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There are a lot of myths around about 
university and the graduate jobs market



“Everyone has a degree nowadays”



• 40.2% of the adult population (16-64) of the UK had a degree 
at the end of 2019, up from 39.2% in 2018

• 45.4% of the UK workforce had a degree or equivalent 
qualification, up from  44.4% in 2018.

• Because of the effects of pandemic on the economy, the 
proportion of the workforce with a degree is likely to go up

• Less than half of students currently aged 14-18 will ever go to 
university, and it’s unlikely we’ll ever see a situation where 
half even of a given age group goes to university. 

“Everyone has a degree nowadays”



“There aren’t any jobs for graduates”



• 136,000 UK graduates from 2017 were known to be in professional level jobs six months after graduating 
(73.9% of graduates) 

• Annual Population Survey data showed that at the end of 2019, there were 15.3m people working in 
professional level jobs in the UK 

• Or 47.1% of the workforce

• APS data also shows that the UK added 520,300 new professional level jobs in 2019

• Graduate level positions have (mostly) been far more resilient to the pandemic than non-graduate

“There aren’t any jobs for graduates”



“Graduates only work for big business”



Graduates only work for big business or on large training 
schemes

• Each year, between 30 to 40% of graduates go 
to work for companies with fewer than 250 
employees, and one in six were with companies 
with fewer than 50 employees.

• SMEs especially important in the arts, design, 
architecture, marketing/PR/advertising, 
sport/fitness, law, web design 

• SME graduate employment stronger in London 
and south of England

• The proportion entering SMEs does seem to be 
falling, though



“If I study <subject> then that is what I 

will have to do as a career”

AND

“If I don’t study a vocational subject, I 

won’t get a job”



• The UK has a particularly flexible skilled jobs market

• The majority of jobs for graduates do not specify a degree 
discipline and you can get them with any subject, from fine art to 
physics

• Studying eg engineering, does not mean you have to be an 
engineer or that you can’t get a job doing anything else (although 
most engineering graduates do become engineers)

• Degrees are designed to teach a wide range of skills as well as 
subject knowledge and employers understand that

The Subject Question



Graduates used to be able to walk into a job



Graduates used to be able to walk into a job

THIS IS BOLLOCKS



Graduates used to be 
able to walk into a job

This is based on a very rosy view of historic graduate employment

The debate about the employability of graduates - particularly in the arts - is 
one of the oldest in HE and has been going on for hundreds of years

Before WW2 there was very little work for arts graduates other than teaching, 
and contemporary data and comment reflects that

Even in the 60s and early 70s we had plenty of unemployed and 
underemployed graduates, but sense of what was ‘appropriate’ was different.

The 80s were amongst the most difficult times to graduate in living memory, 
worse than any year this century (except this one, perhaps), as were the early 
90s.



Useful resources

• Prospects.ac.uk has up-to-date information, advice and a list of 
vacancies 

• Your career and COVID-19

• 7 ways to improve graduate employability in lockdown

https://www.prospects.ac.uk/
https://www.prospects.ac.uk/careers-advice/getting-a-job/your-career-and-covid-19
https://www.prospects.ac.uk/careers-advice/getting-a-job/7-ways-to-improve-graduate-employability-in-lockdown

