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Understanding the nature of careers is essential for those working in higher education, as 
many staff – not simply those in careers services – influence graduating students’ 
understanding of and attitudes towards their about-to-unfold careers. This paper integrates 
the careers literature with the literature on graduate transition to professional employment 
in order to raise debate about graduate career agency. A new perspective on careers, from 
graduates’ viewpoints, is essential. Current careers research focuses mostly on 
organisational perspectives, so we need to explore graduates’ perspectives to determine 
whether there is a connection between graduates’ career orientation and a successful 
transition. This paper, therefore, brings the ‘graduate perspective’ into the careers 
literature, arguing that greater understanding of graduates’ career transition will inform 
and benefit all involved in higher education – and ultimately graduates themselves. 
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Introduction 
 
There can be no argument with the proposition that graduates face a variety of choices about 
their careers in the face of contemporary challenges. As employers strive to become 
competitive in fluid times in different markets and with new technologies (Castells, 2011), the 
implications for employees include the erosion of jobs for life (Arthur, 1994; Baruch, 2002) 
and a succession of employers (Tams & Arthur, 2010), possibly resulting in very different 
career patterns to previous generations. Hence, understanding the nature of careers is essential 
for those in higher education who influence graduating students’ attitudes towards their 
imminent careers. This paper examines careers literature in tandem with literature on graduate 
transition to professional employment to raise debate about graduate career agency, arguing 
that a qualitative ‘graduate perspective’ is urgently needed. Overviews of key careers 
concepts and notions of career agency are presented. The paper then explores the literature on 
graduates’ transitions to employment, developing the argument that little is known, from 
graduates’ perspective, about the experiences they have during this period, how they shape 
their early career experiences, and whether they are adequately prepared to do so. The paper, 
which encapsulates some key theoretical issues considered in a current PhD research project 
examining new graduates’ careers and career agency, concludes with a call for research to 
extend our knowledge about new graduates’ career agency.  
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Careers and career agency 
 
There is extensive literature on careers and a developing literature on career agency. Some 
approaches to careers are organisation-centred. Some are more person-centred, with an active 
and important role for individuals – or career agency.  What we know about careers and 
career agency is briefly reviewed in this section, before moving to the implications for new 
graduates of what we know. 
 
Careers theories  
 
One straightforward notion regards careers as a ‘progression up an organisational hierarchy’ 
(Brousseau, Driver, Eneroth, & Larsson, 1996, p. 52), meaning linear movement with a single 
employer. Other conceptions are more fluid. Scholars have, for example, developed the 
boundaryless (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996) and the protean career theories (Hall, 1976; Hall & 
Moss, 1998).  The former involves sequences of opportunities that go beyond the boundaries 
of single employment settings (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1996, p. 116). The latter was inspired by 
Proteus, the Greek god who changed his form at will to suit the environment. The concepts 
overlap, but the boundaryless approach concerns different forms of mobility, particularly 
inter-organisational mobility, while the protean career approach focuses on individuals’ 
motivation to follow particular career pathways (Gubler, Arnold, & Coombs, 2014). The latter 
approach incorporates values of freedom, growth, personal career choices and self-fulfilment 
(Hall, 2004; Hall & Moss, 1998). It is not the case that one form of career has been 
supplanted by another over time; there may be disciplinary and other differences so that 
different types of careers co-exist. Bridgstock (2011), for example, argues that creative 
industries graduates require a boundaryless orientation and appropriate career management 
skills. Accounting professionals, on the other hand, may have more typical ‘organisational’ 
careers (Smith & Sheridan, 2006). Thus empirical research must be sensitive to the fact that 
there is no single ‘model’ career. 
 
