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Abstract

The expansion of higher education has led to a surplus of graduates relative to labor
market demand, creating significant employment pressure. Humanities graduates face
particular challenges due to a perceived mismatch between their theoretical
knowledge and professional skills. This research explores the opportunities and
challenges faced by humanities graduates integrating into the labor market in a society
marked by uncertainty and the rapid development of artificial intelligence. Using a
qualitative case study approach, I conducted semi-structured interviews with
humanities master's graduates from a prestigious university in China. Employing the
conceptual framework of agency, this thesis examines the dynamics between student
agency and external structures during the transition from higher education to
employment. The findings suggest that, despite the influence of external structures,
individuals retain a degree of autonomy and initiative. As they navigate rapidly
changing circumstances, individuals experience increased personal responsibility and
the necessity of making informed choices. The agency and self-formation of
individuals develop rapidly during this transitional phase, even surpassing their higher
education stage. Humanities higher education fosters independent thinking and
rational reflexivity early on, enabling students to continually assess limitations and
opportunities, reposition themselves effectively, and build a strong foundation for
exercising agency in the workplace amid uncertainty. Resources such as autonomy,
intentionality, reflexivity, positivity, and a commitment to learning are crucial
throughout this process, with different resources predominating at various stages.
Finally, this thesis offers recommendations for the development of humanities
disciplines in higher education, emphasizing the importance of fostering agency and

adaptability to better prepare students for the uncertainties of the modern labor market.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

This chapter offers background information on the humanities and related
employment issues. It examines the debates surrounding humanities degrees and the
purpose of higher education, particularly within the context of Chinese society.
Additionally, this chapter outlines the research questions, objectives, and the overall

structure of the dissertation.

1.1 Research context

1.1.1 Contentions about humanities degree in China

The humanities encompass the study of human culture, both past and present, and the
practices of meaning-making, with a strong emphasis on interpretation and critical
analysis. Essential elements of the humanities include individual response, creativity,
imagination, and subjectivity (Small, 2013, p. 24). There is ongoing debate about
whether knowledge should be considered an end in itself or evaluated based on its
instrumental value, such as the satisfaction of desires or its contribution to democratic
culture. The humanities aim to foster serious reflection and study of these issues

(Small, 2013).

Students in the humanities acquire valuable skills during their university education,
including independent thinking, research abilities, time management, and proficiency
in writing and communication. These skills are highly beneficial for their future
careers. However, it has been observed that additional development is needed in areas
such as interpersonal skills, project management, and crisis handling when these

students enter the job market (Lyonette et al., 2017).

Since 1999, China has significantly expanded its higher education enrollment,
resulting in a dramatic increase in the number of graduates entering the labor market.

In 2000, the national graduate employment allocation system was abolished, and a



two-way selection and self-employment system for graduates was implemented
(Yeung, 2013). This new system allows employers to freely choose employees and
enables graduates to select their preferred employers. However, the market economy
conditions characterized by resource reconfiguration, coupled with recent economic

downturns, have led to increasing employment pressure for graduates.

China's current employment situation has evolved into a survival of the fittest
scenario. In 2024, the number of college graduates in China is expected to reach 11.79
million, an increase of over 210,000 from 11.58 million in 2023 (State Council of the
People's Republic of China, 2023). This record high marks the entry into an
increasingly challenging employment season. In the context of an oversupply in the
job market and the lingering impacts of COVID-19, the employment outlook for

graduates, particularly those with degrees in the humanities, remains bleak.

Many studies highlight that the benefits of the humanities extend beyond economic
considerations. Firstly, the humanities impart meaning to life and help individuals
navigate their place in the world. They offer students unique perspectives for
understanding and interpreting human experience and culture, while also fostering
critical and creative thinking skills that positively influence career development
(Belfiore & Upchurch, 2015). The humanities contribute to the happiness of
individuals and communities. This happiness is not merely measured in terms of
instrumental value but, more importantly, enhances individuals' understanding of the
essence of happiness and the connection between personal psychological well-being

and societal well-being (Small, 2013).

Second, a degree in the humanities allows students the freedom and flexibility to
choose their life trajectories and careers. Chan (2016) found that while humanities
students may have unclear opinions about their career paths due to the lack of direct
links to specific occupations, they still identify qualities such as criticality and
empathy in themselves, nurtured by their research and education (p. 1664). The

humanities enable students to experience self-expression, "a sense of freedom," and "a



deeper self-understanding" (Thomson et al., 2020, p. 553). Through the humanities,
students can develop "a better thought-out value system," contributing to personal
development (Chan, 2016, p. 1663). Kakooza et al. (2019) suggested that compared to
graduates in science and technology fields, graduates in humanities-related disciplines,
including literature, history, linguistics, philosophy, and art, have a wider range of job
opportunities. A significant proportion of them are employed in public services,
informal sectors, and other private institutions. A final report by the British Academy
(2019) also illustrates those arts, humanities, and social science graduates in the UK
share similarities with STEM students in employment and income, while the former
possess greater flexibility in occupations, roles, and fields due to the extensive skills

gained through their degrees.

Third, the humanities contribute to the public sphere and public discourse as common
goods. Bate (2011) highlighted the public value of the humanities, which unveil the
origin of human creativity and reveal what is lacking in an instrumentalism-oriented
modern society. Public dialogue on common interests cannot be separated from the
preservation and curation of culture and distinctive understandings provided by the
humanities (Small, 2013). The kinds of goods presented by humanities research
cannot be expressed simply as "economic goods," but rather as "human goods," which
are "richly diverse and heterogeneous in character" (Keat, 2000, pp. 23-30), and they
directly or indirectly contribute to human well-being. The arts and humanities help
cultivate active citizens who can think independently and take responsibility (Hillygus,

2005).

However, the humanities have been criticized in many countries for various reasons.
In China, the demand for professional and technical graduates is relatively high, while
the demand for liberal arts graduates is comparatively low (Li, 2008). This
discrepancy has placed humanities graduates at a disadvantage due to the mismatch
between their majors and job skills, as well as the lack of employment opportunities.
A humanities degree may not equip young people with sufficient competencies for the
labor market. Some humanities students admit that their research is not as valuable or

applicable as STEM research (Ferguson, 2020). Graduates of computer science and



other sciences have more job opportunities compared to graduates of the humanities
and social sciences (Woya, 2019; Livanos, 2010). Moreover, humanities and social
sciences graduates are more likely to face unemployment than their engineering
counterparts (Abel, Deitz, & Su, 2014). One of the main reasons for the increase in

unemployment is the oversupply of graduates (Gokulsing & Tandrayen, 2018).

Additionally, liberal arts students often face confusion about their career choices due
to the difficulty of finding jobs that align with their majors and knowledge in the job
market. Studies have found that job skill mismatches have led some graduates to seek
careers that are not aligned with their fields of study, further contributing to
unemployment among graduates from various disciplines (Shierholz, Davis, &
Kimball, 2014). Li (2009) noted that many humanities graduates are in a "random"
state when seeking employment, often relying on luck. Graduates with majors in
philosophy, history, and literature are primarily employed as civil servants and in
public institutions (Li, 2009). The rapid development of technology-driven industries
has given graduates of science and engineering majors a more competitive advantage.
Conversely, government departments and public institutions place a higher value on
comprehensive quality and management ability, which aligns with the core content of
humanities education (Wang, 2020). Moreover, these jobs often have strict
professional requirements for recruitment, allowing liberal arts students to find

positions that meet their professional qualifications.

1.1.2 The purpose of higher education

From 1998 to 2015, the expansion of higher education increased China's higher
education enrollment rate from about 6% to 43% in less than two decades (World
Bank, 2019). This expansion was a response to market transformation and the
growing demand for educated labor. However, this rapid growth inevitably created
various social and economic contradictions and posed challenges to graduates'
employment and career development (Xiong et al., 2022). Despite the increase in the
number of degree holders, higher education institutions have failed to align teaching
with job market needs, resulting in the unemployment and underemployment of

university graduates (Mok & Jiang, 2018).



Higher education serves dual roles: it contributes to economic productivity through
knowledge creation and the preparation of job-ready graduates (Marginson et al.,
2023). However, its significance transcends mere economic outcomes, encompassing
intrinsic values such as enriching students' comprehension of and engagement with

the global landscape (Ashwin, 2020).

Biesta (2015) argues that education should extend beyond merely imparting
knowledge and skills. It should also address the subjectification dimension, where
individuals evolve into “subjects of initiative and responsibility” rather than being
passive recipients of others' actions (Biesta, 2008, p. 77). Additionally, the
socialization dimension, which involves adopting specific “ways of thinking and
doing,” is crucial. Higher education should not be considered solely from the
perspective of credentials and human capital. It is also an important channel for
cultivating social and cultural capital, offering an opportunity to empower individuals
and change habits (Kang & Mok, 2022). Education must foster beneficence, humanity,
compassion, and the ability to live harmoniously with others (Rousseau, 1762, p. 261).
Pure learning, driven by the desire to understand the world better, frees people from
the restrictions of utility, which is necessary for the common good of society (Russell,
1926, p. 197). An economically-driven model in universities that neglects research on
culture and knowledge for its own sake will be harmful to humanity (Gallagher, 2004).
The increasing instrumentality of purposes and outcome-oriented culture in higher
education gradually impairs students' initiative, independence, and critical thinking
abilities (Frankham, 2015), which are highly valued and expected by employers
(Tholen et al., 2016).

Skill development varies across different disciplines and degrees (Wilton, 2008). As
previously noted, graduates from the humanities often face disadvantages in the job
market and economic returns. However, the humanities cultivate critical thinking
skills that align with goals beyond economic metrics in higher education. Given these
employment challenges, it is crucial to explore how humanities graduates can

leverage these untransferable skills and abstract qualities in practical ways to facilitate



a smoother transition into the labor market and better integrate into society. This is the

central focus of the forthcoming discussion in this thesis.

1.2 Research questions and aims

The research aims to investigate how Chinese humanities Master's graduates from
selective universities navigate the transition into the job market. It focuses on

answering the following sub-questions:

1.How did these graduates choose their major and what did they expect from the
major?
2.How did these graduates view the skills and knowledge developed through their
major?
3.What challenges and facilitators did graduates experience when entering labor
market?

4. what is the relationship between graduates’ agency and external structure?

On a broader scale, the research highlights the value of humanities education in
fostering critical and reflective citizens, contributing to a more thoughtful and
culturally aware society. It emphasize the meaning of self-exploration and agency.
Meanwhile, it will further reflect on the macroeconomic structure and labor market,
offering a comprehensive and critical perspective on the clash between agency and the

job market.

1.3 Dissertation outline

Chapter 1 of this thesis outlines the background, research questions, and purpose of
the study. Chapter 2 reviews the literature on the employment of humanities students,
the challenges they face in integrating into the labor market, and the broader impact of

Al on their employment. Chapter 3 develops a theoretical framework for
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understanding the concept of agency and its relationship with structure. Chapter 4
details the research design, methodology, philosophical underpinnings, and
positionality of the study. Chapters 5 and 6 present and discuss the results of the
interviews, highlighting key findings and their implications. The conclusion addresses

the study's limitations and offers recommendations for future research.

Chapter 2 Literature Review

This chapter reviews the relevant literature on the employment and integration of
humanities students into the labor market. The first section discusses the
employability of humanities students, analyzing the rationale and limitations of using
human capital theory to explain their employment status. The second section
introduces literature on Bauman's concept of liquid modernity to explore the
opportunities and challenges facing humanities students today. The third section
examines the relationship between the development of Al technology and the
transition and integration of humanities students into the labor market, specifying the
uncertain changes within the humanities. The final section summarizes the research

gap and outlines a specific direction for this research.

2.1 Humanities and Employability

The transition from university to the labor market is a critical period for graduates.
Nicholson (1990) describes this transition as an ongoing process that begins during
higher education and continues until the graduate secures employment. Incomplete
knowledge of the labor market can result in insufficient time to acquire necessary
information, potentially leading to unemployment (Hicks, 1964). Corddn-Lagares,
Garcia-Ordaz, and Garcia-del-Hoyo (2022) argued that this transition period is
marked by a high degree of uncertainty, where self-efficacy may significantly impact
the smoothness of the transition. The effect of this transition on graduates is largely

influenced by their perceptions (Schlossberg, 2011). Graduates' perceptions of self-
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efficacy affect their decision-making, efforts to overcome obstacles, resilience, and
overall potential, all of which are crucial for finding employment or adapting to the
workplace (Lent et al., 1999). Factors such as graduates' field of study, internship
experience during higher education, and parents' educational background are related
to self-efficacy (Cordon-Lagares, Garcia-Ordaz, & Garcia-del-Hoyo, 2022). The
transition from higher education to the labor market arises from a confluence of
various factors (Grosemans & Kyndt, 2017), including age (Almeida et al., 2016),
gender (Valadas et al., 2018), social class, and parental educational level (Holmes,

2013).

Compared to graduates from other fields, humanities graduates face a more
challenging transition from higher education to the workforce in many countries
(Louvel, 2007; Kempster, 2018). Cordon-Lagares, Garcia-Ordaz, and Garcia-del-
Hoyo (2022) found that in the Spanish context, the time to secure the first job for
graduates in the Sciences, Legal Sciences, Engineering and Architecture, and Health
Sciences was approximately 6.77%, 14.04%, 22.37%, and 53.35% shorter,
respectively, compared to graduates in the arts and humanities. In the Greek labor
market, arts and humanities graduates experienced longer periods of unemployment
than their counterparts in science-related fields, which tend to offer better
employment prospects (Nunez & Livanos, 2010). Chow (2019) noted that in the US
and the UK, a degree in computer science is often perceived as a direct pathway to

employment.

Ness and Wiers-Jenssen (2023) found that in Norway, master's graduates in the
humanities are more likely to be unemployed and significantly more likely to be
overeducated compared to other graduates. in many European countries, there is a
societal preference for science and engineering disciplines, humanities graduates also
face higher rates of labor market mismatches (Klein, 2010) and lower wages (Louvel,
2007). Thune and Steren (2014) observed that in countries with well-established
apprenticeship and internship programs, like Germany, graduates, including those in
humanities who engage formally with the world of work tend to transition more

smoothly into the labor market. However, in many Scandinavian countries,

12



humanities graduates generally lack these experiences compared to graduates in other

fields (Neaess et al., 2012).

Klein (2010) pointed out that high levels of over-education and job mismatch among
humanities graduates can be partially attributed to the perceived lack of occupational
specificity in the humanities. From the employer's perspective, Humburg, van der
Velden, and Verhagen (2013) found that employers anticipate higher training costs
when hiring humanities graduates and prefer candidates who can be deployed
immediately. Byrne (2022) noted that employers may overlook the potential of
humanities graduates, failing to recognize valuable general skills such as

communication and analytical thinking.

Within the humanities discipline, Naess and Wiers-Jenssen (2023) found that language
graduates in Norway experienced relatively favorable labor market prospects, while
graduates in literature, art history, archaeology, cultural studies, and philosophy faced
significantly higher unemployment rates. The unemployment rates for English and
philosophy graduates have notably increased over time. Humanities graduates from
the University of Oxford have transitioned into the job market more smoothly,
achieving not only economic success but also recognizing value beyond financial
returns (Robson et al., 2023). This success is attributed to individual agency,
knowledge, and other factors (Robson et al., 2023). This research highlights the
importance of leveraging agency and knowledge to assist humanities graduates in
securing employment. However, it is important to note that the signalling effect of an
Oxford degree plays a significant role in these outcomes. An Oxford degree carries
significant prestige and global recognition, as well as access to a vast and influential

alumni network, all of which facilitate smoother transitions into the job market.

Human capital theory helps explain why humanities degrees are often undervalued in
the labor market. According to this theory, the general skills provided by higher
education can enhance economic productivity and offer job seekers better job

prospects and economic returns (Becker, 1975). Becker (1962) described human

13



capital as the knowledge and skills individuals acquire that contribute to enhancing
the production process. In terms of supply and demand, technological progress has led
to a growing need for highly skilled and educated workers, a trend anticipated to
persist in the knowledge economy (Goldin & Katz, 2008). The absence of these
necessary skills can hinder university graduates from seamlessly entering the job

market (Cumming, 2010).

However, many abstract values and skills brought by the humanities are
incommensurable, meaning there is a lack of a common measure. While two careers
may be incommensurable in terms of well-being, they can be compared in terms of
economic security (Chang, 2013). Moreover, there is considerable debate over
whether future employers can reliably assess the transferability of skills acquired in
university classrooms to the workplace (Tan, 2014). Many creative industries lack
formal certification systems and emphasize skills and experience that cannot be easily
certified (Dowd & Pinheiro, 2013). For humanities graduates, the connection between
academic training and work outcomes is particularly vague (Frenette, 2013). While
human capital theory links higher education and skills to better employment outcomes,
it often overlooks the complexity of the real world and attempts to apply universal

theories to all scenarios, which has not consistently stood up to empirical scrutiny.

Moreover, the smoothness of graduates' transition into employment is highly
correlated with their employability. Employability, as described by Harvey (2001), is
dynamic, cumulative, and oriented towards market or employer needs. Hillage and
Pollard (1998) define employability as comprising baseline assets such as basic skills,
intermediate assets including occupation-specific skills, and high-level skills that
enhance organizational performance. Thijssen (2008, p. 168) categorizes
employability into societal, organizational, and individual levels, encompassing
themes such as human, social, cultural, and psychological capital (Williams et al.,
2016). Social capital relates to the potential social connections and career networks of
employees. Cultural capital encompasses the value of academic qualifications and
additional expertise (Harvey et al., 2002), while psychological capital includes traits
like resilience, self-efficacy, and confidence (Luthans, 2002). Additionally,

14



employability is influenced by self-management skills, which are based on personal
interests, values, and goals (Bridgstock, 2009, p. 37). Career management also
encompasses contextual factors and systems that affect the demand for an individual's
skills (Brown et al., 2003). From "transferable skills" (Kalfa & Taksa, 2015) to "soft
skills" (Moore & Morton, 2015), various aspects contribute to an individual's

employability and their ability to effectively navigate the job market transition.

