AWM Graduate Conference.

Good Morning.

I am delighted to be asked to be part of your conference today and this is the first time I have ever shared a platform with a Minister of the Crown. My mom is very proud.

Thank you for giving me this opportunity today to present to you with my experience of recruiting graduates into the workplace.  My brief is outline the experience and the effect from the employer perspective of taking on graduates into the workplace.

Graduate Advantage asked me if I would undertake this part of today’s agenda in the expectation that I can bring a viewpoint that will  be helpful to your discussions. 

I have in the past three years recruited two graduates into my company and through my work with the young professionals organisation, Birmingham Future, been heavily involved in their extensive and successful work on bridging the gap between business and graduate employment with both the innovative Graduate Apprentice programme, indeed only last week Birmingham Future selected their third Apprentice and with a series of careers events aimed at soon to be graduates that took place last year at several Midlands universities called Future –pro. Both initiatives generously supported by AWM.

This morning, I will give you my perspective as an employer on why as a company we have chosen to recruit graduates, how we found the recruitment experience and the effect the graduates have had on our business.

Let me first give you some background. I am a partner at strategic communications agency called Urban Communications, we are based in the heart of the professional business district – to my bank manager’s constant shagrin next to House of Fraser and we are in our fourth year of trading. 

We are small company with four full time staff and a network of associates whom we call on to provide specialist support. We operate in the public sector, professional services, creative industries and with charities.

I guess there is one other of piece of background I should give you- 

I am not a graduate myself. I chose not to go university but straight in to the workplace. I thought you should know.
And during my career I have worked with many talented people some were graduates some were not. Therefore I believe that I have an open mind towards the recruitment process.

Two and half years ago, Urban decided we needed to find additional resource for our expanding business. The role was to be primarily a supporting one to the company’s two directors. 

We didn’t want an administrator per se, but someone who would undertake research, assist in implementing and controlling office systems, there would be some IT responsibility, so we wanted someone who would know their way around the digital world and bring to our business a dynamic and fresh perspective.

This was a role that would evolve. 

We had a lose job description of sorts- or more accurately some of the areas in which we needed support but it was true to say that much of the role would be created by the candidate themselves by demonstrating their application and their  skills. 

We were looking for someone who would join us without prejudices and without too much experience, but who was fresh and adaptable and we wanted the candidate with our guidance to paint on a blank canvas.  

As a small and fledgling business we could do this. of course in larger businesses this isn’t the case the roles are defined and their benefits for graduates in this- but we had a role that could be built upon and built upon quickly if the candidate wanted to.

It can also be perceived to be a downside but in many ways I see it as a positive that as a small business time was not a luxury. We needed a positive contribution to our business straight away. 

For our graduate recruit we can’t offer the mentoring and support mechanisms you would get from the likes of Deloitte or M& S. Our graduate would be in at the deep end. Exposed to all the companies issues and challenges. And equally - we like to think - the successes and rewards. 

It is an environment where you need to learn quickly but can make a bigger contribution to the business very early.

So why did we decide on recruiting a graduate and not someone two or three years into their career?

Let’s cover off the first point some of you might be thinking. 

It wasn’t to get the cheapest solution. I would not suppose to you that as small business we didn’t have financial restraints in this recruitment process- we did and graduates can be more a cost effective solution – but that wasn’t where we were coming from.

Both my business partner and I in former careers in the media - he at commercial television - me in commercial radio – had experienced the success and impact of finding and developing enthusiastic, focussed, flexible graduates. We had seen the contribution they had made in those environements.

And here is one of the exciting things about recruiting graduates. 

Graduates are raw yes. 

In experienced - yes, 

they can easily go into a culture shock for the first six months of their working life- yes - particularly when they realise there are at least five nine am’s in a week. 

But there is an enthusiasm, a willingness to absorb knowledge, an application and focus that can be harnessed from graduates - a malablity if you will - that isn’t so prevalent from more experienced employees. With grauate recruitment what you lack in experience you hopefully gain in enthusiasm and application.

However, I am not going to ignore the issues of experience and particularly the issues around preparation for the workplace which you experience in the graduate market place this is problematic to employers and I will cover this in a moment.

So having decided we wanted to recruit a graduate how did we go about it?

I guess as a business we were lucky and I would suggest more knowledgeable of the processes and support mechanisms available to employers through our contacts in the university marketplace than many of our fellow colleagues in business are. Many smaller businesses and I wouldn’t include the large corporates in this at all- simply do not know how to go about recruiting graduates,  The percetion can be it is a hard process to navigate and as a consequence off putting.

Through my work with Future pro and the Graduate Apprentice we knew of the work of Graduate Advantage for example and therefore we were happy to go down that route.

I can assure you this is not because my invitation to be with you today has come from them but I have a high regard for Graduate Advantage. They provide exposure to the graduate market place that is not easily sourced elsewhere, they  will undertake much of the early identification of candidates and the shifting – vital to the smaller and medium sized business where time is often just not available  - in effect they build the bridges and make the links between the employer and the potential candidates.

