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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

As national budgets shrink and the debate over the role of higher Received 7 April 2025
education intensifies, there is increased interest in the ways in Accepted 7 April 2025
which universities not only educate students but prepare them KEYWORDS

for the labour market. Underpinning this discussion is often the Graduate outcomes; higher
data that arises from national or international graduate outcomes education; employability;
surveys, which speak to both the performance of specific universi- human capital; work
ties and the system at large. In this paper, we explore the differ- experience; educational
ences in three graduate outcome instruments from Australia, the training

UK, and Europe. In doing so, we seek to highlight the unique

approach that each instrument takes towards the measurement of

graduate outcomes and how these design choices represent what

aspects are deemed important in each context. Through our

research, we hope to inform future discussions over the various

approaches to measure graduate outcomes and illuminate the

methodological assumptions that accompany these choices.

Introduction

There has been much commentary of late in the higher education sector about the way in
which universities are expected by their national governments to not only educate
citizens, but to train the future workforce (Small et al., 2022; Tomlinson & Nghia,
2020). In fact, this is not a new responsibility as the broader tertiary sector has always,
at least partially, existed for the workforce training of the professions of which any
prospering country needs: e.g., engineers, doctors, scientists, teachers and nurses
(Behle, 2021; Robson, 2023). What has changed in more recent years, however, are the
metrics of how this responsibility is measured, assessed, and benchmarked. Increasingly,
this is achieved through national graduate outcomes surveys, distributed to higher
education graduates to reflect on their educational ‘training’ and how this training has
supported them to enter the workforce.

There is little doubt that graduate outcomes surveys are incredibly useful and will, of
course, continue to play an important role in the understanding of any national higher
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education system. Yet ironically, while considerable attention is placed on the data
arising from such surveys, both at an institutional and national level, very little attention
has been directed to reviewing and comparing the overall design of the surveys them-
selves. Given the importance attached to comparable statistics (see, for example,
European Statistical System, 2019), such analysis is even more needed.

There is no such thing as a neutral or objective survey design. The research or
evaluation instruments that researchers use always have implicit assumptions about
what is important and how such constructs can - and should - be measured. In this
paper, therefore, we present our research on an international comparison of three
graduate outcomes surveys: including both the Australian and the United Kingdom’s
Graduate Outcomes Survey (same name but different instruments) and the European
‘Eurograduate’ survey. In doing so, we position our work to respond to two key
questions:

(1) How do (national) surveys currently measure and assess university graduate
outcomes?

(2) From the instrument design choices, what can be inferred about each (national)
approach to measuring university graduate outcomes and what aspects are most
important?

The value of this study is twofold: both not only to provide critical insight into the
national approaches of measuring graduate outcomes but also to provide a much-needed
reminder that the instruments which researchers use will always shape the knowledge
that is gained. In other words, when reviewing the results of any dataset, the subsequent
analysis should not just relate to what the data tells the reader, but what the questions say
about the researcher(s) perspective on the topic. This is important in all research, but it is
especially important in research such as graduate outcomes that shape both national
policy as well as future funding mechanisms.

The structure of this paper will begin by introducing an organising framework on
graduate outcomes, which was created to guide this study and the survey instrument
analysis. We then will discuss how the surveys were analysed by the research team.
Leveraging our organising framework, we then will discuss the similarities and differ-
ences of the survey instruments and provide a discussion on how these findings help
emphasise the variations of national approaches to measuring graduate outcomes.
Included in our work is also an Appendix with the available background information
of each survey, as there are variations on how and when their distribution occurs, which
also speaks to their design purpose and intent (see online supplementary material).

Constructs of graduate outcomes: an organising framework

This research began with a review of the dominant lenses used to measure graduate
outcomes to inform an organising framework that would guide our subsequent analysis.
Purposefully here we use the term ‘graduate outcomes’ rather than ‘employability’ or
‘graduateness’ as these terms are both broader (e.g., more than the impact of university
on the individual) (refer to Dollinger et al., 2024; Glover et al., 2002) and ‘graduate
outcomes’ is the term used by the survey instruments themselves.
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As discussed by others, graduate outcomes have historically been conceptualised
largely through the lens of a human capital model (Clarke, 2018). This model dates
back to the 1960s and 1970s and, taken simplistically, assesses an individual or ‘worker’
through the skills, knowledge, and/or capabilities they have gained through work experi-
ence and/or education (refer to Marginson, 2019). Often, through a neoliberal lens,
human capital theory also proposes to evaluate an individual’s investment in (formal)
education and training, with reference to its rate of return (Becker, 2009; Souto-Otero &
Biatowolski, 2021). Key measures in the human capital model include a person’s level of
education, their prior work experience, and any reflections (e.g., self-reflections or
assessed through other means) of their skills, knowledge, or capabilities. University-
specific measurements in the human capital model often seek to measure the degree to
which universities offered or supported students to gain work experience (e.g., through
internships or career service programs) or the way in which universities supported
students to apply their theoretical knowledge in an authentic workplace environment
(e.g., placements).

While human capital theory certainly has merit in the overall conceptualisation of
graduate outcomes, scholars also increasingly recognise that there are other important
facets and dimensions that influence how an individual can transition into the labour
market. Tomlinson (2017, p. 2), for example, emphasises that ‘any formally acquired
employability skills cannot simply be transferred given that so many of the actual skills
graduates deploy are derived from, situated in, and further generated through, the actual
work context in which they are utilised’. The author, therefore, presents a graduate
capital model that, besides human capital, includes social, cultural, identity and psycho-
logical capital. Similarly to Tomlinson, Tran et al. (2022) also highlight three additional
dimensions contributing to graduate outcomes, including social capital, individual beha-
viours, and individual attributes.

