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% 2 E General Purposes, Design and Structure
—The Employer Survey in the CHEERS Project—

Egbert de Weert
(University of Twente, the Netherlands)

In this workshop we discuss the employer survey as developed in the context
of the CHEERS project. Several questions will be addressed regarding the
background reasons, design of the questionnaire, the selection of interviewees,
and several more practical matters for carrying out the interviews.

1. Why are employers surveys less frequently than graduate surveys?

The general aim of the employers survey in the CHEERS project is to
supplement the graduate survey by in-depth interviews among employers. The
graduate survey concerns graduates and it is very useful also to hear the
views on the demand side of the labour market. However, it is most common
in labour market studies to take the graduate as a basic unit for data collection.
Employer’s surveys are less frequently carried out by researchers. The
reasons for this reluctance is that

- it is quite difficult to trace on forehand who is the employer.

- a quantitative approach (like the graduate survey on a random basis) is
usually not effective, since it is not clear who should fill in the
questionnaire. Moreover, practice from various countries learns that
people in firms are less interested in responding to written questionnaires.

- the employer is only aware of the own organisation and is not prepared to
generalise his/her opinion to other employment contexts.

- the employer has likely more graduates from higher education employed in
the organisation, so that a standard questionnaire cannot apply to all
graduates. A graduate survey is ‘individualised’, whereas an employer as
to generalise. This could be controlled by asking the employer to take one
person in mind who is considered as an average.



So an employer survey is more difficult, both in terms of getting empirical
data and also of processing them in a database. For these reasons a survey (in
a strict sense similar to the standard questionnaire for graduates) seems less
appropriate to apply for employers.

Nevertheless, the reasons for supplementing the graduate survey with a study

on employers’ views are the following:

- The picture of the relationship between higher education and employment
will be enriched if information gathered from graduates is complemented
by information from employers.

- Through a qualitative study among employers aspects of graduate
employment can be investigated in greater depth than can be achieved in
standardised questionnaire surveys.

- Findings of the graduate survey could be confronted with perceptions of
employers.

2. Purposes of employer’s survey

Three purposes can be distinguished:

a. Clarification of findings of the national graduate survey

The employer’s survey can be used for clarification of outcomes of the
national graduate survey. This means that the questionnaire for the employers
should be linked to the graduate questionnaire.

Example: if a certain percentage of graduates feels that competencies
acquired are not used in the workplace, the question for employers is whether
they recognise this or have another opinions on utilisation of knowledge and
skills.

b. Comparison of outcomes of graduate survey between countries

Various outcomes of the graduate survey can be used to make comparisons
and to base questions on this.



To illustrate this: In the comparison of the graduate survey data between
Japan and Europe, there appears a large difference with respect to type of
occupation: In Japan fewer than 50% held a professional or managerial
occupation, whereas in Europe there was a much higher percentage. The
important question is whether these differences reflect the performance of the
transition system and the appropriateness of higher education. What are the
work requirements of Japanese work organisations compared to requirements
in Europe?

Compare as Yoshimoto states:

“To answer this question fully, we would need to include information on
companies’ personnel management approaches to university graduates” (see
his article in Ulrich Teichler’s Festschrift, p. 227).

c. New themes, and specific employer’s perspectives

other themes can be more or less independent of the graduate survey.

In the CHEERS project I had to face the problem that the results of the

graduate surveys were late available. So I had to prepare the questionnaire in

advance, which also gave the opportunity to formulate other questions.

Examples:

- perspectives on the structure of higher education in the respective
countries,

- innovative character of institutions.

- the specific way companies recruit people.

3. Quantitative and qualitative methods

Apart from the practical reasons not to use quantitative methods in
employers’ studies, there are also good reasons to include qualitative methods
in labour market research. A survey questionnaire can touch only briefly these
issues, whereas a qualitative approach can go beyond some mere numbers.
This applies also to the graduates (hence also interviews among graduates).
Examples:
- individual perspectives on how the transition takes place, the choices and
individual considerations;



- more contextual situations, continuities and discontinuities of work tasks,
changes in work patterns, the extent to which work is based on
competencies of a specialised or a general nature;

- the role of those competencies that are more crucial nowadays for
successful job performance of graduates than they have been in the past
(compare for example the question on acquired possessed by graduates and
required competencies). The meaning of these dimensions can be
addressed in greater depth in qualitative research;

- qualitative research can illuminate the objective and subjective factors
underlying graduates’ perceptions of using or not using their competencies
on the job as well as of being employed appropriately or inappropriately.

