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Abstract

In this paper, we have taken initial steps towards highlighting the employability

discourse in higher education by using content analysis to explore website data at

40 higher education institutions (HEIs) in the UK and 40 HEIs in the USA by searching

for ‘employability’ in respective web engines. The findings from our preliminary data

analysis were inserted into a MIT SIMILE software package to create a bespoke,

interactive webpage that could be disseminated for discussion by higher education

managers. The initial findings suggest that, in the UK, the broad discourse is centred

upon government policies and targeted preparation for employment while in the

USA it is centred upon the institutional vision and social inclusion agenda. Recent

graduates’ views were sought on these initial findings to validate whether their

experiences corroborated with our suggested employability discourse claims. These

insights are a useful first step for HEIs to question and re-evaluate employability at an

institutional level.

Keywords: Comparative study, Employability, Content analysis, Neoliberal agenda,

SIMILE software

Introduction

In this paper, an attempt is being made to unpack the current discourse around em-

ployability in higher education by comparing the situation in the UK with that in the

USA so that we can better appreciate the differences and similarities that exist in na-

tional settings, their influences and impact, and start exploring practices and policies

that can be shared more widely. We were hoping to answer some of the following

questions by conducting this research: is the discourse dependent on national or local

policies? How large an impact did massification, tuition fees and globalisation have on

how HEIs presented their employability discourse? How much could the institution

rely on its brand to retain its own independent strategies of securing graduate jobs?

The rationale behind this work being carried out is that the current discourse around

employability has become increasingly muddled, and yet employability is a key per-

formance indicator when demonstrating institutional success. Time, effort and funding

in the form of institutional strategies and resources have gone towards ensuring gradu-

ates are employable upon graduation; the measures taken could equally be in vain if

we do not have a coherent grasp of the discourse and how it shapes and continues to
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shape employability preparedness in higher education. In the following sections, we

have presented a picture of what is currently known of the discourse by attempting to

define it and explore its current muddled nature.

Defining employability and its current discourse

In truth, there are no straightforward definitions of employability. It is perhaps because of

this that the ensuing discourse is difficult to determine. Definitions include ‘employability

being about having the capability to gain initial employment and obtaining new employ-

ment if required’ (Hillage and Pollard 1998), ‘a set of achievements – 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’ (Yorke 2006) and ‘a set of attributes, skills and knowledge

that all labour market participants should possess to ensure they have the capability of be-

ing effective in the workplace – to the benefit of themselves, their employer and the wider

economy’ (Confederation of Business Industries (CBI) 2009). More recent definitions in-

clude ‘that students and graduates can discern, acquire, adapt and continually enhance

the skills, understandings and personal attributes that make them more likely to find and

create meaningful paid and unpaid work that benefits themselves, the workforce, the

community and the economy’ (Oliver 2015). These definitions encompass related, but

slightly different ideas around the meaning of employability making it difficult to deter-

mine upon one solitary definition. As the term employability is a continually changing

one given to diverse meaning, this effectively means that there is no overall consensus on

what employability means and nor, it seems on what employability discourse represents

(Wilton 2011; Frankham 2016). For example, Frankham (2016) suggests that one area of

confusion lies in students focusing on outcomes and equating good degree classifications

with employment, whereas employers seek capabilities and skills. A second example of

perplexity highlighted by Tomlinson (2016) exists in establishing a clear role for the uni-

versity in preparing graduates when the relationship between student and higher educa-

tion has become increasingly transactional. For this reason, it may be useful to

simultaneously look at employability definitions and discourse and use them to shape a

definition that might work for higher education in a national context.

What, then, is known of the employability discourse in higher education? At the be-

ginning of the twenty-first century, a closer functional relationship between higher edu-

cation and the employment system began to emerge, and so the notion of

employability became a key consideration (Knight & Yorke, 2002; Yorke, 2007; Teichler,

2009). Employability is closely aligned to employment, although acquiring work-related

skills does not necessarily result in career-focused employment. For example, the most

recent State of the Nation report (2015) suggests the UK is still elitist and that too few

entrants from low socio-economic backgrounds access HEIs and jobs; similarly em-

ployers are more likely to recruit graduates from elite HEIS (Ibid.). In terms of the re-

sultant outcome of graduate employment, presumptions are made that graduates

themselves are academically gifted and employers also harbour expectations that gradu-

ates will have developed particular skills and capabilities that make them employment-

ready when they enter the working environment (for example, Bok 2006). However,

graduate jobs are not easy to secure due to competition and a lack of such jobs (Harvey

and Bowers-Brown 2004; Rae 2007). Additionally, international markets have opened
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up meaning that graduates are no longer just competing against home-grown talent,

but against talented graduates from overseas (Blaxell & Moore, 2012; Abreu et al.

2014). Every graduate needs to be able to demonstrate that they have an edge over their

contemporaries in some way, which is often demonstrated by their enterprise, initiative

and mobility (Harvey & Bowers-Brown, 2004). Graduates are hampered by a reported

skills gap or shortage among ‘home students’ (UK Commission 2014), which has meant

that companies are increasingly looking overseas for graduates who have the skills and

capabilities that match their requirements. Therefore, higher education institutions

(HEIs) are under increasing pressure to do more to support the employability aspira-

tions of their students.

Even though HEIs promote academic excellence, there are still question marks over

their ability to support the employability of their students. By and large, HEIs have strug-

gled to make their students more employable and specifically, nurture their employability

skills to the standards that satisfy employer expectations (Robst 2007; Hinchliffe & Jolly,

2011). Gradual changes are being made to redress this balance with groups such as the

University Alliance founded in 2006 and made up of British ‘anchor institutions’ focusing

on supporting innovation, skills, lifelong learning and health at a regional level. Students

have also expressed concern about their prospects in the employment market. In 2010,

for example, an independent survey of 16,114 UK home-based final year students re-

ported that ‘just 36% of those finishing undergraduate degrees this summer [2010] expect

to find a graduate job after university and that confidence in the labour market is now at

its lowest for fifteen years’ (High Fliers 2010). Through a national government debate on

the topic, students have called on HEIs to provide clear institution-wide strategies on em-

ployability (National Student Forum, 2009).

