
 1

JORNADA INTERNACIONAL 
LA TRANSICIÓN AL TRABAJO DE LOS JÓVENES 

GRADUADOS EUROPEOS 
Valencia, 13 de Mayo, 2004 

 
 

University-to-work transition among young 
Spanish higher education graduates: analytical 

approaches and results.  
 

Adela García-Aracil, Institute for Innovation and Knowledge Management, INGENIO (CSIC-

UPV), Technical University of Valencia 

José-Ginés Mora, Centre for Higher Education Management (CHEM), Technical University of 

Valencia 

 

Abstract 
Graduates follow-up is a recent activity in Spanish universities. This activity has spread 

throughout the whole system both at an institutional and regional level, becoming a regular 

process in many institutions. We describe some analytical approaches undertaken by different 

institutions and regions. Methodologically, we find a lack of comparability among the results 

due to the different approaches and type of questionnaires that were employed. Results show 

that the initial situation of graduates in the labour market is not good due to an initial mismatch 

between higher education and the labour market. 

1 Introduction 

Traditionally, Spanish universities have paid little attention to how their graduates 

moved towards the labour market. This fact is due to several reasons (Mora, 2003): 

I. Spanish universities were a typical example of the Napoleonic model of universities 

with an objective stated within the system: to prepare professionals for the traditional 

needs of the labour market. In this system the real needs of the market were 

considered stable and, to some extent, fixed by the offer instead of by the demand. 
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The concern of institutions for adapting themselves to new and changing conditions 

was scarce. 

II. In this tradition, universities were (and, to some extent, still are) bureaucratic 

institutions where the staff has a civil servant status. Consequently, the feeling of 

being adapted to the needs of the real world is not strong. 

III. For many years, Spanish universities had not to compete for students. The growing 

demand for higher education and the extremely low mobility of students allowed 

institutions to have a “captive demand”. There was no need to show the quality of the 

education offered in the institution, and consequently the success of their graduates 

in the labour market. 

This situation started to change in the last decade due to the convergence of various 

factors: 

I. The unemployment rate in Spain was very high in the last decade. In spite of real 

figures lower than the official data, unemployment was a serious problem. In the 

nineties, unemployment dramatically affected higher education graduates, mainly the 

young graduates. There are several reasons that explain this situation in that period. 

On one hand, the economic crisis in the early nineties. Second, during this time the 

biggest cohorts of young people reached the age of entrance into the labour market. 

These cohorts, not only the biggest, were the most educated in the history of this 

country. Finally, a substantive part of new graduates (around 60 percent) were 

women and they traditionally participate at a lower in the labour force. Obviously, the 

adaptation of this massive affluence of higher education graduates, mostly women, in 

the labour market, during a situation of economic crisis, was not smooth (Mora et al., 

2000). 

II. The changes in the labour market started to alter the traditional conception of higher 

education studies. If the traditional model is to prepare individuals for occupying the 

well-established positions in the labour market, the new economy increasingly blurs 

the border among professions and, consequently among the educational needs of 

individuals. The need to adapt to the real needs of society and the labour market is 

increasingly taking place in higher education institutions. 

III. The Quality Plans developed by the Council of Universities during the nineties has 

expanded the idea of the necessity of graduates’ follow up as a basic tool for 

analysing and improving the quality of institutions (Mora and Vidal, 2004). 

IV. Finally, within the last years, a dramatic decrease in the size of the cohorts arriving at 

higher education institutions (almost the half that ten years ago) has caused for first 

time the need for universities to look for students. The employment of recent 

graduates is one of the best tools for marketing institutions. It is not strange that 

universities consider themselves as the best ones pioneers in this process of 

following up on graduates. 
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As a consequence, many Spanish universities are currently developing, from different 

approaches, the analysis of the employment situation of their graduates. In this sense, the 

Council of University Coordination (formerly, Council of Universities) has launched a 

programme for analysing the transition to work of graduates (Vidal et al., 2003) and is planning 

to carry out a big survey of graduates. 

In the next pages we describe analytical approaches undertaken by different institutions 

and regions and present some results based on these experiences. 

2 Analytical approach 

Spanish public universities are autonomous entities under the direct responsibility of 

autonomous regional governments, although the central government maintains authority over 

the legal framework and controls the diplomas, which have a national and official status. 

Institutions and regional governments are the main responsible for analysing university 

outcomes, including the follow-up of their graduates. Consequently, following up on graduates 

has developed at three levels: 

• Institutional level. At the beginning of the nineties many institutions started to 

establish employment units for graduates and some of them initiated a 

systematic follow-up of their graduates.  

• Regional level. Very recently, two regions (Andalusia and Catalonia) have 

undertaken surveys to analysing the labour market situation of recent 

graduates from regional universities. 

• At the moment, only one survey was complete at state level. It was part of a 

research project named CHEERS carried out also in eleven other countries. A 

follow-up to this project will be (REFLEX). 

Next, we will describe some examples of these activities completed within these 

three levels. 

2.1 Institutional level 

Universities developed three types of activities regarding the transition from the 

university to the labour market of graduates: 

• Surveys to graduates. At the beginning of the nineties, as a consequence of 

the high rate of unemployment, some universities started a systematic process 

for the follow-up of their graduates. Many of these surveys were basically 

designed to learn if graduates were or not employed. Little attention was paid 

for a further analysis of other aspects such as education-job match and 

opinions about the level of competences acquired and required. However, this 

tendency is changing as noted in the last surveys undertaken by institutions. 
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• Surveys to employers. In connection with graduates’ surveys, some universities 

are sending surveys to employers to learn what their opinions are about their 

needs and the type of graduates they recruit. 