From human capital to psychological capital, a humanities degree can contribute to
employability in a changing society to some extent. The classification of skills within
the concept of individual employability often treats it as a concrete, divisible, and
additive characteristic. This approach unintentionally detaches employability from the
individuals who embody it, as well as from the broader social contexts of jobs,
occupations, and civic engagement (Wheelahan et al., 2022). However, true meaning
and identity for individuals arise from genuine, reciprocal relationships with others
(Bernstein, 2000, p. 59). Bernstein (2000, p. 59) emphasized that individuals should
not be merely trained to adapt to a changing future but should instead "project
themselves meaningfully rather than relevantly into this future and recover a coherent

past."

Therefore, the success of graduates' employment transitions should not be measured
solely by economic returns but also by their career choices and job satisfaction.
Focusing exclusively on individual employability as an investment reduces people to
"homo economicus," overlooking other essential aspects of human values. Individuals
seek purposeful and meaningful work (Spencer, 2008), which contributes to their
sense of self-worth (Roessler, 2012). Graeber (2018) further argued that self-worth
and dignity are deeply connected to work, potentially outweighing the importance of a

paycheck.

2.2 Living in an age of uncertainty

15



In today’s era of accelerated social transformation, Bauman's concept of "liquid
modernity" aptly describes the continuous changes and uncertainties faced by
individuals and society. Globalization, technological advancements, and economic
shifts have introduced increasingly complex and unpredictable risks. Social structures
and interpersonal relationships have become more fluid, and modern lives are
characterized by constant change. As a result, individual life trajectories and careers
have become unpredictable, necessitating constant adaptation to new environments
and challenges (Bauman, 2000). The COVID-19 pandemic has further intensified this
uncertainty, permeating all aspects of life and business. Concurrently, traditional
social ties and collective identities have weakened, compelling individuals to navigate
a highly competitive environment. This process of individualization has exacerbated
the uncertainty of modern society (Bauman, 2001), leading to heightened individual

insecurity and confusion regarding personal identity and meaning.

Predicting future skill demands is increasingly challenging, and education systems are
struggling to address this uncertainty. Educators often face the daunting task of
preparing students for jobs that do not yet exist, utilizing technologies that have not

yet been developed, and addressing problems that remain undefined (McClaran, 2018).

To navigate this search for meaning, students must learn to diverge from conventional
paths (Penlington, 1976). A robust humanities education allows students to confront
existential truths and critically examine fundamental collective and personal
assumptions (Penlington, 1976). This approach encourages students to discover their
own sense of meaning. In these uncertain times, crises present opportunities for
individuals to break away from the group, harness their creativity, and contribute
meaningfully to humanity. The study of the humanities can facilitate this process, and
humanities educators play a crucial role in guiding students toward this goal.
However, this can only be achieved when we ourselves recognize and value the

humanities (Penlington, 1976).
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Thus, in the context of liquid modern life, can the humanities help individuals
position themselves amidst change and uncertainty? In an unfavorable employment
environment, can humanities graduates leverage their experience and knowledge to
effectively transition from higher education to the labor market? These questions will

be explored further in the following chapters.

2.3 Entering the era of Al

The rapid advancement of technology has shifted the balance of power in favor of
potential employers, resulting in a labor market characterized by fewer complaints,
reduced leave allowances, and even lower wages (Arthur, 2019). This shift poses a
threat to the labor market and contributes to rising unemployment (Peters et al., 2019).
Investment in high-level skills remains crucial, as technological transformations

underscore the scarcity of labor with employability skills.

Traditional human capital theory suggests that an increase in the number of well-
educated workers should lead to greater demand for skilled labor, enhancing
productivity and wages (Becker, 1975). However, despite having the most educated
workforce in history, skill deficiencies continue to exist (Wheelahan et al., 2022).
This problem arises because the skills acquired during the first and second industrial
revolutions have become outdated due to the rapid advancements of the third and
fourth industrial revolutions (Wheelahan et al., 2022). Additionally, Al and deep
learning technologies are anticipated to replace humans in roles requiring cognitive
skills, with significant job displacement expected across various industries due to

automation (World Bank, 2016).

Therefore, effectively addressing uncertain changes requires prioritizing the
development of social-emotional capabilities rather than focusing solely on training

for emerging skills. These capabilities are essential for adapting to "new job types that
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don't yet exist" (WEF, 2020, p. 5). Untransferable skills are increasingly sought after
in the labor market (Colvin, 2015; Weise et al., 2018) and are considered crucial for
students' career success (Colvin, 2015; Teng et al., 2019). In China, the focus on
transferable skills stems from an educational system that emphasizes results-oriented
and efficiency-driven approaches, influenced by the college entrance examination
system and a factory model of higher education. However, as technology increasingly
permeates complex aspects of daily life, Colvin (2015) contends that the
characteristics defining our humanity—who we are, rather than just what we can do—
are becoming more important in the digital economy. While professional skills are
more measurable, transferable, and deliverable (Mok, Xiong, & Ye, 2021), human

traits and attributes play a vital role in career development.

2.4 Gaps in the current literature

Currently, most studies examine the overall relationship between higher education
and employment, often mentioning the employment situation of humanities graduates
only in broad comparisons of disciplinary differences (Li, Whalley, & Xing, 2014;
Lee & Chung, 2015; Snieska et al., 2015), or focusing on factors influencing graduate
employment (Holmes, 2013; Almeida et al., 2016; Valadas et al., 2018). Discussions
specifically about humanities graduates tend to concentrate on objective issues such
as the value of humanities education, career choices, skill mismatches, unemployment,
and economic returns. Most of these studies focus on developed countries, with
comparatively less research on developing nations and emerging contemporary

factors like COVID-19.

In the Chinese context, research typically focuses on the broader social factors
influencing the development of humanities disciplines and the career prospects of
their graduates. The liberal arts in China have deep roots in the Confucian tradition,
where education was primarily focused on cultivating moral character and
administrative ability. The "Six Arts" — ritual, music, archery, charioteering,
calligraphy, and mathematics — were considered essential skills for a cultivated

gentleman, reflecting an early form of a liberal arts education. This classical education
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aimed at producing well-rounded individuals who could serve in government roles
(Elman, 2000). The introduction of Western liberal arts education to China during the
late 19th and early 20th centuries led to significant changes in how these disciplines
were perceived and taught. Influenced by Western models, Chinese universities began
to adopt a broader curriculum that included humanities and social sciences, expanding
the scope of traditional liberal arts education (Hayhoe, 1999). In recent decades, the
liberal arts disciplines in China have faced challenges due to the increasing emphasis
on STEM education and the job market's demand for technical skills. However, there
has been a renewed interest in liberal arts education, particularly as universities aim to

cultivate creative and critical thinking skills among their students (Mok & Jiang,

2016).

Recent literature in China has predominantly focused on the employment challenges
faced by humanities graduates. Chen (2012) explored the root causes of the growing
number of unemployed humanities graduates, arguing that the influx of humanities
students has surpassed the absorptive capacity of China's economy and society.
Consequently, civil service positions have become the most viable career option for
the majority of these graduates. Li (2010) highlighted that, in the era of mass
education, humanities graduates face a significantly more severe employment
situation compared to their peers in science and engineering fields. The phenomenon
of "educated unemployment" is particularly evident among humanities graduates. Li
(2010) noted that the lower entry barriers and quicker learning curve in most
humanities disciplines have enabled science and engineering students to easily take
over job opportunities traditionally reserved for humanities graduates. He suggested
that establishing stronger barriers in humanities disciplines is necessary to

fundamentally enhance the quality of education for humanities students.

Furthermore, the demand for professional and technical talents in China far outweighs
that for humanities graduates, with the latter constituting only 24.8% of the total
recruitment demand (Li, 2008). Additionally, the low status of the humanities in
China has led to subtle yet pervasive discrimination against liberal arts disciplines.

While the introduction of the academicians' system aimed to honor knowledge and
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intellectuals and has bolstered the development of the humanities, the humanities and
social sciences have not received equivalent recognition through such a system.
Consequently, scholars in these fields, despite their significant contributions, lack the
same level of honor and recognition afforded to their counterparts in the sciences,
with the exception of a few aging "Members of the Academic Division"
acknowledged in the 1950s (Li, 2010). This academic undervaluation is also evident
in the declining enrollment in liberal arts programs, as these disciplines are often seen
by teachers and parents as a fallback option for students who are not excelling in the

sciences (Zeng, 2001).

Miller et al. (2023) discovered a significant decline in campus recruitment in China in
2023, with fewer than half of recruiters participating in campus interviews and
headhunting activities. The implementation of stringent Covid-19 containment
measures, including lockdowns, exacerbated the unemployment rate among Chinese
graduates, particularly impacting fields commonly pursued by humanities graduates,
such as retail and consumer services (Miller et al., 2023). Miller et al. (2023) also
noted that literature graduates showed little interest in the emerging, stimulus-driven
vocational trades. Ji (2010) identified several key factors affecting the employment
prospects of humanities graduates, including their relatively weaker skills, imbalances
in employment opportunities across regions and industries, and fewer internship
opportunities. Huang, Sun, and Zhang (2021) focused on the challenges faced by
female humanities graduates in the job market, highlighting issues such as gender
discrimination during recruitment, familial pressure and expectations for stable
employment, and the idealization of careers by humanities graduates, all of which

complicate job selection for this group.

There is a notable lack of studies specifically targeting Chinese humanities students’
career aspirations and transitions. Consequently, the relationship between humanities
higher education and employment remains unclear. Additionally, the number of
students pursuing master's degrees in China saw a significant increase of 25% in 2021,
leading to degree inflation and placing additional burdens on recent graduates. This

trend suggests that jobs previously accessible to bachelor’ s degree holders now
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often require a master’ s degree (Atonoy, 2023). Currently, it is not uncommon for
bachelor’ s degree holders in China to find employment as delivery drivers (Beddor,
2023), raising further questions about the value of a master ° s degree in the

humanities.

This research aims to focus on the transition of humanities master's graduates from
higher education to the job market, analyzing individual agency from an internal
perspective. It will also consider modern uncertainties such as the development of Al
and COVID-19, to provide a new view of how these unprecedented factors impact

humanities graduates during job hunting and when entering the workforce.

Chapter 3: Operatizing the framework of agency

To address research questions, this chapter situates the conceptual analysis of agency
and the discussion of the relationship between agency and structure within the context
of humanities graduates transitioning to the job market. First, it conceptualizes the
connotations and associated resources of agency based on the theoretical contributions
of various scholars. Second, it deconstructs agency along the dimensions of
temporality and spatiality to develop a conceptual framework. Finally, this chapter
draws on theories on the relationship between agency and external structure, thereby

laying the groundwork for the subsequent results and analysis.

3.1 Conceptualizing agency

In a modern world characterized by contingency and uncertainty, individuals must
become more proactive and take control of their lives. However, achieving this
heightened need for agency can be challenging (Biesta & Tedder, 2007). This
research aims to investigate how Chinese humanities Master’s graduates from

selective universities navigate the transition into the job market. Agency theory
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provides a valuable lens for examining how individuals make decisions regarding
their major and career expectations. This framework underscores the significance of
self-exploration and personal agency, central to humanities education. Incorporating
agency as a conceptual framework can help understand both the internal motivations

and expectations of graduates and how these factors interact with external structures.

Different disciplines offer varied interpretations of agency. In psychology, agency is
often linked to concepts such as self-efficacy and autonomy (Bandura, 2006).
Bandura (2006) further explores agency through the dimensions of intentionality, self-
reflectiveness, self-regulation, and forethought. While psychological scales can
effectively measure self-efficacy and self-regulation, they tend to be descriptive and
may not fully explain the "why" and "how" of agency. Philosophically, agency is
associated with free will, moral responsibility, and voluntary action (Biesta et al.,
2009). Biesta and Tedder (2007) approach agency from an ecological perspective,
viewing it as the outcome of the interaction between individuals and their
environments. They define agency as "the capacity to exert control and direction over
one's life" (Biesta & Tedder, 2007, p.13). In this framework, higher education and the
labor market can be conceptualized as a self-narrative ecological system comprising
actors, available resources, and structural factors. Learning becomes a process in
which individuals develop agency throughout their lives, receiving guidance and a

sense of purpose to act (Biesta & Tedder, 2007).

Agency thus spans an individual’s lifetime, fostering a greater sense of personal
responsibility and freedom, and preparing them for an uncertain future. Crocker and
Robeyns (2009) argue that agency reflects individuals' and groups' abilities to shape
their own destinies and support each other in becoming active participants in
processes of change. Wyn and Dwyer (1999, p.14) emphasize that young people need
to rely on individual agency to envision and establish patterns that imbue their lives

with positive meaning.
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Sarid (2017) proposed that reflexivity plays a crucial role in agency. According to
Archer (2007), reflexivity involves a process where individuals engage in internal
dialogues before taking action. Through these dialogues, individuals can assess their
social environment, evaluate their choices and constraints, and make autonomous
decisions in complex contexts. Reflexive agency involves critical self-assessment and
is essential for self-formation, allowing people to navigate their lives more effectively
by consciously reflecting on their evolving goals and self-concept (Marginson, 2023).
Hitlin and Elder (2007) highlight self-efficacy, optimism, social support, and self-
esteem as significant components of agency. Self-efficacy refers to an individual's
belief in their ability to complete specific tasks or achieve goals, thereby fostering a
sense of capability and confidence in their actions. Self-esteem, on the other hand,

bolsters intrinsic motivation and self-confidence, contributing to overall agency.

3.2 The framework of agency

3.2.1 Temporal perspective: Past-present-future

Emirbayer and Mische (1998) situated agency within a temporality framework that
incorporates the past, present, and future. This framework comprises three core
elements: iteration, practical-evaluation, and projective dimensions. It offers a
dynamic and comprehensive understanding of agency. “Iteration” involves drawing
strength from past experiences and habits. The actions of an individual are deeply
connected to their historical experiences, which include their economic background,
family upbringing, education, and cultural experiences (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).
“Practical-evaluation” refers to the individual's immediate actions in their current
situation, involving the reflection and assessment of various possibilities and
constraints (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). “Projective” thinking allows individuals to
conceive future goals and plans. As Bandura (2006) discusses, this involves
“forethought”, which is a key component of reflexivity. The projective nature of
agency serves as a foundational step in reflexivity, providing direction and shaping

future possibilities (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).
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Agency is not merely an individual attribute but a process that evolves and develops
within a specific context. Individuals continually adapt and adjust their behavior to
navigate change and uncertainty (Hopwood, 2010). The concept of “possible selves”
and “future selves” is influenced by social networks, psychological resilience, and

community engagement (Harrison & Waller, 2018).

3.2.2 Spatial perspective: Relationships and surroundings

Biesta and Tedder (2007) argued that agency is both temporal and situational,
meaning that individual agency evolves over time and varies according to context.
Actions are accomplished through complex interactions with one's environment.
Consequently, understanding agency requires considering an individual's life course
and specific context. Different social and physical environments offer varying
resources and constraints, which influence the choices and abilities of individuals

(Biesta & Tedder, 2007).

Bourdieu's (1984) Field Theory examines how social position and capital within
social spaces impact agency. An individual's social position determines their access to
resources and power within the social structure, which in turn affects their capacity
for action. Different positions in the social field endow individuals with distinct types

of capital and strategies for action (Bourdieu, 1984).

Social surroundings can either facilitate or hinder agency. Agency does not exist in
isolation; it is influenced by the resources, social relations, and support systems within
an individual's environment (Hopwood, 2010). When external regulations align with
an individual's needs, they can integrate these external values and norms into their
sense of self, as noted by Ryan and Deci (2000). In tertiary education, various
elements provide essential tools and conditions for socialization (Bragg, 1976).
Students who engage more fully in curricular and extracurricular activities often gain
access to supportive peer networks, mentors, and other social resources that can

enhance their success in university (Friedlander et al., 2007).
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The power of agency is significant and can be cultivated through techniques and
knowledge (Biesta & Tedder, 2007, p. 132). According to Bandura (1993), "A major
goal of formal education should be to equip students with the intellectual tools, self-
beliefs, and self-regulatory capabilities to educate themselves throughout their
lifetime" (p. 136). These abilities are essential for developing agency. Pragmatists like
Dewey (1916) emphasize that the main goal of education is to cultivate agency,

autonomy, and self-determination.

The scope of agency in self-formation includes both external resources or support
systems from institutions and educators, as well as individual traits like adaptability
and resilience (Marginson, 2014). Effective teaching not only provides these external
resources but also directly enhances students' adaptability and resilience (Walsh et al.,
2020). For example, exposure to diverse concepts and viewpoints through teaching
facilitates students' reflexivity, shaping their understanding of their identity and
potential (Bernstein, 2000). Additionally, educational institutions and organizations
play a role in nurturing students' backgrounds, identities, learning practices,
perspectives, and decision-making processes, thus actively constructing conscious
student agency (Marginson, 2014). By engaging with diverse knowledge, students
expand their resources and understanding, which supports their ongoing self-

improvement (Marginson, 2023).

In summary, the development of individual agency is informed by two key
dimensions: temporality and spatiality. From a temporal perspective, individuals
engage in judgments and actions based on their past experiences, current
circumstances, and future aspirations. This dimension highlights the individual's
inherent propensity for agency, including their inclination and willingness to exercise
agency (James & Biesta, 2007). From a spatial perspective, the external environment
and available resources offer additional opportunities for individuals to actualize their
agency and achieve their goals. In the context of higher education, agency is
demonstrated through practical-evaluative capabilities, which are enhanced by direct

interactions with various university environments. These include courses, academic
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resources, career guidance, and alumni networks. Such interactions enable individuals
to integrate their past habits and future plans into their current situation (Emirbayer &

Mische, 1998).

