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Abstract

Background: Amid neoliberal marketisation and growing labour market precarity,
employability skill development has become central to the UK higher education (HE)
agenda. This debate is especially pronounced in the social sciences (SS), which face
persistent scrutiny over perceived deficits in employability and graduate work readiness.
Employer-reported skills gaps—particularly in Professional Service Firms (PSFs),
where effective skill application is critical—have heightened these concerns. Whilst SS
graduates are often credited with generic skills, no research has explored how they
adapt to PSF careers, or how skills developed in SS programmes align with PSF
demands. This study addresses this gap by examining how SS graduates from UK HE
acquire employability-related skills and apply them in PSF contexts.

Methodology: Sixteen recent SS graduates from UK HE working in PSFs were
recruited via convenience and purposive selection. Online semi-structured interviews
were conducted and thematically analysed to explore their employability skill

development, application, and perceptions of programme preparedness.

Findings: UK SS programmes can foster PSF-relevant skills through both curricular
and co-curricular ways, though the latter was largely absent in practice. Beyond generic
skills, SS education also fosters disciplinary knowledge, with those developed
applicable across all stages of PSF work. Whilst skill development varied across degree
levels, instructional design, rather than UG or PGT status, emerged as the key
determinant. Despite these gains, participants generally viewed SS programmes as
offering limited preparation for PSF roles, attributing this to outdated instructional
strategies, degree-related stereotypes, restricted opportunities, and a broader negative
stance toward SS from the UK government. Notably, external PSF dynamics were

observed to hinder the effective application of these skills, warranting further attention.

Conclusion: This study offers a holistic understanding of the relationship between SS
education and PSF employability through graduate interviews. It addresses a key
scholarly gap by analysing the specific nexus between SS education and PSF work,
while providing practical insights to guide curriculum reform and strengthen
institutional strategies for enhancing graduate employability. The findings challenge
the notion that SS is inherently misaligned with PSF careers, emphasising instead that
its potential can be fully realised only through deliberate, context-sensitive reform. The
study calls for a shift from generic, one-size-fits-all employability agendas toward
discipline-sensitive approaches that foster both individual development and systemic

change, paving the way for a more integrated and sustainable future for SS education.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
1.1 Research Context

Since the 1980s—a period marked by broader shifts in global economic discourse—the
rise of neoliberal ideology has redefined the purpose of higher education (HE) in the
UK, transforming it from a public good to a private investment (Piketty, 2017). In this
context of marketisation and labour market precarity, the development of employability
skills has become central to the HE agenda (Miller et al., 2013). Higher education
institutions (HEIs) are increasingly expected to equip students with not only academic
knowledge but also “key”, “transferable”, and “generic” skills deemed essential for
professional success (Mason et al., 2009; Robson, 2023). This expectation extends

across all disciplines—including those traditionally regarded as less vocational, such as

the social sciences (SS) (Baron & McCormack, 2024).

Whilst traditionally being at the heart of universities, SS programmes are now subject
to increasing scrutiny in relation to employability, economic return, and accountability
(Baron & McCormack, 2024). Persistent concerns regarding certain SS graduates’
perceived lack of work readiness remain widespread (McCormack & Baron, 2023;
Karaca-Atik et al., 2023). When combined with the frequently non-linear and uncertain
career trajectories characteristic of SS graduates, these concerns have fuelled a broader
narrative that questions the economic value and return on investment (ROI) of SS
degrees (Benneworth & Jongbloed, 2010; Doidge et al., 2020). Whilst recent research
has highlighted the presence of transferable skills and employability-enhancing
practices within SS education (Cadet & Griffiths, 2023), concerns over graduate
outcomes persist, particularly within less professionally oriented SS disciplines

(Prospects, 2024)—positioning the field as one in need of closer empirical examination.



Beyond curricular concerns, employers have continued to highlight perceived skills
gaps among graduates (Jackson, 2010; Cappelli, 2015). These concerns are particularly
salient within Professional Service Firms (PSFs), which form the focus of this study.
Whilst PSFs vary in structure and expectations, many rely heavily on employees’ soft
and transferable skills as key sources of value creation (Von Nordenflycht, 2010). Such
firms are often regarded as skill-intensive workplaces that demand high levels of
professional competence. Importantly, PSFs tend not to impose strict academic
requirements (Suseno & Pinnington, 2017). Rather, they actively encourage individuals
from diverse degree backgrounds to apply and offer a range of resources and support
to facilitate this process (Bain & Company, n.d.). Employees with less vocational-
oriented degrees frequently share career narratives, underscoring that success in PSFs
is achievable if applicants can demonstrate relevant capabilities (Forvis Mazars, n.d.),
which aligns with the sector’s skills-focused ethos. This raises an important empirical
question: if success within certain PSF roles depends on demonstrable capabilities, and
if SS programmes are assumed to develop such skills, then SS graduates should, in
theory, be well-positioned to perform effectively in these contexts. Investigating this
proposition provides an opportunity to challenge prevailing narratives that portray SS
graduates as less employable, while offering a more nuanced understanding of the value

of SS education in the contemporary labour market.

Regrettably, despite growing interest in graduate employability and the expanding role
of PSFs as major graduate recruiters, there remains a notable absence of empirical
research examining how SS graduates transition into and adapt to careers in PSFs.
Whilst it is often assumed that the transferable skills cultivated through SS education

may align with the competencies demanded in PSF environments, this alignment has
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not been critically or systematically investigated. A search conducted on Google
Scholar in 2025 using keywords such as “Professional Service Firms employability
skill development” and “Social science student employability” yielded no directly
relevant studies. In response to this gap, the present study explores how SS graduates
from UK HE develop employability-related skills and how these are applied within the

context of PSF work.

1.2 Research Rationale

The rationale for conducting this research stems from the researcher’s personal
experience and the aforementioned research gap in existing studies. As a student who
has studied social sciences at both undergraduate and postgraduate levels, I have
frequently observed the strong appeal of PSFs among my peers, many of whom are
eager to explore career opportunities in this sector. Despite having personally
encountered and critically engaged with the ongoing debates concerning the perceived
employability of SS graduates, many of my peers have successfully transitioned into
PSF roles and continue to thrive in them. Furthermore, I have also noticed institutional
efforts to address these concerns through curriculum reform. My undergraduate
programme, for example, introduced a placement module designed to enhance

employability through practical exposure.

These experiences have prompted my interest in the current landscape of employability
skill development in UK HE: How has the concept evolved in recent years? More
critically, have SS programmes—often perceived as less directly aligned with
employability agendas—genuinely advanced their capacity to foster key professional

competencies in recent years? Drawing on empirical interviews with 16 SS graduates,
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this study offers both scholarly and practical contributions. It addresses a significant
gap by examining how SS graduates transition into PSF roles—an underexplored
intersection in existing research—while providing practical insights to inform SS
curriculum reform and strengthen institutional strategies for enhancing graduate

employability.

1.3 Research Outline

The remainder of this dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter 2 provides a critical
review of the existing literature, tracing the evolution of the employability discourse,
introducing the concept of PSF, and examining existing research on the development
of PSF-relevant skills among SS students. It concludes by outlining the research aims
and questions. Chapter 3 details the research design and methodology, including the
justification for adopting a qualitative interview approach, the use of purposive
sampling, and the application of thematic analysis. Chapter 4 presents the empirical
findings, organised according to the study’s three research questions (RQs). Chapter 5
discusses these findings with the existing literature and addresses the RQs. The
dissertation closes by reflecting on the study’s limitations, identifying implications for

policy and practice, and proposing directions for future research.
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Chapter 2. Literature Review
This chapter reviews literature relevant to the development of employability skills
among SS students, following a funnel structure (Figure 1) that narrows across five

sections to establish the scholarly context and highlight gaps this study seeks to address.

2.2 The Emergence of the Employability Discourse

2.3 PSFs and PSF Employability Skills

2.4 PSF Employability Skill Development in UK HE

“ 2.1 HE and the Neoliberal Marketisation of HE
O
O
O

2.5 SS Students’ Employability Skill Development
in UK HE (and beyond)

Research Gaps & Dissertation Aims

Figure 1. The Literature Review Funnel

2.1 HE and the Neoliberal Marketisation of HE

Neoliberalism has profoundly shaped UK HE policies and practices, reframing the
sector as a site for producing economically valuable skills and competencies (Sauntson
& Morrish, 2011). As such, understanding the neoliberal restructuring of UK HE is
crucial for contextualising the emergence of employability as a dominant policy and

institutional agenda.

Defined by Harvey (2005, p. 3) as the promotion of individual entrepreneurial freedoms
within a context of free markets and minimal state intervention, neoliberalism manifests

through the development of Human Capital Theory (HCT) in the context of education
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(Besley & Peters, 2007). HCT conceptualises education as a form of personal
investment that generates returns in the labour market, typically reflected in higher
lifetime earnings (Brewer et al., 2010). Simultaneously, it frames education as a driver
of national economic growth and broader societal benefits, thereby justifying its value
from both individual and public policy perspectives (Bellitto, 2015). Within this
framework, individuals are positioned as entrepreneurial agents who are self-regulating,
consumption-oriented, and ultimately responsible for their well-being (Lynch, 2006).
Consequently, the failure to acquire the requisite skills and knowledge is frequently

attributed to individual shortcomings instead of broader structural factors (Edeji, 2024).

When neoliberal individualism converged with the economic crises of the 1970s, it
catalysed a major reconfiguration of the UK welfare state, leading to the privatisation
of public services (Foskett, 2011). To reduce public expenditure, responsibilities for
sectors such as education and healthcare were increasingly shifted to individuals
(Brown, 2019). Within this context, the 1979 Conservative government under Margaret
Thatcher introduced market mechanisms to govern the education sector (Backhouse,
2002). Markets, conceived as systems that regulate supply and demand through price
signals to optimise resource allocation, were expected to incentivise HEIs to enhance
performance in areas such as cost-efficiency, service quality, and innovation to

maintain competitiveness within the sector (Brown, 2011).

However, this represents an idealised conception of a “pure market”. As Kirp (2003, p.
2) cautions, the HE market does not function following the standard economic
assumptions. In reality, the state continues to exert substantial influence over its
structure and functioning. Consequently, Teixeira et al. (2004) suggest that HE is more

accurately described as a “quasi-market”, a hybrid model that combines hierarchical
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state control with market-based competition. This system features inter-institutional
competition, partial privatisation, and increased institutional autonomy, yet remains
shaped by state mechanisms such as tuition fee regulation, public funding allocation,
and quality oversight (Foskett, 2011). This perspective aligns with Marginson’s (2018)
four-quadrant framework for analysing public/private distinctions in HE, which
suggests that HEIs are economically private but politically public. According to
Marginson and Yang (2025), such a policy environment laid the groundwork for a
parallel shift in focus toward graduate employability, aiming to achieve economic

returns.

2.2 The Emergence of the Employability Discourse

The quasi-marketisation of UK HE, alongside an increasing emphasis on economic
returns, positioned graduate outcomes as a key indicator of institutional value (Coates,
2015). In this policy climate, employability emerged as a central organising principle
as it directly links HE provision to labour market performance, promising economic

benefits for both individuals and society (Brown et al., 2003).

The Dearing Report (1997) marked a pivotal moment, explicitly calling on HEIs to
prioritise graduate employability and formalising the discourse in UK HE (Thompson,
2019). Since then, national initiatives such as the Leitch Review of Skills (2006) and
the Teaching Excellence Framework (2017) have embedded employability as a core
indicator of institutional performance (DBIS, 2016; OfS, 2023). These developments

have institutionalised employability as a strategic priority across the HE sector.
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2.2.1 Definition: Employability

Before examining the development of the employability discourse in greater depth,
however, it is essential to address: what is employability? For this study, the definition
adopted by the Higher Education Academy (HEA, now Advance HE), which draws on
the work of Yorke (2006), will be employed. Yorke (2006, p. 2) defines employability
as “a graduate’s achievements and his/her potential to obtain a graduate job,” further
elaborating that it comprises “skills, understandings and personal attributes that make
graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations,
which benefits themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy” (p. 8).
However, employability remains an inherently complex and contested concept. As Sin
and Neave (2014, p. 1448) argue, it functions as a “floating signifier”, with meanings
vary across different HE stakeholders and are shaped by a range of contextual factors
(Sin & Amaral, 2017). Consequently, adopting any single definition risks privileging
certain perspectives while marginalising others—a limitation addressed later in the

chapter.

Despite sustained critiques, a skill-based framing of employability remains dominant,
reinforced by the intersecting influences of government policy and institutional practice
(Mawson & Haworth, 2018). For example, the Office of Qualifications and
Examinations Regulation’s (Ofqual) 2025-2028 strategy clearly outlined its role in
driving skills reform, reflecting broader governmental efforts to embed such
competencies into the education and training (GOV.UK, 2025). Likewise, HEIs,
responding to policy imperatives, have increasingly aligned themselves with this
framing (Frankham, 2017). According to The University of Manchester (n.d., para. 1),
to be employable, “you will be expected to have at least some of the skills needed to do

the job, or the potential to acquire them”. This persistent emphasis raises a critical
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question: why has a skill-based employability discourse achieved such widespread

institutional and policy legitimacy?

2.2.2 Factors Affecting the Rise of Employability Discourse in UK HE

A substantial body of literature has examined the emergence of the employability
agenda (e.g., Beaumont et al., 2016; Kornelakis & Petrakaki, 2020; Robson, 2023).
These accounts converge in recognising the interplay of structural, institutional, and
individual-level drivers—an approach aligned with Tomlinson’s (2017) macro, meso,
and micro framework. This section, therefore, adopts this structure to explore how these

forces have shaped the employability discourse.

At the macro level, employability has become embedded within broader structural and
systemic transformations associated with capitalism (Tomlinson, 2017). In the UK, HE
market-oriented reforms aimed at reducing public expenditure and increasing
institutional accountability have coincided with the rise of the knowledge economy,
which placed a premium on high-level, transferable skills (Brown & Carasso, 2013;
Brown et al., 2010). Together, these developments shifted the policy focus toward
individual skill acquisition as a key strategy for navigating labour market uncertainty,
marked by trends such as digitalisation, deindustrialisation, and precarious employment
(Inkson et al., 2015; Tomlinson, 2019). This policy shift laid the groundwork for the

emergence of the employability discourse.

At the meso level, both HEIs and employers have mediated the employability agenda
(Tomlinson, 2017). HEIs, situated within a competitive market, face what Xing and
Dervin (2014) describe as “dancing in fetters”—navigating the tension between

institutional autonomy and structural constraint. Whilst required to articulate distinct

16



missions and strategies for survival (Foskett, 2011), universities are also subject to
regulatory and market pressures, particularly the expectation to promote national
economic growth while producing employable graduates (Orton, 2011). In response,
they increasingly exhibit “institutional isomorphism” (Clegg & Bailey, 2008; Durazzi,
2021), often emulating successful peers rather than fostering innovation. As Dimaggio
and Powell (2004) note, such convergence leads to homogenised organisational
behaviours. Consequently, despite the appearance of competition, HEIs commonly
adopt similar employability-focused, skills-based curricula. Employers, meanwhile,
have reshaped graduate expectations. Wharton and Horrocks (2015) note a growing
emphasis on transferable skills, while Cheng et al. (2022) argue that academic
credentials no longer serve as reliable proxies for potential. Within a deregulated labour
market (Hall & Soskice, 2001), responsibility for skill development has shifted to HEISs,

reinforcing the employability agenda embedded within HE (Busemeyer, 2014).

At the micro level, individuals also interpret and actively promote the development of
employability. Whilst previously perceived as the least powerful actors within
structural systems, students have been reconfigured as fee-paying consumers with
heightened rights and expectations (Furedi, 2011). With access to public information
sources, such as league tables and student satisfaction surveys, they possess greater
choice and bargaining power, enabling them to articulate demands aligned with their
perceived needs (Foskett, 2011). Chief among these is the pursuit of enhanced
employability, as students increasingly recognise the volatility of contemporary labour
markets and seek to improve their competitiveness (Ingleby, 2015). Taken together, the
rise of the employability discourse reflects the interplay of macro-level policy
transformations, meso-level institutional behaviours, and micro-level individual

strategies. Ultimately, however, as stated by Kornelakis and Petrakaki (2020), it is the
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neoliberal logic of marketisation that produced a knock-on effect across all levels,
shaping how diverse actors interact to co-construct the emergence and development of

employability discourse.

2.2.3 Evaluating the Employability Discourse: Significance and Limitations

2.2.3.1 Benefits. Within traditional economic theory, graduate employability is
considered both a private and a public return on investment in HE (Robson, 2023). At
the individual level, employability development equips students with labour market-
relevant skills and workplace awareness, thereby enhancing job prospects and
increasing the likelihood of a graduate earnings premium (Holmes & Mayhew, 2016;
Jackson, 2015). For example, Delis and Jones (2023) found that students who
completed professional placements earned an average of £1,686 more in starting
salaries than those who did not. For employers, graduates with relevant skills offer
higher ROIs. Such individuals are typically more adaptable and technically competent,
contributing to productivity gains and innovation (Humburg & Van der Velden, 2015;

Tomlinson, 2012).

HEIs also benefit from engagement with the employability agenda. Demonstrated
alignment with policy priorities can attract public funding and enhance institutional
viability (Boden & Nedeva, 2010). The Department for Education (2025) allocated an
£84 million budget to the Office for Students (OfS) for employability-related initiatives,
distributed across more than 330 HEIs. The University of Westminster (2022), for
instance, received £5.8 million to build an employability hub focused on skills-based

training.
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At the macro level, investment in employability reform can yield substantial economic
returns. According to Universities UK (2024), every £1 of public funding invested in
UK universities generates approximately £14 in economic benefit. Between 2014 and
2019, a high-skilled workforce contributed nearly 0.3 percentage points to productivity
growth, outperforming capital investment (Universities UK, 2025). Overall, the
employability discourse appears to align the interests of students, institutions, and

national policy, generating both private and public returns (Robson, 2023).

2.2.3.2 Critical Perspectives. Despite its perceived value, the employability
agenda is not without limitations. First, employability does not necessarily yield
aggregate social benefit. Tangible and intangible resources—such as employment
opportunities—are often perceived as zero-sum, wherein one’s gain comes at the
expense of another (Johnson et al., 2022). Given the scarcity of desirable jobs,
individuals may advance (gaining employment) only by displacing others (McCowan,
2015). Thus, whilst employability may offer individual competitive advantages, it does
not generate collective benefits unless the labour market simultaneously expands to

create more high-skilled roles (McCowan, 2015).

Second, the presumed private returns of employability development are neither linear
nor guaranteed, reflecting the dual nature of employability (Sin et al., 2017). Whilst
employability skill-building may enhance students’ competencies (Payne, 2018), this
overlooks the positional nature of graduate outcomes (Tholen, 2015). Amidst the HE
massification and increasingly competitive labour markets, the relative advantage
conferred by a degree, along with its associated employability-enhancing strategies, has
diminished (van der Velden & Bijlsma, 2016). Green and Henseke (2021), for example,

found that the graduate premium across seven European countries declined by over 1%,
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undermining assumptions of proportional returns. Moreover, even when graduates
possess the necessary skills, opportunities within PSFs are often mediated by factors
beyond skill alone (Ashley & Empson, 2013). Consequently, even equally skilled
graduates may face unequal access to opportunities if they lack the required attributes
for PSF work. Taken together, these critiques suggest that a purely skill-oriented
employability discourse is limited, as it overlooks the social, institutional, and
demographic factors shaping employability outcomes (Tomlinson, 2017). In this
context, Bourdieu’s (1984) concepts of field, habitus, and capital provide a valuable

analytical lens for understanding these complex dynamics.

2.2.3.3 Bourdieu’s Capital Theory. Bourdieu (1984) conceptualises society as
comprising distinct fields governed by internal rules. The PSF labour market represents
one such field, wherein individuals internalise dominant norms (habitus) and mobilise
different forms of capital (Gaddis, 2013). Bourdieu (1985) identifies three main forms
of capital: economic (financial and material resources), social (access to networks of
mutual recognition), and cultural (credentials, knowledge, and skills). As Bourdieu
(1979) contends, possession of certain capital valued within a given field confers
distinction and power on the individual. Within PSFs, certain forms of socio-cultural
capital are especially prized. In their study of London law firms, Cook et al. (2012, pp.
1755, 1757) identified key capitals, including institutionalised cultural capital (e.g.,
degrees from elite HEIs) and embodied cultural capital (e.g., deportment and body
language). Employers use these forms of capital as proxies for trustworthiness and
professionalism (Hanlon, 2004), reinforcing the elite identity of PSFs (Ashley &

Empson, 2013).
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However, the use of such criteria for graduate selection and career advancement often
goes beyond the scope of the skill-based employability agenda and could inevitably
reproduce structural inequalities. Millar’s (2021) research on employees from UK fund
management PSFs underscored the persistence of social exclusion within this field. In
this context, Tomlinson (2012) argues that employability initiatives in HE
disproportionately benefit middle-class students who already possess the social and
cultural capital necessary to access elite labour markets. With certain employability
skill trainings, these students are further advantaged in PSF-dominated, high-skill
sectors (Power & Whitty, 2006). Conversely, students from underprivileged
backgrounds often face both subjective disidentification (Smart et al., 2009) or
structural exclusion (Crawford et al., 2016), leading to subsequent exclusion and
hindrance (Greenbank, 2007). Whilst some scholars (e.g., Sin & Neave, 2014) have
noted increasing institutional awareness of external influences on employability, Cheng
et al. (2022), through a document analysis of post-2010 UK literature, found little
evidence of this awareness being translated into practice. This ongoing silence on
structural disparities is consequential, as it risks leaving graduates with an incomplete
understanding of the labour market context, thereby placing them at a disadvantage
(Cheng et al., 2022). Recognising these limitations underscores the need for adopting a

more critical and reflective stance toward the employability agenda in HE.

Nevertheless, whilst structural inequalities cannot be ignored, this study focuses
specifically on employability skill development—an area where HEIs and faculties
have the most tangible capacity for intervention and where students directly experience
the employability agenda (Kivunja, 2014). Given the increasing prominence of PSFs in

graduate career paths and their emphasis on high-level, transferable competencies
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(Biihlmann, 2023), the following section explores what PSFs are, the key skills they

prioritise, and how such skills are currently addressed within UK HE.

2.3 PSFs and PSF Employability Skills

2.3.1 PSF Introduction

With the continued rise of the knowledge-based economy, PSFs have attracted
increasing scholarly and policy attention (Empson et al., 2015). Their distinctiveness
lies in their reliance on specialised knowledge to address complex client problems,
aligning closely with the demands of contemporary economic development (Reihlen &
Apel, 2007). Von Nordenflycht (2010, p. 159) identifies three defining characteristics

of PSFs: “knowledge intensity, low capital intensity, and a professionalised workforce”.

The most widely recognised characteristic is knowledge intensity, whereby value
creation is rooted in the expertise of individual employees (Segal-Horn & Dean, 2010).
Low capital intensity implies minimal reliance on physical infrastructure, reducing
exposure to capital risks. Professionalisation, meanwhile, refers to the use of specialised,
self-regulated expertise supported by professional bodies such as the Institute of
Chartered Accountants in England and Wales (ICAEW) (Von Nordenflycht, 2010;
Malhotra & Morris, 2009). Nevertheless, not all PSFs exhibit every trait, though
knowledge intensity is a defining feature. For example, “Professional Campuses” (e.g.,
hospitals) are highly professionalised but capital-intensive, whereas “Neo-PSFs” (e.g.,
consultancies) may display weaker formal professionalisation (Von Nordenflycht,

2010).
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Regarding this study, the focus is on PSFs that reflect all three core characteristics,
including both Classical and Neo-PSFs. Whilst Neo-PSFs have historically lacked
formal professionalisation, recent developments—such as the Chartered Management
Consultant (ChMC) accreditation—indicate increasing adoption of professional norms

(Tibble, 2024). As such, they are relevant to the present analysis.

