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This article reports the main findings of research examining the labour market
perceptions, orientations and experiences of UK university graduates with First
Class Honours degrees, the UK’s highest level of degree classification. Drawing on
qualitative data from interviews with 50 graduates holding a First Class degree, it
explores how they perceive the role their credentials served in the competition for
jobs and careers. While having a First may give them a positional advantage at the
initial stages of recruitment, graduates recognize the importance of such factors as
personal capital, soft skills and employability. However important these traits are,
in practice, those with First Class degrees orient themselves to the labour market in
different ways.
Higher Education Policy (2006) 0, 000–000. doi:10.1057/palgrave.hep.8300134

Keywords: achievement; careers; degrees-academic; graduate employment; labour
market; role of education

Introduction

In the UK over the past few years, the issue of graduate employability has
become a central policy theme, particularly given the debates over the
knowledge economy, concomitant with the expansion of Higher Education
(HE).1 According to the English Government, raising the employability and
skills of graduates is essential to achieving economic growth and ensuring that
the UK’s so-called knowledge intensive economy stays abreast of competition
(DfES, 2003). Furthermore, employability in the UK has been linked closely
with notions of social inclusion, opportunity and social justice (DfES, 2003).
Investment in individual human capital is seen as crucial in achieving these
aims. The assumption is that those at the top of the academic hierarchy — with
greater levels of human capital — will also fare best in the labour market.
Employability is identified as a key economic and social target by big

business (see e.g. CBI, 2001), concurrent with wider changes in the labour
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market. These include organizational restructuring, broader changes in labour
market structure and the often assumed disappearance of bureaucratic, linear
careers within the same company, which in turn have impact on patterns of
graduate employment and on the demand for particular groups of graduates
(see e.g. Pearson et al., 1999, 2000). At a wider level, such changes tend to
reflect the shift from an industrial to a post-industrial or knowledge-driven
economy.
To a significant degree, the UK Government’s determination to increase

graduate employability is driven by its belief that this changing economy
requires a highly educated, skilled, employable and mobile workforce (DfES,
2003). In turn, the needs of the knowledge-driven economy have signalled
change in the skills and qualities that employers require. Studies of graduate
employers report them as being bereft of flexible, adaptable and transfor-
mative employees with a wide range of skills and competences, as well as
academic skills and subject specialist or technical knowledge. What employers
say they need are graduates quick to learn, able to deal with change and to ‘fit
in’ to pre-existing workplace cultures (Clarke, 1997; Harvey et al., 1997). As
Teichler (1999) argues, the connections between Higher Eductation and the
world of work are a key issue of debate whenever pressures for innovation in
HE are raised. A large degree of consensus exists on the main directions in
which HE must steer to meet the changing demands from the world of work for
example greater attention paid to generic competencies, social skills and
personality development. However, less attention has been paid to how the
graduates themselves perceive the role their credential play within the labour
market.
Within this context, this article draws on data gathered from a recent

empirical study of UK university graduates with First Class Honours degrees
which is the highest credential at degree level offered within the UK
classification).2 It explores how those with Firsts perceive the role their
credential plays in the competition for jobs and careers, and the different
ways in which these individuals effectively orient themselves to the labour
market. A focus on the highest achieving university graduates contributes at a
conceptual level to current understanding of graduate employability, their
orientations to work and employment through an analysis of changing forms
of engagement with the labour market among those holding the best academic
credentials.
After a brief discussion of the research methodology the article presents

some of the key findings. The empirical material is divided into two parts: The
first examines graduates’ perceptions of the role and value of their credential in
the labour market. The second examines graduates’ orientations. This analysis
of the data leads us to a more nuanced understanding of employability than the
existing policy literature on HE and graduate employability.
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Methodology

