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Susan Dennehy: Hello and welcome to XpertHR Weekly with me, Susan Dennehy. The 

economy is said to be gaining speed. But how is the graduate job 

marketing shoring up? This week we take a look at XpertHR’s 26th 

annual graduate recruitment and starting salary survey 2015-16. We 

discuss the state of the graduate market in general and the main 

trends revealed by the survey. With me this week to discuss the 

findings of this survey is benchmarking’s Michael Carty. 

Michael Carty: Hello, Sue. 

Susan Dennehy: So Michael, it’s a recent survey across both the public and private 

sector and it’s a projection over the next twelve months. Is that right? 

[0:00:39.8] 

Michael Carty: That’s absolutely right. 

Susan Dennehy: And what does the survey tell us about the general state of the 

graduate labour market? [0:00:44.8] 

Michael Carty: The overall outlook for graduates entering the UK labour market in 

2015 is not too encouraging, unfortunately. We’re seeing a slight fall 

in the number of employers seeking graduate recruits and on top of 

that, the pay freeze on graduate starting salaries that we’ve seen in 

previous years’ surveys is on-going. 

Susan Dennehy: Well let’s start with graduate recruitment activity then. What sort of fall 

are we seeing in the numbers of employers looking to take on 

graduates? [0:01:09.0] 

Michael Carty: Around 75% of employers taking part in this XpertHR survey are 

looking to recruit graduates over the twelve months to the end of 

August 2016. And that’s a little down on the figure we recorded a year 

ago, when just over 80% were recruiting graduates. 

Susan Dennehy: And is there any particular reason for this fall in graduate recruitment 

levels? [0:01:27.7] 

Michael Carty: It looks like some employers are actually moving away from 

graduates and instead looking for candidates with more direct 

experience of the world of work. Around one in four employers taking 

part in the survey said they’re not recruiting graduates at all in 

2015/2016. The most common reason for this is that they’re now 

focusing their recruitment efforts on more experienced staff. 

Susan Dennehy: What was the second most common reason? [0:01:50.8] 
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Michael Carty: Well after that, the next most common reason for not recruiting 

graduates is economic conditions. This suggests that graduate 

recruits could be an increasingly unaffordable luxury for some 

employers, even in the context of the current on-going economic 

recovery. 

Susan Dennehy: You mentioned that graduate starting salaries have been frozen. 

Does that reflect these concerns over affordability, then? [0:02:09.7] 

Michael Carty: Yes, I think so. This is XpertHR’s 26th annual survey tracking trends in 

graduate recruitment and graduate starting salaries and this is also 

the seventh year in a row in which our research has found a freeze in 

graduate starting salaries. 

Susan Dennehy: And what sort of starting salaries can the class of 2015 expect to 

earn, then? [0:02:27.3] 

Michael Carty: The median graduate starting salary for 2015/2016 is £23,000. 

Susan Dennehy: How does £23,000 compare with previous years? [0:02:36.3] 

Michael Carty: Well it looks like graduate starting salaries are on a slow downward 

trend. This year’s median graduate starting salary, at £23,000, is 

actually down by £500 from the £23,500 median we recorded a year 

ago, and that in turn was down by about £1,000 on the £24,500 

median that we saw in each of the two preceding years. But I should 

stress that this comparison isn’t based on a matched sample of 

survey respondents, so it may not necessarily indicate a trend over 

time. 

Susan Dennehy: So it looks like there are still tough times ahead for graduates. So are 

there any signs of life at all for graduate starting salaries? [0:03:12.9] 

Michael Carty: Yes. Away from the headline graduate starting salary rates, we’re 

seeing a good bit of movement in the graduate pay scale. The range 

of graduate starting salaries on offer this year is wider than ever, 

going from a minimum of £13,000 to a maximum of £50,000. In 

comparison, the range a year ago was much narrower, from £15,000 

to £36,000. 

Susan Dennehy: Well that’s interesting. The highest has gone up markedly at £14,000. 

So it’s a wide range that means that the lowest graduate starting 

salaries are lower than ever and the highest are higher. [0:03:44.3] 

Michael Carty: Exactly, yes. The minimum graduate starting salary of £13,000, which 

was offered by two private sector services employers in our sample, 

is roughly in-line with annual earnings on the new national minimum 

wage adult rate of £6.70 per hour. 

Susan Dennehy: And what’s driving the rise in top-end graduate starting salaries? 

[0:04:02.9] 

Michael Carty: Well the sharp rise at the top of the graduate starting salary scale 

reflects intensifying competition for the best graduate candidates. In 

the words of one of our respondents, ‘Some pockets of the economy 

are now seeing a very competitive environment, with salary wars 

breaking out between employers trying to attract top calibre 

graduates.’ 
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Susan Dennehy: And when you’re talking about graduates, you are talking about a 

wide spectrum of graduates from the highly skilled, such as 

engineers, to the softer subjects, such as arts and social sciences. 

Where are the highest graduate starting salaries on offer? [0:04:33.4] 

Michael Carty: Definitely from employers in the private sector. The highest salaries in 

our sample tend to be offered by private sector services organisations 

who are seeking graduates for finance roles, and also from 

manufacturing and production sector firms looking for graduate 

engineers. So for the class of 2015, it’s a very good time to be a 

graduate, provided you’re looking for an in-demand role. And it’s not 

just all about starting salaries. We’re seeing anecdotal evidence that 

some employers are going beyond just the traditional starting salary 

to attract the best graduate candidates. 

Susan Dennehy: What are employers offering besides graduate starting salaries, then? 