Social capital broadly relates to ‘the actual or potential resources which are linked to
possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual
acquaintance or recognition’ (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248). How a person has access to
relationships and social networks can, in turn, help them find jobs or provide advice to
navigating the labour market (English et al., 2021). Social capital also includes how the
person’s family or carer relationships shaped an individual’s educational and/or career
goals (Almeida et al., 2021). Critically, social capital also relates to an individual’s social
class or cultural background(s) and often places people who come from a lower socio-
economic status or non-dominant cultural background at a disadvantage in the labour
market (Pham, 2021). Social capital also manifests in the university or institution itself as
it can be conceptualised as an organisational resource, which informs the type and nature
of social relations within and outside of an organisation (Pefia-Gonzalez et al., 2021).

Another dimension arising from the discourse on graduate outcomes is that of
individual behaviours, which relate to a person’s career self-management or career
building skills or choices (Jackson & Wilton, 2017). This dimension emphasises
a person’s agency in influencing job-related tasks they perform, their perception of
those tasks, and their collaborations to achieve their goals and objectives (Berg et al.,
2013). It specifically refers to the student’s active engagement in and formation of
their career profiles as well as their engagement with (future) workplace contexts
(Tomlinson & Jackson, 2021). Examples of this could include an individual seeking
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advice on writing a resume or attending a workshop to reflect on their career goals. It
may also relate to an individual’s experiences that extend beyond work experience
and to volunteering or other roles that build their leadership or connectedness with
others that later could influence what is perceived as work readiness (Jackson &
Tomlinson, 2022).

Relating to this is also the dimension of individual attributes, or the personality
variables or traits that individuals hold and/or display to others (Clarke, 2018).
Individual attributes can also relate to the work in vocational psychology, which
seeks to measure personality factors (e.g., extroversion). Usually, individual attributes
are discussed in the context of social and cultural capital, including cultural back-
ground and a person’s support networks. As described by Tomlinson (2017, p. 7), this
also refers to the manifestations of individuals’ embodied behaviours (as partly
reflected in the category ‘individual behaviours” above) as well as ‘the overall person-
ality package’ that is partly reflected in the category ‘individual attributes’. However,
Tomlinson notes that in a context of mass higher education, formally institutionalised
cultural capital may be less potent in shaping access to employment as the so-called
‘field rules’ have shifted in terms of what currencies graduates potentially trade off in
the market.

Extended beyond the four lenses above, there are also two emerging dimensions of
graduate outcomes, which arose through our analysis process (refer to the next
section) and were included in our organising framework. First is a dimension that
we are referring to as ‘suitability’. This relates to the way in which
a student’s educational experiences match or align to their employment goals and/
or outcomes (Albert et al., 2023). For example, if they studied in a specific disciplinary
course, but then became employed in a role where this specific disciplinary knowledge
was not a requirement of the role, then this would not count as ‘suitable’ employment.
Suitability also relates to the individual’s satisfaction with their current role, and how
they feel their educational experiences prepared them for the role and/or helped them
transition into the labour market (Grosemans et al., 2023). As will be discussed later,
suitability lastly may also encompass a person’s wellbeing, a broader concept than just
satisfaction, and includes a person’s mental health, happiness, and sense of purpose or
belonging.

Second is the lens of civic engagement and/or values, which entails how an individual
engages with the local, state or national governance (e.g., voting, fundraising, political
affiliation). Recent research has suggested civic-mindedness as a key attribute to prepare
students for a globalised future labour market (Pham & Jackson, 2020). Civic responsi-
bilities can further relate to connectedness with local communities, a growing area of
interest in the discourse and practice of service-learning (Mtawa et al., 2021). As will be
discussed through the analysis, civic values may also relate to relevant global issues, such
as attitudes towards climate change.

To summarise, as displayed in Table 1, our organising framework thus includes six
dimensions of graduate outcomes to guide our analysis of the survey instruments. As
a preview, Table 1 briefly indicates which dimensions appear in each of the three surveys
and thus will be discussed in more detail in the following sections. Outside of the scope
for this article is a review of demographic variables, such as gender or age. While we
acknowledge that these variables are important for analysis (e.g., as control variables in
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Table 1. Dimensions of graduate outcomes: organising framework.

Dimension Scales (example(s)) Present in which instruments

Human Capital Work experience, skill Included in all instruments
development

Social Capital Access to networks, cultural Included in all instruments, however, sparingly in all, some
backgrounds can be linked to via other data (e.g., Student Record)

Individual Behaviours Career self-management Included in all instruments

Individual Attributes  Personality traits (e.g., resilience) Not included in any instruments

Suitability Education-employment (mis) (Mis)match included in all, satisfaction (partly) included in
match; satisfaction and all, wellbeing included in UK and EU instrument
wellbeing

Civic Values Engagement with politics, voting Included in EU instrument only

multivariate regression models), they are not part of the operationalisation of the broader
concepts related to graduate outcomes (e.g., human capital).