The qualitative data in this article were gathered through in-depth, semi-
structured interviews with a sample of 50 UK university graduates with First
Class honours degrees. The graduates selected for interview were chosen from
among respondents to an initial questionnaire (see Smetherham, 2005) using a
purposive sampling technique. The interview sample was drawn up in a way
that enabled the differences in social class background, gender educational
biography and their concomitants to be explored.
A balance in gender with 25 men and 25 women was achieved and included

graduates from the three main types of Higher Education Institution (HEI)
used in the analysis — low ranking, middle ranking and elite. The final
interview sample included 16 respondents from both low ranking and elite
institutions, respectively, and 18 from middle ranking institutions. Drawing the
study sample from different types of HEI also entailed its comprising a broader
social spectrum of graduates.
In covering subject discipline, graduates were drawn from the five main areas

of degree study: Social Sciences, Natural Sciences, Arts/Humanities, Voca-
tional and Maths/Computing. These categories represent five potentially very
different trajectories and motivations towards the labour market. For example,
it is often assumed that graduates from vocational courses have relatively
clearly defined career paths and more instrumental orientations towards study,
whereas graduates from social science courses (for instance) are assumed to
have less clear-cut orientations. Graduates from so different areas of degree
study might reasonably be expected to manage their employability in different
ways; some emphasizing technical skill and work experience for example —
others emphasizing more generic skills, extra curricular activities and interests.
The final interview sample included a roughly equal mix of both ‘experienced’
(1997 cohort) and ‘new’ (2001 cohort) graduates.3

Employability and Orientations to the Labour Market

As employers are faced with increasing numbers of highly qualified graduates,
existing research evidence suggests that the means of differentiating between
applicants for the best jobs is coming increasingly to rely on a student’s social/
personal(ity) profile and softer skills as opposed to just their academic
qualification. The evidence of Brennan et al. (1993), Brown and Scase (1994),
and more recently Brown and Hesketh (2004) and Purcell et al. (see e.g. Purcell
and Pitcher, 1996; Purcell and Hogarth, 1999; Purcell et al., 1999, 2003,
www.warwick.ac.uk/go/glmf; Purcell and Elias, 2004, www.warwick.ac.uk/go/
glmf), all indicate that such factors as social class, gender, age and educational
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biography continue to bear on graduates’ labour market opportunities and the
likelihood of recruitment to higher level, more traditional graduate jobs.
Similarly, research has for some time demonstrated the importance for

recruitment of certain softer skills. Moss and Tilly (1996) (http://epn.org/sage/
rstimo.html) for example cite survey evidence showing that employers stress
‘soft’ skills more than ‘hard’ or technical skills in recruitment. Soft skills are
defined as:

‘Communication and people skills, teamwork skills, demeanour,
motivation, flexibility, initiative, work attitudes and effort y Soft skills
are in part culturally defined, and therefore employers’ assessment of soft
skills may be confounded by differences in culturey.’ (Moss and Tilly,
1996, 9).

Such skills are important. In most jobs, successful performance depends
not only on the application of an individual’s own technical skills or personal
stock of knowledge. It also depends on relationships with other people
for example co-workers, managers or customers/clients. Soft skills, although
important to employers, are not measured by educational attainment,
however.
Furthermore, different jobs and fields of employment emphasize different

types of non-cognitive achievements and skills. It is then essential to take
account of the type of work involved when issues of graduate employability are
considered. For some types of occupation formal qualifications will continue
to be extremely important. For others — and ones clearly on the increase, such
as sales or personal service work — greater weight will attach to a range of
other attributes — often attributes seen as non-meritocratic in character;
characteristics that, rather than achieved through ability and effort displayed
within the education system, are acquired through family socialization
(Jackson et al., 2002). The value of the First Class credential is therefore
likely to be closely dependent on the particular job for which the individual
graduate is applying.
Within academia, the award of a First Class degree has conventionally

played a key part in selection for further study, particularly for research
degrees. In this setting, Firsts are implicitly seen as a route into post-graduate
study, and subsequently often into the world of academia. In this labour
market arena therefore, we might expect the First Class credential to be more
highly valued. Within different fields of the wider labour market on the other
hand, for example management or personal service work, First Class may
convey quite different messages and have a different symbolic value
(workaholic,4 unsociable, ‘nerdy’ etc.) and therefore may be less highly
esteemed, at least by those recruiting.