HEIs are beginning to recognise that there are concerns around catering effectively

for the employability of their graduates and have taken up the challenge (Rosenberg et

al. 2012). For example, research points towards initiatives that have strengthened the

current debate around employability by addressing how higher education educators can

better accommodate it (Cranmer 2006). Curriculum intervention, forging better links

with employers, establishing more useful modes of assessment, and introducing and de-

veloping work-based learning placements are some of the current and known initiatives

routinely trialled by HEIs. Their overall effect is somewhat questionable (Ibid.), with

the author going on to suggest that a holistic, deep-rooted approach to employability is

needed. Additionally, variation and tiers exist within and among HEIs which contribute

to the conversation on the outside being as relevant as that on the inside. HEI students

increasingly come from a variety of backgrounds which has meant that elite higher

education has been replaced by a higher education model serving everyone, but which

is still recognised as stratified and hierarchical. What the university does to develop its

employability agenda is strongly connected to how it is perceived, what calibre of stu-

dent it attracts, and what its aspiration entails (Teichler 2015).

Employability, higher education and governance

In this research, we have elected to compare data from both the UK and the USA. Even

though we fully expect the national discourse to be different in both contexts, it would

be useful to compare and contrast how content is reflected through context, the ration-

ale for any differences (pull and push factors), and whether good practices can be
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shared. As policy and practice differences are meaningful, it is important to consider

how government interventions and recommendations have directed the employability

agenda in both the UK and the USA.

In the UK, until the 1980s, higher education policy was largely determined by HEIs

themselves. The Haldene principle of government not exerting undue influence over

HEIs has given way to what some describe as the neoliberal ideology of those in gov-

ernment (Shore & Wright 2000; Boden & Epstein 2006). The situation began changing

with the advent of the Thatcher government and the introduction of tighter regulations

and controls (Morris 2015). Central government has played a significant role in devel-

oping a tighter and a new and different managerialist relationship between themselves,

higher education and industry in so far as the employability agenda is concerned. Rec-

ommendations from White Papers and government funding schemes have started driv-

ing major aspects of the work of higher education in the UK. Examples include the

Dearing Report of 1997 which provided a comprehensive review of higher education,

and funding schemes, for example Roberts ‘SET for success initiative, 2002’ aimed at

transferable skills development for postgraduates. The Higher Education Academy

(HEA), has also taken on an active role, producing an employability framework and ac-

companying toolkit to embed employability skills in higher education learning. Recent

higher education commissions have focused on the collaboration between business and

higher education (BIS 2012) and enterprise education (BIS 2013). The fear among

higher education practitioners is that self-governance in UK HEIs no longer exists and

that Government directs policy and practice (Morris 2015). There is some truth to this

argument as more recent government recommendations have supported the introduc-

tion of the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) which is aimed at improving the

quality of teaching by aligning good quality with an increase in the tuition fees HEIs

can charge. Employability becomes a performative function of higher education as one

of the proposed tools being used to measure institutional success is the Destination of

Leavers of Higher Education (DLHE) data, considered a long-standing census. The

Government wants data to be readily available to students so that they can make in-

formed choices (Christie 2017), but the danger is that ultimately it is used to make

judgements that have far-reaching consequences. More robust insights could be ob-

tained from longitudinal education outcomes (LEO) data, which has recently become

available and is based on Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC) tax data for all

graduates working or claiming benefits in the UK; it effectively records employment ac-

tivity and inactivity. A secondary consideration of the TEF is the emphasis on social

mobility with Jo Johnson (Minister of State for Universities and Science) drawing direct

links between teaching quality and the ‘outcomes from it.’ In other words, social mobil-

ity and whether the institution attracts students from low socio-economic backgrounds

will become a measure of student success.

The situation in the USA is markedly different, and is based on the Jeffersonian no-

tion of limited and locally-controlled government involvement. Federal government ex-

ercises a minimal amount of control over its national universities, both private and

public, although increasingly there are calls for Government to exercise greater quality

controls, especially as higher education supports the privileged of society (Eckel and

King 2004; HE commission 2006; Brint and Clotfelter 2016). Higher education ex-

panded primarily after the Second World War as it was deemed necessary for those
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wanting work to be suitably qualified. Since then, higher education has expanded con-

siderably and it has been suggested that the current challenges it faces are a direct re-

sult of its expansion from elite, to mass, to universal education (Trow 2007) (response

to the Truman Commission Report of 1947). At its advent, higher education was pri-

vate, although the Morrill Acts of 1862 and 1890 meant that state governments were

able to build and expand public universities. A key issue for policymakers, however, has

been the gap that still remains between private and public HEIs and social mobility.

Considering the first of these issues, the current state of de-centrality and diversity

means that HEIs develop more specific, catered brands that appeal to particular types

of students, with higher education being regarded as highly tiered and a multiple seg-

mented sector (Kena et al. 2015). Throughout the 1990s and early 2000s, private col-

leges tried to become more selective and public colleges add higher-level degrees to

stay ahead (Brint et al. 2006). With respect to the social mobility issues being experi-

enced in higher education, it has been argued that it perpetuates the situation by being

run on selectivity and on wealth, as mentioned above. Specific minority groups, espe-

cially African Americans from low socio-economic backgrounds, usually attend public

community colleges and historically black colleges and universities for which comple-

tion rates are low. It is also worth bearing in mind that HEIs are beginning to adopt

business practices so that institutional systems are efficient (Christensen and Eyring

2011). A concern with this is that it further emphasises the corporate nature of the in-

stitution and with resources shifting to fundraising, revenue generation, strengthening

ties between local government and the community, the gap between private and public

HEIs may widen depending on the saleability of the institutional brand. A combination

of the differences in historical background, political ideologies and current governance

structures means that we would expect to see differences in the employability discourse

in the UK and USA.

Methodological approach

In this section we explain our methodological approach which consisted of an internet

search for ‘employability’ at a total of 80 HEIs, 40 of which are based in the UK and 40

in the USA. Content analysis was used to analyse this initial data. MIT SIMILE soft-

ware1 was then used to model the data making it simpler to conduct an initial statis-

tical analysis. The internet serves as a useful starting point through which to establish

some pointers on what constitutes the employability agenda in higher education and

thus was used as our initial research data source (followed by validation from recent

graduates). There is a vital impetus on HEIs to champion the products and services

they offer and celebrate their successes. Web presence is no indicator of activities re-

lated to employment preparation for students, but it provides a useful clue towards

identifying what HEIs are doing to promote and acknowledge the employability agenda

in accordance with the mission statement or strategic educational objectives of their

own institutions. Using the internet, HEIs have advertised their academic credentials ef-

fectively and routinely engage with a wider population of people interested in enrolling

on distance-learning programmes, for example (Ryan et al. 2000). However, the story is

quite different for the less academic, more employability-focused aspects of graduates’

all-round education. These successes are little known, at least through the internet,

which is the strongest marketing tool at the disposal of any HEI. Therefore, and
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without elaborating on the technologies of the internet, it is perhaps useful to establish

the manner in which employability is depicted by HEIs via their web-based presence in

consideration of the content of the webpage, its context and the priority it is given.