2.3.2 Core PSF Employability Skills

Given their reliance on highly skilled human capital, PSFs place significant emphasis
on skill alignment; that is, the degree to which the competencies acquired by graduates
from HE correspond to the requirements of specific roles (Cappelli, 2015). Nevertheless,
much of the employability discourse has been shaped by top-down narratives
dominated by governmental bodies, thereby lacking direct input from employers and
limiting understanding of authentic skill requirements (Kornelakis & Petrakaki, 2020).
Moreover, whilst skill classifications can be inconsistent and context-dependent,
Keneley and Jackling (2011) argue that identifying and categorising core skill features
facilitates a shared understanding. In response, this study draws on PSF websites,
existing literature, and employer-developed frameworks to identify a set of

employability skills, presented below.

Category Skill Type Skill Group Specific Skill
Critical thinking
Appreciative skills Evaluation

Problem solving

Soft currencies o ) Research
. Cognitive skills ) )
(Transferable skills) Analytical skills Numeracy
IT literacy
. . Report/essay
Routine skills ..
writing
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Act/think
strategically

Personal skills

Business/customer

awareness

Self-management

Non-cognitive Communication
(behavioural) Teamwork
skills ) Collaboration
Interpersonal skills —
Negotiation
Presentation
Leadership

) Qualifications
Hard currencies

Subject-specific knowledge

Table 1. Employability Skills Specification
Source: Author’s own, adapted from Deming and Kahn (2018), Keneley and Jackling

(2011), and Pham and Thompson (2019)

Existing literature indicates that PSFs typically prioritise two types of skill currencies
possessed by graduates: hard and soft currencies (de Lange et al., 2023). Hard
currencies include academic qualifications and discipline-specific knowledge, while
soft currencies encompass transferable skills (Pham & Thompson, 2019). In terms of
knowledge, PSFs tend to prioritise core, job-relevant content—particularly business
and technical knowledge—over more abstract or non-applied theoretical material
(Morgan, 2019). Nevertheless, whilst this distinction is reinforced in Parry and
Jackling’s (2015) interviews with PSF managers and partners, they also highlighted an
“almost universal consensus” on the primacy of generic skills (p. 526). Such skills,
according to Lauder and Mayhew (2020), are increasingly recognised as essential for
navigating both professional and personal spheres post-graduation. In Australia, for
instance, Certified Practising Accountants (CPA) Australia (2009, cited in Keneley &
Jackling, 2011, p. 609) proposed a hierarchy of generic skills organised into cognitive
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and behavioural (non-cognitive) dimensions, further subdivided into five categories:
routine, analytical, appreciative, personal, and interpersonal skills. This framework
aligns with Deming and Kahn’s (2018) analysis of 86,000 U.S. PSF job advertisements
(2010-2015), which identified ten key skills—most mapping onto these categories—

with a notable emphasis on cognitive and social competencies.

In the UK context, whilst skills are not always explicitly categorised, the competencies
prioritised by employers and professional bodies broadly align with the cognitive and
behavioural framework. For instance, the Confederation of British Industry (CBI, 2011,
cited in Kornelakis & Petrakaki, 2020, p. 293) identifies seven key capabilities: self-
management, teamwork, problem-solving, communication, numeracy, IT proficiency,
and business/customer awareness—all of which correspond to cognitive and
behavioural domains. Similarly, ICAEW (2018), expands on these by including

leadership and adaptability, further highlighting behavioural competencies.

However, despite the general convergence around generic skills, the OECD’s (2009,
2023) framework of 21st-century competencies highlights an additional dimension:
cross-cultural/intercultural skills. Defined by Kivunja (2014) as the ability to
understand and adapt to diverse national and socio-cultural norms, this skill is
frequently assumed to be teachable through formal education. However, Bourdieu’s
(1985) concept of embodied cultural capital—acquired through prolonged and often
unconscious socialisation—raises questions about whether such dispositions can be
cultivated as generic, developable skills within HE (de Lange et al., 2023). Furthermore,
the narrow and unequally distributed forms of cultural capital typically valued by PSFs
pose additional challenges to the pedagogical feasibility of fostering the cross-cultural

skills required for entry and progression within these environments. As stated by de
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Lange et al. (2023, p. 265), “undertaking a university degree (in another country) for
two to three years may not be sufficient to build this form of capital to the level required
by employers”. Whilst this observation primarily concerns international students,
Attridge’s (2021) study of British working-class students at the University of Oxford
similarly illustrates the difficulty of acquiring middle-class cultural capital,
underscoring the broader limitations of HEIs in developing the socio-intercultural

competencies privileged in elite labour markets.

However, as Parry and Jackling (2015) argue, generic skills can be understood as a
form of cultural capital, with HEIs playing a pivotal role in their development. The
extent to which HEIs facilitate the development of intercultural competencies and the
broader forms of cultural capital valued in PSF merits closer examination. Accordingly,
the following section explores how these competencies, and, more broadly, PSF

employability skills, are developed within UK HE.

2.4 PSF Employability Skill Development in UK HE

The role of HE in fostering skill development can be broadly categorised into curricular
and co-curricular domains. Curricular employability-fostering activities are embedded
within academic programmes, while co-curricular activities are institutionally

supported but take place outside the formal curriculum (Jackson & Bridgstock, 2021).

2.4.1 Curricular Strategies

Cleary and Noy (2014, p. 7) identify two key components: curriculum development and
associated instructional strategies. Whilst the importance of curriculum design in

fostering employability is increasingly recognised, many HEIs still provide limited
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opportunities for students to acquire occupational knowledge and employability skills
(Okolie, Nwosu et al., 2019). Cranmer (2006) cast doubt on the effectiveness of the
classroom in developing skills required for employment. Tomlinson (2017), likewise,
highlights a broader mismatch between university skill development and employer
expectations, noting that while HE fosters broadly transferable skills, the ability to
translate these into job-specific contexts is not always straightforward. This shortfall is
largely attributed to curriculum developers—often academics with limited exposure to
labour market demands—who may lack the contextual understanding necessary to
integrate work-relevant knowledge and skill formation into programme design (Okolie,

Igwe et al., 2019; Umar & Ma’aji, 2010).

In response, the UK Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA, 2014,
2024) introduced the Frameworks for Higher Education Qualifications of UK Degree-
Awarding Bodies, which outlines the general competencies expected of graduates to
guide programme design. Sheffield Hallam University, for instance, integrated these
principles into its applied criminology curriculum by emphasising problem-solving,
reflective practice, and other key skills (Cadet & Griffiths, 2023), while also employing
industry practitioners to incorporate professional insights into teaching (Dickinson et
al., 2021). Likewise, Bass et al. (2015) embedded technology skills into computing
programmes at Robert Gordon University, demonstrating—through classroom research
and open-ended surveys—that this approach not only improved students’ computer

literacy but also enhanced their understanding of digital collaboration.

Once curriculum content is established, the instructional strategies employed by HEIs
become critical in shaping skill acquisition. As Okolie and Yasin (2017) contend,

traditional pedagogies often restrict students’ engagement with diverse approaches,
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thereby constraining the development of curriculum-based employability skills.

However, recent studies have identified more effective instructional practices for

fostering such skills (Segbenya et al., 2023). The table below synthesises current

research on instructional strategies in HE and maps these onto the PSF-relevant skillsets

discussed earlier.

Instructional strategies

PSF employability skill

Group discussion/presentation

Teamwork (Hogan & Young, 2021)

Problem-based learning (PBL) case study

Problem-solving (Smith et al., 2013)

Individual/group presentation, debate Communication
Classroom- :
. i (Collard & Looney, 2014; Iksan et al., 2012)
ase T
L Portfolio/reflective blog, thesis : Essay/report writing, planning and
activities |
i organisation (Marques, 2016)
Online quizzes/discussion forums Computer literacy (Kornelakis & Petrakaki,
| 2020)
Simulation, role-play Business and customer awareness (Sheikh et
o ' al., 2023)
Experiential : - - : : —
- Virtual board room (business projects) i Collaboration, negotiation, self-management
earnin :
o . i (Purdie et al., 2013)
activities '

(Virtual) placements

Professionalism (Anderson & Novakovic,
2017; Bishop-Monroe et al., 2022)

Table 2. Current Research on HE Instructional Strategies

As illustrated in Table 2 above, embedding the employability agenda into disciplinary

curricula—accompanied by carefully designed teaching and assessment strategies—

can significantly foster students’ skill development. For instance, empirical evidence

supports the efficacy of PBL in fostering employability-related competencies. In a

study conducted by Smith et al. (2013), 108 undergraduate students enrolled in a UK

sports and exercise psychology programme completed a mixed-method questionnaire

comprising Likert-scale and open-ended items. Regardless of students’ attitudes toward
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PBL—whether positive, negative, or neutral—the majority reported that the approach
had contributed to the development of key employability skills, including problem-
solving, communication, and time management. Swansea University’s Career
Development Course (CDC) further exemplifies how structured, discipline-sensitive
employability training can improve graduate outcomes (Kamenova, 2023). Developed
in collaboration with academic staff, the course integrated subject-specific examples,
case studies, and application tasks to ensure relevance across disciplines. Consequently,
CDC not only facilitated the development of competencies such as self-awareness and
decision-making, but also contributed to improved graduate outcomes: 84% of

surveyed graduates who completed the course secured graduate-level roles.

2.4.2 Co-Curricular Initiatives

Co-curricular initiatives supporting employability development in UK HE typically
take two primary forms: structured experiential learning opportunities and institutional

career services.

Experiential learning, often referred to as work-integrated learning (WIL), involves
structured engagement with external partners and overlaps with work-based learning
(WBL), positioning both within the co-curricular domain (Smith, 2023). WIL typically
includes activities such as industry panels, start-up incubators, and virtual placements
(Jackson & Bridgstock, 2021), while WBL occurs directly within workplace settings
through internships and placements (Atkinson, 2016). Both forms have been shown to
significantly enhance employability skills (Atfield et al., 2021). For instance, Purdie et
al. (2013) surveyed 716 undergraduates at the University of Huddersfield and found
that although WIL had limited academic impact, it strengthened self-efficacy, goal-

setting confidence and study skills. Similarly, Anderson and Novakovic (2017) reported
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that accounting students who completed placements developed time management skills
and business-related knowledge. However, Fakunse and Pirrie (2020), drawing on
interviews with 19 international students at UK HEIs, highlighted structural barriers,
particularly a lack of curricular inclusivity, that hindered participation in WIL and
limited the associated benefits. Encouragingly, recent scholarship has begun to address
this challenge. Goodwin and Mbah (2017), for example, proposed a framework to help
HEIs systematically support diverse student groups, highlighting the growing

importance of tailored career support services.

Another form of co-curricular employability support is dedicated career services. As
Watts (1996, p. 127) notes, UK HEIs offer “the strongest example of specialist careers
guidance services”. A recent review by Minocha et al. (2017) across 35 UK HEIs
further demonstrated the presence of career units in all institutions studied, where
advisers support students in career planning, job applications, and employer
engagement (Fotiadou, 2021). However, the effectiveness of career services remains
uneven. Donald et al. (2018), through interviews with 38 final-year undergraduates at
a UK university, found that while students valued support with job applications,
employer engagement, and networking, they also identified nine key areas for
improvement, particularly the need for more personalised and proactive provision.
Similarly, Bradley et al.’s (2019) survey of 258 psychology undergraduates revealed
that fewer than 50% engaged with career service activities, with insufficient
information about events significantly reducing attendance (0.55 times). One possible
solution could be Taylor and Hooley’s (2014) curriculum-embedded -career
management skills (CMS) initiative, which advocates for the stronger integration of

career services within academic programmes. Their case study demonstrated that
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introducing a CMS module could lead to a 31% increase in graduate employment within

six months of completion.

Moreover, some HEIs have taken further steps to enhance the visibility and accessibility
of career support by restructuring institutional infrastructure. Liverpool John Moores
University, for example, implemented a university-wide employability initiative based
on “super-convergence”—the co-location of library and non-academic services to
increase student engagement (Davies, 2011). Complementary measures included
regular staff training, the assignment of dedicated career consultants to each faculty,
and the delivery of at least 120 hours of tailored support per faculty (Tyrer et al., 2013).
These efforts enhanced both the efficiency and quality of consultations, leading to a 30%
increase in service usage—from 16,553 to 21,558 consultations in one year—alongside

steady improvements in graduate employment outcomes.

2.4.3 Gaps in Current Employability Initiatives

Whilst such initiatives demonstrate the role of HEIs in supporting PSF-relevant skill
development, much of the existing literature adopts a generalised approach with limited
attention to disciplinary variation (Williams et al., 2024). Although Williams et al.
(2015, cited in Williams et al., 2024, p. 3) identify “commonalities across disciplines
in the conceptualisation of employability,” Dacre Pool and Sewell (2007) caution that
discipline-neutral employability provision may prove ineffective. Furthermore, despite
emerging discipline-specific research—such as Winberg et al.’s (2020) review of
engineering programmes—studies focusing on SS remain scarce. Given that SS
education often emphasises transferable over occupation-specific knowledge, there is a
pressing need to investigate how employability skills are fostered within SS disciplines

in UK HE (Williams et al., 2024).
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2.5 SS Students’ Employability Skill Development in UK HE (and beyond)

2.5.1 Defining the Scope of Social Sciences

SS encompass disciplines concerned with “the study of contemporary human societies,
economies, organizations and cultures, and their development” (Bastow et al., 2014, p.
4). According to the Campaign for Social Science (2018) and HESA (2012), SS
encompasses six main fields: social studies, business and administrative studies,
architecture, building and planning, law, education, and psychology. These disciplines
have historically played a central role in HEIs, valued for their contributions to
understanding social processes and fostering societal cohesion (Gould et al., 2018;

Mwelwa et al., 2021).

2.5.2 Employment Outcomes and Sector Perceptions

However, the growing emphasis on employability outcomes under neoliberal reforms
has challenged the perceived value of SS degrees (McCormack & Baron, 2023). Whilst
Leech-Wilkinson (2013) reported higher employment rates among SS graduates
compared to arts and STEM peers in 2013, more recent figures suggest otherwise.
According to Prospects (2023), just over 50% of UK SS graduates secured full-time
employment, with an unemployment rate of 5.5%, exceeding the national average of
5%. Nevertheless, it is essential to acknowledge that employment outcomes differ
considerably across SS disciplines, with graduates of professionally oriented
programmes (e.g., law and business) typically experiencing more favourable
employment prospects (Prospects, 2023). Prospects’ (2024) latest graduate surveys
indicate that 63.9% of business graduates secured full-time employment (compared to

59% overall). In contrast, a significant proportion of graduates from less vocationally
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focused SS disciplines were found in non-graduate roles—46.6% for sociology and
45.9% for psychology (Prospects, 2024). Reflecting these divergences, recent datasets
have begun to disaggregate business from other SS fields (Prospects, 2023, 2024). In
light of this, this research will focus on less vocationally defined SS disciplines, which
face greater scrutiny regarding their capacity to foster graduate employability (Lee et

al., 2014).

2.5.3 Existing Research on SS Skills

Nevertheless, this is not to suggest that the employability of SS students has been
entirely overlooked in existing research. Firstly, as Karaca-Atik et al. (2023) argue, SS
graduates are typically required to draw on broader competencies, beyond subject-
specific knowledge, to advance their careers. Whilst this increasing emphasis on
generic skills raises concerns about the marginalisation of academic knowledge—
particularly within SS disciplines that traditionally uphold the depth and integrity of
scholarly learning—it is also seen as an inevitable consequence of individualised and
market-oriented labour market dynamics (Lynd, 2015; Sin & Neave, 2014). Aarts and
Kiinn (2019), for instance, found that the likelihood of securing suitable employment
increased when graduates possessed strong social, analytical, and lifelong learning
skills, in addition to disciplinary expertise. A survey by ComRes (now Savanta) and
Universities UK (2019) similarly identified a range of competencies that SS students
and graduates self-reported developing during their studies, including research skills,
time management, independence, and critical thinking. These findings are supported by
both systematic reviews (e.g., Karaca-Atik et al., 2023) and empirical studies (e.g.,
Mwita et al., 2023). In the latter, student participants identified soft skills cultivated
through HE, such as customer orientation, communication, decision-making, and

problem-solving. Similarly, Karaca-Atik et al. (2023), examining both graduate and
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employer perspectives, found a consistent emphasis on communication, problem-
solving, and critical thinking, with employers also highlighting the importance of social

and cross-cultural competence, self-direction, and computer literacy.

However, as the only systematic synthesis on the topic to date, Karaca-Atik et al.’s
(2023) review highlights key research gaps. Most studies focus on identifying key skills,
offering limited insight into how and why these skills are valued. Moreover, whilst SS
students frequently report acquiring employability-related competencies during their
studies, few studies empirically examine how such skills are cultivated within UK SS
programmes. Accordingly, the following section presents existing research on the
employability development of SS students in the UK, while also drawing on
international literature to address the paucity of domestic evidence. This review reveals

a multi-layered research gap, which provides the foundation for the present study.

2.5.4 Existing Research on SS Skill Development

Lee et al. (2014) examined Politics and International Relations (IR) programmes in pre-
and post-1992 UK HEIs and found that both incorporated employability components,
such as communication, presentation, time management, and critical thinking. However,
these initiatives were often tied to specific modules. In pre-1992 HEIs, in particular,
efforts tended to align students with predetermined career trajectories through
traditional methods—for example, internships with Members of Parliament or policy-

focused curricula (Lee et al., 2014).

It is important to note, however, that Politics and IR—and more broadly, various SS
subjects—are inherently non-vocational (Karaca-Atik et al., 2023). Whilst some

students aspire to political careers, HEI Key Information Sets (KIS) indicate that the
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majority do not pursue careers that are directly related to politics (Lee et al., 2014). This
raises questions about the appropriateness and effectiveness of narrowly defined,
career-specific initiatives. Echoing this concern, Kalamatianou and Kougioumoutzaki’s
(2012) study of over 4,000 SS graduates in Greece similarly found that more than half
worked outside their field of study. Whilst senior academics argue that SS graduates
acquire transferable skills suitable for a wide range of sectors (McCormack & Baron,
2023), existing research has yet to explore how SS programmes prepare students for
roles beyond the public, voluntary, and charity sectors (Lee et al., 2014). Given the
widely asserted transferability of skills gained from SS programmes, and the notable
proportion of these graduates entering professional services (22% of the 2017 UK
graduate cohort) (HESA, 2020), this study aims to address the existing gap by
investigating how the skills cultivated in SS programmes are transferred and applied

within the context of PSFs.

When examining specific initiatives aimed at developing employability skills within
SS programmes, it becomes evident that most HEIs and existing studies also
concentrate on curricular and co-curricular approaches. Following Lee et al. (2014),
Politics and IR departments have implemented both explicit modules and credit-bearing
schemes (e.g. placements and study-abroad programmes) as well as implicit skill-
building mechanisms (e.g. report writing, simulations, poster presentations, and
exhibitions) to enhance employability skills. More specifically, Hauhart and Grahe’s
(2010) survey of 95 US HEI faculty members from psychology and sociology
departments found that capstone projects—functionally similar to UK dissertations—
were widely regarded as effective in fostering self-directed learning and academic
writing skills, with over 90% of respondents affirming these benefits. Whilst their study

focused on one specific initiative, it remains significant given the centrality of capstone
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projects within SS curricula. Nevertheless, inadequate student preparation remained a
key concern, calling for the provision of targeted guidance and structured preparation
(Hauhart & Grahe, 2010). However, whilst the importance of guidance is
acknowledged, Skaniakos et al. (2019), drawing on an internet-based survey of students
at a Finnish HEI during 2010-2013, found that those in SS faculties reported the lowest
levels of satisfaction with study guidance, generic skill development, and work-life
orientation. Whilst national differences must be considered, these findings raise

concerns about the adequacy of support embedded within SS programmes.

Admittedly, some UK SS programmes have begun embedding guidance mechanisms
within the curriculum. Cadet et al. (2023), through a reflective analysis of a criminology
course at a post-1992 HEI, underscored the pivotal role of lecturers in simulation-based
teaching, highlighting their capacity on reflective learning, professional modelling, and
independent problem-solving. The study also highlighted project-based modules
involving team tasks as effective for fostering teamwork and problem-solving skills,
particularly when the employability benefits were explicitly communicated to students.
Nonetheless, such initiatives remain predominantly curriculum-based, with limited

attention given to co-curricular approaches.

Addressing this gap, Irwin et al. (2019) examined 175 Scottish SS students, employers,
and academics using fictional CV rankings and open-ended surveys. Their findings
revealed that external work experience, especially in high-level graduate roles, was
valued more highly than curricular placements, though the reasons behind this
preference were not explored. Beyond the UK, Mwelwa et al. (2021) investigated the
impact of internships on SS students in Zambia through questionnaires and interviews

with 162 students, lecturers, and employers. Similarly, they reported that 79.1% of
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students found internships valuable, with faculty deans highlighting their role in
enhancing business and industry awareness. These findings also align with McCormack
and Baron’s (2023) qualitative research involving 17 directors of Humanities, Arts and
Social Sciences faculties at Australian public HEIs, which revealed that 10 institutions
were restructuring programmes to integrate more WIL and internship opportunities,

seen as effective in developing transferable skills and student agency.

Within the UK, the University of South Wales has implemented both in-house and
external placements to enhance Law students’ employability. Whilst graduate outcome
data was not yet available, students widely reported gains in confidence and
interpersonal qualities such as assertiveness, supportiveness, and engagement (Coburn
& Rees, 2023). Likewise, Williams et al. (2024) found that psychology students
perceived voluntary work and internships as more effective for enhancing
employability than traditional classroom-based learning. Nevertheless, the study also
revealed persistent shortcomings in university career services, including inaccurate
information and disengaged staff, which undermined students’ trust, self-efficacy, and
confidence in securing graduate-level employment. Indeed, as Harvey and Knight
(2005, cited in Bradley et al., 2019) caution, relying solely on employability services to
deliver employability teaching is likely to be ineffective, as these units are often under-
resourced and unable to support the diverse needs of an entire student body. These
findings underscore the need for further research into how SS programmes can more
effectively integrate both curricular and co-curricular strategies to support graduate

employability.
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2.5.5 Research Gaps and Research Questions

Despite growing interest in employability, existing studies, including those reviewed
above, have primarily centred on the perspectives of academic staff, employers, and
current students, while overlooking a key stakeholder group: SS graduates. As
individuals who have completed their degrees and transitioned into the workforce,
graduates are uniquely positioned to offer a dual perspective that encompasses both
educational processes and real-world implementation (Savage et al., 2009), unlike
current students, whose views may be shaped by limited exposure to professional
settings (Crew & Mrtins, 2023); employers, who observe only outcomes (Eldeen et al.,
2018); or HEI governors, who may lack visibility into post-graduation skill application

(McCormack & Baron, 2023).

This study, therefore, seeks to address three major gaps in the literature: (1) limited
research on how SS programmes in UK HE foster employability skills across curricular
and co-curricular domains, (2) insufficient understanding of the alignment between SS
education and PSF skill demands, and (3) the absence of graduate perspectives. It is

guided by the following RQs:

1. What employability skills do graduates gain from SS programmes in UK HE

that are relevant to employment in PSFs?

2. How are these skills applied in their day-to-day work, and what approaches are

used in SS programmes to foster them?

3. How do SS graduates perceive the extent to which their degree programmes

prepared them for employment in PSFs?
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RQI1 explores the relevant employability skills developed in SS programmes. RQ2
examines how these skills are both cultivated through educational practices and applied
in PSF settings. RQ3 investigates graduates’ perceptions of how well their SS degrees
prepared them for PSF careers, highlighting strengths, shortcomings, and opportunities
for improvement. By addressing these questions, this study aims to make both scholarly
and practical contributions. Scholarly, it expands employability research by centring on
SS graduates and their pathways into PSFs—an underexplored intersection in existing
literature. Practically, it offers empirical insights into how SS programmes might better
support student employability through curriculum reform and institutional strategy. The

following chapter outlines the research methods used to investigate these questions.
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Chapter 3. Methodology
This chapter outlines the key processes, considerations, and evaluations involved in
designing and conducting the research. It begins by establishing the research paradigm,
followed by an overview of the research design. It then details the strategies and criteria
for sampling, data collection, and data analysis. Finally, the chapter offers a critical
discussion of the study’s trustworthiness, the researcher’s positionality, and the ethical

measures undertaken throughout the research process.