There has been much critique of both linear and more fluid approaches. More recent 
formulations arose from of a critique of the deterministic and static nature of linear 
approaches, but recent approaches like the protean and boundaryless career have themselves 
been subject to scrutiny. First, there is an ideological critique that recent alternative careers 
concepts mirror wider neoliberal discourses; second, scholars have argued that studies focus 
on managerial careers rather than careers more broadly (Roper, Ganesh & Inkson 2010); and 
finally, critics have held that the boundaryless career theory has problems with terminology, 
an overemphasis on personal agency and poor empirical support (Inkson, Gunz, Ganesh, & 
Roper, 2012). This paper does not attempt to resolve such issues, but in developing the 
argument is mindful of them.  Although there is no hard and fast divide, for the purpose of 
this paper ‘traditional careers’ refer to linear careers (where organisations are held to be more 
‘in charge’ of the process), and alternative careers refer to flexible careers in which 
individuals are in charge. 
 
Career agency 
 
Career agency is defined as a process of work-related social engagement, informed by past 
experiences and future possibilities, through which people invest in their careers (Hall, 2002), 
including making free and independent choices (Tams & Arthur, 2010). Career agency refers 
to who is ‘in charge’ of careers. Baruch (2006) argues that there has been a circular movement 
in thinking about career agency and ownership. Careers were originally an individual 
responsibility, then an organisational responsibility, but have shifted back to being individual 
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responsibility. Concomitantly, careers have been seen as the ‘property’ of employees, of 
organisations, or a combination of both. Explanations of career agency such as the 
boundaryless and protean theories emphasise employees’ roles in managing their continued 
professional employment and their mobility between jobs and organisations (Roper, Ganesh, 
& Inkson, 2010, p. 667) and their continuing employability (Bridgstock, 2009, p. 33). 
 
Concepts of careers and career agency are central to the operation of contemporary 
organisations affecting, for example, training and development, workforce planning, 
supervision and mentoring. From the perspective of the wider labour market, they influence 
how human capital is used.  From an individual perspective, they influence how employees, 
including new graduates, ‘make their way’. 
  
Implications of careers theory and career agency for graduates  
 
The changing interpretation of careers and notions of career agency raises important questions 
for graduates and those guiding graduating students. Such questions include: the mechanisms 
that enable or constrain graduates to take charge of their careers; the expectations of 
contemporary graduates of a boundaryless future and/or a protean career orientation; and the 
kinds of knowledge that universities and employers need to develop graduates’ career agency.   
 
It is necessary to emphasise here that graduates are a particular group of employees. 
Graduates have new knowledge and attributes gained within a different curriculum to that of 
their predecessors, giving them different expectations of work and supervision. Graduates are 
accomplished in term of having knowledge and skills, and are not inexperienced although 
untried in their first post-graduation job. These features give graduates a distinct set of 
interests around career agency. Alternative careers theories suggest that graduates expect 
transitory and multi-organisational futures, implying that they have the ability to manage 
these futures.  The remainder of this section discusses the implications of traditional and 
alternative careers concepts for graduates.   
 
One early, yet alternative, perspective on careers refers to a dynamic process in which persons 
orient themselves via organisational imperatives and a combined social order (Hughes 1937). 
As the size and nature of organisations has shifted over the twentieth century, careers have 
changed from being bureaucratic and organisationally determined to more entrepreneurial and 
individually determined (Kanter, 1989, p. 509; Templer & Cawsey, 1999).  Further, career 
progression can be linear, expert, spiral or transitory (Brousseau et al. 1996, p. 52). If linear, 
as in the ‘traditional’ approach, progression is bounded by one profession in one organisation.  
If expert, career choices represent a progression from ‘apprentice’ to ‘journeyman’ [sic] 
(Brousseau et al. 1996, p. 52). The spiral career concept implies progression to allied areas in 
similar professions, while the transitory concept is about movement to different fields of work 
experience and to independence (Brousseau et al. 1996, p. 52). Organisations may provide 
some or all of these opportunities, if not explicitly then impliedly, or graduates may need to 
leave the organisation to avail themselves of these opportunities. Thus there can be a range of 
alternative career options, both within the one organisation, and outside in the broader labour 
market. With respect to graduates, therefore, all this implies that they will possibly face varied 
employment experiences, in a more fluid social order than the past and higher expectations 
that they will be able to manage their careers in whatever ‘trajectory’ is appropriate.  
 