In answering our research question of establishing the current employability dis-

course, we have taken a slightly unusual step in that we are principally using the inter-

net as our methodological tool to conduct a content analysis on ‘employability’ in HEIs.

We have done this to surface the hidden discourse – what are HEIs actually doing as

opposed to what their institutional vision might comprise? For this reason, we have also

sought comments from recent graduates as their experiences draw out the actualities

of the discourse around employability at their respective HEIs. In using technology in

this way, we are attempting to discover for ourselves how it can be used as a methodo-

logical tool, what the actual and more hidden discourse looks like, and to create a plat-

form for sharing. Our findings can therefore be challenged by others who in turn are

invited to ask difficult questions of themselves about what they are actually doing to

support their students in preparing for employment. To this end, our findings have

been shared with institutional managers who were invited to comment on them

through a platform created using MIT SIMILE software.

The methodological process

As this research comprises a comparative study in which we gathered and compared

data from UK and USA-based HEIs, we were interested in analysing the data and draw-

ing meaningful inferences in terms of the wider national contexts. The 80 HEIs chosen

for this research study were selected by drawing on nationally recognised university

rankings tables. The top ten, bottom ten, middle ten, five from the first quarter and five

from the third quarter were selected from tables revealing ‘best HEIs’ rankings for

2013–2014. The UK-based HEIs were selected from the complete universities guide

league Table 2013/4, the USA-based HEIs from the US news education colleges: na-

tional universities rankings 2013/4.2 We made the decision to access 80 HEIs so that

we could collate the data over the course of one day, meaning that it was comparable

within a particular timeframe. We wanted to explore a mix of HEIs from both UK and

USA-based contexts. Once the respective website for each HEI had been accessed, the

term ‘employability’ was submitted to the search engine of that HEI.

Even though ‘employability’ may signify slightly different meanings given the con-

texts, it proved the best fit for exploring the current discourse around the employability

agenda. Other terms were trialled, including ‘key and transferable skills’ and

‘competency-based education’, although these terms directed us to too small a number

of webpages and were inadequate in providing a holistic, meaningful interpretation of

how employability is perceived in higher education. We were conscious of the fact that,

had we visited the institutional webpages dedicated to employability of each HEI, our

data would reflect the institutional brand and the promotional discourse of the HEIs

(Hoang & Rojas-Lizana 2015). We have made concerted efforts to guard against this,

by conducting our own internet search. We are essentially taking on the role of the in-

terested parent of a potential student or the curious industry expert who may ‘just goo-

gle a term to see what comes up.’ In the following section, we discuss the process

through which we analysed the webpages.
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Conducting content analysis

The approach we took was that of content analysis. This is influenced by the theoretical

and substantive interests of the researcher and the problem being studied (Weber

1990), which in this case was to establish the discourse around employability in higher

education and came about from a belief that the discourse was not well established. Ac-

cording to Rourke et al. (2001), content analysis “begins with the compilation of selec-

tions of transcripts or entire transcripts into text files. The second step involves

creating a protocol for identifying and categorising the target variable(s) and training

coders to use this protocol” (p.12). We have been guided by this process in carrying out

our research. In terms of the transcripts we selected, the first five sources revealed by

the HEI to cite the term ‘employability’ were accessed and the respective pages printed

off. They could then be viewed and analysed in greater depth to formulate an idea of

the web-based focus of the institution and where the institutional priority lay. If there

were links from the accessed pages to other pages, a note was made of these links. This

meant that, in total, 400 webpages were downloaded in this research study. Once we

had decided on our target HEIs, transcripts were gathered from our internet search of

‘employability’ and sorted in institutional order (from top to bottom according to the

published rankings). The first five webpages printed off for each HEI were filed. This

enabled us to access the data relatively simply for analysing. Copies were made of the

webpages and initial notes and impressions written on these copies using checklists

based on representation and composition. These notes related to the style of the web-

page, colours, fonts and language used and any interesting or unusual aesthetics (repre-

sentation). A more robust analysis was then carried out in terms of what the content of

each individual webpage revealed about employability. As we were focusing our analysis

on categories related to employability, our established protocol was to determine what

these categories were once we had compiled notes on the initial impressions of the

webpages. Berelson (1952) characterises content analysis as primarily descriptive, in

which content is described, organised and summarised, and this was the method

employed for this research. In terms of creating the description, the webpages were

read and analysed twice, by two independent researchers – one started with analysing

data from the UK and the other with data from the USA, followed by swapping the

data and a discussion to agree and finalise the categories. This was carried out in an at-

tempt to ensure the analysis was as objective as possible and that interpretive bias was

limited. All the data was accommodated meaning that some categories might not nat-

urally fit with a working definition of employability, for example ‘related to the research

ethics procedure of the institution’ and ‘articles and/or abstracts pointing to academic

research on employability and employability related issues’ (categories 2 and 11), were

also included. This was because we had made a conscious decision that, if we were go-

ing to derive a discourse on employability using the internet, every category that

emerged would be included. Furthermore, as most content analysis carried out using

the internet has no theoretical basis to it, with the focus being on what is measureable

rather than on what is theoretically significant (Bryman and Bell 2007), it was import-

ant for us to focus on occurrence alongside frequency. Institutional summaries were

then jointly compiled by the researchers to include information of the summarised con-

tent and the proposed associated narrative of the HEI in relation to employability.

Shortened examples are provided as Tables 1 and 2. Table 1 reveals that the first five
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pages were all directed to research papers and projects around employability. The sum-

mary reflects the collective content and what it may suggest about the HEI.

Table 2 shows that the HEI accommodates a number of different aspects in creating

an employability footprint.

Each page overwhelmingly highlighted one category. Once the categories had

emerged, each page was then colour-coded using pencils and highlighter pens (as we

worked with hard copies). By coding in this way, we could revisit the data for further

analysis; the data could be entered into the MIT SIMILE software package with relative

ease and the statistical analysis could be carried out quickly. For this research, category

Table 1 Identified categories and summary for Institution A

Institution A (Ivy League HEI, USA)

1 College graduate school magazine article entitled ‘report calls for national effort to get missions of
young Americans onto a realistic path to employability’ (2011)

2 A citation from Institution A business school, under faculty and research entitled ‘employability
security’ by Kanter, R.M. (1993)

3 A citation from the Business School of Institution A, under faculty and research entitled ‘employment
security, employability and sustainable competitive advantage’ by Ghoshal, S. et al. (2001)

4 Two-page summary by Nishant Saxena on the employment prospects of Indians entitled ‘are
employability skills really coachable?’