3.1 Research Philosophy and Paradigm

Before detailing the specific research methods, it is essential to present the research
paradigm underpinning this study, as paradigms form the philosophical foundation on
which the entire research process rests (Grix, 2004). This study is grounded in a
constructionist ontology and adopts a corresponding interpretivist epistemology (Elliott,

2022b).

Ontology concerns the nature of reality—what exists to be known (Elliott, 2022b). This
research assumes that SS graduates’ perceptions of employability development are
socially constructed through their interactions with both tangible and intangible aspects
of HE. A constructionist stance is therefore philosophically consistent with the study’s
aims. Epistemology addresses how such knowledge can be acquired and conveyed
(Cohen et al.,, 2007). Here, an interpretivist approach is adopted, which views
knowledge as generated through human interpretation and social interaction (Scotland,
2012). By prioritising the perspectives of SS graduates, this study treats their accounts
as subjective interpretations of their experiences, aligning with an interpretivist

worldview. As Crotty (1998) notes, ontological and epistemological positions directly
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inform methodological choices. In this case, the constructionist—interpretivist
foundation supports a qualitative design that privileges meaning-making and lived

experience, leading to the methodological decisions set out in the following section.

3.2 Research Design

As Cohen et al. (2007) and Creswell (2021) observe, interpretive research commonly
employs qualitative methods to generate rich, contextualised data. Accordingly, this
study adopts a qualitative research design, as the development of employability skills
is inherently complex, socially constructed, and individually experienced (Morley,
2001). Rather than merely cataloguing skill sets, qualitative methods enable a deeper
examination of how such skills are cultivated, interpreted, and applied within specific

educational and professional contexts.

Semi-structured interviews (SSIs) were employed, offering a balance between structure
and flexibility. This approach ensured that key themes were addressed across
participants while allowing space to probe unanticipated but relevant insights (Maxwell,
2013; Tolan & Deutsch, 2015). Given that perceptions of employability are inherently
complex, multi-layered, and shaped by individual experiences (Chadha & Toner, 2017),
SSIs offered an effective approach to capture this diversity. Whilst a longitudinal
ethnographic approach, incorporating multiple interviews across different stages, could
offer “richly nuanced data about how employability is perceived, developed, embodied
and articulated” (Nolan, 2020, abstract), such an approach was not feasible within the

time and resource constraints of a master’s-level project.
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3.3 Participants

3.3.1 Criteria for Inclusion

As stated by Friedman et al. (2010), the research procedure should clearly describe
the type of participants to be studied. Based on the study focus, four inclusion criteria

were established, shown in Table 3.

Criteria for inclusion
Criterion 1: University
* A UK university
Criterion 2: Graduate Status
*  Recent graduates from undergraduate (UG) or postgraduate taught (PGT)
degree (graduated between 2023-2025)
Criterion 3: Subject Studied
* A SS subject that excludes professional and vocational-oriented subjects,
e.g. Law, Business, Economics, etc.
Criterion 4: Professional Status
*  Currently working full-time in a PSF (e.g. accounting, tax, consulting,

human resources, and financial companies).

Table 3. Criteria for Inclusion

3.3.2 Rationale for the Inclusion Criteria

Firstly, the inclusion of graduates from UK HEIs aligns with the research context.
Whilst institutional differences may shape employment outcomes and experiences
(Ashley & Empson, 2017), the core focus of this study lies in examining how
components of SS programmes foster employability skills and how these skills are
subsequently applied in PSF contexts. Therefore, rather than confounding the analysis,
variation across institutions is likely to enrich the study by offering a wider range of

practices and initiatives to evaluate.
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Regarding inclusion Criteria 2 and 4, this study focuses on recent graduates—both
home and international—at UG and PGT levels who are currently employed in PSFs.
Given the career-oriented focus of both UG and PGT degrees (Mellors-Bourne et al.,
2014; Stebleton et al., 2019), and in light of this being the first study to explore the
specific link between SS education and PSF work application nexus, a broader inclusion
strategy was adopted to provide a more comprehensive view of skill transferability and
application. The primary aim was not to compare across degree levels, but to identify
common patterns and challenges encountered by SS graduates navigating PSF careers.
Nonetheless, it is acknowledged that degree level may shape graduates’ learning
experiences and opportunities for skill development (McPherson et al., 2017)—an issue
that is touched upon in the findings chapter. Likewise, home and international graduates
may experience different employability development pathways due to factors such as
linguistic or cultural barriers (Huang & Turner, 2018). Whilst these variables were not
analysed comparatively in this study, they constitute critical contextual factors that may
influence how employability is developed and perceived, thus warranting more targeted

attention in future research.

Criterion 3 reflects the study’s focus on generalist SS programmes, as opposed to
professionally accredited or vocational disciplines. Generalist programmes primarily
emphasise more abstract disciplinary knowledge and the development of generic and
transferable skills, making them particularly relevant for examining how such
capabilities are interpreted and applied in PSF contexts where explicit vocational
alignment is less common. However, it is important to acknowledge that generalist SS
disciplines are also diverse in orientation, content, and pedagogical approach (Karaca-
Atik et al., 2023). Fields such as Sociology, Politics, or Education may cultivate

different configurations of analytical, communicative, or critical thinking skills,
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depending on their curricular structure and epistemological traditions. Whilst this study
does not seek to compare across disciplines, this disciplinary heterogeneity also

represents another contextual factor necessitating future research.

Accordingly, the target population comprises all graduates meeting the specified
criteria, while the sample refers to those selected for participation (Hogan, 2006). The

following section outlines the selection approach and participants in greater detail.

3.3.3 Selection

This study employed purposive selection to recruit participants based on predefined
criteria aligned with the RQs, thereby maximising the relevance of the sample to the
phenomenon under investigation (Elliot, 2022a). The term “selection” is used instead
of “sampling” to reflect the non-probability nature of purposive strategies, which, as
Yin (2018) notes, do not produce statistically generalisable samples. However, this
limitation aligns with the study objectives, which do not aim for statistical
generalisation but rather seek in-depth insights from participants best positioned to

address the RQs (Rai & Thapa, 2015).

Participant selection occurred in two stages. The first combined convenience and
purposive selection (n = 3), identifying participants through personal networks.
Contacts were approached via WeChat and WhatsApp—two widely used messaging
platforms—and given preliminary project details to gauge interest. Snowball sampling
was then attempted, but proved unsustainable due to limited personal reach. This
limitation may be attributed to the competitive nature of PSF recruitment and the
relatively small proportion of SS graduates entering such roles (Ashley & Empson,

2017; Prospects, 2024). Consequently, this approach was discontinued.
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The second stage employed purposive selection via LinkedIn, chosen for its high user
engagement, the researcher’s familiarity with the platform, and its advanced search
functionality, which enables targeted identification of individuals based on job roles
and academic backgrounds (Utz, 2016). As Griffiths et al. (2025) note, such features
are particularly advantageous for purposive selection aligned with degree and
occupation-based criteria. Three sets of keywords related to SS programmes, PSF
careers, and study country were used to identify suitable candidates, who were then

contacted via direct private messages (see Appendix E for a sample message).

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that certain LinkedIn features utilised in the recruitment
process, such as unlimited searches, extended profile access, and direct messaging, are
restricted to premium members (LinkedIn Help, 2025). With subscriptions costing £50-
£100 per month (LinkedIn, n.d.), this presents a significant financial burden for
master’s students. In this study, recruitment was completed using a one-month free trial.
Without such access, these costs could present a barrier for students and early-career

researchers undertaking similar work.

In summary, the second phase yielded an additional 13 participants, resulting in a total
sample of 16. As Crouch and McKenzie (2006) argue, a sample size of approximately
20 is appropriate for qualitative interview studies, as it enables close researcher—
participant interaction and supports in-depth, context-rich exploration of the research

topic. Accordingly, the final sample is deemed sufficient for this study.
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3.3.4 Participant Information

Table 4 presents the demographic and educational profiles of the 16 participants.
Notably, there is an imbalance between UG (n = 5) and PGT degree holders (n = 11).
Whilst this may partly result from the non-probabilistic sampling strategy employed
(Rai & Thapa, 2015), it also reflects broader structural dynamics—such as degree
inflation—whereby students increasingly pursue postgraduate qualifications to
strengthen their competitiveness in saturated labour markets, particularly in high-
demand sectors such as PSFs (Araki & Kariya, 2022). Nevertheless, despite this
imbalance, the inclusion of both UG and PGT graduates offers a holistic overview of
employability skill development while enabling comparison of the extent to which each

SS degree fosters PSF-relevant skills.

In terms of nationality, whilst it was not a formal inclusion criterion, the sample
contains a high proportion of international (Chinese) graduates. This outcome is likely
linked to the recruitment process, which relied on purposive and convenience sampling
through personal networks and LinkedIn outreach. Given the high proportion of
international students in UK SS programmes—particularly at postgraduate level
(Consoli, 2024)—this overrepresentation is unsurprising. Whilst it introduces a degree
of demographic skew, the sample remains consistent with the inclusion criteria and
reflects an intentionally inclusive approach to exploring shared experiences of
employability skill development and application among SS graduates. Nevertheless, the
limitations associated with this skew, along with the aforementioned degree imbalances,

are acknowledged and will be discussed in the concluding chapter.
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Participant =~ Graduate status SS programme studied PSF job role Recruitment

approach

1 Postgraduate Social Anthropology Account Manager Personal network

2 Postgraduate Social Sciences Market Researcher Personal network

3 Postgraduate Education Business Analyst Personal network

4 Undergraduate Sociology Audit LinkedIn

5 Undergraduate Sociology Consultant LinkedIn

6 Undergraduate Social Sciences Strategy Analyst LinkedIn

7 Postgraduate Education (Arts and Culture) Technology Consultant LinkedIn

8 Postgraduate Education Audit LinkedIn

9 Postgraduate Psychology Research Executive LinkedIn

10 Postgraduate Urban, Community and Audit LinkedIn

Regional Planning
11 Undergraduate Politics Consultant LinkedIn
12 Undergraduate Human, Social and Political Consultant LinkedIn
Sciences
13 Postgraduate Digital Media and Culture Audit LinkedIn
14 Postgraduate Human Sciences Analytics and Sales LinkedIn
Medical Anthropology associate
15 Postgraduate Applied linguistics (TESOL) Audit LinkedIn
16 Postgraduate Social and Visual Anthropology Operation Analyst LinkedIn

Table 4. Participants’ Demographic Profile

3.4 Data Collection

As noted, this study employed SSIs as the primary method of data collection. To
establish “an inventory of the categories and relationships that the interview must
investigate” (McCracken, 1988, p. 32), an interview schedule was developed following
Prescott’s (2011) 10-step guidelines (see Appendix F for details). This process involved
a literature review, self-reflection, and one pilot interview to ensure thematic clarity
and enable effective probing (see Appendix D for the full schedule). The final schedule
comprised six sections, addressing participants’ background, skill development,

application, and perceptions of preparedness. Given the flexible nature of SSIs, both
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the content and sequencing of questions were adapted where necessary to ensure

relevance to the research objectives.

All interviews were conducted online via Microsoft Teams between May and June 2025.
Given participants’ work commitments and limited availability, in-person interviews
were not feasible. This highlights the practicality of virtual interviews—several
participants, for instance, were able to join during lunch breaks. Each interview lasted
between 40 and 76 minutes and was conducted in a mix of Mandarin and English. As
some participants, including the researcher myself, were native Chinese speakers, they
were offered the option to participate in Mandarin (n=8). Whilst this choice introduced
additional complexity during transcription and analysis, it was adopted to promote
linguistic equity and facilitate more detailed, authentic responses through the use of a

shared native language (Marschan-Piekkari & Reis, 2004).

3.5 Data Analysis

Upon completion of all interviews, the recordings and auto-generated transcripts were
downloaded for analysis. Thematic analysis was selected for its capacity to “summarise
key features” of the data and “generate unanticipated insights” (Braun & Clarke, 2006,

p- 97), and their six-phase framework was employed (see Appendix G for details).

However, the bilingual nature of the interviews required additional preparation before
analysis. For interviews conducted in Mandarin, a meaning-based decentring
translation approach was adopted, prioritising the accurate conveyance of meaning over
literal equivalence (Eckhardt, 2004). The process began with cleaning the original

transcripts to correct errors and remove filler words or repetitions. The cleaned
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Mandarin transcripts were then translated into English using DeepL, a high-accuracy
online translation tool (Bunga & Katemba, 2024). Each translation was subsequently
reviewed and refined to ensure clarity, contextual fidelity, and readability for an
English-speaking audience. Table 5 provides an example where direct translation

would have failed to capture the intended nuance.

Translation process
Original Mandarin Script ~ H{ZUHELAE R, RERVRE.
Literal Translation Our major is like a flower blooming in prosperity, very Buddhist.

Meaning-based Translation The whole programme had a rather laid-back, laissez-faire atmosphere.

Table 5. Meaning-based Translation Example

The refined transcripts were exported onto Nexus365 for secure storage and subsequent
analysis. For the English interviews, a similar cleaning process was undertaken,

involving the correction of transcription errors to ensure clarity and readiness.

Following the collection and preparation of 16 interview transcripts, a project was
created in NVivo, and all relevant materials were imported. Initial coding was carried
out using an open coding approach, whereby codes were inductively generated from
the data to identify and categorise key themes (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). This data-
driven method, as opposed to a deductive approach, was chosen to facilitate the
emergence of unexpected insights (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The resulting codes were
then compared, refined, and grouped into overarching themes concerning the

development and application of employability skills.
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3.6 Research Trustworthiness

Ensuring trustworthiness is vital for establishing the credibility and reliability of
qualitative research findings—both of which are crucial for advancing cumulative
scholarly knowledge and informing practical improvements (Ahmed, 2024). This study
ensured trustworthiness by addressing four dimensions: credibility, transferability,

dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1965).

Credibility refers to how accurately findings reflect participants’ experiences (Ahmed,
2024). Consistent with Adler’s (2022) view that prolonged engagement enhances
credibility, rapport was established through informal pre-interview conversations,
encouraging deeper and more nuanced insights. Whilst shared academic backgrounds
with some participants fostered openness, an objective stance was maintained
throughout data collection, analysis, and interpretation to minimise bias and preserve

authenticity (Dodgson, 2019).

Transferability denotes the applicability of research findings to other, similar settings
(Daniel, 2019). This was supported through thick description of the research setting,
sampling strategy, and participant characteristics (Forero et al., 2018), as outlined in
the literature review and earlier sections. Additionally, dependability, concerning the
consistency of findings over time (Kakar et al., 2023), was enhanced by maintaining a
transparent “audit trail” documenting methodological decisions, data collection, and
analysis procedures (Ahmed, 2024). This enables external researchers to assess the
study’s rigour and, if desired, replicate the approach in comparable contexts (Eryilmaz,

2022).
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Confirmability relates to the objectivity of findings and the minimisation of researcher
bias (Kakar et al., 2023). In this study, confirmability was strengthened through
reflexive practices embedded across the research process, notably the maintenance of a
reflexive journal to document evolving thoughts, decisions, and analytical reflections.
The researcher’s positionality and its potential influence on data interpretation are
discussed in the following section. Together, these measures promote transparency,

minimise subjectivity, and strengthen analytical credibility (Ahmed, 2024).

3.7 Researcher Positionality

Positionality “reflects the position that the researcher has chosen to adopt within a given
research study” (Savin-Baden & Major, 2013, p. 71, cited in Holmes, 2020, p. 2).
Reflecting on one’s positionality contributes to research confirmability while reducing
bias or partisanship in the research process (Rowe, 2014). Through reflexive self-
examination, it became evident that this research was conducted from an insider—
outsider positionality. Whilst Merton (1972) originally conceptualised insiders as
members of the group being studied and outsiders as non-members, subsequent
scholarship has highlighted the fluid and situational nature of these categories, allowing

for dual positionality (Chacko, 2004; Kusow, 2003).

Specifically, as a SS graduate from a UK undergraduate programme, I share a similar
academic background with some participants, positioning me as an insider. This status
facilitated trust, rapport, and the ability to ask contextually informed questions, often
yielding richer, more authentic data (Holmes, 2020). Nevertheless, as a current
postgraduate student without experience working in a UK PSF, I also occupied an

outsider position. Whilst this may limit my full comprehension of participants’
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professional contexts, it allowed me to pose questions that insiders might overlook due
to assumed familiarity (Naaeke et al., 2010). Moreover, my outsider status may
facilitate more open dialogue, as participants are less likely to perceive a conflict of
interest or professional affiliation (Holmes, 2020). This dual positionality carried both
advantages and challenges, which I sought to balance through sustained reflexivity,
critical self-awareness, and strategies to ensure research trustworthiness, ultimately

supporting the production of rigorous and insightful findings.

3.8 Ethical Consideration

This study adhered to the Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research established by
the British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2024) and obtained formal
approval from the University of Oxford’s Central University Research Ethics
Committee (CUREC) (see Appendix C for evidence of approval). Before data
collection, participants were sent an email containing two documents: an information
sheet outlining the study’s aims and scope, and a consent form confirming their
voluntary agreement to participate. Signed consent was obtained before each interview.
Participants were also informed at the start of each interview that they could leave the
study or refuse to answer any questions at any time. Upon conclusion of the interview,
I expressed appreciation for their participation and reiterated that they could raise any
questions or concerns at any stage. Samples of the information sheet and consent form

are included in Appendices A and B.

Confidentiality and anonymity were strictly maintained throughout the research process.
Participants’ real names were not used; instead, numerical codes were assigned in all

documentation and reporting (Kaiser, 2009). Whilst specific keywords were employed
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for participant recruitment, all identifying details—including university and PSF
names—were removed to ensure participant anonymity. Interviews were recorded only
with participants’ explicit consent, and both audio files and transcripts were stored
securely on the researcher’s University of Oxford OneDrive account, protected by

password encryption. Access to these materials was restricted to the researcher.
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Chapter 4. Findings
The research findings are organised according to the three research questions guiding
this study. For each question, participants’ perspectives were synthesised into key

themes, which structure the subsequent presentation of findings.

4.1 SS Graduates’ Skill Acquisition

4.1.1 Perception of Skill Acquisition from SS Programmes

During the interviews, participants were first invited to introduce their current roles
within PSFs and their previous SS degree programmes. They were then asked to reflect
on their experiences of skill development and to identify the specific competencies
acquired through their degrees. Whilst the majority of participants acknowledged the
relevance and benefits of their SS education to their current roles, two PGT participants
(P8, P15) expressed the view that their degree had not contributed meaningfully to their
professional work. Both attributed this to the limited duration of PGT studies and the

lack of instructional approaches aimed at fostering employability skills. As P8 noted:

I don’t think the course was particularly helpful for me... It was only one year with

all those large lectures, I didn’t get much out of it. (P8)

Among the remaining participants, responses regarding skill development through SS
programmes that are relevant to PSF work coalesced into three key themes: hard, soft,

and abstract skills.

4.1.2 Skill Acquisition-Hard Skill

First, several participants, both at the UG and PGT levels (P3, P9, P12), highlighted the

applicability of disciplinary knowledge in their current roles. This finding is noteworthy
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given the commonly perceived disconnect between SS degrees and careers in PSFs. For
instance, P9 stated her studies provided “a baseline knowledge that I need for this job”.
However, the majority of participants felt that the knowledge gained was not

transferable or particularly helpful in the actual work setting. As P6 explained:

I wouldn’t say that the knowledge was really transferred because what I’'m doing

right now doesn’t relate to it.

Instead, she emphasised that “it’s more like skills rather than knowledge”, a view shared

by most participants.

4.1.3 Skill Acquisition-Soft Skills

Participants’ responses for soft skills gained were categorised into two sub-themes:

input-related and output-related soft skills.

4.1.3.1 Input-type Soft Skills. Participants across both levels reported gaining
input-related skills, such as reading comprehension (P2, P12), research (all but P8 and
P15), synthesis (P2, P4, P5, P6, P16), time management, and working under pressure
(P9, P11, P12). Nevertheless, P15 stated that her time management ability emerged
rather “spontaneously”, and “had nothing to do with my research or studies”, suggesting

a more intuitive process of skill acquisition independent of formal SS education.

4.1.3.2 Output-type Soft Skills. Communication was frequently cited, though

views were somewhat polarised. A majority (P1, P3, P4, P10, P11, P13, P16) reported

enhancement. Notably, P16 described the programme as transformative, stating that:
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I’'m naturally introverted and not good at making conversation with others. But in

anthropology... I felt that my communication skills improved significantly.

In contrast, two participants—one UG (P12) and one PGT graduate (P8)—offered
divergent views, asserting that their SS education did not support the development of
communication skills. P12 further noted a lack of experience in “teamwork, group work,
presenting”, and “didn’t get any of that”. This contrasts sharply with the experiences of
other participants, many of whom highlighted gains in oral and written presentation
skills (P3, P7, P9, P10) and teamwork (P6, P11, P13). Nevertheless, all participants

reported developing essay writing skills.

4.1.4 Skill Acquisition-Abstract Skills

Though often implicit, abstract skills—referring to cognitive dispositions and modes of
thinking—were frequently reported by participants across both levels as outcomes of
SS education. Foremost among these was critical thinking (P2, P13), followed by the
cultivation of a macro-level social science perspective (P2, P4, P7, P12). As P4, a UG

sociology graduate, observed:

It (SS) equips you with a lens that transcends economic and political systems. You

start to consider issues on a broader, more structural level.

Participants also referred to enhanced perspective-taking. Specifically, P1 and P16
highlighted the value of developing localised perspectives, while P4 and P10 noted
increased sensitivity to social issues; P3 and P7 further emphasised the development of
empathy, which they viewed as crucial for understanding others in both personal and

professional contexts. However, it is noteworthy that none of the participants
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mentioned the development of business awareness or familiarity with corporate

behaviours through SS education. As P1, a PGT social anthropology graduate, observed:

Before starting work, I had no real idea how a company or the corporate world

operates. That’s something you don’t learn at university.

4.2 From Development to Deployment: How SS Graduates Apply Their Skills in
PSF Work

4.2.1 Were the Skills Applied?

Building on the aforementioned disconnect between SS education and PSF work, it is
also important to note that not all participants found their skills transferable to their
current roles due to the nature of the work. P14 and P16, who work as an Analytics and
Sales Associate (customer-facing) and an Operations Analyst, respectively, expressed

a more negative view:

I feel like they (what I studied and the skills I gained) aren’t directly related to the
work I’'m doing now. (P16)

I would say, unfortunately, my current role really destroyed me a little bit, because
I wasn’t able to apply any skills. What you’re facing in a customer service role is
essentially people who are already angry... so I think it didn’t allow me time to
think, to answer critically, utilise my presentation skills. There weren’t many skills
I could transfer, not even writing skills, because often the customer doesn’t need
you to write an essay or even a paragraph. They just want bullet-point answers—

boom, boom, boom. (P14)

Nevertheless, these participants noted instances in previous roles where their skills were
more evidently transferable. For example, reflecting on a marketing internship, P14

shared:
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In those times, I was able to use my presentation skills and come up with ideas by
considering everyone’s opinions and consolidating them into a whole argument...
so I do think that previous internship experiences better demonstrate such

transferable skills.

These accounts underscore the contingent and role-specific nature of skill application
within PSFs, as also noted by participants (P4, P10), who emphasised that the alignment
between skills developed in SS programmes and workplace demands often depends on

the operational characteristics of specific roles.

4.2.2 Forms of Application

When participants discussed how they applied their skills in practice, their responses
clustered into three key phases: pre-task preparation, task execution, as well as post-
task social engagement. This structure reveals not only the skills employed but also
shows how participants’ SS education influenced their thinking and behaviours before,

during, and after their professional work.

