills (the University of Chichester, Chichester College and Northbrook College
). The results of the research will inform activities to further develop and support links between the institutions and local economic regeneration. 

Graduate-level skills form an important aspect of “the knowledge economy”, considered vital for future competitiveness. The South East Region as a whole finds attracting and retaining graduates relatively easy but this is not true across every area and economic strategies often stress the need to improve the retention of graduates in regeneration areas such as Coastal West Sussex. 

Graduate retention on its own will not necessarily benefit an area. For example, without relevant employment opportunities this is likely to result in under-employment of graduates in roles better suited to individuals with lower level qualifications. Furthermore, there can be benefits associated with employers and graduates “thinking nationally” when making decisions. In contrast, activities designed to address both sides of the supply/ demand relationship could encourage business growth, in turn strengthening demand for graduates and creating a virtuous circle. 

Methodology 
The study focused on three key sectors in the Coastal West Sussex economy identified by the project steering group:

· Tourism, travel & hospitality

· Creative industries 

· Business & financial services


An exploratory approach was taken, with the research designed to develop an understanding of the issues from a variety of perspectives, drawing on desk research and fieldwork with small groups of students, graduate employees, employers and course tutors/ careers advisors
. 


Demand for Graduate Skills in Coastal West Sussex 

Analysis of national statistics reveals that graduate-level skills are relatively common in Coastal West Sussex, with one in five residents (19%) qualified to this level. This is similar to the proportion found across Sussex, but slightly below the average for the South East.

There are around 12,300 graduate level jobs in business & financial services in Coastal West Sussex, 2,600 in travel & hospitality and 1,400 in creative industries & tourism.

Graduate level business & financial services jobs represent 8% of all employment opportunities in Coastal West Sussex. In contrast, jobs at this level in travel & hospitality or creative industries & tourism are much rarer (2% and less than 1% of all employment respectively).

Coastal West Sussex business & financial services employers can be estimated to have a requirement for around 1,400 employees with graduate level skills each year to replace staff leaving the sector and for a further 200 entrants to meet forecast employment growth in the sector. However, not all of this demand will be filled by new graduates leaving Higher Education. 

Estimated annual demand for employees with graduate level skills is much lower in travel & hospitality and creative industries & tourism, with replacement demand for less than 400 individuals and expansion demand for less than 20 in both sectors.  


Choices Prior to Entering Higher Education 

General employment-related aspirations such as getting a better job or earning more money motivate many students to enter Higher Education. However, there are differences in the extent to which students consider employment options when choosing a course.

Some students are very career-focused and have a specific career or even a specific employer in mind before entering Higher Education. These students are likely to have a strong interest in links with employers but might be more likely than others to leave Coastal West Sussex if the specific opportunities they seek are not available. 

Others choose a course based primarily on personal interest. These students are likely to be particularly open to considering a range of options on graduation.

For some students, the range of employment opportunities available with a qualification in a broad area such as business studies makes this an attractive option. However, this wide choice can lead to uncertainty about the most relevant employers and roles. 

Local job opportunities do not represent a strong influence in future students’ choices about where to undertake Higher Education study. The most important factors relate to the location of an institution. Students are most likely to join an institution based on the courses on offer or the criteria for entry, which can take choices about location away from the potential student. Other issues such as an institution’s staff, environment or facilities may be important to some students but in most cases these can be viewed as secondary considerations.

For some students intending to live “at home” while studying (either with their parents or their own family), the distance from home to an institution can be important. However, possibilities for commuting mean that Higher Education students living in Coastal West Sussex will not necessarily study there. 


Employer Involvement with Higher Education Students 

Work experience represents one of the most common forms of industry contact with students. This is highly valued by some employers and students. There are some successful examples of placements aiding graduate retention in Coastal West Sussex through employers taking local placement students on permanently after graduation. 

Encouraging more employers to host work experience placements could help to change negative perceptions of local graduates by allowing them to judge students’ skills and attitudes on a first-hand basis.

However, not all students offered the option of a work placement take this up. Reasons include a preference among some students for study-based options and student commitments to ongoing part-time jobs.


Not all students from local institutions undertaking work placements do these with local employers. This reflects opportunities to gain experiences of working elsewhere, including overseas, but also a limited number of relevant employers locally. 


It was generally felt that other links between employers and Higher Education students could be improved, for example by encouraging industry contacts to meet students and view their work. Some employers also expressed an interest in making their links with students more structured. 
Choices After Graduation 

Being offered a job in the area of work in which they would like to build a career was identified by students and graduates as the one thing most likely to make them either stay in or leave Coastal West Sussex.

Perceptions of the local labour market and local progression opportunities also represent an important issue. It was felt that a lack of information on the opportunities available locally could encourage students to leave Coastal West Sussex.


Many students mentioned a desire to enter self-employment. For individuals taking this route, local job opportunities will not be important. However, perceptions relating to the location of sources of business are likely to affect choices after graduation. 


Financial issues may encourage some graduates to leave Coastal West Sussex in order to return to living with their parents. There appears to be a short “window of opportunity” for finding employment locally after graduation.  


Other employment-related factors that may lead to graduates leaving Coastal West Sussex include Visa issues and the need for graduate couples to find two jobs on graduation, often in different sectors. 


Non-labour market issues such as the local environment or quality of life were highlighted as a consideration in choices after graduation, but not necessarily the most important.


Employer Choices 

Some employers in Coastal West Sussex have jobs where a Higher Education qualification is required to be taken on. Reasons for recruiting graduates for these jobs include:
· the qualification in itself 
· the knowledge gained on the course
· the skills developed by studying at Higher Education level

Other employers employ graduates in roles where a Higher Education qualification is not essential but where a graduate was considered the best candidate for the job.


A “limited number of graduate positions” represent the most common reason for local employers not taking on more local graduates, with many stating that an expansion of their business would be likely to create more graduate jobs.


Local employers differ in their perceptions of the quality of local institutions, with some rating graduates from these institutions less highly than those from other universities. Key weaknesses highlighted among local graduate candidates applying unsuccessfully for jobs with local employers include “office skills” and interpersonal skills.


Some employers lack information about where to find local graduates who might be interested in the employment opportunities they have to offer. It was suggested that a nominated “single point of contact” within each institution could help with this issue. 

Conclusions and Recommendations  

This study found mixed evidence regarding the current strength of the relationship between employer demand for graduate skills and the local supply of graduates in the Coastal West Sussex area. While elements of the relationship appear to be working well, a number of barriers to its effectiveness can be identified, including: 

· The size and scale of demand for graduate skills in key sectors in Coastal West Sussex 
· The independence of future students’ decision-making process from local demand for skills 
· Underdeveloped links between local employers and local Higher Education students 
· Lack of information on potential job opportunities and potential employees in Coastal West Sussex 

The results of the study suggest that the following activities could help to overcome some of these barriers:

1. Increasing the number of relevant graduate opportunities available locally

For example through using relationships between Higher Education and employers to help businesses to grow, promoting Coastal West Sussex as a location for businesses and start-ups in key sectors or capitalising on the self-employment aspirations of students and graduates.
2.  Encouraging and developing contact between students and industry
For example, by extending the “window of opportunity” for local graduate recruitment, encouraging employers to offer relevant part-time employment to students or using employers to deliver sessions on workplace skills. 

3. Improving information exchange
Possible actions include introducing a registration system for employer and graduate interests, developing case study materials to improve understanding of students and employers or raising awareness of the quality of local opportunities. 
1.0 
Introduction

1.1 
Background 

Aims and objectives 
Step Ahead Research was commissioned by the Sussex Learning Network to investigate the relationship between employer demand for graduate skills and the supply of skilled graduates from institutions in the West Sussex coastal strip. The results of the study will be used to further develop and support links between local Higher Education (HE) providers and economic regeneration.

Specific aims of the project were to: 
1. Profile the nature and extent of demand for graduate skills in key sectors of the West Sussex coastal economy.
2. Identify the current contribution of local HE providers to the supply of graduates into employers within the key sectors.
3. Explore employer perceptions of local HE provision and the local supply of graduates.

4. Understand student decision making processes when choosing locations to 

i/. Study, and to: 

ii/. Enter graduate employment. 

This study takes a qualitative approach to the investigation of these issues, with the research designed to be exploratory in nature. It is based on in-depth fieldwork with a limited number of participants, rather than large scale surveys. For more information on the methodology used, see Section 1.2. 

Rationale for the study 
Modern economic orthodoxy suggests that a globally competitive “knowledge economy” is vital to the future success of the UK:
“In an increasingly knowledge-based economy, there is a strong link between productivity and the quantity and quality of skilled labour. A more highly skilled workforce can generate greater innovation, increase flexibility in the workplace and enable better adaptation to new technologies” – 2001 Pre-Budget Report

Human capital is typically seen as an essential ingredient of a successful knowledge economy, with graduates and graduate skills considered to be a key indicator of an area’s ability to grow its knowledge-based industries. 

The South East Region as a whole occupies a relatively fortunate position in the graduate skills league, and is generally able to find the graduates that will drive economic success:

“Skills shortages and skills gaps do not seem to be a bigger problem in the South East than in other English regions. The South East can pull in graduates from across the UK and to a certain extent from abroad and is not constrained by the supply of highly qualified people from within the region”
.


However, this overall picture, which suggests that the South East has no problems attracting graduates, is not universally true throughout the Region. Certain areas have not shared in the success enjoyed by other parts of the South East and face issues such as economic deprivation, higher unemployment and economic inactivity, lower income levels and lower educational achievement; all of which are present in Coastal West Sussex
. 

Economic development and regeneration strategies often stress the importance of graduate retention. However, graduate retention per se will not guarantee economic growth and a flourishing knowledge economy unless there is employer demand for graduate skills and a matching rise in graduate employment opportunities. If not, the result can be hidden under-employment with graduates doing jobs suited to people with Level 2 or 3 qualifications
.

People who have studied locally may be inclined to stay in the area after graduation. Research conducted in the North East, for example, found a population of “home grown” graduates whose decision to stay after graduation was influenced by a range of factors, including a desire to be close to friends and family, the existence of good prospects for career development, and a preference for local culture, people and countryside
.  

Different areas have differing degrees of success in retaining their graduates. In 2004, for example, London was the most successful region in retaining its graduates (70%), followed by the North West and North East (62% and 59% respectively), with the East Midlands (39%) the least successful
. Different approaches have been taken to retaining graduates, including making graduate vacancies more visible, providing information to graduates about local employment, researching students views, giving financial incentives to employers (especially SMEs) to recruit a graduate or take a student on a work placement, and outreach work promoting graduates.