3.3 The tension between agency and external structure

The primary issue is not the lack of skills sought by employers but rather the nature of
poorly paid and insecure jobs (Keep & James, 2012; Brown & Lauder, 2010). The
expansion of higher education has led to an oversupply of graduates in the labor
market. “The rising enrollments will make the employment issue a serious challenge
for China in the years to come” (Min, 2001). The COVID-19 pandemic has
exacerbated this situation by worsening the socioeconomic environment and job
market. The pandemic has triggered a severe global economic recession, which
economists argue is more intense than the impacts of World War II or the global
financial crisis (World Bank, 2020). Employment inequalities are increasingly tied to
the nature of employment itself—such as shifts in labor market structures,
stratification, segmentation within and between occupations, and emerging work

patterns—rather than simply the skills of employees (Brown, 2020b).

Given these constraints imposed by external structures, what role can agency play? Is

there a meaningful relationship between agency and structure?

Archer (2007) highlighted the dynamic interplay between social structure and agency.
Social structures provide the context and constraints for individual actions, yet
individuals can navigate and potentially reshape these structures through reflexivity
and action. Archer (1995, p. 2) argues that individuals are "simultaneously free and
constructed," highlighting the dual influence where individuals both shape and are
shaped by their environments. Tomlinson (2022, pp. 53-54) also emphasizes
"enhancement of the self' and "engagement in knowledge" as key aspects of

subjectification. Learners are molded by external forces yet maintain their agency
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(Taylor, 2017). Agency freedom denotes an individual's capacity to make self-
determined decisions and shape their own life and identity (Sen, 1985, p. 203).

Archer (2003, p. 103) asserts that “self-knowledge is something that we produce
internally and dialogically; it is not something that we discover 'lying inside us.” Inner
dialogue is essential in the development of agency and reflexivity. This view posits
that individuals are not merely products of socialization but actively engage in
internal conversations that shape their agency (Archer, 2000, p. 221). Moreover,
individuals do not passively accept social norms and structures; they actively
construct their identities through their thoughts, actions, and choices (Skinner, 2013).
As a result, agency is not fully determined by external structures; instead, it has the

capacity to resist and reshape these influences (Archer, 1995).

Individual agency is influenced by social networks, institutions, and structures, often
unconsciously reproducing the sociostructural environment (Bourdieu & Passeron,
1977; Hitlin & Elder, 2007). Bourdieu (1984) proposed that the interplay between
agency and structure is mediated through habitus, capital, and the specific fields in
which individuals operate. Habitus is both a product of the social structures
individuals are embedded in and a means by which individuals navigate and

reproduce those structures (Bourdieu, 1984).

Without social liberation, there is no individual liberation. Changes in external
structures cannot be separated from collective agency. Giddens (1984) proposed the
duality of structure, arguing that structure and agency are inseparable; structure both
constrains behavior and results from it. In adapting to and responding to changes, the
self becomes a process of continuous construction and reconstruction of identity,
described as a "reflexive project" (Giddens, 1991). Human motivation extends beyond
self-interest to include commitments and empathy for others, such as common goods
like environmental protection (Sen, 2009) and community development. The exercise
of projective freedom can pursue these common goods (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).

Collective agency depends on the confidence of group members in shared goals and
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their collective ability to achieve them (Bandura, 2006). It is not merely the sum of
individual agencies but a collective capacity formed through interaction and
cooperation, allowing groups to pool their skills, knowledge, and resources to shape

their future together (Bandura, 2006).

Identity links structure, which limits individual choices through social group
constraints, with agency (Co6t¢ & Levine, 2002, p. 9). Brown (1997) found that
individual agency and social norms interact dynamically and iteratively in the
discourse of career identity. The meaning individuals ascribe to their professional
identity evolves as they enter the workforce, continually reinterpret past experiences,
and project possible futures to guide their current actions (Brown, 1997). After
entering the labor market, career identity develops under the pressure of integrating
diverse experiences into a meaningful whole (Markus & Wurf, 1987) while also being
influenced by interactions with others (Goffman, 1959). Bauman (2000, pp. 31-32)
proposed that “individualization” involves transforming one’s “identity” from being
“given” to being a “task,” requiring individuals to assume responsibility for executing
this task and the consequences of their actions. Bauman emphasized that whereas
identities were once "given" within a relatively narrow set of expectations provided
by social, cultural, institutional, and local frameworks, individuals now face a broader
array of choices. The weakening of societal, cultural, and institutional influences
means that finding one’s place has become a significant challenge. While aspects of
individualization may be driven by a heightened sense of individual agency, the
abandonment of clearly defined but limited choices means that actors must

increasingly utilize their agency in institutional and social contexts (Beck, 1992).

This chapter outlines a framework for understanding agency, characterized by self-
efficacy, autonomy, intentionality, reflexivity, positivity, and learning. It also
examines the resources available for developing agency from the perspectives of
temporal and spatial context, thereby offering a comprehensive analytical scaffold for
this study. Various scholars hold differing views on the relationship between agency
and structure. This study aims to further analyze and validate this analytical

framework within the context of higher education and the transition to the job market.
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Chapter 4 Methodology

This study employs qualitative research methods to address the research question:
how Chinese humanities Master's graduates from selective universities navigate the
transition into the job market. This chapter outlines the research design and explains
the rationale for adopting case study and semi-structured interview methods.
Additionally, it describes the philosophical underpinnings, specifically the
constructivist approach, and details the sampling strategies and overall research
procedures. Furthermore, it explains the process of positionality and data analysis.

Finally, this chapter discusses the ethical considerations and limitations of the study.

4.1 Research design

This research employs a qualitative case study design to investigate how Chinese
humanities master's graduates from selective universities transition into the job
market. Given the complexity of transitions and the personal nature of experiences, a
smaller, more manageable number of participants is ideal for conducting an in-depth
analysis. The primary aim is to gain a deep understanding of the nuances in each
participant's experience. One-on-one semi-structured interviews are employed as they
are effective for achieving detailed insights and may uncover unexpected data (Sutton,

2011, p. 111).

4.2 Rationale and philosophical underpinnings

4.2.1 Why qualitative approach

The research design is guided by the nature of the research question, the desired

outcomes, and the extent of control needed over the research process (Merriam, 1998).
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The case study design is defined as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon (the ‘case’) within its real-life context, especially when
the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 2013,
p. 16). It is particularly suited for addressing “how” and “why” questions related to
contemporary events (Yin, 2013). This study aims to explore “how” graduates of
Master of Humanities programs from prestigious universities transition from higher
education to the job market, and how the agency developed by these students helps

them navigate the external structures of the job market.

Given the exploratory nature of the research questions and the need for a deep
understanding of graduates' experiences, qualitative case studies are an appropriate
choice. Qualitative case studies are advantageous for understanding complex
phenomena and their significance (Merriam, 1998). This approach allows for in-depth
insights into personal narratives, decision-making processes, and experiences during
the job market transition. Semi-structured interviews, which include both closed and
open-ended questions, offer flexibility for prompts while allowing the interviewer to

maintain some control (Drever, 2006).

4.2.2 Philosophical underpinning

A paradigm represents a comprehensive framework encompassing philosophical
foundations and theoretical perspectives that shape how researchers understand and
investigate their subject matter (Mertens, 2007). This research is grounded in a
constructivist approach, which posits that social reality is co-constructed by
individuals and society, emphasizing the significance of interactions between

individuals and their social environments (Amineh & Asl, 2015).

The personal narratives and decision-making processes of humanities master's
graduates transitioning from higher education to the job market illustrate how they
construct and interpret their employment experiences through interactions with
society, peers, and employers. Each decision made by graduates during their

employment process is formed through these interactions and their own reflections
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within a specific social and cultural context. Constructivism facilitates an in-depth
analysis of these interactions and the logic behind decisions, as well as an
understanding of how graduates construct their personal and social identities during
the transition. It also directly addresses the research question concerning the

relationship between graduates' agency and external structures.

Additionally, this research is supported by interpretivism, which aids in understanding
the subjective realities of participants and how they interpret their experiences of

transitioning from education to employment.

4.3 Sampling strategies

This study was designed to conduct an instrinsic case study on students from a
specific institution. According to Stake (1995), an intrinsic case study is conducted
when the primary interest is in the case itself, rather than in generalizing findings to
other cases. The case is of particular interest due to its unique characteristics or
context (Stake, 1995). In this research, the focus is specifically on humanities
master’s graduates in fudan university, examining their unique experiences and
challenges as they transition into the job market. This intrinsic interest in Fudan
University’s context, rather than a broader generalization, aligns with Stake’s
definition of intrinsic case study. It often involve detailed, rich descriptions of the
case to provide in-depth understanding (Yin, 2018). This research focuses on
individual Master’s graduates from Fudan University to provide detailed insights into
their specific challenges and successes. The study examines recent graduates,
typically those who have completed their Master’s programs within the past 1-3 years.

This timeframe ensures relevance to current job market conditions.

4.3.1 The selection of university

On the one hand, due to accessibility and time constraints, participants were recruited

from Fudan University in China. As an alumnus of Fudan University, I have more
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direct contact channels for recruitment, such as social media groups comprising
current students and alumni. On the other hand, Fudan University is a prestigious
institution known for its high academic reputation and quality of education. Its
humanities programs are highly regarded both domestically and internationally,
representing a typical example of high-level humanities education in China. The
experiences of its graduates might provide specific insights related to this elite
educational context. The research results from this study may provide valuable
insights applicable to other institutions. Graduates from Fudan University have
diverse career options, spanning various industries. Thus, choosing Fudan University
as the focus of this study provides a wealth of cases and data, offering a
comprehensive understanding of the employment transition process for humanities

master’s graduates.

4.3.2 The selection of participants

The case university and interviewees for this research were selected using purposive
sampling, a method that identifies and selects individuals or cases based on specific
criteria or qualities relevant to the research (Merriam, 1988). In this research, the
criteria include: 1) Prestige of the university: Fudan University, as one of China's top-
tier and highly selective institutions, was chosen for its reputation and influence; 2)
Field of study: The focus is specifically on graduates from humanities disciplines; 3)
Recent graduation: Interviewees were selected based on their recent transition from
academic study to the job market, typically within the last 1-3 years.This approach
ensures that participants are representative of the study's focus. Additionally,
snowball sampling was employed to reach as many respondents as possible who met

the criteria.

This study specifically targets graduates who entered the job market within 1-3 years
for several reasons: First, this period is crucial for transitioning from an academic
environment to a professional career. During this time, graduates typically undergo an
adaptation phase in their initial employment and begin to stabilize or adjust their
careers, offering valuable insights into the transition process. Second, those who

graduated 1-3 years ago have relatively recent memories of the job search process and
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their first employment, allowing them to recall the challenges and opportunities they
encountered with greater accuracy and detail, thus providing reliable first-hand data.
Third, early in their careers, graduates often reflect on the alignment between their
academic background and job requirements. Their career satisfaction, adaptability,
and reflections on career choices during this period offer important information on the
relationship between education and employment. The study focuses exclusively on
graduates from humanities programs. It does not extend to graduates from other
disciplines such as STEM or business. It is limited to Fudan University, a selective
and prestigious institution, to explore the particular challenges and advantages

experienced by its graduates.

This research focuses specifically on Master’s graduates because they occupy a
unique position between undergraduate and doctoral studies, representing a critical
transition from academia to the professional world. While doctoral students are
primarily oriented toward research careers, Master’s students often pursue a wider
range of career paths, including those outside academia. Unlike undergraduates,
Master’s students typically have a clearer understanding of their disciplines and goals,
allowing them to engage in more autonomous exploration and decision-making.
Studying their experiences offers comprehensive insights into the value of the
humanities and how humanities education can be enhanced to better support this

transition.

The selected participants are both homogeneous and heterogeneous. They come from
various humanities disciplines, such as philosophy, history, literature, and linguistics,

which allows the research to capture a broad and diverse perspective.

It is also important to note that the recruited respondents have navigated the impacts
of COVID-19 during their job search or early employment. This context provides
valuable insights into university and labor market experiences in the post-COVID-19

cra.
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4.4 Research procedure

The recruitment process began by distributing an initial invitation via popular Chinese
social media platforms such as WeChat and Weibo. The invitation was specifically
targeted at potential participants who fit the study's criteria. Additionally, a more
focused effort was made by sharing the invitation in the Fudan Humanities
Employment Information WeChat group, a platform frequently used by recent
graduates to discuss job opportunities and career-related topics. This approach
ensured that the invitation reached a relevant audience. Interested individuals received
follow-up communication via official emails to schedule interviews and discuss the
meeting method. Consent forms were sent electronically and returned through email.
This process resulted in the recruitment of 9 qualified participants. Subsequently, the
snowball sampling method was employed to extend recruitment. Current participants
were asked to refer the study to their peers, which led to the recruitment of an
additional 8 participants, bringing the total to 17. This number aligns with similar
qualitative studies in this field. The final pool of participants included a diverse range

of degree subjects within the humanities.

Participants information:

Name (Pseudonym) | Degree Years of working | Industry
experience
Mary Master of Marxism | 2 Banking
philosophy
Paul Master of | 1 Investment

Philosophy in

Science and
Technology

Linda Master of Western | 1 Chinese language
philosophy and literature
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education

Susan Master of Chinese Journalism
Philology

Sarah Master of Western Automotive
philosophy industry

Jessica Master of Art exhibition
Aesthetics

David Master of Marxism Civil service
philosophy

Richard Master of Chinese Chinese language
language and and literature
literature education

William Master of Marxism State-owned
philosophy enterprise

Lisa Master of Political teacher
Ethics

Emily Master of Chinese Internet industry
Literature

Karen Master of western Political
philosophy education

Carol Master of Private enterprise
Aesthetics

Emily Master of Foreign company
Linguistics

Steven Master of Chinese Public affaris
philosophy

Elizabeth Master of Marxism Private company
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philosophy

Donna Master of Chinese | 1 Press

philosophy

In June 2024, a semi-structured pilot interview was conducted with a Chinese
humanities graduate to test the validity of the interview questions. This pilot interview
allowed for adjustments and refinement of the questions, including the elimination of

redundant ones.

The main interviews were conducted one-on-one, semi-structured, and involved 17
humanities graduates who had entered the job market 1-3 years prior. These
interviews were conducted using Teams and Tencent meetings, with sessions lasting

between 40 to 90 minutes. The interviews were conducted in Mandarin Chinese.

Before the interviews, an outline was sent to some interviewees upon request. The
interviews followed a general guide but allowed flexibility for specific questions
tailored to each interviewee’s background and responses. The interview protocol
included 18 open-ended questions (see Appendix F), divided into four main sections:
professional choice, career decision, knowledge and skills, and future planning. The
questions were designed to explore the graduates' experiences from past, present, and

future perspectives.

Immediately after each interview, memos were recorded to capture initial thoughts
and observations. During the transcription process, follow-up questions were posed to

some respondents to clarify any ambiguities.

4.5 Positionality
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Positionality refers to the consideration of how our various lenses—shaped by our
social identities, social capital, and researcher status—affect and potentially bias our
understanding of the world. These lenses may align with or, conversely, diverge from
the perspectives of the people and contexts we study (Bennett et al., 2022, p. 635).
Achieving complete neutrality in research is challenging, as researchers inevitably

bring their own interests, motivations, biases, and worldviews into the project.

As a graduate of the humanities, I might establish a more trusting relationship with
interviewees due to shared disciplinary backgrounds. However, this familiarity also
presents the risk of bias. Specifically, I may overemphasize certain aspects of the
problem while neglecting equally important but less familiar details, or I might overly
sympathize with and understand the interviewees' situations, which could influence
the analysis and interpretation of the data. To mitigate these potential biases, I aim to
maintain a balanced perspective, remain open to unexpected data, and uphold the

rigor of the research process.

4.6 Data analysis

The purpose of data analysis is to derive well-supported generalizations and
conclusions "based on a preponderance of the data" (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984, p. 139).
This study utilized NVivo 14 qualitative data analysis software to code and analyze
the interview transcripts. Coding involves assigning labels or tags to document
fragments to identify and categorize key themes (Crabtree & Miller, 1999), thus

capturing the content or dimensions of the text.

The analysis followed the five-stage framework outlined by Ritchie and Spencer
(1994). The process began with immersion and familiarity with the interview
transcripts, which involved re-reading the texts, listening to the audio recordings, and
creating indices for the interviews. The second stage involved thematic analysis,

where NVivo was used to categorize the qualitative data and develop a structured
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framework for coding. This framework was used to identify key concepts and themes

emerging from the data.

Subsequently, the data was organized by theme or concept in Excel, displayed in
sheets arranged by rows and columns. The raw material was indexed, retaining the
interviewees' language, and systematically applying the thematic framework to the
data. This descriptive approach helps capture participants' perspectives accurately and

describes the status of categories and their fit with the data.

In the process of categorizing and fitting the data, a refined conceptual framework
index was developed. By reviewing the themes column by column, the dimensions of
these categories were further examined and refined. The final step involved mapping
and interpreting the data by identifying patterns, clustering related themes, comparing

findings, and establishing connections (Miles et al., 2014).

4.7 Ethical considerations

This study received approval from the Department Research Ethics Committee of the
Department of Education at the University of Oxford and adhered to established
ethical guidelines (see Appendix A for the full form). Informed consent was obtained
from all participants through a series of procedures. Potential respondents were
initially contacted with an invitation letter that outlined the study’s objectives. Before
the interviews commenced, each participant was provided with an information sheet
and consent form via email, and written consent was obtained for both participation

and recording.

This research involves specific risks for participants, primarily concerning
confidentiality. Given the small, specialized group of humanities Master's graduates
from Fudan University, there is a risk of identification even with anonymization,

potentially exposing personal opinions and career struggles. Additionally, participants
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may share critical views on their educational experiences or job market challenges,
which could have negative consequences if linked to institutional practices, possibly

affecting their relationships with the university or future employers.

To mitigate these risks, participants will be fully informed about the study's aims,
methods, and potential risks, in accordance with BERA (British Educational Research
Association)'s guidelines on informed consent. Participation is voluntary, and
individuals can withdraw at any time. Participants are encouraged to contact the
researcher with any concerns. Despite naming the institution, every effort will be
made to anonymize participants through pseudonyms and by removing identifying
details from the published research. In addition, all data will be securely stored and
accessible only to the research team. Care will be taken to ensure that anonymized

data does not inadvertently reveal participant identities.