4.2.2.1 Pre-Task Preparation: From Academic Inquiry to Professional
Readiness. The project-based work in PSFs demands substantial preparatory tasks,
during which participants emphasised the importance of disciplinary knowledge and

skills related to research, interpretation, and critical reflection.

4.2.2.1.1 Disciplinary Knowledge. As mentioned earlier, several participants
reported that academic knowledge is applicable in their day-to-day work. Specifically,
P12, a consultant, noted that she applied disciplinary insights to propose tailored

solutions:
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In crisis simulations with clients, I role-play as social media users reacting to a
scenario using a simulated platform. My academic studies on social media in
protests help me understand how it mobilises public opinion, which I apply when

engaging in these exercises.

P9, who studied educational psychology and now works in the education team at a
market research firm, explained that tasks such as developing consent forms and
interview schedules were directly informed by her SS training. Nevertheless, she

acknowledged that even in a relatively aligned role, a degree of adjustment was required:

I think there’s a huge difference between university research, which is academic,
and the sort of research I do now, which is more corporate and involves working

with a client.

4.2.2.1.2 Research and Information Synthesis. Participants frequently
highlighted research and information synthesis as key transferable skills developed
through essay writing and dissertation work. P2 noted that navigating a fragmented
dissertation topic taught her to synthesise scattered information—a skill now essential

in her role:

Some of the (dissertation) information came from key readings, but a large part of
it I had to seek out myself. I had to find alternative literature that wasn’t on the
same subject but still offered related insights. That skill—figuring out how to make

sense of scattered information—is definitely helpful.

Similarly, P4, an auditor, noted that the reading and writing skills developed through
her sociology background enabled her to approach compliance and risk documents with

greater nuance. She even observed that her firm recognises this strength by assigning
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SS graduates to the non-financial audit team, where the ability to process large volumes

of textual data is crucial.

4.2.2.1.3 Critical Thinking. Critical thinking was also considered essential during
the preparation phase, laying the groundwork for effective client interactions.
Participants, such as P1, P4, and P12, emphasised the value of considering issues from
multiple perspectives—an ability developed through fieldwork, seminars, and
independent research in SS education across both UG and PGT levels. P1, for instance,
reflected on how anthropology trained him to adopt a “local perspective”, which now
supports more empathetic client engagement, often trying to think from their point of
view— “what do they want to achieve from our service?”. P7 also highlighted the
importance of deep reflection early in a project, particularly in identifying potential
client pain points. Furthermore, several participants (e.g. P4, P12, P16) observed that
the emphasis on current affairs and real-world issues in SS programmes heightened
their awareness of social, economic, and geopolitical dynamics, which in turn

strengthened their professional interactions. As P4 explained:

One transferable aspect is how I approach work—I’m more attuned to questions
like, what risks might the client face in the future? It allows me to support clients
by completing tasks while identifying future directions beyond the immediate

scope of work, which helps build trust and sustain long-term partnerships.

However, some participants presented a more critical view of whether and how these
skills could be meaningfully applied in practice. P5, for example, reflected on the

standardising effect of workplace training in shaping employee thinking:
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I think the job itself, through the same type of training and the work you do, slowly

shapes you into a similar type of person, which I guess sounds bad.

Whilst he acknowledged the value of critical thinking, he also questioned its practical

utility under structured managerial expectations:

Ultimately, this will be guided by your managers on how to approach the task. So
I don’t think there’s any specific insight you can bring in.

4.2.2.2 Task Execution: Navigating Client Work Through Communication
and Problem-Solving. Following the preparatory phase, participants reported
transitioning into the client-facing stage of their work, where output-related skills

became central.

4.2.2.2.1 Idea Generation and Presentation. Many participants emphasised the
importance of idea generation and verbal presentation in their roles (P4, P6, P9, P12).
For example, P11, an undergraduate, explained that her SS degree involved small-group
PBL tutorials, where she was expected to “come up with an argument, defend it, and
deliver a clear presentation”. This skill, as noted by P4, could “actively drive project
momentum”. However, this format was not reported by PGT participants. Several (P8,
P10, P15) described their programmes as predominantly lecture-based, offering limited
opportunities for verbal engagement. Whilst some PGT participants reported
developing such skills, these were typically acquired through occasional presentation
tasks and, more commonly, through independent thinking and writing. By contrast, P6,
a social sciences undergraduate, reported having frequent and structured presentation
tasks during her studies, which she credited with building the confidence and clarity

needed to lead meetings effectively with clients.
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That said, not all UG participants reported strong verbal engagement. P12, working in
consulting, highlighted the limitations of her essay-based assessment experience in

preparing her for workplace communication tasks:

I spend 80% of my day working with PowerPoint, which is a crucial skill in
consulting. Yet this is something I’ve had to learn from the ground up. Since my
degree was essay-based, it didn’t teach me how to structure a presentation or

convey information visually.

Nonetheless, whilst verbal presentation was not central to all participants’ roles, most
(e.g., P2, P6, P10) still drew on written communication skills developed during their
studies, across both UG and PGT levels. P2 explained that writing market reports
required her to apply sociological reasoning and maintain a clear logical structure to
convey insights effectively. Similarly, P10 reflected that the habits cultivated through
academic essay writing, such as citing credible sources and maintaining coherence,
contributed directly to the quality of her audit working papers—a view supported by

feedback she received from managers.

4.2.2.2.2 Teamwork and People Engagement. Teamwork emerged as another key
theme in task execution, encompassing both internal collaboration and external
stakeholder engagement. While often considered a core competency developed through
SS programmes, participants across both UG and PGT levels offered mixed accounts

of their development of collaborative skills.
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Several participants drew strong parallels between their SS education and their current
PSF work. For instance, P13 reflected on the similarities between group-based

academic assignments and client-facing team structures:

When we’re working on our assignments, we sit together, have endless meetings
and discussions... That’s what I’'m doing now. We work in groups, with a team

for each client. You have to communicate thoroughly within your team.

P7 echoed this view, noting that seminar-based and debate-oriented teaching helped her
develop the interpersonal and coordination skills required to manage multiple
workstreams in a large organisation. Co-curricularly, P3’s WBL placement provided
valuable experience in engaging with external stakeholders, a skill that directly
translates to his current role. However, not all participants reported comparable
opportunities for collaborative learning. P15, a PGT graduate, explained that her
courses were largely theoretical and offered limited scope for practical application or
peer interaction. P12, again, described her UG programme as highly individualised and

lacking in interpersonal interaction:

I had five hours of contact time per week. That’s crazy. I never really interacted

with people or discussed things massively.

She further reflected on how this limited preparation impacted her day-to-day work in

professional settings:

That’s been really hard in the corporate world—going up and presenting to people,

trying to convince and persuade—because I had no practice.
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4.2.2.3 Post-Task and Social Aspects: Informal Learning and Relationship-
Building. Whilst participants were primarily asked to reflect on the application of skills
in formal work settings, several spontaneously discussed how their SS education

supported them in navigating the often-unspoken dimensions of PSF workplace life.

P6, for instance, attributed her ability to “read the room” and anticipate unspoken
workplace norms—such as knowing when and how to engage with colleagues—to the
social awareness developed during her SS degree. She noted that these interpersonal
cues were not explicitly taught, but were instead cultivated through peer-based

academic environments and seminar discussions.

A more novel yet thought-provoking perspective came from P4, who reflected on the
influence of SS content, particularly topics related to inequality and social justice, on
her ability to gain awareness of the importance of relevant cultural capital, thereby
navigating workplace behaviours. As an Asian female professional, she described

developing subtle strategies for blending in:

I’ve learned to recognise the attitudes and behaviours that are valued in the
workplace, and I try to align myself with those by staying neutral and professional.

It helps me navigate biases and build stronger relationships with colleagues.

Similarly, P2 described the workplace as a “miniature society”, marked by tacit
hierarchies and affective relationships. Drawing on her training in fieldwork-based

disciplines like anthropology and sociology, she explained:

I learned to observe how people interact, understand group dynamics, and learn

from others.

64



This observational skill enabled her to better adapt, reflect, and build rapport in a

complex organisational culture.

4.3 SS Graduates’ Perceptions of Degree Preparedness for PSF Employment
4.3.1 Overall Perceptions

Despite offering numerous examples of transferable skills and speaking positively
about their SS education, including having no regrets (P11) and being proud of and
shaped by it (P12), most, across both UG and PGT levels, described its role in preparing

them for professional work in PSFs as limited. As P16 reflected:

When I was job hunting, I realised that many roles require some professional or
technical skills, not just the ability to conduct fieldwork or interviews. These hard
skills weren’t really covered in our curriculum. The biggest issue was an
overemphasis on soft skills, which meant I couldn’t even pass the first-round

online assessments.

P12 similarly observed that her workplace readiness came largely from outside SS

programme:

I think academics shaped my worldview and way of thinking, but it was the

extracurriculars that developed my practical skills and experience.

Others were more explicitly critical. P7 and P6 questioned the employability focus of

their programmes:

To be honest, I don’t think my SS degree provided me with many directly
employable skills. (P7)
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In my degree, not at all. In fact, there was a kind of anti-corporate sentiment, so I

wouldn’t expect them to teach those skills. (P6)

Whilst SS programmes were valued for their intellectual and personal development,
their perceived effectiveness in preparing graduates for PSF employment was generally

limited.

4.3.2 Perceived Strengths

Given that most participants expressed relatively critical views regarding the
preparedness offered by their SS degrees for PSF employment, the findings in this
section are limited, with favourable perceptions largely consistent with earlier accounts
of skill development. However, several participants (e.g., P1, P2, P10, P13) emphasised

that such skills were not exclusive to SS education. As P10 explained:

I think this is something present across different disciplines. I don’t think
encouraging students to engage in deep thinking is exclusive to any single

discipline.

Despite this, most participants acknowledged that SS programmes tended to place
greater emphasis on certain interpersonal and reflective skills. P1, for example,

highlighted the discipline’s increased focus on human interaction:

I think they do [develop these skills], because SS strongly emphasises
communication with people. There’s always a people engagement component,

which is important.
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In addition, several participants also referred to programme-level initiatives that
supported professional development. These included alumni events featuring
professionals working in PSFs (P11, P14, P16), although the support is somewhat

limited.

4.3.3 Perceived Gaps

Two sub-themes were identified concerning the perceived gaps between SS education

and PSF employment: degree stereotypes and opportunity barriers.

4.3.3.3 Degree Stereotypes. Many participants identified implicit stereotypes
within their SS programmes that discouraged or limited interest in PSF careers. These
stereotypes often shaped both students’ perceptions of viable career paths and the level

of institutional encouragement they received when pursuing non-traditional trajectories.

P9 described feeling constrained by dominant narratives within her educational

psychology programme:

I found it quite frustrating that, in educational psychology, there’s a strong
stereotype around career paths—you’re expected to work with children or become
a teaching assistant. But that’s not necessarily what everyone wants... It felt like
the options were either overly stereotyped or heavily focused on academia, with
little in between.

Such assumptions were not only embedded in curricular content but also reinforced
through faculty attitudes. P16 reflected on the implicit norms surrounding career

preparation:
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The whole programme had a rather laid-back, laissez-faire atmosphere. If you
were actively looking for internships, you were seen as an outlier—like, “you’re

actually applying for internships?”

This culture of passivity, combined with the lack of early career guidance, led some
students to delay job exploration. As P2 noted, by the time many peers realised the need

to prepare for employment, it felt too late to catch up.

4.3.2.2. Opportunity Barriers. Despite the perceived flexibility of SS
programmes, participants across levels reported restricted interdisciplinary access,
limited departmental support, and a disconnect between academic learning and career
preparation. These issues were especially pronounced at the PGT level. P3, an
undergraduate, described the difficulty of enrolling in business-related modules, which,
though beneficial for career development, were challenging to access. For PGT students,
this restriction appeared more absolute. As several participants noted (e.g., P1, P8, P15),
such cross-disciplinary opportunities were largely unavailable within their one-year
master’s programmes. P10 further reflected on the relatively insular nature of SS
departments, particularly when compared to more professionally oriented disciplines

such as engineering:

They (engineering) always talk about how your learning connects to the workplace.
In social sciences, we just stayed in our bubble of academic theories. We didn’t

get the same kind of exposure.

Several participants also expressed frustration with limited departmental support,
particularly in relation to career guidance. P12 noted a lack of engagement from

academic staff:
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My supervisors never spoke to me about employment. We had a director of studies
who didn’t care what I was going to do afterwards. Nothing was done to help us

understand what career opportunities could look like.

This view was echoed by P11, who compared her experience unfavourably to students

in other departments:

My flatmates had a lot of support from their department. I didn’t have that in my

department at all. If you want something else, (they’ll say) go to careers.

However, when participants attempted to engage with their universities’ career services,
all reported negative or disappointing experiences. P3 noted, “We’ve had very few
career fairs”. Similarly, P10 reflected on the lack of communication around these

opportunities:

I couldn’t expect things like career fairs to appear in my inbox—I had to actively
search for them.

Even those who did use the service found it to be poorly publicised. P11 explained:

Many people in my course didn’t even know that was an option. When [ mentioned
seeing a careers advisor, they were like: “What? We have that?”. I feel like it’s not

really talked about or publicised enough.

P16 further contrasted her experience with that of students in other programmes, noting
that while some departments hosted events with both academic scholars and industry
panels, her own course remained purely academic in nature. She further described her

frustration with the career service’s lack of subject knowledge:
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When I visited the career department to revise my CV or participate in a mock
interview, they had no idea what anthropology students actually study. They
couldn’t provide any useful support—I even had to stop and explain what our
degree involved.

This experience reinforced her sense of helplessness and highlighted the structural

disconnect between career services and the needs of SS students.

4.3.4 Don’t Undermine the SS Core!

Despite the previously discussed concerns about limited preparation for PSF
employment, nearly all participants expressed resistance to altering the core content of
SS programmes. They emphasised that SS education serves as a space for intellectual
exploration and critical inquiry, and argued that its academic integrity should be
preserved rather than reshaped to meet instrumental labour market demands. As P7

explained:

I believe that many students are truly passionate about the topics they study. The
university offers these courses precisely to create a space for such intellectual

engagement. Therefore, there is no need to modify the curriculum itself.

This view was echoed by various participants, who expressed a strong identification
and appreciation in their discipline (e.g., P12, P13, P16). P13 articulated this view

clearly:

I don’t think the curriculum should change. It’s called social science for a reason,
and I genuinely enjoy it. It teaches you how to think—and I believe that’s
invaluable. Just because others may not see its relevance doesn’t mean it should

be changed.
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4.3.5 If Not the Core Content, Then What?

Whilst most participants did not support altering the core content of SS programmes,
they were generally in favour of integrating complementary components. More notably,
many expressed concerns that SS is increasingly devalued within HE. As P12 remarked

on the UK undergraduate education:

I’ve got a feeling—and maybe this is super cynical of me—but because British
HE charges the same tuition across disciplines, minimal effort is put into the social
sciences to save resources for subjects that are more costly to run, like medicine,
or biochemistry. So they try to keep the SS as cost-effective as possible, with

minimal lectures.

In response, participants called for renewed institutional investment in SS programmes.

Their suggestions also fell into two categories: curricular and co-curricular initiatives.

4.3.4.1 Curricular Initiatives. Although most participants felt that embedding
employability training into the SS curriculum would compromise its intellectual
foundations, they advocated for modernising pedagogical methods at both UG and PGT

levels to better showcase transferable skills:

Even if graduates go on to work in charities, they don’t spend their days writing
essays. They collaborate and debate ideas. The ways we work in SS programmes
should more closely reflect the ways we work in SS professions. (P12, UG)

In a one-term course with eight sessions, only one involves presentations, and that
session often has ten groups squeezed in. There isn’t enough time for meaningful
exchange. (P8, PGT)

In terms of content, over half the participants supported introducing data processing

modules that could be meaningfully linked to existing SS training. Yet several
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participants (P1, P16) acknowledged potential resistance from academics to such
changes. Consequently, a frequently proposed alternative was increased flexibility in
module selection, particularly cross-departmental access (e.g., P3, P4, P6). Some
advocated for a US-style generalist model, although this view was not unanimous; P13,

for example, valued predetermined content consistency within SS programmes.

4.3.4.2 Co-curricular Initiatives. Participants overwhelmingly called for
stronger institutional links with external organisations and improved promotion of

existing opportunities. As P2 reflected:

My undergraduate programme had a placement year, but I had no idea how it
worked, so I never considered it. Looking back, it could’ve been really useful for

my career planning. But the university didn’t give any guidance.

Participants also recommended SS-specific career services that can be accessed by
students at both UG and PGT levels, including tailored advice (P16), clearer job role
information (P14), and walkthroughs of application processes (P1). Many suggested
offering free, high-quality workshops to build practical skills and enable
interdisciplinary peer learning (e.g. PS5, P6, P7). Crucially, they emphasised that career
service staff must better understand the strengths and challenges of SS students,
especially those transitioning into new fields. They also stressed the need for a non-

judgmental, supportive approach:

Even if they (the staff) are not very knowledgeable when it comes to advising on

career changes, don’t discourage us just because we want to. (P10)
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Overall, while participants rejected wholesale curricular reform, they framed
employability not as a threat to SS, but as something that can be fostered in parallel

with its critical and intellectual traditions.
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Chapter 5 Discussion
This chapter interprets the findings from Chapter 4 in relation to existing literature on
employability skill development in SS education and PSFs. It addresses the three RQs
and identifies areas for further research on employability development in UK HE,

particularly within SS programmes.

5.1 RQ1-What employability skills do graduates gain from SS programmes in UK

HE that are relevant to employment in PSFs?

The empirical findings indicate that most participants believed their SS programmes
supported the development of relevant employability skills. This aligns with much of
the existing literature on skill development in SS education (e.g., Karaca-Atik et al.,
2023; Lee et al., 2014) and with the perspectives of key HE stakeholders (Mwelwa et
al., 2021). However, two PGT participants reported that their programmes did not equip
them with any employability-related skills—an outlier finding that is particularly
noteworthy given the widely acknowledged role of SS in fostering transferable
competencies (ComRes & Universities UK, 2019). Whilst PGT courses are often
praised for their in-depth academic focus, they appear, in these cases, to have failed to
provide adequate opportunities for developing essential generic skills. This limitation,
coupled with prior studies highlighting SS graduates’ lower satisfaction with their
professional preparedness (Skaniakos et al., 2019) and the broader challenges of
embedding employability within academic curricula (Campbell, 2010), reinforces
persistent concerns regarding SS programme design. As Brennan et al. (1996) argue,
the structure and content of degree programmes play a pivotal role in shaping graduate

employability. Therefore, despite the existing attention and initiatives, further research
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is needed to evaluate and enhance the alignment between SS curricula and evolving

professional demands.

Among the remaining participants, the skills identified largely aligned with the
conceptual framework outlined in the literature review. However, a key divergence
emerged from prior studies by Karaca-Atik et al. (2023) and Aarts and Kiinn (2019),
which suggested that disciplinary knowledge in SS holds limited relevance to PSF roles.
In contrast, this study found that several participants not only engaged with their SS
curricula but also applied this knowledge in their PSF work (discussed in the next
section). This supports literature affirming the public value of SS knowledge (Lewis et
al., 2023) while extending it by suggesting that, under certain conditions, SS knowledge
can be transferable to PSF contexts. If such transferability can be substantiated, it
challenges the claim by Sin and Neave (2014) that employability-oriented reforms
necessarily undermine academic quality. Instead, these findings suggest that
disciplinary knowledge and labour market responsiveness can coexist within HE

curricula—an idea that warrants further empirical exploration.

Among the soft and abstract skills identified by participants, most aligned closely with
the skill framework outlined by PSF employers (Table 1) and discussed in the literature
review, albeit with some variations and overlaps in thematic labels. Notably, however,
not all employer-required skills were developed through SS education. Some
participants explicitly stated that key competencies, particularly teamwork and
presentation, were not meaningfully fostered during their studies. This concern was
reported at both UG and PGT levels, and stands in contrast to the generally positive
findings in self-reported data and empirical research (e.g., Karaca-Atik et al., 2023;

Mwita et al., 2023).
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One potential explanation may lie in Cheng et al.’s (2022) observation that the type and
status of HEIs influence how employability agendas are interpreted and enacted.
Although mainstream employability frameworks promote a wide range of curricular
and co-curricular initiatives, the degree to which these are adopted varies across
institutions. As Boden and Nedeva (2010, cited in Cheng et al., 2022) argue, post-1992
universities are more likely to embed employability strategies as a means of enhancing
their market competitiveness, whereas pre-1992 institutions tend to prioritise
disciplinary knowledge and the development of cultural capital, often embedding fewer
practice-oriented components within SS programmes. The intensive and content-driven
structure of PGT degrees may further limit the integration of instructional strategies
that support skill development. Notably, the participants who expressed more critical
views regarding employability preparation were all graduates of pre-1992 institutions.
Whilst this study does not seek to systematically examine institutional differences—
and only a subset of participants explicitly reported an absence of skill development—
this finding nonetheless raises important questions about the generalisability of skill
development outcomes across SS programmes. It underscores the need for further
research that explores how institutional context and degree level shape the

implementation and effectiveness of employability initiatives in SS education.

Second, although business awareness is widely cited in the literature as a skill
developed through SS programmes (McCormack & Baron, 2023; Mwelwa et al., 2021),
this study found no evidence of its development among participants. One possible
explanation is the exclusion of professionally oriented disciplines such as law and
business from the sample. However, given that prior research often treats SS as a

unified category while identifying business awareness as a core employability skill, this
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finding highlights the need for greater disciplinary specificity in future studies. Without
such precision, there is a risk of overgeneralising conclusions from particular subfields

to the broader domain, leading to conceptual ambiguity and potential misrepresentation.

Nevertheless, this study identified skills not previously addressed in the literature,
particularly within the category of abstract skills. Notably, the development of an SS
perspective and sensitivity to social issues—both reported as applicable in PSF
contexts—have largely been overlooked. One explanation may be that such
competencies are closely tied to disciplinary knowledge and are often excluded from
employability-oriented frameworks (Setiawan, 2024). In the contemporary landscape
where the employability discourse is increasingly dominant, a narrow interpretation of
SS employability may, as Cheng et al. (2022) caution, cause institutions to overlook

more holistic opportunities to support student skill development.

Overall, the analysis of RQ 1 reveals a complex and uneven landscape of skill
development within UK SS programmes. Whilst several participants reported gaining
relevant employability skills, others described only partial development—or, in some
cases, a complete absence of such competencies. Notably, PGT graduates, despite being
further along the academic ladder, often experienced more limited skill development.
These findings underscore significant variability in the effectiveness of SS education

across both institutional and degree-level contexts.

Importantly, this study also draws attention to an underexplored dimension in existing
literature: the potential transferability and application of disciplinary knowledge itself.
Taken together, these insights point to the need for a more nuanced understanding of

how SS programmes contribute to graduate employability. The following section
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explores how these skills and forms of knowledge are cultivated within SS education

and subsequently applied in PSF environments.

5.2 RQ2-How are these skills applied in their day-to-day work, and what

approaches are used in SS programmes to foster them?

Given the limited research directly linking skill development within SS programmes to
their application in PSF roles, this study provides a foundational exploration of this
relationship to fill the identified research gap. Firstly, participants’ reflections suggest
that the transferability and applicability of skills acquired through SS education vary
depending on the specific nature of their roles within PSFs. This variation can be
partially explained by Von Nordenflycht’s (2010) typology, which highlights the
distinctive characteristics of different PSF types. However, since this study focuses on
firms that exhibit most or all of these characteristics, it also uncovers challenges that
appear common across PSFs. Notably, even when graduates possess a wide range of
employability skills, the rigid operational procedures and hierarchical structures typical

of PSFs often constrain their ability to transfer and effectively deploy these skills.

This finding aligns with Bourdieu’s (1984) conceptualisation of PSFs as “fields”
governed by internalised norms and practices, where success depends not only on
possessing transferable skills, but also on the ability to internalise dominant dispositions
(habitus) and mobilise diverse forms of capital (Gaddis, 2013). When SS graduates’
habitus fails to align with workplace expectations, and they are unable to leverage their
existing skillsets, they may experience disorientation or a sense of helplessness.
Furthermore, as Tomlinson (2017) argues, a persistent mismatch often exists between

generic employability training in HE and the specialised demands of professional roles.
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This may further explain the variation in skill applicability across different PSF

contexts—a point explored below.

