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abstract: Entering a study course and the subsequent transition to the labour 
market is no longer the rule. In the past, routes were linear, today transitions are 
non-linear. The research undertook to contribute to studying the factors that 
promote university students’ transition to work. Some of the research activities 
have been devoted to a longitudinal study where the ways Educational Science 
graduates manage their own professionalization strategies have been investigated. 
It is a cluster for which in several countries the lowest return has been estimated 
in relation to higher education investment. If we manage to clarify the terms of 
non-linear transitions paths we can succeed in understanding the types of meas-
ures to be introduced, how to relate them to processes that will professionalize 
students, when to activate them, and how to evaluate their impact.

keywords: higher education democratisation, non-linear transitions, profession-
alization measures in higher education.

1. Transitions, efficiency and fairness

Since the Seventies, the idea that the production system requires peo-
ple with good levels of higher education has gradually gained ground in 
public policies. Over this same period, the higher education systems of 
many countries have expanded rapidly. This has had significant and pro-
found impacts on labour markets and in the way in which employers use 
highly educated labour. «These expansions have, for the most part, been 
predicated on the assumption that more education is good for individu-
als and for society as a whole, not only in terms of economic outcomes 
like wages or employment, but also for a wide range of social outcomes 
like improved health, reduced crime and higher well being» (Machin, 
McNally 2007: 5).

In more recent years, the OECD has focused government strate-
gies further by shifting the emphasis from the quantity of accesses, to 
the quality of the learning outcomes of investment in higher education: 
«Labour market relevant knowledge and skills drive and support eco-
nomic growth, innovation, and the evolving needs of the labour mar-
ket» (OECD 2017: 16). The number of years of study or the certification 
acquired are still considered relevant, but only on condition that these 
correspond to a satisfactory level of professional skill that meets the needs 
of the labour market. 

This approach has inspired strategies to reform higher education sys-
tems and has strengthened the request for more coherence «between the 
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level of (graduate’s) skills and the skills required at work» (OECD 2017: 
16) as for closing the gap between university and industry.

The traditional education model based on transmitting knowledge 
in the various fields of study has started to change in favour of a model 
that advocates the development of competences. 

The introduction of a competence-based approach in the defining and 
preparation of the learning outcomes is probably the most distinctive 
feature of the current university reform and is closely linked to the en-
hancement of graduate employability, given that it gives a higher pro-
file to and involves their professional ability and its applicability in the 
workplace (Coromina Saurina, Villar 2010: 24). 

Consequently, the entire process of educating students has become 
an object of study and modifications: from guidance in upper secondary 
schools, education and training during the period of study, to the tran-
sition to the labour market. The success of the transitions to the labour 
market is no longer left to individual destinies. The mechanisms and dy-
namics that regulate them have been made visible, their logic studied, 
and then refocussed through corrective actions.

The outcomes of higher education are not identified simply with 
the skills possessed by graduates, but by the quantity and quality of 
«graduates who are part of the labour force. They include employment 
status, earnings, and the match between the level of their skills and the 
skills required at work, etc. Outcomes also take account of graduates 
who are not enrolled in further schooling, and are not part of the la-
bour force» (OECD 2017: 16). 

Possession of the skills requested is not enough to justify person-
al and social investment. What counts is the employment status, the 
wage premium, and the timeframe within which these results are 
achieved. The devices that accompany the transitions should there-
fore be corrected by reducing the impact of the invisible factors that 
favour those with an exclusive social and family background, and 
promote integration into the labour market irrespective of merit. If 
not, the mechanisms accompanying the transition of graduates to-
wards the world of work will only strengthen and aggravate the uni-
versity’s social reproduction.

Expansion of the access to higher education has dealt a blow to the 
very automatisms of industrial society, the direct relationship between 
school and factory. Companies too have abandoned the old business 
school models and their function of induction. In the past, the mech-
anisms to be activated were relatively simple. The routes were linear, 
as were the automatisms that ushered people towards a relatively pre-
dictable and stable professional future. 
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Nonetheless, the automatisms have not been replaced by an equal-
ly linear transition process that ensures a place in the labour mar-
ket after the studies are over. The linear segmentation into three 
synchronized phases (study, job matching  between  demand  and 
supply, employment) recurs infrequently. The transitions are non-
linear. There is no longer a proportionality between the actions put 
in place and their effects, i.e. between entering a study course and 
the subsequent passage to employment. According to some studies 
(Burke, Threadgold, Bunn 2017), the absence of linearity is related 
in a unique way to the paths of university students from historically 
under-represented backgrounds when they transition as graduates 
into an insecure labour market.