• Career offices. Many universities (in this case, most of them) created an office 

in charge of helping students and recent graduates in the transition into the 

labour market. In some cases this career office is the office in charge of 

following-up on graduates. 

Next, we present some cases that represent relatively well the situation and the 

problems that institutions are having in this area of study. 

2.1.1 Observatory of Graduates in the University “Autonoma” of Barcelona (UAB) 

The Observatory of Graduates in UAB is one of the oldest institutional offices, 

developing systematic surveys to graduates. It started in the early nineties and from 1995 it 

surveyed their graduates every year. Some basic criteria included in these surveys are the 

following (Masjuan et al., 2002): 

• Graduates are surveyed 4 years after graduation 

• The explicit objective is to know the employment situation of graduates and 

inquire into the demand for competences from the labour market to improve the 

quality of its academic program. 

• Every year it surveys all graduates from a specific group of programs which 

turns is about 10-15 programs a year.  

• Surveys are made by visiting graduates using the records of addresses held by 

the university.  

Having the correct address (4 years after graduation) is one the main problem in these 

surveys. Universities have the address provided by students in their last academic year in the 

university. Universities only update the records of graduates enrolled in an Alumni association 

(something not very common within Spanish universities). Real addresses are only found in the 

Census records. However, Spanish regulations do not allow universities to access this kind of 

information. Nevertheless, a spurious factor reduces this problem: many graduates remain at 

their parents’ home 4 years after graduation, precisely due to the hard conditions of the labour 

market (although some extra sociological explanation is also likely). This fact allows surveys to 

be completed with a reasonable response rate. For instance, the response rate of the survey 

sent out by UAB, in 1999 was 62 percent. 

2.1.2 The Comprehensive Employment Service (SIE, Servicio Integrado de Empleo) in the 

Technical University of Valencia (UPV, Universidad Politécnica de Valencia) 

The SIE of UPV is a typical case of a university office that initially was an employment 

office but eventually grew into a centre devoted to the follow-up of graduates, as well as to 

research employers’ opinions, organise work-placements for students and intermediate 

between employers and graduates. 
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The SIE’s structure consists of four services (www.sie.upv.es): 

• Unit for work placements (practices during studies). This unit, in agreement of 

collaboration between companies and the university, provides work placement for 

graduates. These agreements regulate working conditions and the formative character 

of each experience it is controlled by two tutors, one within the company, the other at 

the university. Only students in their second part of studies are eligible for these 

activities. This serve is used by around 50 percent of all students.  

• Centre of orientation and information for employment. This unit advises graduates in 

the search for jobs by providing information, counselling, and training in basic skills to 

access different jobs. 

• Unit for employment. This unit, in charge of establishing a direct connection between 

graduates and jobs, finds positions available in the market. 

• Unit of prospective. This unit is in charge of analyzing the transition of graduates into 

the labour market. For that purpose, it gathers information from graduates at different 

times:  

a) Isolated cases: in 2001 the UPV surveyed different groups of 

graduates from 1996 (5 years after graduation) to 2000 (1 year 

after graduation) in order to characterize the labour market 

situation of their graduates. 

b) Longitudinal cases: (i) when graduates request their diploma 

after finishing their studies. At this time they must fill in a survey 

designed to collect data on they rate the study conditions 

provided by the university (survey A-type); (ii) when graduates 

return to pick up the diploma (approximately one year after 

graduation); graduates must complete another survey focused 

on their initial transition into their early career (survey B-type); (iii) 

after four years of graduation, gathering data about graduates’ 

employment conditions and their educational experiences in 

relation to accomplished of competences, i.e. what links there 

are between competences and work assignments (survey C-

type).  

2.1.3 The Institutional Quality Programme in the University of León (ULE) 

The ULE offers another perspective to approach the analysis of transition from 

university to work for graduates. It is based on the framework of Quality Plans already in place 

at some universities (http://www3.unileon.es/rec/calidad). At this university knowing what 

happens to graduates after graduation is part of the internal process of assessment. Obviously 

in this process, the analysis of results is a relevant component. Since 1999, the ULE has 

surveyed their graduates systematically. These surveys are focussed on determining graduates 

opinions about their employment situation and the studies and learned competences achieved 
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at the university. One of the most remarkable facts of this case is the systematic approach to 

assessment and the quality of the analysis based on completed surveys. 

2.1.4 The Social Council in the University of Lleida (UdL) 

UdL provides other example of activities related to the transition from university to work 

for graduates. Social Councils of universities in Spain are external bodies with the legal mission 

of connecting universities with the society. Most Social Councils are not really active in this 

sense. Nevertheless, in some cases (depending mostly on the personality of the President) the 

Social Council takes its role seriously as is the case for UdL’s Social Council. The Social 

Council has organised, through two mechanisms, a systematic analysis of employers’ opinions 

by sending surveys to employers and offering semi-structured workshops to relevant employers 

in different activity sectors. Results of these opinions are considered in the development of the 

university’s strategic plan.  