Other studies have sought to identify ways of encouraging graduate retention, following an investigation into employer or graduate/ student views, and identifying areas of best practice including:

· Course provision which meets the needs of the local labour market 

· Mutually beneficial links with employers 

· Provision of work placement opportunities to graduates in the local economy 

· Knowledge transfer schemes 

· High levels of support for part-time and mature students

This report seeks to build on earlier work conducted in other parts of the UK, providing an exploratory, qualitative assessment of graduate retention issues in Coastal West Sussex, as they affect key sectors in the local economy identified as essential to the area’s future prosperity, and proposing potential areas for action by the Lifelong Learning Partnership and its stakeholders.
1.2 
Methodology
The following three key sectors, representing areas of particular interest to local partner organisations, were selected for detailed investigation in the course of this research:

· Tourism, travel & hospitality

· Creative industries 
· Business & financial services


Work was undertaken to develop a picture of the local demand for graduates in these sectors in Coastal West Sussex
 and the supply of graduates with relevant skills into the local economy from three Higher Education Institutions:
1. The University of Chichester, which offers full honours degrees, Foundation Degrees and postgraduate qualifications.
2. Northbrook College, a Further and Higher Education College offering full honours degrees, HNDs and HNCs
 and Foundation Degrees. 
3. Chichester College, which also provides both Further and Higher Education but offers only HNDs, HNCs and Foundation Degrees, not full honours courses.    

The study drew on both desk research and fieldwork to build up this picture. It was designed to be exploratory in nature and sought to develop an understanding of the issues from a variety of perspectives. 

Desk Research 
In order to analyse demand for graduates across Coastal West Sussex and in the three key sectors, a number of key data sources were analysed. These included the Annual Business Inquiry (ABI), Annual Population Survey (APS), 2001 Census and Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE); all from the Office of National Statistics.

To avoid replicating existing work, further statistical information on skills levels in Coastal West Sussex (excluding Chichester) has been taken from previously published analysis relating to the area
. To complement the data-based desk research, a review was undertaken of other published research on graduate retention from elsewhere in the UK. 

Fieldwork 
To investigate factors influencing graduate retention in Coastal West Sussex from different perspectives, four stages of fieldwork were carried out with different groups of individuals:

1. Higher Education students

2. Graduate employees

3. Employers

4. Course tutors and careers advisors

Three focus groups, each lasting around 90 minutes, were conducted with local Higher Education students, one at each of the three institutions. These sessions were used to develop an understanding of factors influencing students’ choice of location in which to study and the issues most likely to be important in their decision to stay in or leave Coastal West Sussex on graduation. In total 18 students participated, with a diverse range of ages, courses, backgrounds and living circumstances represented. 

Two further focus groups were conducted with recent graduates employed by two Coastal West Sussex businesses, one in the creative industries sector and one in business & financial services. These investigated experiences of looking for graduate employment in Coastal West Sussex and the skills and qualities that local employers are seeking from graduate entrants. The 15 employees participating included both those who had studied locally and those joining the workforce from Higher Education Institutions outside of Coastal West Sussex. The participants also represented a range of subject areas, job roles and personal situations. 
In order to explore the views of local employers on the relevance of local HE provision and the local graduate offer, 14 telephone interviews were conducted. Of these, 7 were with employers in the travel, tourism & hospitality sector, 4 were with those in business & financial services and 3 were with creative industries organisations. All the employers participating in the study have at least one member of staff with a Higher Education qualification. Each interview lasted around 30 minutes and was used to explore issues such as the employer’s experiences of employing graduates, their methods of recruitment and their general perceptions of graduates and their skills. 

More informal telephone conversations were also conducted with two representatives of local banks. As these banks had centralised graduate recruitment schemes, the managers contacted did not feel able to comment in depth on their attitudes towards graduates but were able to provide information on the nature of their recruitment practices. 

A further perspective on the current contribution of local Higher Education providers to the supply of graduates to local employers in the key sectors was gained through an electronic survey of course tutors and careers advisors at the three Coastal West Sussex Higher Education Institutions. The opinions of these individuals represent a key aspect of the study, reflecting their role in providing advice to students on employment options. Of the 47 members of staff invited by e-mail to take part, 13 completed the survey (a response rate of around 1 in 4 or 28%).

A full list of organisations participating in the research can be found in Annex I.


1.3 
Report Structure


The remainder of the report is structured as follows: 
Section 2 provides some statistical information on the demand for graduate skills in Coastal West Sussex, with particular reference to the three key sectors.
Section 3 explores the relationship between course choice and job opportunities, including both the role of employment aspirations and the role of the local labour market.
Section 4 highlights the ways in which employers are currently involved with Higher Education students, including both work experience placements and other links.
Section 5 investigates the relative importance of different factors, including job opportunities, friends and family and the local environment, in choices after graduation.  
Section 6 looks at employers’ decisions relating to the employment of graduates and the barriers preventing them from employing any more graduates.
Section 7 presents the study’s conclusions and puts forward some suggestions for actions to improve the relationship between employer demand for graduate skills and the local supply of graduates. 
2.0 
Demand for Graduate Skills in Coastal West    
Sussex


	
Key messages

· 19% of Coastal West Sussex residents have ‘graduate level skills’, similar to the proportion found in Sussex, but slightly below the average for the South East.
· However, average earnings in Coastal West Sussex are significantly below Sussex and South East levels, possibly reflecting fewer high paid opportunities for graduates locally.
· Coastal West Sussex has a greater proportion of employment in public administration, education & defence than the South East as a whole and a lower proportion of employment in business & financial services. 

· Nevertheless, around a third (31%) of all employers in Coastal West Sussex are in the business & financial services sector, 9% are in travel & hospitality and 4% are in creative industries & tourism. 

· Nearly half (47%) of the business & financial services sector workforce have graduate level skills, compared with 37% in creative industries & tourism and 16% in travel & hospitality.
· There are around 12,300 graduate level jobs in Coastal West Sussex in business & financial services, 2,600 in travel & hospitality and 1,400 in creative industries & tourism, equal to 8%, 2% and less than 1% of all employment in the area.

· Estimated annual replacement demand for entrants with graduate level skills in Coastal West Sussex is for around 1,400 individuals in business & financial services, 400 in travel & hospitality and 200 in creative industries & tourism. 
· Business & financial services employers can be expected to have annual expansion demand for around 200 entrants per year. However, expansion demand in travel & hospitality and creative industries and tourism equates to less than 20 positions per year each. 
· Employment in micro-businesses is common in all three key sectors. Businesses of this size may find it harder to recruit graduates than larger employers. 



This section sets out information on the extent of demand for graduate skills in the Coastal West Sussex economy. It starts with an analysis of the skill levels of Coastal West Sussex residents and employees and then goes on to explore skill demand in three key sectors in more detail. 


2.1 
Graduate Skills in Coastal West Sussex 


An estimated 91,000 working age individuals with ‘graduate level skills’ (defined as holding a qualification at Level 4
 or above) currently live in Coastal West Sussex
, with individuals holding qualifications at this level representing around one in five residents. Around 58,000 employees with Higher Education qualifications work in the area
. 

As shown in Figure 2.1, the proportion of graduates in the population in Coastal West Sussex is similar to the level found across West Sussex and across Sussex as a whole, but slightly below the average for the South East (22%). However, despite having a broadly similar level of graduates, average earnings for Coastal West Sussex residents are considerably lower than for residents of the other areas.

Figure 2.1: Skills and earnings of graduates by area of residence
	
	% of residents with graduate level skills
	Average gross weekly pay 

	Coastal West Sussex
	19
	£389

	All West Sussex 
	18
	£447

	All Sussex
	20
	£441

	All South East
	22
	£489


Source: Census 2001. ONS, Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings 2006.

It may be that there are be fewer high paid opportunities for graduates locally. However, other factors, such as lower pay levels for non-graduates, may also influence this situation. Interestingly, average wage rates for individuals working in Coastal West Sussex are also lower than those for residents (£361 per week).


Nearly a third (32%) of all employment in Coastal West Sussex is in public administration, education & health, compared with only a quarter (25%) across the South East as a whole (see Figure 2.2). In contrast, employment in business & financial services is less common in the sub-region than the average for the South East (17% compared with 25%). 


Figure 2.2: Broad sector breakdown – employees 
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Source: Annual Business Inquiry 2005. Does not include the self-employed.

Both these sectors are significant employers of graduates, with 52% of the workforce in public administration, education & health and 47% of those in business & financial services qualified to Level 4 or above
. However, there are significant differences in average wage rates (£575 per week in business & financial services across the South East, £180 more than the average wage of £399 in public administration, education & health
). This could in part explain lower wages in Coastal West Sussex. 


2.2 
Graduate Skills in Three Key Sectors 

As outlined in Section 1, this study focuses on three sectors of the Coastal West Sussex economy: 

· Tourism, travel & hospitality

· Creative industries 

· Business & financial services


While business & financial services are relatively easy to define in national statistics, definition proves more difficult for the other two sectors, especially creative industries. A particular issue relates to a blurred division between some aspects of the tourism sector and the creative industries, for example a theatre or art gallery represents a creative business but also a tourist attraction. 

Therefore, for the purposes of statistical analysis, we have grouped together creative industries with leisure and tourist attractions, creating the following three sector groups to be used in this Section:

· Business & financial services

· Creative industries & tourism

· Travel & hospitality 

As can be seen in Figure 2.3, Coastal West Sussex is the location for many more business & financial services employers than employers in the other two key sectors (5,600 or 31% of all those in Coastal West Sussex compared with 1,600 or 9% for travel & hospitality and just 600 employers or 4% for creative industries & tourism). 


However, while the concentration of employers in the creative industries & tourism and travel & hospitality sectors is in line with the South East average, there is a below average concentration of business & financial services establishments. 

Figure 2.3: Key sector employers 
	
	Coastal West Sussex
	South East
	% of Coastal West Sussex employers in the South East 
	LQ* relative to SE average

	
	No.
	% of all employers
	No.
	% of all employers
	
	

	Business & financial services
	5,600
	31
	136,100
	36
	4
	0.87

	Creative industries & tourism
	600
	4
	13,900
	4
	5
	0.96

	Travel & hospitality
	1,600
	9
	34,300
	9
	5
	0.99

	All industries
	17,700
	100
	374,200
	100
	5
	-


Source: Annual Business Inquiry 2005.  Does not include the self-employed. * A Location Quotient (LQ) summarises the relative concentration of a sector in one area compared with another area. A LQ of 1 illustrates an equal concentration in Coastal West Sussex as in the South East, a LQ of less than 1 a lower concentration and a LQ of more than 1 a higher concentration. 

As shown in Figure 2.4 overleaf, nearly half (47%) of the business & financial services sector workforce have graduate level qualifications. This is a significantly higher proportion than the all industries average (37%).
The proportion of graduates in the creative industries & tourism sector is in line with the average. In contrast, the level of graduate job opportunities in travel & hospitality (16%) is around half that found across all industries. 

Figure 2.4: Skill levels of workforce by key sector – Coastal West Sussex 

[image: image2]
Source: Annual Population Survey April-June 2006. Inferred data based on percentages for Coastal West Sussex excluding Chichester applied to figures for the whole of the area. Low skilled = qualifications at Level 1 or below, Intermediate skilled = qualifications at Levels 2 & 3, High Skilled = qualifications at Level 4 or above.

The demand for graduate level skills in these three sectors in Coastal West Sussex will reflect both the overall strength of these sectors locally and the importance of higher level skills in their workforce. Drawing together both these elements allows an estimate of the number of graduate-level jobs in each sector to be calculated as set out in Figure 2.5. 

This suggests that there is a relatively low number of graduate level positions in two of the three sectors locally; with 12,300 in business & financial services (equal to 21% of all graduate level jobs) 2,600 in travel & hospitality (4%) and 1,400 in creative industries & tourism (2%). 

