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ABSTRACT 

 

Graduate recruitment in small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) is largely neglected, 

overshadowed by larger enterprises more traditionally associated with graduate employment. 

This thesis addresses this oversight by exploring graduate employment in small firms located in 

the West Midlands, with a specific focus on small Business and Professional Services (BPS). The 

thesis examines whether attitudinal barriers deterring graduates from small firm employment, and 

small firm employers from recruiting graduate employees, as summarised by the concept of 

mutual unattractiveness, is supported by the experiences of graduates currently employed in 

smaller firms, and by the experiences of owner-managers that have employed them. The research 

specifically explores employer interpretations of graduate contributions and skills deficiencies, 

and graduate interpretations of training delivery and developmental practices. A qualitative 

approach enables the study to gain a deeper understanding of manager-graduate relations in small 

firms, while supplementary interviews with careers service, large firm and intermediary 

organisation representatives generates a multi-perspective approach appreciative of wider 

regional graduate employment access and engagement. The study finds that whilst graduate and 

employer experiences in many ways reinforce factors that deter both parties from engaging in 

such employment, their experience also demonstrates the positive rewards ensuing for both 

parties. This thesis illustrates how small firm graduate employment is complex and informed by 

comparative decisions. It also shows how recruitment decisions concerning small firm graduate 

employment require a more informed approach such that expectations may be managed 

accordingly.   
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Some managers actually encourage graduates to pursue a portfolio career as they believe this sort of attitude helps them develop professionally (Shear Solicitors – M,
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Understanding:  

Education:

Access opportunities: 



Targeted SME recruitment support: 

Unified and collective representation: 











‘Graduates’

Young, talented and ambitious ~ the future 
of your business? 

Firms in the West Midlands are encouraged to employ graduates primarily on the basis that they 
might enhance firm success through the fresh ideas and perspectives that they can bring to a 
business.

However,

Negative experiences and preconceptions of graduate recruitment have put many businesses off, 
particularly when it comes to issues such as graduate softer skills and salary demands. 

Therefore,

More research needs to be undertaken on the realistic impact of graduates in businesses within the 
West Midlands, if

(a) More businesses are to contemplate employing graduates 
(b) Current employers of graduates are to maximise graduate potential  

This research aims to not only contribute to academic understanding and regional development 
initiatives but to also produce work with a tangible benefit for firms situated within the region.  

Research components and objectives 

The research is based on small (50 employees or less) Business and Professional Service (BPS) 
firms 

Objectives of the research 

Examine formal and informal training and development techniques employed by small 
BPS firms to develop graduate recruits 
Examine the integration of graduate knowledge within the business 
Explore systems of feedback and channels of communication that guide and direct 
knowledge integration 
Understand how the transition between university and employment impacts upon a 
graduate’s ability to perform within the business  
Gain a wider appreciation of whether, and how, graduates can enhance business 
performance  



Benefits of taking part 

1. Executive summary 

All firms that take part in the research project will be provided with an executive summary on 
submission of the thesis in 2010. The summaries will provide details on: 

(a) The academic context of the research 
(b) Key findings from the thesis 
(c) Details of how to make the most of a new graduate 
(d) Primary findings from your firm as contrast to overall findings 
(e) Suggestions about how your firm might improve graduate training and development in order 

to enhance firm potential 

2. Providing a voice for your firm: 

(a) This research is not based on statistics. It is based on the ‘voice’ and opinions of businesses 
from the region. Therefore, the outcome will be a report detailing what businesses genuinely 
require from graduates 

(b) The research is also part funded by Advantage West Midlands (AWM). Therefore, it is an 
opportunity to make suggestions to our Regional Development Agency about what 
businesses realistically require from the region’s graduates 

3. Contribution to an original piece of academic research 

4. Contribution to the region’s competitive advantage 

If your firm agrees to participate, then it will be contributing to the region, not just the research, by 
facilitating: 

An understanding of how the region’s universities could be doing more to enhance 
graduate employment in small BPS firms  
An understanding of how AWM might improve support to small BPS firms who 
invest in graduate recruits 

Requirement from participating firms 

      (1) Interview with a managerial representative  
(2) Interview/s with line-manager/s (those in charge of graduate development within the firm) 
(3) Interview/s with graduate/s 

Graduate characteristics:
(a) Currently undertaking a professional qualification/professional training 
(b) Recently completed professional qualification/professional training (past 2 years or less) 
(c) Graduate working for the firm (past 4 years or less) but not receiving any particular 

professional training/working towards a professional qualification
[Preferably this would be the graduate’s first full-time job since graduating] 

Do not hesitate to contact me, Georgina Henricksen, for further details 
Address: University of Birmingham, School of Geography, Earth and Environmental Science,     
                 Edgbaston, Birmingham, B15 2TT 
Mobile:    07840 380 490 
Email:      gxh314@bham.ac.uk 



Statement of informed consent

Storage and use of interviews



Participant confirmation

Contact details
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Careers service interview structure 
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