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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The correlation between work experience and entering graduate level employment or further study
after graduation is well documented, but many students choose not to undertake work experience
or a placement during their time at university. This project aims to investigate the reasons behind
this and to understand the perceived benefits and difficulties that students associate with doing
work experience or a placement during university.
This report outlines the methodology, presents an analysis of the data, produces a summary of
findings and makes recommendations for higher education institutions to encourage and enable
more students to undertake work experience whilst at university.

The Survey
An online survey was open for two weeks in June and was made available to all Cardiff University
students (except final year students) via Cardiff University Student Communications. A subset of
students was recruited to take part in semi-structured interviews.
Key findings from the online survey include:






Students do want work experience but many do not have it. This finding influenced the
focus of the semi-structured interviews; the original question, ‘Why don’t students want
work experience?’ appears to be flawed. Perhaps the better question is: ‘Why aren’t
students undertaking work experience?
Students lack in confidence when searching and applying for work experience, and they are
looking for more support in the application process.
Contrary to predictions prior to the research, a busy academic schedule is not a barrier for
many students.
Attitudes towards voluntary work and how it compares to paid work experience varies
greatly by student.

Key Themes
From these findings we highlighted some key themes and based the focus of the semi-structured
interviews on these themes:






Student confidence
An awareness of available resources
A lack of knowledge about the application process
Practical constraints that stop students from doing work experience
The perceived value of voluntary work compared with paid work experience

Semi-structured Interviews
The semi-structured interviews provided a better understanding of students’ attitudes towards work
experience. Key findings include:





A lack of understanding about the definition of work experience .
The understood benefits of work experience do not outweigh the challenge of finding and
applying for an opportunity.
Those students who had a career aim post-graduation were more confident in making
applications than those who didn’t.
A lack of knowledge about support and resources available to students from Careers and
Employability and about the skill and expertise of careers staff.
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Conclusions


Students want to complete work experience whilst studying, but it seems that the perceived
benefits of work experience do not outweigh the challenge of finding and applying for an
opportunity.



Perceptions of what counts as work experience vary. Some students don’t value their
previous work as ‘work experience,’ even though they have gained skills and knowledge.



Results from both the online survey and the semi-structured interviews confirmed our
predictions that practical constraints on doing a placement include funding,
accommodation, flexibility and caring responsibilities.

Hope Francis
Megan Jenkins
September 2019

3

Contents
Title Page................................................................................................................................................................1
Executive Summary ................................................................................................................................................ 2
1.

Introduction ................................................................................................................................................... 5

2.

Background .................................................................................................................................................... 5

3.

Methodology.................................................................................................................................................. 6

4.

3.1.

Online Survey....................................................................................................................................... 6

3.2.

Semi-Structured Interviews ................................................................................................................. 7

Results – Online Survey .................................................................................................................................. 7
4.1.

Questions 1 and 2 ................................................................................................................................ 7

4.2.

Student Confidence Levels .................................................................................................................. 8

4.3.

Practical Constraints .......................................................................................................................... 10

4.4.

Other Interesting Findings ................................................................................................................. 12

5.

Emerging Themes ........................................................................................................................................ 14

6.

Results – Semi-Structured Interviews .......................................................................................................... 14

7.

6.1.

The Interviewees ............................................................................................................................... 14

6.2.

Interview Findings ............................................................................................................................. 14

6.3.

Student Perceptions of the Application Process for Work Experience as a Barrier .......................... 15

6.4.

Plans Post-Graduation ....................................................................................................................... 15

6.5.

Awareness of Resources and Suggestions for Future Resources ...................................................... 16

6.6.

Voluntary Work ................................................................................................................................. 16

6.7.

Cardiff Award ..................................................................................................................................... 17

6.8.

Additional Findings ............................................................................................................................ 18

Conclusions .................................................................................................................................................. 19
7.1.

Summary of Findings ......................................................................................................................... 19

8. Recommendations ......................................................................................................................................... 19

9.

8.1.

For Students ...................................................................................................................................... 19

8.2.

For Cardiff University Specifically ....................................................................................................... 19

8.3.

For Higher Education Institutions ...................................................................................................... 20

8.4.

Future Research ................................................................................................................................. 20

8.5.

Research Limitations ......................................................................................................................... 20

References ................................................................................................................................................... 21

10. Appendices ................................................................................................................................................... 22
10.1.

Questionnaire Survey ........................................................................................................................ 22

10.2.

Consent Form .................................................................................................................................... 28

10.3.

Information Sheet .............................................................................................................................. 31

10.4.

Prompt Questions .............................................................................................................................. 33

4

1. INTRODUCTION
The correlation between work experience and entering graduate level employment or further study
after graduation is well documented, but many students choose not to undertake work experience
or a placement during their time at university. This project aims to investigate the reasons behind
this and to understand the perceived benefits and difficulties they associate with it. This report
outlines the methodology, presents an analysis of the data, produces a summary of findings and
makes recommendations for higher education institutions to encourage and enable more students
to undertake work experience whilst at university.

2. BACKGROUND
2.1. There is strong evidence to suggest that placements and work experience are extremely
valuable to students, both in terms of their academic performance and their employability.
The Wilson Review (2012) highlights the importance of employability skills to alleviate
barriers to employment for graduates and to improve graduate employment prospects. The
review emphasises the message that employers have shared for decades: ‘Graduates of
today just don’t have the necessary skills to meet the business of today.’ (Wilson Review,
2012). This project will investigate how current students can this can break this cycle.
2.2. Over a third of graduate recruiters who took part in recent research (High Fliers, 2019)
repeated their warnings from previous years that graduates who have no previous work
experience are unlikely to be successful during the selection process for their graduate
programmes. It is vital therefore that students are encouraged to take part in some form of
work experience during their time at University to ensure their success at gaining graduate
employment.
2.3. Cardiff University has set ambitious targets for all subjects to be in the top 25% of the Times
Good University Guide subject league tables by 2023, and graduate employment forms part
of the league table criteria. The University also aims for at least 50% of its undergraduate
students to undertake work experience as part of their studies by 2023. This figure is
currently at 43%, and the University is undertaking a review to understand how this can be
increased. At Cardiff University, the Careers and Employability Service has found that
although a wide range of work experience opportunities are available, students are not
taking advantage of these opportunities despite significant marketing campaigns and
encouragement from many directions.
2.4. Feedback from students who have completed work experience at Cardiff University is
positive: the Cardiff University Placement Learning Survey (2018), completed by all students
who completed work experience as part of their degree programme, reported that 100% of
students consider that their placement has enabled them to develop skills that will be useful
in future employment. However, areas for improvement highlighted for Schools included
additional preparation for students before placement, and additional help in finding a
placement.
2.5. Research by the Department of Education (2017) found that 70% of graduates made use of
universities’ careers information and guidance services, either while studying or after
graduation. Reasons for the remaining 30% not using the Careers Service were cited as a lack
of awareness of the resources, a belief that it was not necessary as students already knew
their future career path, or a feeling that the Careers Service could not cater to their specific
needs. In addition to this, careers staff at Cardiff University suspect that there are additional
barriers to undertaking work experience and the project aims to understand if this is the
case.
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Online survey