4. Exciirs: Methods of employers’ study

There are various methods of using a qualitative study among employers. In
CHEERS the in-depth interviews are used, but this is not the only possibility.

In a study I did last year for the University of Twente among employers of
graduates from different disciplines of the university, the following methods
were explored:

a. face-to-face interview

b. interview by telephone

c. panel discussion

d. a combination of interview by telephone and a panel discussion.

The aim of this study was to compare these methods to find out:
- retrospectively whether the graduates had acquired the competencies as

required in the workplace (the effectiveness) and,
- prospectively, to what extent the present student population will be

prepared adequately for the future labour market.

The methods differ considerably in approach and in results.

The panel discussion concerned the faculty of computer science: About 15
employers were invited to the university (one afternoon) to discuss a set of
propositions regarding the level and competencies of graduates in computer
science. A summary report was made of this meeting.

The face-to-face interview resembles most the CHEERS employers interview.
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It is my experience that these methods have each their advantages and their

disadvantages as summarised in the next figure.

Advantages

Disadvantages

Face-to-face

personal and sympathetic
approach

combination of open +
closed questions

more in-depth views
wealth of information

time-consuming
because of divergent
information summary
report requires much
attention

subjective judgement of
interviewer

costly

Telephone - little time investment (30 - limited possibilities for
min) open questions/ probing
- short answers - long list of questions
- comparable information impossible
- easy data-processing - not attractive for
respondents
Panel - respondents can react to - number of subjects more
discussion each other (exchange limited
views) - respondents tend to be
- relatively less time influenced by the
intensive (thus less costly) participants (distortion)
- uncertainty whether they
show up
Combination |- combines the advantages - intensive
telephone of both methods
+ panel - using telephone results for

preparation of panel

The telephone interview concerned a very condensed list of questions which
had to be answered in a rather straightforward way (within 20-30 minutes).

The face-to-face interviews are intensive because if the questions are linked
to a particular discipline (as we did in this case), this requires much
knowledge from the part of the interviewers) about that particular discipline.

Also more subjectivity of the interviewer (influencing the possible answers)
can play a larger role compared to the other methods.

The three methods do not differ very much in terms of validity and reliability.

5. Selection of respondents
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Questions concern the following:
a. What employment sectors and how many?

In the CHEERS survey it was decided to have 25 interviews altogether.

This could be divided as follows:

- 8 cases in the sphere of new technologies on the production/developing
side

- 8 cases in the areas of commercial and public services: finance, banks,
consultancy firms, business and public services.

The other cases are to be selected on the basis of graduate employment as it

appears in a particular national context, such as particular sectors which

recruit a high proportion of graduates. But also more unusual sectors should

be considered, thus sectors that have a less strong connection with graduates.

Particularly interesting would be those (non-traditional) sectors which have

attracted a growing number of graduates in the last few years (new

employment areas).

From an international comparative perspective it can also be interesting to

know why graduates in one country find easily employment in some sectors,

whereas this does occur to a much lesser extent in other countries.

b. Who are regarded as employers

There are different options:

- top managers (Human Resource Management/ or Head of Personnel)
- Unit directors

- Direct supervisors of graduates

The experience learns that each of these have their (dis)advantages:

- the higher in the top of the organisation, people know less about the actual
recruitment process and the required competencies.

- head of personnel are more oriented on selection procedures, but generally
have a good overview of the various requirements as set by the different
units (in advertisements).

- people at the specific unit are only interested in these qualifications which
apply to their particular unit only.
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The most ideal situation would be to interview the respondent who combines
both elements: both the specific job requirements and the broader job profile
within the organisation.

Another good option: to interview two respondents on different levels of the
organisation.

Example: Inenaga, Yuki & Sakano, Shinji interviewed in Canon Europe (in

NL) two persons:

- Mr. Kano, Hisanori who is project manager. Since recruitment is carried
out by each department, his role is to give them support.

- Paul Braun who is human resource officer on a lower level than mr. Kano.

The interviews showed differences between the two respondents which can be

explained by their respective position in the organisation ( to some extent

their nationalities). So these interviews are supplementary.

¢. How to find employers and approach them?

In CHEERS we discussed the possibility of selecting an employer on the basis
of the graduates who filled in the questionnaire. This turned out to be too
difficult because of the large number of graduates and because the
questionnaire did not ask for the name of the employer. Moreover, there was
no intention to match closely a particular graduate and his/her employer.
There is no advantage in speaking to the employers of graduates in the
graduate survey, unless we would ask particular questions about those
graduates.