2.2 Regional level 

At the regional level, only two regions have developed and implemented an entire 

process of analysis of the transition of graduate from the university to work. They are Catalonia 

and Andalusia. Let’s briefly summarize each case. 

2.2.1 The Survey of the Catalan Agency for Quality (ACQ) 

The Government of Catalonia (one of the few regional governments with a real 

university police) created in the mid nineties the Catalan Agency for Quality. This Agency is 

responsible for quality assurance in Catalan universities. In 2001, one of the activities of this 

agency was to carry out a survey on graduates. (Rodriguez et al, 2003). In 1998, all graduates 

(21,178) in Catalan universities were surveyed first by mail and then by telephone. Universities 

provided the addresses of former students. The response rate was 27 percent. However, 

bearing in mind the difference in proportion of responses within each different field of study, a 

phone survey (using a shorter questionnaire) was carried out. At the conclusion of this survey, 

a total of 9,766 graduates were surveyed by mail or by phone, representing a 49 percent of the 

target population. 

2.2.2 The Andalusian Centre of Prospective (CANP) 

The case of Andalusia is interesting because there is a mandate from the regional 

Parliament that makes a difference. The parliament approved a resolution demanding a study 

about the situation of recent graduates from Andalusian universities. This resolution implies the 

need to carry out surveys using data from the census to obtain a graduate’s most recent   

addresses and telephone. This makes the reliability of addresses much higher and makes it 

possible to design a survey for an adequate sample. This project is underway right now and 

results will soon be available for analysis.  
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2.3 State level: The CHEER and REFLEX surveys 

At state level the only study carried out in Spain is the CHEERS project (Careers after 

Higher Education – A European Research Survey). This project, supported by the IV 

Framework Programme, was conducted from autumn 1998 to spring 2000. Almost 3,000 

graduates, from 9 countries were surveyed. The countries that participated in this project were 

Austria, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and the United 

Kingdom from the European Union, Norway the Czech Republic, and Japan. Graduates from 

each of these countries provided information through a written questionnaire on the relationship 

between higher education and employment four years after graduation (graduates from 1995 

were surveyed in 1999). The CHEERS study assists in understanding the common elements 

and differences between various fields of study and occupational jobs. Furthermore it provides 

and opportunity to examine current salient issues of higher education, i.e. equality, the role of 

educational levels, the demand for specialized or general competences, the increasing role of 

international mobility and life-long education. The study also allows examining the extent to 

which socio-biographic background, educational experiences and achievements as well as the 

transition process determine early career decisions and what links there are between 

competences and work assignments. In this project, researchers from targeted countries 

developed concepts, questionnaires and survey approaches suitable for a Europe-wide 

analysis. The survey was sent to representative samples of graduates from institutions of 

higher education in each country. The objectives of this project required the use of a 

standardized mailed questionnaire as the core research instrument. According to the local 

conditions the procedures to obtain addresses of graduates varied from country to country. In 

Spain, current addresses of graduates, obtained at graduation, were available from all 

institutions of higher education. All tasks regarding the conduct of the graduate surveys such as 

collection/updating of addresses, mailing, checking of questionnaires, coding, documentation of 

the coding and data editing were completed by the local research teams. Two mailing-

reminders were undertaken and several phone calls were made to graduates in an effort to 

raise the response rate of this survey. In the end, the response rate was 22 percent.  

Currently, a new project is on-going known as the REFLEX project (Research into 

Employment and Professional Flexibility). It seeks to build on the CHEERS project in at least 

two ways. First, it seeks to use, refine and expand upon the information, insights and 

instruments obtained in the CHEERS project. However it will, add new instruments and adapt 

existing instruments to meet the broader objectives of the REFLEX project. These objectives 

include gathering data about educational experiences in relation to accomplished of 

competences, especially those required for maintaining a flexible and professional performance 

including the role played by competences acquired during their years of study and in the initial 

transition into their early career. Second, it aims to use the CHEERS-data directly as an integral 

component of the information system for the REFLEX project. The key instrument of the project 

will be to survey graduates of higher education some 4 years after graduation. The data from 

the graduate surveys will be compared directly to the data obtained from the CHEERS-survey, 
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which consisted of a comparable cohort of graduates in 1998-1999. This assessment allows for 

changes that may occur in relation to the knowledge of society. Spain is currently planning to 

carry out the REFLEX project with the Council of University Coordination (i.e. partner of the 

National Institute of Statistics for university data). This partnership will allow the use, as in the 

Andalusian case, of data from the Census. This should improve the response rate and affect 

the design of the sample, which will be more representative of each region and a graduate’s 

field and level of study. 

3 The results of studies on the transition from university to work of 
graduates 

Now that we have presented some different approaches used to study the transition of 

graduates from the university to work, we will describe the results of these studies from the 

three levels mentioned above. We will begin with the most significant results in order to provide 

a broad picture of young graduates’ situations in different geographical and economic contexts. 

3.1 Three institutional cases: UAB, UPV and ULE 

3.1.1 University “Autonoma” of Barcelona (UAB)  

In Table 1, we present the trajectories from university to work of graduates from UAB. 

To better understand these results, you must realize that UAB is a generalist university in a 

region with a good economic level. Results indicate that four years after graduation, 83 percent 

of the graduates were working; of those working 30 percent held a permanent contract, 39 

percent held a temporary contract, 6 percent worked without a contract. In addition to this data, 

results indicate that 8 percent were self-employed; 6 percent were unemployed and 11 percent 

were still non-working or non-incorporated into the labour force four years after graduation.. 