A survey was designed by Megan Jenkins, Deputy Head of Careers and Employability, in
collaboration with the University Dean for Employability, Placement leads in academic Schools,
the Careers Service Work Experience Team and the School of Social Sciences.
The questionnaire was divided into five sections:
1. Perceptions of work experience

How students value work experience, the costs
and benefits of work experience

2. How work experience fits into student
life

Finding time for work experience, applying for
work experience, voluntary work

3. Year-long placements

Reasons for and against year-long placements

4. Time spent abroad during university

Reasons for and against spending time studying
and working abroad whilst at university

5. How work experience fits into your
future plans

Students’ aims post-graduation, how this will
affect their decision about work experience
now

It was distributed to all Cardiff University students (except for finalists) in June 2019. The
survey was open for two weeks.
Responses were recorded on a five-point Likert scale, where students could answer ‘Strongly
Agree,’ ‘Agree,’ ‘Neither Agree nor Disagree,’ ‘Disagree’ or ‘Strongly Disagree.’ (Appendix
8.1)
There was one final free-text question: ‘What is the one key thing that would make a
difference to you in deciding whether or not to do work experience whilst at Cardiff
University?’ and students were invited to add any additional information here.
Students were also asked whether they would like to be selected for a follow-up interview.
Before starting the questionnaire, the Cardiff University definition of work experience was
provided for survey participants to ensure clarity of responses. For the purpose of this
survey, work experience is defined as an experience that:





is supported by Cardiff University (i.e. the placement is only available to you because you are
a student at Cardiff, or you have received support from Cardiff University to find or prepare
for a placement)
includes an element of externality (i.e. you are required to engage with an organisation
external to the University or undertake an activity external to your programme of study)
Has involved a commitment of at least 35 hours (in one chunk or over a period of time).
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Ethical approval
The survey was granted ethical approval by the Ethics Committee in the School of Law and Politics
and was conducted according to the guidelines and recommendations of that committee. Students
were made aware that they could withdraw from the study at any time and have their survey
answers removed from the database. A full copy of the survey can be found in Appendix 10.2.

3.2.

Semi-structured interviews

To consolidate and increase understanding about students’ attitudes towards work experience,
follow-up interviews were conducted with a subset of survey respondents. They were carried out
over three days by the research student, with staff from Careers and Employability in attendance on
two occasions to gain an insight into students’ attitudes.
The interviews lasted around 40 minutes each and were conducted in a quiet room in the Careers
and Employability offices. Students read through and understood the consent form and information
sheet (reproduced in Appendices 10.2 and 10.3 respectively). Students were paid £10 for their time.
All students gave consent to the interviews being recorded.

4. RESULTS – ONLINE SURVEY
99 students responded to the questionnaire. This is <1% of the student population. The following
charts highlight some of the findings:

4.1.

Questions 1 and 2

Figure 1: Given the definition above,
have you undertaken work experience
whilst at university?

Figure 2: Given the definition above,
would you like to do work experience
whilst at university?

Figures 1 and 2 demonstrate the significant difference between the proportion of students who
want work experience compared to students who have already completed work experience. A total
of 94% of respondents would like to complete work experience whilst at university, but only 42% of
them had actually undertaken it at the time of taking the survey.
This revealed an important finding which influenced the focus of the semi-structured interviews; the
original question, ‘Why don’t students want work experience?’ appears to be flawed – students
clearly want work experience (Figure 2 above). Perhaps the better question is: ‘Why aren’t students
undertaking work experience?’
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4.2.

Student confidence levels

60% of students agree or strongly agree with the statement ‘The prospect of work experience is
daunting,’ supporting the idea that students are struggling with gaining the confidence to start their
career journey. We wanted to find out what was daunting to students and we explored this in the
semi-structured interview focusing on areas such as the application process, the interview process
and the concept of starting in a new workplace.
In addition to this, we analysed the answer to this question by splitting responses by how students
had answered question one, ‘Have you undertaken work experience whilst at university?’ (Figure 3).
Figure 3: The prospect of work experience is daunting (split by wh ether or not the
students have already had work experience0
60.00%
50.00%
40.00%
30.00%
20.00%
10.00%
0.00%
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither agree nor
disagree

Work Experience

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

No Work Experience

As one might expect, students who have not done work experience are more likely (by 30%) to find
the prospect of work experience daunting, thus confirming the hypothesis that once a student has
completed work experience, he/she has the confidence to apply again. Surprisingly, 42% of students
who have done work experience in the past still find it the prospect of it daunting.
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Figure 4: I feel confident about applying for work experience

The responses in Figure 4 are quite evenly split, not showing a clear consensus on whether students
are confident applying for work experience. As 40% of people answered that they had completed
work experience in Figure 1, it could be assumed that these students would be confident in applying,
whereas those yet to have work experience might be lacking in confidence.