Figure 2.5: Key sector employment
	
	Jobs
	Graduate level jobs

	
	No.
	% of all jobs in Coastal West Sussex
	No.
	% of all graduate level jobs in Coastal West Sussex

	Business & financial services
	26,100
	17
	12,300
	21

	Creative industries & tourism
	3,800
	2
	1,400
	2

	Travel & hospitality
	16,300
	10
	2,600
	4

	All industries
	156,800
	100%
	
58,000
	100%


Source: Annual Business Inquiry 2005 and Annual Population Survey April-June 2006. Inferred data based on percentages for Coastal West Sussex excluding Chichester applied to figures for the whole of the area.

There are also self-employed graduates working in the three sectors in Coastal West Sussex. The Annual Population Survey suggests that in all three key sectors, self-employment is more common than the average for all industries (see Figure 2.6). Self-employment is particularly important in the creative industries & tourism sector, with nearly a quarter (22%) of the total workforce working in this way. 

Figure 2.6: Self-employment in key sectors – Coastal West Sussex
	
	Self-employed individuals
	Self-employed individuals with graduate level skills

	
	No.
	% of total sector workforce
	No.
	% of total self-employed in the sector

	Business & financial services
	3,800
	14
	2,200
	58

	Creative industries & tourism
	800
	22
	400
	53

	Travel & hospitality
	2,000
	13
	400
	21

	All industries
	10,700
	7
	3,700
	35


Source: Annual Population Survey April–June 2006.  Inferred data based on percentages for Coastal West Sussex excluding Chichester applied to figures for the whole of the area.

In addition, graduates represent a higher proportion of self-employed workers in each of the three sectors than of the workforce as a whole (see Figure 2.6). For example, while only 16% of the travel & hospitality workforce have graduate level skills, this proportion rises to 21% for self-employed individuals. The higher skill levels found among the self-employed may reflect business owners trading on the skills and qualifications they have gained earlier in their career.

Estimated graduate recruitment needs 
Each year, employers in Coastal West Sussex will need to recruit new entrants to replace members of their workforce leaving to take up work in another sector or to pursue non-work activities such as retirement or caring for children. Estimates of this ‘replacement demand’ for each of the key sectors are set out in Figure 2.7. The highest level of demand of this kind can be seen in business & financial services (11% or 2,900 employees) and travel & hospitality (14% or 2,300 employees). However, as there is relatively low demand for graduate level skills in travel & hospitality, estimated demand for new recruits with skills at this level represents only around 400 job opportunities. 

There is likely to be demand for around 1,400 individuals with graduate level skills in the business & financial services sector each year, with demand of this kind for around 200 entrants to creative industries & tourism. However, it is important to note that the majority of this demand will not be met by new graduates but by more experienced workers moving between jobs. 

Figure 2.7: Estimated annual replacement demand – Coastal West Sussex
	
	Estimated % of workforce leaving each year
	Estimated total annual replacement demand
	Estimated annual replacement demand for graduate skills

	Business & financial services
	11%
	
2,900
	
1,400

	Creative industries & tourism
	12%
	
500
	
200

	Travel & hospitality
	14%
	
2,300
	
400


Source: Annual Population Survey April-June 2006.  Inferred data based on percentages for Coastal West Sussex excluding Chichester applied to figures for the whole of the area.

It is also possible to estimate the number of graduate level positions likely to be created each year by employment growth in each of these sectors. As shown in Figure 2.8, estimates suggest that this growth will lead to much stronger annual demand for additional employees with graduate level skills in business & financial services than in the other two sectors.

Figure 2.8: Estimated annual expansion demand – Coastal West Sussex
	
	Estimated % change in employment 2007-2014
	Estimated increase in no. of jobs 2007-2014
	Estimated increase in no. of graduate level jobs 2007-2014
	Estimated annual expansion demand for entrants with graduate level skills

	Business & financial services
	9
	2,300
	1,100
	200

	Creative industries & tourism
	4
	   200
	   100
	<20

	Travel & hospitality
	5
	   800
	   100
	<20


Source: Institute of Employment Research/Warwick University, Working Futures, SSDA/LSC/IER/CE, electronic resource (Inferred data) cited in ‘Employer Skills Assessment for Northbrook College’; Annual Business Inquiry 2005. Note: Calculations are based on % growth forecasts for broad sectors of which the key sectors form a part i.e. “other services” has been used as a proxy for creative industries & tourism and data for the distribution, hotels, & restaurants sector has been used to provide an indicator for travel & hospitality. These forecasts are for Sussex as a whole. 

Distribution of graduate recruitment needs  
A further issue relating to the recruitment of graduates in the three key sectors in Coastal West Sussex relates to the distribution of graduate level jobs between different employers. Employment in these three sectors is much more likely to be in a micro-business employing between 1 and 10 employees than across all industries (see Figure 2.9). Over a third of all employment in the business & financial services and creative industries & tourism sectors (36% and 35% respectively) is with employers of this size. It is also interesting to note that employment in micro -businesses is slightly more common in Coastal West Sussex than across the South East. 
Figure 2.9: Employment in micro-businesses by sector 
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Source: Annual Business Inquiry 2005. Does not include the self-employed.

A further illustration of the distribution of graduate level jobs between employers can be seen by calculating that the average number of graduate level jobs per employer in Coastal West Sussex is 3, compared with 4 across the South East. In all three key sectors in Coastal West Sussex, this average is 2 jobs per employer. 

The spread of graduate level jobs between employers has important implications for graduate retention. For example, larger employers are likely to have more resources available to advertise and promote their job opportunities and to work with Higher Education Institutions. They are also more likely to have a structure or strategy in place for graduate recruitment. It may be much harder for graduates to get to know about opportunities with smaller employers. 

2.3 Relationship Between Supply and Demand – Key Questions 

The analysis presented in this section of the report provides important information on the current scale of demand for individuals with graduate-level skills in the three key sectors. It also gives an indication of the level of individuals with skills of this kind currently living and working in Coastal West Sussex. 

However, statistical analysis cannot fully reflect the complexities of the relationship between employer demand for graduate skills and the supply of graduates from local institutions. Furthermore, this analysis shows only the current situation, not how things could change if the relationship was strengthened. Qualitative investigation was required to answer key questions relating to both supply and demand and these questions form the basis of the rest of this report. 

Demand for graduate skills 

Published data also offers intelligence on the employers within each of the key sectors in Coastal West Sussex. Examples include their relative strength, the total number of jobs they offer and estimates of their demand for new graduate entrants. Nevertheless, there are some questions that can only be answered through more in-depth research, such as: 

· What approaches do local employers use to recruit graduates and what is the scope for their search for these employees (i.e. local, national or international)? 

· Why do employers employ graduates? – What makes graduates attractive to an employer and how do they create value for the business? 

· Could addressing any barriers to graduate recruitment, such as difficulties attracting graduates with appropriate skills, increase the number of graduate-level jobs in key sectors? 

· What knowledge do employers have of local learning providers and their students?


The supply of graduate skills 

Data analysis reveals a significant number of individuals with graduate-level skills living and working in Coastal West Sussex, including in the three key sectors. However, to fully explore issues relating to the supply of skills there is a need to get behind these statistics to further understand:

· How do students make decisions about where to locate after graduation?

· What motivated local graduate employees in their decision to stay in or move to Coastal West Sussex? 
· Is there scope to increase the number of graduates living and working locally by encouraging students from local institutions to stay in the area?
· What knowledge do students have of local employment opportunities?

Later Sections of the report will build a more detailed picture of the role played by local Higher Education Institutions in the relationship between the demand for and supply of skilled graduates in the key sectors. The next section starts to develop this picture by investigating the choices made by individuals prior to entering Higher Education. 
3.0 
Choices Prior to Entering Higher Education – 
Where and What to Study?
	
Key messages 

· General employment-related aspirations such as getting a better job or earning more money motivate many students to enter Higher Education. However, there are differences in the extent to which students consider employment options when choosing a course.
· Some students are very career-focused and have a specific career or even a specific employer in mind before entering Higher Education. These students are likely to have a strong interest in links with employers but might be more likely than others to leave Coastal West Sussex if the specific opportunities they seek are not available. 
· Others choose a course based primarily on personal interest. These students are likely to be particularly open to considering a range of options on graduation.

· For some students, the range of employment opportunities available with a qualification in a broad area such as business studies makes this an attractive option. However, this wide choice can lead to uncertainty about the most relevant employers and roles. 
· Local job opportunities do not represent a strong influence in future students’ choices about where to undertake Higher Education study.

· The most important factors relate to the location of an institution. Students are most likely to join an institution based on the courses on offer or the criteria for entry. 

· For some students intending to live “at home” while studying (either with their parents or their own family), the distance from home to an institution can be important. However, possibilities for commuting mean that Higher Education students living in Coastal West Sussex will not necessarily study there. 

· Other issues such as an institution’s staff, environment or facilities may be important to some students but in most cases these can be viewed as secondary considerations. 




Employment aspirations play an important role in motivating students to enter Higher Education and for some students in the choice of Higher Education course they decide to take. However, the local labour market does not appear to represent a significant issue in a potential student’s choice of Higher Education institution (see Section 3.2). 


3.1 
Role of Employment Aspirations in Course Choice


The results of this study suggest that there is a link between ‘employment factors’ and students’ motivation for entering Higher Education, with the ability to get a better job or make more money identified as a key reason for studying towards a Higher Education qualification. However, other factors such as personal interest, the “student experience” and parental pressure also feature strongly.

There are differences in the extent to which students consider employment options when choosing a course. In some cases, students had a specific job goal in mind before entering Higher Education so their decision making process involved ‘working backwards’ from this goal to identify the courses or qualifications they would need for entry. An example of a student motivated in this way is set out in the Case Study
 below, which illustrates the need for some individuals to think about their eventual career goal several years before entering Higher Education. 
	
Case study 1: A career motivated student

Richard decided in High School that he would like to work in sport so he took biology A Level as he knew that he would need a science background to study a sports science degree. He wanted to come to university because he knew that not many opportunities in sport are open to those without Higher Education qualifications. Richard believes that going to university presents more attractive employment opportunities than the jobs taken up by his friends starting work directly from school or college.  

To get a job with the local football team, Worthing FC, a good degree is not required but Richard would like to work for a bigger club like Portsmouth, Brighton or Southampton. He wants to work at the highest level in sport and is therefore prepared to go wherever the jobs are.


Interestingly, the student in Case Study 1 mentioned a number of specific employers in relation to his eventual career goal, none of which are based in Coastal West Sussex. Some other participants also cited the requirements to work for employers outside of Coastal West Sussex as part of the reason for their choice of Higher Education course.


	“When I finish, I want to go and work for Fairmont Hotels in Dubai and I hope to be able to stay there permanently. To go to Dubai, Australia or New Zealand and become a resident is easy if you have qualifications in Hospitality Management…Around 4 years ago, I looked on the Australian immigration website and saw that Australia was looking for people to come to the country with hospitality qualifications”. 
Travel, tourism & hospitality subjects student



The existence of students of this kind is encouraging as it means that they are likely to have a strong interest in links with employers. However, it could be difficult to encourage them to stay in Coastal West Sussex on graduation if their long-standing goal lies outside of the area or if the specific opportunities they seek are not available. 