Therefore, deepening knowledge of the paths that characterize the 
process of transition from higher education to work helps to under-
stand what mechanisms to put in place to reduce the negative impact 
of a graduate’s socioeconomic status, and to restrict higher education’s 
social reproduction systems (Harrison 2017). Clarifying the terms of 
the non-linearity of transition paths lets us understand the types of 
measures (activities and services) to introduce, how to relate these to 
processes that will professionalize students, when to activate them (at 
the end of the university career or during the study course), and how 
to evaluate their impact.

The Emp&Co research undertook to contribute to studying the 
factors that promote university students’ transition to work. A part of 
the research activity has been devoted to a longitudinal study of the 
ways in which Educational Science graduates manage their own pro-
fessionalization strategies in the first two years after the end of their 
university studies. The choice of this segment of the population aimed 
to collect new facts on the numerous ways in which the processes of 
professionalization and transition to the labour market operate in dif-
ferent academic sectors. This type of study is known to be rare. At the 
same time, this is a sector that belongs to the field of ‘education’ and 
therefore to one which, according to all the studies, ensures a wage 
premium that is considerably lower than other sectors, both in the short 
term and considering cumulative earnings over 20 years (OECD 2017: 
55). Most of all, this is a cluster for which in countries such as Sweden, 
«the lowest return has been estimated (the others include Religious 
Studies, Psychology and Mathematics/Natural Sciences)», but in others, 
such as Spain «a negative return is estimated for graduates with degrees 
classified as ‘other social sciences and humanities’» (Machin, McNally 
2007: 23). Therefore, a study of the processes that affect graduates in 
extreme situations should enable us to better understand the factors of 
exclusion and inequality which could affect graduates in all the pro-
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fessional sectors most exposed to the risk of a mismatch, not due to a 
lack of competence, but to their socioeconomic status.

2. Professional growth paths

The interpretation of the set of professional growth paths for Educa-
tional Science graduates shows the presence of three driving forces that 
guide individual activities:
1. Collection of information on the potential labour market and on how 

to establish a coherent professional profile
2. The gaining of professional certification (with the function of signal-

ling) and the enrichment and visibility of professional potential
3. Gradual building of independence in life and work.

We are using the term ‘driving forces’ and not ‘steps’, since there is 
not a temporal succession between these three components. If anything, 
it is a matter of objectives undergoing constant evolution, which those 
concerned work on synergistically, albeit with differentiated strategies 
and levels of effectiveness (Boffo 2017; Torlone 2017).

To achieve these objectives, while carrying out their university stud-
ies, the students follow paths characterized by:
• a commitment of various kinds to work activities (in addition to 

internships)
• participation in vocational training activities
• building of «dynamic learning networks» (Reich, 1991).

At the end of university studies, the paths are divided further with:
• breaks from every type of formative and professional commitment
• further developments in the building of «dynamic learning networks»
• participation in structured activities targeted directly at job placement
• the beginning of the path to develop a professional career with 

transitions from the first, to the second, and the third employ-
ment contract (again within the 18-month period considered by 
the research).

The individual paths differ in the combination of the main types of 
activity (study-work-networking-idleness), beyond the rhythms of their 
duration and succession. Entry into the labour market and professional 
growth are not the result of a linear process followed with discipline, 
in which each step is based on proportionate effects produced by the 
previous one. It is instead the result of a set of learning outcomes ac-
quired through diverse types of activity (including those carried out 
in higher education) on which the new job is founded.
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Figure 1 – Two interpretive models. 
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Interpreting professional growth paths using a non-linear model means 
attributing a value to each type of life and work experience had by the stu-
dents; it means that the development of a professional career is the result of 
a set of learning outcomes (prior learning). From an educational perspec-
tive, the achievement of a first employment contract and then subsequent 
ones is interpreted as the result of what was learned in formal education, 
through individual dynamic learning networks, the educational and cul-
tural infrastructures accessed, and experiences of work (whether paid or 
unpaid). The Emp&Co research allowed us to observe in the graduates’ 
professional growth paths, the following four types of educational activity:
• Formal education comprising the customary academic path enriched by 

internships, study abroad, and participation in research. Both during stud-
ies and after graduation we can observe the tendency to return to further 
training of a professional kind. This may be directed to strengthening 
areas of competence not covered by the university offering, to acquire 
knowledge of new professions, or to build new networking relationships.