5 Abstract of article entitled ‘a new approach in measuring graduate employability skills’

Summary The first page is interesting as the focus is on a report published at the institution on preparing
young Americans for the twenty-first century. The report stems from a project and recommends
that the range of high-quality pathways offered to students be broadened and more emphasis
placed on career counselling and high-quality career education. The remaining four pages (2 to 5)
all focus on academic research journal or conference papers mostly related to the Business School
of Institution A. The publications are produced by staff at the institution and important questions
are being asked about employability internationally. Page 4 is rather interesting as the author has
contributed an opinion piece on the difficulty of coaching employability skills, and it is not clear
that they are affiliated to the institution. Collectively, these webpages create an impression that
the institution is research orientated and perhaps world leading, and is interested in researching
local and global questions around employability, although strategies and initiatives that support
graduate employment are not prioritised.

Table 2 Identified categories and summary for Institution B

Institution B (Russell Group HEI, UK)

8 Page 1 – Information regarding the success of graduates from Institution A in the market place
according to what employers want. Section entitled ‘graduate destinations.’

9 Page 2 – Information to support students in their time at the university entitled ‘skills and work
experience’ – providing links directly students to various things they could do in this regard.

13 Page 3 – Page entitled ‘Institution B: anything is possible’ highlighting the resources available to the
students. Opportunity to hear more from students and tutors.

4 Page 4 – Information from the careers service highlighting what is available to students and how
they can be supported to gain skills, knowledge and experience

6 Page 5 – Strategic plan of institution from 2013 to 18

Summary The first page points to a success story, and to the success of the institution which potentially sends
a message to current and potential students that the institution is not just a place of academic
excellence, but that high levels of employability are secured by graduates. The pages imply that the
institution shows a good level of support and actively directs the student to things that are in place
via links of tools and guidance that students might engage with to enhance their personal/
professional development. Significantly, the tools are there to support students throughout their
degree programmes and are not billed as ‘quick-fix’ solutions, but long-term, considered preparation
which calls on students to take some responsibility for their employment preparation. Page 4 points
to a link between the careers service and preparation for employability suggesting that the careers
service is taking on a central role in supporting students. The strategic plan points towards the
vision and priorities of the institution, although the link to employability and how it is catered for
within that strategic plan is not explicitly clear.
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is defined as an aspect of employability which has been revealed from our analysis of

the raw data. To give an example of our categorisation process, one page had a feature

entitled ‘CareerLink’. Further reading and discussion meant that the page could be

categorised under ‘support, advice, guidance available and/or contact details of the ca-

reers centre and/or equivalent unit’ (category 4). This process was continued until as

many categories as it was possible to identify were identified and no new categories

emerged. In total, 18 categories were identified from the raw data. The list of categories

that emerged from our analysis of data is provided as Table 3.

The initial findings, in the form of categories and webpage and institutional summar-

ies, were then inserted into a custom site developed using the MIT SIMILE open

source software package. Literature suggests that SIMILE software packages bring with

them opportunities to actively engage with stakeholders and capitalise on different ways

of researching and communicating (Voinov et al. 2016). This was a necessary step for

what we hoped to achieve in this research as we were keen to disseminate and share

our findings, and encourage institutional managers to consider their institutional data

and how these compared nationally and internationally.

According to Muetzelfeldt & Massheder (2003) SIMILE software:

uses a visual modelling interface because we believe that provides the best way for

building, analysing and communicating models. But it aims to overcome the

deficiencies of existing visual modelling environments by providing far greater

expressiveness, including the ability to handle disaggregation, spatial modelling, and

dynamically-varying populations of objects. (p.346)

Table 3 Categories to emerge from webpages (represented as a key)

1. related to supporting employability prospects of students/graduates with disabilities or from disadvantaged
backgrounds

2. related to the research ethics procedure of the institution

3. tenuously (or explicitly) related to voluntary work experience opportunities to serve the community in
some way, for example campus-community relationships

4. support, advice, guidance available and/or contact details of the careers centre and/or equivalent unit

5. possible careers and/or employability skills developed with focus on particular subject areas and disciplines

6. documents that drive the agenda – policies, employability statements, definitions and institutional
strategies related to employability

7. awards, courses, schemes and conferences supporting employability enhancement (awards usually related
to enterprise and entrepreneurialism)

8. news feature (or equivalent) advertising the employability record of the HEI or other good news story

9. internships, work experience and other opportunities for students to work and learn in a technical field

10. Q & A and/or student views on employability/careers

11. articles and/or abstracts pointing to academic research on employability and employability related issues

12. some form of collaboration or opportunity for HEIs and industry or alumni to come together

13. mixture of resources directly available to students that support them in developing their employability
related skills and capabilities

14. global employability/employing international students

15. cross-cultural learning (for example USA-India business collaborations)

16. advertising of graduate qualifications or related to graduate qualifications (PhDs, masters)

17. technology for employability (skills training, using social media)

18. personal profiles/employment related (for example tribunals)
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Even though the content analysis on the webpages was carried out manually use of the

software tool allowed us to visualise the data in a more meaningful way through the

model, enabling comparatives to be drawn and a fuller appreciation to emerge of the

current situation in UK and USA HEIs. By making use of MIT SIMILE software in this

novel way, it was possible to conduct some simple statistical analysis of the data sets and

view the data comparatively (regional, cross-national, by ranking, by category) which add-

itionally allowed us to gain further useful insights on the discourse of employability within

HEIs and within two national contexts. Figures 1 and 2 are screenshots taken from the

SIMILE software, depicting frequency of categories and institutional locations. More de-

tailed information could be accessed by clicking on various links.

Once the initial insights had been revealed from the data, we attempted to validate

these findings and subsequently contacted senior managers from each of the 80 HEIs.

We invited them to view and comment on the summaries we had generated for their

respective HEIs and compare and contrast them with other HEIs both within their na-

tional context and internationally through the MIT SIMILE software. This was an im-

portant next step as the content analysis points to what can be seen and subsequently

inferred internally and externally; however, the data does not tell us how the individuals

who constructed the webpages think and behave or how the data ties in with the insti-

tutional mission. It was possible to determine the number of individuals who had

accessed the MIT SIMILE site and even though this number was over 1000 (Table 4),

we did not receive direct comments from any of the senior managers that we had con-

tacted. The approach to data analysis we have taken is summative content analysis as

opposed to conventional or directed content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon 2005). This

means that we have sought to move beyond counting and categorising towards inter-

pretation. We have generated both quantitative data by exploring categories, determin-

ing their frequency and conducting statistical analysis so that we can compare and

contrast data from different HEIs and different national contexts, and qualitative data

by analysing patterns, creating summaries and interpreting the contextual meanings as-

sociated with the data (Weber 1990; Hsieh and Shannon 2005).

