
European universities and employability 

Jean Marc Rapp, EUA President 
Universidad Zaragoza 

15 February 2012 



…2… 

Introduction to EUA 
  800 individual universities 
   34 national Rectors’ 
Conferences 
  Associated university 
networks + organisations 
   in 47 European countries 

EUA - « the Voice of 
European Universities« 
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Presentation outline 

1.  Why employability – policy backgrounds 
2.  Graduate unemployment  
3.  What universities can do about employability 
4.  Conclusions 



1 - Why employability?  
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Why the interest in employability?  
A changed higher education landscape: 
   Massification of higher education 1998-2006: +25% 
   Education increasingly seen as a driver of growth 

New labour market needs: 
   More and more jobs require tertiary education qualifications 
   EU benchmark 2020: 40% of 30-34–year-olds completing 

third level education (currently only 26%) 
   Job for lifetime?  
   Demand for ’lifelong learners’ – universities’ response 
   Ability to navigate in a globalised world 
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Bologna Process 
Bologna Declaration 1999 
   Degrees should be comparable in order to promote 

European citizens’ employability and the international 
competitiveness of the European HE system” 

Leuven Communiqué 2009  
   ”… higher education should equip students with the 

advanced knowledge, skills and competences they 
need throughout their professional lives. Employability 
empowers the individual to fully seize the 
opportunities in the changing labour markets” 
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Bologna Process 
This has been reflected in various Bologna Action lines: 
   Degree reform:  

  Degrees ’employable’ 
  Flexible learning paths 
  learning outcomes 
  skills orientation – generic/ transferable skills 
  Mobility  
  Lifeling learning 

   Quality assurance: Universities’ quality-related systems are 
expected to report on graduate employability 
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“An utterly changed world” 
Post 2008: Economic and financial crisis:   
   increase or cut (higher) education budgets? 

 the way out of the crisis 
 the place to cut expenses 

   Much stronger focus on ’return of investment’ for 
society and individuals 
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EU 2020 Strategy  
   The successor to the Lisbon Strategy 
   EU budget and programmes 2014-2020 
   smart, sustainable and inclusive growth 
   Relevant flagships: An agenda for New Skills and 

Jobs, Youth on the Move, Innovation Union  
   Investment in education, research and innovation is at 

the core of the strategy 
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ERASMUS for All 
   Proposal for an EU 

education programme 
2014-20 

   Proposed budget: € 19 
billion (+70%) 

   Includes support for 
traineeships and 
university-business 
cooperation 
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2011 Modernisation  Agenda 
The Commission communication identifies the following 
areas for reform: 
   Increasing the number of HE graduates 
   Improving the quality and relevance of teaching and 

researcher training 
   Strengthening the ”knowledge triangle” 
   Creating effective governance and funding 

mechanisms in support of excellence 

…11… 



What universities can do about employability 
   What is the contribution of higher education to 

employment? 
   How can universities best address employability, 

given also the current crisis? 
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2- Graduate unemployment 
- a reality check 
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Higher education and employability 
   Generally, higher education attainment has a positive 

impact on employment  
   Eurobarometer 2010: 89% of employers satisfied with 

graduates’ skills 
   2010: average EU unemployment rate for tertiary 

graduates 5.4 % compared to an overall 
unemployment rate of 9.3 % 
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Unemployment in Europe 
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The situation in Spain 
   Higher graduate 

unemployement 11.3% 
(EU average 5.4%) 

   Skills mismatch 
(graduates taking jobs 
that require a lower 
qualification) 

   Higher education still 
decreases the risk of 
being unemployed 
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2012 Eurydice Keydata Report 
   One out of five HE graduates ‘overqualified’ 
   Gender bias: despite higher participation in HE, 

women are still more likely to be unemployed 

   Since 2000: 3% decrease of graduates in science, 
mathematics and computing in comparison to total 
graduation;  

   Since 2006: decreased share of education graduates 
   Higher education makes permanent employment more 

likely 
   Higher education graduates from find a job faster (5 

months compared to 7.4 months for upper secondary, 
and 9.8 months for lower education levels) 
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3 - What universities do can about 
employability 
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Further Implementation of Bologna: Emphasis 
on learning and teaching 

   structural Bologna reforms concluded  
   but teaching provision yet to be enhanced: student centred, 

learning outcomes based curricula, skills orientation 
   embedded practical work/internships 
   student service, in particular career guidance 
   mobility – international experience – language learning 
   Alumni: systematic collaboration with former students 
   incentivize innovative approaches in learning and teaching 
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University – employer relations 
   Collaboration with employers  
   EUA’s responsible partnering guidelines (Doc 

Careers )  
   How can universities best respond to labour 

markets – given that demand is changing ? 
   Are we educating for  today’s labour market 

needs – or for tomorrow’s? 
   Higher education teaching and learning is 

becoming more vocationally oriented – but it has 
to remain research based/informed 
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Strategy  
Move from reacting to acting - strategic approaches 

   Making the knowledge triangle work - regional 
collaborations (The Rise of Knowledge Regions)  

   Engaged university (SIRUS) 
   Establishment of local skills councils  
   LLL provision – university become the place for 

further and continued education (LLL Charter, 
SIRUS) 

   Analyse results and systematic enhancement of 
learning offer - Tracking students and graduates 
(Trackit) …21… 



4 – Conclusion 

…22… 



Conclusions 
   Higher education is good for employment 
   True, but not good enough for preventing funding cuts 
   Risk of longterm economic and societal damage 

through low investment in education  
   Improve the impact of higher education 
   Better impact assessment, and its demonstration to 

policy makers and wider public. 
   Future role of higher education:  
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EUA activities + publications 
   TRENDS surveys 
   Rise of Knowledge Regions  
   TRACKIT! Projekt (report autumn 2012) 
   SIRUS Project 
   DOC-CAREERS I and II 
   Responsible Partnering Guidelines 

   Further information on EUA activities at http://
www.eua.be  
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TRACKIT! project 
   Tracking of students and graduates is of increased 

importance  
   EUA started two year study project called TRACKIT! 
   It provides an overview of the existent tracking 

initiatives on students and graduates in 31 European 
countries 

   20 universities were visited which provide good 
practice  

   Prelimanary findings presented at the European 
conference on Tracking 5-6 June 2012 in Copenhagen 
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DOC-CAREERS I and II 
   DOC-CAREERS I project explored ways in which 

universities and companies worked together in 
doctoral education  

   DOC-CAREERS II project disseminated and validated 
the results from DOC-CAREERS I  

   30-31 January 2012: Final conference showing the 
value of the collaborative doctoral education for 
employability perspectives in both academic and non-
academic sector 
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