Alternative careers theories imply that graduates must take a particularly active role in 
managing their careers in a less stable, unpredictable, market-sensitive world (Arthur, 
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Claman, Defilippi, & Adams, 1995). This may require a portfolio approach (Mallon, 1998), 
such that the individual develops a unique career pattern (Sullivan & Baruch 2009, p. 1543), 
and again graduate agency comes into the picture.  However, if graduates, not organisations, 
are in charge of their careers (Hall, 2004), graduates may or may not have the career agency 
required by the boundaryless careers context, and the ability to exercise the core values of 
freedom and personal growth, and to search for the self-fulfilment (Hall, 2004; Hall & Moss, 
1998) assumed by the concept of protean career. Empirical research is helpful here, with three 
studies, including a study of graduates, finding that those with protean and boundaryless 
career attitudes were in fact more agentic in their careers (Briscoe, Hall, & Frautschy 
DeMuth, 2006) than those without. However, many questions remain: what factors shape 
alternative (and traditional) careers in the contemporary context, what career management 
attitudes do organisations have and, all-importantly, are graduates seen by organisations – and 
indeed by themselves – as instigators, owners or informers of their career experiences? While 
research suggests that graduates may approach change and uncertainty more confidently if 
they assume agentic roles in their careers, we need to understand in more detail how career 
agency operates during graduates’ early employment. 
 
To understand career agency, we need to understand what it is that a graduate ‘is’ in the 
current context. One, older, view is that graduates are repositories of knowledge (Bird 1984), 
which they apply to the organisation’s purposes. A newer view is that, while graduates come 
with a baseline of knowledge, skills and attributes, they are engaged in continuous learning in 
the workplace, initially developing the competencies required by organisations, but in time 
contributing to organisations’ learning cultures (Arthur et al., 1995; Zaleska & de Menezes, 
2007). Thus, whether graduates have linear or alternative careers, the capacity for workplace 
learning and the capacity to transfer learning are an investment (Tams & Arthur 2010), which 
will bear fruit in career terms. These capacities may be particularly relevant in alternative 
careers, where knowing how, why and whom (Arthur et al 1995) are key issues. ‘Learning 
how’ is learning the job, ‘learning why’ is graduates’ learning about their own role, and 
‘learning whom’ refers to the instrumental use of other people in and outside of the 
organisation. Hence we need to understand the complex relationship between new graduates’ 
knowledge, skills and attributes on the one hand, and their career development and sense of 
career agency on the other. 
 
Graduates’ transition to professional employment 
 
As a start to understanding graduates’ early career development, we need to understand the 
nature of the transitional experience from university to workplace. In the past decade, a small 
body of research on this topic, using both qualitative and quantitative methods, has started to 
emerge. Topics include: alignment of undergraduate and employer expectations (Sturges, 
Guest, Conway, & Mackenzie Davey, 2002); graduates’ pre-graduation and at-graduation 
expectations (Grayson, 2004); the use and efficacy of career development strategies such as 
mentoring (Saarnivaara & Sarja, 2007); graduates’ experiences moving between university 
and employment (Brooks & Everett, 2009); factors affecting career success (Kanye & Crous, 
2007); and career management strategies in the first ten years of work (Sturges et al., 2002). 
The studies are not always comparable as they focus both on very recent graduates (Gedye, 
Fender, & Chalkley, 2004) and on graduates five to 10 years’ post-graduation (Brooks & 
Everett, 2009; Sturges et al., 2002). Themes identified can be broadly categorised in three 
ways: first, graduates’ post-graduate experiences; second, the expectations of graduates and 
organisations; and third, career success and career management strategies.  
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Graduates’ post-graduate experiences in employment  
 