Q1
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Purists vs Players

In the case of graduates’ own perceptions of and orientations to, the labour
market, Brown and Hesketh (2004) constructed two ideal types of approach,
which they characterize as ‘player’ and ‘purist’. Players understand employ-
ability as a positional game, with its own set of rules. The aim is to adopt
tactics that give individuals a competitive edge; to engage with the employment
market, conform to the requirements of employers and employing organiza-
tions, and to market themselves appropriately and effectively to maximize their
chances of success. Purists, by contrast, live by a ‘meritocratic creed’ (Brown
and Hesketh, 2004, 137) where outcomes reflect differences in individual
achievement based on effort and ability. Purists exhibit faith in the job market
to serve as a fair and efficient means of matching the right person to the right
job. The second half of this article uses this conceptual distinction to make
explain the labour market orientations of different graduates. However, the
article first presents the key empirical findings of the study so as to assess the
perceived importance of different skills and qualities in the process of
recruitment, and to explore graduates’ perceptions of the role and value of
their First Class credential within the labour market. The first section draws on
the narratives of graduates from the more recent (2001) cohort, who had had
one year’s labour market experience. The second draws on the narratives of
1997 graduates who at the time of interviewing had 5 years experience.

Empirical Findings

Although highly successful academically, graduates with First Class degrees in
the interview sample did not inevitably take an instrumental attitude to the role
of their credential, as we might expect given the oft assumed links between high
achievement and high status employment. For the majority, gaining a First was
a source of personal satisfaction, merit and prestige. They wanted to do the
best that they could — not necessarily to help them in the job market or in
terms of a ‘getting jobs’ mentality, but rather for their own sense of personal
achievement. The following extract provides a good illustration of attitude, as
well as hinting at the relationship between credential, aspirations and outcomes
within the labour market:5

If I’d got a First because I wanted to aspire in the world of work, I would
have been extremely disappointed. But I did it for my own personal
achievement. I did it to prove something and to challenge myself — it’s
just a personal thingy.

(Female, 2001 cohort, Social Science degree, low ranking university,
Psychological Assistant)

Claire Smetherham
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This graduate had been in labour market for a year at the time she was
interviewed, and, given her expectations had not fared well in the job
market. She explains that if she had set out to gain a First simply to advance
within the world of work, she would have felt extremely disappointed at her
current position — her credential had not helped her to achieve such goals.
However, she attributes her motivation to doing the best that she could as a
sense of personal achievement, a construct, which goes some way to
rationalizing her disappointment with the position she held at the time of the
interview.
Although many graduates emphasized the personal above the vocational

importance attached to getting a First Class degree, still having this credential
was typically acknowledged as conferring some sort of positional advantage in
the competition for jobs. In terms of graduates’ perceptions of the role of the
First Class credential, and regardless of gender, institution attended, social
background and subject studied, narratives given in the interviews invariably
made some mention of the First having helped their Curriculum Vitae to stand
out from the crowd, or having the potential to do so, at least during those
initial stages of recruitment when graduates felt the credential served as a
screening device for employers, particularly when the labour market for
graduate jobs was perceived as overcrowded.
Many thought that degree classification would be important because a

relatively small percentage of individuals obtained Firsts. Hence those holding
a First would, they believed, stand out from the mass of applications as
someone who could be employable. For certain types of job, this belief was
particularly marked for example academia, traditional graduate-level jobs and
competitive fast-track schemes.
The following graduates for example, who continued after their First degrees

as PhD candidates, where arguably a First carries more weight than in other
fields, took the view that:

Having a first stands out. It’s a similar thing as people with a Masters
degree — it’s something that distinguishes them from the rest of the
people who are applying for whatever job. But certainly in my chosen
field it’s an indication of academic excellence, so it’s important in that
respect as well.

(Male, 2001 cohort, Law degree, middle rank university, studying for a PhD)

The class of degree was very important to me personallyy. I really
wanted the First to distinguish me, especially as I think of degree
classifications as grades and I think of an A as a first and a B as a 2.1y. I
found that in my year it seemed to be 70 or 80% of the year got 2.1s, so I
just wanted something to distinguish me.