Figure 5: I feel confident about applying for work experience (split by whether
or not a student has had work experience)

Figure 5 confirms that confidence in applying for work experience is largely lacking for students who
haven’t yet completed work experience, with 49% selecting disagree or strongly disagree with the
statement ‘I feel confident about applying for work experience.’ It is perhaps surprising that so many
students who have no work experience agreed that they are confident in applying; this might be
false confidence, or perhaps students are choosing not to do work experience for other reasons.
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4.3.

Practical constraints

Figure 6: It’s too much effort to find work experience

The most common response for the question ‘It’s too much effort to find work experience,’ was
‘neither agree nor disagree’. This was surprising, given that anecdotally, so many students say they
feel that getting work experience is too much effort.
These are some possible reasons for the way this question was answered:
a) students didn’t like the wording of the question, perhaps objecting to the word ‘effort’,
b) students who haven’t yet looked for work experience aren’t sure of the level of effort
required to find work experience. A total of 35% of students either agree or strongly agree,
which gives reasonable grounds to assume that this is an important factor for some students
in applying for work experience.
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Figure 7: I am too busy with my academic studies to do work
experience

Interestingly, 42% of students disagree or strongly disagree with the statement ‘I am too busy with
my academic studies to do work experience.’ Figure 7 contradicts our initial expectation that this
would be a reason that students haven’t done work experience. This topic was developed further in
the follow up interviews in chapter 6.
Figure 8: I’d like to do work experience but don’t know how to get it

Despite a variety of services available at Cardiff University from the Careers and Employability
Service and from academic Schools, 51% of students don’t know how to get work experience. This
could be down to a lack of awareness of the resources, or lack of looking. Methods of improving the
promotion of services available from Careers and Employability were investigated in the semistructured interviews (6.4).
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Figure 9: I’d like to do work experience, but I don’t know how to get it, (dependent
on whether the student has completed work experience)
60.00%
50.00%
40.00%
30.00%
20.00%
10.00%
0.00%
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither agree nor
disagree

Work Experience

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

No Work Experience

Students who have not completed work experience are more likely to agree with the statement ‘I’d
like to do work experience, but I don’t know how to get it.’ This lack of awareness of how to find
work experience may be one of the barriers that students are facing. It is also noteworthy in Figure 9
that 38% of students who have already done work experience, are still having difficulty searching for
it. 1

4.4.

Other interesting findings

Figure 10: Voluntary work will look as good on my CV as work experience

50.00%
45.00%
40.00%
35.00%
30.00%
25.00%
20.00%
15.00%
10.00%
5.00%
0.00%
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither agree nor
disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

1

At Cardiff University there are two models for students gaining work experience: ‘allocate’ and ‘apply.’ In the ‘allocate’
model, students are required to compete compulsory placements as a component of their course, which the University
organises. This is in place for the majority of healthcare courses. In the ‘apply’ model, students are responsible for sourcing
their own work experience, and the University will offer appropriate support if necessary. In the ‘apply’ model, students
must search and apply for work experience, which should give them confidence to repeat this process post-graduation.
However, for students who have only experienced the ‘allocate’ model, their knowledge of searching and applying for jobs
will be significantly weaker than their peers, and problems could arise post-graduation for these students.
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Overall, 74% of students agree or strongly agree with the statement ‘Voluntary work will look as
good on my CV as work experience.’ Employers in varying fields require different levels of voluntary
work post-graduation and students will value this type of work accordingly. For example, in nursing
and healthcare careers, entry-level jobs view voluntary work as almost compulsory in order to be
successful. Courses such as nursing require students to take part in a minimum number of hours
during university, in order to meet this standard. In this case, ‘voluntary’ (i.e. unpaid) work
experience is extremely valuable to the students, possibly more so than paid work at this point in
their career.
Figure 11: I would rather wait until after I graduate to get work experience
45.00%
40.00%
35.00%
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5.00%
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Neither agree nor
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Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Students generally would like to undertake work experience before they graduate, with 74%
selecting disagree or strongly disagree to the statement ‘I would rather wait until after I graduate to
get work experience,’ in Figure 11. This backs up the findings from Figure 2, of the fact that a lack of
interest in work experience is not the problem, but there are other barriers that restrict students

Figure 12: Work experience will help me decide what to do in the future
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No students disagree with the statement ‘Work experience will help me decide what to do in the
future,’ showing that they know that work experience is valuable for their career planning and
decision making. When comparing these results with Figure 6, where only 26% of students disagree
or strongly disagree with the statement ‘It’s too much effort to find work experience,’ it seems that
the perceived benefits of work experience do not outweigh the challenge of finding and applying
for an opportunity.

5. EMERGING THEMES
The following themes emerged from the analysis of the online survey:
5.1. Students consider the application process a barrier to undertaking work experience. This is
evidenced in figures 4, 5 and 6. To explore this further during the semi-structured interviews, we
asked about students’ past experiences with the application process and how they will approach it
post-graduation (6.2).
5.2. Figures 11 and 12 offer insights into students’ attitudes towards their future and how they
should approach work experience. Further questions regarding students’ career plans and attitudes
towards the graduate labour market were asked in follow-up interviews to gain a deeper
understanding on this topic (6.3).
5.3. Analysis suggests that students are not aware of relevant services available at Cardiff
University. Interviewees were asked about their awareness of the services and if they had made us
of any of these services in the past (6.4).

6. RESULTS – SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS
The themes outlined above shaped the questions for the follow-up interviews. We noted year,
course and past work experience in case this provided an additional insight (6.1). Furthermore, a
section of the semi-structured interview was based around the Cardiff Award because all of the
themes that emerged related to reasons for the creation of the employability award.

6.1.

The interviewees

The initial aim was to have two participants from each School for this part of the research - one who
had completed work experience, one who had not. This was not possible because of the response
rate to the survey (only 99 responses in total). Consequently, eleven students from nine different
schools were interviewed, with six stating they had done work experience and five stating that they
had not.
Four of the interviewees have completed their first year, six are in their penultimate year, and one is
a postgraduate.

6.2.