I selected the employers from what is known in the Netherlands about the
employment organisations. And I contacted the Dutch employers’ association
who helped me in finding good respondents.

One option is to select graduates on the basis of their questionnaire and to ask
them to provide the addresses of their employers, thus enabling contact to be
established with the direct supervisor. I used this approach in the University
of Twente interviews: The advantage is that you get in touch with somebody
who is acquainted with a particular group of graduates very well. But
sometimes graduates are reluctant to give the name of their supervisor
because this can be too personal. It is important to emphasise that in the
interview no link will be made between the questions and the individual
performance of the graduate.
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Another interesting option for comparative reasons is to approach companies
who are active in other countries (like the Japanese firm Canon in Amstelveen
(NL) with graduate recruitment both from Japan and Europe), or an
international firm (like Ericcson in both NL and Italy).

6. Interview schedule

The CHEERS interview guideline is a combination of open and closed
questions.

The open questions require more skills from the interviewers. It is more a
kind of conversation. Probing is very important. This means: further
questioning. For example: can you explain? Why do you think so? Can you
give examples? Somebody at another company had some view, what is your
opinion about this?

By way of good probing quite interesting viewpoints can emerge which are
very useful in the further comparative analysis.

Closed questions (including the tick boxes) are not the objective as such, but
should be used as a way to understand the viewpoints of the respondent.

My experience with the thick boxes in the checklist: interviewers in some
countries have not understand completely the purpose of the closed question
items as they have used the list as a goal in itself, without asking further
clarification. Using the closed questions in such a way does not give
employers the opportunity to express their own specific viewpoints in their
own words.

It appears very practical to send the short list with the main questions in
advance so that respondents can prepare themselves for the interviews.

Central themes of the employers’ interview:

a. Proportion of HE graduates in the organisation, recruitment , selection,

and career

The most important element is not the quantitative information as such, but
the information employers have in recruiting graduates. Are they well
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informed about graduates, are they interested where graduates studied and in
what fields?

In labour market studies different theories are used, such as human capital
theory, and a variety of screening or signalling theories. According to the
screening theory, formal schooling serves primarily as a mechanism for
identifying and sorting individuals who already have the abilities and other
traits that are required in the workplace.

This theory may apply in Japan as well with its status differentiation and
selectivity of HE institutions (‘degree-ocracy’): what is exactly the role of a
particular university where graduated, what is the role of exam results? What
criteria are dominant in the selection process? Do some employers only take
graduates of particularly favoured colleges and universities, and why? More
generally, what is their information base?

b. Match between educational qualifications and job requirements

The match between education and specialist versus generalist jobs varies
considerably between countries.

Some countries emphasise general competencies and loose links between field
of study and occupation (e.g. Japan, UK) and other countries have
professional and specialist linkages (Germany, NL).

What are the considerations of employers to select somebody with a specialist
or a more generalist education?

In this section also the results from the graduate survey about the
appropriateness of work to the level of education should be discussed. The
statistical data show large differences between countries. Japanese graduates
indicate a lower appropriateness than those in other countries.

Kosugi, Reiko states in her chapter for ROA book: “In Japan, students
generally start looking for jobs one year or more before graduation from
university” . “Unique in Japan is that students make use ‘placement offices’
and university instructors”. Perhaps the match is made too early which to
some extent explains the outcomes of the graduate survey.

It would be important to hear the views of Japanese employers on this issue.
What are their views of ‘over-qualification’? Why selection so early? How
do placement offices function and what is the role of the employer in this?
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c. Key skills and competencies required on the job

In the checklist the basic question E1 and E2 of the graduate survey are taken
as a starting point. Not all competencies have been used, but a limited number.
Perhaps the crucial question is whether graduates with specialist education

are qualified (in terms of competencies) for more generalist jobs or whether
they are in a (dis-)advantaged position compared to those with more general
education.

This is to hear whether there is a growing importance for general knowledge,
key competencies, socio-communicative skills. Some employers argue that
those with specialist education also possess these general skills or even better
than those with general education. Is this right?

Interesting note from interview at Canon NL: Mr. Kano said that Japanese
university graduates are sometimes ‘blank’ in terms of knowledge and skills
and European graduates are more sure about this. “It is important whether
he/she can understand the Japanese culture in organisations”. He also said
that European graduates ar concentrated on their specific unit, whereas
Japanese graduates adopt a broader perspective of the whole company.

d. Work organisation and (expected) developments

The questions in this section are rather open and intend to explore what
changes are

taking place in the work organisation and whether these may have
implications for

(future) skills and competencies of graduates.