Claire Smetherham
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(Female, 2001 cohort, natural science degree, middle ranking university, DPhil
student)

Such perceptions of a First as a positive positional asset, which would
distinguish its holder from others within the labour market, powerfully related
to graduates’ perceptions of the competition for jobs within that labour
market.
Yet despite a high degree of consensus over the positional advantage that

having a First could confer in the competition for jobs, evidence also emerged
from the interviews that the credential was perceived as dysfunctional within
the labour market. This notion of dysfunction revolved around the idea that a
First might label an individual as ‘unsociable’, ‘nerdy’, ‘too intellectual and
bookish’, ‘not practical’ etc., particularly when competing for jobs where
employers placed stress on good communicators, ‘all rounders’ and team
players. Indeed, for a small minority of cases, holding a First Class was
deliberately concealed from potential employers. A First was not therefore
automatically seen to equate with employability, although its value as a marker
of distinction in the initial stages of recruitment screening was often held to
outweigh its potentially more negative associations.
Moreover, interviewees did not regard having a First as the be-all and end-

all in securing a job. Indeed, in securing a job, the awareness was widely shared
that criteria such as social skills, past experience, willingness to relocate, extra-
curricular interests, raw enthusiasm, and even just how an individual presented
at the interview, would be crucial in helping individuals to realize their
employability. Graduates were keenly aware that their ability to secure a job
depended on other skills and experiences accumulated, not simply on the
repute of their degree. For example:

I don’t think the classification is the be all and end all. I still think there’s
a degree of actually selling yourself. I don’t think a First does it for
youy. It does have positive benefits, to get your foot in the door, but I
don’t think it does the job [of securing employment] for you.

(Female, 2001 cohort, Law degree, middle ranking university, registrar)

Because so many people are getting degrees, you have to show that
you’ve done something above and beyond your callingy. It’s one thing
going in and getting straight As in all your modules, but if you haven’t
done anything around it then you’re just a parrot, and I don’t think
employers are looking for that.

(Male, 2001 cohort, Interdisciplinary degree, low ranking institution,
self-employed technical director and founding partner in company)
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Consensus and Contradictions

These extracts underscore the high degree of consensus graduates held over the
contradiction between academic and non-academic skills and qualities. Many
graduates felt that academic ability alone would not be enough to secure
employment. Having a First was seen as something that individuals must be
able to do as part of a balance — there would be no point — for example — in
sacrificing one’s social life to work ‘all-out’ for a First. To do so would
ultimately de-value the credential by creating notable ‘absences’ in other social
skills and extra-curricular interests on a Curriculum Vitae (CV).
Many graduates felt that gaining relevant work experience would provide an

important ‘value-added’ on which they could draw in the competition for jobs.
And any had purposefully set out to enhance their employability in these terms.
For example:

I knew, even though I had got a good academic background, that a lot of
companies still look for experience, and I didn’t really have any
experience at that time. So I thought it would be beneficial to have
some time out in industry so that when I graduate I can say look I’ve had
experience working in a real life company [and] I can really use skills for
future jobs.

(Female, 2001 cohort, Business Studies degree, middle ranking university,
studying for a Masters degree)

Comments from some interviewees who had not benefited from an industry
placement also revealed an awareness of the advantages that experience
provided. Although some graduates were ready to gain experience, not all were
able to find appropriate placements due to the labour markets in which they
operated. The intense competition for limited places in the market for elite
graduate jobs and on company recruitment schemes was enough to deter some
from even attempting to seek a placement. They restricted their avenues and
options, many by retreating altogether from what they saw as the ‘rat race’ of
the graduate employment market. A minority — who tended to be from
working class backgrounds and lower status universities — felt that it had been
easier, and some financially more advantageous, to revert to a job they had
undertaken before even going to university, or (often as a temporary measure)
a job held during term time.