Participants reported applying their skills across all phases of PSF work, including post-
task social engagement. Broadly, the development of these skills reflects the curricular
and co-curricular strategies outlined by Jackson and Bridgstock (2021). During the pre-
task preparation phase, participants predominantly drew on input-related skills such as
research and analysis, acquired through academic curricula and pedagogical practices.
This mirrors Cleary and Noy’s (2014) findings and reinforces the value of SS
knowledge in informing idea generation, planning, and understanding standard
procedures. However, the relatively limited number of participants emphasising such
knowledge, along with the absence of a direct alignment between academic content and
workplace demands, also lends support to Okolie Nwosu et al.’s (2019) argument that
HE often fails to sufficiently develop occupationally specific knowledge, despite some

relevant overlaps.

Nonetheless, several widely discussed employability skills were evident in this study,
and their development processes echoed those documented in the literature. For
example, consistent with Hauhart and Grahe (2010), participants reported that
completing substantial research projects, such as dissertations or capstone projects,
cultivated transferable skills, including self-directed learning, research, and academic
writing. These were translated directly into PSF practices, such as information synthesis
and problem-solving. Regarding critical thinking and idea generation, participants
commonly attributed their development to a combination of pedagogical practices,
including seminar discussions, fieldwork, and independent research. However, among

the PGT participants in this study, such competencies were primarily developed
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through individual projects and lectures, as opportunities for peer-to-peer interaction
and small-group discussions appeared limited. Despite these variations, critical
thinking was consistently applied in PSF roles—particularly in analysing client needs
and interpreting them within broader socio-political or economic frameworks. This
finding supports Lee et al. (2014) and McCormack and Baron’s (2023) conclusions that
SS programmes help develop a diverse set of transferable skills with utility even in

private sectors, such as PSFs.

During the task execution phase, output-related and interpersonal skills—specifically
communication, presentation, and teamwork—were deemed essential. These skills
were primarily developed through curricular teaching. Consistent with Smith et al.
(2013), PBL was identified as instrumental in fostering creative thinking and effective
communication, thereby supporting both value delivery to clients and overall project
progression. Presentation skills, in both verbal and written forms, were reported to stem
from coursework involving speaking tasks and academic writing, aligning with findings

by Iksan et al. (2012) and Marques (2016).

However, despite the literature’s emphasis on the benefits of co-curricular initiatives
such as WIL and WBL (Atfield et al., 2021), this study found limited evidence of such
practices being embedded in SS curricula. Consequently, students—regardless of
degree level—whose programmes lacked structured pedagogical strategies such as
project-based learning, group work, or industry engagement, struggled to develop key
employability competencies. They therefore reported difficulties transferring into PSF
roles, ultimately impeding their professional performance. From this view, these
findings support Okolie and Yasin’s (2017) argument that it is not degree level per se,

but rather traditional pedagogies that constrain employability skill development by
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limiting students’ exposure to diverse learning experiences. If a degree programme does
not include structured opportunities for presentation, it is unlikely that students—

whether UG or PGT—will acquire this skill organically.

Moreover, a notable additional finding was the use of SS-acquired skills during the
post-task phase. This suggests that SS graduates have gained forms of cultural capital
valued within PSFs through their education, thereby challenging de Lange et al.’s (2023)
claim that specific types of cultural capital cannot be acquired through HE. In particular,
participants demonstrated the ability to recognise the forms of cultural capital
privileged in PSF contexts, assess these in relation to their dispositions, and consciously
adopt behaviours that align with workplace expectations. Viewed through this lens, the
findings support Parry and Jackling’s (2015) argument that the generic skills and
disciplinary knowledge fostered through SS education can function as forms of cultural
capital, facilitating SS graduates’ smoother transitions into PSF workplaces. Taken
together, Table 6 summarises the identified skills, their development approaches, and

their application in PSF contexts.

Skills Development Application Methods in Degree
Approaches PSFs Application
Disciplinary . SS content v Client assistance Limited
knowledge
Research & . Essays & v" Document analysis High
information synthesis dissertations tasks v' Textual data processing
Critical thinking . Fieldwork v" Client engagement Limited
. Seminars (restricted by PSFs)
. Research
Idea generation & . Small-group
verbal presentation tutorials (UG) v Client presentations Limited
. Presentations v' Meetings (role-dependent)

. Independent
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thinking & writing

(PGT)
Written . Essay writing v Material preparation High
communication . Sociological (audit working papers,
reasoning market reports)
Teamwork . Group assignments v Group projects High
. Debates v" Workstream management
Workplace navigation | ¢ Peer-based academic | v Reading workplace High
environments dynamics
. SS content v' Maintaining professional
+  Fieldwork behaviours

Table 6. Synthesised Findings on Skill Acquisition and Application in PSF Work

In sum, whilst the development processes of employability skills among SS graduates
largely mirror those identified in existing literature, this study highlights persistent
limitations in SS programmes, including the underutilisation of co-curricular strategies
and a lack of alignment with occupational demands. These shortcomings constrain the
comprehensive development and effective workplace deployment of key competencies.
Notably, the findings also reveal variation across degree levels: despite their advanced
academic standing, PGT graduates often lacked access to key components—such as
collaborative learning and practice-oriented instruction—that support the development
of employability skills, and therefore had to seek alternative means to acquire them.
However, this issue was not exclusive to PGT programmes. UG participants who
reported a lack of structured pedagogical practices also failed to develop key skills,
suggesting that the decisive factor might be the presence or absence of intentional,

skills-focused instructional design, rather than degree level.

Importantly, by examining how graduates apply these skills across all phases of PSF

work—including the often-overlooked post-task stage—this study offers an original
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contribution to the literature. It extends current understandings not only of how
employability skills are developed, but also of how they are mobilised and adapted

within complex professional environments.

5.3 RQ3-How do SS graduates perceive the extent to which their degree

programmes prepared them for employment in PSFs?

The findings of this study indicate that SS graduates at both UG and PGT levels
perceive their degree programmes as offering limited preparation for roles within PSFs.
This echoes the findings of Skaniakos et al. (2019), who argue that SS programmes
often lack a strong orientation toward the world of work. Nonetheless, the present study
adopts a more optimistic view regarding SS programmes’ capacity to support the
development of generic employability skills. However, these skills were not seen as
unique to SS education; rather, their acquisition appeared to depend on the presence of
components broadly available across HE. This aligns with Winberg et al.’s (2020)
observation that many effective employability-enhancing approaches are not discipline-

specific.

That said, the study also found that SS programmes possess particular advantages in
fostering such competencies, likely due to the nature of SS disciplines themselves.
Their focus on social issues and human complexity inherently demands the use of both
cognitive and non-cognitive skills (Gould et al., 2018). In this way, SS education may
provide a distinctive context for developing transferable skills and capabilities.
However, these strengths are unlikely to be fully realised without instructional
catalysts—namely, pedagogical practices and curriculum design elements that

intentionally facilitate skill development (Segbenya et al., 2023). Whilst UG
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programmes were generally perceived to offer more varied and structured instructional
approaches than their PGT counterparts, the overall picture remains concerning. To
conclude, whilst this study presents a hopeful perspective on the employability potential
of SS education, it also highlights the need for more intentional and structured teaching

strategies to better support students’ professional preparedness across all degree levels.

The research findings also reveal two significant limitations within SS programmes
regarding employability preparation: degree-related stereotypes and opportunity
barriers. These findings partially align with existing literature while offering new

insights.

Building on Lee et al. (2014), who argue that SS curricula often channel students into
predetermined career paths, this study finds that such limitations stem not only from
instructional content but also from programme ethos and faculty culture. Discouraging
attitudes from peers and staff reinforced narrow views of “acceptable” careers, making
it harder for graduates to apply transferable skills without institutional affirmation or

support.

In terms of opportunity barriers, the study identified three interrelated constraints:
restricted access to interdisciplinary learning, limited departmental support, and a
disconnect between academic training and career preparation. Whilst these challenges
echo concerns in prior research, this study offers further nuance. Participants—
particularly within the PGT cohort—reported difficulties accessing modules beyond the
traditional SS curriculum, especially in business or technical areas, thereby limiting

their exposure to PSF-relevant competencies. This could be attributed to a perceived
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misalignment between SS content and other disciplines, compounded by the rigid,

specialised structure of PGT programmes, which collectively restricts elective choice.

However, beyond curriculum design, participants also identified a lack of institutional
and departmental support for employability development. This finding aligns with
earlier studies (e.g., Okolie Igwe et al., 2019; Umar & Ma’aji, 2010) that highlight gaps
in faculty engagement. Academics were frequently perceived as lacking the knowledge,
interest, or capacity to offer meaningful career guidance, and few examples of proactive
support were reported. This is particularly striking given the availability of national
frameworks (e.g., QAA, 2014, 2024) and emerging models of employability integration
within SS curricula (Cadet & Griffiths, 2023). In practice, responsibility for career
preparation was often deferred to centralised university career services, which
participants viewed as disconnected from the disciplinary and pedagogical contexts of

their academic programmes.

Even more concerning, the study identified the absence and ineffectiveness of co-
curricular support provided within HEI, a concern echoed in Williams et al. (2024).
Similar to findings by Bradley et al. (2009), many participants reported minimal or no
engagement with university career services. Furthermore, the empirical data confirmed
issues raised by Donald et al. (2018): the absence of personalised, proactive, and
context-aware service provision. A key underlying reason appeared to be a significant
information gap among career service staff, particularly with SS knowledge and
graduate trajectories. This placed SS students at the periphery of employability
initiatives in HE—not only unable to develop skills relevant to PSF roles but also

excluded from accessing baseline career information. This may help explain the
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persistently low employment rates of SS graduates in graduate-level roles (Prospects,

2024).

In response, graduates consistently called for SS-specific employability services and
accessible, skills-based workshops, reinforcing the need for contextualised and
proactive support. This aligns with Donald et al.’s (2018) argument that career services
must be more personalised and discipline-sensitive. Notably, participants also criticised
what they perceived as the institutional marginalisation of SS, which they attributed to
cost-efficiency imperatives within marketised HE systems (Brown, 2011). Such
perceived devaluation risks diminishing both students’ educational experiences and
their societal recognition—factors that may ultimately hinder their employability

outcomes.

Research findings also reveal a nuanced tension between preserving the intellectual
integrity of SS programmes and adjusting them to better support graduate employability.
On the one hand, SS graduates often resisted reducing academic content in favour of
employability-driven reforms, thereby challenging HEIs” market-oriented responses to
policy agendas (Orton, 2011). On the other hand, participants advocated for
complementary curricular and co-curricular enhancements. In particular, they
advocated for modernised pedagogies, including more interactive teaching and greater
emphasis on presentation skills, which aligns with Jackson and Bridgstock’s (2021) call
for learning approaches that mirror contemporary workplace practices. The expressed
demand for data-oriented modules and broader interdisciplinary access also signals a
growing need for hybrid literacies, now seen as critical in knowledge-based economies

(Lauder & Mayhew, 2020).
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In summary, the discussion of RQ3 indicates that SS graduates generally perceive their
degree programmes as offering limited preparation for employment, particularly within
PSFs. Whilst participants recognised the distinctive strengths of SS education—
especially in fostering critical and transferable skills—they also emphasised that the
realisation of these benefits is constrained by structural barriers embedded within HEISs.
Although graduates expressed reservations about compromising academic content in
response to market-driven agendas, they strongly advocated for enhanced pedagogical
support and the provision of SS-specific career services to better prepare students for
PSF roles and broader professional contexts. This discussion offers important empirical
insights from the graduate perspective, addressing a notable gap in the literature and
providing concrete suggestions for how SS programmes might more effectively support
employability. Ultimately, it underscores the need for systematic, discipline-sensitive

reform that balances academic integrity with practical preparation.
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Chapter 6 Conclusion
6.1 Research Summary and Contribution

As knowledge-based economies expand—and with PSFs offering attractive
remuneration and career prospects—this skills- and knowledge-intensive sector has
become increasingly appealing to HE students and graduates (Empson et al., 2015). In
response to labour market demands and pressures from government and market forces,
UK HEIs have sought to equip students with a broad range of competencies (Busemeyer,
2014), extending employability initiatives to groups traditionally overlooked, such as
SS students. Nonetheless, SS graduates continue to be perceived as less competitive in
securing graduate-level roles (McCormack & Baron, 2023). Against this backdrop, this
study examines how UK SS programmes foster the employability of graduates entering
PSFs, focusing on the types of skills developed, their application in professional
contexts, and graduates’ perceptions of programme preparedness. Drawing on
qualitative interview data, the findings offer a nuanced yet hopeful view of SS
education’s role in fostering employability in the increasingly competitive labour

market.

The findings of this study suggest that SS graduates generally perceive their degree
programmes as somewhat supportive in the development of PSF employability skills.
Beyond commonly recognised generic skills such as teamwork, communication, and
problem-solving, this research highlights the significant role of disciplinary knowledge
and the associated SS perspective in being transferred and applied to PSF contexts. This
not only affirms the value of SS education but also expands the understanding of its

distinctive contribution to PSF-related employability skill development.
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Another scholarly contribution of this research lies in its exploration of the
development-to-deployment process of employability skills—that is, how such skills
are acquired through SS programmes and subsequently applied within real-world PSF
contexts. Unlike previous studies that primarily evaluate curriculum content or measure
whether graduates possess certain attributes, this study focuses on the lived transitional
experiences of graduates. This provides a more grounded and context-sensitive account

of how employability is developed and enacted within the SS—PSF nexus.

Findings from the preceding analysis suggest that employability skills can be cultivated
through both curricular and co-curricular strategies embedded in SS programmes, such
as research-based projects, interactive seminars, fieldwork, and external placements,
though co-curricular strategies were largely absent in practice. These pedagogical
practices not only enhance students’ competencies in information synthesis, critical
thinking, and communication but also prepare them to navigate interdisciplinary and
intercultural work settings. More importantly, participants reported that these skills
were not confined to academic settings—they were actively transferred and applied
across different stages of PSF-related tasks, such as preparatory research, client

engagement, teamwork, and reporting.

However, the study also found that the application of these skills is often constrained
by the internal structures and cultures of PSFs. In environments characterised by
hierarchical organisation, rigid procedures, and highly specialised task divisions, SS
graduates’ creativity, critical thinking, and broader skill application may be inhibited.
This underscores that, while the employability discourse shaped by HEIs is
undoubtedly important, external structural factors—particularly those embedded in the

professional workplace—also play a significant role in determining whether and how
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skills are deployed. These findings highlight the need for a more comprehensive
understanding of employability — one that acknowledges the dynamic interplay
between educational preparation and workplace realities. For key stakeholders aiming
to enhance employability outcomes, this means moving beyond a narrow focus on
curriculum reform or individual skill acquisition. Instead, it requires fostering a
mutually supportive ecosystem in which HEIs and employers collaborate to ensure that
skills are not only developed but also meaningfully recognised, mobilised, and
sustained within professional settings. Only through such an integrated approach can

the full potential of SS graduates be effectively realised.

Nevertheless, substantial improvements are still needed on the part of HEIs. Firstly, the
research underscores the importance of integrated pedagogical approaches that
combine disciplinary knowledge with active learning. It was not content alone, but its
mode of delivery—through seminars, fieldwork, and collaborative tasks—that most
effectively supported skill development. This is particularly critical for PGT SS
programmes, which, due to compressed timeframes and rigid curricular structures,
often failed to incorporate such approaches and, consequently, struggled to cultivate
key workplace competencies. To address this, SS programmes must adopt more
intentional, practice-informed teaching strategies that move beyond traditional, theory-

heavy instruction.

In parallel, the study also reveals persistent structural constraints within HE, including
limited access to interdisciplinary learning, a lack of effective co-curricular strategies,
such as discipline-sensitive career services, and enduring stereotypes that position SS
as intellectually rich but professionally detached. Nevertheless, whilst graduates

advocated for both pedagogical and structural reforms—such as greater curricular
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flexibility and more tailored career support—they simultaneously resisted the
instrumentalisation of their discipline in response to marketisation pressures,
expressing a desire to preserve its critical and reflective ethos while making it more

responsive to contemporary work realities.

Finally, the findings point to the broader marginalisation of SS under marketised HE
systems. Perceived lower ROIs often lead to underfunding and reduced innovation,
further weakening graduate outcomes and reinforcing negative stereotypes. This creates
a cyclical challenge for the relevance and sustainability of SS education. To address
this, universities and policymakers must adopt a more balanced approach to resource
allocation—one that recognises both the economic utility and the broader societal
contributions of SS disciplines. This includes investing in pedagogical innovation,
enabling interdisciplinary collaboration, and embedding context-specific employability
support, thereby safeguarding the future of SS education while enhancing its alignment

with evolving labour market demands.

By capturing graduate perspectives across these three dimensions—perception,
application, and evaluation—this study contributes a holistic understanding of the
relationship between SS education and PSF employability. It argues that SS is not
inherently misaligned with PSF careers, but that its potential can only be fully realised
through deliberate, context-sensitive reform. In doing so, it calls for a shift beyond one-
size-fits-all employability agendas toward discipline-sensitive strategies that support
both individual development and institutional reform, thereby achieving a more

integrated and sustainable future for SS education.
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6.2 Limitations and Future Studies

This study has several methodological limitations that warrant reflection. First, whilst
the use of both convenience and purposive selection facilitated access to participants,
the reliance on the researcher’s personal networks and subjective selection introduced
potential sampling bias. This led to an imbalance in the composition of the sample—
particularly between UG and PGT participants, as well as between home and
international graduates. Future research seeking to explore the broader landscape of
employability skill development in SS education should consider adopting more
systematic selection techniques to better capture the full diversity of graduate
experiences and ensure more balanced representation across demographic and

educational variables.

Second, the study relied on retrospective self-reports, which are inherently susceptible
to recall bias. Whilst all participants had graduated within two years and were in
employment, memory distortion or post-hoc rationalisation may still have influenced
their reflections. Although clear and precise interview questions were formulated to
minimise interpretive discrepancies (Khare & Vedel, 2019, p. 673), alternative
approaches, such as in-person interviews (Brusco & Watts, 2015), may yield richer and

more reliable insights in future work.

Third, this study adopted a broad-brush approach to categorising both SS disciplines
and PSFs, without disaggregating findings by subject area (e.g., anthropology versus
politics), degree level (UG versus PGT), or institutional type (pre- versus post-1992
HEIs). Such generalisations risk obscuring important variations across and within

disciplines, potentially leading to oversimplified assumptions about skill development.
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The differences observed between UG and PGT participants further underscore the
need for future research to engage more explicitly with this heterogeneity. Whilst this
limits fine-grained analysis, the study nonetheless provides a foundational account of
how SS education fosters, and how graduates perceive, employability skills relevant to
PSF careers. Future research could build on this foundation in two ways: first, by
examining skill development pathways across different SS disciplines and degree levels
to account for intra-disciplinary variation; and second, by comparing how graduates

from varied SS backgrounds apply these skills within specific PSF sectors.

Despite these limitations, the study makes a timely contribution by foregrounding
graduate perspectives—an often-overlooked voice in employability research. It
provides a clearer understanding of the strengths and limitations of SS programmes in
preparing graduates for work in PSFs and identifies both pedagogical and structural
barriers to skill application. As a social science graduate myself, [ hope these findings
stimulate further inquiry and inform meaningful reforms that recognise and support the

full potential of SS education in contemporary professional contexts.

93



References

Aarts, B., & Kiinn, A. (2019). Employability: The employers’ perspective: Using a
stated-preferences experiment to gain insights into employers’ preferences for
specific competencies. ROA. ROA Reports No. 006.
https://doi.org/10.26481/umarep.2019006

Adler, R. H. (2022). Trustworthiness in Qualitative Research. Journal of Human
Lactation, 38(4), 598—602. https://doi.org/10.1177/08903344221116620

Ahmed, S. K. (2024). The pillars of trustworthiness in qualitative research. Journal of
Medicine, Surgery, and Public Health, 2, 1-4.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.glmedi.2024.100051

Anderson, P., & Novakovic, Y. (2017). Listening to student views on the transition

from work placement to the final year. Accounting Education, 26(4), 377-391.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09639284.2017.1315604

Araki, S., & Kariya, T. (2022). Credential Inflation and Decredentialization: Re-
examining the Mechanism of the Devaluation of Degrees. European Sociological
Review, 38(6), 904-919. https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcac004

Ashley, L., & Empson, L. (2013). Differentiation and discrimination: Understanding

social class and social exclusion in leading law firms. Human Relations, 66(2),
219244, https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726712455833
Ashley, L., & Empson, L. (2017). Understanding social exclusion in elite professional

service firms: Field level dynamics and the ‘professional project’. Work,
Employment and Society, 31(2), 211-229.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017015621480

Atfield, G., Hunt, W., & Luchinskaya, D. (2021). Employability programmes and
work placements in UK higher education. Department for Education.

Atkinson, G. (2016). Work-Based Learning and Work-Integrated Learning: Fostering

Engagement with Employers. National Centre for Vocational Education Research.

Attridge, E. (2021). Understanding and managing identity: Working-class students at
the University of Oxford. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 45(10), 1438—
1453. https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2021.1985979

Backhouse, R. E. (2002). The Macroeconomics of Margaret Thatcher. Journal of the
History of Economic Thought, 24(3), 313-334.
https://doi.org/10.1080/104277102200004767

Bain & Company. (n.d.). Associate Consultant Internship.

https://www.bain.com/careers/find-a-role/position/?jobid=10401#

Baron, P., & McCormack, S. (2024). Employable me: Australian higher education
and the employability agenda. Journal of Higher Education Policy and
Management, 46(3), 257-273. https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2024.2344133

94


https://doi.org/10.26481/umarep.2019006
https://doi.org/10.1177/08903344221116620
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.glmedi.2024.100051
https://doi.org/10.1080/09639284.2017.1315604
https://doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcac004
https://doi.org/10.1177/0018726712455833
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017015621480
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2021.1985979
https://doi.org/10.1080/104277102200004767
https://www.bain.com/careers/find-a-role/position/?jobid=10401
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2024.2344133

Bass, J. M., McDermott, R., & Lalchandani, J. T. (2015). Virtual Teams and
Employability in Global Software Engineering Education. 2015 IEEE 10th
International Conference on Global Software Engineering, 115—-124.
https://doi.org/10.1109/ICGSE.2015.21

Bastow, S., Dunleavy, P., & Tinkler, J. (2014). The Social Sciences in Modern
Research. In S. Bastow, P. Dunleavy, & J. Tinkler, The Impact of the Social
Sciences: How Academics and Their Research Make a Difference (pp. 1-30).
SAGE Publications Ltd. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781473921511.nl

Beaumont, E., Gedye, S., & Richardson, S. (2016). ‘Am I employable?’:

Understanding students’ employability confidence and their perceived barriers to

gaining employment. Journal of Hospitality, Leisure, Sport & Tourism Education,
19, 1-9. https://doi.org/10.1016/1.jhlste.2016.06.001
Bellitto, M. (2015). The World Bank, capabilities, and human rights: A new vision for
girls’ education beyond 2015. Florida Journal of International Law, 27(1), 102.
Benneworth, P., & Jongbloed, B. W. (2010). Who matters to universities? A
stakeholder perspective on humanities, arts and social sciences valorisation.
Higher Education, 59(5), 567-588. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9265-2
Besley, T., & Peters, M. (2007). Subjectivity & truth: Foucault, education, and the

culture of self. Peter Lang.