Naming Fudan University is essential for providing context to the experiences of
humanities graduates in China. Fudan University, as a prestigious institution, plays a
significant role in shaping the opportunities and challenges faced by its graduates.
Naming the institution allows for a more accurate and contextually relevant analysis
of these dynamics. However, this decision requires careful balancing of institutional
transparency and the protection of participant confidentiality. The research will
adhere to BERA's guidelines on integrity and respect, ensuring findings are presented

fairly without causing undue harm to the institution or its graduates.

The interviews began with rapport-building and casual conversation to put
participants at ease. Video was not used during the interviews, which helped maintain
anonymity and privacy while allowing participants to speak freely. At the end of each
interview, participants were given the opportunity to ask questions or provide
additional comments about the process. Feedback from participants indicated no
potential harms. The interviews concluded positively, with participants expressing

willingness to recommend the study to their peers.
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4.8 Limitation of this research

There are numerous complex structural factors that influence transitions and outcomes
after graduation, such as individuals' prior educational background and social class
(Wilton, 2011). Employment experience, life experiences (Purcell et al., 2007), as
well as variables such as gender, age, ethnicity (Dickerson & Jones, 2007), and
employer preferences (Wilton, 2011) also play significant roles in employment

attainment.

Due to the inherent complexity of the research and privacy considerations, this study
does not delve into the analysis of social class, gender, family background, and other
related factors. Furthermore, the scope of this study is somewhat limited by
recruitment challenges. Despite efforts to encompass a broad range of humanities
disciplines, the distribution of respondents' majors is not entirely uniform, and certain
fields such as history and regional studies are underrepresented. Additionally, the
study's focus on graduates from a single university further narrows the diversity of the

student population and their experiences.

Chapter S Findings

This chapter provides a comprehensive description and presentation of the interviews
related to the research questions. This chapter will answer the first research sub-
question from participants' agency in choosing humanities. Regarding the third
research sub-question, this chapter will describe the agency in integrating into job
market in response to the challenges and facilitators faced by graduates when entering
the labor market. In addition, this chapter will present the research results of the value
of humanities to transition, the relationship between agency and structure, and the

future of humanities to answer the second and fourth sub-questions.
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5.1 Agency resources

5.1.1 The agency in choosing humanities
5.1.1.1 Autonomy and initiative

Most participants indicated that their decision to pursue a master's degree in the
humanities was both deliberate and driven by their personal interests. Mary, for
example, noted that she found spiritual enrichment through the study of humanities.
The development and reinforcement of their interests were largely influenced by their
undergraduate courses and lectures (William, Susan, Donna), the books they had read
(Paul, Donna), and their overseas exchange experiences (Sarah, Jessica). These

experiences helped clarify their academic direction over time (Carol).

1 was very happy in every class and enjoyed engaging with my teacher. [
consistently received positive feedback during this process (Sarah)

The books I read and the questions I pondered deepened my interest in
philosophy. (Paul)

Throughout their personal development, participants’ genuine passion for the
humanities became increasingly apparent, leading them to make a spontaneous choice

to continue in this field.

The participants thoroughly considered their prior learning experiences and felt that
their chosen graduate major was either consistent with or similar to their
undergraduate field, and in which they excelled (Emily, Richard, Linda, Mary, David).
They believed that switching fields would involve greater competitive pressure
(Karen), thus reinforcing their active decision to pursue a master's degree in the

humanities.
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5.1.1.2 Influence from environment

Participants also reported varying degrees of influence from their undergraduate
environment, including teachers and classmates. Emily mentioned that the atmosphere
at her undergraduate institution subtly shaped her perspectives. Karen and Elizabeth
indicated that they were influenced by peer behavior, seeing high-achieving
classmates pursue further studies or continue in related fields created a sense of
pressure to follow suit. This led them to feel that they should not fall behind and
should continue their education. Linda noted that the choice of major was partly

influenced by her mother's occupation.

Conversely, some participants stated that their decisions were entirely independent of
external influences. Sandra and Paul emphasized that their choices were made based
on their personal preferences. Steven, for instance, mentioned that his decision to
study Philosophy in Science and Technology was met with resistance from those

around him, yet he persisted in his choice due to his genuine interest in the field:

Most people, including my family, were against me studying philosophy. They
would tell me that it’s not a good field for finding a job. But I chose it purely out of
personal interest. [ read a wide range of books, and during my undergraduate years, 1
attended some philosophy lectures. That’s when [ realized I was really passionate
about it.

5.1.1.3 Sense of purpose

Many participants articulated clear goals and plans for their master's degrees. From a
personal growth perspective, they aspire to enhance their cognitive abilities (William),
gain spiritual fulfillment, and develop stronger independent thinking skills (Lisa).
Some also seek to derive greater happiness (Linda), engage in systematic professional
learning (Donna), and gain deeper insights into the world (David ) through their

studies.

Elizabeth expressed a desire for philosophy to contribute to her personal development:
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1 hope that philosophy can provide me with more cognitive growth, helping me to
shape myself into a more complete individual. [ want it to aid me in adapting to
societal changes while maintaining a positive character and mindset. My goal is to
focus inwardly rather than outwardly, seeking personal enrichment rather than

worldly success.

From a more pragmatic standpoint, participants aim to study at prestigious
universities. They seek to enhance their academic credentials to secure better job
opportunities (William, Lisa) or to have more career options (Richard). Additionally,
they are drawn to the academic atmosphere and learning environment of renowned
institutions (Emily). The academic reputation and resources associated with Fudan
University, as well as its location, are significant factors in attracting participants
(Lisa, Jessica). Fudan’s high ranking in humanities disciplines was also noted as a

major appeal (Carol).

Regarding career goals, Lisa highlighted that her choice of major was largely
motivated by employment considerations, having already defined her initial career
path. Emily noted that this major aligns well with her future development plans. Linda

expressed:

I aim to work as a reporter or editor in the journalism, so studying philosophy
with a focus on political philosophy is particularly relevant to my career goals.

In contrast, Sarah emphasized her intrinsic enjoyment of the major, stating that her
primary motivation was the personal fulfillment it brings. She had thoroughly
considered and accepted any potential challenges or negative effects associated with

this career path.
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Some participants indicated that they did not extensively deliberate their decision at
the time. Despite receiving warnings from relatives and friends about potential
difficulties in future employment, they largely disregarded these concerns and chose

to proceed incrementally. Paul noted:

1 didn’t pay much attention to employment issues and took things one step at a
time.

Steven explicitly stated that career considerations were not a primary factor in his
choice of major. Karen and Elizabeth admitted that their career goals were somewhat
ambiguous, while Donna acknowledged having a general employment direction but

lacking clarity on specifics.

For some participants, the master’s degree serves as a transitional phase, providing

additional time and flexibility for exploration. Karen Said:

On the one hand, I am unsure whether I want to pursue an academic career. On
the other hand, since I did not develop a solid career plan during my undergraduate
studies, I find myself wavering between academia and employment. Given my limited
internship experience, continuing with a master’s degree seems to be the best choice.
It can enhance my qualifications and provide me with more time to explore my
options.

Similarly, Elizabeth mentioned that pursuing a master’s degree in this field offered

her more time for exploration.

In summary, despite varying degrees of clarity regarding employment directions,
participants shared a clear goal in choosing to pursue further studies. Their
motivations ranged from personal growth and self-exploration to pragmatic

considerations.
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5.1.2 The agency in integrating into job market

5.1.2.1 Self-knowledge

The job choices made by those humanities graduates are primarily influenced by their

self-perception. Elizabeth noted,

First, think clearly about what you want most and what you want least, and then
make a choice between these preferences.

This self-perception is shaped by interactions with the surrounding environment, past

experiences, current judgments, and future plans.

Past experience provides participants with initial direction and guidance, helping them
connect actively with the world. Many participants emphasized that their internship
experiences during the master’s program were crucial in shaping their job decisions
(Paul, Sarah, Carol). These internships offered opportunities to explore various

industries, engage in trial and error, and refine their preferences (Sarah).

Karen shared:

I interned during my first and second years of master’s program, trying out
various popular jobs at the time, such as internet companies, marketing, and human
resources. Although these roles were accessible to humanities students without
specific professional thresholds, I found that I wasn’t particularly interested in them
or that they weren’t aligned with my field. These experiences didn’t directly enhance
my skills but rather provided me with a broader perspective and a way to connect
with the world.

Linda also mentioned that while her internships were not directly related to her final
job, they helped her understand what she did not want to pursue. David noted that his

internships significantly broadened his horizons. Some participants discovered areas
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they were both suited for and passionate about during their internships, allowing them
to focus and deepen their expertise in those areas (Paul). Sandra reflected that her
internships were instrumental in clarifying her job seeking direction. By experiencing
various types of companies, she developed a clearer understanding of the types of
companies and corporate cultures she preferred and adapted more swiftly to the work

environment and rhythm.

University functions as a microcosm of society, offering students opportunities to
explore their identities, preferences, and aspirations through learning and interactions
(Elizabeth). The rigorous intellectual training, extensive reading, and academic
writing encountered during master’s program significantly influence participants'
thinking processes, problem-solving approaches, and creative thought (William, Lisa).
Corporate visits organized by the university expose students to valuable social and
employment resources, such as understanding corporate profit models and market

operations. Sarah reflected:

Afier the visit, I realized the complexity of the world, which greatly broadened my
horizons. Understanding the landscape of opportunities is crucial before you can
prepare effectively, you can’t anticipate and prepare for what you don’t know.

The personal connections and community experiences facilitated by the university
enrich participants’ experiences (Sarah). For instance, the internships and teacher
recommendations provided Jessica with numerous exploration opportunities. Linda
found substantial value in both the formal instruction and the self-directed learning
she engaged in during her studies. While attending a prestigious institution carries
undeniable advantages, the ultimate success of graduates depends on the knowledge,

capabilities and skills they have accumulated through their experiences (Paul).

Planning and future considerations significantly influence participants' career choices.
Self-reflection during university helps in shaping projective aspirations. Interactions

with classmates, friends, and teachers enable participants to gain a better
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understanding of themselves. Exposure to diverse experiences, the perspectives of
peers from various backgrounds, and shared insights help bridge information gaps,

guide decisions, and influence career choices (Paul). Emily noted:

1 see numerous possibilities in my classmates. It’s not necessarily the constraints
1mposed by my major but rather my own personality that has shaped my limitations.

Similarly, Lisa’s reflections were influenced by observing her peers, leading her to
recognize her preference for stable and secure jobs. Richard mentioned that both his
classmates’ career choices and his mentor’s advice played a crucial role in finalizing

his career direction.

“Future self” also plays a major role in career decision-making. Participants consider
factors such as salary, personal growth opportunities, company training programs, and
organizational structure. Emily highlighted that these considerations were central to
her decision-making process. Linda emphasized that long-term career prospects and
stability were her primary concerns. Engagement with workplace communities and
social networks fosters reflections on future selves. Unlike the relatively homogenous
environment of academia, participants face more diverse information when enterting
workplace environment, further prompting individuals to contemplate their future

plans (Emily).

In China, many humanities master’s programs are oriented more towards academic
pursuits rather than employment. Paul noted that his department focuses on training
and encouraging academic research. Deviating from this path to enter the workforce
requires additional subjective initiative, which he acknowledged as a reasonable

expectation of his program.

5.1.2.2 Personal values
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The university's career planning guidance played a pivotal role in helping Karen
navigate her period of uncertainty. The one-on-one consultations enabled her to gain a
clear understanding of her personality, revealing her preference for a job that offers a
sense of achievement, dedication, and stability with minimal pressure. Similarly,
Sandra perceived her personal value and unique capabilities through career planning
consultations. Susan highlighted the impact of her teachers on shaping her
professionalism, worldview, and values. Richard, valuing social responsibility and a

sense of achievement, chose to pursue a career as a high school teacher.

Many participants reported applying for civil service positions, influenced by the
desire for stability in a market characterized by high uncertainty and economic
turmoil (Lisa, Elizabeth, Richard). Some were motivated by family expectations and
China's official-oriented mentality, viewing a career in politics as a meaningful

pursuit aligned with their personal values (William, David, Steven).

5.1.2.3 Transformation

Many participants experienced significant transformations while pursuing a master's
degree in the humanities and transitioning into the job market. Higher education plays
a crucial role in helping individuals establish a preliminary direction for their lives.
Throughout their master program, participants often reported feelings of confusion,
uncertainty about their future paths, and indecision regarding how to achieve their
goals (Sarah, Paul). The primary purpose of universities is to provide a conducive
environment for self-development, offering students ample time and space for
contemplation, which can be highly beneficial (William, Lisa). The comprehensive
education and diverse course offerings at universities serve to broaden students'
perspectives and stimulate new ideas (Carol). The critical thinking skills cultivated
during univeristy are often considered more valuable than specific skills and
professional knowledge, playing a significant role in personal growth and self-
formation (Paul). Furthermore, experiences of studying abroad have a profound

impact on personal transformation. As Sandra mentioned:
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During my exchange program in Germany, I traveled to various European
countries. The exposure to different languages and cultures had a profound impact on
me. Interacting with local people provided significant cultural stimulation, leading fto
substantial changes in my worldview, values, and outlook on life. My aspirations and
life goals also evolved gradually during this period.

Many participants identified a general direction during their university experience,
which became more defined as they transitioned from higher education to the job
market. Lemire (2023) notes that graduation signifies the end of one era and the
beginning of another. This transition may facilitate personal transformation even more
profoundly than the higher education experience itself. The goals at the university
level are relatively singular and clear-cut, with thoughts being more pure and
idealistic (Susan). This stage lays a foundational groundwork, upon which one will
gradually discern specific directions for development and effort upon entering the
workforce (Paul). Karen said that while university provided her with a framework for
understanding the world, the process of transitioning from a student to a working
professional introduced challenges that her university experience did not address.
Steven expressed that university exposure was limited, making it difficult to form
clear preferences. The realities of the job market, with its associated choices and
uncertainties, provided a more painful yet transformative experience (David, Steven).
Through ongoing job interviews, feedback from employers, and self-reflection,
Sandra gained a clearer sense of direction. This process, coupled with a deeper
understanding of the industry and society, encouraged exploration of personal
interests and strengths (Paul, Sandra, Susan). Susan noted that her shift from a student
mentality to a professional one necessitated demonstrating competence and engaging
with clients on a more practical level. This realization prompted her to reflect on his
communication style and occupational identity. Donna mentioned that while her
master program offered some clarity regarding her goals, it was only after starting

work that she was able to refine and adjust her original aspirations.

During the transition to the job market, participants experienced significant shifts in
identity. They often encountered challenges such as insufficient industry knowledge,
fear of inadequacy (Paul), difficulties in interpersonal relations (Sarah, Richard,

Susan), and reduced freedom (Sandra, Emily, Richard, Jessica). This period marked a
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gradual shift from academic to professional thinking (Emily, Susan). Emily
highlighted that while academic performance metrics are straightforward, the

workplace demands a more comprehensive set of skills:

Success in the job market requires not merely outstanding professional
competence, but proficiency in every aspect including client communication, social
interaction with colleagues, and organizational skills.

Donna noted that the academic environment often functions as an 'ivory tower,' where
individuals are somewhat insulated and receive information in a protected manner.
Upon entering the workplace, she experienced a more independent and responsible

role, necessitating direct interaction with clients and peers.

Participants noted that their difficulty in adapting to the transition period was less
about the work content itself and more about their mindset, their ability to adapt to
changes, different environments, and interpersonal relationships (Carol). Changes in

environment can significantly accelerate shifts in identity and cognition. Carol Said:

Studying in university provides limited exposure to real-world experiences, as
individuals cannot fully grasp societal dynamics early in life, which makes timely
adjustment in cognition and self-positioning crucial. For people in their 20s, adapting
to social norms and making necessary adjustments are essential for thriving in society.

5.2 The value of humanities to transition

5.2.1 Reflexivity

The humanities play a crucial role in self-reflection and personal development.
Participants noted that their initial self-positioning and self-exploration were largely
shaped during their study of the humanities. Linda and Richard observed that the
humanities prompt students to confront fundamental questions such as "Who am 1?"

and "Where am I going?" early in their academic careers. This early introspection
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facilitates the formation of a personal identity, although it does not provide definitive
answers. It is the tension between ideals and reality that prompts Sarah and Mary to
reflect on these questions and observe how others address them. As a result, their
actions from higher education through their entry into the job market are continually

influenced by these inquiries.

Humanities education profoundly impacts an individual's fundamental thought
processes, worldview, life outlook, and values (Paul, Emily, William, Richard). Linda
reflected that much of the knowledge and critical thinking gained through the
humanities directed her towards her current self. She likened the study of the
humanities to nourishing oneself with the wisdom of the past, while work becomes a

process of applying this knowledge.

Following their transition to the labor market, participants experienced a clash
between the theoretical ideals of the humanities and the practical realities of their jobs.
This confrontation led some to reconsider the significance of their degrees and the
rationale behind their choice of major (Emily, Sarah). Others, however, integrated
their humanities education into their personal and professional lives, using it as a
guiding framework for their actions and decisions (Carol, Sandra, Elizabeth). For
example, Sarah found that her humanistic approach led her to critically evaluate tasks
rather than accept them passively, enabling her to proactively undertake work that

others might overlook or be unable to conceive.

5.2.2 Mindset

The untransferable skills acquired through studying the humanities deeply influence
and shape participants' thinking patterns in their professional lives (Paul, Mary), with
these effects becoming increasingly apparent over time (Paul). Sarah noted that the
structural thinking developed through her humanities education allowed her to
appreciate not only the specific tasks she was involved in but also the broader
operational framework and overall structure of her projects, which proved highly

beneficial in her work.
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William described how the humanities shaped his mentality and worldview, serving
as a fundamental driver of his personal growth. The guidance and encouragement
participants received from their thesis advisors significantly boosted their confidence
(David, Elizabeth). When facing work-related challenges, the critical thinking skills

honed during postgraduate studies provided Emily with comprehensive guidance.