Institutional Status Differences

Amongst certain established fields of graduate employment such as Law, the
view that an Upper Second Class degree from a high status university had
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greater value than a First from a low-status institution, was not absent.
Interviewees admitted that institutional reputation and positioning within the
UK HE market could be crucial in conferring a positional edge in the job
competition. The ‘type’ of degree studied — applied or vocational as against
more theoretical subjects — was also thought important. These views
underscore a more complex reputational issue, which turns around the relative
status of specific faculties within individual institutions — for instance, a
relatively poor faculty in what is generally acknowledged to be a high-status
institution, or an outstanding faculty within an institution far lower in terms of
overall reputational value.
Personality (see Fromm, 1962) also figured largely in the qualities

interviewees were felt were important in the process of recruiting for graduate
jobs. Indeed, often it counted more than degree classification.

I think how you come across in the interview is more important now than
just the fact that you’ve got a degree, and so people are looking for a
particular skill set — a particular personality even — that they want for
their organization.

(Female, 2001 cohort, Social Sciences degree, elite institution, Civil Service
Fast Stream)

Certainly, you need to be armed with the best qualifications possible. But
you also need to come across as a person — to be able to communicate
with people, to interact with them, to have a laugh and a jokey. Bosses
don’t just want you to work; they want you to be able to go on corporate
nights out, have a few drinks and let your hair down as well.

(Male, 2001 cohort, Modern Languages degree, middle ranking institution,
German Network Sales Specialist)

Overall, how graduates with First Class perceived the role and value of their
credential had much in common. Interviewees on the whole shared the view
that a First was needed to benefit from positional advantage in the initial stages
of recruitment. A First was regarded as a positive asset. However, potential
disadvantages were also admitted, for instance, being viewed as ‘unsociable’,
‘nerdy’ etc., belief that held irrespective of gender, social background,
institution attended or degree course studied.
While class of degree was reckoned as important in the initial stages of

recruitment and to secure a job, an awareness that simply possessing a First
would not be enough on its own, was general as was the admission that a whole
range of factors contributed to making a graduate employable — not least the
demand for an individual’s particular knowledge and skill. Employability
encompassed far more than the possession of a good academic credential.

Claire Smetherham
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Successful graduates, it was felt, would be those able to use the First in
conjunction with a well-rounded CV (see Smetherham, 2005), to get an
interview, and then marshal personal qualities and other resources — work
experience, social skills, extra-curricular activities — to present and sell
themselves well at the interview.

The Condition of the Experienced

At this point, we examine the narrative of graduates with some 5 years
experience on the labour market at the time the interview took place. Thus, we
may analyse how perceptions change as graduates accumulate experience in the
world of work.
Graduates with 5 years employment experience expressed their perceptions

and orientations of the labour market in a number of different ways. Almost all
felt that, once experience had been accumulated on the labour market, the role
of their credential had become negligible. Instead, several among them, several
described the orientation necessary to succeed in their particular career area in
terms such as drive, self-drive, ruthlessness, ambition and being ‘pro-active’.
Others mentioned about needing to believe in themselves, and stressed the
importance of ‘keeping at it’ and ‘working hard’. This latter group adulates
tended to subscribe to a more meritocratic model where working hard, effort
and ability were sufficient. However, minority were outrightly sceptical at the
moral costs of engaging in ‘player’ behaviour (Brown and Hesketh, 2004).
This is well illustrated by a reflection from a graduate now working in the

voluntary sector at the time of her interview. Having worked previously in the
City, her experience there had caused her to leave and take a job in the
voluntary sector.

If you want to be successful in terms of money and power then you have
to have a real drive and ruthlessness. But you can look at that as if you’re
having to compromise your moral standards, and in the end is that really
being a success

(Female, 1997 cohort, Business Studies degree, middle ranking university,
voluntary sector employee)

Clearly, this individual valued her ethical principles and broader lifestyle
over career, even if it meant less financial reward. However, even those
choosing careers in voluntary sector work or in the ‘helping professions’, which
they saw as more rewarding environments, admitted that drive and ruthlessness
formed a necessary part of that orientation needed to progress in one’s career
— even if they did not themselves subscribe to these values.