In contrast, some students and graduates had chosen their course because of personal interest in the subject as an area of study, with this motivation particularly common among students of subjects related to the creative industries. This also represents an important motivating factor for some mature students. 


	“I was attracted to the opportunity to come to University and be creative as I felt stifled where I was. I wanted the chance to do something with my life and to study something I’m interested in”
Mature creative subjects student



Individuals participating in the study who had chosen their course for reasons of personal interest differed in terms of whether they intended to take up work in a related area. Some creative subjects students were planning to pursue a career in the discipline in which they had studied, for example as an artist or performer, while others aimed to take up work after building on the skills they had learned with a further qualification such as a PGCE. Interestingly, those who go on to teach arts subjects will be using their creative knowledge in their work but will not be employed in the creative industries. 


Some other students identified their subject area as a discipline in which they would not be interested in taking up employment. An example of this is set out in Case Study 2:
  
	Case study 2: A student motivated by personal interest in the subject but not wishing to take up employment in a related area
Jenny chose to study dance at degree level because she was not sure what she wanted to do as a career. She had been dancing for many years and enjoys it, although she would not necessarily like to get a job as a professional dancer. 

Parental pressure was important in Jenny’s decision to go into Higher Education. She also feels that studying is attractive as it represents a good way of “delaying the real world”. She says “It never occurred to me not to go to university”.

Jenny would not know where to start looking for a job in dance as she would prefer to get a job in another sector, perhaps after undertaking further study. She has no clear plan in terms of the type of work she would like to take up after graduation.  



This student had not thought deeply about her eventual career goals before entering Higher Education and this was quite common among creative subjects students, even those who now plan to work in the creative industries.
Students choosing a Higher Education course for personal interest reasons may be particularly open to considering a range of employment options after graduation and might find information on local graduate employment opportunities useful. This is also likely to be true for students studying a broad qualification such as business studies.   

The business studies students taking part in this study were particularly likely to stress flexibility as an attractive feature of this subject. They generally did not have a specific career goal in mind before entering Higher Education and had chosen business studies for the range of options it would leave open for them on graduation. 

However, these students felt that the broadness of their qualification could actually make decisions after graduation more difficult as they were unsure about the type of employers and roles where their qualification might be most valued.  


	“On some courses, it is easy to go into a directly relevant job, such as law or medicine, but with our course, many different types of job are open to us. Getting degree-related advice would be really useful as there’s such a wide range of things you can do”.

Business & financial services subjects student




3.2 
Factors Influencing Location of Higher Education Study

This sub-section explores the relative importance of different factors in students’ decisions about the location in which to study Higher Education qualifications. Figure 3.1 shows that local job opportunities are generally not important in this decision, with the courses on offer and criteria for entry representing the most important factors. Issues such as proximity to home and the features of a particular Higher Education Institution appear to be of some importance. Of the two “location factors” identified, proximity to home features much more strongly than the local environment, although this was raised by some participants.

Figure 3.1: Factors influencing location of Higher Education study
	Not important
	Of some importance
	Most important

	· Local job opportunities
	· Proximity to home 

· Local environment

· Institution staff (approachability, reputation)

· Institution environment/ facilities 
	· Courses on offer

· Entry criteria



Only two of the factors identified as being important, ‘proximity to home’ and ‘local environment’ actually relate to location in itself. In most cases, decisions about the geographical area in which to undertake study and the institution at which to learn are very closely related. For many students, choice of location can be seen as a secondary decision as they primarily chose an institution (or get accepted to an institution), and end up studying in the area where the institution is located. 

Local job opportunities 
No strong association between students’ choices about where to study and local job prospects can be identified. For most students, decisions about where to study and where to live and work after graduation appear to be completely independent. 


None of the students or graduate employees participating in this research identified potential job opportunities or the strength of particular employers or industries locally as a factor in their choice of location for Higher Education study. There was also no mention of employer links as a factor attracting them to a particular institution. 

Courses on offer 

The courses on offer at an institution, in particular specialist courses or combinations of courses, appear to be the feature most likely to attract students. 

	“I chose to do the dance course offered by the University of Chichester as there is a limited choice about where you can study dance. Only a few places offer it”.
Creative subjects student
“Chichester is a unique university. Nowhere else offers the same choice of courses. The university is very innovative in the way it puts courses together”.
Creative subjects student

“I chose my university because they offered a combination honours degree. I was able to study three subjects in the first year, and then narrow it down to two in the final two years”.
Graduate employee



Chichester College students also mentioned that they were attracted by the opportunity to change their course if they wished during the first few weeks of term.
Entry criteria 

Institutions’ entry criteria can take choices about location of study away from the potential student. 


	“It’s really the universities that choose you first, then you can choose from those universities”.
Creative subjects student



Prior qualifications and grades were highlighted as an important factor influencing location and course of study. In particular, some HND students noted that they had not been able to take up their “first choice” of course and institution. 


	“This course wasn’t what I originally wanted to do, but I didn’t get my first choice”.
Business & financial services subjects student



There were also some students at Northbrook College who mentioned that they had wanted to study at the University of Brighton but were not accepted. 

Interestingly, some employers suggested that they thought that Higher Education Institutions in Coastal West Sussex were not “as good” as those elsewhere in the South East, possibly reflecting lower entry criteria. Employer views on local institutions and their graduates are explored in more detail in Section 6.

When asked why they would have preferred to go to the University of Brighton rather than Northbrook College, students felt that not having the name “University” in its title means that a degree from the college carries “less weight” with employers. They found it difficult to explain that they had done a Higher Education qualification but not at a university. These perceptions suggest a need to develop opportunities for employers to get to know local graduates and their skills and for the institutions to develop their reputation. These issues are explored in more detail in Section 4.

Proximity to home
Proximity to home appears to influence some students’ decisions about where to undertake Higher Education. In many cases, individuals living away from home revealed that they had taken the ease of travelling back to visit friends and family into account when deciding where to study, but this still left them with a broad range of institutions to choose from. 

A number of the students and graduates participating in this research had continued to live “at home” (either their parents’ or their own) while undertaking Higher Education study. Research undertaken on behalf of Coventry, Solihull and Warwickshire Partnership
 suggests that students living at home represent an increasing trend in the face of higher tuition fees. Our study supports this finding, with financial reasons identified as the most important motivation for undertaking Higher Education study close to home. 

However, living in Coastal West Sussex does not limit a potential student to Coastal West Sussex institutions. Commuting to study was relatively common among the students consulted, and some participants living locally mentioned that they had considered undertaking study at the University of Brighton or University of Sussex for example. 

Focus group evidence suggests that mature students may be more likely to choose an institution that is close to their home. However, this is not always true. Case Study 3 below sets out the experiences of an “empty nest” mature student who moved to Coastal West Sussex to undertake Higher Education study. 


	
Case study 3: An “empty nest” mature student 
Helen entered Higher Education as a mature student to study a degree in Fine Art and Creative Writing. She moved to Coastal West Sussex from London and has bought a flat in the area.

Helen spent her younger years looking after her children but when her son went to university she thought “I could do that”. She did not have any qualifications as she had left school at 15 so she got her certificate in creative writing though Ruskin College and they encouraged her to go on to university. As she was not sure that she wanted to do a degree only in creative writing, she was attracted to the University of Chichester because they offered a lot of joint courses. 

In her first year she lived on campus and in the second year she lived in “digs” with other students but by the third year she was fed up with sharing so bought her own flat. She does not feel particularly tied to the area as she can always sell, but she does not plan to do this in the short term.




Institution staff, environment and facilities 

Institution characteristics such as staff, environment and facilities appear to be important to some students. In particular, potential students place value on an institution that makes them feel welcome. Chichester College was praised for the supportive environment it offered while the University of Chichester was considered to be “a friendly university”.

	“I felt that the college cared about me and was willing to support me”.
“The college puts a lot of effort into helping students and future students. They don’t just help with courses, they help with accommodation, finance etc”. 
Chichester College students


A welcoming atmosphere may be particularly important to mature students.

	“I chose to go to Chichester as it had a good mix of school leavers and mature students. As I was a mature student, this meant that I didn’t feel too different from everyone else”.
Graduate employee



However, in most cases a particular institution was valued primarily for the courses on offer, with these other factors considered a bonus. 


4.0 
Employer Involvement with Higher Education 
Students
	
Key messages


· Work experience represents one of the most common forms of industry contact with students and is highly valued by some employers.

· There are some very successful examples of placements aiding graduate retention in Coastal West Sussex with local employers taking local placement students on permanently after graduation. 
· However, not all students offered the option of a work placement take this up. Reasons include a preference among some students for study-based options and student commitments to ongoing part-time jobs.
· Not all students from local institutions undertaking work placements do these with local employers. This reflects opportunities to gain experiences of working abroad but also a limited number of relevant employers locally. 

· It was generally felt that other links between employers and Higher Education students could be improved, for example by encouraging industry contacts to meet students and view their work.

· Some employers also expressed an interest in making their links with students more structured. 




This study identifies a number of strong linkages between employers and Higher Education students in Coastal West Sussex. However, all four groups participating in the research (students; course tutors and careers advisors; employers and graduate employees) suggested that these links could be improved. 


This section considers separately work experience placements and other forms of contact including talks, visits and events. 


4.1 
Work Experience Placements

Work experience placements were the most commonly cited form of contact between Higher Education students and organisations offering graduate employment, with these placements highly valued by some employers. However, the views of students and graduates on the work experience options offered by local institutions are mixed. While the potential benefits of placements, including gaining experience and developing industry contacts, are considered very important, relatively few of the participants in this study had taken up a placement option as part of their course. Key reasons for this include a preference among some students for study-based options and student commitments to ongoing part-time jobs.

Information from course tutors and careers advisors also reinforces the importance of placements, as shown in Figure 4.1. Links with employers through activities such as work experience were commonly believed to have an influence in encouraging graduates to stay in the local area, representing the second most often cited reason after “availability of suitable employment”. A similar effect seems to occur for links with employers outside of Coastal West Sussex. 

These links were commonly considered to be important in encouraging local employers to employ local graduates (10 out of 13 respondents). However, only around half of respondents believed their institution to be active or very active in this area.  
Figure 4.1: Importance of work experience placements – views from course tutors and careers advisors
	
	No. of respondents

	Staff believing previous engagement with employers in Coastal West Sussex (i.e. through work experience, projects or knowledge transfer activities) to be important or very important in encouraging students to stay and work in Coastal West Sussex on graduation.
	8/12

	Staff believing previous engagement with employers outside of Coastal West Sussex (i.e. through work experience, projects or knowledge transfer activities) to be important or very important in encouraging students to leave Coastal West Sussex on graduation.
	6/12

	Staff believing active engagement with local employers (through work experience, projects or knowledge transfer activities) to be important or very important in encouraging local employers to employ local graduates.
	10/13

	Staff believing their institution to be active or very active in engaging with local employers through work experience.
	7/12


Source: Electronic survey of 13 course tutors and careers advisors at the University of Chichester, Chichester College and Northbrook College (10 tutors, 3 advisors). Not all staff members answered all questions. 

The successes and issues associated with work experience placements in Coastal West Sussex are explored in more detail below. 