The humanities serve as an essential spiritual foundation for individuals, helping them
to establish their own sense of meaning and value system. This allows participants to
focus less on external standards of evaluation and more on internal self-exploration.
This plays a fundamental and supportive role in participants’ lives (Mary, William,

Lisa, Karen). Sandra said:

The humanities imbue my life with value and significance. I noted that it has
transformed me fiom a mere executor of tasks into someone with a broader vision,
capable of converting needs into future strategies, a perspective I attributes to my
background as a humanities student.

Entering the workplace inevitably involves encountering situations that may be less
enjoyable or challenging to adapt to. The humanities offer participants a means to
navigate these challenges by helping them find personal meaning and lessening the
impact of external pressures, thereby fostering greater flexibility and satisfaction
(Steven). For Linda, the humanities serve as both a teacher and a friend. She

explained:

The humanities have provided insight into problems I once found confiising and
troubling, revealing that these issues have been explored by others whose deeper and
more comprehensive perspectives offer guidance and inspiration.

Elizabeth noted:
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The humanities have alleviated my sense of isolation, allowing me to féeel a sense
of support, quickly adjust my mindset, and effectively address workplace challenges.

The values and qualities emphasized by the humanities subtly influence and shape

individuals' values and behaviors. Carol expressed:

Studying the humanities instills higher-level pursuits such as sincerity, kindness,
and truthfillness. These qualities, while deeply ingrained in human experience,
become part of my internal value system. As a result, they naturally guide my actions
and decisions in the workplace, aligning them with these cherished qualities.

5.2.3 Skills and Capabilities

During their humanities masters’ degree, participants predominantly developed
untransferable skills and ways of thinking, such as communication and critical
thinking abilities. While many participants noted improvement in communication
skills during their graduate studies (Sarah, Sandra, Elizabeth, Donna, Linda, Emily),
this communication was often limited to interactions with peers. Consequently, those
who entered the workplace frequently exhibited a deficiency in upward
communication skills (Lisa, Steven). Many participants emphasized that their
communication abilities, particularly with individuals at different hierarchical levels
and from diverse backgrounds, significantly improved after entering the workforce

(Susan, Jessica, Emily, William).

In addition to enhancing existing skills such as social interaction, writing, resilience,
and comprehension (defined as the ability to quickly and accurately understand
workplace needs), participants made substantial progress in acquiring industry-
specific knowledge (Sarah, Elizabeth, Emily, Paul) and holistic thinking capacity
(Sarah, Carol), which emerged as crucial factors for a smooth transition and
adaptation to the professional environment. The independent learning skills and
structured thinking developed during their humanities master’s degree served as a
stepping stone for gaining industry knowledge and fostering holistic thinking in their

professional roles (Karen, Carol, Sarah).
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The following table, based on participants' responses, outlines and compares the skills

developed in universities, the skills lacking when entering the labor market, and the

skills cultivated in the labor market:

Skills  developed in | Lack of skills when | Skills developed in labor
universities entering the labor market | market
Learning ability and | Industry-specific Industry-specific

learning autonomy

knowledge

knowledge

Communication ability

Upward communication

Multi-level

communication skills

Problem analysis and

problem solving ability

Verbal
skills

communication

Public speaking skills

Multi-tasking ability

Strategic planning skills

Planning and scheduled
skills

Resilience Transition from student to | Resilience
professional mindset

Information retrieval | Computer skills Execution skills

skills

Writing ability Writing skills

Perception and Demand insight skills

Comprehension

Social ability Social skills

Critical thinking ability Holistic thinking

Adaptability
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Many participants view the untransferable skills developed through humanities
education as significantly more important for their transition to the workplace than
professional skills. Opinions vary on whether acquiring professional skills during
higher education is necessary. Some participants believe that career planning should
be the primary focus, with different fields requiring varying levels of specialized
knowledge (Karen, Donna). Some argue that while professional skills may be
essential for entering a particular industry or for early career stages, the unpredictable
nature of career development makes untransferable skills—such as adaptability and
communication—more critical (Emily, Carol, Sarah, Mary, David). They suggest that
individuals should enter the industry first to identify their specific needs and acquire
skills on the job. Additionally, some feel that personal interest should be considered,
as universities primarily aim to foster intellectual and personal growth rather than
technical skills (Paul, William). Conversely, others assert that possessing specific
skills remains important. They argue that the power of thought needs to be

complemented by skills in order to be fully realized (Lisa, Sandra, Richard, Linda).

5.3 The relationship between agency and structure

Despite many students having established a general life direction during their
university experience and preparing extensively, they face significant structural

challenges when seeking a job.

Firstly, humanities graduates often encounter disadvantages due to the limited job
market for their field. Opportunities for humanities graduates are fewer (Sarah), and
employers at career fairs frequently focus on recruiting candidates from science and
engineering backgrounds (Richard). The mismatch between the knowledge acquired
in the humanities and the requirements of available positions (Emily) further

complicates the job search for humanities graduates.
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Secondly, there is often a lack of understanding and persistent stereotypes about
humanities majors among employers. Participants reported being frequently asked in
interviews about the relevance of their major to the job at hand and how they could
transform their humanities background into practical skills (Paul, Jessica, Mary).
Employers are often concerned that degrees in non-practical subjects, such as the

humanities, may not contribute directly to business operations.

Thirdly, economic instability and changes in social environment have led to a
reduction in available positions. The job market has become increasingly competitive,
and the prestige of graduating from a selective university no longer guarantees access
to desirable positions (Carol, Sarah). Both Linda and Susan mentioned that their target
companies halted recruitment during their graduation year, after they had interned

there for six months. Linda explained:

They told me that the company was significantly affected by the overall economic
climate. With limited positions available and no one willing to leave, no new hires
could be accommodated.

Sarah commented:

The job market resembles a pyramid. It used to be quite broad, accommodating
many individuals. Graduates from prestigious universities could secure decent and
well-paid jobs. Now, however, these opportunities are dwindling, and despite having
an excellent background, it is increasingly difficult to find a satistactory job. The top
of the pyramid is becoming narrower.

Acknowledging these structural challenges is crucial. Given the limitations imposed
by external factors and the imbalance in market supply and demand, individual
initiative can feel relatively constrained. Participants expressed feelings of

helplessness (Paul, Susan). Emily said:

As a student, I felt a great sense of agency and believed I could change many
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aspects of my life. However, afler entering the workforce, I realized that many things
are not solely within one's control. While it is important to work hard and proactively
strive for change, larger factors such as the era and environment we live in
findamentally shape the choices available to us.

However, the actual external constraints may not be as insurmountable as individuals
imagine and perceive. Many participants recalled feeling that there were very few job

openings for their target positions when they were job hunting. Lisa said,

At that time, I always felt I couldn't find a job. I lacked confidence and thought no
schools were hiring teachers. But afier entering the profession, I discovered that
many schools were indeed hiring.

Karen recalled being hesitant to apply to many big-name companies, feeling she
wasn't a good fit, but her final attempt exceeded her expectations, resulting in an ideal
job offer. When asked about the limitations faced by the humanities, Steven
mentioned, "Don't worry, just apply,” which sometimes led to unexpected
opportunities. The gap in information and resources further reinforces the perceived
external constraints, and a lack of self-efficacy and confidence to some extent limits

the exercise of personal agency.

Nevertheless, there is still room for agency in navigating these external constraints.
Adjusting one’s mindset, altering thinking patterns (Paul), enhance the ability to think
independently and make informed judgments, and finding one’s unique position are
ways to exercise agency (Richard, Elizabeth). Karen mentionted that daring to take
risks is essential to keeping up with new developments and seizing opportunities in a
rapidly changing era. Participants who had smoother and more adaptive transitions
mentioned that their rich experiences during university helped them handle work-
related stress better (Paul, Carol, Donna, David). Agency brought them limitless
possibilities. Sarah noted that one's major is not a restriction on their career. David
found that studying the humanities provided him with more time and flexibility,

which opened up opportunities for learning, personal growth, and gaining wisdom.
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Susan described her struggle during the transition period, where daily tasks seemed
trivial and the gap between ideal and reality caused discomfort and resistance. By
actively changing her mindset, she was able to redefine her relationship with work

and improve her overall experience. As Linda reflected:

If the world doesn’t align with my ideal, it might not be because the world is
flawed but because my ideal is unrealistic. This could be an opportunity to rethink
what it takes to realize my ideal.

The significance of the humanities lies in their ability to help individuals establish a
stable and robust spiritual core and develop their own worldview. Once in society,
this perspective can engage constructively with prevailing mainstream views,
potentially leading to new insights (Jessica). Participants also mentioned that while it
is not always necessary to resist prevailing trends, there is always room for individual
choice. Exploring and reflecting on these choices can create new opportunities

(Donna, Sarah).

In response to the external environment, individuals continually adjust their agency.
Self-awareness and employment direction are gradually developed during the
postgraduate period. However, the social environment shifts subtly by the time
participants are actively searching for jobs. When seeking employment, participants
evaluate the pros and cons based on the current social context and make prompt

judgments and decisions. Emily noted:

My initial interest was in traditional media. However, during my master's studies,
I observed a decline in traditional media and recognized that it no longer aligned
with my career goals. By the time I graduated, the rising prominence of the Internet
Companies led me and many of my classmates to shifi towards careers in this
growing field.
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Susan described her career choice as serendipitous. The company where she had long
been interning and hoped to secure a position suddenly canceled their hiring plans due
to the impact of the Shanghai lockdown during the pandemic. With limited
opportunities to intern elsewhere, she ended up at a company she hadn't initially
considered, thanks to a recommendation from a senior colleague. Sandra, graduating
in 2023, chose to enter the popular new energy sector, a field she deemed unmatched
by other industries in terms of growth potential. Linda characterized her job search as
marked by "contingency" and "haste," as she had to pivot from her initial plan to
pursue a Ph.D. to seeking employment. Drawing from her past internship experiences
and the job offers she received, Linda ultimately defined her career direction during
the job search process. Agency is not static, participants often make immediate

adjustments based on current changes, engaging in "practical evaluation."

Agency is continually reshaped by external changes. Almost all participants were
significantly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic during their job search or while
pursuing their master's degrees. The pandemic disrupted plans and routines, blocked
internships (Paul), caused missed opportunities to study abroad (Jessica, Sarah,
Elizabeth), and led to job cancellations (Linda, Susan). Jessica mentioned, “I feel like
my window to explore the world has been closed.” Karen noted, “my university was
locked down on the first day of my internship. I’'m unsure if I would have chosen a

different career path had I completed an offline internship for three months.”

In response to the challenges posed by COVID-19, participants adapted to the new
reality after experiencing initial negative emotions (Linda, Jessica). Some mentioned
that their mindset shifted during this period, leading them to appreciate the present
and seek enjoyment in their lives (Steven), while gaining a deeper understanding of
themselves (Elizabeth). These changes in reality and thought have subtly influenced

their life choices and developmental paths.

When discussing their future goals and plans, many participants indicated a focus on

adhering to current circumstances and living in the present (Sarah, Emily, Lisa,
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Sandra, Richard, Steven, Elizabeth). They expressed a desire to enhance their spiritual
well-being, seek a greater sense of purpose, and wait for new opportunities (William,

Susan, Linda).

5.4 The future of humanities

Despite the uncertainties of modern society and the rapid advancement of Al, many
participants remain optimistic about the future of the humanities. While AI may pose
challenges in basic text editing and processing by automating content search and
organization from extensive knowledge bases (Paul), it struggles with tasks requiring
depth, continuous personalization, and creativity. Fields such as the arts, which
demand nuanced interpretation and innovation, remain resistant to Al's current

limitations (David, Emily, Lisa, Jessica).

Beyond material needs, spiritual and existential needs are equally crucial for human
well-being. The humanities play an irreplaceable role in fostering individual spiritual
growth, including the pursuit of meaning, emotional understanding, empathy,
humanistic care, and the collective memory of humanity (William, Karen, Mary,
Donna). Carol and Paul argued that as material resources become more abundant,

there will be an increasing demand for spiritual meaning in the future. Linda observed:

Artificial intelligence can imagine a better reality, but it cannot envision a
findamentally different reality. It tends to produce a more one-dimensional existence,
where humans might become mere tools rather than spiritual and dignified beings.

In addition, society operates as a complex system with humans at its core,
encompassing social dynamics, resource allocation, and power structures. In the
context of China, a society deeply rooted in human relationships, the nuances of

interpersonal interactions and highly valued communication skills are crucial in the
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workplace and cannot be replaced by Al (Sarah, Sandra, Susan). Al should be viewed

as a tool rather than a replacement for these human-centric skills.

Other participants argued that the humanities may seem out of touch with the realities
of modern society, where science and technology are increasingly dominant. They
foresaw a greater demand for technological positions and a corresponding decline in
the need for humanities expertise (Lisa, Mary). The rise of modernization and Al may
indeed reduce opportunities for humanities graduates. However, the core attributes
required for these professions—such as individual creativity and humanistic
thinking—are precisely the qualities that humanities students cultivate. The problems
lie is these qualities are often underutilized in university or not fully applied in the job
market (Karen). Mary highlighted shortcomings in her university's humanities
training, such as inadequate school-to-industry connections and a lack of career
planning compared to business programs. Humanities students often approach the job
market with idealism and may lack practical economic thinking, leading to a
mismatch between their skills and job market demands. The expansion of graduate
programs in China and the mismatch with labor market demands, as noted by
Elizabeth, create significant challenges for humanities graduates. Many humanities
students lack practical job skills and have not fully mastered the knowledge offered
by their disciplines (Karen). This undoubtedly poses numerous barriers for humanities
students transitioning into the workforce. If university humanities programs could
better integrate with real-world applications and specific technical skills (Elizabeth,
Donna), and if humanities students actively seek out diverse experiences (Sarah), it

could lead to a different and more promising future.

Chapter 6 Discussions

This chapter further discusses the research results by integrating the theoretical
framework from Chapter 3 with existing research. First, it reconstructs the resource
framework of agency combining the dimensions of temporality and spatiality. Second,

it examines the relationship between agency and structure in the transition of
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humanities graduates from higher education to the labor market, contextualized within
Bauman's literature on liquid modernity and individualization, and specific to the
national conditions of China. Finally, based on the research's findings, it provides
recommendations for the development of humanities disciplines in higher education

within a modern society characterized by uncertainty and the rapid advancement of Al.

6.1 From findings to discussions

In this research, the theoretical framework integrates both temporal and spatial
dimensions to construct a comprehensive theory of agency. Emirbayer and Mische
(1998) conceptualized agency within a temporality framework, identifying iteration,
practical-evaluation, and projective thinking as its three core elements in the time
dimension. Individuals leverage past experiences and habits to inform their immediate
actions, reflecting and evaluating various possibilities and limitations in the present.
They also employ projective thinking to conceive future goals and plans, thus
providing direction for their future through reflective processes. From a spatial
perspective, individual agency is not isolated, it is influenced by the resources and

social relationships within one's environment (Hopwood, 2010).

The research's findings consistently highlight resources and factors associated with
agency as discussed in the literature, including autonomy (Bandura, 2006), learning
(Biesta & Tedder, 2007), reflexivity (Sarid, 2017), optimism (Hitlin & Elder, 2007),
and intentionality and forethought (Bandura, 2006). However, self-efficacy (Bandura,
2006; Hitlin & Elder, 2007) did not prominently feature in the results. This thesis will
systematically analyze these elements within the dimensions of temporality and
spatiality, aligning them with the identified agency-related resources, and
reconstructing the theoretical framework for understanding the transition of

humanities students.

6.1.1 Iteration
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The career choices of humanities graduates are predominantly influenced by their past
experiences during university and subsequent reflections. Participants shared
narratives of their internships, active involvement in social practices, student work,
impactful courses, exchange programs abroad, and the support received from teachers
and peers. These experiences illustrate how they derive meaning from their past,
undergo mental changes, and engage in self-formation. As noted by Brown, Bimrose,
and Merrill (2014), the identity of adult learners is shaped by their educational,
familial, and workplace experiences. However, isolated experiences alone do not
directly foster self-formation and transformation. Instead, it is the reflective process
on the meaning and internal impact of these experiences that drives personal growth.
This is particularly evident among participants who engaged in exchange programs
abroad, displaying notable reflexivity, a finding consistent with Marginson (2014),
and Jin and Ball (2019)’s research on international students. As Emirbayer and
Mische (1998) suggested, “actors who are positioned at the intersection of multiple
temporal-relational contexts can develop greater capacities for creative and critical

intervention.”

Reflexivity extends beyond university experiences. As participants navigate the
workplace and evolve in their careers, they reinterpret past experiences and project
possible futures to guide current actions. Crossley (2000) characterized reflectivity as
an individual’s “dialogue with oneself,” which mediates between external events and
internal psychological development (Kohlberg, 1968). This reflective process enables
individuals to integrate disparate experiences into a coherent narrative (Markus &

Wurf, 1987), thereby influencing their career development and identity.

6.1.2 Practical-evaluate

Individual agency manifests within the constraints and opportunities provided by the
surrounding environment. Although humanities graduates often face challenges in
securing jobs due to the mismatch between their academic background and the job
market demands, many participants highlighted how experiences with peers, mentors,
networking, and access to resources allowed them to exercise a significant degree of

autonomy in a relatively passive environment.
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During the transition from higher education to the workplace, individuals develop
rational career choices and identities through reflexivity. This transition involves
conscious decision-making and selective actions, particularly when navigating
complex career paths (Roberts, 1997). Individuals need to possess reflexive awareness
of their career significance and how their thinking and practices align with their career
goals (Brown, Bimrose, & Merrill, 2014). Participants not only leveraged their past
experiences but also evaluated the current environment—considering interests,
strengths, industry trends, and potential career development opportunities—to make

informed and active choices.

The concept of agency in the school-to-work transition has been interpreted in various
ways, including reflective and strategic behavior, resistance, and rational choice
(Willis, 1977; Goldthorpe, 1996; Evans, 2002). Some participants prepared
extensively for their chosen careers, yet unforeseen circumstances like Covid-19
forced them to abandon their original plans and reorient themselves. This process
exemplifies the reflection of agency. Tran and Vu (2018) suggested that when
individuals feel powerless against broader social structures, it reflects the
internalization of agency. Adapting to or resisting these discursive structures

illustrates the repositioning of the self as a form of personal agency.