This last group of data represents graduates still completing their PhD courses or preparing to 

take exams for public posts. With regards to fields of study, graduates from the Natural 

Sciences had a higher rate of unemployment, at six times higher, than graduates of 

Mathematics. 
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Table 1. Trajectories from University to Work. UAB. 1999 (4 years after graduation). 

WORKING FIELD OF 

STUDY 

 

Permanent 

Contract 

Temporary 

Contract 

Without 

Contract 

Self-

Employed 

Total 

UN-

EMPLOYED 

 

NON-

WORKING 

Business 44.2 32.6 1.1 5.8 83.7 5.5 10.8 

Mathematics 27.7 47.9 1.1 3.2 79.9 2.5 17.6 

Veterinary  20.5 36.7 10.6 16.9 84.7 12.2 3.2 

Philology 16.6 52.3 4.0 8.5 81.4 6.2 12.4 

Social Sc. 13.5 37.2 10.8 17.3 78.8 8.6 12.6 

Education 15.7 62.2 4.3 2.6 84.8 8.2 7.0 

Letters 19.2 39.2 11.2 7.2 76.8 9.9 13.3 

Natural Sc. 8.8 54.0 5.6 2.3 70.7 13.1 16.2 

Total 30.0 39.0 6.0 8.0 83.0 6.0 11.0 
Source: Masjuan et al, 2002. 

 

The monthly net income also varied among groups of graduates in each field of study 

(Table 2). It was higher than average for graduates from the field of Business (1,200 euros). 

Mathematics graduates earned 1,132 euros with lowest salaries made in the field of Education 

making only 849 euros and Letters earning 887 euros. In addition, Table 2 demonstrates the 

difference between the level of income earned by graduates from UAB at their first job, after 

receiving their degrees and at current job (4 years after graduation). We notice there is a 26 

percent difference that is higher 4 years after graduation.  

 

Table 2. Net monthly income. UAB. 1999. 

Field of Study First Job Current Job Increment (%) 

Business 917 1,200 30 

Mathematics 945 1,132 19 

Veterinary Med. 732. 982 34 

Philology 759 936 23 

Social Sc. 771 999 29 

Education 700 849 21 

Letters 786 886 12 

Natural Sc. 761 925 21 

Total 788 995 26 
  Source: Masjuan et al, 2002. 

3.1.2 University of Leon (ULE) 

The ULE, a generalist university, is located in a region with a medium level of economic 

development. Table 3 demonstrates the labour market status for these graduates from ULE in 

2000 just 1 year after graduation, and in 1998, 3 years after graduation. We notice that more 

than one half of graduates were working 1 year after their graduation (53.7 percent); 17.4 

percent were still unemployed and 28.9 percent were non-workers. The situation improved for 
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graduates in 1998, as noted in the following results: 70.5 percent of graduates in ULE were 

employed three years after graduation of these only 25.4 percent held a permanent contract, 

38.9 percent held a temporary contract, 2.6 percent worked without contract. There were 3.9 

percent self-employed. In addition, the percentage of graduates that never worked dropped off 

15.0 percent, while the percentage of unemployed graduates remained high at 14.6 percent. 

 

Table 3. Labour market status. ULE. 

 Working Unemployed Non-working Public Sector Private Sector 

1998 (3 years after) 70.5 14.6 15.0 33.1 67.0 

2000 (1 years after) 53.7 17.4 28.9 28.6 71.4 

Source: Vidal et al., 2001; Vidal et al., 2003. 

 

On the other hand, we found that 71.4 percent of graduates in 2000 worked in the 

private sector, with many graduates, 76.4 percent working in the Region of “Castilla y Leon”. 

There were, 20.9 percent of graduates employed throughout the rest of Spain and 2.7 percent 

were employed outside of Spain. 

Table 4 shows various modes used by graduates to enter the labour market. A high 

percentage of graduates (35.9) made use of personal contacts - family, friends, etc. to locate a 

job. Examinations for public posts were commonly used by 14.0 percent of graduates. Other 

ULE graduates (12.1 percent) used advertisements in newspapers. Other popular methods 

used by 5.8 graduates included services offered by the university’s career placement office. 

There were 5.6 percent of graduates that used contacts established while working during the 

course of study, 5.4 percent used private employment agencies and 3.4 used public 

employment agencies. A relatively low proportion of graduates (2.6 percent) attempted to set 

up their own business as a way of realising or achieving employment just 1 year after 

graduation. 

 

Table 4. Modes of labour market entrance. ULE (percentages). 

Personal connections (e.g. parents, relatives, friends) 35.9 
Examination for a public post 14.0 
Advertisements in newspapers 12.1 
Higher education institution's career/placement office 5.8 
Other 5.7 
Contacts established while working during studies 5.6 

Private employment agency 5.4 
Public employment agency 3.4 
Sending CV 3.1 

Internet 2.7 
Own business/self-employment 2.6 

Professional colleges 2.5 
Scholarships 1.1 

 Source: Vidal et al., 2003. 
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The ULE requested graduates to rate the importance of various employers’ selection 

criteria within their current job just 1 year after graduation. Table 5 contains graduates 

responses to these criteria. Using a scale from 1 (not very important) to 5 (very important) 

graduates had to rate each criteria. In general, ‘personality, attitudes and socio-communicative 

skills’ and ‘theoretical knowledge’ received the highest rating by graduates. While the criteria, 

‘academic assistance/advice offered to graduates’ from institutions of higher education 

institution received a lower rating. 