Research approach

This research used a qualitative methodology to illuminate how national survey
instruments currently measure and assess university graduate outcomes. Due to the
availability of the survey questionnaires and our knowledge of specific country
contexts, we selected three survey instruments for comparison: Australian Graduate
Outcomes Survey (2021), the United Kingdom’s Graduate Outcomes Survey (2022),
and EUROGRADUATE (2022). Further reasons for why we decided to compare those
three instruments are: (1) Language: instruments had to be available in English; (2)
Differences in covered area: while Australia represents a single country, the UK can
be considered as a nation consisting of four countries, the EU is an economic and
political union of 27 countries. This, for example, has implications for international
students’ and graduates’ mobility, among other things. Within the EU, citizens are
entitled to study at any university and work under similar conditions as nationals. We
subsequently expected variations in how much emphasis is put on measuring study
experiences abroad and in the ways they are measured within the three surveys; and
(3) Variation according to cultural and political principles: while the UK and the
Australian system share, to some extent, similar historical-cultural ties (e.g., the
Commonwealth, use of the English language), the EU is characterised by a diversity
of countries, which also might impact how graduate outcomes are being measured as
it might make it more complicated to construct one core instrument for all member
states. However, we believe that this makes a comparison particularly fruitful as we
can gain new insights into similarities as well as differences between (national)
approaches in understanding and constructing graduate outcomes, and to what extent
they can be attributed to shared commonalities or differing country-specific contexts.
For a summary of the historical contexts of the selected surveys, please refer to the
Appendix (see online supplementary material).

We note here that Australia and the UK have two versions, in Australia for
postgraduate and undergraduate, and in the UK, some question banks are specific
for a certain type of degree (coursework or research students). This is discussed
when relevant in our analysis. In addition, higher education institutions in
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Table 2. Process of data analysis.

Step Details Description of analytical activities

Step 1 Deductive coding of data The instruments were coded by the first author. Memos with code
material descriptions, preliminary interpretations and ideas for ongoing analysis

were written.

Step 2 Reviewing initial coding The second author reviewed the codes and memos were enriched into
structure comprehensive texts.

Step 3 Additional inductive coding of Inductive category development, resulting in the consensus of the research
data material team to add two dimensions to the organising framework.

Step 4 Finalisation of data analysis Both authors compared and discussed the categories and accompanied
coding scheme and settled on the final six categories to present results.
Step 5 Country-comparative analysis  Existing findings were revised and enriched.

Australia and the UK can add further blocks of questions for graduates from their
own institutions. We also note here that we only included the core instrument of
the EU survey. Due to the variation of countries within the EU, every country can
add additional elements to their national surveys; however, these variations
exceeded the scope of this study.

To analyse and interpret the instruments, we applied qualitative content analysis
(Mayring, 2021) by using the software NVivo 14. First, we carried out desktop
research to find the most recent instruments accompanied by further methodological
and research reports (N =8 documents with a total of 596 pages). We then uploaded
the documents in NVivo and started the coding process according to the deductive
categories. This method was chosen as it is used when the data material consists of
a high amount of text and the aim is to condense the material and identify common
themes. It also allows a combination of deductive and inductive category development
during the analysis (Mayring, 2021). As mentioned above, we used an organising
framework to guide the analysis, originally starting with four categories: human
capital, social capital, individual behaviours, and individual attributes. This has led
to 48 deductively coded segments. The indicators for human capital, for example,
were competencies, experiences abroad, preparedness, skills, student employment,
and work-integrated learning.

Simultaneously, while coding the data sequentially, we inductively developed cate-
gories that emerged from the data that did not align to these initial four categories. This
came to eventually include two additional dimensions: suitability and civic values (N = 42
inductively coded segments). Table 2 illustrates our step-by-step process of analysis.

Other inductively coded segments (N = 55), referred to aspects such as further studies,
COVID-19, or working in specific fields such as health, were not included in further
analysis as they were not part of the guiding framework nor mentioned in all three
instruments.

Findings

To present the findings from the comparison, we will introduce each dimension of
graduate outcomes included in the organising framework and discuss how varying
instruments did or did not include aspects of each dimension.
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Human capital

Work experience

All three instruments asked graduates to some extent about work experience - a key
component in a human capital lens, which includes placements, internships and/or
work-integrated learning (WIL). These terms vary across disciplines (e.g., health more
likely to use ‘placements’ and business more likely to use ‘internships’) but also in
variations of the experiences themselves (e.g., duration and payment) (Vu et al., 2022;
Wright & Mulvey, 2021). The national surveys each took a unique approach in their
measurement to work experiences. For example, in the UK instrument, those graduates
from providers who ask for the ‘opt-in” bank of questions are asked as part of the question
about how they found out about their job if they had already worked there (including on
an internship/placement/apprenticeship). Graduates who completed a research degree
are asked if they carried out a work placement or internship during their studies, followed
by a prompt to indicate the duration (e.g., 1-4 weeks). There is also information collected
on placements of students who are enrolled in ‘sandwich courses” where they spend a
year of their programme in industry via the UK Student Record, which then can be linked
to the Graduate Outcomes dataset. This is different from Australia, which asks post-
graduates (including from coursework degrees) a similar question, but without request-
ing duration (e.g., yes or no). Further, in Australia, the undergraduate version of the
instrument also includes questions relating to WIL activities, which extends beyond
placements and internships, to “WIL not based in the workplace’ (e.g., industry-
informed curriculum) or ‘Global WIL’. In Australia, undergraduate students are further
asked to indicate how WIL activities improved their self-reported job prospects and
professional capabilities, as well as other factors (refer to Table 3). We note, however, that
the Australian undergraduate survey items are currently ‘opt-in’, as they have been
endorsed and requested through a national organisation called the Australian
Collaborative Education Network (ACEN) but are not currently mandatory for univer-
sities to include.

The European instrument also takes a distinct approach regarding work experience,
asking all graduates if they have completed any internships or placements, and then
asking them more broadly if this was or was not included as part of their formal study
curriculum. The European instrument is also the only instrument to ask students about
their paid labour participation during their study as part of their core instrument. This
appears to be important, given that estimates show greater numbers of university
students worldwide work part-time (Hauschildt, 2024; Lessky & Unger, 2022); however,
research on how paid work influences graduate outcomes is still scarce (Bennett et al.,
2023; Weiss et al., 2014).