• The building of networking relationships and dynamic learning networks 
occurs in all professional growth paths with a positive outcome. Accessing 
networking and strengthening it seems to be related to graduates’ family 
backgrounds and a capacity for autonomous initiative in the creation of 
new social and professional networks (associations and business). As well 
as constituting a hub of opportunity, networking represents a context 
in which it is possible to achieve mutual learning and swap knowledge. 

• Access to and use of educational and cultural infrastructure and services 
appears to be a further component present in numerous growth paths 
of graduates. This is a factor that has been investigated only marginally. 
Access to services and programmes provided by youth policies proved 
of use in the cases found (e.g. Youth Guarantee Programmes). What 
remains to be investigated further is the recurrence and importance of 
the use of digital infrastructures as well as generic cultural ones (from 
the library, to the museum, music, and so on), both for their function 
of direct access to information on the labour market, and their medi-
ated function of skills development and the creation of networking.
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• Lastly, work proves to be part of the opportunities that work culture 
had already generated before university studies ended. Work is simul-
taneously the expected result and the means through which the stu-
dents develop their ability to learn and produce new knowledge.  The 
opportunity to move from one job to a different and better one could 
be interpreted as the fruit of prior learning accumulated through the 
different educational activities participated in.  

Therefore, the detectable differences in individual paths which empha-
size the non-linearity of the trajectories can be attributed to the quality 
of the opportunities enjoyed. To explain the stasis or change found in the 
individual paths observed, we could use a descriptive model that combines 
the various positions covered (idleness or non regular work, unpaid em-
ployment, standard contract), with varying levels of educational quality 
potentially expressed by the activities the graduates participate in (certifi-
cation; vocational training, services, and networks; continuous improve-
ment processes through joining soft or hard innovation projects). Figure 
2 shows the existing relationship for new graduates between educational 
activities, position, prospects for growth in the quality of work, and the 
expectation of moving to a new job. The weights assigned to the indi-
vidual boxes have a purely indicative value and correspond to the prob-
abilities found to progress towards a better position. Position number 9 
is considered the most advantageous, since it is open to new positions.

Figure 2 – Learning activities and new graduates’ positions.

3. Professional growth and development at work

In the context of the Emp&Co research, work, as a means for person-
al education and an end for its realization, is treated as a priority since it 
is a resource for personal growth. Other aspects, although relevant (e.g. 
the ROI from university education) were not investigated.
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From this perspective, the most significant factor to consider is the 
workplace learning potential, in other words, what can be learned by a 
worker covering a specific productive position at a given location. We 
are referring to the learning processes that are part of the productive ac-
tivities of everyday life.

The research showed how the characterizing data (the mode) con-
sists of:
• possessing regular work experience coherent with the type of stud-

ies carried out, 
• being employed when the interview was carried out,
• having had more than one job experience.

All the graduates had passed through small casual jobs and then moved 
towards positions related to identified and defined professional profiles.

Vertical and horizontal mobility, also towards economic sectors (ag-
riculture, tourism, commerce) not coherent with the training received 
united all the subjects examined. The cases of vertical mobility involved 
a passage towards more qualified professional roles, or towards forms of 
contracts with greater guarantees.

The voluntary termination of an employment contract is an experi-
ence common to all employees, and is connected to the choice of: as-
suming an entrepreneurial role, changing organization, or returning to 
education. In Fig. 3 we describe the five possible directions the profes-
sional mobility of new graduates can take.

Figure 3 – Career Lattice. [Adapted from: Young, B., Ladder vs. Lateral Career Paths, in Career 
Development Toolkit, 2011, <http://www: hrmcareerdevelopment.blogspot.it>] 
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The dynamism that appears after the end of university is particularly 
intense and expresses itself in an active search for new career prospects 
with a willingness to change professional contexts and roles. From an 
educational standpoint, this behaviour can be attributed to two factors: 
the process of building professional identity, and an increased ability to 
read the positive or negative signs of the workplace learning potential.