 

Table 5. Importance of employers’ recruitment criteria. ULE (scale 1 to 5). 

Personality, attitudes and socio-communicative skills 3.4 

Theoretical knowledge 2.9 

Broad general knowledge 2.8 

Computer and new technologies skills 2.6 

Working in a team 2.4 

Provision of work placements and other work experience 2.1 

Management and planning 2.1 

Foreign language proficiency 2.0 

Academic assistance/advice offered by graduate's higher education institution 1.6 

Source: Vidal et al., 2001; Vidal et al., 2003. 

3.1.3 Technical University of Valencia (UPV) 

UPV is a university focused on engineering and situated in an environment with a 

medium-high level of economic development. In 2001 this university surveyed different groups 

of graduates from 1996 (5 years after graduation) to 2000 (1 year after graduation) in order to 

characterize the evolution of the labour market situation. Table 6 indicates that graduates in 

1996 reached the highest labour market participation rate, with a 92.4 percent working 5 years 

after graduation. However by 2000, this figure fell to 74.5 percent. The shift in this percentage 

also exists for non-working graduates. There was a substantial increase in the figure from 4.0 

percent to 18.4 percent for graduates from 1996 and 2001.  

In regards to contracts held by graduates, the results of this study indicate that during 

the first few years after graduation, temporary contracts generally were held by many 

graduates. In contrast, only 13.0 percent of graduates opted for self-employment. Men with a 

14.3 percent hold a slightly higher propensity to become self-employed than women with only a 

10.3 percent. Overall, 81.5 percent of graduates worked in the Region of Valencia, 18.1 percent 

worked throughout the rest of Spain and only 0.4 percent of them worked outside of Spain.  
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Table 6. Trajectories from university to work. UPV (percentages) 

WORKING Year 

Permanent 

Contract 

Temporary 

Contract 

Without 

Contract 

Self-

Employed 

Total 

UN-

EMPLOYED 

NON-

WORKING 

1996 (5 years after) 50.7 26.4 0.8 14.5 92.4 3.6 4.0 

1997 (4 years after) 42.4 27.5 1.0 16.0 86.9 5.4 7.7 

1998 (3 years after) 44.5 27.2 0.5 14.0 86.2 5.4 8.4 

1999 (2 years after) 34.2 34.7 0.3 11.2 80.4 5.9 13.7 

2000 (1 year after) 24.1 39.3 0.5 10.6 74.5 7.1 18.4 

2001 (at the time of 

graduation) 

-- -- -- -- 47.1 38.3 14.6 

Source: www.sie.upv.es 

 

In discussions about the transition from university to work, understanding the 

relationship between the length of time it takes to obtain the first job, which is not considered as 

casual, is very significant. In Table 6 for 2001 we note that 47.1 percent of graduates were 

working at the same time of graduation. The speed with which graduates obtain their first job 

provides an indication of the relative smoothness of this transition. Table 7 demonstrates that a 

high proportion of graduates entered the labour market prior to graduation. This behaviour has 

become very popular among recent graduates. However in 2000 there were still, two-thirds of 

all graduates that searched for work. At the other extreme, a small proportion of graduates in 

2000 required more than 1 year to secure employment. By contrast, in 1996, 16.1 percent of 

graduates were looking for a job (5 years after graduation). In 1997, 11.9 percent of graduates 

(4 years after graduation) took more than 1 year to obtain their first job.  

 

Table 7. Search duration for first job not considered as casual job. UPV (percentages). 

 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 

Before graduation 28.8 32.1 37.9 44.8 49.0 

Less than 3 months 32.6 31.2 33.0 34.0 33.4 

3 to 6 months 12.7 12.1 14.0 12.5 9.6 

6 to 12 months 9.8 12.7 9.6 5.1 5.1 

More than 12 months 16.1 11.9 5.5 3.6 2.9 

Source: www.sie.upv.es 

 

In regard to the different modes used by graduates to enter into the labour market, we 

note in Table 8 that overall almost one-third of graduates used a personal contacts as ‘search 

method’. Other popular methods included sending a CV and answering advertisements in 

newspapers. The use of public and private employment agencies was less popular methods 

used by graduates. 
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Table 8. Modes of labour market entrance. UPV (percentages) 

 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 

Personal connections (parents, relatives, friends...) 25.7 31.2 30.8 23.8 26.4 

Contacts while working during studies 2.6 1.8 3.3 4.8 3.9 

University 's career office 3.6 3.7 8.2 4.8 4.9 

Advertisements in newspapers 12.0 13.9 11.2 15.1 12.5 

Internet 3.0 2.9 3.3 7.2 9.2 

Own business/self-employment 6.6 2.5 2.0 3.3 2.0 

Private employment agency 0.8 1.0 1.1 1.2 2.2 

Public employment agency 1.6 1.5 1.0 2.8 3.3 

Examination for a public post 8.6 8.5 7.6 6.2 4.1 

Professional colleges 6.8 7.9 5.0 4.8 6.1 

Scholarships 0.2 0.3 0.5 0.8 1.8 

Sending CV 17.9 18.8 20.5 17.0 17.9 

Other 10.6 6.0 5.5 8.2 5.7 

Source: www.sie.upv.es 

 