Successes

A number of the employers interviewed had some very positive views on placements, in particular the way in which they allow the employer to get to know the student and allow the student to gain industry and company experience. Some particularly successful examples of placements in the hospitality sector can be identified, including the opportunities offered by the hotel featured in Case Study 4 overleaf.
	
Case study 4: Work experience placements for HND students at a Coastal West Sussex hotel 

Two members of hotel staff are HND Hospitality Management students doing the work placement element. A further staff member has returned to college after completing his placement but has continued to work for the hotel part-time. He will be graduating in the next couple of weeks and is going to be joining the hotel on a full-time, permanent basis. 

The hotel has been taking a placement student each year for a number of years, every time offering the student a full-time job on graduation. They have several staff members who undertook a work placement, got offered a job and then got promoted to a more senior role. 

For this employer, the link between placements and permanent employment is very important. She says “If the students who came weren’t interested in a permanent role, I would be disappointed and wouldn’t feel that offering placements was worthwhile”.



Other employers also highlighted the benefits of offering placement opportunities in order to gain a “taster” of potential employees. Examples of this kind, where local employers take local placement students on permanently after graduation show work experience placements acting as a mechanism aiding graduate retention in Coastal West Sussex. This suggests that encouraging more employers to link work experience placements with recruitment could lead to significant benefits for the local economy. Viewing placements in this way could also benefit the employers involved, as illustrated in Case Study 5. 
	Case Study 5: Benefits of strengthening links between placements and recruitment in the business & financial services sector

At the moment, the Human Resources department within this business has “a loose agreement” with the partners that the firm will provide work experience, but there is no strategy for this. Usually, a work experience placement will come about if a client mentions that they have a son or daughter who would like to gain work experience. 

Next year, the company wants to link a formal summer placement scheme with applicants for a “training contract”, their primary graduate recruitment route. The idea is that they would be able to view potential candidates during the summer and use this to help with selection.

This employer felt that improving their approach to placements could give more local people the opportunity to get known by the firm and help the firm to make better choices about who they take on. 




Some graduate employees identified a direct link between work experience placements and their current employment. These opportunities were considered particularly important in performing arts, where competition for jobs is strong and “who you know” is felt to be vital.

	“I was able to do a workshop module on my course. For example, you could go into a school and do workshops with the pupils. I did my workshop module here, which led to me getting my job after I graduated”.  
Graduate employee



Encouraging more employers to host work experience placements could help to change negative perceptions of local graduates. This occurred in one tourism business interviewed. Despite a generally poor opinion of local graduates, this employer took on students for work experience and was very impressed with their skills and attitude. 


	We’ve been very fortunate with the quality of placements we’ve had. The two most recent students performed excellently. They undertook a project which went really well. This also opened their minds to the possibility of working in this kind of environment, which is something they might not have considered before doing the placement”.

Travel, tourism & hospitality sector employer


Another employer felt that an alternative model for work experience was particularly effective. They offer a young traineeship to a “gap year” student following their A Levels. This traineeship is intended to provide a link with Higher Education by allowing the trainee to take their experiences of work in the industry with them as they go through university or college. 

Issues
A wide range of students and graduate employees, including those taking non-vocational subjects such as history, mentioned that work experience was offered as an option as part of their qualification. However, many of them did not take advantage of this opportunity. The reasons given for this suggest that students may value work experience placements less highly than alternative study-based options available to them.
	“My course included the option to do work experience but I decided not to take this. If I didn’t do the work experience, I could take an additional class and study something I was interested in”. 
Travel, tourism & hospitality subjects student



Furthermore, some students mentioned that financial constraints presented a barrier to undertaking work experience placements, especially during the summer holidays. Students were prevented from taking up unpaid or low paid work experience by the need to work in a better paid job in an unrelated sector in order to save money for the next academic year. Students also expressed concern that short placements could interfere with an ongoing part-time job. For this reason, long placements or gap years were felt to be more useful. A particularly successful element of the hospitality placements illustrated in Case Study 4 appears to be the continuation of the relationship between employer and student after the student’s return to their institution through part-time employment. 

The work experience placements undertaken by students at Coastal West Sussex institutions do not necessarily provide a link to the local economy. Students and graduates explained that while placements formed a compulsory part of some courses, there was no compulsion to undertake a placement locally. Therefore, some individuals used this as an opportunity for working abroad for example. 

	“My course involves a work placement as a significant section of the course but we have to organise this ourselves and can arrange to do it anywhere in the country or even abroad. Some people have done their placement in America or South Africa for example”. 

Travel, tourism & hospitality subjects student



It was highlighted that it could be difficult to take up a work experience placement locally as the number of relevant local businesses is limited. This represents a particular issue in specialist areas such as sports and creative industries.  
	“There isn’t a lot of sport around Chichester so there aren’t a lot of work experience opportunities”. 
Travel, tourism & hospitality subjects student



This problem is exacerbated by the fact that there is a limit to the number of placement opportunities any given employer can provide, even if they consider placements to be a success. 


	“We would be reluctant to take on any more placement students at one time as we want to make sure that each student gets the right level of attention and support. Concentrating on each student’s precise needs is easier with just one or two of them at a time”

Travel, tourism & hospitality sector employer 


Placements are not offered as part of the HND Business course and these students suggested that they would welcome the opportunity to undertake more work experience. They felt that a long placement, for example a sandwich year or some kind of “Higher Education apprenticeship” could be particularly valuable. 


4.2 
Other Links Between Students and Employers 

Students and graduates identified some examples of links between students and employers other than work experience placements that they considered to be successful. For example, one graduate employee in the creative industries sector who had not undertaken a creative degree mentioned that a talk from an employer at her university had highlighted the opportunities available and sparked an interest in pursuing this as a career. 

However, it was generally felt that links of this kind could be improved. For example, inviting employers to view students’ work was considered to be particularly important in the creative industries. There appear to be some mechanisms in place designed to foster links of this kind but many participants were critical of the way in which these functioned. 

They felt that more could be done to encourage agents, employers or other industry contacts to attend students’ shows or exhibitions. It was mentioned that there is a university outside of Coastal West Sussex with a member of staff solely responsible for finding agents and encouraging them to come and meet students. This was considered to contrast strongly with the experiences of local creative subjects students, who were given some contacts by their tutors but mostly expected to use their own initiative to invite contacts to their shows. The students did not feel that they received enough support with this and found the process quite disheartening.

Business students at Chichester College felt that their department could learn from the way other areas of the college facilitate links between students and employers. For example, the engineering department was praised for taking students to industry shows where they could meet potential employers and exchange contact details. The students suggested that more events of this kind in the business & financial services sector could be very beneficial. 

Course tutors and careers advisors also put forward some suggestions for improvement, including increasing employer involvement with students through project work or competitions.  
	“Employers should take a more active interest in local education. They should come to student exhibitions, see the work they are doing and talk to the tutors involved. This could be an opportunity for employers to discuss projects that may be of benefit to students and perhaps set these as a competition to be undertaken outside of course hours”.
Creative subjects course leader



Activities linking students to employers were highlighted by many course tutors and careers advisors as approaches that could both help local graduates to find suitable employment in Coastal West Sussex and help employers to recruit locally, as illustrated in Figure 4.2. Increasing work placements and employer visits to institutions were strongly associated with benefits for both graduates and employers. However, support for the effectiveness of local recruitment events was less widespread. 

Figure 4.2: Activities that could help employers to recruit local graduates and help graduates to find work locally identified by course tutors and careers advisors
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Source: Electronic survey of 13 course tutors and careers advisors at the University of Chichester, Chichester College and Northbrook College. 

A number of employers interviewed expressed an interest in strengthening or improving their links with local Higher Education students. Changes to make these links more structured were identified in particular as a potential area for improvement. 


	“It would be good if, as part of their course, first years could come and spend a day with us seeing what we do - including the business side. This would help to introduce them to us and to let them know that we’re here”. 
Creative Industries employer


It should be noted that part-time employment represents a key link between Coastal West Sussex students and local employers. As could be expected, relevant part-time work strongly influences decisions after graduation and many respondents mentioned that they would like more opportunities to pursue this. 

Furthermore, looking for and undertaking unrelated part-time work may also have an important impact on students, with some evidence to suggest that difficulties finding part-time employment have influenced students’ perceptions of the local job market.

	“Chichester is a horrible place to try to look for a part-time job. There isn’t a lot available and a lot of employers specify ‘no students’ or ‘no foreign students’. Looking for a full-time job after graduation is unlikely to be much easier”. 
Creative subjects student


5.0 
Choices After Graduation

	
Key messages 

· Being offered a job in the area of work in which they would like to build a career was identified by students and graduates as the one thing most likely to make them either stay in or leave Coastal West Sussex.
· Perceptions of the local labour market and local progression opportunities also represent an important issue. It was felt that a lack of information on the opportunities available locally could encourage students to leave Coastal West Sussex.

· Many students mentioned a desire to enter self-employment. For individuals taking this route, local job opportunities will not be important. However, perceptions relating to the location of sources of business are likely to affect choices after graduation. 
· Financial issues may encourage some graduates to leave Coastal West Sussex in order to return to living with their parents. There appears to be a short “window of opportunity” for finding employment locally after graduation.  

· Other employment-related factors that may lead to graduates leaving Coastal West Sussex include Visa issues and the need for graduate couples to find two jobs on graduation, often in different sectors. 

· Non-labour market issues such as the local environment or quality of life were highlighted as a consideration in choices after graduation, but not necessarily the most important.




While local employment prospects were not identified as an important influence on decisions about where to undertake Higher Education, employment opportunities feature more strongly than any other factor in students’ choices about where to live after graduation. The relationship between these opportunities and the proportion of local graduates choosing to remain in Coastal West Sussex after completing their course is explored in this section. 


5.1 
Importance of the Local Labour Market in Choices After 
Graduation

‘Job opportunities’ or the ‘job market’ were identified among the most important influences on location after graduation at all three student focus groups. The importance of opportunities of this kind was also highlighted through focus groups with graduate employees, employer interviews and the survey of course tutors and careers advisors. The broad issue of ‘job opportunities’ actually combines two separate factors:
1. Actual job opportunities, for example a specific job offer
2. Perceptions of the local labour market 

Actual job opportunities

Being offered a job in the area of work in which they would like to build a career was identified by students and graduates as the one thing most likely to make them either stay in or leave Coastal West Sussex. In many cases, participants suggested that the offer of employment would outweigh any other issues they raised. 

This was considered particularly important for graduates gaining specialist skills or seeking work in a sector where the job market is particularly competitive, for example performing arts or law. A number of graduate employees revealed that they had applied for many jobs and were prepared to travel anywhere in the country to go and work for an employer offering to take them on. 
	“Law students often don’t have the luxury of choosing where we want to work. The industry is so competitive - you usually have to take anything that comes along, even if it means moving”.
Graduate employee



Perceptions of the labour market 
Interestingly, perceptions of the local labour market appear almost as important as actual experiences. Many local employers felt that graduates from Coastal West Sussex believed that they had to leave the area to find good job opportunities based on a lack of information about what is actually available. 

Research participants expressed a belief that competition for graduate jobs in Coastal West Sussex, particularly in the Chichester area, is generally very strong and evidence from employers suggests that this view might be accurate (see Section 6). 