Knowledge, skills and competencies

Building on work experience, the instruments also requested information about gradu-
ates’ knowledge, skills and competencies. In both Australia and the UK, this is only
included in the postgraduate or research degree versions of the instrument. Australia, for
example, prompts postgraduates to indicate on a five-point Likert scale the degree to
which they agree with statements about the outcomes of their experience, such as ‘I
improved my ability to design and implement projects effectively’. One of these



8 e F. LESSKY AND M. DOLLINGER

Table 3. Comparison of work-experience-related human capital items.

Country

Questions

Response frame

Australia
(postgraduate students)

Optional Australian
undergraduate items (ACEN
endorsed)

Did your course include an internship
component?

Did you participate in other types of
work-integrated learning (e.g.,
placements, practicums,
consultancies, industry research
projects) as part of your course?

Which of the following WIL activities, if
any, did you complete as a core or
elective part of your <degree>?".

The activities helped improve.... a) My
appeal in the labour market, b) My
contact network for improved job
prospects, ¢) My awareness of other
organisations where | could work, d)
My professional capabilities for
improved job prospects.

Which of the following not-for-
academic credit activities, if any, did
you undertake while you were
studying your <degree>?

Which of the following paid work
activities, if any, did you undertake
while studying?

How did your WIL experience influence
your employment outcomes?

Yes/no/don’t know

Yes/no/not applicable

‘Workplace-based WIL’, ‘WIL not based
in the workplace’ and ‘Global WIL
experience’ or ‘None of the above’

Five-point Likert scale (‘strongly
disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’)

‘Volunteering’, ‘a position of
responsibility in a club or society’,
‘mentee in an industry-based
mentoring arrangement’, etc.

‘Full time paid work relevant to your
intended career’, ‘Part time paid
work relevant to your intended
career’, ‘Full time paid work not
relevant to your intended career’,
‘Part time paid work not relevant to
your intended career’, ‘Other’ and
‘None of these'.

‘Secured employment with WIL industry
/ community partner’, ‘Secured
employment because of experience
gained during WIL', ‘Secured
employment through a network
contact made during WIL
experience’, ‘Other (Please specify)’,
‘None of these’

UK

(‘opt-in” bank of questions and
research graduates, further
information can be linked via
Student Record)

During your research degree, did you
carry out a work placement or
internship?

Yes (allows for students to indicate
duration from 1-4 weeks, 5-12 weeks
or more than 12 weeks)/no

Europe

Did you do any internships or work
placements during the study
programme?

Were any of your internships or work
placements part of the curriculum of
your study programme?

Did you engage in any paid labour (e.g.
student job) during your study
programme?

Were any of your paid labour jobs
related to contents of your study
programme?

Yes/no

Yes/no

Yes/no

Yes/no
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statements, also unique to the Australian context, was ‘I am confident that I can apply my
skills outside the university sector’, indicating that this is an important outcome for the
Australian system. Alternatively, in the UK instrument, all graduates are asked to rate the
extent to which they utilise the skills they learnt during their studies, though only
research students are asked about their application of specific skills/knowledge (e.g.,
interpret/critically evaluate research findings) in the current employment (e.g., all the
time, never). The EU instrument more closely aligns with the UK approach, asking all
graduates (undergraduate and postgraduate; excluding PhD students) to self-rate them-
selves across 12 competencies (e.g., very low to very high) that are not (necessarily) linked
to the formal study. It also asks graduates to reflect on these competencies again in the
context of how they apply them in their current employment. This is noteworthy, as it
raises questions into the value of asking graduates to rate these aspects themselves, as
what these data are in fact capturing.

Study abroad

Another anticipated point of difference across the instruments is how they prompt
graduates on their study abroad experiences. Australia asks all graduates this question
simply, ‘Did you undertake any study outside Australia?” in a yes or no format. The UK
asks only research students and requests the duration of study in their Graduate
Outcomes survey as further information on whether students have undertaken
a period of study abroad is collected through the Student Record, which can then be
linked to the Graduate Outcomes survey. While the EU instrument measures, firstly,
more broadly if the students did undertake any experiences abroad, it secondly measures
details about each experiences abroad (up to five can be mentioned) with five additional
questions: (1) type of experience (e.g., study abroad, work placement), (2) country, (3)
duration of stay, (4) the amount of credit points (ECTS) one obtained during studies
abroad, and (5) whether this stay was supported by a mobility program (EU, nation, or
other). This question is once again asked of all graduates.

Social capital

All instruments also included an aspect of social capital; however, this was quite a light touch.
For example, instruments asked graduates to indicate their university and degree type, which,
if used comparatively in the analysis of outcomes, could indicate some degree of social capital.
In the Australian and UK instruments, graduates are also asked to indicate how they found
employment (in the UK as part of the ‘opt-in’ bank for research students), which overlaps
with individual behaviours (next section), but is a chance for them to indicate if this was
through contacts. In Australia’s undergraduate opt-in questions, graduates can also agree or
disagree that their WIL activities (e.g., placements, simulations) strengthened their ‘appeal in
the labour market’ and/or ‘contact network for improved job prospects’. .

Individual behaviours

Our analysis shows that individual behaviours were partly measured in all three instru-
ments. For example, when related to self-management and navigating career pathways,
job searching is one of such activities measured in the three surveys. In the Australian
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Table 4. Individual behaviours summary.