Graduates’ post-graduate experiences in employment have been examined from a number of 
perspectives. One organisational, quantitative perspective of graduate experiences found that 
knowledge and skills have a positive net effect on getting a job, with graduates viewed as 
repositories of capital, transforming from pre-graduation cultural capital at university, to post-
graduation human capital in employment (Grayson, 2004). A qualitative exploration of more 
successful graduates’ transition between university and employment (Brooks & Everett, 
2009) found that employability was the reason for their degree, 80% used skills from degree, 
and there was little disillusionment with education despite acknowledging that there were 
gaps in what was needed for employment. A quantitative comparison of graduates who 
received job offers and those who did not, concluded that degrees are an interim assessment 
of graduate employment success and other inputs are needed which may be developed 
separately from university (Kwok, Adams, & Feng, 2012). 
 
A second strand of research is on the kinds of useful interventions, post-graduation, that assist 
graduates. For example, dialogic mentoring, which entails various approaches to problem 
solving between mentors and protégés, was found to improve graduate employability, assist 
transition, add value to degrees and inform the curriculum for future undergraduates 
(Saarnivaara & Sarja, 2007). A qualitative case study of employability interventions including 
skills workshops, career mentoring and services to small and medium sized employers 
(McIlveen & Pensiero, 2008), posited that interventions improved graduate employability and 
transitions, thereby adding value to degrees. However, this study did not include the views of 
graduates themselves.  Further, interventions, while useful at transition in attempting to align 
the expectations of undergraduates and employers (Pearson & Chatterjee, 2004), still do not 
guarantee satisfactory transition to employment (Saarnivaara & Sarja, 2007).   
 
The expectations of graduates and of organisations  
 
The expectations of graduates and organisations have been a particular focus of the research 
on graduate transitions. However, most of the research has focussed on what organisations 
want from graduates, and how organisations are and should be developing new graduates. 
There is fragmented research on what graduates want from organisations (or from other 
sources, such as universities) in terms of career management and career development. 
Graduates’ perception of the value of a degree to their employment is one issue that has been 
studied. Gedye, Fender and Chalkley (2004), for example, found that while three-quarters of 
graduates said their degree helped their career prospects, only half said it was useful for 
developing knowledge. Regarding skills, more disturbingly, only eleven per cent said the 
degree conveyed transferable skills, with four skills receiving too little attention, including 
job-search skills, which was the most neglected skill, followed by verbal presentation skills, 
leadership skills and information technology literacy (Gedye et al., 2004). One longitudinal 
study addressed the alignment of expectations, finding that over a 10-year period, graduates 
changed their career values, had career self-management skills, and those who took control of 
their careers gained access to career support and future career development with employers in 
a career partnership (Sturges et al., 2002). Such career partnerships, if negotiated, could align 
career management expectations of graduates and employers. However, Tomlinson (2008) 
found undergraduates were still concerned about the weakening currency of university 
credentials for graduate work and employability, and how to ‘package’ their attributes for 
changing needs of employers. As a consequence, expectations of graduates and organisations 
remain misaligned and clear career partnerships between graduates and organisations, 
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utilising graduates’ knowledge, skills and attributes, remain scarce. In addition, little research 
focuses on the alignment – or lack of – of graduate and organisational expectations at the 
point of transition to employment.  
 