A link was made between the number of students graduating from specialist courses in the area compared with the size of Chichester as a town and the number of jobs available. Views were mixed as to the level of competition in areas like London compared with Coastal West Sussex. Some participants felt that the number of job opportunities available in the capital would make competition for jobs less fierce. However, others thought that it was easier to look for work outside of big cities. 

	“In London there are so many people looking for jobs, it’s easy to slip through the net”.

Graduate employee



Students’ perceptions of the opportunities for career progression also seem to feature strongly in their decisions about where to locate on graduation. After entering the labour market, the location of actual “progression” jobs also appears to be an issue. 


5.2 
Other Factors Influencing Choices After Graduation 

A number of other factors also play a role in choices after graduation. However, these are generally considered less important than job opportunities and in some cases are connected to labour market issues. These include:
· Ambitions for self-employment
· Family and friends 
· Visa issues

· Environment/ quality of life 

Ambitions for self-employment 
Many of the students participating in the study mentioned a desire to enter self-employment on graduation. This was particularly common among students of creative subjects but was also raised by those studying subjects related to business & financial services and travel, tourism & hospitality. These students differed in the extent to which they had considered self-employment before entering Higher Education. As illustrated in Case Study 6, one student was already running his own business before starting his course.


	
Case Study 6: A student with experience of running his own business 

John is 19 years old and studying a HND in Hospitality Management. Before entering Higher Education, John had been running his own hospitality training company since the age of 15. 

One of his main reasons for studying a HND was to improve his business plan. He wanted to improve the business, but he realised that he didn’t have the skills to do this. When he completes his studies, he would like to restart his company. 




“Job opportunities” as such will not be an issue for graduates seeking to become self-employed. However, the location of “work”, for example potential clients, is likely to be key. Research participants highlighted the attraction of areas such as London or Brighton as destinations in which to start a business or work on a freelance basis. In particular, the strength of the creative industries in these areas was considered a major draw. 

There was generally felt to be a lack of information and support on self-employment opportunities. In particular, sources of information on taking this route in Coastal West Sussex, rather than moving out of the area, for example to Brighton or London,  were not felt to be well publicised. 

Family and friends 
A home in Coastal West Sussex 
Having an established home base, for example owning a property, having children in school or a partner in work, limits a graduate’s ability to move away from Coastal West Sussex on completion of their course. However, this does not restrict them to work in the area. Some students intending to continue living in Coastal West Sussex after graduation mentioned that it could still be possible for them to work in other areas of Sussex, for example Brighton or Crawley, or in cities such as London, Portsmouth or Southampton by commuting to work. 
Need to live with parents for financial reasons 
A number of the students taking part in this research stated that they would have to leave Coastal West Sussex on graduation because they “could not afford” to live independently. This was linked to the high cost of living and renting in Coastal West Sussex, as well as high house prices as a longer term issue. This was raised particularly by students and graduates with family links to the North of England. 

It is possible that this reflects the local labour market to some extent, as graduates are more likely to need to return to living with their parents if they are unable to find a suitable job quickly in order to support themselves. If students do not start looking for employment until after graduation, this presents a very short “window of opportunity” to find an employer locally before considering a return home for financial reasons. Mechanisms such as placements which extend the time period for the process of “matching” between an employer and potential employee are likely to be very important in encouraging local students to stay in the area. 

Students’ decisions about whether to return home after their course also appear to reflect perceptions of the local labour market relative to the situation in their home town. Some students mentioned that they were planning to remain in Coastal West Sussex on graduation because prospects in the area where they had grown up were much worse. 

	“I couldn’t move back with my parents. Where I come from is a ‘granny town’ with no job opportunities there. I’m going to stay in the area and luckily I can move in with my boyfriend as I can’t afford to live alone”.

Creative subjects student



Living with parents can be a particularly attractive option for students considering self-employment. It was felt that this would allow them the freedom to build their business gradually, without the need to worry about finding rent for a house or flat. An example of this is set out in Case Study 7.

	
Case Study 7: Returning home to build up a business 

Rachel is studying Surface and Textiles Design. On graduation, she plans to produce her own items and run a small-scale business. She plans to move back in with her parents for financial reasons. 

She has a part-time job with another small producer/ designer lined up for when she finishes her studies and plans to use the rest of her time to create and sell her own work. Eventually, she would like to be working for herself full-time. 




This suggests that helping graduates to access business start-up finance could encourage them to stay in Coastal West Sussex. However, some students mentioned that living with their parents was a preference, rather than a necessity. Developing financial security features as a strong motivator in this preference, with students wishing to live at home in order to save money to reduce debts or fund buying their own property. 

Friends and partners 

Having friends in Coastal West Sussex was considered to be a factor in the decision to stay in the area after graduation to a certain extent. Students and graduates expressed a preference for being close to their friends but believed that job opportunities were more important. They felt that building up a network of friends while at college or university helped them to feel ‘established’ in the area. 

Graduates who had been forced to move to a new location where they did not know anyone in order to take up a job offer mentioned that this was not a pleasant experience. There was a general feeling that moving to a new town or city for study was a lot easier than moving for work. This difference was attributed to the structures in place to support students. Examples included halls of residence and the nature of the Higher Education experience, which provides many opportunities to meet people and make friends. 

When assessing the impact of having a partner in a students’ decision to remain in or leave Coastal West Sussex, it is important to distinguish between:

a) Individuals who were already married or living with a partner before entering Higher Education. 

b) Individuals forming a relationship while studying.


While the first group are likely to have strong ties to the local area (see above), this is not true of the second group of graduates. Graduate couples may in fact be more likely to leave Coastal West Sussex than those who are single. As a couple, the disincentive for moving generated by knowing no-one in a new location is no longer an issue. Furthermore, the necessity for a graduate couple to move away from Coastal West Sussex may be greater as they will need to find two job opportunities, which may make a large city particularly attractive. In particular, the diversity of employment currently available in Coastal West Sussex appears to be important, as illustrated in Case Study 8. 


	
Case Study 8: Choices after graduation for a student couple 

Matt is studying for a Hospitality Management HND and his girlfriend is studying Media. As this is a specialist course and hospitality management is less specialised, if Matt’s girlfriend was offered a good job away from the area, they would probably both move. 

Matt feels that more media jobs need to be created locally. He thinks that if you want a job in media, you really have to go to Brighton or Bournemouth. He says “media courses are available locally but the opportunities are not”.


Visa issues 
Some international students mentioned that they could be forced to leave the UK and therefore leave Coastal West Sussex because of Visa issues. Individuals coming to the UK to study must leave the country at the end of their course, unless they have employment in a relevant area lined up before completion. The employer must support their application to stay on and must be able to demonstrate that there is no British Citizen available to take up the position offered to the international candidate. 
In general, the process for getting a working visa was considered to be complicated and expensive. The international students questioned suggested that they would prefer not to return to their home country on graduation and would appreciate more support with these issues. 

Environment/ quality of life
There were mixed views as to whether the “lifestyle” offered by Coastal West Sussex was attractive to graduating students or not. A number of students and graduates mentioned that the area offered a lifestyle that was preferable to the quality of life available in London for example, highlighting the “relaxing” nature of life in Coastal West Sussex.

	“Chichester is a nicer place to work in than London, even though London wages are higher. London has connotations of early starts and late nights. Chichester has a better quality of life”.

Graduate employee



In contrast, other students expressed a desire to move away from the area on graduation to live in a city for “the experience” or “the excitement”. They were also attracted by the cosmopolitan nature of cities such as London, especially the range of food, restaurants and entertainment on offer. 

Interestingly, Brighton was identified as an area combining some of the attractions of a big city with the benefits of living on the Sussex coast. 

	“Brighton has a bit of everything – beach, Downs, nightlife”.
Graduate employee



Again, lifestyle factors were highlighted as “a consideration”, but not necessarily the most important thing.  

	“Entertainment could be a factor in encouraging people to stay in or leave the area but employers are more important. It’s the sort of thing that might encourage people to come and study in the area, but it is jobs that will influence where they will choose to work”. 

Travel, tourism & hospitality subjects student


A recurring theme raised by students and graduates when talking about location after graduation relates to the idea that “you don’t choose an employer, the employer chooses you”, especially in competitive or specialist areas. ‘Employer choices’ are explored in more detail in the next Section. 

6.0 
Employer Choices 

	
Key messages 
· Some employers in Coastal West Sussex have jobs where a Higher Education qualification is required to be taken on. Reasons for recruiting graduates these jobs include:
· the qualification in itself 
· the knowledge gained on the course
· the skills developed by studying at Higher Education level
· Other employers employ graduates in roles where a Higher Education qualification is not essential but where a graduate was considered the best candidate for the job.
· A “limited number of graduate positions” represent the most common reason for local employers not taking on more local graduates, with many stating that an expansion of their business would be likely to create more graduate jobs.

· Local employers differ in their perceptions of the quality of local institutions, with some rating graduates from these institutions less highly than those from other universities. 

· Key weaknesses highlighted among local graduate candidates applying unsuccessfully for jobs with local employers include “office skills” and interpersonal skills.
· Some employers lack information about where to find local graduates who might be interested in the employment opportunities they have to offer. It was suggested that a nominated “single point of contact” within each institution could help with this issue. 




The employers interviewed for this study do not generally appear to face difficulties recruiting graduates. However, they tend to recruit nationally rather than locally and most believed that overall graduate retention in Coastal West Sussex could be improved, with graduates currently being encouraged out of the area by a lack of opportunities. The employers also recognised the need for some graduate employees to leave the area to progress in their career. 

This section explores two questions with an impact on employer demand for graduates in Coastal West Sussex: “why employ graduates?” and “why not employ any more local graduates?” It is important to note that the employers interviewed for this study employ at least one graduate or individual with Higher Education qualifications. The decision of some businesses not to employ any graduates will also have an impact on the local labour market. 


6.1 
Why Employ Graduates? 

Interviews with local employers suggest that there are two distinct kinds of ‘graduate’ job in Coastal West Sussex:

1. A job where a Higher Education qualification is required to be taken on.
2. A job filled by a graduate because they were considered to be “the best person for the job”.


Jobs where a Higher Education qualification is required 
Some employers reported that the most important thing to them was the qualification that a potential employee had gained through Higher Education study. This view was particularly common in business & financial services where a qualification might be required for professional accreditation. For example, it is a legal requirement that an individual must have a law degree or have done a one year “conversion course” at university to be able to work as a solicitor. Therefore, law firms will only consider these students for trainee solicitor positions. Interestingly, some employers stated that a teaching qualification was compulsory for education roles in tourism and the creative industries. 

In other cases, it was the specific knowledge gained through studying at Higher Education level that was important, as this would enable the graduate to do specific tasks expected of an employee. The knowledge of the industry in question generated through degree or HND study was also highlighted as a benefit. However, some employers were looking for specific knowledge that might not be immediately associated with their sector. For example, in the creative industries there is a demand for graduates with science degrees to edit scientific publications. 

A similar situation exists across a range of organisations, with employers looking for graduates with knowledge of areas such as marketing. The need for non-sector specific skills of this kind highlights the complexity of the relationship between the supply of graduates locally and the graduate jobs available in the key sectors as it means that not all job opportunities in the key sectors will be open to graduates with related qualifications.

