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Introduction

Being a graduate or having higher education is a good start to securing meaningful 
work. Having relevant job search skills and attributes to successfully navigate the 
labour market landscape and prepare for a career in an ever-changing economy is 
the real key to landing, and excelling in meaningful work. 

In 2012, the uncapping of Commonwealth funded university student places 
fundamentally unleashed a student demand-driven higher education system.  This 
shift is one factor influencing the considerable challenges in labour market 
outcomes for individuals from various equity groups especially graduates from 
non-English speaking backgrounds and female graduates from science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics, or STEM, fields of study.1

This white paper outlines key issues impacting graduates and higher education 
students when transitioning into the labour market. The paper specifically :
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Starting work in a rapidly changing world involves
having the right set of skills and attributes
and a practical strategy.

Explores factors impacting graduates’ and higher education students’

entry into the labour market

Offers particular insights for graduates in key equity groups who 

face labour market disadvantage, and

Provides a blueprint for graduates and higher education students to

secure meaningful work.



The importance of work

Work enables us to express our 
human virtues and is key to living with a 
deep sense of fulfilment, direction, 
purpose and achievement. Work is more 
than a job, a career or an occupation. 

Over the centuries, from Aristotle’s notion of happiness and ‘the good life’ to the 
Protestant work ethic, the concept of meaningful work has been identified as being 
a core human need.  More recently, modern day philosopher, Alain de Botton, 
psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and positive psychology founder Martin 
Seligman highlight the importance of meaningful work as being not just for survival 
but for life satisfaction and well-being. 

All students are faced with the 
challenges of transitioning from a 
structured educational environment to 
a volatile, uncertain, complex and 
ambiguous (VUCA) ideas economy.
It is no surprise that this can be, and 
often is, a daunting and complex 
transition. It is no surprise that 
today’s students sometimes feel 
overwhelmed when faced with the 
task of securing a meaningful entry 
level role in the working world.

The range of career options and 
volumes of available information can 
seem interminable. Many students are 
unsure about what they really want to 
do and how their education, 
knowledge, strengths, interests, 
values and skills are relevant to their 
future. Without a plan or structure, 
avoidance, distress or inaction may be 
likely options. The goal of seeking that 
deep sense of fulfilment, direction, 
purpose and achievement from work 
remain central to the motivations of 
many if not most graduates and higher 
education students.
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The future of work

How do you prepare for
a job that doesn’t yet exist?   

Today’s employment marketplace is 
in a state of flux. The explosion of 
jobs and specialties that didn’t exist 
10 or even five years ago is a good 
example (See Table 1: 10 Jobs that 
weren't on the radar years ago).
From App Designer to Sustainability 
Officer, employers are actively 
seeking workers who operate in the 
new economy. The trend is expected 
to increase and accelerate.

Jobs that weren’t on the radar
years ago10

IOS Developer
App Developer
Zumba Instructor
Social Media intern
Data Scientist
UI/UX Designer
Big Data Architect
Beachbody Coach (fitness coach)
Cloud Services specialist
Digital marketing specialist 

TABLE 1

The requirements for landing and excelling in these new roles are rapidly 
evolving. The World Economic Forum recently estimated that by 2020 more 
than a third of the core skills that will be required for most occupations 
aren’t considered important for the job today.2

“Overall, social skills—such as persuasion, emotional intelligence and teaching 
others—will be in higher demand across industries than narrow technical skills, such as 
programming or equipment operation and control. In essence, technical skills will need 

to be supplemented with strong social and collaboration skills.”3

“Overall, social skills—such as persuasion, emotional intelligence and teaching 
others—will be in higher demand across industries than narrow technical skills, such as 
programming or equipment operation and control. In essence, technical skills will need 

to be supplemented with strong social and collaboration skills.”3
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Up to five million Australian jobs, 40 per cent of jobs that exist today, may 
disappear in the next 10 to15 years due to technology advances, according to 
a report from CEDA (Committee for Economic Development for Australia).4

Along with changing demands for skills and knowledge, the recruitment 
process is changing as well.

Employers have been as quick to apply new technology to the job recruitment 
process as they have across other aspects of the organisation. They use 
social media to connect with their workforce, consumers and clients and 
employ sites such as Facebook for referrals and LinkedIn for recruitment.
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Recruiters apply technology to the screening process, including use of 
programs that scan resumes for keywords. Candidates who aren’t aware of 
the specific keywords involved in the reviewing process may not make it to 
the next stage of the process.