The relationship between new graduates’ knowledge, skills and attributes on the one hand, 
and their career development and sense of career agency on the other, is complex, as 
highlighted above. A case study of second year business students (Pearson & Chatterjee, 
2004), which explored expectations and value gaps of students, found that graduates’ 
expectations shifted from having traditional values of education, at the beginning of their 
degrees, to requiring a curriculum of global usefulness. But graduates felt that this was not 
reflected in the curriculum. This indicates additional tensions between what is delivered by 
universities and what is valued and expected by graduates and organisations.  Other studies 
have emphasised the dynamic nature of graduate transitions. From research on new graduates 
in nursing, human resources, hospitality and engineering product management, Holden and 
Hamblett (2007) determined that transition can be framed as a rite of passage in learning 
about the job, the organisation and the self.  Learning the job and conventions includes 
learning from peers. Learning the organisation includes assimilating organisational 
conventions. Learning about self involves graduates’ struggle to assimilate conventions 
(Holden & Hamblett, 2007). This is particularly useful research, as it alerts us to the multi-
dimensional nature of graduate transitions. ‘Useful learning’ is also the theme of a 
quantitative evaluation of graduate development (Arnold & MacKenzie Davey, 1994) aimed 
at improving, standardising and measuring graduate development, commitment and 
motivation, and in the process identifying graduates’ specialist skills and knowledge. Another 
finding of the latter study is that, although graduates need specialist skills development in 
order to be useful employees, the outcome is often to make graduates more ‘malleable’ with 
respect to the organisation’s needs, rather than resulting in the development of transferable 
knowledge, skills and attributes which will benefit the graduate not only in their current 
workplace, but in future workplaces.  
 
The literature has identified that tensions occur where graduates’ usefulness is subsumed or 
re-shaped when organisations take charge of their careers. In sum, a key finding of the 
‘transitions’ research is that graduates’ perception of the value of their knowledge, skills and 
attributes changes over time. This research suggests that further learning adds to the utility 
value of degrees and graduates’ career success, and that clear negotiated career partnerships 
are needed especially at the more uncertain time of transition.  
 
Graduates’ career success and management  
 
A key element of the research on graduate transitions is on the nature of career success, and 
strategies for enhancing career success. The main reason graduates give for doing a degree is 
‘employability’ (Brooks & Everett, 2009). Employability has been defined, using criteria 
from Derr (1986), involving five related aims: getting ahead – making it up the hierarchy; 
getting secure – achieving recognition and security; getting free – obtaining control over work 
processes; getting high – obtaining excitement and challenge; and getting balanced – having 
balance between work, relationships and development (Kanye & Crous, 2007). A major 
finding of this qualitative study (of interns from a range of degree disciplines in a financial 
institution) was that internships improved graduates’ career success by developing their 
strengths and teaching them strategies to cope with the demands of complex work.  Of course, 
not all graduates are involved in internships or other formal graduate (and undergraduate) 
workplace development programmes; however the research suggests that they give graduates 
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useful and effective opportunities to transfer to the workplace what has been learned at 
university.  
Transfer, as related to learning and teaching, is a complex concept (Jackson, 2013) and is 
highly relevant to the employment context (Hager and Hodgkinson, 2009). While Jackson’s 
shared stakeholder responsibility model (p. 785) mentions graduates’ personal, character and 
attitudinal responsibilities, she places more emphasis on the responsibilities of other 
stakeholders such as universities, teaching staff and employers. Thus there is a need to take a 
graduate perspective on this issue in order to determine what inputs are needed before and 
during transition, from universities and employers – as well as graduates themselves.  
 
In sum, graduates need to be able to move from learner-centred experiences (typical of the 
university environment) to employee-centred experiences (typical of the employment context) 
in order to close the gap between graduates’ and organisations’ expectations. A major 
outcome of research is that transfer of learning within graduate transitions may be more 
effective if graduates have career self-management skills and can form career partnerships 
with employers that enhance both their current and future careers (Bridgstock, 2011; Sturges 
et al., 2002). In such partnerships, graduates would learn about the job, the organisation and 
self (Holden & Hamblett, 2007) and identify knowledge, skills and attributes needed for an 
unknown future (Barnett, 2012). This would align graduates’ values (Pearson & Chatterjee, 
2004) with both current and future employers’ expectations, thus increasing the usefulness of 
their degree. 
 