For example: working more in smaller units; working in teams; role of work
organisation in utilising skills.

e. Perspectives on Higher Education

This section can be related to specific issues which are high on the national
policy agenda. In Europe the implementation of the Bachelor / Master
structure is very actual and it is often questioned whether the bachelor degree
- which in Japan and UK counts as first degree - provides a sufficient
qualification for the labour market. universities in Europe argue that this is
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not possible and that all students should be enabled to graduate for the Master
Degree.

Other issues: the desirability of internships, more professional profiles (such
as in Dutch HBOs), more diversity in courses, more international
homogeneity of higher education courses etc.

A more specific issue concerns the opposition of problem-based learning and
academic (abstract) knowledge. Perhaps this is not a contradiction, but
employers might be asked about the functions which abstract knowledge,
formal knowledge or professional knowledge have for the foundation of a
profession. In the literature of the sociology of professions this is an
important feature in many professions (not only in the medical ones, but more
broadly engineers, lawyers, architects) — see for example, Andrew Abbott,
The System of professions (Chicago, 1988).

7 Interview transcripts

In countries where interviews already have been held the way of analysis
differs. Some colleagues have their transcripts with a more or less literal
reproduction of what has been said in the interview. Others have given a
summary on the basis of the individual interviews. In the latter case
(summary), there is a chance that this is not done properly and that original
information is getting lost. The information is summarised in a more general
way, not indicating separately the answers of each respondent.

So generally it is better to have original transcripts for each separate
interview. These are more useful for further analysis of more detailed

country-specific outcomes and comparative employment sector perspectives.
8 Some preliminary outcomes and further data-analysis

So far a summary report has been written on the basis of the main findings of
the interview transcripts. The material gives a cross section of the employers
in different countries.

The report is a concise summary of the main findings of the interview
transcripts, following the main themes in the interview checklist. This is
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done rather descriptively and on the basis of ‘cutting and pasting’ throughout
the data.

The material should be analysed further to provide more detailed country-
specific outcomes and comparative employment sector perspectives (for
example comparing electronic firms and public organisations across

countries),

Advanced computer-aided qualitative data analysis for qualitative analysis
can be very helpful. Examples are : QSR NUD.IST; the Ethnograph Version
4.0 (there are already some more advanced versions). Such a data-analysis
includes the coding of textual data.

This exercise may have different purposes:

- To have the data speak for themselves (what respondents say and report in
a particular order);

- Try to find more general notions of the transition of higher education to
the labour market. Here the approach of the so-called grounded theory is
useful (see Glaser and Strauss, in different books and articles on
qualitative studies (inductive)

- Starting from a theoretical framework (combination deductive-inductive
approach).

Illustrations of the latter approach (and related to Japan) are:

Theories of the social constitution of labour markets: the social processes
which give rise to varying degrees of openness and competition (labour
domains or segregated markets). For example are the general skills acquired
from an electrical, electronics or mechanical engineering degree (in)
sufficiently specific, or practical, for the jobs to which the company allocates

its new recruits?

Another example: theories which relate the transition of HE graduates with
the labour market to skills utilisation patterns in the workplace. For example,
Alice Lam did much research on British-Japanese comparison of workplace
organisation. She shows how the actual skill content and task responsibilities
of different occupational groups differ very significantly between different
societies. Her study demonstrates that even for a category of the workforce
with high level formal qualification (such as engineers), in-the-job learning
plays a key role in their skill development. Their formal training and
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education provide them mainly with general conceptual knowledge and skills.
Many of the skills which are needed for productive development in a rapidly
changing technological and market environment (for example, capacity for
flexibility, contextual skills and general capacities for coordination and
information processing) can be acquired in the workplace only through on-
the-job learning. In this regard the work organisation as an explaining
variable for skills utilisation and skill development in the workplace. See for
further literature on this topic:

Lam, Alice (1996), Work organisation, skills development and utilisation of
engineers. In: R. Crompton, R., D. Gallie & K. Purcell (1996), Changing
Forms of Employment, Organisations, Skills and Gender. p.182-207. London:
Routledge.

Ito, M (1987), Skill transfer and economic organisation. In: K. Koike and T.

Inoki (eds) Skill Formation in Japan and Southeast Asia. Tokyo: University
of Tokyo: University of Tokyo Press.
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