Interview findings

Of the eleven students that were interviewed, six had stated in the online survey that they hadn’t
done work experience. However, when asked in the follow-up interviews, it became clear that five of
the six had completed work experience. We thought the reasons for this might be a) our definition
of work experience at the beginning of the online survey was unclear, b) students do not value parttime work as valid work experience. This might be something to consider in any future study.
As a result of this, the students who agreed to be interviewed were all very engaged and aware of
the competitiveness of the labour market, thus limiting our findings in terms of exploring barriers to
work experience.
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6.3.
Student perceptions of the application process for work experience as a
barrier
There were mixed opinions as to whether the application process posed a barrier for students. Some
students felt it was too long and unnecessary and would deter students from applying2, while others
felt it was an important part of the process that prepares them for their future in the labour market.
Around half of the interviewees had engaged with Careers & Employability regarding applications for
work experience, and these students found the advice useful in supporting them. Reasons for not
looking for support from the careers team included not being aware of it, and the student not
deeming it necessary.
The majority of students said their first source of work experience job vacancies is online jobs
boards, including the Careers and Employability Jobs Board.
One student who was interested in going into politics knew that she had to find work experience
through networking, as the opportunities that she sought are not advertised. She therefore had to
be proactive and look for them herself. This was also true for a Biomedical Science student who felt
she had to contact possible hospitals and institutions directly, as work experience is normally given
to medicine or healthcare students as compulsory placements in the allocate model outlined in 4.3,
instead of being advertised to all students. Both of these students had a different approach to work
experience as they felt they had one route to get into the field they were aiming for (Houses of
Parliament and the NHS), as opposed to completing many applications for multiple opportunities.
These two students had not seen a careers advisor when looking for work experience as they felt the
university wasn’t fully equipped to assist in these specific areas. This is a critical piece of information
for Careers and Employability because it shines the light on a lack of awareness of the skill and
expertise of staff who are trained to advise in just these areas and highlights the need for skilful
communications to the student population.
The prospect of applying for graduate jobs was outlined as a worry for some interviewees who were
concerned about the competitiveness of the graduate job market. A common opinion was that their
degree alone will not suffice, and they compared the situation unfavourably to 30 years ago where
they thought it would have been easier.

6.4.

Plans post-graduation

Students generally found the prospect of working after they graduate fairly daunting, some feeling
more ready than others. Most interviewees had at least a vague career plan, normally related to
their degree. Four of the interviewees were planning on enrolling onto a Masters, and one student
was already studying their postgraduate degree. The reasons for continued study were mainly to
further their education in their field and become better qualified, and because it was necessary to
get into the career they wanted.
Motivations to find employment after graduating included; the desire to be independent and not
live at home with parents; to be successful and earn money; to make a difference in society and help
under privileged people.
Students did not feel pressure from the University to make decisions about their future, but did feel
that the support was available if needed. Often students put pressure on themselves to be
successful and make plans for their future. The majority of interviewees mentioned the pressure
they felt from family and friends. If students were sure of their career plan, they were more likely to
2

Students were talking generally here, not specifically about any application process in Cardiff University.
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have completed relevant work experience and know what they need to do during their remaining
time at university.
Students struggled to state how their approach to the working world will differ from their parents’
approach. The question was designed to see if students were worried about the increased
competitiveness of the graduate job market, and attitudes about a ‘life-long career’ that have
changed in the last 20-30 years. A few students expressed that they need to be more proactive in
the way they search and apply for jobs, as they believe it’s a more rigorous process now. Some
mentioned that a degree has less value now, due to the increasing number of people attending
university.

6.5.

Awareness of resources and suggestions for future resources

Ten interviewees were aware of Careers and Employability with varying knowledge of what was on
offer. Most students knew about the CV and application form review tool where students can
receive feedback on their CV by submitting it via the Careers website, but only a small number had
used this. Careers fairs were also a popular answer when asked about the services available, as these
are widely advertised across the University as important events to attend.
One international student was not aware of any careers service available from the University and
stated that Google would be her first source for looking for graduate jobs and work experience. Her
opinion was that students should be independent and find work experience themselves. She has
found previous work experience though her friends.
Three out of the eleven students had made an appointment with their Careers Advisor to discuss
their current options and future. The remaining eight students had varying reasons for not visiting
their Careers Advisor. Two students said they already receive valuable careers advice from their
personal tutors and therefore have not felt the need to see someone else, especially if they are
getting advice from people who are experienced in the field they wish to go into. Two students had
already found work experience themselves, and believe the contacts made through this method
were more valuable than those the University could offer. They stated that their career path is very
specific, which they feel restricts the careers department from giving targeted advice to them, given
how broad the graduate job market is. Lack of awareness was a problem for three of these students,
but once they were told they could make an appointment with a Careers Advisor, they all agreed this
would be a valuable service. The remaining interviewee was a mature student, and she believed that
there was not a Careers Advisor that could give her advice in her specific situation. She said if there
was a tailored Careers Advisor for her, she would be interested in making an appointment, but the
way the system works at the moment doesn’t appeal to her.
When asked how Careers and Employability could best advertise their services, students often
suggested shout-outs in Freshers’ week and during lectures. Other suggestions from students
included pop-up stalls in foyers of main buildings, communication through student ambassadors and
mentors, posters and personalised emails. It is both comforting and frustrating that all of these
methods of communication are used by Careers and Employability.

6.6.

Voluntary work

We aimed to test students’ perceptions of voluntary work (Figure 10) and continued this analysis
during the follow-up interviews.
Voluntary work is considered valuable but by varying degrees depending on the student’s academic
School and career plan. One pharmacy student had volunteered since being in school and
progressed within the company she was a part of, now being a Chair of the Youth Advisory Panel on
16