It also appears that certain employer’s value graduates because of the skills acquired in the course of studying for a degree or HND, rather than the particular qualification. These include the ability to research and summarise information and “intellectual literacy”, the ability to write in a certain type of language, only gained through Higher Education study. 

	“With office based positions it makes a difference if someone has done the extra 3 years of study required to get a degree. It means that they are able to work in an academic way and this is needed if their job requires writing proposals, making applications etc. Because they have been to university, they’ve had practice in using the sort of language that is required”. 

Creative Industries employer



Employers recruiting graduates because of the skills they gain at Higher Education level, rather than because of specific knowledge learned as part of their course, has implications for the relationship between the supply of and demand for graduate-level skills. This finding suggests that employers in the key sectors may face competition for the best graduates from other industries. However, it also means that they are not restricted to choosing individuals who have studied a related subject, opening up a wider “pool” of potential graduate employees. 

Jobs filled by graduates because they are the best person for the job 
In contrast, many interviewees with graduate employees revealed that they do not have any positions that they view as being “for graduates only”. For them, experience and personality, and other qualities such as interest and willingness to learn, are the qualities they look for from a job applicant. Graduates are included in their workforce because they have these qualities. 

	“Our graduates have good organisational skills, they are able to get on with the job and they don’t need constant supervision. However, this reflects the personality of the people we have”.  

Tourism & hospitality employer



This attitude to recruitment gives employers an even wider pool of potential candidates than that open to those valuing graduate level study in general, rather than a specific qualification. However, employers offering jobs of this kind are particularly likely to value work experience placements as these give a graduate the opportunity to gain the experience that these employers desire and give the employer an opportunity to get to know their personality.  

While a graduate may not necessarily be chosen over a candidate without a Higher Education qualification to take up a role of this kind, interviews suggest that they might find it easier to progress to a higher level position. Several employers mentioned that while their management training schemes were not restricted to graduates, those with a degree or HND were more likely to have the dynamism and abilities necessary to succeed. 

Interestingly, in both kinds of graduate job, having a degree was seen as “just the beginning”. The idea was that this was something that a candidate could build on with other interests or experiences while at college and university and with employer-specific training once employed. This view was shared by both employers and graduate employees. 


6.2 
Why Not Employ More Local Graduates? 

The most important barrier identified by Coastal West Sussex employers to employing more local graduates was the limited number of graduate positions they had available. While the quality of local graduates does represent an issue for some employers, it is not a simple case of the quality of local graduates discouraging employers from taking them on. Instead, this has more to do with strong competition for graduate roles, which means that employers can select “the best” from a wide selection of candidates, who may not necessarily have studied locally. Some barriers related to where to find graduates who want a job and raising graduates’ awareness of what is available were also highlighted in the course of the research. All these issues are explored in this sub-section.    

Limited number of graduate positions 
Most employers interviewed revealed that there were only a limited number of graduate positions available at their company. In some cases, this was because the overall size of the business was small and among both small and larger companies it was felt that there was only a certain supply of roles that could be “suitable” for a new graduate.  Other roles might be considered more appropriate for an individual with a Higher Education qualification plus industry experience or more suitable for a person with lower level skills.

A further issue raised was the low turnover of experienced staff with Higher Education qualifications, meaning a low rate of positions for new graduates being “freed up”. This also appears to have an impact on career progression, with graduates leaving Coastal West Sussex at “second job level” in order to take up a higher level position in their field as possibilities for internal promotion are limited. 
Internal progression opportunities can be a particular issue for micro-businesses, which are more common in the three key sectors than across all industries and slightly more common in Coastal West Sussex than across the South East (see Section 2.2). 

Even employers with a relatively high number of positions on offer to new graduates each year (around 5-10) received many more applications for these positions than there were opportunities. 


	“We usually get between 400 and 600 applications for 8 positions. Of the applicants, 40-50 people get invited to assessment centre and of these, around two thirds are of the standard that we would like”. 
Business & financial services employer



Some employers mentioned that they did not actually have to use any recruitment channels to attract graduates because they received so many speculative applications. They often felt that there was so much competition for their jobs because students and graduates were aware of them as a relatively large organisation, likely to have some job opportunities in a specialist area. In the e-survey of institution staff, no local employers taking on large numbers of graduates were identified. 


Interestingly, no employer mentioned “the cost” of graduates as a barrier as such.  Many felt that an expansion of their business would allow them to employ more graduates. However, this was mainly associated with creating more of the sort of jobs that graduates would be interested in doing, rather than being able to pay the salaries that graduates expect. 

Local businesses generally accepted that they could not hope to match the level of graduate salaries on offer in London. However, there was a feeling that graduates working locally benefited from a lower cost of living and higher quality of life than those employed in the capital. 

A number of local employers believed a limited number of graduate opportunities in Coastal West Sussex generally provided a motivation for graduates to move out of the area. In the creative industries in particular, employers appear to face competition from areas like Brighton, offering a greater “pull” for new graduates. 


	“Chichester isn’t really an ‘arts centre’. In comparison Brighton is affordable and has a reputation for the arts, so it is attractive to graduates. People know that if they go to Brighton, they’ll be part of a bigger pool”.

Creative Industries employer



Quality of local graduates
Perceptions of quality of local institutions 
Coastal West Sussex employers exhibit differing opinions with respect to the importance of the institution at which graduates have gained their qualification. In some cases, institution of study does not have any bearing on choices between graduate applicants. However, this is not always true, with some employers rating graduates from local institutions less highly than those from other universities. 

	“We wouldn’t expect high flying students from Chichester because it’s not a top rate university. I would class it as mediocre to low grade”

Travel, tourism & hospitality employer



It is possible that employer perceptions of the University of Chichester’s graduates might be influenced by confusion relating to changes in the name and status of this institution. For example, in 1995 it was known as the ‘Chichester Institute of Higher Education’ but after gaining degree-awarding powers in its own right in 1999, the name was changed to ‘University College Chichester’. The title ‘University of Chichester’ has been in use since 2005
.

Interestingly, this issue was not raised by any current or former University of Chichester students. This reflects the findings of a published study conducted in the Midlands, drawing on interviews with 60 alumni graduating from two universities, one “traditional” and one gaining university status after 1992
. None of the participating graduates from the “post 1992” institution had experienced any adverse reaction to their university’s status from employers. They also did not believe that that their university’s position in league table rankings had impaired their career prospects. 

While some Coastal West Sussex students undertaking degrees at college believed their qualifications to have less weight with employers compared with those of students graduating from a university (see Section 3), some employers actually preferred to take Higher Education graduates from a college. 

This view was most common among hospitality employers who attributed this preference to the understanding that they felt the college had of their business, particularly the pressures and challenges associated with the hospitality trade. This view was strengthened by the depth of their relationship, for example the fact that the employer regularly used the college for staff training at NVQ or apprenticeship level. Northbrook and Chichester Colleges’ strong links with tourism and hospitality employers for Further Education provision reflect their status as Centres of Vocational Excellence (CoVEs) for these subject areas. 

Furthermore, some hospitality employers and students believed that a HND was actually more valuable in the industry than a full degree qualification. Degree graduates were described as having an “arrogance” not found among those that had studied a HND. It was felt that they might expect to “walk straight in” to a senior management job without the need to develop within the company. This was felt to be a particular issue in hospitality, with a belief that practical skills were as important as academic achievement in success in the industry. 

Attitudes towards graduate skills
Employers generally had positive opinions of the skill levels of their graduate employees, both local graduates and those from other institutions, when first taken on. However, many described the skills and abilities of graduate job applicants as “a mixed bag”. This was not usually perceived to be a problem as the employers felt confident in being able to select the best candidates. 

Key weaknesses highlighted among unsuccessful candidates were “office skills” and interpersonal skills. Graduate employees also identified office and administrative skills as an important area for gaining employment that is often overlooked on Higher Education courses. 

In many cases, a weak candidate was characterised as someone who was “just academic”. It was felt that a graduate employee should have appropriate knowledge and intelligence but also be able to deal with other people. Interacting with the public was highlighted as an area of growing importance in many industries. Again, employees agreed with this point of view. They felt that graduates who did not gain experience of working with customers while studying could find it very difficult to get a job on graduation. 
	“Although their theory can be excellent, sometimes they don’t have experience of working in the industry, which would be beneficial. They don’t always have the business knowledge or common sense needed”.
Business & financial services employer


Some employers who regularly received many applications from graduate candidates suggested that local graduates could give themselves “an edge” compared with graduates from elsewhere by demonstrating a strong local knowledge. It was suggested that local colleges and universities could help their students in this way by encouraging them to gain this information. 

Information issues
The employers interviewed suggested that lack of information could present a barrier to more local graduates being employed locally. They mentioned two sides to this information issue:

1. Lack of information among local graduates about the opportunities available.
2. Lack of information among employers about where to find graduates who might be interested in working for them. 

The idea that students and graduates lack information about the job opportunities and opportunities for progression available in Coastal West Sussex reflects the role of perceptions of the local labour market in decisions after graduation (see Section 5.1). 

Interestingly, a number of employers also mentioned that they lacked information about where to find local graduates who could be interested in employment.


	“Institutions need to communicate more with us - especially with regards to those students who may be looking for work”. 

Travel, tourism & hospitality employer



Many of these employers already had some links with local universities or colleges, but suggested that a nominated “single point of contact” within each institution for employers interested in finding graduate employees could help with this issue. 

	“Sometimes we’re desperate for graduates but I’m not sure which channels to go through to find them. It would be incredibly useful to have a ‘liaison’ who could act as a first point of contact within the institution”.
Business & financial services employer


7.0 
Conclusions and Recommendations  


This study aimed to investigate the relationship between employer demand for graduate skills and the local supply of skilled graduates in the Coastal West Sussex area. The combined findings from all stages of the research present mixed evidence as to the strength of this relationship, as illustrated in Figure 7.1.  

Figure 7.1: Current relationship between employer demand for graduate skills and the local supply of skilled graduates in Coastal West Sussex 
	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	· Local graduates are making a successful contribution within many local businesses.
· There are strong links between local institutions and employers in some sectors through work experience placements (but these could be improved).
	· Many students from local institutions leave Coastal West Sussex on graduation due to a lack of suitable job opportunities.
· Many local employers recruit nationally and take on graduates or experienced employees from outside the area. 




In the course of this report, a number of barriers to the effectiveness of this relationship have been highlighted. These include: 

· The size of employers and scale of employment in key sectors in Coastal West Sussex (see Section 2).
· The independence of future students’ decision-making process from local demand for skills (see Section 3).
· Underdeveloped links between local employers and local Higher Education students (see Section 4). 
· Lack of information on potential job opportunities and potential employees in Coastal West Sussex (see Sections 5 and 6).
The remainder of this section puts forward some suggestions for actions that could help to overcome these barriers, divided into three areas of activity:

1. Increasing the number of relevant graduate opportunities available locally
2. Encouraging and developing contact between students and industry

3. Improving information exchange 


However, before exploring these suggestions in more detail, it is important to note that encouraging graduates from Coastal West Sussex institutions to stay in the area might not necessarily be the best outcome for them. As demonstrated in Section 2, the number of graduate level job opportunities in the key sectors locally is limited and the current structure of the local economy means that many employers are able to choose between a large number of applicants. If local graduates are not among those chosen, they will look for employment opportunities elsewhere. 