Job seekers need to be comfortable 
with a variety of tech-driven 
assessments, formats and 
procedures, including electronic 
screening, remote and video 
interviews and using online job 
portals.  Graduates appreciate the 
flexibility and convenience of 
automated online video 
interviewing according to research 
findings by Sonru to identify the 
most valued of five key benefits of 
video interviewing.5 (See Figure 1: 
Key Benefits of video interviewing)

40%

11%

13%

17%

19%

Choosing the time / Not having to take time 
off work
Showing my personality
Gaining the experience
Completing from home / not needing to travel
Overall convenience

Job seekers also need to be prepared to succeed in an array of 
digitally-driven assessment platforms to profile personality traits and 
measure cognitive abilities.

Labour market dynamics
in the ideas economy   

As the world transitions to an 
ideas-based economy, relying on 
the use of ideas rather than 
physical abilities and the use of 
technology in place of raw and 
physical materials, employers are 
resourcing their needs in new ways. 
Traditional full-time positions are 
giving way to more flexible 
arrangements, including contract 
work, outsourcing and short term 
projects.

In response to changing economies 
and markets, including a global 
recession, many organisations are 
now actively pursuing more elastic 
workforces, allowing them to 
engage ‘contingent’ or on-demand 
labour for specific projects, rather 
than hiring full-time employees.

FIGURE 1 :  KEY BENEFITS OF VIDEO INTERVIEWING
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A recent US study found that 32% 
of employees were either 
contingent or contract-based 
workers. The report predicted that 
by 2017 up to 45% of the world’s 
total workforce will be comprised 
of contingent workers.6 

The rise of the contingent 
employment market is reflected in 
Australian labour realities. 

In September 2016, the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics reported that 
more than 3 out of 10 jobs in the 
Australian economy were now part 
time7, a trend that is increasing.  

Recent graduates now face a 
“labyrinth-like” career environment, 
as noted in a study on graduate 
employment from Bond University.

“There is no ‘defined’ career path for graduates; rather they need to utilise 
their networking skills to navigate their way into positions of influence … we 

need to be preparing graduates for ambiguity, change and uncertainty.”8

“There is no ‘defined’ career path for graduates; rather they need to utilise 
their networking skills to navigate their way into positions of influence … we 

need to be preparing graduates for ambiguity, change and uncertainty.”8

Job seekers who can demonstrate their skills along with their aptitude for being 
flexible, innovative and adaptable will be better positioned to find their entry level 
position, that is, they will be more readily employable.

Employability

Employability is often defined as a set of achievements – including skills, 
knowledge and personal attributes – that make students more likely to gain 
employment and achieve success in their field.

Employability is not just about being offered a job. It is an ongoing process.

Today’s work force is expected to
a) continually update their abilities and skills in 
order to successfully function in their current 
role, and
b) be prepared to move between roles, 
occupations and industries to remain employable 
throughout their life.
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A 25 year-old Australian can expect 
to spend 3.3 just years in each job 
until they retire.9 Workers who are 
prepared to adjust to ongoing 
changes in the economy and labour 
market means they can 
demonstrate a broad range of soft 
skills and personal attributes. 
Employers will be looking for 
flexible candidates who can learn 
and adapt in the ever-changing 
work environment. Table 2 
highlights the top 10 skills required 
for 2020.10

Labour market
outlook for graduates

The TOP 10 SKILLS required for 2020 :

Complex Problem Solving
Critical Thinking
Creativity
People Management
Coordinating with Others
Emotional Intelligence
Judgment and Decision Making
Service Orientation
Negotiation
Cognitive Flexibility

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.

TABLE 2

Along with academic records, employers are generally as interested in 
transferable skills – the ability to organise, communicate on a professional 
level, work as a member of a team and solve problems – as much as techni-
cal ones.

The VUCA labour market environment 
for recent graduates and higher 
education students in the ideas 
economy continues to provide 
challenges. According to the Graduate 
Careers Australia, 68.8% of graduates 
found full-time work within four 
months of completing their degrees, 
down from 71.3% in 2013.11

The numbers don’t tell the whole 

story. Graduates with certain degrees 
have a better chance of landing 
full-time roles after graduating. For 
example, 96.3% of medical graduates, 
95.6% of pharmacy grads, 90.7% of 
surveying students and 86.7% of 
dentistry students were successful in 
getting a full-time role within four 
months of completing their degree.

At the other end of the spectrum, only 
12.4% of graduates in the visual and 
performing arts had secured a 
full-time job within four months of 
graduation.
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Employment outcomes across
equity groups in Australian universities

The competition for graduate jobs 
across Australia is expected to 
continue increasing following 
ongoing growth in the number of 
students attending universities and 
other colleges, along with overseas 
skilled migration – which helps 
explain why some of Australia’s 
largest graduate programs, which 
provide employment for less than 
20% of the graduate market, receive 
up to 5,000 applications per year 
for their graduate positions.12

Along with failing to paint the whole 
picture, Australian graduate and higher 
education labour market statistics don’t 
differentiate between the types of jobs 
the graduates have secured, as some 
graduates are working in roles that aren’t 
related to their degree or their academic 
background.