That it not to say however, I have found the recruitment process that we have undertaken twice now easy or without pain. No recruitment process is and for graduates it is no different.

The first time we were recruiting we saw at least eight candidates. The process took several weeks and was at times frustrating. 

 I make no apologies for perhaps being hard to please. This was an important role in our business. We had to be sure we recruited someone who would provide the right dynamic for our business, in a small office environment the mix of personalities is vital- and all though we were not looking by any means for an all rounded individual from day one we did however need a candidate at interview who would demonstrate they had the skills we needed.

And this I guess is where much of my frustration lies with recruiting graduates. 

Most are just not prepared for the workplace. 

We saw candidates that were unaware of our business, surprisingly had undertaken no research about us the market in which we operate, there in interviews didn’t last long. 

Many had very little skill in interviews, found it difficult to answer questions many simply did display a degree of eloquence we needed. 

Some had only a scant knowledge of what skills we wanted despite the job description being forwarded.  

How do we resolve this? 

I am not pointing fingers here at universities and their careers service, I am not blaming organisations such of Graduate Advantage, I am not really blaming the graduate. Business has a part to play too of that I am certain

What I am saying is we are all responsible for this. 

If I have any message today I want you to take away it is that we have to find a better way of making graduates more prepared for work. 

For interview and for the job itself.  

There is too much of a gap between their academic life and preparing for the workplace. 

Business needs to work closer with careers officers and the universities in general to bridge this gap. By working together we can get candidates better prepared it will be beneficial to graduates and employers alike.  I believe passionately we need to do this. 

Now to another dilemma we faced in the recruitment process. We are a communications agency we work with the media, so do we look only at grauates from media related courses and degrees. Do we ignore candidates from other disciplines? Of course the application process proved we were highly attractive to media studies students. 

And so have we select a media studies graduate the two times we have recruited – no we havent. 

Our latest recruit Natalie graduated from Cardiff University with a degree in Journalism and Cultural studies as close to the media studies route we have so far gone – Laura- our first graduate appointment studied drama and English at the University of Birmingham.

And to me that is one of the great benefits of the graduate marketplace. It is so diverse. This is probably the one time in the recruitment process where you can take more a risk, be bolder- it is all down to the CV and where and with whom they have worked before. It is back to the blank canvass again I suppose. 

I would recommend to any other business do not just focus on the obvious courses. Explore the options- see a breadth of talent.  

As an a side but helps to reinforce my point when I was at BRMB Radio one of the best graduates who ever worked with me was a guy with a first from Birmingham University in biological sciences. He is still pursuing a successful career in radio.

Now to another issue often quoted by employers when discussing their fears about  in recruiting graduates straight out of uni -  how long will they stay? 

At Urban we factor this in. We know this is a first stage in a journey for a fresh graduate- we do not expect them stay with us for ever - that is ok. We don’t want them to- it is a bad sign. 

To be honest we always hope for at least a two year run with the graduates we employ- but we want our graduates to build their knowledge – get wider experience- we might want them back later in their careers more rounded and more experienced.

So to the effect.

Two graduates so far at Urban. Laura our first left us after fourteen months slightly earlier than we had hoped. But in the time she was with us- she helped evolve the role we had created- she demonstrated quite starkly to us the skills gap we had got in the business- she as we hoped she would offer us a fresher perspective to our business,  she had IT skills and knowledge I still don’t really understand and certainly cant do myself – We had an employee who provided a new and fresh dynamic to our office environment- the clients incidently loved her. 

Natalie our current graduate trainee- though that doesn’t do justice to the role she now fulfils for us – brings an inquisitive and perceptive mind- an impressive understanding of the media, and the digital world which she refuses to be challenged by despite its mind bogging constant evolution- navigates us through this constantly evolution. 

She has a work ethic that is truly inspiring.

Quite frankly we have become so reliant on this support from originally Laura and now Natalie- we would be seriously in difficulty if we couldn’t fill this role with the quality we have so far experienced.

Let me start to conclude with some of Natalie’s observations to me about her experience with Urban. Bear in mind she joined us straight from graduation last summer.

The world of work was so totally different to what she was expecting. 

She felt unprepared and without many of the skills needed in terms of communication thought she is very articulate, she felt lacking in how an office worked and operated and wasn’t at all sure what was to be expected of her in the workplace

She wished that work experience had been a part of her course. It would have helped.

In terms of the recruitment process she had a sense of not really knowing how to tackle it. How to start and how to navigate it. 

She felt it was a times a lonely journey. Again perhaps this something business and those tasked to supporting graduates could do more to allievate.

 So in conclusion.

We have now recruited two graduates straight out of university. Provided them with their first jobs.

· Are we glad we decided to take this route for the role we had to fill. Absolutely.

· Have we seen a positive effect on our business because of it? Definitely.

· Has the process been worth the effort- Without doubt.

· Would we encourage other companies to recruit graduates, You bet.

Thank you for your time.
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