Table 9 demonstrates the distribution of graduate’s gross annual income over time by 

different levels. Graduates of 1996 (5 years after graduation) earned more than graduates of 

2000 (1 year after graduation). 12.2 percent of graduates of 1996 earned more than 30,000 

euros in a year, while this percentage was 4.8 percent for graduates of 2000. Similarly, while 

the percentage of graduates earning between 18,000 and 30,000 euros increased overtime, the 

percentage of those graduates earning less than 18,000 euros decreased. This fluctuation in 

earned income could be associated with on the job experience. As a result there was a higher 

proportion of graduates (two-thirds) earning less than 12,000 euros in their first job, compared 

to one-third earning more than 18,000 euros at their current job. 

 

Table 9. Gross annual income. UPV (percentages). 

First Job 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 

Less than 12,000 euro 61.5 66.7 68.8 69.0 69.3 

12,000 to 18,000 euro 28.0 25.5 23.5 22.7 23.5 

18,000 to 30,000 euro 9.3 5.1 7.0 7.9 6.6 

More than 30,000 euro 1.1 2.8 0.7 0.4 0.5 

Current Job      

Less than 12,000 euro 16.9 19.7 17.2 17.8 26.3 

12,000 to 18,000 euro 27.2 28.9 31.1 34.2 35.8 

18,000 to 30,000 euro 43.7 40.0 44.6 40.8 33.2 

More than 30,000 euro 12.2 11.5 7.0 7.2 4.8 

Source: www.sie.upv.es 
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3.2 A regional case: Catalonia 

In Table 10 some different trajectories are presented that offer a view of graduates from 

Catalonia from the university to work. In 2001, the Catalan Agency for Quality surveyed all 

graduates from public Catalan universities three years after their graduation in 1998. Results 

indicate that three years after graduation, 88.8 percent of graduates were working; of those 

working 40.0 percent held a permanent contract, 29.1 percent held a temporary contract, and 

1.7 percent worked without a contract. Furthermore 5.3 percent were self-employed;, 6.9 

percent were unemployed and 4.3 percent were non-workers. Graduates in Engineering had 

the highest labour force participation rate followed by graduates from the Medical Sciences. 

The graduated in Natural Sciences reported the lowest participation rate. 

In general, 79.0 percent of graduates from public Catalan universities worked in the 

private sector, compared to 64.0 percent that worked in this same sector in Spain and 51.0 

percent working in the private sector throughout Europe. In addition, many graduates, 94.6 

percent, of Catalonia held jobs within Catalonia. There were 5.9 percent with jobs outside 

Catalonia including the rest of Spain, Europe and International placements. 

 

Table 10. Trajectories from university to work. Catalonia. 1998. 

WORKING FIELD OF  

STUDY Permanent 

Contract 

Temporary 

Contract 

Without 

Contract 

Self-

Employed 

Total 

UN-

EMPLOYED 

NON-

WORKING 

Humanities 36.6 39.3 3.1 6.3 85.3 10.5 4.2 

Social Sciences 50.3 32.6 1.7 6.2 90.8 5.8 3.4 

Natural Sciences 40.5 26.3 1.4 5.0 80.5 10.5 9.0 

Medical Sciences 37.4 24.2 1.3 4.6 92.3 4.6 3.1 

Engineering 35.5 23.0 1.2 4.4 95.1 3.0 2.0 

Total 40.0 29.1 1.7 5.3 88.8 6.9 4.3 
Source: Rodríguez et al., 2003. 

 

Table 11 demonstrates the percentage of graduates who began to look for work before 

graduation. This percentage varies among all fields of study. Graduates in the field of 

Engineering have a stronger propensity to start searching for a job prior to graduation. Social 

Science graduates came next in searching for jobs, while graduates in Natural Sciences are the 

least likely to search for a job before graduation.   
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Table11. Search duration for first job not considered as casual job. Catalonia (percentages). 

 Humanities Social 

Sciences 

Natural 

Sciences 

Medical 

Sciences 

Engineering Total 

Before graduation 53.5 55.8 39.1 44.3 62.4 51.0 

Less than 3 months 21.9 24.2 29.2 38.2 26.5 28.0 

3 to 6 months 6.7 7.7 14.1 6.4 5.7 8.1 

6 to 12 months 8.5 6.6 9.1 7.6 3.4 7.0 

More than 12 months 9.3 5.7 8.5 3.6 1.9 5.8 
Source: Rodríguez et al., 2003. 

 

The importance of various search methods used by graduates differs among fields of 

study as evident in Table 12. A relatively high percentage of graduates used personal contacts 

(family, friends, etc.) to find a job. The conventional method of applying for an advertised 

vacancy was frequently used in all fields of studies, although is less likely to be used by 

Medical Science graduates. The second popular search method for this last group was the 

contacts established while working during the course of study. This method was also commonly 

used for graduates in Natural Sciences. It is interesting to see that a relatively low proportion of 

graduates attempted to set up their own business as a way of realising their initial employment 

after graduation. 