Country Questions Response frame Notes by the authors

Australia  The following statements are about Eight statements measured on a Subjective reasoning is
your skills, abilities and five-point Likert scale, such as ‘My  being asked if there is a
education. Please indicate the job requires less education than | mismatch
extent to which you strongly have’, ‘I have more job skills than
disagree, disagree, neither are required for this job’ or
disagree nor agree, agree or ‘Someone with less education
strongly agree with each of these  than myself could perform well
statements. on my job’

UK Did you need the qualification that  Six options to answer with several ~ Subjective reasoning is
you completed 15 months ago to  variations for ‘Yes’ (i.e., yes, both being asked in general
get the job? (Dependent on the level and subject of
routing), Select one option only qualification was a formal

requirement; Yes, the level of
qualification was a formal
requirement; Yes: the subject of
the qualification was a formal
requirement; Yes: while the
qualification was not a formal
requirement it did give me an
advantage) / ‘No: the qualification
was not required’ / ‘Don’t know’

Europe What level of education is usually ~ Options to answer: lower than higher Very detailed when it comes

required to perform this job? education; short-cycle higher to education-employment
education; Bachelor or equivalent (mis)match but no
degree; Master or equivalent subjective reasoning

degree; Doctorate/PhD
Would you say that your current
employment is in line with your
study programme...

...with regard to professional Five-point Likert scale (ranging from
qualifications (field of study)? ‘yes, absolutely’ to ‘no, absolutely
not’)
...with regard to the position? Nine-point Likert scale (ranging

from ‘my position is significantly
higher’ to ‘my position is
significantly lower’

...with regard to the level of the Nine-point Likert scale (ranging
work tasks? from ‘the level is significantly
higher’ to ‘the level is significantly
lower’

instrument, graduates are asked ‘How did you first find out about this job?” with optional
answers such as ‘university careers fair or information session’, ‘other university source
(such as faculties or lecturers or student society)’, and/or ‘advertisement in a newspaper
or other print media’. The UK instrument measured job-finding in a very similar way by
asking graduates with, ‘How did you find out about the job you were working in on
[census week]?” with options such as ‘your university careers service’, ‘employer’s web-
site’, ‘other university source (e.g., lecturer, website)’. Nevertheless, it only asks to
research students in the UK Graduate Outcomes questionnaire.

The EU instrument, however, differed on how graduates were asked about job
searching behaviours, instead opting to focus on the duration of time graduates have
spent/are spending on searching for a job. For example, the instrument included the
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question, ‘When did you begin looking for employment?” with the following options to
answer: ‘Prior to graduation’, ‘Around the time of graduation’, ‘After graduation’, or
‘Obtained employment without searching’. Please refer to Table 4 for a summary.

In all instruments, graduates were also asked about their career-building beha-
viours or skills, including volunteering or working without formal paid remunera-
tion. The Australian and UK instruments asked the graduates whether they currently
volunteer. For example, in the Australian instrument, graduates can respond to the
question of ‘What are your <working/payment> arrangements?’ with the choice of
‘Unpaid voluntary work’. Similarly, in the UK instrument, volunteering was included
in the question of “What was your employment status?’ with ‘volunteering’ being one
of the options that can be selected. The UK instrument also asks respondents about
some of their current activities, and how they rate the importance of these activities,
and one option in this is “Voluntary/Unpaid Work for an Employer’.

Meanwhile, the EU instrument asked students about volunteering in the context of
what they did before they graduated from university, by asking the following question:
‘Did you do any voluntary activities during your study programme (e.g., student union,
campus newspaper, youth work, trainer in sports club, etc.)?’ that can be answered with
‘yes’ or ‘no’. This is notable as research has found this could be a significant factor
influencing students’ post-university work transition (Weiss et al., 2014).

Individual attributes

The dimension of individual attributes refers to an individual’s personality variables. Tran
et al. (2022) note that individual attributes often are measured through five dimensions:
optimism, propensity to learn, openness, internal locus of control and generalised self-
efficacy. However, more recently, dimensions such as adaptability and flexibility are
increasingly considered as crucial in times where labour markets are constantly changing
and where individuals are likely to move between jobs (Jackson & Collings, 2018; Tran
et al., 2022). Yet analysing the three surveys reveals that these individual attributes are
missing in all questionnaires. There may be a few reasons for this, including the rationale
argument that it may be outside of the scope of the university’s influence (or responsibility)
to influence such individual factors. It may also relate to each context, likely striving to keep
the survey as short as possible to improve completion rates, and deeming that individual
attributes are not a critical factor to measure.

Suitability

Education-employment (mis)match

All three instruments further included, though differed, in their approach to assessing
graduates’ suitability. In the Australian instrument, graduates are asked to use a five-point
Likert scale to rate how specific skills or competencies matched to their current employ-
ment, such as ‘My job requires less education than I have’, T have more job skills than are
required for this job’. Further, if graduates indicated they were over-educated for their
current job, a follow-up question asks graduates to indicate what the main reason was for
working in a job that does not require their level of education. This single-choice question
includes options such as ‘No suitable jobs in my local area’, ‘Caring for children’, and Tm
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Table 5. Suitability summary.

Country Questions Response frame Notes by the authors

Australia  The following statements are about Eight statements measured on Subjective reasoning is
your skills, abilities and a five-point Likert scale, such as being asked if there is
education. Please indicate the ‘My job requires less education a mismatch
extent to which you strongly than | have’, ‘l have more job skills
disagree, disagree, neither than are required for this job’ or
disagree nor agree, agree or ‘Someone with less education
strongly agree with each of these  than myself could perform well on
statements. my job’

UK Did you need the qualification that Six options to answer with several  Subjective reasoning is
you completed 15 months ago to  variations for ‘Yes' (i.e., yes, both being asked in general
get the job? (Dependent on the level and subject of
routing), Select one option only qualification was a formal

requirement; Yes, the level of
qualification was a formal
requirement; Yes: the subject of
the qualification was a formal
requirement; Yes: while the
qualification was not a formal
requirement it did give me an
advantage)/'No: the qualification
was not required'/'Don’t know'
Europe What level of education is usually ~ Options to answer: lower than Very detailed when it comes

required to perform this job?