Fig. 1 Screenshot of SIMILE software showing data for UK and USA-based HEIs
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Recent graduates’ views

A limitation of content analysis is that it is speculative and cannot be used alone to

make definitive claims (Kim and Kuljis 2010), which led to the inclusion of comments

from recent graduates in a bid to validate our findings. Ethical approval was obtained

to interview recent graduates who had attended HEIs in the UK and USA. They were

invited to comment on our initial findings and relate them to their personal experi-

ences of employability in higher education. In total, eight recent graduates took part in

this phase of the research, four of whom attended HEIs in the UK and four in the USA.

The participants were recruited through word of mouth. Recent graduates known to us

were contacted to provide a UK-based perspective and, similarly, family friends in the

USA were contacted to recruit recent graduates from the USA. Through snowballing,

it was possible to recruit eight participants in total. Interviews were held both face to

face and via Skype. In terms of the process employed, in the first instance, the partici-

pants were asked to access and browse the custom site that we had developed using

the MIT SIMILE open source software package, based on our content analysis of

Fig. 2 Screenshot of SIMILE software showing more detailed information of USA-based HEIs

Table 4 Numbers of views per country of the SIMILE software

Country Number of views

USA 371

Not set 344

UK 203

Russia 104

China 94

Japan 44

Germany 28

Netherlands 24

Spain 20

South Korea 20
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internet webpages. They were asked to explore the data we obtained through this

medium, focusing on what was of interest to them and to also make a note of how they

journeyed through the webpage. For example, a few graduates started by searching for

their alma mater among the HEIs, while some were interested in comparing the data

from their alma mater with other national HEIs, and others began the process by look-

ing to what is being done internationally as opposed to nationally. Participants were es-

sentially encouraged to play with the system, recording open, personal notes of

interesting features and their journey through the webpage. They were then pro-

vided with some additional findings in the form of statistical data that we gener-

ated from the site, and that helped them draw a comparative between UK- and

USA-based HEIs (Figs. 3, 4, 5 and 6). In interviewing participants, we asked them

to refer to the personal notes they had generated, the statistical analysis we had

produced, and encouraged an open conversation in which they were invited to

comment on anything they found of comparative interest, jarred with their experi-

ences of employability in higher education or illuminated it.

Findings

In this section, the results from the statistical analysis which followed on from coding

and categorisation are presented. Figure 3 shows how the most frequent nine categories

were distributed among the webpages of UK-based HEIs compared with those of USA-

based HEIs. The frequency represents each HEI for which the particular category

emerged at least once. For example, webpages depicting research papers and projects

were downloaded on at least one occasion for 24 of the 40 USA-based HEIs involved in

this research.

The data shows there is a relatively high proportion of research articles and confer-

ence papers from the USA-based HEIs (24) compared with the UK-based ones (5).

HEIs in the USA have produced more research on questions of global importance in

Fig. 3 Comparison of frequency regarding the most frequent nine categories for UK and USA HEIs

Chadha and Toner International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education  (2017) 14:33 Page 12 of 26



relation to employability, with some of the examples being around questions such as

‘tackling low employment in Malawi’. This is followed by research ethics (17 for USA,

0 for UK). Research articles and conference papers do not ordinarily feature as part of

the employability agenda, but they do highlight global employability patterns as an area

of academic interest. Research ethics, the most anomalous of all our categories to

emerge, materialised as a link to questions on USA-based research ethics forms about

Fig. 4 Comparison of frequency regarding the least frequent nine categories for UK and USA HEIs

Fig. 5 Comparison of frequency of categories among the ‘top 10’ higher education institutions
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researcher integrity and employment records. In terms of the UK-based HEIs, two of

the categories comparatively prevalent are policy statements and employability strat-

egies (15 for UK, 2 for USA) and news features advertising the employment record of

the HEIs (15 for UK, 5 for USA). Comparatively, the UK also depicts a greater number

of pages dedicated to internships and work experience opportunities (11 for UK, 3 for

USA), and enterprise award schemes and competitions (13 for UK, 5 for USA). The UK

model demonstrates a greater push towards adding to the student experience, and in a

way that does not necessarily rely upon changes being made to the academic curricu-

lum. It is interesting to note where the careers service features for both contexts (18

for UK and 8 for the USA). The webpages themselves reveal that, in the UK, the ca-

reers service takes greater overall responsibility for graduate preparation than is the

case for the USA where careers service units are a lot less prominent.

Figure 4 shows how the least frequent nine categories were distributed among

the webpages of UK-based HEIs as compared with those of USA-based HEIs. As

with Fig. 3, the frequency represents each HEI for which the particular category

emerged at least once.

Of the least frequent nine categories, there are a number that featured highly within

the USA based data, but which did not feature at all for the UK-based data, namely

support for disabled and/or disadvantaged students (9 for USA) and community-

campus relationships (7 for USA). It is also worth highlighting transitional/vocational

assessment as a category, (0 for UK, 3 for UK). A couple of the categories featured min-

imally with only one USA-based HEI acknowledging cross-cultural learning and global

employability among the first five pages to be downloaded. Interestingly, these categor-

ies did not feature among UK-based data.

Figures 5, 6 and 7 show how all the webpage categories compare for all the HEIs

(both UK and USA) that feature in the ‘top 10’ (Fig. 5), ‘middle 20’ (Fig. 6) and ‘bottom

Fig. 6 Comparison of frequency of categories among the ‘middle 20’ higher education institutions
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10’ (Fig. 7). All the figures reveal that even though there are a number of categories

appearing in both UK and USA data, there are also a number only appearing for one

national context. For example, among the top ten HEIs, cross-cultural learning, Q & A,

research ethics, disabilities and/or disadvantaged backgrounds, and technology for em-

ployability only feature within USA-based data, while awards and schemes, news fea-

ture advertising HEI, policy statements/employability strategies, and career/skills with

focus on discipline only feature within UK-based data.