New social relationships and networks in the workplace play a crucial role in
intensifying individual reflexivity and shaping professional identity. The process of
developing a professional identity occurs within a specific community where
interaction, socialization, and learning are integral components (Brown, Bimrose, &
Merrill, 2014). Transitioning from higher education to the workplace involves
navigating significant environmental changes and discontinuities between education
and work (Heinz & Kriiger, 2001). In the workplace, individuals engage with diverse
groups characterized by different majors, ages, positions, and goals, which exposes
them to a broader range of perspectives and ideas. This exposure catalyzes further

individual reflexivity and agency.
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The formation, maintenance, and evolution of professional identity are continually
influenced by the nature of surrounding relationships. Interactions with colleagues
contribute to the ongoing shaping and reformation of professional identity (Goffman,
1959). The new workplace environment, therefore, not only introduces individuals to

varied viewpoints but also enhances their capacity for reflexivity and self-position.

It is important to recognize that participants reflect on their transition to the workplace
from a retrospective viewpoint. According to identity narrative theory, the
construction of a shared sense of self relies significantly on the personal narratives
individuals create (Brown, Bimrose, & Merrill, 2014). As participants navigate their
professional journeys, they may develop new narratives, adjust or discard old ones,
which impacts how they perceive their adaptation and professional identity. This
narrative construction process challenges the objectivity of how individuals view their

transition and identity development.

6.1.3 Projective

Intentionality and future planning align with Emirbayer and Mische’s (1998) concept
of projective among human agency. Emirbayer and Mische (1998) identify personal
values, future plans, and reflexivity as intrinsic aspects of agency. Tran and Vu (2018)
highlight that mobility and future aspirations drive individuals toward self-
transformation. These studies underscore the role of intentionality and future-oriented
change in the formation and transformation of the self. Unlike undergraduate students
in the humanities, who often choose their field passively due to not meeting the
required scores on the college entrance exam, many participants pursuing a master's
degree in the humanities out of active and deliberate choice. This choice reflects a
clearer understanding of the degree's meaning and purpose, whether driven by

genuine interest, a desire for extended exploration, or a pursuit of personal growth.
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Participants facilitated their self-formation through internships, overseas exchanges,
and social practices during their higher education. Initial career planning and
preparation, coupled with reflective practice during the transition period, further
clarified and implemented specific career plans. As Ashwin et al. (2016) concluded,
personal projects—referring to individual initiatives or efforts undertaken by students
during their tertiary education—provide a flexible method to help students understand
their objectives at university, thereby contributing significantly to their self-formation
and transformation. This process significantly aids in the transition from student to
professional identity, allowing for better adaptation to a changing social environment.
Emirbayer and Mische (1998) describe this “transformative” quality as inherent to
agency. Clear goals enable individuals to navigate and adapt their identities in
dynamic contexts. Many participants noted that while university provided ample
opportunities for self-exploration, the experiences were relatively homogeneous
compared to the diversity encountered in the workplace. The transition phase, marked
by environmental changes, diverse information, and societal integration, has
intensified individual self-cognition and clarified their goals. This process further

enhances the development of their agency and professional identity.

Intentionality reflects agency as a dynamic, continuous process of learning and
development. Agency should not be narrowly defined by skill acquisition alone but
rather understood through the concept of "learning as becoming" (Wenger, 1998).
Learning and identity development are central to both transition and career
development. Learning not only facilitates transitions but is also propelled by the
experiences of these transitions (Merriam, 2005). For humanities graduates, ongoing
learning during university, internships, and job searches is crucial as they navigate the
evolving job market. Once employed, the need to acquire industry knowledge, project
management skills, and engage in continuous learning and communication with
colleagues and leaders further drives the development of individual agency and
professional identity. Wenger’s (1998) concept of "learning as becoming" aptly
describes this developmental process: individuals do not possess a fixed identity but
are perpetually in a state of becoming. In the face of various limitations and
possibilities, this learning becomes increasingly active (Billett, 2007). For humanities

graduates, whose professional skills may initially be less developed, “learning as
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becoming” becomes a powerful driver for individual agency, contributing to identity

formation and career advancement.

The humanities play a crucial role in both the iterative and projective phases of this
process. They provide a framework for students to reflect on their identities and
reassess their valuable goals (Walker, cited in Clegg, 2011). By posing existential
questions such as "Who am 1?", "Where am I going?", and "How will I get there?",
the humanities encourage early reflection on past experiences and future aspirations.
Even in the work environment, participants continue to engage in this reflective
process, using it to shape their future. The humanities not only impart knowledge but
also imbue it with meaning, helping individuals navigate and find purpose in their
lives. As Albert Camus (1955, p. 3) asserted, "The question of life's meaning is the
most urgent question of all." The quest for meaning involves identifying goals, values,
and directions that fulfill individuals' lives (Penlington, 1976). The intrinsic values
and modes of thinking cultivated by the humanities become embedded in graduates’
personalities and approaches to life, serving as an internal impetus for the ongoing
development of their agency and identity. This enables students to remain

authentically human in a changing world.

6.1.4 Supportive surroundings

Selective universities offer learning opportunities, academic freedom, and flexibility
for self-exploration, which are foundational for developing autonomy and reflectivity.
MacFarlane (2012) emphasizes that academic freedom not only represents the right to
freedom and full expression but also facilitates genuine "higher education" by
nurturing critical thinking skills. Additionally, student engagement and social
networks play a crucial role in helping graduates secure their first jobs (Martin &
Frenette, 2017). The freedom to explore during university supports humanities
graduates' transition into the job market. Experiential learning programs that
emphasize action-based, firsthand experiences, such as service-learning, internships,
and career development courses, positively impact student development (Kolb, 2015).
These programs foster lifelong learning skills through reflective adaptation and

flexible thinking (Moon, 2004). They also enhance students' understanding of their
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subjects and build practical expertise for their careers after graduation (Eyler, 2009).
Internships, in particular, increase the likelihood of finding employment before
graduation (Miller et al., 2017). Students from elite institutions who engage in
internships are more inclined to pursue careers in business and management after

graduation (Martin, 2013).

In addition, the positivity that students bring to their transition from higher education
to the workplace is significantly shaped by their education in the humanities, along
with the social and supportive resources available in higher education institutions and
workplaces. While science-related degrees equip graduates with professional
capabilities and technical skills, the analytical and critical thinking skills fostered by
the humanities provide lifelong knowledge and competencies that are not easily
replaced (Kirdly & Géring, 2019). Research indicates that the humanities and arts are
crucial for developing individuals who can navigate uncertainty, seize opportunities,
and shape the future (British Academy, 2020). The influence of humanities education
is deeply internalized, shaping students' mentality, cognition, and approaches to
challenges. This education imparts spiritual values and a sense of meaning, fostering
resilience and calmness in the face of difficulties, thereby shielding them from being
overly affected by external pressures. Education, particularly in the humanities,
fosters critical thinking and enhances students' ability to engage in independent
thought and rational reflection. Through education, students can develop rationality,
enabling them to make independent judgments and laying the foundation for agency

and autonomy (Biesta & Tedder, 2007, p. 133).

Many participants reported that interactions with like-minded peers during university,
envisioning the future, and support from classmates became significant sources of
inner strength in their professional lives. They drew inspiration from their peers,
which fostered optimism about their current circumstances and future prospects.
Additionally, the support from mentors and professors served as a crucial
psychological pillar during challenging times. Beyond practical assistance and

resource recommendations, the encouragement and guidance from teachers bolstered
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students' confidence in their future endeavors. Participants noted that the values and
mindsets imparted by humanities professors reshaped their perspectives, leading them
to view success not merely as worldly achievement but as a broader, more fulfilling
journey. This shift in perspective allowed them to maintain a positive outlook and
explore new possibilities when facing setbacks. For instance, Elizabeth found that the
iterative process of working on her graduation thesis, with ongoing feedback from her
mentor, not only provided positive reinforcement but also contributed to her personal
growth. Similarly, David drew significant inspiration and strength from his mentor's
encouragement and shared experiences, which continued to influence him in his

professional life.

It is evident that the development of a positive mindset is largely attributed to the
interactions and support received from teachers, classmates, and friends during the
higher education phase. This mindset, as a relatively stable quality, is often
established early in adulthood. This research supports Simon's assertion that higher
education is a crucial stage for self-formation, where "agency, freedom, and conscious
reflexivity have the opportunity to flourish, and the person's sense of self and social
relations are permeated by specific knowledge" (Marginson, 2023, p. 63). However,
the research also reveals that as students transition from higher education to the job
market, the influx of diverse information, shifting interpersonal relationships, and
rapidly absorbed industry knowledge significantly intensify their reflexivity and sense
of self. This process appears to be crucial in enhancing their agency and self-

formation.

In summary, resources such as autonomy, intentionality, reflexivity, positivity, and
learning are integral to the formation of individual agency, interwoven through both
the temporal dimensions and the surrounding environmental factors. These elements
do not function in isolation, instead, they collectively contribute to agency formation.
Reflexivity and learning, in particular, are ongoing processes that continuously shape
individuals' future plans and intentionality, guiding their autonomous choices and
actions. The significance of these resources varies across different stages of agency

development.
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During the iteration stage, individuals primarily rely on reflexivity on the meaning
and internal impact of past experiences. This reflective process is crucial for
understanding how past experiences shape their current identity and future direction.
In the practical-evaluate stage, students reassess their position by evaluating current
limitations and possibilities as they prepare to enter the labor market. This evaluation
informs their strategic choices, whether through adaptation, resistance, or conformity,
reflecting their proactive engagement with their career development. At this stage,
reflexivity and autonomy are central to shaping their professional trajectory. In the
projective stage, intentionality becomes the predominant resource. Individuals'
purposefulness and future planning drive continuous learning from university through
to their entry into the workplace. This ongoing motivation facilitates goal attainment
and supports identity transformation. Humanities education, alongside the
surrounding environment, plays a crucial role in shaping individuals' mindsets and
values, fostering a positive attitude in the face of uncertainty. It is worth noting that
the concept of self-efficacy, as discussed by Bandura (2006) and Hitlin and Elder
(2007), is not prominently reflected in the responses of participants. Faced with
structural limitations, many students transitioning from higher education to the job
market lack confidence in their future prospects and doubt their ability to achieve
their goals. As Susan recalled her job search experience, "I didn't know which
company would eventually choose me; I could only keep submitting resumes."
However, this does not hinder their capacity for reflexivity and agency, enabling them

to adapt to changing environments and successfully integrate into the workforce.

This is a summary table of agency resources, linking to temporal and spatial

perspectives:
Agency Temporary perspective: Past-Space perspective:
present-future Relationships and
surroundings
autonomy internships , choice-making,Opportunities and resources

provided by seniors, peers
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reflexivity, self-positioning |and university

Intentionality Future goals, plans, learning,Peers’ choices and

motivation, self-knowledge |experience

Reflexivity university experience,Peers’ choices and
internships, mobility, choice-experience, networking

making, transformation, self-

positioning, humanities
education
Positivity Humanities education, Encouragement from
personal values supervisors, communications
with peers
Learning Transformation, transition,Influence from peers,
challenges colleagues

6.2 Locating this project in the literature

This thesis further explores the interplay between agency and structure within the
framework of Bauman's concept of fluid modernity and its application to the context
of China. The findings align with Archer’s (2007) perspective, which posits a
bidirectional relationship between social structure and agency. Social structures set
the context and constraints for individual actions, yet individuals can navigate these
structures through reflexivity, finding space for agency. However, the extent to which
individual actions can influence and transform these external structures remains more
aspirational than actual in this research. The realization of such influence necessitates
the emergence of collective agency. The study highlights the variability in the
motivations for choosing a major, employment considerations, and future
expectations among humanities graduates from a prestigious university. If the sample
were extended to include graduates from less selective institutions, these differences
would likely be even more pronounced. This disparity underscores the challenge of

achieving a shared vision for shaping the future of humanities students and the
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confidence required to realize this vision, which is essential for the emergence of

collective agency.

In an environment marked by uncertainty and instability, the interaction between the
individual agency of humanities graduates and external structures is evident.
Confronted with uncertain structural factors such as economic instability, an
oversupply of graduates due to the expansion of higher education, and recruitment
freezes, participants did not passively acquiesce. Instead, they actively responded to
these constraints by enhancing their skills, seeking additional internships, and
leveraging social resources to bridge information gaps. This mirrors the findings of
Bloomer and Hodkinson (2000), who noted that the interaction between individual
agency and structural factors is a common theme in the experiences of adult learners,

who strive to engage in learning while navigating restrictive structural conditions.

Bauman (2000) argued that individuals, navigating rapidly changing social and
personal circumstances, face an increasing demand for personal responsibility and
choice. This transformation from a predetermined to an autonomous identity, as
discussed by Bauman (2000), signifies a heightened sense of individual agency.
Concepts such as responsibility, autonomy, choice, and subjectivity converge within

the phenomenon of individualization.

Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that individuals often have limited control
over their development after graduation, particularly in the context of the Chinese job
market, which is characterized by a scarcity of vacancies and a rising unemployment
rate. Furthermore, the transition of humanities graduates from higher education to the
job market is constrained by their past experiences. Although participants' responses
suggest that their choices are not predetermined but reflect individual agency, it is
crucial to understand that these choices are influenced by cultural capital,
socioeconomic status, and habitus. Class dynamics not only directly impact the
formation of transition choices through factors such as family income, parental
education, and career achievements, but also indirectly through ingrained habits and

levels of cultural capital. Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, which refers to the ingrained
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tendencies to act, interpret experiences, and think in particular ways, underscores how

these factors shape individual agency and decision-making (Bourdieu, 1990).

Despite external structural constraints, humanities graduates maintain a degree of
initiative and autonomy. As Anisef et al. (2000, p.22) observe, "personal agency is
always present in the transition from youth to adulthood. Young people make
distinctive choices about their education and career pathways at critical junctures."
This perspective holds true for humanities students entering the job market for the
first time after obtaining a master’s degree, as indicated by this study. Evans (2002,
p.246) similarly notes that young people can actively shape certain significant
dimensions of their experiences, suggesting that the impact of social structure on
youth transitions is neither direct nor completely deterministic. As Emirbayer and

Mische (1998, p.980) suggested:

“it allows one to get things done through habitual interactions and negotiations
(allowing Bourdieu to speak of the paradox of ‘intentionless intentions’). As Bourdieu
notes, there may be much ingenuity and resourcefulness to the selection of responses
from practical repertoires, even when this contributes to the reproduction of a given
structure of social relationships.”

Despite habitual constraints, the intentional nature of individual decisions remains
evident. Structural factors are not the decisive elements of agency, rather,
transformation is reflected in the shift of individual identity and the formation of

subjective power.

Moreover, Jenkins (1992) critiques Bourdieu’s concept of habitus as overly
deterministic in explaining agency and resistance. “Habitus is not the fate that some
people read into it. Being the product of history, it is an open system of dispositions
that is constantly subjected to experiences, and therefore constantly affected by them
in a way that either reinforces or modifies its structures” (Bourdieu & Wacquant,
1992, p.133). Thus, even within the constraints of external structures, there is always
a certain space for individual agency. Participants strive to enhance their
employability by gaining diverse internship experiences, building social networks,

and increasing mobility. These efforts encourage reflexive resources that help resist
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the external employment environment. Through reflexivity, some participants
reposition themselves, shift their mindsets, and reconcile their relationship with

structures in different ways, thus adapting to the job market.

Most parents hope their children secure stable, respectable, and safe jobs. Stable
employment and fixed working hours ensure economic stability and quality of life.
Jobs in civil service, government agencies, schools, or hospitals are often viewed by
parents as ideal for their children (Wang, Shi & Gao, 2005). This aligns with the
expressions of the study’s participants, especially under the influence of COVID-19,
as many businesses faced difficulties or even closure. Consequently, finding stable
employment, particularly through the national civil service exam, has become a

significant priority for many graduates.

However, this differs from the findings of Xu and Sun (2008), who found that many
Chinese graduates in the humanities and social sciences, especially those with
independent ideas, may change their choices under the persuasion of family or friends.
Although the participants in this study also faced family persuasion and the influence
of traditional Chinese employment concepts, they were more inclined to incorporate
self-reflexivity, personal value judgments, projections of their potential future selves,
and autonomous planning for their future development. These factors were given
greater importance. In the unstable society, the ultimate goals of orthodox
education—such as established customs, preferences for stable values, and solid
cognitive references—have become disadvantages (Bauman, 2005). To address the
uncertainty of a mobile world, higher education needs to equip individuals with the
ability to self-direct, self-regulate, and self-learn to adapt quickly to new and
emerging professional environments. The participants in this study rarely changed
their minds due to family persuasion or merely followed the crowd in applying for
civil service examinations. Even if they ultimately chose the so-called "stable" job in
the public eye, it was an independent choice based on a thorough understanding of

themselves, representing a dynamic adaptation to a changing and uncertain society.