Bishop-Monroe, R., Jordan, M., Ma, Z., & Royalty, K. (2022). Enhancing business
professional competencies in a virtual educational environment. The International
Journal of Management Education, 20(3), 100700.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijme.2022.100700

Boden, R., & Nedeva, M. (2010). Employing discourse: Universities and graduate
‘employability’. Journal of Education Policy, 25(1), 37-54.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930903349489

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste. Harvard

University Press.
Bourdieu, P. (1985). The social space and the genesis of groups. Social Science
Information, 24(2), 195-220. https://doi.org/10.1177/053901885024002001
Bradley, A., Quigley, M., & Bailey, K. (2019). How well are students engaging with

the careers services at university? Studies in Higher Education, 46(4), 663—676.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1647416

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative
Research in Psychology, 3(2), 77-101.
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Brennan, J., Kogan, M., & Teichler, U. (Eds). (1996). Higher education and work. J.
Kingsley Publishers.

95


https://doi.org/10.1109/ICGSE.2015.21
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781473921511.n1
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhlste.2016.06.001
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9265-2
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijme.2022.100700
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680930903349489
https://doi.org/10.1177/053901885024002001
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1647416
https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa

Brewer, D. J., Hentschke, G. C., & Eide, E. R. (2010). Theoretical concepts in the
economics of education. In P. Peterson, E. Baker, & B. McGaw (Eds.),
International Encyclopedia of Education (3rd ed., pp. 193—198). Elsevier.
https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-044894-7.01210-0

British Educational Research Association [BERA]. (2024). Ethical Guidelines for

Educational Research (5th ed). www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethicalguidelines-for-

educational-research-2024

Brooks, R., & Everett, G. (2009). Post-graduation reflections on the value of a degree.
British Educational Research Journal, 35(3), 333-349.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920802044370

Brown, P., Hesketh, A., & Wiliams, S. (2003). Employability in a Knowledge-driven
Economy. Journal of Education and Work, 16(2), 107-126.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1363908032000070648

Brown, P., Lauder, H., & Ashton, D. (2010). The Global Auction: The Broken
Promises of Education, Jobs, and Incomes. Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:0s0/9780199731688.001.0001

Brown, R. (2011). The march of the market. In M. Molesworth, E. Nixon, & R.
Scullion (Eds), The marketisation of higher education and the student as consumer
(pp. 11-24). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203842829

Brown, R., & Carasso, H. (2013). Everything for sale? The marketisation of UK
higher education (1st ed). Routledge.

Brown, W. (2019). In the ruins of neoliberalism: The rise of antidemocratic politics in
the West. Columbia University Press.

Brusco, N. K., & Watts, J. J. (2015). Empirical evidence of recall bias for primary
health care visits. BMC Health Services Research, 15, 1-8.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-015-1039-1

Biihlmann, F. (2023). Professional service firms and the manufacturing of the

corporate nobility. Journal of Professions and Organization, 10(1), 36—49.
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpo/joad003

Bunga, E. L. M., & Katemba, C. V. (2024). Comparing Translation Quality: Google
Translate vs DeepL for Foreign Language to English. EDUSAINTEK: Jurnal
Pendidikan, Sains Dan Teknologi, 11(3), 1147-1171.
https://doi.org/10.47668/edusaintek.v11i3.1264

Busemeyer, M. R. (2014). Skills and Inequality: Partisan Politics and the Political
Economy of Education Reforms in Western Welfare States (1st ed). Cambridge
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107477650

Cadet, N., & Griffiths, T.-L. (2023). Embedding employability in the Social Sciences

curriculum: Reflections from an applied university. Journal of Perspectives in

96


https://doi.org/10.1016/B978-0-08-044894-7.01210-0
https://doi.org/www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethicalguidelines-for-educational-research-2024
https://doi.org/www.bera.ac.uk/publication/ethicalguidelines-for-educational-research-2024
https://doi.org/10.1080/01411920802044370
https://doi.org/10.1080/1363908032000070648
https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199731688.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203842829
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-015-1039-1
https://doi.org/10.1093/jpo/joad003
https://doi.org/10.47668/edusaintek.v11i3.1264
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107477650

Applied Academic Practice, 11(2), 121-134.
https://doi.org/10.56433/jpaap.v11i2.551

Campaign for Social Science. (2018). Positive prospects: Careers for social science

graduates and why number and data skills matter. SAGE Publications Ltd.

Campbell, A. (2010). Developing generic skills and attributes of international
students: The (ir)relevance of the Australian university experience. Journal of
Higher Education Policy and Management, 32(5), 487—497.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080x.2010.511121

Cappelli, P. H. (2015). Skill Gaps, Skill Shortages, and Skill Mismatches: Evidence
and Arguments for the United States. /LR Review, 68(2), 251-290.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0019793914564961

Chacko, E. (2004). Positionality and Praxis: Fieldwork Experiences in Rural India.

Singapore Journal of Tropical Geography, 25(1), 51-63.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1.0129-7619.2004.00172.x
Chadha, D., & Toner, J. (2017). Focusing in on employability: Using content analysis

to explore the employability discourse in UK and USA universities. International
Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education, 14(1), 33.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-017-0071-0

Cheng, M., Adekola, O., Albia, J., & Cai, S. (2022). Employability in higher
education: A review of key stakeholders’ perspectives. Higher Education
Evaluation and Development, 16(1), 16-31. https://doi.org/10.1108/HEED-03-
2021-0025

Cleary, J., & Noy, M. V. (2014). A Framework for Higher Education Labor Market
Alignment: Lessons and Future Directions in the Development of Jobs--Driven
Strategies. Working Paper (No. ED565469). John J. Heldrich Center for
Workforce Development. https:/eric.ed.gov/?1d=ED565469

Clegg, S., & Bailey, J. (2008). International Encyclopedia of Organization Studies.
SAGE Publications, Inc. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412956246

Coates, H. (2015). Working on a dream: Educational returns from off-campus paid
work. Journal of Education and Work, 28(1), 66—82.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2013.802835

Coburn, H., & Rees, J. (2023). Maximising the benefits of simulated placements as

work experience: Preparing law students for the real world of work within the
legal sector (Unpacking the 3Es — a National Perspective, pp. 8—16). The Higher
Education Funding Council for Wales (HEFCW).

Cohen, L., Manion, L., & Morrison, K. (2007). Research methods in education (6th
ed). Routledge.

97


https://doi.org/10.56433/jpaap.v11i2.551
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080x.2010.511121
https://doi.org/10.1177/0019793914564961
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0129-7619.2004.00172.x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-017-0071-0
https://doi.org/10.1108/HEED-03-2021-0025
https://doi.org/10.1108/HEED-03-2021-0025
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED565469
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412956246
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2013.802835

Collard, P., & Looney, J. (2014). Nurturing Creativity in Education. European
Journal of Education, 49(3), 348-364. https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12090
ComRes & Universities UK. (2019). Value of university: Students and recent

graduates research.

Confederation of British Industry [CBI]. (2011). Working Towards Your Future:
Making the Most of Your Time in Higher Education.

Consoli, S. (2024). What motivates Chinese students to study in the UK? A fresh
perspective through a ‘small-lens’. Higher Education, 88(4), 1589—-1610.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01184-3

Cook, A. C. G., Faulconbridge, J. R., & Muzio, D. (2012). London’s Legal Elite:
Recruitment through Cultural Capital and the Reproduction of Social Exclusivity

in City Professional Service Fields. Environment and Planning A: Economy and
Space, 44(7), 1744—-1762. https://doi.org/10.1068/a43605

Crabtree, B. F., & Miller, W. L. (1999). Using codes and code manuals: A template
organizing style of interpretation. In B. F. Crabtree & W. L. Miller (Eds), Doing

qualitative research (2nd ed, pp. 163—177). Sage Publications.

Cranmer, S. (2006). Enhancing graduate employability: Best intentions and mixed
outcomes. Studies in Higher Education, 31(2), 169—184.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0307507060057204 1

Crawford, C., Gregg, P., Macmillan, L., Vignoles, A., & Wyness, G. (2016). Higher
education, career opportunities, and intergenerational inequality. Oxford Review of
Economic Policy, 32(4), 553-575. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grw030

Creswell, J. W. (2021). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating

quantitative and qualitative research (6th ed). Pearson.

Crew, T., & Mirtins, O. (2023). Students’ views and experiences of blended learning
and employability in a post-pandemic context. Social Sciences & Humanities
Open, 8(1), 100583. https://doi.org/10.1016/].ssah0.2023.100583

Crotty, M. (1998). The foundations of social research: Meaning and perspective in
the research process (1st ed). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003115700

Crouch, M., & McKenzie, H. (2006). The logic of small samples in interview-based
qualitative research. Social Science Information, 45(4), 483—499.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0539018406069584

Dacre Pool, L., & Sewell, P. (2007). The key to employability: Developing a practical
model of graduate employability. Education + Training, 49(4), 277-289.
https://doi.org/10.1108/00400910710754435

Daniel, B. K. (2019). Using the TACT Framework to Learn the Principles of Rigour
in Qualitative Research. Electronic Journal of Business Research Methods, 17(3).
https://doi.org/10.34190/JBRM.17.3.002

98


https://doi.org/10.1111/ejed.12090
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01184-3
https://doi.org/10.1068/a43605
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070600572041
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grw030
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssaho.2023.100583
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003115700
https://doi.org/10.1177/0539018406069584
https://doi.org/10.1108/00400910710754435
https://doi.org/10.34190/JBRM.17.3.002

Davies, R. (2011). “One of You Can Cut the Cake; The Other Picks the First Slice,”
Routes to Consider How to Selfishly Improve Academic Library Delivery Through
Shared Services. New Review of Academic Librarianship, 17(2), 259-265.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13614533.2011.613600

de Lange, P., O’Connell, B. T., Tharapos, M., Beatson, N., & Oosthuizen, H. (2023).

Accounting graduate employability: Employer perspectives on skills and attributes

of international graduates. Accounting Education, 32(3), 249-277.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09639284.2022.2059383
Dearing, R. (1997). The Dearing Report. The National Committee of Enquiry into

Higher Education. https://education-uk.org/documents/dearing1997/index.html

Delis, A., & Jones, C. (2023). The impact of work placements on graduate earnings.
Studies in Higher Education, 48(11), 1708-1723.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2023.2211999

Deming, D., & Kahn, L. B. (2018). Skill Requirements across Firms and Labor
Markets: Evidence from Job Postings for Professionals. Journal of Labor
Economics, 36(S1), S337-S369. https://doi.org/10.1086/694106

Department for Business Innovation and Skills. (2016). Success as a knowledge

economy: Teaching excellence, social mobility & student choice. Her Majesty’s
Stationery Office.

Department for Education. (2025). Guidance to the Office for Students from the
Secretary of State for Education on the allocation of Strategic Priorities Grant
capital funding for the 2025-26 Financial Year.
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/bxla3jnqg/fy2025-26-sos-spg-capital-

guidance-letter-to-the-ofs.pdf

Dickinson, J., Griffiths, T.-L., & Bredice, A. (2021). ‘It’s just another thing to think
about’: Encouraging students’ engagement in extracurricular activities. Journal of
Further and Higher Education, 45(6), 744-757.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2020.1813263

Dimaggio, P. J., & Powell, W. W. (2004). Chapter 4 The Iron Cage Revisited:
Institutional Isomorphism and Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields. In
F. Dobbin (Ed.), The New Economic Sociology (pp. 111-134). Princeton
University Press. https://doi.org/10.1515/9780691229270-005

Dodgson, J. E. (2019). Reflexivity in Qualitative Research. Journal of Human
Lactation, 35(2), 220-222. https://doi.org/10.1177/0890334419830990

Doidge, S., Doyle, J., & Hogan, T. (2020). The university in the global age:
Reconceptualising the humanities and social sciences for the twenty-first century.
Educational Philosophy and Theory, 52(11), 1126—-1138.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2020.1752186

99


https://doi.org/10.1080/13614533.2011.613600
https://doi.org/10.1080/09639284.2022.2059383
https://education-uk.org/documents/dearing1997/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2023.2211999
https://doi.org/10.1086/694106
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/bxla3jnq/fy2025-26-sos-spg-capital-guidance-letter-to-the-ofs.pdf
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/bxla3jnq/fy2025-26-sos-spg-capital-guidance-letter-to-the-ofs.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2020.1813263
https://doi.org/10.1515/9780691229270-005
https://doi.org/10.1177/0890334419830990
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131857.2020.1752186

Donald, W. E., Ashleigh, M. J., & Baruch, Y. (2018). Students’ perceptions of
education and employability: Facilitating career transition from higher education
into the labor market. Career Development International, 23(5), 513-540.
https://doi.org/10.1108/CDI-09-2017-0171

Durazzi, N. (2021). Opening universities’ doors for business? Marketization, the

search for differentiation and employability in England. Journal of Social Policy,
50(2), 386—405. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279420000276

Eckhardt, G. M. (2004). The Role of Culture in Conducting Trustworthy and Credible
Qualitative Business Research in China. In R. Piekkari & C. Welch (Eds),
Handbook of Qualitative Research Methods for International Business. Edward
Elgar Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781781954331.00040

Edeji, O. C. (2024). Neo-liberalism, human capital theory and the right to education:

Economic interpretation of the purpose of education. Social Sciences &

Humanities Open, 9, 100734. https://doi.org/10.1016/].ssah0.2023.100734
Eldeen, A. I. G., Abumalloh, R. A., George, R. P., & Danah A Aldossary. (2018).

Evaluation of Graduate Students Employability from Employer Perspective:

Review of the Literature. International Journal of Engineering & Technology,
7(2.29), 961-966. https://doi.org/10.14419/ijet.v7i2.29.14291

Elliott, V. (2022a). Fundamental Concepts of Design. In V. Elliott, Foundations of
Educational Research (pp. 31-52). Bloomsbury Publishing Plc.

Elliott, V. (2022b). Ontology and Epistemology. In V. Elliot, Foundations of
Educational Research (pp. 13-30). Bloomsbury Publishing Plc.

Empson, L., Muzio, D., Broschak, J., & Hinings, B. (Eds). (2015). The Oxford
Handbook of Professional Service Firms (Vol. 1). Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0xfordhb/9780199682393.001.0001

Eryilmaz, O. (2022). Are Dissertations Trustworthy Enough? The case of Turkish
Ph.D. Dissertations on Social Studies Education. Participatory Educational
Research, 9(3), 344-361. https://doi.org/10.17275/per.22.70.9.3

Fakunle, O., & Pirrie, A. (2020). International Students’ Reflections on Employability
Development Opportunities During a One-Y ear Masters-level Program in the UK.
Journal of International Students, 10(S2), 86—100.
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v10iS2.2719

Forero, R., Nahidi, S., De Costa, J., Mohsin, M., Fitzgerald, G., Gibson, N.,
McCarthy, S., & Aboagye-Sarfo, P. (2018). Application of four-dimension criteria

to assess rigour of qualitative research in emergency medicine. BMC Health
Services Research, 18(1), 120. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-018-2915-2
Forvis Mazars. (n.d.). Lauren’s story. https://careers-

uk.forvismazars.com/jobs/blog/details/2145

100


https://doi.org/10.1108/CDI-09-2017-0171
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279420000276
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781781954331.00040
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssaho.2023.100734
https://doi.org/10.14419/ijet.v7i2.29.14291
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199682393.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.17275/per.22.70.9.3
https://doi.org/10.32674/jis.v10iS2.2719
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-018-2915-2
https://careers-uk.forvismazars.com/jobs/blog/details/2145
https://careers-uk.forvismazars.com/jobs/blog/details/2145

Foskett, N. (2011). Markets, government, funding and the marketisation of UK higher
education. In M. Molesworth, E. Nixon, & R. Scullion (Eds), The marketisation of
higher education and the student as consumer (pp. 25-38). Routledge.
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203842829

Fotiadou, M. (2021). “We are here to help you”: Understanding the role of careers
and employability services in UK universities. Text & Talk, 41(3), 287-307.
https://doi.org/10.1515/text-2019-0162

Frankham, J. (2017). Employability and higher education: The follies of the
‘Productivity Challenge’ in the Teaching Excellence Framework. Journal of
Education Policy, 32(5), 628—641.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2016.1268271

Friedman, L. M., Furberg, C. D., & DeMets, D. L. (2010). Study Population. In L. M.
Friedman, C. D. Furberg, & D. L. DeMets, Fundamentals of Clinical Trials (pp.
55-66). Springer New York. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-1586-3 4

Furedi, F. (2011). Introduction to the marketisation of higher education and the
student as consumer. In M. Molesworth, E. Nixon, & R. Scullion (Eds), The
marketisation of higher education and the student as consumer (pp. 1-7).
Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203842829

Gaddis, S. M. (2013). The influence of habitus in the relationship between cultural
capital and academic achievement. Social Science Research, 42(1), 1-13.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2012.08.002

Goodwin, K., & Mbah, M. (2017). Enhancing the work placement experience of

international students: Towards a support framework. Journal of Further and
Higher Education, 43(4), 521-532.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2017.1377163

Gould, H., Meredyth, D., & Newport-Peace, D. (2018). Humanities, arts and social

sciences (HASS) degrees: Powering workforce transformation through creativity,

critical thinking and human interaction. Australasian Council of Deans of Arts,
Social Sciences and Humanities. https://apo.org.au/node/232021

GOV.UK. (2025). Ofqual strategy 2025 to 2028.
https:// www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofquals-corporate-plan/ofqual-
strategy-2025-t0-2028

Green, F., & Henseke, G. (2021). Europe’s evolving graduate labour markets: Supply,

demand, underemployment and pay. Journal for Labour Market Research, 55(1),
2. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12651-021-00288-y

Greenbank, P. (2007). Higher Education and the Graduate Labour Market: The ‘Class
Factor’. Tertiary Education and Management, 13(4), 365-376.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13583880701546262

101


https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203842829
https://doi.org/10.1515/text-2019-0162
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2016.1268271
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-1586-3_4
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203842829
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ssresearch.2012.08.002
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2017.1377163
https://apo.org.au/node/232021
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofquals-corporate-plan/ofqual-strategy-2025-to-2028
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ofquals-corporate-plan/ofqual-strategy-2025-to-2028
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12651-021-00288-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/13583880701546262

Griffiths, J., Bloyce, D., & Law, G. (2025). LinkedIn as a research participant
recruitment tool: Reflections from the football industry. Qualitative Research
Journal. https://doi.org/10.1108/QRJ-04-2024-0085

Grix, J. (2004). The foundations of research. Palgrave Macmillan.

Hall, P. A., & Soskice, D. (Eds). (2001). Varieties of Capitalism: The Institutional
Foundations of Comparative Advantage (1st ed). Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0199247757.001.0001

Hanlon, G. (2004). Institutional Forms and Organizational Structures: Homology,

Trust and Reputational Capital in Professional Service Firms. Organization, 11(2),
186-210. https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508404041613

Harvey, D. (2005). A Brief History of Neoliberalism. Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780199283262.001.0001

Harvey, L., & Knight, P. (2005). Briefings on Employability 5: Helping departments
to develop employability.
http://www.employability.ed.ac.uk/documents/Staff/HEABriefings/HEA -
Briefing5-Helping_depts_develop _employability.pdf

Hauhart, R. C., & Grahe, J. E. (2010). The Undergraduate Capstone Course in the
Social Sciences: Results from a Regional Survey. Teaching Sociology, 38(1), 4—
17. https://doi.org/10.1177/0092055X09353884

HESA. (2012). JACS 3.0: Principal subject codes.
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/support/documentation/jacs/jacs3-principal

HESA. (2020). Higher Education Graduate Outcomes Statistics: UK, 2017/18—
Summary. https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/18-06-2020/sb257-higher-education-

graduate-outcomes-statistics

Hogan, D. B. (2006). Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria. In K. Rockwood & S.
Gauthier (Eds), Trial designs and outcomes in dementia therapeutic research (pp.
74-85). Taylor & Francis.
Hogan, M., & Young, K. (2021). Designing Group Assignments to Develop
Groupwork Skills. Journal of Information Systems Education, 32(4), 274-282.
Holmes, A. G. D. (2020). Researcher Positionality—A Consideration of Its Influence
and Place in Qualitative Research—A New Researcher Guide. Shanlax
International Journal of Education, 8(4), 1-10.
https://doi.org/10.34293/education.v8i4.3232

Holmes, C., & Mayhew, K. (2016). The economics of higher education. Oxford
Review of Economic Policy, 32(4), 475-496. https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grw03 1

Huang, R., & Turner, R. (2018). International experience, universities support and

graduate employability — perceptions of Chinese international students studying in

102


https://doi.org/10.1108/QRJ-04-2024-0085
https://doi.org/10.1093/0199247757.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1177/1350508404041613
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199283262.001.0001
http://www.employability.ed.ac.uk/documents/Staff/HEABriefings/HEA-Briefing5-Helping_depts_develop_employability.pdf
http://www.employability.ed.ac.uk/documents/Staff/HEABriefings/HEA-Briefing5-Helping_depts_develop_employability.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/0092055X09353884
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/support/documentation/jacs/jacs3-principal
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/18-06-2020/sb257-higher-education-graduate-outcomes-statistics
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/news/18-06-2020/sb257-higher-education-graduate-outcomes-statistics
https://doi.org/10.34293/education.v8i4.3232
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grw031

UK universities. Journal of Education and Work, 31(2), 175—-1809.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2018.1436751
Humburg, M., & Van Der Velden, R. (2015). Self-assessments or tests? Comparing

cross-national differences in patterns and outcomes of graduates’ skills based on
international large-scale surveys. Studies in Higher Education, 40(3), 482—-504.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1004237

Institute of Chartered Accountants in England and Wales [ICAEW]. (2018).
Employability skills — definitions. https://www.icaew.com/-

/media/corporate/files/careers/employability/employability-skills---defintions-
2018.ashx

Iksan, Z. H., Zakaria, E., Meerah, T. S. M., Osman, K., Lian, D. K. C., Mahmud, S.
N. D., & Krish, P. (2012). Communication Skills among University Students.
Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences, 59, 71-76.
https://doi.org/10.1016/].sbspro.2012.09.247

Ingleby, E. (2015). The house that Jack built: Neoliberalism, teaching in higher
education and the moral objections. Teaching in Higher Education, 20(5), 518—
529. https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2015.1036729

Inkson, K., Dries, N., & Arnold, J. (2015). Understanding careers (2nd ed). Sage.

Irwin, A., Nordmann, E., & Simms, K. (2019). Stakeholder perception of student
employability: Does the duration, type and location of work experience matter?
Higher Education, 78(5), 761-781. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-019-00369-5

Jackson, D. (2010). An international profile of industry-relevant competencies and

skill gaps in modern graduates. The International Journal of Management
Education, 8(3), 29-58. https://doi.org/10.3794/ijme.83.288

Jackson, D. (2015). Employability skill development in work-integrated learning:
Barriers and best practice. Studies in Higher Education, 40(2), 350-367.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2013.842221

Jackson, D., & Bridgstock, R. (2021). What actually works to enhance graduate
employability? The relative value of curricular, co-curricular, and extra-curricular
learning and paid work. Higher Education, 8§1(4), 723—739.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-020-00570-x

Johnson, S. G. B., Zhang, J., & Keil, F. C. (2022). Win—win denial: The psychological
underpinnings of zero-sum thinking. Journal of Experimental Psychology:
General, 151(2), 455-474. https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0001083

Kaiser, K. (2009). Protecting Respondent Confidentiality in Qualitative Research.
Qualitative Health Research, 19(11), 1632—1641.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732309350879

103


https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2018.1436751
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2015.1004237
https://www.icaew.com/-/media/corporate/files/careers/employability/employability-skills---defintions-2018.ashx
https://www.icaew.com/-/media/corporate/files/careers/employability/employability-skills---defintions-2018.ashx
https://www.icaew.com/-/media/corporate/files/careers/employability/employability-skills---defintions-2018.ashx
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2012.09.247
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562517.2015.1036729
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-019-00369-5
https://doi.org/10.3794/ijme.83.288
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2013.842221
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-020-00570-x
https://doi.org/10.1037/xge0001083
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732309350879

Kakar, Z. U. H., Rasheed, R., Rashid, A., & Akhter, S. (2023). Criteria for assessing
and ensuring the trustworthiness in qualitative research. International Journal of
Business Reflections, 4(2), 150-173. https://doi.org/10.56249/ijbr.03.01.44

Kalamatianou, A., & Kougioumoutzaki, F. (2012). Employment Status and Job-

Studies Relevance of Social Science Graduates: The Experience from a Greek
Public University. International Journal of Economic Sciences and Applied
Research, 5(1), 51-75.