Claire Smetherham
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‘Thinking of number one’, ‘coping with pressure’, being ‘extrovert’ and
‘selfish’ were phrases used by these experienced graduates to describe what they
regarded as the qualities indispensable to advance in their particular career
domain. It contrasts markedly with the accounts of graduates with a single
year’s experience, who for their part placed greater value on the weight of their
degree:

I think you have to be quite selfish — all ideas of loyalty and anything
like that are just out the window. You really have to think about yourself
— thinking about moving on all the time, getting what experience you
can from any particular job and the skills that you want to pick up from
it, and then just going again — not hanging around. Because at the end
of the day you’re the only one that knows where you want to go and how
to get there.

(Male, 1997 cohort, Arts/Humanities degree, elite institution, Studio Manager)

This male graduate’s conviction that such an orientation would secure
success and positional advantage within the world of work appears strongly to
fall in with Brown and Hesketh’s (2004) category of a ‘player’. He expresses a
clear idea of what he reckons will advance a career in terms of collecting skills
and experience from any particular job and then using them in an instrumental
way to move on in the labour market. What remains less clear is not, however,
clear is whether this individual was at peace with himself in subscribing to such
an orientation. In the course of the interview, he explained that this strategy
would not necessarily be one he would adopt himself. Still, he felt it would be
necessary to be position oneself successfully within his field of work. As with
other graduate interviewees, his personal perceptions of the labour market, in
which his specific orientation was embedded, set him within a particular
‘moral’ order of graduate job-seekers.
Those who did in effect endorse these values, were comfortable in adopting

such an approach and who explicitly sought to demonstrate such qualities to
push ahead in their careers, seemingly operated within an essentially market-
driven, competitive, individualistic and in many respects a self-serving, ethical
code. For these individuals, getting ahead in their career required they orient
themselves in a way both highly individualistic and stubbornly determined.
Not to do so would be to limit the possibilities for advancement — a cost many
were unwilling to take.
The dominant perception of such a market driven, individualistic orientation

as the price of getting ahead in the work place world of work, one espoused by
graduates welled experience in the ways of the labour market, contrasted with
that behaviour which, in reality, many interviewees said they felt comfortable
with. The doubts about taking on a strategy that included aspects perceived as
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un-meritocratic and which, the individual was reluctant to accept on grounds
they would compromise her own ethic standards, emerge eloquently:

You can see that the people who do well in the job are the people that you
don’t like, because they would rather look good in front of the manager
above them and stamp on the people underneath in order to get up. And
I would never want to get a job because I’d done that — I would want to
get it because of merit.

(Female, 1997 cohort, Natural Sciences degree, low ranking institution,
Biomedical Scientist)

Unwillingness to compromise on such grounds may have a heavy cost in
terms of outcome. Not conforming to such an orientation may result in
graduates limiting their own ambitions, retreating from what they perceive as
the arbitrary practices of the promotion stakes, of the employment market, or
plunging into disillusion and alienation with their lot. For these graduates,
working hard, remaining true to themselves, not compromising their ethical
principles had not brought them to where they wanted to be.

Do you want the official line or the ‘I’ve been teaching for five years I’m
quite disillusioned sometimes’ line?!y. The official line would be just to
prove your worth — I mean I’ve got where I am through sheer hard work
and letting people see how damned hard I try. But certainly I think it’s
how many strings you can pull, and to some degree whether your face
fits. I have to say that, because there are some colleagues that I have no
idea how they’ve got the job — but they’re doing the job. So to a degree,
with that sort of thing, I’m sometimes quite disillusioned thinking well I
could do that standing on my head, and do it better. But yet I’m still not
being paid the money to do thaty.