 

Table 12. Modes of labour market entrance. Catalonia (percentages) 

 Humanities Social 

Sciences 

Natural 

Sciences 

Medical 

Sciences 

Engineering Total 

Personal connections (e.g. 

parents, relatives, friends) 

48.2 41.0 36.9 42.3 35.2 40.7 

Contacts while working during 

studies 

2.5 9.4 11.7 21.7 8.2 10.7 

University’s career office 2.1 5.1 6.7 7.4 15.6 7.4 

Advertisements in newspapers 19.9 16.2 17.6 6.6 20.6 16.2 

Internet 0.9 0.3 0.7 0.3 0.8 0.6 

Own business/self-employment 1.5 1.1 0.5 1.9 1.8 1.4 

Private employment agency 4.7 7.3 5.0 2.8 1.8 4.3 

Public employment agency 2.8 2.8 2.1 1.1 2.7 2.3 

Examination for a public post 7.8 6.0 3.6 1.9 2.2 4.3 

Professional colleges 1.2 1.7 1.9 0.6 1.0 1.3 

Other 8.4 9.1 13.3 13.5 10.2 10.9 
Source: Rodríguez et al., 2003. 

 

In Table 13, graduates indicated how they rated selection criteria used by employers to 

recruit employees. Table 13 demonstrates a variation between fields of study relevant to three 

distinctive selection criteria. The first is the personality, attitudes and socio-communicative skills 

the second, theoretical knowledge, and the third, is broad general knowledge. 
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Table 13. Employer’s selection criteria in recruiting graduates. Catalonia (scale 1 to 5) 

 Humanities Social 

Sciences 

Natural 

Sciences 

Medical 

Sciences 

Engineering Total 

Theoretical knowledge 2.9 3.4 3.4 3.8 3.5 3.4 
Academic assistance offered by 

higher education institution 
1.4 1.5 1.4 1.5 1.9 1.5 

Working in a team 2.1 2.6 2.5 2.4 2.8 2.5 
Personality, attitudes and socio-

communicative skills 
3.4 3.8 3.5 3.8 3.6 3.6 

Provision of work placements and 

other work experience 
2.4 2.7 2.7 3.2 2.9 2.8 

Management and planning 2.3 2.9 2.6 2.4 3.0 2.6 

Foreign language proficiency 2.8 2.4 2.5 1.9 2.5 2.4 
Computer and new technologies 

skills 
2.7 3.2 3.2 2.1 3.7 3.0 

Broad general knowledge 2.8 3.3 3.4 3.5 3.5 3.3 
Source: Rodríguez et al., 2003. 

 

With regard to the distribution of graduates by different levels of gross annual income, 

Table 14 indicates that three years after graduation Engineering graduates enjoyed a high 

income with 72.6 percent earning more 18,000 euros in a year. However, only 54.8 percent of 

graduates from Humanities earned less than 12,000 euros. 

 

Table 14. Gross annual income. Catalonia. 1998. 

 Humanities Social 

Sciences 

Natural 

Sciences 

Medical 

Sciences 

Engineering Total 

Less than 12,000 euro 54.8 36.8 34.2 40.1 9.2 35.0 

12,000 to 18,000 euro 27.6 33.1 30.3 36.1 18.3 29.1 

18,000 to 30,000 euro 16.2 25.4 32.9 20.3 51.3 29.2 

More than 30,000 euro 1.5 4.5 2.7 3.5 21.3 6.7 
Source: Rodríguez et al., 2003. 

3.3 The CHEERS survey 

To finish with this general view about the situation of young graduates in the labour 

market, we will present some results from the only survey carried out at state level: the 

CHEERS project (see also Mora et at., 2004). In Table 15 we note that four years after 

graduation, graduates from 1995 surveyed in 1999, more than 87 percent formed part of the 

labour force and were either employed, self-employed or unemployed. This rate is below the 84 

percent in France, Spain, Italy and the Czech Republic. There were 84.4 percent of female 

graduates in the labour force compared to 91.6 percent of male graduates. The Czech 

Republic, an extreme case, has 18 percent fewer women than men participating in the labour 

force.  
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Table 15. Labour characteristics of graduates by country. CHEERS. 1999. 

 Labour Force 

Participation  

(percentages) 

Unemployment Rate  

(percentages) 

Gross Monthly Income 

 Female Male Total Female Male Total Female Male Total 

Austria 86.6 94.7 90.8 5.6 2.6 4.0 1,928 2,391 2,178 

Cz. Rep. 76.2 94.1 83.7 2.6 1.2 1.9 957 1,218 1,082 

Finland 91.5 97.0 93.7 1.5 1.7 1.5 1,926 2,347 2,100 

France 78.5 81.0 79.7 11.8 5.0 8.6 1,638 2,002 1,811 

Germany 83.6 93.2 89.0 3.6 2.3 2.8 2,240 2,879 2,608 

Italy 80.8 86.6 83.6 8.6 2.7 5.7 1,596 1,795 1,696 

Japan 86.9 93.7 90.5 4.5 3.7 4.0 1,540 1,935 1,757 

Netherl. 92.1 97.6 94.5 2.1 1.4 1.8 1,884 2,416 2,126 

Norway 86.1 93.3 89.0 0.9 0.8 0.9 1,991 2,459 2,184 

Spain 80.7 87.2 83.5 15.6 9.8 13.0 1,337 1,597 1,457 

Sweden 81.1 89.4 84.7 1.8 0.6 1.2 1,779 2,384 2,056 

UK 88.3 92.0 89.8 2.3 2.6 2.4 2,097 2,476 2,254 

Total 84.4 91.6 87.7 4.8 2.8 3.8 1,766 2,189 1,968 

Source: Mora et al., 2004. 