[0:05:07.3] 

Michael Carty: There’s some polarisation. At one end, some large organisations are 

supplementing already competitive graduate starting salaries with 

things like company cars, golden hellos and first year bonuses. But 

some smaller organisations, where high graduate starting salaries 

may not be an option, are putting an emphasis on what we might call 

softer factors. To appeal to graduates, they’re relying on things like 

company culture, the organisation’s reputation for corporate social 

responsibility, and the chance to contribute through work to the 

greater good of society. 

Susan Dennehy: So it sounds like a lot of employers are looking to up their game on 

what they offer graduates, either through higher salaries, or where 

that’s not an option, non-monetary incentives. Is it paying off? 

[0:05:48.0] 

Michael Carty: It seems to be paying off pretty well, yes. Overall, UK employers think 

their organisations are doing a good job on graduate recruitment. 

Across the whole economy, 80% of employers in our survey rate their 

organisation as effective, or very effective, when it comes to recruiting 

and selecting high-quality graduate candidates. 

Susan Dennehy: With confidence on selecting the right candidate overall so high, does 

that mean graduate recruitment processes are running pretty 

smoothly? [0:06:13.2] 

Michael Carty: Unfortunately not. Four-fifths of employers say they’ve experienced 

problems when recruiting graduates. 

Susan Dennehy: And what sort of problems are they having? [0:06:20.6] 

Michael Carty: Many seem to think that the main problem with graduate recruitment 

is the graduate recruits themselves. Half of those who’ve experienced 

problems cite poor quality applicants as the main issue. 

Susan Dennehy: We’ll come back to that in a minute. What’s the next common 

problem? [0:06:34.2] 
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Michael Carty: After that, the next most common problems with graduate recruitment 

are too few applicants and also candidates accepting job offers, then 

withdrawing. 

Susan Dennehy: Now you mentioned poor quality applicants. Was there any anecdotal 

evidence from the survey on why employers think they’re seeing poor 

quality graduate applicants? [0:06:51.7] 

Michael Carty: There was some disappointment amongst some respondents with the 

written and verbal communication skills that they’re seeing from 

today’s graduates. One employer, for example, said they’d received a 

number of graduate job applications that appeared to have been 

copied and pasted from the internet and not tailored for the role in 

question. 

 Another common theme to emerge was that some graduates could 

risk pricing themselves out of the market by bringing unrealistic 

expectations of the salaries and career progression opportunities they 

can expect. 

Susan Dennehy: And why do you think, Michael, that these graduates have these 

inflated salary expectations? [0:07:23.9] 

Michael Carty: Well this is partly driven by the ever-increasing debt burden on new 

graduates with the full impact of tuition fees now being felt. But a 

number of employers in our survey also think university career 

services are partly to blame for perceived shortfalls in the quality of 

graduates. One respondent described the links from university to 

industry as ‘awful’. 

Susan Dennehy: Well we’ll stop there. That’s a long-running, recurring theme, the poor 

quality of some graduates and the disjoint between graduate 

education and what employers need for the workplace. Some 

employers do try to overcome these difficulties by forging closer links 

with their local colleges, going in to talk to students, or offering 

valuable work experience, those types of things. So what was the 

most popular means of recruiting graduates? [0:08:03.4] 

Michael Carty: Despite these concerns, university career services seem popular with 

employers in terms of usage. They’re the second most used graduate 

attraction method at the moment. 

Susan Dennehy: So what was the most popular means of recruiting graduates? 

[0:08:15.6] 

Michael Carty: By far the most popular method for attracting graduates is the 

organisation’s own corporate website. Other popular options include 

social media and job boards. In fact, employers rank job boards as 

the most effective means of candidate attraction for graduate roles. 

Susan Dennehy: Having effective graduate recruitment selection and assessment 

methods in place is absolutely critical. What does the survey tell us 

about the selection methods they’re using? [0:08:38.2] 

Michael Carty: Well again, a wide range of selection methods are in use, but our 

analysis suggests there is a mismatch between what employers 
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consider the most effective way to assess and select graduate 

recruits in actual practice. 

Susan Dennehy: And how’s that? [0:08:49.9] 

Michael Carty: Well the most widely used methods for assessing and selecting 

graduate candidates are manually sifting applications against 

predetermined criteria, followed closely by the traditional first 

interview, but overall employers tend to rate assessment centres as 

the most effective. They are, however, by no means the most widely 

used, given that they’re actually a very expensive option. 

Susan Dennehy: Sounds like there’s a bit of work still needed to be done to ensure the 

most effective graduate selection methods are being used, then. How 

can our listeners find out more about the survey findings? [0:09:18.2] 

Michael Carty: Well you can read more about the key findings of the survey on 

Personnel Today and if you subscribe to XpertHR Benchmarking, you 

can access the complete results data and see how your organisation 

compares. 

Susan Dennehy: The survey is in two parts on XpertHR benchmarking, graduate 

recruitment 2015-16 and graduate starting salaries. Thank you very 

much, Michael. 

Michael Carty: Thank you. 

Susan Dennehy: Elsewhere on XpertHR there are also a couple of good practice 

guides on recruitment, including one on candidate attraction and 

shortlisting job candidates. There is also a section on attracting 

suitable candidates in the employment law manual and two frequently 

asked questions, on the milk round and how to advertise for 

graduates without falling foul of discrimination laws. 

 That brings us to the end of this week’s XpertHR Weekly, which 

you’ve been listening to with me, Susan Dennehy. We’re back again 

next Friday but until then, it’s goodbye from us. 