(Female, 1997 cohort, Engineering/Technology degree, low ranking institution,
Design Technology teacher)

Initially, these graduates subscribed to a shared belief that working hard
would be sufficient to achieve a reasonable position or ranking in the
workplace. As they accumulated more time in the labour market, they
recognized that criteria on which one is assessed by that self-same labour
market are in reality more opaque. In the way competition for jobs and for
careers was percevied, the younger cohort saw positional competition in
‘purist’ terms whereas the perceptions of the older cohort suggests that as time
in the labour market passed, many graduates’ orientations changed, from the
‘purist’ to the ‘player’. Working hard, merit and sheer dedication had not
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always enough to gain promotion or to forge ahead in their chosen careers.
Those left disillusioned with the experience of the world of work were many.
One graduate, who had entered HE with high expectations, 5 years on from

graduation was very unhappy about his outcome in, and experience of, the
labour market, and moreover, was unwilling to compromise his ethical
principles to the world of work:

I’m very unhappy about it, because I think school and university life
completely sets you up with the wrong expectations of what the rest of
your life’s going to be. The impression that I got from school and
university was that as long as you work hard, and show that you have the
self-discipline to work hard and apply yourself and you do well at it, then
you will be rewarded. That was my expectation and I always thought that I
would get into a job, I would work hard at it, do well, and I would be
rewarded. And all I’ve been is held back, harassed, and ignored. I’ve never
ever been given the opportunities that I thought I would be giveny.

(Male, 1997 cohort, Arts/Humanities degree, elite university, seeking employment)

Summary and Conclusions

To understand the nature of the competition for jobs at graduate level, it is
essential to examine the perceived role and value of different credentials within
the labour market and no less so in view of the basic assumption that those at
the top of the academic hierarchy fare best on the labour market. This article
provided empirical evidence, and an account of graduates’ perceptions of the
role and value of a First Class degree, to give our understanding of this issue
further depth.
The majority of First Class graduates interviewed perceived their credential

as a valuable asset on the labour market, at least in competing for graduate
jobs. The majority believed that initially their credential would help distinguish
them from the crowd and secure a positional advantage over competitors with
lower degrees. At the same time many were aware that effectively to secure a
job depended on mastering and deploying a range of other skills and resources
and making them count. Such an insight often influenced graduates’
employability strategies; for example, whether to seek work experience or
other activities that they deemed a valuable enhancement to their employability
compared to others.
In terms of the views and orientations of graduates in their careers, there

were marked differences between those First Class degree holders whose entry
to the labour market was recent and those who had built up pragmatic
experience over time. The majority believed that ruthlessness, drive and
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ambition were qualities needed to advance their careers. Some were ready to
take up such a market-driven and individualistic approach. A minority,
however, remained attached to a more meritocratic model, believing that hard
work, ability and merit were sufficient to win through. Such a difference related
both to the opportunities available and to the ways different graduates went
about translating the currency of their credential into jobs. While many of the
newer entrants embarked on the labour market with a ‘purist’ orientation,
many of those having 5 years experience had assimilated the values of the
‘player’. In truth, several had come to realize that their First Class Degree,
achieved by dint of ability and effort, had not enabled them to enter the jobs to
which they had aspired. Feelings of alienation and dissatisfaction with their
position in the labour market can be noted but the frustration only guessed at
with difficulty.
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Notes

1 This focus on employability is not UK-specific, however; it has been explored from within a

variety of different contexts including critical papers from Dutch (Verhaar and Smulders, 1999)

and Canadian (Taylor, 1998) perspectives.

2 The UK system of degree-level achievement is currently classified according to the honours degree

classification system. This system divides a student’s overall degree level achievement into five

distinct classes: first class; upper second class (2.1); lower second class (2.2); third class and pass.

Students that do not achieve a pass are classified as having failed the degree for which they were

registered. In the UK, in the academic year 2003/04 10% of full-time, first-degree students were

awarded firsts, 45% were awarded 2.1s, 32% were awarded 2.2s and 7% were awarded third class

and pass degrees. Of the total number of first degrees awarded in this academic year 6% were

unclassified and counted as fails (HESA, 2004).

3 A full profile of the characteristics of each of the first class graduates interviewed as part of this

research, and further details of the research methodology, are given in Smetherham (2005).

4 However, in some cases this quality may be highly valued e.g. merchant banks.

5 The relationship between different levels of credential and outcomes within the occupational

structure is explored in Smetherham (2006).
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