Figures 8 and 9, respectively, are a representation of some of the data that was col-

lated for Ivy League and Russell group HEIs. They show how frequently all 18

Fig. 7 Comparison of frequency of categories among the ‘bottom 10’ higher education institutions

Fig. 8 Categories represented among Ivy League HEIs
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categories were represented in the downloaded webpages of HEIs which we identified

as either Ivy League institutions (6) or Russell Group institutions (9) from our selection

of 80 HEIs. For the Russell Group HEIs, the categories are fairly mixed, with ten of the

18 categories represented, and this is replicated by the national picture whereas only

five categories are represented in Ivy League data. Figure 8 shows that among Ivy

League institutions the categories entitled ‘articles and abstracts related to academic re-

search’ and ‘related to research ethics’ are relatively sizeable. This may be expected due

to the research-intensive nature of these institutions, but equally their inclusion is a

surprise as neither category directly or indirectly informs the institutional policy or

practices aimed at enhancing employability. Both these categories cannot be ignored as

they have genuinely emerged from the research process, but are misnomers.

Discussion

We have principally based our discussion on our content data analysis and additional

comments from recent graduates in the hope that they may collectively reveal something

of the international, national and institutional-wide employability discourse in higher edu-

cation. With respect to the high frequency of UK-based HEIs that cite employability strat-

egies and policy statements (Figs. 3, 5, 6 and 7), we acknowledge that these results are not

unexpected due to the recent government recommendations that HEIs produce some

form of employability strategy which is made available to their students:

82. Research shows that 69% of UK institutions have a strategy for enhancing student

employability, and calls for all institutions to incorporate an employability strategy

into their development process to ensure all students have the opportunity to

access a common level of employability skills.

87. Since 2010 HEIs have been required to produce a public statement outlining what

they do to promote employability. This statement forms part of the unistats

website which hosts the KIS.

BIS (2014)

Fig. 9 Categories represented among Russell Group HEIs
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Such strategies mean that HEIs can be held accountable by their students and gov-

ernment agendas, pushing responsibility for graduate employability firmly onto the

HEIs, with employability very much viewed in this case as a performative function of

universities (Boden & Nedeva 2010; Blackmore & Sachs 2003; Bylsma 2015). Compara-

tively little of this is seen in the USA model (Figs. 3, 5, 6 and 7), even though students

have been required to pay tuition for their education for a longer period of time. Simi-

larly, news articles may feature more prominently among UK HEIs (Figs. 3 and 5, and

to a lesser degree, Figs. 6 and 7) as the recent introduction of tuition fees to the UK

has meant that the culture of competition has intensified. A measure of a highly

regarded HEI is its ability to secure jobs for its graduates and this is increasingly adver-

tised with headlines such as ‘Institution X secures 85% graduate jobs’. In the UK, there

is currently a culture of league table overload as HEIs face increasing pressure to high-

light those statistics that show them at their best (Salmi & Saroyan 2007). Having said

as much, ten years ago there were on-going questions around the usefulness of league

table results as consumer information and how much such data influenced choices re-

lated to what to study and where to study it (Hazelkorn 2007). However, when asked

about this, UK-based recent graduates’ comments reflected positivity towards the publi-

cation of such data and the importance of league tables in helping them make decisions

about what and where to study, based on the strength of statistical evidence:

R(UK): They show employability like how many people are likely to get into a job

and the success rate of people getting into certain types of jobs. And then like my

uni broke it down like to say like with psychology they say like 80% of people are

working 6 months after uni. Then when I actually went and started university they

said oh 20% of those 80% are actually in psychology related jobs, others are in these

types of jobs so it’s quite good at showing you.

A(UK): I think that it’s good on league tables you can make it course specific so of

these certain universities, like the Russell group ones they have specific courses that are

good at those unis, but mines not a Russell group uni but my course specifically is

really good at that uni and that obviously shows on the league table. When you look at

all the event management degrees across the country it’s one of the best, but if you look

at my uni’s position in the whole table it’s not as high as it is there so I think that’s

important.

League tables are representative of a shifting relationship between higher education

and students that has become more transactional, founded on consumerist values with

practices being increasingly borrowed from the corporate world (Tomlinson 2016). Stu-

dents want to know what a degree from a particular institution is worth and institu-

tions are keen to point this out. Employability has become an investment project, with

the measure of success being about how well an individual can match their human cap-

ital profile to the labour market demands, which are increasingly difficult to gauge

(Tholen 2015). This also means that a longer-term view is less possible than one that is

expectant of immediate results. Graduate employment statistics appear to be less news-

worthy in the USA according to participant D. This may be a response to a more

institution-based, less policy-orientated approach to employability, and perhaps a differ-

ent set of expectations among students who perceive that universities just get on with
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the task of creating opportunities that enhance one’s employment prospects without

drawing attention to themselves.

D(USA): There was a strong purposeful engagement with industry and from mixers

to job conventions… So the statistic given here in this figure on news features that

advertise the employment record, I think in the US, I feel that my experience has led

me to believe that employability isn’t a news worthy event. It is something that is

understood by students going into university that there’s a course and a team that

focus on ensuring that the best opportunities for students of that university will get

opportunities … whether that’s mixers and networking events every couple of months

or whether it’s dropping in for career fairs or interview prep, learning how to get into

industry, strategizing and there are specialists in the university who can help you there.

An increase in extra-curricular initiatives in UK-based HEIs may be attributed to the

introduction of the higher education achievement report (HEAR). The HEAR called

upon students to record their participation in extra- and co-curricular activities, work

experiences, voluntary work, enterprise initiatives, positions held within clubs and soci-

eties, etc., enabling them to articulate their skills development and capabilities. Figures

3, 5 and 6 show how the categories of internships and work experience and awards and

schemes feature highly among UK HEIs. The only anomaly is in Fig. 7 where one HEI

from the USA features internships and work experience, but there are no examples

from the UK. Enterprise education is especially interesting here as entrepreneurship, as

portrayed through internships and award schemes, has become critical in a global

economy, and is seen as being at the heart of national economic growth. It is suggested

that it is driven by policy and remains a mostly novel approach to graduate develop-

ment (Henry 2013). The take-up of these activities has proved beneficial and, according

to recent research, students and graduates themselves feel that they gain most from

work experience opportunities than from any other type of employability strategy

(Kinash et al. 2016). Recent research suggests that the international experiences which

students engage with while in higher education, for example study abroad schemes,

international volunteer work and international internships, better prepare them for the

world of work (Crossman & Clarke 2010). Many HEIs are also developing award

schemes to promote extra-curricular employment and life-wide learning (Jackson

2011). Jackson stipulates that, even though these schemes seem to be supporting stu-

dents, they are usually bolted on to the curriculum rather than being integrated within

it, which means that employability is increasingly separate from students’ academic de-

velopment. In the UK there seems to be an increasing push towards identifying explicit

activities and opportunities through which students develop their employability; these

extra- and co-curricular activities help students further appreciate and articulate their

development in this area. Many universities in the UK-based recent graduates:

M(UK): My uni was based in the north so I did a placement year last year so a lot of

jobs were available in the north. If you wanted anything in the south you were on

your own with that so that’s where I’d say it was a disadvantage. But they had a lot of

university placements that were paid. I know a lot of people who did those kinds of

things because it was convenient to work in the university.
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These opportunities are necessary for students and HEIs alike, as they are reciprocal, with

students gaining valuable employability skills while still at university (Higson 2012); accord-

ing to Helyer & Lee (2014), ‘graduates will need to distinguish themselves by strategically

using the experiential learning they gain from in-course workplace experiences if they wish

to be considered by graduate recruiters’ (p.351). Similarly, having their graduates in graduate

jobs boosts the HEIs’ profile and potentially increases their numbers of students. We are ef-

fectively being called upon to imagine a different notion of curriculum, which perhaps in-

cludes social engagement and experiential learning (Millican 2014). According to Speight et

al. (2013, p.124), ‘there is no need to contest the curriculum if it is understood as a learning

space without a beginning or end, and if all learning within higher education is seen as prep-

aration for varied and unknown futures’. A broader description of this learning space en-

compasses work experience, enterprise education, in-service learning, career management

(with support from a careers unit) (Rae 2007), inclusive education and volunteering.

When interviewed, one of the UK-educated recent graduates commented that careers

services do indeed take on a substantial responsibility for preparing students to enter

the jobs market:

R(UK): Careers related service, I agree with that one again. I think mine was quite

good. They helped you even if you were in uni and wanted to send out CVs for

things like internships in the summer, summer placements, or to even just sort your

CV out or anything. They were quite good like that.

By and large, the efforts put in by such units are appreciated by recent graduates as is

reflected in the UK data especially (Figs. 3, 5, 6, 7 and 9). The current approach taken by

careers units is itself more rigorous and sophisticated than the gentle nudging towards fill-

ing holes reported on by Brown et al. (2003). Having said as much, a problem with relying

on careers services to do this work (if unsupported) is that they are often managed within

separate structures, resulting in an intense, but fragmented, approach to employability

provision (Rae 2007). Perhaps the nature of responsibility ought to be redefined and in-

stead, if we take engagement as a measure of success rather than employment, then the

amount of pressure and expectation currently levelled at careers service units would no

doubt reduce (Farenga & Quinlan 2016). Participant S, from a USA HEI commented on a

more integrated approach taken by HEIs in the USA highlighting the interplay between

careers, the academic department and the employability centre and that it is the relation-

ship between all three groups that fosters graduate employability:

S(USA): It’s very decentralised. There isn’t, like there’s a careers centre and then there’s

the team that does employability and then there’s also the department itself. And they

all have different resources. And so, in many ways most students look at all of them,

but only really care about some of them. If I didn’t know that I would be surprised

because, again the universities that I was part of had a strong presence of trying to get

good opportunities for their students. Largely in my opinion because they want that

cycle to continue of their ranking and prestige and more students come in.

The suggestion is that employability preparation in the USA is more implicit and

subsumed than is the case for the UK. Figures 4, 5, 6 and 7 show two categories where
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the frequency of webpages is greater for the USA than for the UK – support for dis-

abled and/or disadvantaged students and community-campus relationships. Consider-

ing the former category, it is important to stress the different type of social model of

disability used in the USA as compared with the UK. Harlan Hahn (1988), an American

activist and leading authority on disability rights, was influential in creating a model

which is socio-political in nature and inclusive, as it simultaneously focuses on the

minority-group model. In the USA, inclusivity and equality of access are entwined in

accordance with Section 504 – part of the rehabilitation act of 1973, which states that

if an educational opportunity is available to any student then it must also be made

available to students with disabilities (Aune 1998; Jarrow 1993). A policy framework is

already currently in place that needs to be enacted by HEIs and means that, in effect,

there is an emphasis on the broader, social context of higher education in the USA that

enables students with disabilities and disadvantaged students to feel supported. It is

also worth mentioning vocational/transitional assessment here (Fig. 4) as it is closely

aligned with disability policies in the USA. This aspect of employability is mostly uti-

lised by secondary schools rather than higher education in the USA and serves as a

mechanism to ensure that students, especially those with disabilities, are aware of the

opportunities open to them beyond post compulsory education. The Individuals with

Disabilities Education Act of 1997 (IDEA) has meant that secondary schools are obliged

to engage with transition planning (Condon and Callahan 2008), although the limited

number of examples suggest that transition/vocational planning has also started featur-

ing in higher education.

With respect to USA-based community-campus relationships, unpaid internships and

volunteer work are heavily weighted by potential employers (The Chronicle, 2012); this

may account for the fact that funding was made available in the USA through several

federal programmes to fuel this initiative. HEIs in the USA have adopted community-

campus partnerships as a constructive mechanism through which their students are

able to develop employability skills and serve their community (Pasque et al. 2005).

These partnerships are based on promoting a broad sense of civic responsibility in

higher education through in-service learning – often considered a central part of the

mission of USA higher education – and are viewed as positive, win-win situations

(Bringle & Hatcher, 2002). One of the participants from the USA commented upon the

value of these community-campus relationships:

T(USA): Yeah that’s right … I guess the set up was the same. If anything I would

dispute the numbers you’ve come up with. In the states, or at least in my university

it’s a really big thing, cos we have campuses, and people are like really keen to get

involved, mostly because they want to have something good to put on their resume

… everyone’s a winner – you because you did something worthwhile, the community

that benefited from you giving your time and the university as it didn’t have to do

anything much – it’s an organic process that makes the university look like it

supported the opportunity.

As student T implies, in-service learning is recognised as a values-based approach

that augments employability skills and capabilities developed elsewhere in the curricu-

lum (Kinash et al. 2016). The perspective offered by participant T is contrasted with
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the experience of participant H who studied at a UK-based HEI, and who was less fa-

miliar with community-campus partnerships:

H(UK): It says that there’s no campus community relationship in the UK. I would

agree with that to a certain extent as I don’t feel there’s, that we don’t have many ties

to the community. But at the same time my uni is the centre of and is a massive part

of the town itself. So even though I may not see it, I think there are links with the

town. I might not necessarily have that much of an insight into it.