Swansea Bay Health Board. She thinks this is hugely important and employers will value this highly
when she’s applying to graduate jobs. Voluntary work, in her opinion, proves that the area is
‘something that you take pride in and is something that you care about.’ However, she recognises
that the value of volunteering work does depend on the actual work completed and the skills gained
from the experience.
A politics student also had the opinion that voluntary work was necessary in order to break into paid
work, especially in her field. Most of her work experience had been unpaid, as this is primarily what
is available at entry level. She believes the skills she learnt through this will support her future
applications as much as paid work would have. In her opinion, employers will not be interested in
the pay for the job, only the importance of the work.
Students who had completed voluntary work that was not related to their potential career believed
that it would not be a valuable asset to their CV. For example, one student completed administrative
work for Jailbreak, a challenge through which students can raise money for various charity. He said it
was not relevant experience in terms of his career plan, but he would still put it on his CV.
A software engineering student is currently working on a website and developing changes with
technology within a charity. He values this work highly as it is giving him skills around his subject
area, whilst being voluntary work at the same time. The relevance of the work experience is
important to this student, as he wants to gain knowledge of the work environment in the career
area he wishes to enter post-graduation.
Another perspective that one student brought to voluntary work was that if their work is valuable,
then the employer should pay them. He thinks that voluntary work has the potential to be valuable,
but he finds it difficult to justify doing it over paid work and internships. If there were two similar
opportunities, one paid and one unpaid, then ‘it’s an easy decision to make,’ as he would choose the
paid work. This student is a law student and is aware that most of the opportunities available to him
are paid, and very competitive. However, he appreciates that other students might find more value
in voluntary work in different sectors. Some law students might benefit from completing pro-bono
work, where they undertake legal work for a charity, hospital or other non-profit organisations for
free.
6.7. Cardiff Award
Three students out of the eleven interviewed had started the process of gaining the Cardiff Award.
One of these students has a deep understanding of what the award is and the benefits of achieving
it. He said it seemed like an ‘easy added qualification,’ and that it complements the fact that he is
already doing work experience. The self-reflection component was particularly useful to him.
Although he is aware of the Cardiff Award, he believes there should be more promotion of the
Award, as he only heard of it through an Alumni talk. The remaining two were not completely clear
on the process and what they needed to do to enrol but were aware that it a valuable thing to do.
Students raised concerns about navigating the Cardiff Award website and this information has been
fed back to relevant staff.
Of those who had not yet started the Award, most believed it was volunteering work, and one had
never heard of it. After hearing about what it involved, the majority were keen to gain the Award
before they graduate, and they realised the value of the achievement, given that other graduates
from other universities may have a similar award. The idea of more promotion was welcomed by
students, and they thought it would be useful to know about in their first year. One student did not
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think she would complete the Award in her final year, as she believed her work experience is selfexplanatory, and the Award would not be a valuable asset to her CV.
The idea of changing the name of the Cardiff Award was presented to the students, and the
‘Certificate of Professional Placement’ was given as an example. There were mixed responses to this.
Seven of the eleven interviewees believed the name would make a difference, with varying levels of
impact. The attractiveness to employers of a more professional name was brought up three times,
but one student said that if ‘Cardiff Award’ was already recognised and valued by employers, then
there is no reason for it to change. However, the appeal to students was also a factor that was
considered relevant by students. Due to the low numbers of students being aware of the Award, the
name should aim to spark interest for students. Three interviewees were concerned about the name
signalling the benefits of the Award and said a change of the name would give more clarity.
When asked about the best way to promote the Award to students who are not aware, one student
said: ‘the easiest way to get it to students is through lectures.’ This was a common answer, combined
with providing information at careers fairs, sharing information via student ambassadors and emails.

6.8.

Additional Findings

One student who was studying Politics and German said in the interview that she felt she was
missing out as a joint-honours student, and she was overlooked in the way careers information has
been distributed. Careers staff across academic Schools need to look into how information is
distributed and make sure it is reaching the students who need it.
A mature student who was interviewed felt that she did not receive enough specific support that is
aimed at mature students. She suggested that there should be a Careers Advisor that has expertise
in career changes for older students who have been employed but would like to enter a different
field. In her opinion, CV and cover letter advice for students in this position is lacking, as it is
different from advice that would be given to new graduates.
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7. CONCLUSIONS
The aim of this study was to understand how students perceive work experience, and more
specifically why they choose not to take part in it despite the overwhelming evidence of its
importance in graduate employment. The limitations of this research are considered in 8.5, but in
spite of these, valuable findings and recommendations have been found to take forward in further
research.

7.1.

Summary of Findings



Students want to complete work experience whilst studying, but it seems that the perceived
benefits of work experience do not outweigh the challenge of finding and applying for an
opportunity.



Perceptions of what counts as work experience vary. Some students don’t value their
previous work as ‘work experience,’ even though they have gained skills and knowledge.



Promotion strategies that are currently in place are clearly going unnoticed by many, so new
approaches should be explored.



The most effective form for promotion cited by students we talked to is shout-outs in
lectures.



The main source for students when searching for work experience is online jobs boards.
Other online University resources are found to be difficult to navigate.



The prospect of applying for graduate jobs is worrying for a number of students, as they feel
they haven’t had enough practise in applying for jobs.



Students who have a clear career path in mind are concerned about the expertise of Careers
are Employability, and whether it will match their specific needs.



Opinions on voluntary work varies greatly between students, depending on their course and
the sector they are planning on entering.

8. RECOMMENDATIONS
8.1.



For students

Use Careers and Employability to maximise success of work experience and graduate job
applications.
Engage with course-based opportunities, volunteering and societies to build career
confidence and improve CV.

8.2. For Cardiff University specifically




Improve ease of navigation of online services, especially the Cardiff Award, so students can
quickly find the resources they are looking for.
Improve promotion of work experience and support for students.
Increase awareness of careers support available through academic Schools and professional
services.
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8.3.








For Higher Education Institutions

Encourage students throughout their university education to gain work experience, despite
other sources (academic staff, friends, family) advising otherwise.
Advertise explicitly the benefits of undertaking work experience, including increased
employability and competitiveness in the graduate labour market.
Use academic staff as much as possible, using their expertise in a specific field to their
advantage. Relay important careers information through personal tutors to access students
and relay employability messages.
Student ambassadors and student mentors should be used to engage students with the
careers department and convey the message that work experience is an important part of
university life.
Promote services through shout outs in lectures.

8.4.