The process of building professional identity intensifies with the posses-
sion of additional information on the potential labour market and the 
maturing of new expectations with respect to previous work experi-
ences. The comparison between past and future potential is probably an 
accelerator of the beginning of the process that leads new graduates to 
engage in the building of their own professional identity. Since these are 
professions exposed to constant evolution, and persons simultaneously 
engaged in distinct roles and tasks, the task of building «meanings that 
individuals attach to themselves in the context of work» becomes even 
more complex. In fact, this commitment – starting from their person-
al attributes, membership of social groups and professional roles – leads 
individuals to give «meaning to who they are and what they do in the 
workplace» (Caza, Creary 2016: 4).

Whether we are talking of professional identification (as a state of be-
ing that explains how individuals view themselves vis-a-vis their profes-
sion – Caza, Creary 2016: 7), or of the process of building professional 
identity (the way in which individuals have the agentic role of creating 
their own professional self-image – Caza, Creary 2016: 7), in both cases, 
graduates are prompted to redefine their professional identity both be-
cause of prior learning, and fresh job opportunities. 

Furthermore, two further elements must be considered, due to the 
particularity of the professional group of reference for Educational Sci-
ence graduates. This, more and better than other professional profiles, 
helps to understand the phenomenon of transforming the boundaries 
of traditional professions, of their hybridization, and of another two 
phenomena that affect young people: the high probability of not only 
changing jobs more than once during their career, but also of changing 
profession, plus the gradual spread of the phenomenon of multiple pro-
fessional identities linked to the simultaneous employment of persons in 
two or more jobs. This is a phenomenon that is not limited to those who 
take the entrepreneurial road or choose to be freelance, but also those 
who are self-employed. The idea of a single-profession career is becom-
ing outdated. Many professional workers today are not simply acquiring 
one set of specialized skills and knowledge, but instead are accumulat-
ing multiple sets of skills, and applying these in quite distinct ways (Ca-
za, Creary 2016: 13).

The workplace learning potential is a factor towards which the attention 
of skilled workers is increasingly turning, and which is also used to ex-
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plain the attraction for low-wage premium study paths. This is the same 
dynamic to which individual professions and careers/professional iden-
tities are exposed, making the workplace the setting to build their own 
professional growth, and not only in terms of career development. The 
Emp&Co research shows that it is not only the expectation of a wage 
premium that determines the decisions of students and graduates. The 
Employee Value Proposition (Minchington 2010) is an element that bet-
ter explains present and expected job satisfaction, and that motivates the 
high propensity to occupational mobility found in the research. Within 
this frame is the evaluation of learning potential of a workplace, defin-
able as “the power of a work setting to integrate learning at work with 
the result of behavioural changes and the generation of new knowledge. 
Such a workplace offers accessible information, opportunities to learn, 
and real support by peers and managers” (Nijhof, Nieuwenhuis 2008).  
On this basis, it makes sense to assume that students and graduates with 
some work experience develop perception and knowledge of the learn-
ing mechanisms present in a workplace and are driven to assess their 
relevance in relation to expectations of professional growth. Thus, their 
choices can be guided by an assessment of each of the factors that are in-
cluded in the workplace learning potential:
• The strategic dimension, i.e. the development prospects of an organi-

zation, objectives for growth in the medium and long term.
• The organizational dimension, i.e. the richness of cultural containers, 

the knowledge accumulated by the organization, its level of struc-
turing, its definition of management processes and innovation (Vi-
cari 2008).

• The existing distributive rules which regulate access to knowledge 
of the organization and to their creation: timeframes, ways of cog-
nition, and the types of process people are engaged in (Eraut 2007), 
the possibility of creating endogenous know-how producing new 
knowledge in relation to the product, customer, market, and process 
that the organization needs. 

4. Employability and restriction of higher education institutions’ reproductive 
functions

The traditional educational model based on the transmission of knowl-
edge in the different fields of study does not have as its benchmark an 
image of the student and graduate corresponding to the professional 
identity and prospects found.