Careers, agency and graduate transitions: Reflections and a research agenda  
 
There is a multi-dimensional perspective on attitudes to graduate careers and graduate career 
agency. Research on graduate careers and graduate career agency approaches these topics 
from a variety of perspectives. These include the perspectives of organisations, economic 
communities and even nation states (Roper et al., 2010). This review identifies some of these 
multi-dimensional attitudes and how they shape career management and further learning 
(Bridgstock, 2011; Sultana, 2012). Importantly we need to know more about graduates’ own 
perspectives on managing their careers and making the transition, as much of the research has 
centred on others’ perspectives. 
 
A central question that arises is whether graduates are adequately prepared for whatever 
role(s) they will play in developing career agency in their early careers. Answers are 
important to universities and employers, but also to graduates as they take charge of their 
careers. We need to know whether graduates are adequately prepared by universities to 
manage their early careers; and once within employment, whether graduates can exert career 
agency. In both traditional and alternative career models, it can be argued that the 
organisation is still primarily in charge (Smith and Sheridan, 2006). Even where graduates are 
‘organisationally bound,’ they may expect a greater role via pathways like the spiral career 
and the transitory career, which allow some independence in their career pathways within the 
same organisation (Brousseau et al. 1996, p. 52).  
 
Graduates’ functions in employment and in managing their careers have been identified as 
fundamentally, albeit not explicitly, discussions about their human capital (Grayson, 2004), 
suggesting an explicit organisational perspective. Other discussions centre around seeing 
graduates as mere (organisational) repositories as suggested by Bird (1994), with an 
alternative point of view being that graduates are functionaries – or active agents – in how 
they apply their knowledge and develop their capacity to learn. Graduates’ knowledge and 
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attributes become their personal capital as they manage their careers and undertake further 
learning.  Active interventions at university are possible (McIlveen & Pensiero, 2008) but not 
always fully achieved in the curriculum. Hence, further learning about careers, career agency 
and organisation-specific issues is needed during transition. 
 
This paper has identified gaps in the literature regarding a lack of graduate awareness about 
varying approaches to careers and career agency and what to expect during their transition to 
employment. Greater awareness is crucial for graduates during transition, as their early 
experiences and understanding of organisational career attitudes may affect their career 
agency. This can, in turn, affect the alignment of their expectations and those of their 
organisations. Effective preparation by universities, organisations and graduates that aligns 
the expectations of graduates and organisations, is crucial for graduates if they are to assume 
career agency. One solution is ‘transition mentors’ – within a negotiated career management 
programme – who enable graduates to identify organisations’ approaches to career 
development, to identify their own agency, to resolve tensions and to maximise human and 
other resources (Bridgstock, 2011; Sturges et al., 2002; Sultana, 2012). That graduates have 
not been asked, so far about the usefulness of various interventions reveals a serious gap in 
the literature. 
 
In sum, therefore, more research is needed on graduates’ transitions and their early 
experiences of professional work. This research could address if and how graduates manage 
the interplay between careers and varying organisational contexts (Inkson et al., 2012, p. 332). 
Such research could develop a more nuanced understanding of graduates’ emerging career 
agency, clarifying what we know, articulating what we don’t, and thus opening up a new 
research agenda. We know that degrees are not sufficient in themselves, in that graduate 
employees are expected to undertake continual learning. We know that resources are needed 
to bridge the gap between what is learned at university and what is needed in employment. 
Another argument in this paper is that this might involve the development of sophisticated 
self-guided career management skills. 
 
Conclusion 
 
This examination of the literature on careers, career agency and graduate transition to 
professional employment raises debates about contemporary graduates’ futures, with 
implications for their transition to employment and for their carer agency. Differences exist 
between traditional and alternative careers concepts, and between university input on career 
management and organisational practices or attitudes towards career management. As 
graduates need to orient themselves towards changing careers contexts and experiences, we 
need to explore more fully their early career experiences to see if and how graduates take 
charge of their careers during their early career experiences, and how they can be better 
supported to do so at university and during transition and early employment.  
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