 

The unemployment rate for Spain was at 13 percent and for France at 8.6 percent during 

the time of this study. In all other countries the rate of unemployment stood between 1 percent 

and 6 percent. Overall, the unemployment rate for women was 4.8 percent and 2.8 percent for 

men. There are gender-pattern exceptions in the unemployment rate for all countries. Women 

in the United Kingdom and Finland were less often unemployed and in Norway slightly more 

often unemployed than male graduates. On the other hand, the unemployment rate of female 

graduates in Italy and Sweden was three times as high as that of men. 

The average gross monthly income of graduates from the twelve countries analysed was 

about 1,968 euro (figures for every country have been standardized by purchasing power 

parity). The average income for graduates in Germany was higher at (2,609 euro), the United 

Kingdom (2,255 euro) and Norway (2,184 euro) and lower in the Czech Republic (1,082 euro) 

and Spain (1,457 euro). In all countries women earned less than men. Overall, the gross 

monthly income of female graduates was around 20 percent less than male graduates’ income. 

Within fields of study, Table 16 shows labour force participation rate, unemployment rate 

and gross monthly income of surveyed graduates. Both, the labour force participation rate is 

the lowest and the unemployment rate is the highest for graduates in Natural Sciences. The 

unemployment rate for Natural Science graduates is almost twice as high as that of graduates 

from Education and three times as high as that of graduates from Engineering, Mathematics 

including Computer Science and Medical Science. Unemployment rate was also important for 
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graduates in Humanities. In each field, the unemployment rate of women was higher than men 

one’s. The gender-pattern was greater in Mathematics, Engineering and Law. 

Incomes also varied by groups of field of study. It is higher than average for graduates in 

Mathematics (2,407 euro), Engineering (2,167 euro) and Social Sciences (2,044 euro) and 

lower in Education (1,596 euro) and Humanities (1,664 euro). In each field, the gross monthly 

income of women was lower than men’s income.  

 

Table 16. Labour characteristics of graduates by field of study. CHEERS. 1999 

 Labour Force Participation 

(percentages) 

Unemployment Rate 

(percentages) 

Gross Monthly Income 

 

 Female Male Total Female Male Total Female Male Total 

Education 83.5 92.7 85.5 3.5 3.1 3.4 1,556 1,723 1,596 

Humanities 82.7 86.6 83.7 6.2 4.7 5.8 1,607 1,809 1,664 

Social Sc. 88.5 94.6 91.2 4.9 3.2 4.1 1,844 2,288 2,044 

Law 81.6 89.6 85.3 6.5 3.2 4.9 1,797 2,109 1,948 

Natural Sc. 73.9 79.7 76.9 7.4 6.3 6.8 1,640 1,998 1,834 

Mathematics 90.9 92.7 92.2 4.7 1.2 2.3 2,135 2,523 2,407 

Engineering 84.8 94.4 91.9 3.7 1.5 2.0 1,873 2,260 2,167 

Medical Sc. 83.6 88.2 85.0 2.8 1.8 2.4 1,856 2,112 1,937 

Total 84.4 91.6 87.7 4.8 2.8 3.8 1,766 2,189 1,968 
Source: Mora et al., 2004. 

4 Conclusions 

Graduates follow up is a very recent activity conducted at some Spanish universities. 

Nevertheless, in just a few years this activity has spread throughout the entire system affecting 

both the institutional and regional levels of government. In some cases it has become a regular 

process of assessment of graduates in their transaction from university to work.   

Concerns about the methodologies that have been used are as follows: 

1) The problem of the addresses. Institutions only can use their own records of 

addresses, which many times are obsolete by the time a survey is conducted. 

This provokes a serious problem of sampling and validity of the data. However 

there are two possibilities to avoid this problem. One is the use of the census, but 

this is only possible if governments, in some way, take over the responsibility of 

the surveys. The second alternative is developing alumni associations that allow 

universities to maintain updated addresses of all graduates. Many universities 

are currently developing alumni associations. 

2) The lack of comparability between results, because of the different methods used 

to collect data needs to be addressed. The project mentioned above has initiated 

the Council of University Coordination to look into finding a common framework 

(for methodology and for questionnaires) to softening this problem. 
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On the other hand, results show that the initial situation of the graduates in the labour 

market is not good but has improved over the past few years. The initial mismatch between 

higher education and labour market is due to several reasons: 

a) It is dubious that the education provided by universities is the most adequate 

for the current needs of the labour market. The lack of skills and abilities 

currently required by the labour market is notorious. 

b) The attitude of young graduates, looking for jobs close to their fields of study 

and specialities do not match the demand of the labour market with a strong 

tendency towards multidisciplinary and a varied set of skills and abilities. 

It is possible that the curricular changes that are being discussed for adapting the 

Spanish higher education system to the Bologna process will help to change the mentality of 

both, students and teachers, in order to adapt the teaching and learning processes to the reality 

of the labour market and to the needs of the knowledge society. It is possible, but in our opinion 

it is not likely due to the prevalence of bureaucratic traditions.  
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