Enhancing the relationship between students and their labour market 
is a challenge that requires universities to unavoidably adapt and modern-
ize their educational offering: «One of the main objectives of higher edu-
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cation is to provide its graduates with the skills needed to succeed in the 
labour market» (OECD 2017: 9). 

It is well known that access to the labour market is determined as much 
by economic factors (the state of the economy, labour market regulation, 
the existing stock of skills), as by the graduates’ charcteristics. Studies on the 
impact of factors such as ethnicity, gender (for the earnings gap compared to 
men), socioeconomic status (family background and quality of networking), 
age, or disability, show how each play a role in the labour market and can 
affect the market outcomes for certain graduates. Research similar to that of 
Emp&Co carried out in Australia (Burke, Threadgold, Bunn 2017) shows 
“how social and cultural differences (e.g. socioeconomic status, gender and 
ethnicity) and inequalities (e.g. of access to and participation in HE and paid 
work) «are not only interrelated, but are bound together and influenced by 
the intersectional systems of society (Collins 2000: 42). […] This lens helps 
to uncover how socioeconomic status is bound together with social and 
cultural differences in the educational and work structures».

Other research shows that the social background often produces a du-
rability of disposition that is not easily dismantled or modified in and 
through university contexts. This is what emerged from a study carried 
out on the functions of higher education in Jordan and Egypt (Assaad, 
Krafft, Salehi-Isfahani 2014): 

Family background, gender, and geography, and to some extent sec-
ondary school performance, appear to play a much larger role in labour 
market outcomes, even in this select group of graduates, than the type 
or quality of their higher education institutions. This suggests that the 
labour markets do not in fact reward skills, or do so to a very limited 
extent, so that neither higher education institutions nor students have 
any reason to seek out the type of higher education that builds produc-
tive skills (Assaad, Krafft, Salehi-Isfahani 2014: 16). 

Changing the function of the university’s social reproduction does 
not depend on measures taken at the level of organizational and teach-
ing models. Yet it can be restricted through strategies that mitigate the 
effects and enhance efficiency, by acting, for example, on the period of 
adjustment, the time it takes for a graduate to become effective in the 
workplace. This means putting the university in a condition to train 
«transformative employees», «people who can use higher-level skills, such 
as analysis, critique, synthesis, and multi-layered communication to facili-
tate innovative teamwork» (Harvey 2003: 11). The task of the university 
is not then limited to facilitating the meeting between demand and offer 
of employment, «in essence, the emphasis is on developing critical, re-
flective abilities, with a view to empowering and enhancing the learner. 
Employment is a by-product of this enabling process» (Harvey 2003: 3).
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5. Measures to support employability

The gulf between the university and the world of work makes the 
definition of students’ investment choices and career more problemat-
ic and open to risk, especially for those who are inequitably located in 
navigating their aspirational journeys (Harrison 2017). 

The success of the transitions to the labour market is not attributable 
solely to the quality of individual self-improvement projects. «Those 
without access to supportive social, economic and cultural capital and 
the readiness to negotiate transitions effectively are typically those who 
require these capacities the most» (Billett, Thomas, Sim, Johnson, Hay, 
Ryan 2010: 484). In these cases, but not only, the success of the tran-
sitions also depends on the willingness and ability of higher education 
system to adopt practices and behaviours that help develop labour mar-
ket-relevant knowledge and skills. But to be able to train students, it 
is necessary that individual universities engage in paths of institution-
al learning that will enable the same university to learn how to trans-
form themselves and create their own new social identity and their new 
positioning with respect to the labour market. The construction of a 
process of capacity building at university involves governance interven-
tions based on policy levers to enhance labour market relevance.  At 
the system level, these results are obtained with governmental policies 
that act: on the criteria for funding universities; on regulations and on the 
rules that govern the everyday life of businesses, organizations and stu-
dents; on information strategies to influence the behaviour of students and 
higher education institutions; on activation of the organizational resources 
of the various public agencies (from ANVUR to the various ministe-
rial bodies) to help achieve their goals by steering or influencing higher 
education systems. 

There are however practices and behaviours that do help develop la-
bour market-relevant knowledge and skills, which universities can adopt 
as a learning process and organizational change that are relatively auton-
omous with respect to the action of governmental policy levers.