Future Research

Further research into this topic and related topics could learn from the recommendations and
limitations in this report. A similar procure could be carried out, but the promotion of the survey
should be more effective in capturing students who are less engaged with the Careers and
Employability and have not done work experience, so the barriers to work experience can be
investigated further. Themes that have emerged from this project that careers services would
benefit from investigating further include: differences in attitudes towards work experience
between academic Schools, reasons for a lack of engagement between higher education institutions
and students, and how to overcome this.
Cardiff University specifically has a problem in one academic School, whereby two thirds of students
who enrol onto a 4-year sandwich course with a year in industry, transfer off this course onto a 3
year, without the year in industry. It would be useful to investigate this specific group. This may be
experienced in other academic Schools and at other institutions.
Lessons from this research mainly involve approaches towards the initial survey and attempts to
increase the survey response rate. This will greatly improve the results validity and reliability of the
results.

8.5.

3

Research Limitations



Analysis of the questionnaire highlighted improvements that could be made to the questions
for clarity. We think this may have had an impact on the way some questions were
answered.



The response rate for the survey was very low (<1%). It is likely that this was due to timing
(mid-June). In addition, any future survey could have incentives3. Had there been a
different approach to the promotion of the survey there may have been a higher response
rate and so the validity and reliability of the results would improve.



The range of students who completed the survey was limited. The majority of interviewees
had completed work experience, and this is contrary to the University figure of 43% of
undergraduate students taking work experience whilst at University

A request to operate an incentive scheme with this survey was turned down by the Surveys Steering Group
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The method of using a survey to research lack of engagement had limitations. This was of
course considered before starting the research project, but on balance it was felt that the
results would provide us with a starting point: this has been the case.



This research was based on the experiences and attitudes of the students at Cardiff
University, and the support in this institution. Careers and Employability departments will
vary between HE institutions, and to apply the findings of the study beyond this immediate
setting would be difficult. However, due to the broad nature of the research, general
recommendations can be considered by other institutions, as the attitudes of students are
similar across the country.
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10.

APPENDICES
10.1

Questionnaire Survey

What?
This is a survey of 22 questions about work experience. It should take between 3 and 5 minutes to
complete
Why?
We want to understand what is important to you about work experience and how to make it more
appealing to you, enabling you to make the most of your university experience and leave well
prepared for the next stage of your career journey.
What could I get?
5 lucky winners will be picked to take part in a Career Coaching day, with one-to-one coaching, a
personal branding session, and guidance in applying for the work experience opportunity of your
choice. The draw will take place 1 week after the survey closes.
START
Following completion of this online questionnaire, we would like to interview a random selection of
students on a one-to-one basis during the summer break – either by Skype or face-to-face. We will
pay £15 for 90 minutes of your time, or £10 for 60 minutes. Please select below whether you would
like the opportunity to be included in this. If so, please provide your name and telephone number,
along with an email address you will be accessing during the summer break.
I am interested in taking part in a paid research interview (face-to-face, in person, or via Skype) to
answer further questions about work experience.
o Yes
o No
If yes, please fill in below:
Name
Academic School Drop Down Box
Email address (that you will be accessing over the summer break)
Telephone number
Sex: M/F/Non-binary/Prefer not to say Drop Down Box

DEFINITION OF WORK EXPERIENCE
The key features of work experience for the purposes of this questionnaire are that:
 It is supported by Cardiff University (i.e. the placement is only available to you because you
are a student at Cardiff, or you have received support from Cardiff University to find or prepare
for a placement).
 It includes an element of externality (i.e. you are required to engage with an organisation
external to the University or undertake an activity external to your programme of study).
 It involves a commitment of at least 35 hours (in one chunk, or over a period of time)
Given the definition above, have you undertaken work experience whilst at university?
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o
o

Yes
No

Given the definition above, would you like to do work experience whilst at university?
o
o

Yes
No

PERCEPTIONS OF WORK EXPERIENCE
Statement 1: Work Experience is important and will be helpful to my future career.






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 2: The prospect of work experience is daunting






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 3: It’s too much effort to find work experience






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 4: I can’t apply for work experience because I don’t know what I want to do






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 5: The ideal length for a work experience placement for me would be:






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
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Statement 6: I can only do work experience if I get paid






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

HOW WORK EXPERIENCE FITS INTO STUDENT LIFE
Statement 7: I am too busy with my academic studies to do work experience






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 8: I’d like to do work experience but don’t know how to get it






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 9: I feel confident about applying for work experience






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 10: I am able to do work experience outside Cardiff






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 11: Voluntary work will look as good on my CV as work experience






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
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Statement 12: I would rather wait until after I graduate to get work experience






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

YEAR-LONG PLACEMENTS
Statement 13: I would like to have the opportunity to do a year-long placement during my degree






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 14: I don’t want to do a year-long placement because I don’t want to graduate later than
my friends/peers






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 15: I think the fees charged for a placement year represent value for money






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 16: I am happy for the assessment of a placement to contribute to my final degree.






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

TIME SPENT ABROAD DURING UNIVERSITY
Statement 17: I’d like to spend time working or studying abroad during my degree




Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
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Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 18: I’d like to spend time working or studying abroad during my degree, but language
would be a barrier for me






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 19: I’m worried that time spent working or studying abroad during university is too
expensive






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

HOW WORK EXPERIENCE FITS INTO YOUR FUTURE PLANS
Statement 20: Work experience will help me decide what to do in the future






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

Statement 21: I don’t want to directly use my degree after I graduate, so there is no point in doing
work experience whilst at University






Strongly Agree
Agree
Neither Agree nor Disagree
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

What is the one key thing that would make a difference to you in deciding whether or not to do
work experience whilst at Cardiff University?
……………………………………..
Is there anything you would like to add?
……………………………………..
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I would like to be considered for the draw to take part in a Career Coaching day, with one-to- one
coaching, a personal branding session, and guidance in applying for the work experience opportunity
of your choice. The draw will take place 1 week after the survey closes.
o
o