Kamenova, Z. (2023). Embedding employability: A case study on Swansea University
Employability Academy’s career development course (Unpacking the 3Es — a
National Perspective, pp. 55-64). The Higher Education Funding Council for
Wales (HEFCW).

Karaca-Atik, A., Meeuwisse, M., Gorgievski, M., & Smeets, G. (2023). Uncovering
important 21st-century skills for sustainable career development of social sciences
graduates: A systematic review. Educational Research Review, 39, 100528.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2023.100528

Keneley, M., & Jackling, B. (2011). The Acquisition of Generic Skills of Culturally-
diverse Student Cohorts. Accounting Education, 20(6), 605—623.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09639284.2011.611344

Khare, S. R., & Vedel, I. (2019). Recall bias and reduction measures: An example in

primary health care service utilization. Family Practice, 36(5), 672—676.
https://doi.org/10.1093/fampra/cmz042
Kirp, D. L. (2003). Shakespeare, Einstein, and the bottom line: The marketing of

higher education. Harvard University Press.

Kivunja, C. (2014). Teaching Students to Learn and to Work Well with 21st Century
Skills: Unpacking the Career and Life Skills Domain of the New Learning
Paradigm. International Journal of Higher Education, 4(1), 1-11.
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v4nlpl

Knight, P. T., & Yorke, M. (2003). Employability and Good Learning in Higher
Education. Teaching in Higher Education, 8(1), 3—16.
https://doi.org/10.1080/1356251032000052294

Kornelakis, A., & Petrakaki, D. (2020). Embedding employability skills in UK higher
education: Between digitalization and marketization. Industry and Higher
Education, 34(5), 290-297. https://doi.org/10.1177/0950422220902978

Kougioumoutzaki, F., & Kalamatianou, A. G. (2012). Employment Status and Job-

Studies Relevance of Social Science Graduates: The Experience from a Greek
Public University. International Journal of Economic Sciences and Applied
Research, 5(1), 51-75.

104


https://doi.org/10.56249/ijbr.03.01.44
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2023.100528
https://doi.org/10.1080/09639284.2011.611344
https://doi.org/10.1093/fampra/cmz042
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v4n1p1
https://doi.org/10.1080/1356251032000052294
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950422220902978

Kusow, A. M. (2003). Beyond Indigenous Authenticity: Reflections on the
Insider/Outsider Debate in Immigration Research. Symbolic Interaction, 26(4),
591-599. https://doi.org/10.1525/51.2003.26.4.591

Lauder, H., & Mayhew, K. (2020). Higher education and the labour market: An
introduction. Oxford Review of Education, 46(1), 1-9.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2019.1699714

Lee, D., Foster, E., & Snaith, H. (2014). Implementing the Employability Agenda: A
Critical Review of Curriculum Developments in Political Science and International
Relations in English Universities. Politics, 36(1), 95-111.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9256.12061

Leech-Wilkinson, R. (2013). A greater proportion of social science graduates are

employed shortly after leaving university than STEM or arts graduates. LSE
Impact Blog. https://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2013/11/07/what-do-

social-science-graduates-do/
Leitch Review of Skills. (2006). Prosperity for all on the global economy - world

class skills. HM Treasury.

Lewis, J., Bartlett, A., Riesch, H., & Stephens, N. (2023). Why we need a Public
Understanding of Social Science. Public Understanding of Science, 32(5), 658—
672. https://doi.org/10.1177/09636625221141862

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry. Sage.

LinkedIn. (n.d.). LinkedIn Sales Navigator plans & pricing.

https://business.linkedin.com/sales-solutions/compare-
plans/b?adobe_mc_sdid=SDID%3D62A7BE31B6EBESA7-
1D43A730666349F5%7CMCORGID%3D14215E3D5995C57C0A495C55%40A
dobeOrg%7CTS%3D1751625355&adobe_mc_ref=https%3A%2F%2Fbusiness.lin
kedin.com%?2Fsales-solutions%?2Fsales-navigator

LinkedIn Help. (2025). Getting started with LinkedIn Premium.
https://www.linkedin.com/help/linkedin/answer/a6213379

Lynch, K. (2006). Neo-Liberalism and Marketisation: The Implications for Higher
Education. European Educational Research Journal, 5(1), 1-17.
https://doi.org/10.2304/eerj.2006.5.1.1

Lynd, R. S. (2015). Knowledge for What: The Place of Social Science in American
Culture. Princeton University Press. https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400872282

Malhotra, N., & Morris, T. (2009). Heterogeneity in Professional Service Firms.
Journal of Management Studies, 46(6), 895-922. https://doi.org/10.1111/].1467-
6486.2009.00826.x

Mann, A., Huddleston, P., & Kashefpakdel, E. (Eds). (2019). Essays on employer

engagement in education. Routledge.

105


https://doi.org/10.1525/si.2003.26.4.591
https://doi.org/10.1080/03054985.2019.1699714
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-9256.12061
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2013/11/07/what-do-social-science-graduates-do/
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2013/11/07/what-do-social-science-graduates-do/
https://doi.org/10.1177/09636625221141862
https://business.linkedin.com/sales-solutions/compare-plans/b?adobe_mc_sdid=SDID%3D62A7BE31B6EBE8A7-1D43A730666349F5%7CMCORGID%3D14215E3D5995C57C0A495C55%40AdobeOrg%7CTS%3D1751625355&adobe_mc_ref=https%3A%2F%2Fbusiness.linkedin.com%2Fsales-solutions%2Fsales-navigator
https://business.linkedin.com/sales-solutions/compare-plans/b?adobe_mc_sdid=SDID%3D62A7BE31B6EBE8A7-1D43A730666349F5%7CMCORGID%3D14215E3D5995C57C0A495C55%40AdobeOrg%7CTS%3D1751625355&adobe_mc_ref=https%3A%2F%2Fbusiness.linkedin.com%2Fsales-solutions%2Fsales-navigator
https://business.linkedin.com/sales-solutions/compare-plans/b?adobe_mc_sdid=SDID%3D62A7BE31B6EBE8A7-1D43A730666349F5%7CMCORGID%3D14215E3D5995C57C0A495C55%40AdobeOrg%7CTS%3D1751625355&adobe_mc_ref=https%3A%2F%2Fbusiness.linkedin.com%2Fsales-solutions%2Fsales-navigator
https://business.linkedin.com/sales-solutions/compare-plans/b?adobe_mc_sdid=SDID%3D62A7BE31B6EBE8A7-1D43A730666349F5%7CMCORGID%3D14215E3D5995C57C0A495C55%40AdobeOrg%7CTS%3D1751625355&adobe_mc_ref=https%3A%2F%2Fbusiness.linkedin.com%2Fsales-solutions%2Fsales-navigator
https://business.linkedin.com/sales-solutions/compare-plans/b?adobe_mc_sdid=SDID%3D62A7BE31B6EBE8A7-1D43A730666349F5%7CMCORGID%3D14215E3D5995C57C0A495C55%40AdobeOrg%7CTS%3D1751625355&adobe_mc_ref=https%3A%2F%2Fbusiness.linkedin.com%2Fsales-solutions%2Fsales-navigator
https://www.linkedin.com/help/linkedin/answer/a6213379
https://doi.org/10.2304/eerj.2006.5.1.1
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781400872282
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.00826.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.2009.00826.x

Marginson, S. (2018). Public/private in higher education: A synthesis of economic
and political approaches. Studies in Higher Education, 43(2), 322-337.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2016.1168797

Marginson, S., Cantwell, B., Platonova, D., & Smolentseva, A. (Eds). (2023).
Assessing the contributions of higher education: Knowledge for a disordered
world. Edward Elgar Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781035307173

Marginson, S., & Yang, L. (2025). Higher education and public good in England.
Higher Education, 89(1), 183-203. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01339-2

Maringe, F. (2011). The student as consumer: Affordances and constraints in a

transforming higher education environment. In M. Molesworth, E. Nixon, & R.
Scullion (Eds), The marketisation of higher education and the student as consumer
(pp. 142—154). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203842829

Marques, M. R. (2016). Monitoring: An Intervention to Improve Team Results in

Software Engineering Education. Proceedings of the 47th ACM Technical
Symposium on Computing Science Education, 724.
https://doi.org/10.1145/2839509.2851054

Marschan-Piekkari, R., & Reis, C. (2004). Language and Languages in Cross-cultural
Interviewing. In R. Piekkari & C. Welch (Eds), Handbook of Qualitative Research
Methods for International Business. Edward Elgar Publishing.
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781781954331.00027

Mason, G., Williams, G., & Cranmer, S. (2009). Employability skills initiatives in
higher education: What effects do they have on graduate labour market outcomes?
Education Economics, 17(1), 1-30. https://doi.org/10.1080/09645290802028315

Mawson, M., & Haworth, A. C. (2018). Supporting the employability agenda in

university libraries: A case study from the University of Sheffield. Information and
Learning Science, 119(12), 101-108. https://doi.org/10.1108/ILS-04-2017-0027
Maxwell, J. A. (2013). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (3rd ed).
SAGE Publications.
McCormack, S., & Baron, P. (2023). The impact of employability on Humanities,

Arts and Social Sciences degrees in Australia. Arts and Humanities in Higher
Education, 22(2), 164—182. https://doi.org/10.1177/14740222231156888

McCowan, T. (2015). Should universities promote employability? Theory and
Research in Education, 13(3), 267-285.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878515598060

McCracken, G. (1988). The Long Interview. SAGE Publications, Inc.
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412986229

McPherson, C., Punch, S., & Graham, E. (2017). Transitions from Undergraduate to
Taught Postgraduate Study: Emotion, Integration and Belonging. Journal of

106


https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2016.1168797
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781035307173
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01339-2
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203842829
https://doi.org/10.1145/2839509.2851054
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781781954331.00027
https://doi.org/10.1080/09645290802028315
https://doi.org/10.1108/ILS-04-2017-0027
https://doi.org/10.1177/14740222231156888
https://doi.org/10.1177/1477878515598060
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781412986229

Perspectives in Applied Academic Practice, 5(2), 42-50.
https://doi.org/10.14297/jpaap.v5i2.265

Mellors-Bourne, R., Hooley, T., & Marriott, J. (2014). Understanding how people
choose to pursue taught postgraduate study. The Higher Education Funding
Council for England [HEFCE].

Merton, R. K. (1972). Insiders and Outsiders: A Chapter in the Sociology of
Knowledge. American Journal of Sociology, 78(1), 9—47.
https://doi.org/10.1086/225294

Millar, J. (2021). The gilded path: Capital, habitus and illusio in the fund management
field. Accounting, Auditing & Accountability Journal, 34(8), 1906—1931.
https://doi.org/10.1108/AAAJ-12-2019-4320

Miller, L., Biggart, A., & Newton, B. (2013). Basic and employability skills.
International Journal of Training and Development, 17(3), 173—-175.
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijtd.12007

Minocha, S., Hristov, D., & Reynolds, M. (2017). From graduate employability to
employment: Policy and practice in UK higher education. International Journal of
Training and Development, 21(3), 235-248. https://doi.org/10.1111/ijtd.12105

Morgan, W. (2019). The Skills and Competences of Management Consultants and

How They are Developed. Management Consulting Journal, 2(1), 16-21.
https://doi.org/10.2478/mcj-2019-0004

Morley, L. (2001). Producing New Workers: Quality, equality and employability in
higher education. Quality in Higher Education, 7(2), 131-138.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13538320120060024

Mwelwa, K., Lebeloane, L. D. M., & Mawela, A. S. (2021). Relevance of selected

Social Science Degree programs on skills development and graduate employability

in Zambia. Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability, 12(2),
131-147. https://doi.org/10.21153/jtlge2021vol12no2art1046

Mwelwa, K., & Mawela, A. S. (2021). Effectiveness of Internships as Pedagogical
Practices in Promoting Employability Skills Amongst Graduating Students in

Selected Social Science Degree Programmes in Zambia. International Journal of
Educational Methodology, 7(4), 649—668. https://doi.org/10.12973/ijem.7.4.649
Mwita, K., Kinunda, S., Obwolo, S., & Mwilongo, N. (2023). Soft skills development

in higher education institutions: Students’ perceived role of universities and

students’ self-initiatives in bridging the soft skills gap. International Journal of
Research in Business and Social Science (2147- 4478), 12(3), 505-513.
https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v12i3.2435

Naaeke, A., Kurylo, A., Grabowski, M., Linton, D., & Radford, M. L. (2010). Insider
and Outsider Perspective in Ethnographic Research. Proceedings of the New York

107


https://doi.org/10.14297/jpaap.v5i2.265
https://doi.org/10.1086/225294
https://doi.org/10.1108/AAAJ-12-2019-4320
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijtd.12007
https://doi.org/10.1111/ijtd.12105
https://doi.org/10.2478/mcj-2019-0004
https://doi.org/10.1080/13538320120060024
https://doi.org/10.21153/jtlge2021vol12no2art1046
https://doi.org/10.12973/ijem.7.4.649
https://doi.org/10.20525/ijrbs.v12i3.2435

State Communication Association, 2010.
https://docs.rwu.edu/nyscaproceedings/vol2010/iss1/9
Nolan, J. E. (2020). Narrating Employability from English Studies: An ethnographic

study [Doctoral thesis, Newcastle University]. Newcastle University Theses.
https://theses.ncl.ac.uk/jspui/handle/10443/4940

OECD. (2009). 21st Century Skills and Competences for New Millennium Learners
in OECD Countries, OECD Education Working Papers, No. 41, OECD
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/218525261154

OECD. (2023). Innovating Assessments to Measure and Support Complex Skills,
OECD Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/e5{3e341-en

Office for Students. (2023). About the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF). Office
for Students. https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/for-providers/quality-and-
standards/about-the-tef/

Okolie, U. C., Igwe, P. A., & Elom, E. N. (2019). Improving graduate outcomes for
technical colleges in Nigeria. Australian Journal of Career Development, 28(1),
21-30. https://doi.org/10.1177/1038416218772189

Okolie, U. C., Nwosu, H. E., & Mlanga, S. (2019). Graduate employability: How the
higher education institutions can meet the demand of the labour market. Higher
Education, Skills and Work-Based Learning, 9(4), 620—-636.
https://doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-09-2018-0089

Okolie, U. C., & Yasin, A. M. (Eds). (2017). Technical Education and Vocational
Training in Developing Nations. IGI Global Scientific Publishing.
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-5225-1811-2

O’Mabhony, J., Garga, R., Thomas, M., & Kimber, M. (2019). Valuing the
Humanities. Australian Economic Review, 52(2), 226-235.
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8462.12328

Orton, M. (2011). Flourishing lives: The capabilities approach as a framework for

new thinking about employment, work and welfare in the 21st century. Work,
Employment and Society, 25(2), 352-360.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017011403848

Parry, N., & Jackling, B. (2015). How do Professional Financial Services Firms

Understand their Skill Needs and Organise their Recruitment Practices?
Accounting Education, 24(6), 514-538.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09639284.2015.1109528

Payne, J. (2018). LE(a)P in the dark? Devolution, local skills strategies and inclusive
growth in England. Journal of Education and Work, 31(5-6), 489-502.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2018.1534226

108


https://docs.rwu.edu/nyscaproceedings/vol2010/iss1/9
https://theses.ncl.ac.uk/jspui/handle/10443/4940
https://doi.org/10.1787/218525261154
https://doi.org/10.1787/e5f3e341-en
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/for-providers/quality-and-standards/about-the-tef/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/for-providers/quality-and-standards/about-the-tef/
https://doi.org/10.1177/1038416218772189
https://doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-09-2018-0089
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-5225-1811-2
https://doi.org/10.1111/1467-8462.12328
https://doi.org/10.1177/0950017011403848
https://doi.org/10.1080/09639284.2015.1109528
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2018.1534226

Pham, T., & Thompson, C. (2019). What do international graduates need to compete
locally? University World News.
https:// www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20190617095020180
Piketty, T. (2017). Capital in the twenty-first century (A. Goldhammer, Trans.).

Harvard University Press.

Power, S., & Whitty, G. (2006). Graduating and gradations within the middle class:
The legacy of an elite higher education (Cardiff University, School of Social
Sciences, Working Papers No. 118).

Prescott, F. J. (2011). Validating a Long Qualitative Interview Schedule. Working
Papers in Language Pedagogy, 5, 16-38.
https://doi.org/10.61425/wplp.2011.05.16.38

Prospects. (2023). What do graduates do? Insights and analysis from the UK’s largest

higher education survey 2023/24. Prospects.
https://graduatemarkettrends.cdn.prismic.io/graduatemarkettrends/bb6dc6da-0786-
4c17-aa74-af4607d20bb0_what-do-graduates-do-2324.pdf

Prospects. (2024). What do graduates do? Insights and analysis from the UK’s largest

higher education survey 2024/25. Prospects.
https://graduatemarkettrends.cdn.prismic.io/graduatemarkettrends/Z0Sn968]QArT
1SXd_what-do-graduates-do-202425.pdf

Purdie, F., Ward, L., McAdie, T., King, N., & Drysdale, M. (2013). Are work-
integrated learning (WIL) students better equipped psychologically for work post-

graduation than their non-work-integrated learning peers? Some initial findings
from a UK university. Asia-Pacific Journal of Cooperative Education, 14(2), 117—
125.

QAA. (2014, 2024). Qualifications Frameworks. QAA. https://www.qgaa.ac.uk/the-

quality-code/qualifications-frameworks#

Rai, N., & Thapa, B. (2015). A study on purposive sampling method in research.
Kathmandu: Kathmandu School of Law, 5(1), 8-15.

Reihlen, M., & Apel, B. A. (2007). Internationalization of professional service firms
as learning — a constructivist approach. International Journal of Service Industry
Management, 18(2), 140—151. https://doi.org/10.1108/09564230710737790

Robertson, S. L., Bonal, X., & Dale, R. (2002). GATS and the Education Service
Industry: The Politics of Scale and Global Reterritorialization. Comparative
Education Review, 46(4), 472—495. https://doi.org/10.1086/343122

Robson, J. (2023). Graduate employability and employment. In S. Marginson, B.

Cantwell, D. Platonova, & A. Smolentseva (Eds), Assessing the contributions of
higher education: Knowledge for a disordered world (pp. 177-196). Edward Elgar
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781035307173

109


https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20190617095020180
https://doi.org/10.61425/wplp.2011.05.16.38
https://graduatemarkettrends.cdn.prismic.io/graduatemarkettrends/bb6dc6da-0786-4c17-aa74-af4607d20bb0_what-do-graduates-do-2324.pdf
https://graduatemarkettrends.cdn.prismic.io/graduatemarkettrends/bb6dc6da-0786-4c17-aa74-af4607d20bb0_what-do-graduates-do-2324.pdf
https://graduatemarkettrends.cdn.prismic.io/graduatemarkettrends/Z0Sn968jQArT1SXd_what-do-graduates-do-202425.pdf
https://graduatemarkettrends.cdn.prismic.io/graduatemarkettrends/Z0Sn968jQArT1SXd_what-do-graduates-do-202425.pdf
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/the-quality-code/qualifications-frameworks
https://www.qaa.ac.uk/the-quality-code/qualifications-frameworks
https://doi.org/10.1108/09564230710737790
https://doi.org/10.1086/343122
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781035307173

Rowe, W. E. (2014). Positionality. In D. Coghlan & M. Brydon-Miller (Eds), The
SAGE Encyclopedia of Action Research (p. 628). SAGE Publications Ltd.
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446294406.n277

Sairmaly, F. A. (2023). Human Capital Development and Economic Growth: A

Literature Review on Information Technology Investment, Education, Skills, and
Productive Labour. Jurnal Minfo Polgan, 12(1), 679—-693.
https://doi.org/10.33395/imp.v12i11.12491

Sauntson, H., & Morrish, L. (2011). Vision, values and international excellence: The

‘products’ that university mission statements sell to students. In M. Molesworth, E.

Nixon, & R. Scullion (Eds), The marketisation of higher education and the student

as consumer (pp. 73—85). Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203842829
Savage, S., Davis, R., & Miller, E. (2009). Exploring graduate transition from

university to the workplace: Employer, academic and graduate perspectives. In G.
Zillante (Ed.), Proceedings of the 34th Australasian Universities Building
Educators Conference (pp. 1-18). School of Natural and Built Environments,
University of South Australia.

Savin-Baden, M., & Major, C. H. (2013). Qualitative research: The essential guide to
theory and practice. Routledge.

Scotland, J. (2012). Exploring the Philosophical Underpinnings of Research: Relating
Ontology and Epistemology to the Methodology and Methods of the Scientific,
Interpretive, and Critical Research Paradigms. English Language Teaching, 5(9),
9-16. https://doi.org/10.5539/elt.v5n9p9

Segal-Horn, S., & Dean, A. (2010). The rise of super-elite law firms: Towards global
strategies. The Service Industries Journal, 31(2), 195-213.
https://doi.org/10.1080/02642060802706956

Segbenya, M., Atadika, D., Aheto, S.-P. K., & Nimo, E. B. (2023). Modelling the

relationship between teaching methods, assessment methods and acquisition of

21st employability skills among university graduates. Industry and Higher
Education, 37(6), 810-824. https://doi.org/10.1177/09504222231175433
Setiawan, B. (2024). The Urgency of Sensitivity to Social Problems in the

Community Environment Basic Social Sciences Course Output in University.
Proceeding of International Conference on Education, Society and Humanity,
2(1), 1465-1474.

Sheikh, R. A., Abdalkrim, G. M., & Shehawy, Y. M. (2023). Assessing the impact of
business simulation as a teaching method for developing 21st century future skills.
Journal of International Education in Business, 16(3), 351-370.
https://doi.org/10.1108/JIEB-11-2022-0085

110


https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446294406.n277
https://doi.org/10.33395/jmp.v12i1.12491
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203842829
https://doi.org/10.5539/elt.v5n9p9
https://doi.org/10.1080/02642060802706956
https://doi.org/10.1177/09504222231175433
https://doi.org/10.1108/JIEB-11-2022-0085

Shukry, M. (2017). Commodification of Education in United Kingdom. Journal of
Law and Society Management, 4(1), 38—47.

Sin, C., & Amaral, A. (2017). Academics’ and employers’ perceptions about
responsibilities for employability and their initiatives towards its development.
Higher Education, 73(1), 97-111. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-016-0007-y

Sin, C., & Neave, G. (2014). Employability deconstructed: Perceptions of Bologna
stakeholders. Studies in Higher Education, 41(8), 1447—-1462.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2014.977859

Sin, C., Tavares, O., & Amaral, A. (2017). Accepting employability as a purpose of

higher education? Academics’ perceptions and practices. Studies in Higher
Education, 44(6), 920-931. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1402174
Skaniakos, T., Honkiméki, S., Kallio, E., Nissinen, K., & Tynjila, P. (2019). Study

guidance experiences, study progress, and perceived learning outcomes of Finnish

university students. European Journal of Higher Education, 9(2), 203-218.
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2018.1475247

Smart, S., Hutchings, M., Maylor, U., Mendick, H., & Menter, 1. (2009). Processes of
middle-class reproduction in a graduate employment scheme. Journal of Education
and Work, 22(1), 35-53. https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080802709661

Smith, C. (2023). Integrative learning: The lost opportunity in WIL curricula and
what we can do about it. In C. Baik & E. R. Kahu (Eds), Research Handbook on
the Student Experience in Higher Education (pp. 149-165). Edward Elgar
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781802204193.00019

Smith, M., Duncan, M., & Cook, K. (2013). Graduate Employability: Student
Perceptions of PBL and its Effectiveness in Facilitating their Employability Skills.

Practice and Evidence of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning in Higher
Education, 8(3), 217-240.

Stebleton, M. J., Franklin, M., Lee, C., & Kaler, L. S. (2019). Not Just for
Undergraduates: Examining a University Narrative-Based Career Management
Course for Engineering Graduate Students. Canadian Journal of Career
Development, 18(2), 64-77.