Below, we examine a selection of some of the measures consistent 
with the Emp&Co research results, whose effectiveness is confirmed by 
studies carried out at an international scale (OECD 2017: 64-74) relat-
ing to the following final considerations:

1. The capacity of higher education institutions to respond to 
labour market demand 
This depends above all on the ability to offer relevant study pro-

grammes. The availability of human resources (i.e. academic and support 
staff ), and physical infrastructure have a significant impact, and depend 
on local choices (selection of personnel, investments).
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2. Informed student choice 
The students’ choice of study must be able to rely on existing infor-

mation. Guidance activities must focus on providing information on 
genuine employment prospects. The students’ choices must not be influ-
enced by the need of individual universities to increase their number of 
enrolments. Information on employment prospects is a service that must 
be ensured throughout their career, also to help reshaping their choices.

3. Student admission policies and practices, and academic support 
for students
The procedures by which students are admitted and supported in their 

studies can also make a difference in the relevance and quality of the 
skills developed and this ultimately affects labour market outcomes. Stu-
dents who are selected by higher education institutions based on previous 
strong academic results and completion of relevant pre-requisite subjects 
(at secondary school or through other tertiary education) are more likely 
to succeed in higher education (Hiss, Doria 2014). 

4. Curriculum design and delivery 
«The curriculum is at the core of higher education learning: in any 

field of study, a well-designed curriculum is an important step towards 
ensuring that students develop good skills that position them for labour 
market success» (OECD 2017: 67).  The construction of curricula is ex-
posed to the challenge of the dynamics of transformation of professional 
groups, of the hybridizations of various profiles, their constant changes, 
and of various forms depending on organizational contexts. The answer 
to this problem can only partially be entrusted to continuing education 
provided after the end of university studies and in workplaces. To this 
must be added the fact that the idea of a single-profession career is becom-
ing outdated. Part of the disciplinary knowledge provided will not only 
become quickly obsolete, but also irrelevant with respect to the sundry 
figures and professional roles that students will be required to interpret. 

The interdisciplinary response, not based on a mere juxtaposition of 
curricula in different disciplines, could constitute an effective launchpad 
for curriculum design. However, it clashes with both the prevalence of 
organizational models based on the separation between disciplines, and 
with the lack of information on the future of the professions. In a national 
economic structure dominated by small- to medium-sized enterprises, 
forecasts of the skills demand for the medium to long term are scarce.

5. Learning and teaching and delivery of curriculum
«The ways in which the curriculum is delivered can also play an im-

portant role in generating high quality skills that support good labour 
market outcomes for higher education graduates. The traditional ap-
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proach to higher education teaching has long been for an experienced 
academic to provide a lecture that “imparts knowledge” to students» 
(OECD 2017: 71). Teaching practices based on the lecture-based model 
are known to be ineffective. They do not take account of the fact that 
higher education institutions operate with adults, who normally work, 
and already have their own background knowledge and experience. In 
short: they do not consider how adults learn. The problem also concerns 
innovations in teaching, the use of technologies that are by now a part 
of people’s daily life. However, this limit can be overcome with the use 
of typical adult education methods (e.g. group activities, oral presen-
tations, problem-solving scenarios) as they are developing professional 
and technical skills. The education of ‘transformative employees’ – i.e. 
people who are entrusted daily not only with tasks of mere execution, 
but the creation of new knowledge of products, organization, process-
es, and markets – is mainly realized through the method of delivering 
the curriculum. 

6. Work-based learning and workplace learning
The Emp&Co research shows how the education of students also 

depends on the learning potential of their current job. The work-based 
learning provided by curricula must therefore also communicate with 
workplace learning processes in which the student participates. 

Participation in quality work-based learning (sometimes known as work-
integrated learning) can improve labour market outcomes. There are sev-
eral types of work-based learning processes in higher education. These 
include field experience, mandatory professional practice, co-operative 
education placements, internships, applied research, project learning and 
service learning. Graduate apprenticeships have recently re-emerged as 
another way of combining work and academic studies to enable people 
to ‘earn-as-they- learn’ (OECD 2017: 73).