Would you say that your current
employment is in line with your
study programme ...

... with regard to professional

qualifications (field of study)?

... with regard to the position?

... with regard to the level of the
work tasks?

higher education; short-cycle
higher education; Bachelor or
equivalent degree; Master or
equivalent degree; Doctorate/PhD

Five-point Likert scale (ranging from
‘yes, absolutely’ to ‘no, absolutely
not’)

Nine-point Likert scale (ranging from
‘my position is significantly
higher’ to ‘my position is
significantly lower’

Nine-point Likert scale (ranging from
‘the level is significantly higher’ to
‘the level is significantly lower’

to education-employment
(mis)match but no
subjective reasoning

satisfied with my current job’. The instrument also asked graduates whether their current
degree level is a formal requirement for their current job, and to what extent it is important
for an individual to have the earned degree to be able to do that job.

The UK instrument also asks about education-employment (mis)match; however, in less
detail than the Australian instrument. The instrument includes questions about whether
the completed qualification was needed to get the current job with several options to answer
such as ‘Yes: both the level and subject of qualification was a formal requirement’. In
addition, in the UK, graduates were asked to reflect on their activity to date with one of the
statements being ‘T am utilising what I learnt during my studies in my current work’.

In the EU instrument, there is also one section related to suitability, where graduates are
asked to indicate what level of education would be required for their current employment
(e.g., Bachelor, Masters’). Other questions included, “Would you say that your current
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employment is in line with your study programme . .. ? with differentiation according to
‘... with regard to professional qualifications (field of study)?’, ¢ ... with regard to the
position?’, and ‘... with regard to the level of the work tasks?’. One question also was
dedicated to what extent does one’s current work demand more knowledge and skills than
they can offer, measured by a five-point Likert scale. Please refer to Table 5 for a summary.

Satisfaction and wellbeing

Satisfaction, either relating to the job or how the university prepares students for work, is
rarely discussed in theoretical models of graduate outcomes, yet was present in all three
surveys to some degree. In the Australian and UK instruments, graduates were, for
example, asked to indicate their satisfaction of their university experiences, such as the
quality of the course or supervision. In the EU context, this was even more comprehen-
sive, with the instrument also asking students to indicate satisfaction with teaching mode
and assessment design as well.

Relating to job satisfaction, the Australian instrument asked graduates if they were
content with their working hours, as well as their current job. However, this is only
asked if graduates indicated they were over-educated for their current job (see also
the subsection above) or if they indicated that they are not looking to work more
hours. Then a follow-up question asked them to select the main reason for not
working more hours (‘T'm satisfied with the number of hours I work’). In the UK,
these questions are more abstract, with the instrument asking students if their work
‘fits with future plans’ and ‘is meaningful’. The instrument also includes the question,
‘On a scale of zero (not at all likely) to ten (definitely), how likely are you to
recommend [provider name] to a friend or colleague?” with an open follow-up
question to state the reasons for the chosen rate. While the questions of fitting with
future plans and meaningful work form part of the core Graduate Outcomes survey,
the recommendation questions are only part of the ‘opt-in’ section and therefore
limited to graduates where the provider has asked for this to be part of the survey. In
the EU, two questions are directly linked to job satisfaction: ‘How satisfied are you
with your current work regarding the following aspects?” and ‘How satisfied are you
all in all with your current work situation?’. Regarding the first question, nine
statements can be selected such as “‘Working conditions’, ‘Working hours’, ‘Salary/
revenues’, ‘Advancement opportunities’ and ‘Possibility to reconcile work with private
life and family’.

Only the UK and EU instruments include questions around graduates’ wellbeing. The
UK is particularly detailed in this regard with several questions such as ‘How satisfied are
you with your life nowadays?’, “To what extent do you feel the things you do in your life
are worthwhile?’, ‘How happy did you feel yesterday?’, and ‘How anxious did you feel
yesterday?’. Measuring overall life satisfaction and wellbeing, the EU instrument also
includes the question ‘All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as
a whole nowadays?’ with a ten-point Likert scale ranging from ‘extremely dissatisfied’ to
‘extremely satisfied’. In addition, EU graduates were asked about ‘How is your health in
general?’ (ranging from ‘very good =1’ to ‘very bad =5’) and ‘Do you have any physical
or mental health conditions or illnesses lasting or expected to last twelve months or
more?’ (including the options ‘yes” and ‘no’).
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Civic values

Only the EU instrument prompted graduates to indicate to some degree their civic values
or engagement. Graduates were asked questions about to what extent environmental
sustainability has been a topic in the respective study program. Graduates were also asked
about their political attitudes and participation, including their democratic values. To
illustrate specific questions included ‘How interested would you say you are in politics?’
(through a five-point Likert scale) and ‘How important is it for you to live in a country
that is governed democratically?’ (through a 10-point Likert scale). The instrument also
sought to measure graduates’ attitudes towards climate change through three questions.
The first one asks “You may have heard that the world’s climate is changing. Do you think
that climate change is caused by natural processes, human activity, or both?” (through
a five-point Likert scale). Followed by a second question ‘How worried are you about
climate change?” and a third one ‘How much do you agree or disagree with this
statement: There is no point in doing what I can for the environment, unless others do
the same.” (both also measured through a five-point Likert scale). With these set of
questions, aspects of the social outcomes of higher education are aimed to be measured.
To grasp attitudes towards society at large and in line with EU policy (e.g., commitment
to Paris Agreement on climate change) these questions are used as indicators of gradu-
ates’ civic values and societal engagement, which are important aspects of policies
regarding the European Higher Education Area (European Commission/EACEA/
Eurydice, 2024).