Competition for jobs isn’t limited to those just out of university. On average, 
there are 118 applicants per job, according to Forbes13, which helps explain 
why the average recruiter will spend 5 minutes to 6 seconds looking over a 
resume.14

In short, today’s graduates and higher education students, need to up their 
game if they want to land meaningful work.

A 2016 study by the National 
Centre for Student Equity in Higher 
Education about the employment 
outcomes of Australian university 
graduates widens the evidence base 
that assesses a range of 
employment outcomes across 
equity groups.15

Graduates from low 
socio-economic status backgrounds 
were found to have comparable 
employment outcomes to graduates 
from more privileged backgrounds 
and graduates from regional and 
remote area had superior job 
outcomes to those from 
metropolitan areas.
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However, reported results for graduates from non-English speaking 
backgrounds (NESB) and female graduates from STEM fields of study brings 
evidence suggestive of labour market barriers and disadvantage. Relevant 
findings include:

The probability of NESB graduates finding a job is lower than for 
graduates from English speaking backgrounds (ESB)

There is a 12% earnings gap across the NESB and ESB groups with 75% 
of this earnings gap being unexplainable, and indicative of a substantial 
amount of disadvantage. When separated by gender, it was the female 
NESB graduates who earned 15% less than female ESB graduates

Female STEM graduates are reported to be less likely to secure a job for 
which their STEM qualification was important or a pre-requisite

Female STEM graduates earn comparatively less than their STEM male 
counterparts for jobs in which their STEM qualification was important or 
a pre-requisite
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Students are accustomed to viewing their higher education experience as a 
series of structured learning processes, a specific set of steps that guide 
them through a well-defined pathway, leading to a qualification. 

Building a blueprint
for securing meaningful work

Neither the information tsunami of 
the internet, or high-fee fueled 
career counsellors and coaches 
necessarily provide accessible, 
affordable well-structured job 
search learning experiences.  It is 
unclear where a graduate or higher 
education student would go to 
source a structured learning 
process to direct them to an entry 
level role in the ideas economy.

An effective job seeking strategy 
involves having a specific set of steps 
that guides graduates and higher 
education students through a 
less-defined but critically useful maze 
that is the VUCA labour market.  

Many students attempt to start 
their professional careers and their 
job search by taking a reactive 
approach. As job seekers, graduates 
and higher education students need 
to move beyond reactive approaches 
and proactively seek out a 
meaningful entry level role. 

In 2015, 26.9% of graduates found 
a full-time job by searching through 
advertisements on the internet; 
11.7% found work through visiting a 
university or college careers 
service.16 And as already discussed, 
demonstrating relevant work 
experience in an industry of choice 
is usually helpful.

Students who have accumulated 
work-related experience while 
undertaking higher education 
generally have a head start when it 
comes to getting a job, especially 
with highly sought-after employers. 

Actively seeking out and landing a 
vacation or internship roles or other 
work-experience opportunities 
while at university may create 
distinct advantage when it comes to 
applying for places in popular 
graduate programs. According to 
the 2015 Australian Associate of 
Graduate Employers (AAGE) 
Employer Survey, 53% of graduates 
who undertake a vacation or 
internship program are offered 
graduate positions.17

Making a decision to assume 
responsibility for their employability 
is a key place to start. 
By applying a comprehensive 
well-structured step-by-step job 
search process, having the right 
knowledge, aptitude and skills and 
by taking advantage of available 
resources, students are more likely 
to be successful in their quest in 
securing meaningful work.
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The first step to securing 
meaningful work involves building 
self-awareness and defining 
needs, values and expectations. 
Students need to know who they 
are, identify their interests and 
motivations and highlight areas of 
strength. What are they good at? 
What is their personality type? 
What do they value? What type of 
work environment will be suitable? 

According to a recent survey by 
Accenture, 79% of graduating 
students do not want to work for a 
large company and 59% would 
accept a lower salary to work at a 
company with a positive social 
atmosphere rather than get paid 
more to work at a company that is 
“less fun”.18 Others are interested in 
working for an employer with 
strong social responsibility 
credentials. More than 66% of 
students recently surveyed in 
Australia said it was important to 
work for an employer with a diverse 
workforce.19

AssessmentAssessment

Start Smart

Plan your
Campaign

Get
Connected

Cast your
Career

Own your
Career

Assessment
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The next stage is exploring job 
markets and discovering what 
skills, attributes and expectations 
can be found within each sector. 
Information about specific job 
markets and employer requirements 
can be found through a variety of 
resources including organisation 
websites, industry and professional 
associations, networking events and 
on-campus career offices. 