6.3 Recommendations and implications
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In the interviews with the 17 participants, several common suggestions emerged
regarding the future construction of university humanities programs. The following

recommendations are particularly valuable:

First, combine the teaching of general skills with the cultivation of humanistic
thinking. The underlying values, communication skills, critical thinking skills, and
comprehension that humanities students develop during university have a long-lasting
impact on their integration and development in the workplace. Although Al can excel
in cognitive skills to some extent, untransferable skills such as communication and
emotional intelligence are crucial for handling complex social and interpersonal
interactions. These skills are increasingly important in the job market (Chui et al.,
2016; Teng et al., 2019). The World Economic Forum’s report (2016) showed a
significant shift in the skills needed in the job market over recent years. Creativity and
emotional intelligence, for example, moved from outside the top ten and tenth in 2015
to third and sixth in 2020, respectively (Gray, 2016). This rising demand for
untransferable skills challenges higher education institutions that traditionally focus
on cognitive skills (Seldon & Abidoye, 2017). Lee, Moon, and Kwon (2019)
suggested that addressing the new job market demands requires substantial time and
effort and that it might be more effective to reintegrate humanities education into the
core of higher education. Many high-demand untransferable skills have historically
been central to humanities education. Mok, Xiong, and Ye (2021) argued that liberal
arts education is the most appropriate way to cultivate the untransferable skills needed
in the era of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, characterized by technology and
artificial intelligence, even though it does not guarantee a perfect response to the new
era's skill requirements. The skills most needed for future jobs are increasingly social
rather than technical. Therefore, humanities education, which fosters these
untransferable skills and human traits that are difficult to replace with technology,
will hold a significant position. Combining humanistic thinking with practical skills
training can unlock the potential of humanities graduates. Individuals can pool their

skills, knowledge, and resources to collectively shape their future (Bandura, 2006).
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Second, promote the further refinement and classification of skills to facilitate a
smooth transition from higher education to the labor market. Communication, a
common untransferable skill in high demand, is often mentioned by respondents.
However, communication is a broad and multi-layered skill system that varies
significantly depending on the specific environment. Many participants noted that
their communication skills improved substantially during their higher education, yet
they also reported a gap in their upward communication skills when they entered the
labor market. Multi-level communication skills are also in need in the workplace,
indicating the need for a more nuanced classification of skills required in the labor
market (Weise, 2018) to better align with job market demands. Additionally, further

clarification is needed on what constitutes good versus poor communication.

Third, the ideal world of humanities should be more closely aligned with real society.
Many participants noted experiencing a gap between ideals and reality, and between
education and workplace demands, after entering the workforce. They reported only
beginning to understand societal operations once they started working. The
correlation between education and employment is not linear (Brown, 2020b), and the
widening of graduate wage inequality mostly occurs within disciplines, not between
them (Lindley & McIntosh, 2015). Over time, improved cognitive skills and
occupational dispersion have contributed to this widening inequality (Lindley &
Mclntosh, 2015). Early cognitive training and resource links may help humanities
graduates break the limitations of professional labels. For instance, universities can
introduce more alumni resources. These resources should not be limited to providing
internships and job opportunities but should also include sharing about the "real
world" and "concrete work experiences." This exposure allows students to become
aware of diverse employment directions earlier, connect with society, and experience
the workplace atmosphere. Such initiatives can foster self-reflexivity, autonomy, and

a sense of purpose.

Chapter 7 Conclusion

7.1 In summary
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This research offers an agency perspective on the graduate experience during the
transition from higher education to the job market. It integrates temporal and spatial
dimensions to construct a theoretical framework for understanding agency. By
examining the iterative, practical-evaluation, and projective stages, the study
identifies key agency-related resources—including autonomy, intentionality,
reflexivity, positivity, and learning. This approach reconstructs the overall resource
framework of agency, acknowledging that reflexivity and learning are ongoing
processes that support continuous self-positioning, autonomous decision-making, and

action. The prominence of these resources shifts across different stages of transition.

Additionally, this research contextualizes the relationship between agency and
structure within the specific context of this study. It incorporates considerations of
liquid modernity and the rapid development of Al, extending beyond structural
determinism to an ecological understanding of this relationship. The study explores
how external constraints impact agency and highlights how the values and mentality
shaped by humanities education enable students to maintain independent thinking and
rational reflection. This foundation supports their ability to adapt and navigate the
uncertainties of the job market. As the transition period is characterized by rapid and
significant change, individuals experience an accelerated development of agency,

personal choices, and responsibilities.

A key finding is that participants did not exhibit strong self-efficacy during the
transition. Despite the oversupplied and uncertain labor market, their pessimism about
future prospects and goal attainment did not diminish their individual initiative.
Resources such as reflexivity, a positive attitude toward setbacks, and intentionality

continued to empower their agency.

7.2 Limitations
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One limitation of this study is its small sample size. With only 17 respondents from a
single selective university in China, the findings cannot be generalized to a broader
population. Alumni from prestigious institutions generally have higher incomes and
better employment outcomes than those from less selective universities (Long, 2008).
Additionally, the study's focus on humanities graduates from a limited range of
disciplines does not account for internal variations within the humanities field. Future
research should aim to generalize the experiences of graduates across a broader
spectrum of humanities disciplines, institutions, and populations, assessing the

broader applicability of these findings.

Additionally, this study did not account for the impact of socioeconomic status,
cultural capital, gender, and habitus on job choices and workplace integration.
Socioeconomic status significantly influences students' transitions from higher
education to the labor market. Ecclestone and Hughes (2009) found that working-
class and middle-class students have unequal access to educational and social
resources, affecting their agency and mobility. Wealthier students often benefit from
social networks and financial support that facilitate their success in the job market,
including access to internships and the ability to cover living expenses during unpaid
internships (Armstrong & Hamilton, 2013; Greenbank, 2009; Rivera, 2015).
Furthermore, graduates from high-income families tend to earn more than those from
low-income families four years after graduation (Witteveen & Attewell, 2017).
Gender also plays a role. Female graduates are less likely than their male counterparts

to secure bachelor’s-level positions shortly after graduation (Sagen et al., 2000).

7.3 Directions for future research

Future research should consider conducting quantitative studies with larger sample
sizes to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the employment transition
experienced by humanities students, incorporating diverse biographical information.
By using well-designed questionnaires, researchers can systematically collect

background data, such as parents' educational levels and socioeconomic status. This
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approach will help identify specific challenges and strengths faced by students and
explore potential correlations in the data. Such research can provide insights into how
different family socioeconomic statuses impact the transition to work post-graduation,

leading to more targeted solutions.

Additionally, while this study found that integrating technical and untransferable
skills is a promising strategy for a smoother transition into the labor market, further
investigation is needed into how to effectively balance and combine these skills.
Research should explore optimal teaching methods and course designs that achieve
this integration. In a society that often measures success through economic returns, it
is important to reaffirm the value of cultivating personal attributes. Similarly, in a
highly specialized and market-oriented environment, examining how humanities
education can foster innovative thinking and individual agency to navigate
uncertainties, contingencies, and risks is essential. These areas warrant further

discussion and exploration in future studies.
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Appendix A: CUREC 1B

Central University Research Ethics Committee (CUREC)

CUREC 1B Application form for research projects in the
social sciences and humanities with low-risk ethical issues

UNIVERSITY OF

OXFORD

The University of Oxford places a high value on the knowledge, expertise, and
integrity of its members and their ability to conduct research to high standards of
scholarship and ethics. The research ethics review process has been established to
ensure that research involving human participants is conducted in a way that
respects the dignity, rights, and welfare of participants, and minimises risk to
participants, researchers, third parties, and to the University itself. It is assumed that
all members of the University will take their responsibilities and obligations seriously,
and will ensure that their research involving human participants is conducted
according to established principles and good practice in their field and in
accordance, where appropriate, with legal requirements.

This form is currently being piloted in the following Departments: Asian &
Middle Eastern Studies (AMES), Computer Science, Education, Geography and
Environment (SoGE), International Development (ODID), Linguistics, Philology,
and Phonetics (LPP), Music and Sociology, and is not yet available to
researchers in other Departments.

Before completing this form, please refer to the guidance and flowchart on the
Research Support website. To avoid delays, it is incumbent on applicants to apply
using the appropriate form. Only type-written forms form will be accepted.
Applications are to be reviewed and approved by the student’s supervisor (if student
research) or by a senior colleague within the Department (if staff research). Once an
application has been approved, the application form and supporting documents
(such as the participant information sheet and consent form) must be emailed either
to the Departmental Research Ethics Committee (DREC) (for applicants from
Computer Science, Education, SoGE, ODID, LPP, Music or Sociology) or to
ethics@socsci.ox.ac.uk (for applicants from AMES) so that there is a record of the
review and approval. Please contact your DREC or the SSH IDREC if you have any
questions about completing this form or the review process.

SECTION A: Researchers

1. Name of researcher or Yutian Wang
student

2. Department or Institute Department of Education
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3. Degree programme, if MSc
student research

Copy and paste the following four rows as necessary to complete for each
additional researcher who will be involved in this study, including student(s).

4, Name of Principal James Robson
Investigator (PI) (if different from the
answer to A1), student’s supervisor
or other researchers

5. Department or Institute Department of Education
6. Role in research Supervisor
7. The introductory core research integrity course is compulsory | Yes

for all University of Oxford research students (either on graduate taught
courses or taking research degrees). There is also a refresher course
which may be more suitable for experienced University of Oxford
researchers. Please confirm that all staff and research students have
undertaken either the core or the refresher course, or that
undergraduates have received suitable training.

SECTION B: Filter questions

This section determines whether this CUREC 1B form is suitable for the research
project.

Please indicate with an ‘X'. Ye | No
s

1. Does the research involve the deception of participants? 0

2. Are the research participants vulnerable in the context of 0

the research, or classed as people whose ability to give free and
informed consent is in question? For example,

. Participants younger than 16;

. Participants aged 16 — 18 (refer to competent

youths for guidance);
° adults at risk;

Note the University’s Safeguarding Guidance and Code of Practice and
its implications for researchers involving young people or adults at risk.

3. By taking part in the research, will participants be at risk 0
of criminal prosecution or significant harm?

4. Does your research raise issues relevant to the Counter- 0
Terrorism and Security Act (the Prevent Duty), which seeks to
prevent people from being drawn into terrorism? Best Practice
Guidance 07 on the Prevent Duty provides further guidance.
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the safety or wellbeing of participants?

5. Does the research involve topics that could be 0
considered sensitive?

6. Are there any risks to the safety and wellbeing of the 0
researchers or others involved in the project?

7. Will participants be taking part in the research without 0
their knowledge and informed consent (e.g. covert observation)?

8. Is this international or collaborative research where there 0
may be issues of local practice and political sensitivities?

). Are there any potential conflicts of interest? 0

10. Is permission from a gatekeeper required for access to 0
the participants?

11.  Are the researchers in a position of authority over 0
participants, e.g. as employers, lecturers, teachers or family
members?

12.  Will the research involve third parties collecting data? 0

13. Is there scope for incidental findings, e.g. concerns for 0

14.

than AMES, Computer Science, Education, SoGE, ODID, LPP, Music
and Sociology?

Is the Principal Investigator based in a Department other 0

If you answered ‘No’ to all the questions above, continue to Section C. If you
answered ‘Yes’ to any of the questions above, please submit a CUREC 1A or
CUREC 2 form instead of this form.

SECTION C: The research project

1.

Title of the research project

How do Chinese humanities Master’s graduates from selective universities navigate
the transition into job market?

2.
the aspect

involving human participants and/ or
personal data (dd/mm/yy).

Anticipated start date of | The research will start once ethics
of the research project approval is obtained

3. Anticipated research end | 30/08/2024
date (dd/mm/yy).

4. External organisation funding the research and grant reference (if
applicable)

None
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5. Provide a brief lay summary of the aims and objectives of the
research. (max 300 words)

The research aims to investigate how Chinese humanities Master’s graduates from
selective universities navigate the transition into job market. It focuses on answering
questions of how these these graduates chose their major and what they expected
from the major, and what challenges and facilitators graduates experienced when
entering labor market. Through those questions, the research will use a conceptual
framework that draws together ideas of self formation to understand the degree in
the economy through the eyes of the graduates, and to figure out challenges of
structure and agency within the clash of a degree and the labor market.

6. Provide a brief lay summary of the research design and methods.
What will research participants be asked to do? What data will be collected?
(max 300 words)

This research will be grounded in an interpretivist and phenomenological
philosophy, aiming to understand the subjective realities of the participants and how
they interpret their experiences of transitioning from education to employment.
Regarding this, it will adopt a qualitative research for exploring the complexities of
graduates' experiences, allowing for in-depth insights into personal narratives,
decision-making processes, and the socio-economic factors in relation with their
humanities master’s degree influencing their job market transition. Purposive
sampling will be used to select participants who are humanities Master’s graduates
from selective Chinese universities, ensuring they are representative of the study's
focus. Then one-on-one semi-structured interview will be conducted and
participants will be asked about their choices and perceptions about their degrees,
university experience and professional decision.

Please note that your contact details or any documents linking the interview data
with personal data will not be stored.

The interview will be carried out online through Teams. The audio of the interview
will be recorded in a separate encrypted dictaphone device and transcribed
verbatim using a Chinese transcription tool online and edited manually in Nvivo and
MAXQDA for data analysis.

7. List any professional guidelines that will be followed.

British Educational Research Association Ethical Guidelines for Educational
Research

8. List the location(s) where the research will be conducted, including
any other countries. Clarify which parts of the research will be conducted in-
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person and which will take place remotely, e.g. online.

| will conduct the interviews in Oxford online and the participants will be in
Shanghai, China.

9. If your department requires a fieldwork risk Y
' : ) es O
assessment, please confirm that a risk assessment will be
undertaken and authorised by your Department before the
fieldwork is undertaken. Refer to guidance available from your Not
Department, the Safety Office, the Social Sciences Division, 2 )
and the Humanities Division, and on travel for University requir
business. If you are travelling overseas, you are advised to take ed
out University travel insurance.
10. |
. Please indicated with an ‘X’. el e
ndicate ant? ?
which
CUREC BPG 01 Researcher safety O O
Best
Practice .
—Gui dance BPQ 02_ Ethnographic and other types of 0
- qualitative research
are
relevant
and which | BPG 03 Elite and expert interviewing O O
have been
used to BPG 04 Competent youths 0 O
develop
your ) . .
research. BPG 05 Payments and incentives in research O |
BPG 06 Internet-mediated research O O
BPG 07 Prevent Duty O O
BPG 08 Psychological distress O |
BPG 09 Data collection, protection and
O
management
BPG 10 Conducting research interviews O
BPG 12 Mobile app design O O
BPG 14 Research in archives O O
BPG 15 Ethics review of research with human 0 -
tissue
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BPG 16 Social science research conducted
outside the UK

SECTION D: Research participants - recruitment and informed consent

1. Number of participants 15-20

2. How will potential participants be identified and approached?

The recruitment poster adverts will be posted on Chinese social media such as
Wechat circle and Xiaohongshu.

Potential participants will be contacted through the mailing list: yutian.wang@st-
hughs.ox.ac.uk

3. Explain how informed consent will be obtained from the participants
and how this will be recorded. Make sure participants are aware of any limits to
withdrawing their data, e.g. once the data has been anonymised or published.

NB: For ethics applications using the CUREC 1B form, the information
provided to participants and the consent form must be based on the
University templates.

The first step is to send out the initial invitation and then follow that up with the

participant information sheet. For those that express interest in taking part, | will
sent consent form to them and get it back through email.

Please submit copies of all participant-facing materials for review. E.qg.:

¢ Recruitment material (e.g. emails, posters)

¢ Information for participants to read (or hear) before they agree to take
part (e.g. written information or, if applicable, an outline oral information
script).

¢ A document to record informed consent.

SECTION E: Research data

Management of personal data, either directly or via a third party, must comply with
the requirements of the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR) and the
Data Protection Act 2018, as set out in the University’s Guidance on Data Protection
and Research.

In answering the questions below, please also consider the points raised in the Data
Protection Checklist and Data Protection Screening Assessment and whether, for
higher-risk data processing, a separate Data Protection Impact Assessment may
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also be required for the research. Advice on research data management and
security is available from Research Data Oxford and your local IT department.
Advice on data protection is available from the Information Compliance team.

1. Confirm that, during the project, research data will be
stored according to University guidelines; i.e. on University servers or
Nexus365 One Drive if possible, or on encrypted personal devices.

Yes

2. Participants must understand what information will be
collected from them, how the data will be used, who will have access
to the data and how identifiable they will be from the data and from
the research outputs. Confirm that you will obtain participants’
informed consent for the use of their data.

Yes

3. Confirm that the research data will be stored according to
University guidelines for at least 3 years after first publication or Yes
public release and that any additional research funder policies will be
adhered to.

4. Please complete | Please indicated with an ‘X’. Yes | No
this section if

your research Are data access agreements in place for access
involves the use | to and use of this secondary data? (If so, please O | O

of secondary attach these.)

(i.e. previously
collected)
personal data.

Did the individuals agree that their data could be
used for research purposes?

Could anyone (including members of the research | 0
team) link the data back to an individual or
individuals? If this is a possibility, please explain
how the associated ethical issues will be
addressed:

Either Section F (for student projects) or Section G (for staff projects) will need to
be completed.
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SECTION F: Endorsements and ethics approval (student projects only)

Please ensure this form is endorsed by

i. the student
ii. the student’s supervisor (who is also Principal Investigator)
iii. the Head of Department (or nominee)
Endorsement may be provided by email or by signing the form.

The Pl is responsible for ensuring a copy of the endorsed form is kept.

Student signature/ endorsement

| confirm that the answers above accurately describe the research as presently
designed, and that | will submit a revised version of this form should changes
become necessary.

Name of student Yutian Wang
Student’s signature yutian.wang@st-hughs.ox.ac.uk
Date

Ethics review by the Principal Investigator/ student supervisor

o | understand my responsibilities as the student’s supervisor and
Principal Investigator as outlined on this form and in the CUREC glossary and
guidance.

o | understand that | must ensure that all researchers are suitably

qualified and trained to conduct the research described, or are appropriately
supervised until deemed qualified/ trained.

. | will ensure that personal data collected from participants will be held
in accordance with the requirements of the UK GDPR and the Data Protection
Act and that the data collected is only used for the research for which approval
has been given.

o | have reviewed the above application on behalf of the Social
Sciences and Humanities Interdivisional Research Ethics Committee (SSH
IDREC) in accordance with the University’s Research Ethics Policy. | confirm that
the research is suitable for review under the CUREC 1B process, that the ethical
issues have been identified and that suitable measures have been put in place to
address the ethical issues. | agree to notify the DREC if the Principal Investigator
changes. | agree to notify the DREC in writing immediately of any proposed
changes to the research that would require review by the DREC.

Name of Principal Investigator James Robson

Principal Investigator’s signature james.robson@education.ox.ac.uk
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Date

Departmental endorsement — from the Head of Department or nominee

Another senior member of the department may sign where the head of department
is the Principal Investigator, or where the Head of Department has appointed a
nominee. Example nominees include Deputy Head of Department, DREC Chair,
Director of Research, or Director of Graduate/ Undergraduate Studies.