In general, both graduates and their employers “think nationally” when making employment decisions. They have logical reasons for doing this, with graduates interested in ‘the best job’ and employers interested in ‘the best candidate’ above any other consideration. However, this behaviour does have the potential to benefit Coastal West Sussex. Employers recruiting from elsewhere in the country attract skilled labour to the area and graduates leaving after Higher Education study may return with an increased level of skills and experience. 

A further consideration is that the supply of labour represents only one aspect of Higher Education Institutions’ interaction with the local economy alongside a range of other possible mechanisms to support business growth.  

While it is important to bear these limitations in mind, there is potential for a closer relationship between Higher Education Institutions and the local economy to help in economic regeneration. Local students and graduates have a lot to offer employers that could help them to grow their business, strengthening their demand for graduates and creating a virtuous circle. This potential could be maximised through building on existing links, for example by encouraging employers to use placement students to explore business improvement opportunities or new markets or by widening knowledge transfer activities. 


7.1 Increasing the Number of Relevant Graduate Opportunities Available Locally
The actual number of graduate job opportunities in key sectors can be identified as a major reason for students leaving Coastal West Sussex on completion of their studies. This reflects a lack of linkages between students’ decision-making processes regarding where and what to study and the scale and strength of relevant industries locally. 

One approach to this issue could be to address the “student side”. For example, encouraging those potential students with established links in the area, and therefore most likely to remain in Coastal West Sussex on graduation, to take more account of local opportunities when making course choices. However, this is likely to re-enforce the current business profile, rather than encouraging economic regeneration. Furthermore, employers may value an individual’s Higher Education experience more than their specific course of study. 

In contrast, there could be an opportunity to build on students’ interest in subjects related to the three sectors investigated in this study. Cultural industries; travel, tourism & hospitality; and business & financial services are all dynamic growth areas likely to benefit the Coastal West Sussex economy. Therefore, encouraging the development of these sectors through the following activities could help both students from local institutions and the area as a whole. 

· Using relationships between Higher Education and employers to help businesses to grow
Many employers in the key sectors feel that expansion of their business would lead to more opportunities at all levels, including more opportunities for graduates. This suggests that helping businesses to grow could aid graduate retention in Coastal West Sussex. One way to do this might be to tie more student placements and projects to expansion possibilities, for example the assessment of potential new markets. 

· Promoting Coastal West Sussex as a location for businesses and start-ups in key sectors 
Coastal West Sussex has a number of features to recommend it as a business location. As highlighted in Section 5, the area is valued for the “quality of life” it can offer, which may be of particular interest to small start-ups. Furthermore, local institutions produce a strong supply of skilled graduates who suggest that they would prefer to stay locally if a job was available. It will therefore be important to ensure that businesses considering Coastal West Sussex as a location take into account not only the current graduate-level workforce in the area but also the potential workforce if more graduates were offered a job locally. 

This suggests that benefits could be achieved through activities to communicate these strengths to potential future graduate employers. However, it is important to note that the majority of inward investment decisions are made independently of inward investment agencies or County Councils. This suggests a need to raise general awareness of what Coastal West Sussex has to offer as a location. 

· Capitalising on the self-employment aspirations of students and graduates

In the course of this study, a strong interest in self-employment was highlighted among students across all three sectors investigated. It may not be realistic for all new graduates leaving Higher Education to pursue their goal of self-employment immediately, as many self-employed individuals trade on experience and contacts built up as an employee. However, in the creative industries in particular, taking this route on graduation is relatively common. 

The aspirations of these students suggest strong potential for new business creation in these sectors. However, the study also identified a need for greater promotion of the opportunities for self-employment and of sources of support for those taking this route.  

7.2 
Encouraging and Developing Contact between Students 
and Industry

Contact is essential in linking students and graduates to local job opportunities. This reflects the importance of information on “who is interested”, for example which employers would be interested in taking on a graduate and which graduates might be interested in working for local employers. 

Building a relationship of this kind is also likely to be important in helping local students and local employers to understand each other. It is easier for an individual student to judge the value of local employment opportunities and easier for a company to judge the value of local students based on an example.

There are already some very good examples of student/ employer contact working well in Coastal West Sussex. For example, work placements leading to employment opportunities. However, building on these examples could lead to even greater benefits. One area for possible improvement relates to developing links that are ongoing throughout a student’s Higher Education course. Some suggestions to help facilitate this contact are given overleaf. However, there is a need for both employers and students to take more responsibility in this area. 

· Extending the “window of opportunity” for local graduate recruitment
Students and graduates suggested that links to employment options often came too late in their Higher Education experience and this view was echoed by some employers. Introducing students to employers at the beginning of their course would give them time to reflect and act on employment possibilities before encountering the academic pressures of final year. Similarly, engaging employers early on would give them the opportunity to follow a student’s progress and understand what they are learning. Encouraging employer mentoring of students could be one approach to this. 

Encouraging early contact could also help to address issues surrounding take-up of work experience placements with local employers. Students are more likely to express an interest in this option if they value the opportunities available with local businesses before making decisions about work experience. 

· Encouraging employers to offer relevant part-time employment to students 

Undertaking part-time or summer work in a job unrelated to their course for financial reasons was common among the students and graduates participating in this study. This can be seen as an important barrier to the take up of relevant work experience options, with students unwilling or unable to give up a regular part-time job to undertake a short work placement.

At the same time, the study identified examples of links between students and employers through part-time employment working very well (see Section 4.1). Furthermore, many students expressed an interest in undertaking relevant paid part-time work while studying; suggesting that their part-time work was unrelated to their course because they could not find any related opportunities. Encouraging more employers to offer work of this kind, perhaps through project-based approaches, could represent a good route to ongoing links. However, there will be a need for students and institutions to “sell” the benefits of part-time work opportunities to employers. 

· Using employers to deliver sessions on workplace skills 
A lack of preparation in terms of “workplace skills”, for example office administration or customer service, was highlighted by both employers and graduates as a weakness of Higher Education courses. Inviting local employers to institutions to help run ‘simulations’ of what it is really like to work in the key sectors could help to develop these skills among students and to highlight their importance. These sessions could also lead to an informal exchange between employers and students about the sort of skills they are looking for in a potential employee.  

Student interest in the sessions could be maximised by emphasising both short term and long term benefits, for example help with their eventual career and help when looking for part-time or summer work. 


7.3 
Improving Information Exchange 

In addition to the need to develop one-to-one contact between local employers and students as outlined in Section 7.2, more general efforts around the issue of “information exchange” could also make a difference to graduate retention in Coastal West Sussex. These two areas go hand-in-hand as work to alter general perceptions is likely to be important in increasing the interest of local students and local employers in each other. This will be needed to support activities designed to increase contact between them. 

The following approaches could help to improve employers’ knowledge of students and graduates. They could also address the need to better inform students about the options available to them, both generally and in terms of specific job opportunities. 

· Introducing a registration system for employer and graduate interests 

A lack of information on students interested in work locally and on employers offering local opportunities represents an important issue arising from this study. One approach that could help to address this issue could be developing a system to allow students to register their interest in taking up work of a certain kind on graduation and employers to register their interest in a particular type of graduate. Resources will be required to monitor and run a system of this kind effectively and to promote its existence and benefits.


· Developing case study materials to improve the understanding of students and employers

Case study based materials could prove particularly effective in helping to increase local employers’ and local students’ awareness and understanding of each other. Setting out information in this way represents an accessible approach to information exchange. For instance, students could benefit from examples of local job opportunities and progression routes, plus information on the sorts of qualities and approaches that a particular type of employer might look for in a potential employee. 

For employers, case studies based on what a typical student doing different subjects will learn and should be able to do on completing their course could be very useful. 

· Raising awareness of the quality of local opportunities 
The results of this study suggest that there are barriers to graduate retention in Coastal West Sussex caused by a lack of awareness among students and graduates of the quality of employment and progression opportunities on offer. This is mirrored by a lack of information among some employers on the skills that a local graduate could offer them. There appears to be a particular lack of awareness about the range of local graduates and local jobs, which can lead to misconceptions. 

These findings suggest that activities designed to send a message about what Coastal West Sussex has to offer graduates and employers might be very beneficial. Linking a campaign of this kind to an event could also provide opportunities for students and graduates to make contact with employers. However, it will be important to ensure that this activity is informed by realistic estimates of the job opportunities available to avoid giving students false expectations. 


Annex I: Organisations Participating in the Study

Employers:

Barclays Bank


Bennett Griffin


Berkley Hotel


Chichester Cathedral


Chichester Festival Theatre


Crouchers County Hotel and Restaurant 


Hilton Avisford Park Hotel 


HSBC Bank


Independent Examiners Ltd


Moore Stephens


Millstream Hotel 



New Horizon Holidays 



Pallant House


Thomas Eggar


Weald and Download Open Air Museum


Wiley

Institutions:

Chichester College


Northbrook College


University of Chichester
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� A graduate has been defined as someone holding any Higher Education qualification.


� Focus groups were conducted with a total of 18 students and 15 recent graduates. 14 employers were interviewed by telephone. 13 course tutors and careers advisors participated in an electronic survey. 


� A Regional Perspective on the Knowledge Economy in Great Britain, Report for the Department of Trade and Industry, Hepworth and Spencer, March 2003. 


� Going for Growth, Comparing the South East’s economic performance, Peter Robinson, IPPR, 2004.


� Coastal West Sussex Area Investment Framework – Socio-economic baseline analysis report, Economic Strategy Group - West Sussex County Council, December 2003.


� A Regional Perspective on the Knowledge Economy in Great Britain, Report for the Department of Trade and Industry, Hepworth and Spencer, March 2003.


� Graduate Retention and the Regional Economy, David Johnson, Laure Pere Verge and Richard Hanage, http://www.graduatesforgrowth.org.uk/reference/graduate_retention_and_regional_economy.doc


� www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200405/cmselect/cmsctech/220/220we123.htm


�http://www.prospectsnet.com/cms/ShowPage/Home_page/Main_Menu___News_and_information/Graduate_Market_Trends_2007/What_drives_graduate_regional_retention___Spring_07_/p!empXXbc


� Defined as the districts of Arun, Adur, Chichester and Worthing.


� Higher National Diploma, Higher National Certificate. 


� These documents did not include Chichester in their definition of Coastal West Sussex. Therefore, estimates for the whole area have been developed by applying these statistics to figures for the sub-region from other sources.  


� Equivalent to degree level.


� Census 2001.


� ABI 2005.


� Annual Population Survey April-June 2006.


� ONS, Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings 2006.


� In all case studies featured in this report, the names of the individuals in question have been changed. 


�‘ What drives graduate regional retention?’, Team Pro Solutions and Education Research Services on behalf of Coventry Solihull and Warwickshire Partnership, Spring 2007.


� University of Chichester website – � HYPERLINK "http://www.ucc.ac.uk" ��www.ucc.ac.uk� 


� What drives graduate regional retention?’, Team Pro Solutions and Education Research Services on behalf of Coventry Solihull and Warwickshire Partnership, Spring 2007.
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