Participation in workplace learning processes puts the student in a 
position of dynamic interaction with the learning factors present at their 
own workplace. This may be a limiting factor, given that their image 
of work is determined by current experiences and their quality. At the 
same time, they constitute a wealth of theoretical, methodological, and 
practical knowledge, on which the student can exercise their critical-
transformative skills, bringing innovation to this context. Moreover, the 
students are constantly exposed to a benchmarking exercise that puts them 
in the condition to give meaning and evaluate the theoretical and practi-
cal experiences offered by the curriculum. For the university, this means 
learning to deal with the work experiences and cultures the students 
bring, and to manage and steer the learning processes that they generate.



142 PAOLO FEDERIGHI

7. Internationalization 
The development of the international dimension of educational path-

ways makes it possible to deal with labour markets other than local ones. 
The prospect of working abroad for a period of their lives, and thus being 
confronted with different national labour markets, is an opportunity that 
is gradually extending to all professional groups. The exclusive relation-
ship between the university and the local economy covers an increasingly 
limited proportion of educational and research activities. «Undertaking 
part of a higher education programme in another country can enable 
students to develop important transversal skills and thus support good la-
bour market outcomes» (OECD 2017: 72). Studying abroad helps students 
expand their knowledge of other societies, languages, cultures, and busi-
ness methods, and develop cross-cultural competencies and sensitivities. 
These skills, in addition to the resiliency demonstrated by exiting one’s 
comfort zone to pursue education in a foreign setting can send a strong 
signal to employer about the employability of graduates (OECD 2013). 

8. Career Advice and support 
The results of the Emp&Co research show that the functions of career 

advice and support may not be concentrated on the moment of transi-
tion between higher education and the labour market since these tran-
sitions are non-linear, and because many of the students already have a 
job before completing their studies. The expected function is to foster 
the transition towards a new job, possibly of a better quality than the 
previous one. Career advice is emerging as a function relevant to all the 
measures listed above. It is a by-product of them. As Jääskelä & Nissilä 
argued (2015): «Pedagogy and guidance services (are) a systemic entity». 
It is however questionable whether this type of service can be limited to 
students, or if even universities should behave like other stakeholders of 
learning, and provide a ‘post-sales’ career advice service. As part of the 
Emp&Co research, the delivery of this type of service to graduates was 
tested. A final consideration is that this is an initiative that is sustainable 
and coherent with the ethics and values of a contemporary university. The 
service could play an even more significant role if all university teachers 
provided students with the contacts and information in their possession 
relating to the production world that they cooperate with. 

This function is also accompanied by career services. 

Many higher education institutions now provide career services or ca-
reer centres to help students connect with prospective employers. These 
centres assist students by helping them apply for jobs, write their curric-
ulum vitae or resumé, and prepare for job interviews. They also provide 
students with access to employers by organising job fairs and employer 
visits to campus, and by distributing employer postings for work-based 
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learning opportunities and post-graduation employment opportunities. 
Increasingly, they also provide counselling and advice related to new 
skill sets that are important both for getting a job and for succeeding 
in workplace and to develop entrepreneurial skills (OECD 2017: 74). 

The need for specialized support services exists primarily to perform 
the functions of guidance, coordination, quality assurance, and network-
ing of the system. In fact, the set of activities described above constitutes 
a system integrated with all the functions of teaching, research, and uni-
versities’ third mission, which requires its own body of strategic plan-
ning and management.

6. Conclusion

Transitions to the labour market are also dependent on the recruit-
ment traditions, methods, and tools used by enterprises. The weakness of 
the systems currently in place is under debate. In 2016, France Stratégie 
estimated that the cost of inequalities in accessing qualified work is not 
far off €150 billion, due to wasted talent, unemployment, and idleness, a 
misallocation of human resources (Bon-Maury et al. 2016). 

The research is making efforts to define new mechanisms that might 
reduce the technical inefficiencies and cultural weaknesses of the cur-
rent ones. The aim is to go beyond the use of CVs, certificates, and the 
gut instinct of recruiters. To this end, the research has focused on recent 
applications of machine learning coupled with increased access to data, 
raising the possibility of improving hiring decisions with the help of al-
gorithms (Danieli et al. 2016; Hoffman 2015). 

Meanwhile, civil society is making efforts to promote non-gov-
ernmental initiatives that can bring young people into contact with 
enterprises.

University research should participate more directly in the study of 
technologies and organizational forms that could help higher education 
institutions rid themselves of outdated cultures and ideologies and solve 
the setbacks that prevent them from fulfilling their role.
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