On the basis of the information available to me, | confirm that:

o | am aware of the research proposed and have read this application;
o To the best of my knowledge, the proposed design and scientific
methodology do not raise ethical concerns;
o | support this research in principle, subject to ethical and other
necessary reviews.
Signature
Name
Role
Date

If changes to the research result in the research no longer meeting the criteria for
review under the CUREC 1B process, a separate CUREC 1A or CUREC 2
application will need to be submitted to the DREC or IDREC.

Approved applications must be emailed to the relevant DREC or SSH IDREC so that
there is a record of the approval. The ethics reference will be provided at this point.

Ethics reference: C1B-24HT-Educ-012

SECTION G: Endorsements and ethics approval (staff projects only)

Please ensure this form is endorsed by

i. the Principal Investigator
i. the Head of Department (or nominee)
iii. asenior colleague
Endorsement may be provided by email or by signing the form.

The Pl is responsible for ensuring a copy of the endorsed form is kept.
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Principal Investigator signature/ endorsement

o | understand my responsibilities as the Principal Investigator as
outlined on this form and in the CUREC glossary and guidance.
o | confirm that the answers above accurately describe the research as

presently designed, and that | will submit a revised version of this form should
changes become necessary.

o | understand that | must ensure that all researchers are suitably
qualified and trained to conduct the research described, or are appropriately
supervised until deemed qualified/ trained.

o I will ensure that personal data collected from participants will be held
in accordance with the requirements of the UK GDPR and the Data Protection
Act and that the data collected is only used for the research for which approval
has been given.

o | agree to notify the DREC if the Principal Investigator changes. |
agree to notify the DREC in writing immediately of any proposed changes to the
research that would require review by the DREC.

Name of Principal Investigator

Principal Investigator’s signature

Date

Ethics review by a senior colleague

| have reviewed the above application on behalf of the Social Sciences and
Humanities Interdivisional Research Ethics Committee (SSH IDREC), in accordance
with the University’s Research Ethics Policy. | confirm that the research is suitable
for review under the CUREC 1B process, that the ethical issues have been identified
and that suitable measures have been put in place to address the ethical issues.

Name of reviewer

Reviewer’s signature

Role

Date

Departmental endorsement — from the Head of Department or nominee

Another senior member of the department may sign where the head of department
is the Principal Investigator, or where the Head of Department has appointed a
nominee. Example nominees include Deputy Head of Department, DREC Chair,
Director of Research, or Director of Graduate/ Undergraduate Studies.
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On the basis of the information available to me, | confirm that:

o | am aware of the research proposed and have read this application;
o To the best of my knowledge, the proposed design and scientific
methodology do not raise ethical concerns;
o | support this research in principle, subject to ethical and other
necessary reviews.
Signature
Name
Role
Date

If changes to the research result in the research no longer meeting the criteria for
review under the CUREC 1B process, a separate CUREC 1A or CUREC 2
application will need to be submitted to the DREC or IDREC.

Approved applications must be emailed to the relevant DREC or SSH IDREC so that
there is a record of the approval. The ethics reference will be provided at this point.

Ethics reference: C1B-24HT-Educ-012
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Appendix B: CUREC 1B, Approval

CUREC 1B - How do Chinese humanities Master’s graduates from... =~ ' ' '~
® Yutian Wang <yutian.wang@st-hughs.ox.a... 20245 6A7H EMA TF2:42
W A: O Student CUREC; #i%: (& James Robson; (O Student CUREC

&k A\ : Student CUREC <student.curec@education.ox.ac.uk>

HEA: B2#iH, 2024423 A3 H F412:17

ek A : Yutian Wang <yutian.wang@st-hughs.ox.ac.uk>

$#Pi%: James Robson <james.robson@education.ox.ac.uk>, Student CUREC
<student.curec@education.ox.ac.uk>

FBi: CUREC 1B - How do Chinese humanities Master’s graduates from selective
universities navigate the transition into job market?

Dear Yutian Wang,

| am writing to acknowledge receipt of your CUREC 1B application entitled ‘How do Chinese
humanities Master’s graduates from selective universities navigate the transition into job
market?. The application was reviewed and approved by Dr James Robson, your supervisor. No
further approval from the Education DREC is required for applications reviewed under the CUREC
1B process. As such, the project will not receive a formal letter of ethical approval from the SSH
IDREC.

The ethics reference for your application is C1B-24HT-Educ-012. Please add this reference to
your CUREC 1B form and include it on documents for the research participants such as the
participant information sheet.

112



Appendix C: Recruitment Materials

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
University of Oxford

15 Norham GardensOxford
0X2 6PY

UNIVERSITY OF

Yutian Wang OXFORD

Yutian.wang@st-hughs.ox.ac.uk

How do Chinese humanities Master’s graduates from selective
universities navigate the transition into job market
Ethics Approval Reference: C1B-24HT-Educ-012

Research shows that humanities graduates gained skills in universities such as
independent thinking, research ability, time-management skill, writing and
communication ability, which are very helpful for their future development.
However, Arts and Humanities degrees are increasingly criticised in policy contexts
for failing to provide students with knowledge and skills that are valued in the labour
market, and adequate financial returns on their educational investments. This study
aims to explore the value of humanities to student’s self-formation and future

development.

We are looking for:
« Humanities Master’s graduates from Fudan University.
» Graduates who have been in the job market for at least one year.

Eligible participants would be asked to participate in a 60 minutes semi-structured
interview. Interviews will be conducted online via Teams, providing a convenient and

flexible way to share your experiences.

« Participants can benefit from the opportunity to reflect on and articulate their
experiences, expectations, and challenges.

« By participating in the study, graduates have a chance to contribute to potential
changes in how humanities degrees are structured, marketed, and valued in
society and the labor market.

« Participants will have access to research report about humanities students’
career development, which may give enlightment to you.

If you're interested in contributing to this important research or if you have any
questions, please contact us at [yutian.wang@st-hughs.ox.ac.uk] or [Wechat:
kalila1115]

Your story matters. Share it with us.
Thank youl!
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Subject: Invitation to Participate in Research Study and
Schedule Zoom Meeting

Dear [Recipient's Name],

| hope this email finds you well. | am writing to invite you
to participate in our research study focusing on the
transition experiences of Chinese humanities Master’s
graduates from Fudan University. Your background and
experiences align perfectly with the criteria we are looking
for, and your insights would be invaluable to our research.

About the Study:

My study aims to explore how graduates like yourself
navigate the transition into the job market after

completing your Master’s degree. | am interested in
understanding your decision-making process when
choosing your major, your expectations from the program,
and the challenges and opportunities you encountered as
you entered the workforce.

Participation Details:

| would like to schedule a one-on-one, semi-structured
interview with you, which will last approximately 70-90
minutes. The interview will be conducted online via Zoom,
allowing for flexibility in scheduling and ensuring your
comfort and convenience.

If you are interested in participating and scheduling the
Zoom meeting, please reply to this email with your
availability over the next three weeks, and | will follow up
with a confirmation and Zoom meeting invitation.
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If you have any questions about the study or need further
information, please don't hesitate to reach out to me at
[yutian.wang@st-hughs.ox.ac.uk]. | am here to assist you
with any queries you may have.

Thank you for considering this invitation, and | look
forward to hearing from you soon.

Best regards,

Yutian Wang

MSc Higher Education student
University of Oxford
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Appendix D: Participant Information Sheet

Central University Research Ethics Committee Approval Reference: [C1B-24HT-
Educ-012]

Introductory paragraph

You are being invited to take part in a research project. Before you decide it is
important for you to understand why the research is being done and what it will
involve. Please take time to read the following information carefully and discuss it
with others if you wish. Ask us if there is anything that is not clear or if you would
like more information. Take time to decide whether you wish to take part.

Why is this research being conducted?

The research is conducted to explore how Chinese humanities Master’s graduates
from selective universities navigate the transition into job market, aiming to guide
potential students in their choices of majors and career paths, and provide
evidence-based recommendations for universities, policymakers, and employers on
how to better support humanities graduates in their transition to the job market.

Why have | been invited to take part?

You have been identified as a potential participant because you meet the inclusion
criteria: Chinese humanities Master’s graduates from selective universities.Your
experiences as a recent humanities Master's graduate from a selective university in
China, navigating the transition into the job market, make your insights invaluable to
this study. Your participation would contribute significantly to understanding the
challenges and opportunities faced by individuals in your situation and help in
developing recommendations for supporting future graduates in their career paths.

Do | have to take part?
No. It is up to you to decide whether to take part.

At any time during the data collection process and afterwards, up to the point when
the data has been anonymised, you can withdraw yourself from the study any
personal information you have provided by sending an email stating your request.

The submission date for the thesis is 30/08/2024, after which it will not be possible
for you to withdraw their data anymore.

What will happen to me if | take part in the research?

Where and How the Research Will Take Place: The research will be carried out
online through Teams. Once you express interest in participating and meet the
inclusion criteria, you will receive an email with a link to the virtual meeting platform
(e.g., Teams) where the interview will take place. There is no need for a physical visit,
so you can participate from the comfort of your home or any other convenient
location.
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The audio of the interview will be recorded in a separate encrypted dictaphone
device and transcribed verbatim using a Chinese transcription tool online.
Recordings will normally be deleted after transcription has been completed, unless
there’s a reason to keep them. Only the researcher and the supervisor will have
access to the research data during the project. Fully anonymized research data and
consent records will be stored for three years after completion of the study.

Consent Process: Before the interview starts, we will go through the consent form
together. This form outlines your rights as a participant, the purpose of the study,
and how your data will be used. You will have the opportunity to ask any questions
before you decide to give your written consent electronically.

Duration of Participation: Your participation will involve a one-time, 1-hour interview.

Interview Details: The interview will explore topics such as your decision to choose
your specific humanities major, expectations from the major, experiences
transitioning into the job market, challenges faced, and any facilitators that helped in
the transition. The questioning style will be semi-structured, allowing for both
specific questions and the flexibility for you to share your experiences in a
conversational manner. We aim to create a comfortable and respectful environment
for you to share your thoughts.

Audio Recording: With your consent, | would like to audio record the interview to
ensure we have an accurate record of our conversation. This will help in accurately
capturing your experiences and insights. Video recording or photography will not be
required. The reasons for audio recording are purely for research accuracy and data
analysis purposes.

Frequency and Breaks: You will only need to participate once for a duration of 1
hour. Should you need to take a break during the interview, you are welcome to
request one at any time.

Follow-Up Sessions: No follow-up sessions are planned as part of this study. Your
participation is limited to one interview session.

Your Rights: It's important to understand that your participation is entirely voluntary.
You can ask to pause or stop the interview at any time without any penalty or loss of
benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.

What are the possible disadvantages and risks in taking part?

| am committed to ensuring that my research is conducted ethically and responsibly,
with your welfare as a priority. It is important to me that you understand any
potential risks or discomforts that might arise from participating in this study.

Privacy and Confidentiality Risks: One of the primary concerns may involve the
privacy of your responses and the confidentiality of the information you share. Given
the nature of the topics discussed, you may be sharing personal experiences or
opinions that you consider private. There is always a slight risk that confidentiality
could be compromised; however, | am taking several measures to mitigate this risk.
Your data will be anonymized, which means that your name or any identifying
information will not be attached to your responses in any reports or publications. All
data will be stored on secure, password-protected servers, and only the research

117



team will have access to the raw data. You will have the autonomy to skip any
questions you do not wish to answer, and you can withdraw from the study at any
point during the interview.

Emotional Discomfort: Discussing experiences related to job searching, career
expectations, and possibly unmet goals or challenges might evoke feelings of stress
or discomfort. We aim to approach these topics sensitively and respectfully, and
you will have the complete freedom to not answer any questions you are not
comfortable with. If at any point you feel distressed, | will provide you with contacts
for support services.

Time Commitment: The time commitment required for this study is approximately
one hour, which might be a disadvantage for those with a busy schedule. | hope the
insights gained from this research and the opportunity to reflect on and share your
experiences can offset this investment of your time.

Are there any benefits in taking part?

While there are no immediate benefits for those people participating in the research,
it is hoped that participants can benefit from the opportunity to reflect on and
articulate your experiences, expectations, and challenges. This reflection process
can offer insights into your own decisions, the value of your degree, and your career
trajectory, potentially guiding future development.

What information will be collected and why is the collection of this
information relevant for achieving the research objectives?

| am interested in your experiences of transitioning to job market and your views of
humanities master’s degree. The information you provide will help me better
understand the value of humanities degree in order to answer my research question
on how Chinese humanities Master’s graduates from selective universities navigate
the transition into job market

All identifiable data, including consent forms, will be securely stored in password-
protected electronic files on university servers. Recordings will normally be deleted
after transcription has been completed, unless there’s a reason to keep them. Only
the researcher and the supervisor will have access to the research data during the
project.

Will the research be published? Could | be identified from any
publications or other research outputs?

We will not collect any data that could directly identify you.

Please note that contact details or any documents linking the interview data with
personal data will not be stored.

The responses you provide will be stored in a password-protected electronic file will
be written up in a dissertation, and may be used in academic publications.
Identifiable information will be deleted as soon as it is no longer required for the
research, prior to completion of the study. Fully anonymized research data and
consent records will be stored for three years after completion of the study.
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Data Protection

The University of Oxford is the data controller with respect to your personal data,
and as such will determine how your personal data is used in the research. The
University will process your personal data for the purpose of the research outlined
above. Research is a task that is performed in the public interest. Further
information about your rights with respect to your personal data is available from the
University’s Information Compliance web site at
https://compliance.admin.ox.ac.uk/individual-rights.

Who has reviewed this research?

The application was reviewed and approved by my supervisor on behalf of the
Departmental of Education’s Research Ethics Committee.

Who do | contact if | have a concern about the research or | wish to
complain?

If you have a concern about any aspect of this research, please contact [Yutian
Wang and yutian.wang@st-hughs.ox.ac.uk email address] or [James Robson and
james.robson@education.ox.ac.uk email address], and we will do our best to answer
your query. We will acknowledge your concern within 10 working days and give you
an indication of how it will be dealt with. If you remain unhappy or wish to make a
formal complaint, please contact the Chair of the Research Ethics Committee at the
University of Oxford who will seek to resolve the matter as soon as possible:

The Chair, Education Departmental Research Ethics Committee
Email: student.curec@education.ox.ac.uk

Address: 15 Norham Gardens, Oxford, OX2 6PY

Further Information and Contact Details

If you would like to discuss the research with someone beforehand (or if you have
questions afterwards), please contact:

[Yutian Wang]

[the Department of Education]

[15 Norham Gardens, Oxford, OX2 6PY]
University email: [yutian.wang@st-hughs.ox.ac.uk]
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Appendix E: Written Consent Form

Consent to take part in [How do Chinese humanities Master’s
graduates from selective universities navigate the transition
into job market?]

Central University Research Ethics Committee (CUREC) approval reference: C1B-
24HT-Educ-012

Purpose of Study: The research aims to investigate how Chinese humanities
Master’s graduates from selective universities navigate the transition into job market.

Please initial
each box if
you agree with
the statement

| confirm that | have read and understand the information sheet for
the above research. | have had the opportunity to consider the
information, ask questions and have had these answered
satisfactorily.

| understand that my participation is voluntary and that | am free to
withdraw at any time, without giving any reason, and without any
adverse consequences or penalty, and that | may withdraw all data
collected.

| understand who will have access to personal data provided, how
the data will be stored and what will happen to the data at the end
of the project.

| understand that | will not be identifiable from any publications.

| consent to being audio recorded.

| understand how audio recordings will be used in research
outputs.
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Use of quotations: Please indicate your preference (select one
option):

a) | do not wish to be quoted. or

b) | agree to the use of quotations in research
outputs if | am not identifiable.

| give permission for you to contact me again to clarify information.

| understand how to raise a concern or make a complaint.

| agree to take part.

Name of participant Date Signature

Name of person taking Date Signature
consent
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Appendix F: Interview Questions

® Degree choice
1. What were the main reasons you chose your post-graduate degree?
What were the main reasons you chose Fudan university?
How did your past experience and education affect you?
2. What were your professional aspirations at the time?
3. How did you expect the degree to bring you towards to those?

Did you consider any other degrees?

® Professional decision
4. How did you choose your first job after university?
5. Did you encounter any challenge during the process?
6. How qualified did you feel for the jobs you applied for out of University?

7. What experiences from your postgraduate degree contribute to your choice of
jobs to pursue?

8. Do you think the degree of humanities contribute to your career?

9. How well informed did you feel about career options for graduates in your
field?

® Knowledge and Skills

10. What aspect of your experience in Fudan university was most useful in
preparing you for your career?

11. To what extent did you feel it was important to develop professional skills
while you were at Fudan University?

12. What are the most important skills you feel you’ve developed since
graduating from Fudan University? How were these developed?

13. How satisfied are you with the way Fudan University prepared you for your
career?

What changes, if any, should Fudan University consider making to their
humanities degrees ?

14. Do you think skills developed by humanities will be replaced by AI?
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15. Do you have different perceptions on your humanities degree before and after
you enter job market?

About Future
16. What does the humanities mean to you?
17. Do you have any expectations or goals for the future?

18. What advice would you give to your teenage self thinking about doing a
Humanities degree at Fudan University?
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Appendix G: Table of Codes

v ‘@afBix 591
(g reasons of choosing huma... 19
(g intial career prospects 16
©g degree expectat... €9 X 17
(g career choices 42
(g challenges 18
(e ¢ transition adaptation 18
(g the values of humanities 33
(g university experience 26
(¢ the importance of professi... 17
(e ¢ skills developed in universi... 31
(e g lack of skills 17
(¢ skills acquired in the labor ... 18
(¢ future of humanities 16
(g reflections on humanities 16
g Al 18
(e g transformation 13
(c g agency and structure 15
(g uncertainties and stability 2
(g goals and expectations 15
(e g influences of Covid-19 10
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