YES
NO

END
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10.2. Consent Form
CONSENT FORM FOR ASET SUMMER BURSARY RESEARCH 2019
TITLE OF RESEARCH: Why don’t students want work experience? An investigation and analysis
RESEARCHER: Megan Jenkins, Careers and Employability, Dafydd Evans, Maths, Prof Jason Tucker,
LawPl
CONTACT DETAILS: Careers and Employability
Student Support Centre
50 Park Place
Cardiff CF10
Email Address: jenkinsm@cardiff.ac.uk
Research Overview
The project aims to understand how undergraduate students see work experience and how it fits
into their day-to-day lives and plans for the future, and to understand why students choose not to
take part in work experience opportunities despite the overwhelming evidence of its importance in
gaining graduate employment.
What are the research questions?
1. Why undergraduate students are not applying for work experience, despite the fact that a
wide range of such opportunities are sourced and advertised by the Careers and Employability
service and Academic Schools?
2. How can undergraduate students be better encouraged to take advantage of the
opportunities for work experience offered by the University?
Who are the participants?
1. An online survey will be open to all undergraduate students.
2. Semi-structured face-to-face interviews will be conducted with 15-20 undergraduate
students.
Involvement in Research
The information and insights you share will be recorded in this research. If you agree, interviews will
be recorded in written form on a computer. Data will be stored on a registered Cardiff University
computer that will be password controlled, and will be used for research purposes only. You will
only be identified in the research if you give consent for this to happen.
The researcher intends to present and publish the research results at academic conferences and in
academic publications such as journals. The research is funded by ASET, the work-based and
placement learning association.
Interview Consent Form
I understand that my participation in this project will involve an interview about work experience
and other work-based learning activities.
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I understand that participation in this study is entirely voluntary and that I can withdraw from the
study at any time without giving a reason.
I understand that I am free to ask any questions at any time. If for any reason I experience
discomfort during participation in this project, I am free to withdraw.
I understand that my participation in this interview is anonymous and the information I provide will
be held anonymously, such that only the interviewer can trace this information back to me
individually. The data will be stored in accordance with the Data Protection Act (2018).

Please indicate whether you agree with the following statements, please initial box:
Initials
I have read and understood all the information provided, and have received adequate
time to consider all the documentation.

I have been given adequate opportunity to ask questions about the research.

I am aware of, and consent to the written and/or digital recording of my discussion
with the researcher.

I consent to the information and opinions I provide being used in the research.

Interviewee Declaration

I consent to participate in the study conducted by Megan Jenkins, Cardiff and Employability, Cardiff
University

Signature:

Print Name: ………………………………………………….

Date: …………………….

Additional Contact Information
Researcher’s Supervisor
Megan Jenkins
jenkinsm@cardif.ac.uk
Cardiff School of Law and Politics Research Ethics This project has received ethical approval from the
Committee (SREC)
Cardiff School of Law and Politics Research Ethics
Committee (SREC) on 27/06/2019 (Internal
Reference: SREC/180619/17).
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The Cardiff School of Law and Politics Research
Ethics Committee (SREC) can be contacted at:
School Research Officer
Cardiff School of Law and Politics
Cardiff University
Law Building
Museum Avenue
Cardiff CF10 3AX
Email: LAWPL-Ethics@cardiff.ac.uk
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10.3. Information Sheet
INFORMATION SHEET FOR STUDENTS TAKING PART IN SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS FOR ASET
SUMMER BURSARY RESEARCH 2019
TITLE OF RESEARCH: Why don’t students want work experience? An investigation and analysis
RESEARCHER: Megan Jenkins, Deputy Head, Careers and Employability, Cardiff University
Hope Francis, Research Student, BSc Economics
CONTACT DETAILS: Careers and Employability
Student Support Centre
50 Park Place
Cardiff CF10
Email Address: jenkinsm@cardiff.ac.uk

Who is doing the research?
Megan Jenkins, Deputy Head Careers and Employability, Hope Francis, BSc Economics,
Dr Dafydd Evans (Maths), senior sponsor Professor Jason Tucker (LawPl)
Hope Francis has been recruited as a placement student for 8 weeks over the summer to conduct
face-to-face semi-structured interviews and analyse and present the research.
What is the purpose of the research?
The project aims to understand how undergraduate students see work experience and how it fits
into their day-to-day lives and plans for the future, and to understand why students choose not to
take part in work experience opportunities despite the overwhelming evidence of its importance in
gaining graduate employment.
What are the research questions?
3.
Why are undergraduate students are not applying for work experience, despite the
fact that a wide range of such opportunities are sourced and advertised by the Careers and
Employability service and Academic Schools?
4.
How can undergraduate students be better encouraged to take advantage of the
opportunities for work experience offered by the University?
Who is being invited to participate?
Who are the participants?
1.
2.
students.

An online survey will be open to all undergraduate students.
Semi-structured face-to-face interviews will be conducted with 15-20 undergraduate

What is the type of information gathered during interviews?
Participants will be asked questions in a face-to-face setting (in person, or via Skype) about their
views and thought of work experience. Interviews will last for up to 60 minutes.
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What happens if I wish to withdraw?
You are able to withdraw your participation at any time. If you wish to withdraw from the online
survey your responses can be removed from the dataset.
Confidentiality and privacy: what will happen to my data?

Results are confidential to Cardiff University and the project team. We will be presenting
results of this research in the ASET conference in September 2019 and all data will be
anonymised

All data will be kept in accordance with the Data Protection Act 2018 and adhere to GDPR
principles.

Online survey data will be kept in a form which permits identification of data subjects until
September 2019

Contact details will be stored securely and separate from the research data for as long as we
are required to administer the research (e.g. reimburse participants, notify of prize draws). Those
participants who have expressed a wish to be contacted about future research will have their
details kept until 30 September 2020, unless explicitly stated otherwise

Audio recordings
o
Audio recordings will be kept until 30 September 2020. Where a participant may be
identifiable in a research publication (such as an attributable quote), we will seek explicit
consent.
o
Audio recordings will not be transcribed

Access will be shared with each member of the Research Team (see form) and Jane
Goodfellow, Head of Careers and Employability

Signed consent forms will be kept until 30 September 2020 or as long as the research study
data are retained in line with UK data archive guidelines
Where will data be stored?
Data will be stored in SharePoint and in accordance with Cardiff University’s Research Participants
Data Protection Notice

Researcher’s Supervisor

Additional Contact Information
Megan Jenkins
jenkinsm@cardif.ac.uk

Cardiff School of Law and Politics Research
Ethics Committee (SREC)