Discussion

The overarching finding from our study was that there are significant differences in the
ways in which graduate outcomes were measured across nations, indicating both the
broadness of the term itself and the distinct ways in which it can be operationalised. We
will now discuss how these differences illuminate the ways in which graduate outcomes
are being conceptualised, and what aspects are likely deemed more important in specific
contexts.

To begin, in regard to the dimension of human capital, while all three instruments
included items related to this lens, they differed significantly. Australia, for example, had
comparatively the most in-depth questions related to students’ placements, though much
of this was asked in an undergraduate version of the instrument that is currently
classified as ‘opt in’ for universities. Still, these questions indicate Australia’s national
priorities to make placements and WIL activities a key component of the university
degree (ACEN, 2024; Universities Accord, 2024; Universities Australia, 2017). The UK
instrument meanwhile had a light touch on assessing graduates’ placement experiences
(as ‘opt-in’ bank of questions and questions for research graduates only), though it was
the only nation to prompt graduates on the duration of placement, which may speak their
interest in comparing placement outcomes relative to length. In the UK, additional
information on placements can also be linked via the Student Record. The EU instrument
also included paid labour experiences, which is likely a key component to understanding
student to graduate transitions (Weiss et al., 2014). The inclusion of paid work in the EU
instrument further showcases how national strategies shape survey design, as numerous
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policies have sought to gain a deeper understanding of the composition of a working
student body as more measures targeted at widening participation, increased inclusivity,
and life-long learning in higher education systems (as outlined, for example, in the latest
Ministerial communiqué of the Bologna Process). The authors here further predict that
other national graduate outcomes surveys may follow suit, as research increasingly
suggests the balance between study and work may link to students’ graduate employment
(Maseviciute et al., 2018).

Worth noting here as well is the EU unique focus on study abroad. This speaks to the
EU program for education, training, youth, and sport (Erasmus+), which has supported
millions of individuals to complete international study and was recently re-funded until
2027 (Nogueiro et al., 2022). Focusing on mobility within the EU countries is crucial not
only in terms of sharing knowledge and establishing a sense of a European identity, but it
is also important in terms of strengthening its economic location and maintaining its
competitiveness.

The dimension of suitability followed human capital as being a key area of focus across
the instruments. This speaks to the priority of all contexts to assess how the national
university system prepares students for the labour market (i.e., work readiness). While
the items across all three contexts differed, they were largely similar in their focus to
understand if students believed their degree was necessary for their current role and if
they were prepared for future career plans moving forward. We caution, however, that
the labour market that graduates usually enter, and universities prepare them for, is
dynamic and complex. Often, it is not the case that graduates choose to enter jobs that
neatly align with gaps in the labour market (Hewitt, 2020). In the UK, for example, the
underemployment rate for graduates is around 31% (level of education is higher than
required for the job) (Savic, 2019), while skill shortages still persist. Critically, graduates’
satisfaction also played a role across all instruments, including general satisfaction in the
degree, but in the EU context, for example, also graduates’ job satisfaction and satisfac-
tion related to teaching mode and assessment, and in the UK, asking if the degree
prepared students for ‘meaningful’ work. The EU and UK instruments also included
questions related to graduates’ wellbeing, an emerging area of interest within the scho-
larly literature (Baik & Larcombe, 2023; Rdmgens et al., 2020).

How graduates found work, included in the dimension of individual beha-
viours, also merited inclusion across all three instruments. However, it was only
the EU context where the instrument also sought to understand when students
began their employment search. It was also only in the EU where graduates were
asked not only if they currently volunteered but if they volunteered during their
studies as well. Unemployment varies significantly across the European Union,
including for university graduates, but these questions may seek to better unpack
the factors related to unemployment or underemployment, particularly in coun-
tries such as Italy and Greece (European Commission, 2023). This is key as
research suggests volunteering as a predictor for successful labour market entry,
as well as participation in extra-curricular activities in general (Baert et al., 2016).
However, students can only participate in volunteering activities if they have the
time and resources to do so, which can put students from equity-deserving
backgrounds at a disadvanage (Lessky et al., 2024). We would therefore suggest
that extra-curricular activities during studies are measured in future graduate
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outcomes surveys, but that such activities should be accompanied with analysing
more equity-related data to cautiously monitor potential inequities.

Dimensions that received far less attention in the instruments included social
capital and civic values. Social capital items are only related to graduates’ course
and degree and overlap with individual behaviours, including how they found work.
Nevertheless, social capital could be investigated in more detail by, for example,
collecting data on networks among students and staff, i.e., with whom information
is shared and by whom students feel supported, but also the university’s relation-
ships to external social networks, i.e., partnerships between the institution and
employers. Research has indicated the significance of factors such as support during
study, both emotionally and financially (i.e., lessening the burden to work during
studies or worry about food or rent costs), richness of relationships with educators,
and peer mentoring for graduate outcomes, especially those from equity-deserving
backgrounds (Almeida et al.,, 2021; Mishra, 2020). All these factors could speak to
the social capital acquired during their studies. It is possible that as this scholarship
continues to grow, there may be more advocacy for the inclusion of these items.
Furthermore, only the EU instrument asked graduates questions related to civic
values, namely around their political engagement and around climate change.
Missing from all instruments was also the inclusion of individual attributes, such
as resilience or personality factors. This too could be an area for future considera-
tion, especially if taken in conjunction with other factors such decision to undertake
placements or a global study.