Reviewing jobs posted on online job 
portals can be useful for identifying 
the types of skills and attributes 
that employers are seeking. For 
example, if a majority of an 
employer’s postings are for contract 
rather than permanent positions, it 
may indicate that the organisation 
is moving toward a stronger 
contingent-based workforce or that 
it is involved in a key, short-term 
project.

Assessment

Start Smart

Plan your
Campaign

Get
Connected

Cast your
Career

Own your
Career

Start Smart

Yourself?

Your job
market?

Current
recruitement

practices?



Trusted
referees?

Engaging
cover letters?

Stand out
resumes?

Achievement
statements?

Assessment

Start Smart

Plan your
Campaign

Get
Connected

Cast your
Career

Own your
Career

Plan your
Campaign
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Creating an action plan. A successful job search strategy usually involves 
a step-by-step outcome focused process which involves applying specific 
job search skills, knowledge and resources. It includes having a professional 
set of tools – resume, cover letter and application responses – along with a 
multi-faceted campaign to seek out appropriate various roles and support 
from a network of individuals who can help.

Effective job search strategies combine reactive and 
proactive tactics. Reactive tactics include looking for 
openings on job seekers and company websites and signing 
up for job alert apps. Proactive tactics might involve 
networking, attending industry events, volunteering, 
mentoring and joining professional organisations. 



Your network?

LinkedIn?

Online job boards
and social media?

Interviews?

Psychometric
assessments?

Assessment

Start Smart

Plan your
Campaign

Get
Connected

Cast your
Career

Own your
Career

Get
Connected

Cast your
Career
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Getting connected. In addition to 
building personal and face-to-face 
relationships, being able to shape 
and use digital capabilities is a key 
factor for thriving in the ideas 
economy. Although most job 
seekers are using digital tools in 
their job hunt – 74% of graduate’s 
plan to use a mobile app to search 
and apply for jobs, according to 
Accenture – only 14% are using 
social media to network.20 
Professional sites, such as LinkedIn, 
can be powerful tools for 
connecting to important job search 
opportunities, people and 

Informational interviews, another proactive career education activity, allow job 
seekers to make personal connections within organisations. They provide 
opportunities to synthesise ‘inside information’ about roles and employers, 
specific skills and attributes that are required for jobs.  They open doors for 
new relationships with individuals and organisations.

information. Along with helping 
promote an individual’s education, 
skills and interests to a wider 
audience, these sites allow users to 
demonstrate knowledge and 
interest in a specific area, including 
sharing relevant content and 
engaging in discussions. Many 
organisations have social media 
pages and groups and use them to 
post new jobs along with providing 
insightful organisation and industry 
information, which also allow savvy 
job searchers more opportunities to 
connect.



Negotiated
job offers?

Planned your
first 60 days?

Assessment

Start Smart

Plan your
Campaign

Get
Connected

Cast your
Career

Own your
Career

Own your
Career
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Labour market outcomes for Australian graduates from disadvantaged 
backgrounds may improve when these students understand the value of 
becoming skilled negotiators to overcome the systemic inequity issues they 
are likely to experience. This involves having the confidence to create 
mutually satisfying terms and conditions whilst building trust and respect.

Resilience, the ability to adapt to the 
inevitable setbacks and challenges all job 
seekers continually face, whilst maintaining high 
levels of functioning, is key to a healthy, 
productive life.

And finally, above all else, graduates and higher education students need 
awareness and skills to build their resilience. 
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There is an expectation that the already dynamic labour market will remain in 
a state of continual change. In order to stay relevant and competitive, 
organisations are will continue to constantly adapt their practices, products 
and operations.

Graduates and higher education students who can adapt to this VUCA labour 
market will be better placed to remain relevant in the face of ongoing and 
inevitable disruptions. Those who succeed will be life-long learners and 
excel in their ability to anticipate the new requirements.

Building a blueprint
for securing meaningful work

In such a rapidly evolving employment landscape, the ability to anticipate and 
prepare for future skills requirements, job content and the aggregate effect 

on employment is increasingly critical for businesses, governments and 
individuals in order to fully seize the opportunities presented by these 

trends—and to mitigate undesirable outcomes. 

In such a rapidly evolving employment landscape, the ability to anticipate and 
prepare for future skills requirements, job content and the aggregate effect 

on employment is increasingly critical for businesses, governments and 
individuals in order to fully seize the opportunities presented by these 

trends—and to mitigate undesirable outcomes. 

A structured job seeking strategy and a proactive role in preparing for this 
future, are important first steps.
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Resources and further reading
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