Suseno, Y., & Pinnington, A. H. (2017). The war for talent: Human capital challenges
for professional service firms. Asia Pacific Business Review, 23(2), 205-229.
https://doi.org/10.1080/13602381.2017.1287830

Taylor, A. R., & Hooley, T. (2014). Evaluating the impact of career management

skills module and internship programme within a university business school.
British Journal of Guidance & Counselling, 42(5), 487-499.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2014.918934

111


https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-016-0007-y
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2014.977859
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1402174
https://doi.org/10.1080/21568235.2018.1475247
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080802709661
https://doi.org/10.4337/9781802204193.00019
https://doi.org/10.1080/13602381.2017.1287830
https://doi.org/10.1080/03069885.2014.918934

Teixeira, P., Jongbloed, B. B., Dill, D. D., & Amaral, A. (Eds). (2004). Markets in
Higher Education: Rhetoric or Reality? (1st ed). Springer.
https://doi.org/10.1007/1-4020-2835-0

The University of Manchester. (n.d.). Transferable skills. The University of
Manchester. https://www.careers.manchester.ac.uk/options/skills/

The University of Westminster. (2022). Office for Students grants £5.8m for
University of Westminster towards employability spaces at 29 Marylebone Road.

The University of Westminster. https://www.westminster.ac.uk/current-

students/news/office-for-students-grants-ps58m-for-university-of-westminster-

towards-employability-spaces-at-29-marylebone-road

Tholen, G. (2015). What can research into graduate employability tell us about
agency and structure? British Journal of Sociology of Education, 36(5), 766—784.
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2013.847782

Thompson, D. W. (2019). Widening participation research and practice in the United

Kingdom on the twentieth anniversary of the Dearing report, reflections on a
changing landscape. Educational Review, 71(2), 182—197.
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2017.1380606

Tibble, J. P. (2024). The Creation of Chartered Management Consultant: A UK Gold
Standard for Consulting Competence. Management Consulting Journal, 7(1), 37—
48. https://doi.org/10.2478-mcj-2024-0004

Tolan, P. H., & Deutsch, N. L. (2015). Mixed Methods in Developmental Science. In
R. M. Lerner (Ed.), Handbook of Child Psychology and Developmental Science
(1st ed, pp. 1-45). Wiley. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118963418.childpsy119

Tomlinson, M. (2012). Graduate Employability: A Review of Conceptual and
Empirical Themes. Higher Education Policy, 25(4), 407-431.
https://doi.org/10.1057/hep.2011.26

Tomlinson, M. (2017). Introduction: Graduate Employability in Context: Charting a
Complex, Contested and Multi-Faceted Policy and Research Field. In M.
Tomlinson & L. Holmes (Eds), Graduate Employability in Context (pp. 1-40).
Palgrave Macmillan UK. https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-57168-7 1

Tomlinson, M. (2019). Competences, capabilities and capitals: Conceptual paradigms

in the educational employment relationship. In A. Mann, P. Huddleston, & E.
Kashefpakdel (Eds), Essays on employer engagement in education (pp. 53—67).
Routledge.

Tyrer, G., Ives, J., & Corke, C. (2013). Employability Skills, The Student Path, and
The Role of The Academic Library and Partners. New Review of Academic
Librarianship, 19(2), 178-189. https://doi.org/10.1080/13614533.2013.787538

112


https://doi.org/10.1007/1-4020-2835-0
https://www.careers.manchester.ac.uk/options/skills/
https://www.westminster.ac.uk/current-students/news/office-for-students-grants-ps58m-for-university-of-westminster-towards-employability-spaces-at-29-marylebone-road
https://www.westminster.ac.uk/current-students/news/office-for-students-grants-ps58m-for-university-of-westminster-towards-employability-spaces-at-29-marylebone-road
https://www.westminster.ac.uk/current-students/news/office-for-students-grants-ps58m-for-university-of-westminster-towards-employability-spaces-at-29-marylebone-road
https://doi.org/10.1080/01425692.2013.847782
https://doi.org/10.1080/00131911.2017.1380606
https://doi.org/10.2478-mcj-2024-0004
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118963418.childpsy119
https://doi.org/10.1057/hep.2011.26
https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-57168-7_1
https://doi.org/10.1080/13614533.2013.787538

Umar, I. Y., & Ma’aji, A. S. (2010). Repositioning the Facilities in Technical College
Workshops for Efficiency: A Case Study of North Central Nigeria. Journal of
STEM Teacher Education, 47, 63—85.

Universities UK. (2024). Growth and opportunity: UK universities return on
investment 2021/22. Universities UK.
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2024-09/UK -

universities-data-visualisation-1.pdf

Universities UK. (2025). Graduate employment, productivity and economic growth.
Universities UK.
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2025-03/uuk-

analysis-graduate-employment-productivity-growth.pdf

Utz, S. (2016). Is LinkedIn making you more successful? The informational benefits
derived from public social media. New Media & Society, 18(11), 2685-2702.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815604143

van der Velden, R., & Bijlsma, I. (2016). College wage premiums and skills: A cross-
country analysis. Oxford Review of Economic Policy, 32(4), 497-513.
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grw027

Von Nordenflycht, A. (2010). What Is a Professional Service Firm? Toward a Theory
and Taxonomy of Knowledge-Intensive Firms. Academy of Management Review,
35(1), 155-174. https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.35.1.z0k 155

Watts, A. G. (1996). Careers Work in Higher Education. In R. Hawthorn, J. M. Kidd,
J. Killeen, B. Law, & A. G. Watts (Eds), Rethinking careers education and
guidance: Theory, policy and practice (1st ed, pp. 127—141). Routledge.

Wharton, C. Y., & Horrocks, A. J. (2015, Jun 9-11). Students’ perceptions of
employability within their degree programme: Highlighting the disparity between

what academics believe is included and the student experience. [Paper
presentation]. The 2nd International Conference on Enhancement and Innovation
in Higher Education, Glasgow, United Kingdom.

Williams, G. A., Karanika-Murray, M., Reed, H., & Wiseman, H. (2024). The
personal equipment and social ecologies needed for successful employability: An
exploration of perceptions among undergraduate social sciences students. Cogent
Psychology, 11(1). https://doi.org/10.1080/23311908.2024.2344356

Williams, S., Dodd, L. J., Steele, C., & Randall, R. (2015). A systematic review of
current understandings of employability. Journal of Education and Work, 29(8),
877-901. https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2015.1102210

Winberg, C., Bramhall, M., Greenfield, D., Johnson, P., Rowlett, P., Lewis, O.,
Waldock, J., & Wolff, K. (2020). Developing employability in engineering

113


https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2024-09/UK-universities-data-visualisation-1.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2024-09/UK-universities-data-visualisation-1.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2025-03/uuk-analysis-graduate-employment-productivity-growth.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2025-03/uuk-analysis-graduate-employment-productivity-growth.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444815604143
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxrep/grw027
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.35.1.zok155
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311908.2024.2344356
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080.2015.1102210

education: A systematic review of the literature. European Journal of Engineering
Education, 45(2), 165—180. https://doi.org/10.1080/03043797.2018.1534086
Xing, X., & Dervin, F. (2014). Dancing in Fetters? Chinese Principals’ Perceptions of

the Effects of Finnish Training Programs. Frontiers of Education in China, 9(2),
211-237. https://doi.org/10.3868/s110-003-014-0017-x

Yin, R. K. (2018). Case study research and applications: Design and methods (6th
ed). SAGE.

Yorke, M. (20006). Employability in higher education: What it is - what it is not.

Higher Education Academy.

114


https://doi.org/10.1080/03043797.2018.1534086
https://doi.org/10.3868/s110-003-014-0017-x

Appendices

Appendix A: Participant Information Sheet

Professional Service Firms (PSFs) Employability Skills Development for Social
Sciences Students in UK Higher Education

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET
Central University Research Ethics Committee Approval Reference: EDUC 1282456
Introduction

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?

While many students aspire to enter Professional Service Firms (PSFs), and these firms actively
recruit candidates from diverse academic backgrounds, including social sciences, there is little
explicit discussion on the specific advantages and skills that social sciences graduates bring to
these roles. The competencies that PSFs seek from social sciences graduates remain
underexplored, and there is a lack of comprehensive research assessing how university
programmes enhance employability for these careers. Existing studies have either focused on
students, who may not fully understand the specific skills required in PSFs, or senior employers,
who may not be directly familiar with the day-to-day tasks of entry-level roles. Therefore, this
research aims to bridge this gap by interviewing recent social sciences graduates working in
PSFs to understand how their degrees contributed to both securing their positions and
performing effectively in their roles. By capturing insights from those directly transitioning into
these careers, this study will provide a more precise understanding of the employability value

of social science degrees in PSFs.
Why have I been invited to take part?

You are invited to participate in an interview as you meet the inclusion criteria for this research
study. This study explores how social sciences graduates develop employability skills and

transition into roles within PSFs, such as consulting, accounting, and law. To gain deeper
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insights into this topic, I am conducting interviews with recent graduates who have secured
graduate jobs in PSFs. Your participation will help enhance our understanding of the role of
higher education in graduate employment, the skills acquired through a social sciences degree,

and how these skills align with the expectations of PSFs.

Eligibility Criteria for Participation:

»  Recent graduates (within the last two years) from an undergraduate OR
postgraduate taught programme in one of the social sciences programmes' at a UK
higher education institution, and are

>  Currently working in a Professional Service Firm® in the UK.

Do I have to take part?

No. It is up to you to decide whether to take part. You can withdraw yourself from the study,
without giving a reason, and without negative consequences, by advising me of this decision.
The deadline by which you can withdraw any information you have contributed to the research
is 14 August 2025. Should you choose to withdraw, all data and digital files will be deleted and
destroyed permanently, to comply with the UK General Data Protection Regulation and the
Data Protection Act 2018.

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

If you plan to take part, you will expect to have a 45-60 minute interview with the primary

researcher (me). Please find the following for details of the interviews:

*  All interviews will be conducted online (through Microsoft Teams), subject to
your availability.
*  The interviews will take 45 to 60 minutes. No preparation in advance is

necessary, and no follow-up sessions will take place.

' Social sciences include disciplines like social studies, sociology, anthropology, architecture, building
& planning, education and psychology.

* Professional Service Firms include industries such as legal services, accounting and auditing,
consulting, and architecture.
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*  This will be a semi-structured, conversation-style interview, where the
researcher will prepare questions in advance and ask about your experiences. I
will also ask follow-up questions based on your response.

*  An information sheet (this document) and consent form will be provided, and all
participants are required to sign the consent form to participate.

*  With your consent, I would like to audio record and video record you so that I
can have an accurate record of our conversation for further analysis.

»  All participants can withdraw from the study without giving a reason and
without negative consequences by advising me of this decision.

What are the possible disadvantages and risks in taking part?

Although no significant disadvantages or risks are anticipated in taking part, if you experience
any discomfort, you are free to withdraw from the research at any time. All data and information
collected will be fully anonymised, ensuring that participants are not directly identifiable. The
only details disclosed will be those related to the eligibility criteria for participation. To
maintain confidentiality, pseudonyms or numerical codes will be used to anonymise responses,
and any identifying details shared during the interview will be removed or generalised during

transcription and analysis.

Are there any benefits in taking part?

While there are no immediate benefits for participants, this research aims to enhance the
understanding of how social sciences graduates develop employability skills for PSFs. Findings
may help UK higher education institutions to improve employability support and assist
employers in recognising the unique strengths of social sciences graduates, ultimately bridging

the gap between higher education and PSF career demands.

What information will be collected and why is the collection of this information

relevant for achieving the research objectives?

This study will collect the following types of data:

. Demographic and Educational Background — Information such as degree
programmes, university attended, and year of graduation to understand how different
social sciences disciplines contribute to employability in PSFs.

. Career Pathway and Professional Context — Information such as current role and
responsibilities, nature of the organisation and industry and career trajectory post-

graduation to understand participants; current work context.
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. Employability Skill Development during Higher Education — Information such as the
specific skills developed through their social science degree, as well as teaching
methods, learning experiences, or institutional initiatives that supported skill
development.

. Workplace Experiences and Skill Application — Reflections on how well their degree
prepared them for their job, any skills that could be directly applied, and additional
skill’/knowledge gaps they encountered.

. General Views on Higher Education and Employability — Opinions on whether
university education effectively fosters employability skills for careers in PSFs and any
suggestions for improvement.

The collected data is expected to provide valuable insights into social sciences graduates’

perspectives on how effectively UK higher education prepares them for careers in PSFs.

Additionally, it will help identify the key skills most relevant for excelling in these roles,

directly addressing the research question and fulfilling the study's objectives.

Identifiable data (including consent forms) will be stored safely and carefully on the
University’s Nexus365 cloud, which is Oxford’s approved data storage platform and is

available for all University staff and students.

They will be stored for a minimum period of three years after the submission of the final
dissertation (14™ August 2025-14™ August 2028). Once audio and video recordings are
transcribed and anonymised, they will be permanently deleted. Only the primary researcher and

supervisor will have access to the research data.

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

research outputs?

The findings from the research will be written in a master’s thesis. Given that all information
that could reveal the participant’s identity will be anonymised, it will be unlikely that the
participants would be identifiable from the outputs of the research. [ would like your permission

to use direct quotations but without identifying you in any research outputs.

A copy of my thesis/ dissertation will be deposited online in the Oxford University Research

Archive where it will be publicly available to facilitate its use in future research.

Data Protection
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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  website at

https://compliance.admin.ox.ac.uk/individual-rights.

Who has reviewed this research?

This research has received ethics approval from a subcommittee of the University of Oxford
Central University Research Ethics Committee. (Ethics reference: EDUC 1282456).

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

If you have a concern about any aspect of this research, please contact _
I 0
_ 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 University of Oxford Research Governance, Ethics
& Assurance (RGEA) team at rgea.complaints@admin.ox.ac.uk or on +44 (0)1865 616480.

Further Information and Contact Details

If you would like to discuss the research with someone beforehand (or if you have questions

afterwards), please contact:

Primary Researcher:

Department of Education, University of Oxford, 15 Norham Gardens, Oxford, OX2 6PY
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Appendix B: Consent Form

Consent to take part in:
Professional Service Firms (PSFs) Employability Skills Development for Social
Sciences Students in UK Higher Education

Central University Research Ethics Committee (CUREC) approval reference:
EDUC 1282456

Purpose of Study: This study aims to examine how recent social sciences graduates from UK
higher education develop employability skills relevant to Professional Service Firms (PSFs)

and how well their academic programmes have prepared them for careers in these sectors.

Please initial
each box if you
agree with the

statement

I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet for the

above research. I have had the opportunity to consider the information,

ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily.

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that [ am free to

withdraw at any point until 14/August/2025, without giving any reason.

I 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.

I understand the extent to which I could be identifiable from any

publications.

I consent to being audio recorded.

I agree to the use of quotations in research outputs if [ am not identifiable.

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

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

120



I agree to take part.

Name of participant Date Signature

Name of person taking consent Date’ Signature

* To be signed and dated in the presence of the participant. Once this has been signed by both parties

the participant should receive a copy of the signed and dated participant consent form. The original

signed and dated consent form should be kept with the project’s main documents, which must be kept
in a secure location.
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Appendix C: CUREC Approval Letter

applicant: [
Principal Investigator: _

Department: Education

Study title: Professional Service Firms (PSFs) Employability Skills Development
for Social Sciences Students in UK Higher Education
(Version: 1.0)

Ethics reference: Education (Educ) DREC - 1282456

pear [N

On behalf of the Committee, I confirm that the above research study described in the
application and other supporting documentation submitted to the committee has been
carefully considered on behalf of the Education (Educ) DREC in accordance with the
University's regulations and policy for ethics approval of research involving human

participants, human tissue and/or personal data. The opinion is as follows:
Opinion of Research Ethics Committee: Favourable Opinion
Subject to the following conditions:
Decision Date: 5 May 2025, 17:41
Opinion End Date: 5 Nov 2026

If favourable, insurance-provided indemnity arrangements will be in place between the
decision date and opinion end date and you may now commence your study activities.
Should you plan to continue the research beyond the end date above, it is your
responsibility to ensure that you request, and receive, an extension (via amendment)
from the committee for indemnity to remain in place. You may be required to provide

a justification.
Please note the following:

Amendments: Should there be any subsequent changes to the reviewed study,
applications for amendments can be made via the Oxford Ethics Application System
(Worktribe Ethics).
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Reports: Studies considered by OXTREC are expected to submit an annual progress
report on each anniversary of study approval, until the study is completed. An end of

study report is also required.

Audit: This study may be selected for audit at the discretion of the Research

Governance, Ethics and Assurance Team.

Data safety: It is the responsibility of the PI to ensure that all data collected during the
course of the study is stored and transferred safely and securely in accordance with
University requirements. Further guidance and advice are available from the

Research Data Team. Additional information is available at

https://researchsupport.web.ox.ac.uk/governance/ethics

Yours Sincerely

Education Ethics Officer

Response:
Dear

| am pleased to inform you that, on the basis of the information provided, the proposed research has been judged as meeting appropriate ethical
standards, and approval has been granted.

The ethics reference is: EDUC_1282456. Please make sure to include that in all the supporting documents.
You can download your decision letter from the top right menu, under “Templates”.

All the best for your research - we hope it goes well!

The Research Team

Notified)|
Set Decision Date to 5 May 2025, 17:41
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Appendix D: Interview Schedule

Interview Schedule (Full)

Please note that this interview schedule is by no means exhaustive and that the questions
were not always asked in the exact order.

[The information sheet and consent form were read and signed prior to the interview.]|

Introduction to the Topic: Hi, [ am _ I am currently researching
Professional Service Firms (PSFs) Employability Skills Development for Social Sciences

Graduates in UK Higher Education. The interview should take between 45 minutes and 60
minutes. Feel free to ask me any questions at any point. I would be happy to answer them. If

you do not have any questions at this point and are ready, is it okay if I start the interview?
[After consent was given, start with Section 1]

Section 1: Personal Experience Questions (Expected: 15 min)
e Let’s start with a few basic questions. Could you briefly describe your educational
background (undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, including subjects studied)?
e Moving on to the present. Could you tell me your current role at a professional
service firm (PSF)?
¢ How long have you been working in this role, and what attracted you to pursue a
career in this PSF and in this job after studying social sciences?

o What do you think about your job? (Good or bad? Happy or not?)

Section 2: Skills Developed in University
Now I want you to connect your HE experience with your work, firstly...
e Can you describe the key skills you gained during your (social science) degree?
o This could include academic, interpersonal, or even practical skills.
o *[optional |For example, did you develop skills in critical thinking,
communication, analysis, teamwork, or project management?
e Which of these skills do you consider relevant or transferable to your current work?
o hard/soft/generic/tech/digital skills
» 1) Learning and Innovation Skills, which include creativity,
innovation, critical thinking, problem solving, communication
» 2) Information, Media, and Technology Skills, which involve

information literacy, media literacy and ICT literacy;
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» 3) Life and Career Skills, which entail flexibility, adaptability,
initiative and self-direction, social and cross-cultural skills;
productivity and accountability, leadership and responsibility

o Or is it more something you learn on the job?

Section 3: How Skills Were Developed

e Can you describe how your degree helped you develop these skills — through
teaching, assignments, group work, or other experiences?

e [Ifinterviewee only said general information] Were there any particular modules,
projects, or assignments during your degree that you feel significantly contributed to
your skill development?

o Beyond your academic programme, were there any other experiences — such
as internships, part-time jobs, volunteering, or extracurricular activities —
that helped you develop skills relevant to your current role?

o Looking back, which do you feel had a greater impact on your preparedness
for work in a PSF: your academic programme or your extracurricular
experiences? Why?

¢ Did your programme explicitly focus on employability or transferable skills? How

was that communicated to you?

Section 4: Application of Skills in the Workplace

¢ How frequently do you draw on those skills in your day-to-day tasks?

e Can you describe a situation in your current job where you used a skill developed
during your studies?

e Have you noticed any particular strengths or unique perspectives you bring to your
work as a social science graduate, especially in comparison to colleagues from
different academic backgrounds?

o How about limitations?

e (no need to compare between peers, but compare between HE degree and job) Are
there any gaps you’ve noticed between what your job requires and what your degree
prepared you for?

o How were these gaps addressed?
o Did the company offer any assistance? Was this assistance sufficient?
o *If limitations are mentioned, ask:
»  From the company's perspective, despite these shortcomings, could
you think of any reasons why the company chose to recruit social
science students (students without relevant experience or

background)? What is the purpose of the company's recruitment?
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Section 5: Perceptions of Preparedness
¢ Looking back, how well did your degree prepare you for entering the professional
workforce?
e Ifyou could change or add something to your degree programme to better support
your career, what would that be?
e Is the university (as a whole) more important in supporting you for your job than the

courses? Why?

Section 6: Final Reflections and Wrap-Up
e While it may be argued that social science programmes were not originally designed
with a strong vocational focus—particularly not with elite or prestigious PSF careers
in mind—it’s undeniable that many students are still eager to pursue roles in
professional service firms.

o Inlight of this, what do you think all those relevant stakeholders (such as
higher education institutions, social science curricula, or individual lecturers
and professors) could do to better support these students? Do you have any
suggestions?

o Do you think SS course needs to be adjusted? to become more
work/employment oriented? Why?

¢ Do you have any advice for current social science students aspiring to work in PSFs?

o How about advice to Higher education institutions/social science

programmes/lecturers/professors, etc.?
e s there anything else you’d like to share?

e Any questions for me before we end the interview?
Thank you — your insights have been incredibly valuable.

Feel free to contact me should you have questions or concerns regarding my research. Have a

lovely day!
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Appendix E: Sample Message for LinkedIn

Hi,

Hope this message finds you well. I’'m a master’s student doing MSc Education (Higher
Education) at the University of Oxford and am currently working on my dissertation
exploring how social science graduates develop employability skills during their studies and

apply them in professional service firms (e.g. consulting, auditing, legal, PR or marketing

firms).
Given your education and work background, I’d love to hear about your experiences through
a 45—60 minute online interview. Your insights would be incredibly valuable to this research,

and everything shared will remain anonymous.

If you're open to it, I’d be happy to share more details (including the information sheet) and

arrange a time that works for you. Thank you so much for considering!

Best regards,
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Appendix F: Prescott’s (2011) 10-step Model for Designing and Implementing

Qualitative Interviews

Steps of the validation process

Described in

section

1) Review of the literature 51

2) Review of documents and course descriptions 5.1
Appendix A

3) Self-reflection and self-interview 52

4) Asking teachers to define academic writing and explain the purpose of teaching it | 5.3
(using a brief survey) Appendix B

5) Semi-structured interview with a highly experienced teacher about the 54
development and purpose of the course Appendix C

6) Semi-structured interviews with two teachers about how they teach the course 5.5
Appendix D

7) Informal interviews with students to get their views on the course 56

8) Preparation of provisional interview schedule 5.7
Appendix E

9) Asking for feedback on the schedule from other Academic Skills teachers 58

10) Piloting the interview schedule

6

Source: Prescott (2011, p. 21)
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Appendix G: Braun and Clarke’s (2006) Six Phases of Thematic Analysis

Phase Description of the process
1. Familiarizing yourself Transcribing data (if necessary), reading and re-reading the data, noting down
with your data: initial ideas.
2. Generating initial codes: Coding interesting features of the data in a systematic fashion across the entire
data set, collating data relevant to each code.
3. Searching for themes: Collating codes into potential themes, gathering all data relevant to each
potential theme.
4. Reviewing themes: Checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts (Level 1) and the
entire data set (Level 2), generating a thematic ‘map’ of the analysis.
5. Defining and naming Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of each theme, and the overall story the
themes: analysis tells, generating clear definitions and names for each theme.
6. Producing the report: The final opportunity for analysis. Selection of vivid, compelling extract

examples, final analysis of selected extracts, relating back of the analysis to the
research question and literature, producing a scholarly report of the analysis.

Source: Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 87)
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