In relation to Figs. 8 and 9, the categories mentioned may feature within the strategic

frameworks and various mechanisms that support employability, but they were not rep-

resented by the first five pages downloaded, meaning that they were given less priority

by the institutional intranet and subsequently the internet. A subtle difference can be

drawn out here between the Russell Group and Ivy League institutions regarding how

these HEIs represent themselves and what they focus on in terms of the employability

agenda. This could be attributed to higher education being heavily regulated due to the

public funding that is behind student loans, as is the case for the UK compared with

self-governing HEIs, and as is the case for the USA mentioned earlier. Additionally, the

web pages of Ivy League institutions do not immediately address the direct preparation

of their students before they enter the job market. Earlier evidence from the USA indi-

cates that students themselves attach importance to the profile of the HEI they gradu-

ate from (Tomlinson, 2008), which may reflect the belief among Ivy League institutions

that it is unnecessary to draw attention to their employability statistics – elite HEIs use

their institutional reputations to support their graduates in finding good jobs; networks

and alumni are vital for these institutions (Brown et al. 2003). Participant AK has also

spoken about elite education in the USA and how a different set of values and ambi-

tions drive employability:

AK(USA): Ivy League doesn’t go for hard sell, it doesn’t need to. The alumnis might

have partnerships and people can gain opportunities if I want to go into the arts and

sciences. This is where I think most of that information is in the departments… For

example when I was applying I found most of that information in the departments. We

have so and so. When I was applying I didn’t go to careers websites ... I feel looking at

this, that there is a disadvantage in the UK, they’re not at as competitive a level as the

US in terms of the employability. And it also makes sense because sometimes of the

pool of students coming into university, that makes a difference as well.

The institutional reputation has leverage among employers; a more recent survey

conducted in the USA suggested that employers themselves weight the brand reputa-

tion of the HEI when assessing potential employees (The Chronicle 2012). The implica-

tion here is that more recent notions around graduate identity (Holmes 2001;

Valenzuela 2013) based on the institutional identity, are beginning to replace universal

graduate transferable skills and competencies, so that employability preparedness is in-

stitutionally rather than disciplinarily aligned. By focusing on specific aspects of em-

ployability, the data suggests that more middle-ranked HEIs are also beginning to

develop an institutional brand and generate employability capital through their focus
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on employability, mainly by offering work placements, volunteer engagement pro-

grammes and directed support through their careers service.

Methodological limitations

We acknowledge that there are methodological limitations to the research we have car-

ried out. Firstly, there is an issue of validity in using institutional webpages featuring

employability rather than consulting the webpages devoted to employability. As has

been mentioned earlier, the deliberate attempt was made to access and explore the hid-

den, implicit discourse rather than that which was exhibited and explicit in a bid to

seek a more authentic discourse, not necessarily the one the institution aspired to cre-

ate. Secondly, the data provides a snapshot in time rather than the whole picture. As

has been mentioned earlier, websites are designed to be fluid which is why we consid-

ered more than one webpage in an attempt to construct a more robust story around

the discourse the internet was revealing and asked for comment from recent graduates.

This has not been achieved in its entirety – ideally a greater number of HEIs ought to

have been targeted, webpages considered and especially recent graduates asked for

comment. Even though attempts were made to recruit recent graduates to take part in

this research, the numbers that volunteered were fewer than anticipated. Therefore we

acknowledge that their commentary does not provide a definitive validation of our find-

ings, but some appreciation of whether there are similarities in the discourse coming

from higher education and the experiences of students. Thirdly, the international com-

parison is only between two countries. As both speak the same language and share

similar values and traditions, we felt they provided us with a natural comparison. How-

ever, the inclusion of a country like China or India might have added a richer dimen-

sion to the findings.

Concluding remarks

Having used the internet to conduct content text analysis, inserting our findings into a

MIT SIMILE software package to visualise the data sets and seeking comments from

recent graduates to verify our initial findings, it has been possible to attain an initial

idea of the actual employability discourse within higher education in the UK and USA.

Our findings seem to resonate with this idea that the employability discourse within

higher education is dynamic and continually shifting (Boden and Nedeva 2010). There

are some differences in emphasis among the two national contexts and the HEIs them-

selves; this is to be expected. The findings suggest that, in the UK, the broad discourse

centres around government policies, which have a significant impact upon how em-

ployability discourse is presented and targeted preparation for employment, namely

through career management and bolted-on activities. In the USA, findings reveal that

the broad discourse is centred on the institutional vision, whereby HEIs adhere to their

own institutional brand in terms of who they attract, what facilities they offer and what

expertise they have, and social inclusion which incorporates policies around support for

disabled and disadvantaged students. Findings from both contexts suggest a steer to-

wards a neoliberal ideology with employability for employment being at the heart of it.

Recent research reflects these findings and points to HEIs becoming more entrepre-

neurial and customer-focused, especially those in Anglophone countries (Kalfa & Taksa

2015). We would argue that the employability agenda, as informed by global events
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and government ideologies, impacts upon higher education rather than higher educa-

tion setting and controlling the employability agenda, and this is a key shift in deter-

mining the direction, context and content of the discourse. To follow on from this, it

would be helpful to compare the discourse that has been revealed through our findings

with that proposed by institutional managers and determine where the gap lies between

the two. An unsuccessful attempt was made to do this, but there would be value in

attaining such a perspective.

Having considered the findings and the direction of travel regarding the employability

discourse, it is also worth mentioning the widening divide between employability (for

employment) and curriculum (to enhance academic performance). Curriculum has al-

ways been purported as transformational, whereas the current employability discourse

signifies transaction. Our findings suggest that academic learning and employability no

longer complement one another and that within higher education, both in the UK and

USA, the two are functionally different. The discourse around employability is broader

and no longer merely about the development of soft or transferable skills that can be

integrated and embedded into the curriculum (for example Drummond et al. 1998;

Fallows & Steven 2000); a narrow view brings limitations as, by focusing on transferable

skills, social and cultural capital – key determinants in the development of employabil-

ity – are ignored (Wilton 2011). In relation to this, it would be useful to take a closer

look at the employability strategies of all the HEIs featured in this piece of research to

establish how employability preparedness is expected to occur within and outside the

curriculum and how closely the strategies align with, or enhance, academic learning.

As an end note we would add that previous research (Moore & Morton 2015) and

this current study concur that there is satisfaction among recent graduates both in the

UK and in the USA. There is appreciation for what HEIs do for their students and the

efforts that have been made in supporting graduate employability; no doubt higher edu-

cation is experiencing some difficulty in pinning down exactly what is meant by the

employability discourse and in determining its direction – the shifting landscape adds

to the difficulty, but it has taken up this challenge with aplomb.

Endnotes
1Data visualisation tool designed and developed at Massachusetts Institute of Technology
2https://www.thecompleteuniversityguide.co.uk/league-tables/rankingshttps://www.us-

news.com/best-colleges/rankings/national-universities
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