Limitations

The study had a few limitations to address. To keep a clear scope, the research did not
investigate longitudinal versions of the instruments, nor one-off questions that were
included during the COVID-19 pandemic. The UK instrument also had many open-
ended questions asking about the subjective nature of graduates’ experiences, which were
not included in this analysis.

Conclusion

The increased expectation for universities to prepare students for the labour market
warrants greater research on how the fulfilment of this responsibility is measured
and assessed. Through our research, we found distinct approaches across
Australian, UK and EU contexts. These variations highlight the thriving debate
over what are graduate outcomes and the factors in which a university can and
should be judged to support such goals. The differences found across the three
instruments should raise awareness of the array of possibilities in which graduate
outcomes can be measured, which in turn should merit greater methodological
considerations into the design of such instruments. Future research should also
consider this in the context of aspects such as student diversity to understand how
universities play a transformative role in supporting equity-deserving students to
achieve career success.
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We also find a common tendency among the instruments as they focus on rather
narrow economic metrics, such as employment rates, education-employment (mis)
match and annual earnings. Such conceptualisations mainly represent a view of higher
education as an individual economic investment. Yet many refute this neoliberal lens
(e.g., Ball & Olmedo, 2023; Danvers, 2021) and rather position universities as related to
the public good, emphasising different impacts of higher education, such as personal
development, democracy-related activities (e.g., active citizenship) and sustainable beha-
viours - which have only been partially included in the intruments (Fryer, 2024).
Therefore, while we acknowledge the importance of measuring economic metrics, we
also highlight the growing research and policy advancements that see graduate outcomes
beyond these metrics (e.g., the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)).
Indeed, for the ‘social licence’ for universities to continue, and even strengthen, it may be
time to think more broadly about the value of higher education.
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Appendix

Summary of historical context of surveys and context specific information of
current instrument

Regarding the history of the three selected surveys, the Australian GOS was first implemented in
2016. However, previous versions (i.e., the Australian Graduate Survey (AGS) and the Graduate
Destinations Survey (GDS)) had been in place since the 1970s (further information see Challice
et al,, 2024 and Whiteley et al,, 2016). In the UK, data about graduate outcomes was collected via
the Destination of Leavers from Higher Education (DLHE) survey since the early 1990s.
A fundamental review of the data collected in 2015 has resulted in the development of the current
UK Graduate Outcomes survey, which was first commenced in 2017/2018 (for further information
see Hewitt, 2020). The European survey is the youngest of the three surveys and was initiated by
the European Commission. It has piloted in 2018 to collect country-comparative data within the
European Union (Miihleck et al., 2021). All three instruments serve the overall goal to measure
short- and medium-term graduate outcomes including longitudinal perspectives.

GOS - Australia

The 2022 Australian GOS was conducted on behalf of the Australian Government
Department of Education by the Social Research Centre. It is a component of the
Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching (QILT) suite of surveys. The broad aim is
to measure the short-term labour force outcomes achieved by graduates of Australian
higher education institutions approximately four to six months post completion of their
undergraduate or postgraduate (coursework or research) award (for further information
see the methodological report by Social Research Centre, 2024). The questionnaire was
based on the 2021 instrument and includes modules with the following thematic areas:
labour force, further study, graduate attributes (overall satisfaction), graduate preparation
and other additional items.

GOS - UK

Graduate Outcomes in the UK is a survey, which first commenced with the 2017/18
academic year’s graduate population and is released annually. Graduate Outcomes survey
data covers UK higher education providers (HEPs) and further education colleges (FECs)
in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. The data is collected approximately 15 months
after higher education course completion. The survey is delivered by HESA (Higher
Education Statistics Agency) and consists of optional and mandatory questions as well as
a set of opt-in question banks. It includes questions about graduates’ employment;
(further) study, training or research; reflections on activities to date; subjective wellbeing.
Opt-in questions include information about finding the job, reflections on graduate choice,
research students, newly-qualified teachers and career services. As there is a single body
(HESA) that collects data from all providers across the UK, this body also holds the
administrative data on students from all providers. This includes information on their
demographic/course characteristics, as well as other aspects of their study (e.g., whether
they were on a course with an industrial placement/study abroad period). As a result, such
questions are not included in the survey, as these can be readily linked to via the Student
record.
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EUROGRADUATE - EU

The EUROGRADUATE project is in its second phase of the European pilot survey of
higher education graduates. The goal is to create and implement a regular, comprehensive,
comparable and longitudinal European data collection on higher education graduates. It is
part of the European Graduate Tracking Initiative of the European Commission, funded by
the Erasmus+ program and carried out by an international consortium (for further
information see https://www.eurograduate.eu). The data are collected approximately 12 to
15 months and 5 years after higher education course completion (two cohorts). The 2022
questionnaire covers a range of topics reflecting the graduates’ personal and social back-
ground, their educational career, the transition to work and their work history, their skills
and job satisfaction as well as social outcomes. The questionnaire is split in three modules:
essential (module A), recommended (module B), and optional information (module C).
The essentials are covered by all 17 participating countries, whereas module B is addi-
tionally covered 14 and module C by nine countries. There are two questionnaires, the
first for the cohort one year after graduation and the second for the cohort five years after
graduation. We chose the first as it is more compatible with the timeframe of the AU GOS
(i.e., four to six months after graduation) and the UK GOS.


https://www.eurograduate.eu
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