This project has received ethical approval from
the Cardiff School of Law and Politics Research
Ethics Committee (SREC) on 27/06/2019
(Internal Reference: SREC/180619/17).
The Cardiff School of Law and Politics Research
Ethics Committee (SREC) can be contacted at:
School Research Officer
Cardiff School of Law and Politics
Cardiff University
Law Building
Museum Avenue
Cardiff CF10 3AX
Email: LAWPL-Ethics@cardiff.ac.uk
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10.4. Prompt Questions
Question Sheet
Intro: My name is Hope, I’m working on the summer research project of ‘Why don’t students want
work experience?’ with Careers and Employability at Cardiff University. We’re looking into students'
attitudes towards work experience and the reasons why they aren’t getting it, despite the
abundance of opportunities that the university offers. Have you read through the information sheet
and consent form? Please sign the form ….. Any questions before we start? I’m going to start the
recording now.
Type of work experience wanted/Background Info – 5 mins
- Year, course
- Take me through your work experience past – in and out of university, how did you find it?
Details etc.
- Do you want to find work experience whilst you are at university?
- What is the ideal length? Would you complete it in term time or holidays? Where would it
be located? How many hours a week? Is it important for it to be paid?
- How important is it for the experience to be relevant to your degree/career path? What
level of skill would you like? Shadowing or something more substantial?
Dafydd – Big Picture – 5 mins
- Do you feel ready to enter the world of work? Is the prospect of working after you graduate
daunting?
- What is your sense of urgency, given that you are going to be working for 50 years? Does
that make you feel more or less desperate?
- Do you feel pressure to decide about your future now? Do you have a clear career path or
are you planning on playing it by ear?
- Is being successful in your career important to you? Do you feel like the first steps in your
career are important? Or will you worry about it later in life?
- Is your approach going to be different from the approach your parents had to work? Given
the political and economic climate?
After Graduating – 5 mins
- What is your career plan for after you graduate? In a particular field?
- Are you interested in continuing in higher education? Reasons for this?
- How will either of these decisions influence your decisions about work experience?
- How will you go about looking for employment?
- How will this application process differ from the work experience process? How will applying
to work experience help you?
Applying/confidence to make applications – 10 mins
- Tell me about your experience of applying to work experience, have you been successful?
What type of work experience have you applied for? Experiences with interviews? What are
the attitudes of employers in your field?
- How has the application process restricted your experience?
- What do you expect when faced with applications? How confident are you completing
applications alone?
- What support have you looked for from the university/any other sources when applying to
work experience? Elaborate
- Does the application process take too much time/work? In the way of your studies? How can
the university help you through this?
- How early would you apply for a placement/internship? What is your timescale?
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-

How many opportunities do you think you need to apply for? How many will you apply for
before giving up or reaching out to a careers adviser? Or will you go to a careers adviser first
of all?
- How do you deal with knockbacks/rejection? When do you give up?
- How much time do you want/need to put in?
- What is your first source when applying to work experience? Intranet, careers advisers,
Google etc?
- What websites/jobs boards are you aware of?
- Where do you look for help on your CV?
Voluntary Work – 5 mins
- Define – unpaid work for a third party non-profit organisation
- What is your experience with voluntary work? Is it important to you? Is it available in your
field? Does it matter that it isn’t in your field?
- How do you value voluntary work? How does it compare to paid work experience? How do
you think employers value voluntary work?
- Does it feel easier to apply for voluntary over paid work? Does an easier application process
encourage you?
Cardiff Award/Recognition – 10 mins
- What do you know about the Cardiff Award?
- If they don’t know – explain fully, making the link between work experience, reflecting on
experience and the Cardiff Award
- How could this be better advertised?
- Does this sound like something you would be interested in? Does it motivate you to do work
experience?
- If they do know but haven’t got it – Reasons? Are you planning on getting it? How did you
hear about it?
- If they have got it – Reasons? How did you hear about it? How did you find the process?
- Explain about ‘Certificate of Professional Placement’ - this can go on your enhanced
transcript
- How does the name influence you? Is it more/less appealing? More/less clarity?
- If your friends/peers had the award would you be more inclined to get it?
- Do you know the Award goes on your transcript?
- Does the fact that students from other universities with a similar award will be competing
against you in the job market motivate you?
Awareness of Resources – 10 mins
- What services does the university offer that you are aware of? What do you think we offer?
- Have you used these services? How?
- Explain about Your Career Journey, Target, Careers Advisors – Does this sound like a tool you
could use? Would it be helpful if you knew about it earlier? Will you use it in the future?
How can this be better advertised? How should the careers service explain this or advertise
this to make you feel motivated to do it?
- How would you feel supported?
- What promotion would be effective? What would you recommend we use for next year’s
students? - We can’t use email/social media, other ideas? How can we contact students
without overwhelming them? Do you use LinkedIn? Would you if the university posted
useful information?
- Do you feel you’ve made the most of the resources the university provide for you in order to
progress to your full potential in your career?
Options for Possible Resources – 5 mins
- Here are some ideas; what do you think of them?
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-

Pop ups across campus in libraries – Would you find this more accessible/interactive? Who
would you like to be on the stands?
- 2 Careers Newsletters a term instead of frequent emails – Do you receive too many emails
from Careers? Do you want more/less? What should the newsletters consist of? What
information do you want to be provided with?
- Careers hub at the Autumn Fair – Advisers/ Work experience team available to talk to
students informally in the foyer – What do you use the Careers Fairs for? Would you go if
you could get careers advice?
- Hard copy ‘What’s On’ guides with employer events in distributed at the start of term
- Rationalising the intranet content – is the intranet your first port of call? Is it clear how the
information is set out at the minute? How can we make it better?
- Creating better links with SU societies and VPs to spread our message – Who engages you?
Would you be encouraged to get work experience if your peers had it?
- Student Ambassadors to help with peer-to-peer student engagement – how do we best
utilise these students?
- Business cards or something similar for personal tutors to hand to students enquiring about
work experience – How much do you use your personal tutor? Have they given you valuable
careers advice?
- Careers Podcasts
End: Any questions? Anything else
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