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British Journal of sociology of Education

Job-seeking narratives: in search of graduate capitals 
acquired during student placements

Sally Smith  and C. F. Smith

centre for higher Education research, Edinburgh napier university, Edinburgh, uK

ABSTRACT
Being a graduate is no longer sufficient to secure a fulfilling and reward-
ing graduate role. This paper drew on Tomlinson’s Graduate Capital 
Model to analyse the job-seeking narratives of recent computing grad-
uates searching for a graduate job. Participants (n = 38), drawn from a 
national placement programme, were interviewed up to 12 months 
after they had graduated. Narrative interviews were analysed using the 
five graduate capitals of the Model, providing empirical evidence of the 
acquisition and application of graduate capitals, in particular through 
experiences of student work placements. The study found strong claims 
of human and cultural capital, arising from placement experience, while 
social and identity capital acquisition was found, but to a lesser extent. 
Fragile psychological and identity capitals were eroded by multiple 
unsuccessful job applications. This work empirically tested the Graduate 
Capital Model, contributing to understanding of capitals and their 
interplay.

Introduction

The graduate outcomes and employment survey in the UK shows that unemployment rates 
for computing graduates remain the highest across disciplines (HESA 2020). The computing 
graduate unemployment rate 15 months after degree completion is 8%, while overall, grad-
uate unemployment rates are 3.8%. This follows many years of analysis of similar annual 
returns for computing including extensive reflection in the Shadbolt Review (Shadbolt, 
2016). The stark relative unemployment rates are in the context of consistently high levels 
of vacancies in the Information Technology labour market sector (ONS, 2020). So, the 
employment statistics suggest there is a gulf between what IT sector employers seem to be 
seeking in a graduate, and the skills and attributes of those applying for graduate employ-
ment, leaving computing graduates facing unexpected challenges in seeking work.

The relevance of the curriculum in a fast-moving discipline has long been a focus for 
computing departments in educational institutions, but most IT graduate recruiters are 
now making recruitment decisions also based on extra-curricular activity, school-level 
qualifications and evidence of enthusiasm/passion for technology (Target Jobs 2020). Having 
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relevant work experience, for example a student work placement, can help secure a graduate 
role (inter alia Anderson and Tomlinson 2021; Divan et al. 2022; Silva et al. 2018). Indeed, 
there is much evidence of the importance of placements: in gaining a first graduate role 
and achieving good rates of pay (Di Meglio et al. 2019, Smith et al. 2018) and in graduates 
remaining in their career discipline (Drysdale, Frost, and Mcbeath 2015). As such, there 
are continuing calls for placements in government strategies (NCUB 2019; SDS 2023) and 
the press (Atherton 2020). While some national placement programmes exist, the notion 
that a placement can lead to a graduate job places considerable responsibility on universities 
and employers to create placement opportunities. It also places considerable responsibility 
on students to secure a placement, even though considerable barriers exist, not least financial 
barriers (Bathmaker, Ingram, and Waller 2013; Smith, Smith, and Caddell 2015), discrim-
inatory recruitment processes (Smith et  al. 2019b) and concerns about the exploitative 
nature of unpaid internships (O’Connor and Bodicoat 2017).

In spite of general agreement that placements benefit students when searching for their 
first graduate role, little is known about how graduates’ agency serves to create placement 
narratives and other social resources that can be accessed during the transition from uni-
versity to a graduate job. In this study we used the Graduate Capital Model to reveal ways 
in which computing graduates recognised and accessed capitals gained on work placement 
in order to secure their first graduate job. The study drew participants from a national paid 
placement programme oriented to computing students. The aim of the study was to better 
understand graduate capitals, by exploring the influence of placement experiences on grad-
uate capital acquisition, and subsequent mobilisation of graduate capitals when job seeking.

Literature review

There are many reasons that a graduate might be unable to secure a well-paid and rewarding 
graduate job. Unfortunately, university league table positioning based on employment data 
can lead to blame: levelled at the individual for failing to secure employment; and at the 
university for their curricula and/or lack of support (Marginson 2015). This deflects from 
underlying systemic bias in recruitment and selection practices that do not adjust for prior 
inequalities (Abrahams 2017) or institutional stratification (Brown, Hesketh, and Wiliams 
2003; Marginson, 2019). Nor does reported graduate employment data take proper account 
of particular labour market conditions (Clarke 2018). Student transitions from university 
into graduate employment and placements have found to be smoother for people with 
access to certain social and financial resources (Bathmaker, Ingram, and Waller 2013). 
Bathmaker et al. use Bourdieu’s capitals to understand how such resources are mobilised 
in the search for graduate positions. However, graduates’ employability is not just an indi-
vidual measure, rather graduates are ranked ‘within a hierarchy of job seekers’ (Brown, 
Hesketh, and Wiliams 2003, 111). In simplistic terms, university ranking and knowing the 
right people put you at the top of the hierarchy (Abrahams 2017). Relative positioning is 
disrupted by student work placements/relevant work experience (Hora, Parrott, and Her 
2020; Smith et al. 2018), in which work placements serve to demonstrate worth, something 
to draw upon beyond the signalling of the worth of the university of study (Boliver 2015). 
In Bourdieu’s terms, there is evidence that capitals are afforded through work placement, 
with students becoming more strategic in decision-making as capitals increase (Burke 2015). 
Indeed, Tomlinson and Jackson (2021) confirmed ‘the significant role that capitals play’ in 
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shaping professional identity (897), recognising familiarity and proximity with work con-
texts, as afforded by relevant work experience, subsequently impacting on career trajectories. 
How such capitals are interwoven by students into a self-conceptualisation is not yet well 
understood. Some evidence exists of a utilitarian approach by students, whereby such expe-
riences are used to improve a resumé, with no wider recognition of capitals acquired (Hora, 
Parrott, and Her 2020). Hora et al. call for further consideration of student perspectives. 
This study responds to that call.

Employability models

Models of employability have emerged in recent years that focus less on what a graduate 
can do, and more upon developing a holistic picture of who they are (for example, Holmes 
2013; Tomlinson 2017). This allows for wider considerations of self, allowing for a graduate 
sense of self across different career trajectories, including careers in social enterprise, entre-
preneurship and periods of un- and under-employment (Tomlinson 2010). Tomlinson 
(2017) introduces a model of graduate capital, encompassing five capitals: human, social, 
cultural, identity and psychological, arguing that such a model provides a ‘vocabulary’ to 
support graduates’ transition into employment (339) (Figure 1).

The model extends these graduate capitals to depict both the specific resources for each 
capital and examples showing how they are manifested in the graduate job market to secure 
advantage. Tomlinson’s (2017) paper summarises the ways in which each graduate capital 
has been approached in the research literature, and so they are only briefly outlined here. 
Fundamentally, the term ‘capital’ denotes something of value. In terms of graduate capital, 
the value inherent in the capitals encompasses the notions of employability, namely the 
ability to gain and retain a graduate job (Yorke 2006). The specific skills and knowledge 

Figure 1. forms of graduate capital, reproduced with permission (tomlinson 2017).
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acquired during study is referred to as human capital. Human Capital Theory (simply put, 
increased education leads to better paid jobs), is, however, increasingly contested as higher 
education participation levels increase (Brown, Lauder, and Cheung 2020). There is no 
guarantee that graduates pursuing ever more qualifications will obtain personally satisfying 
and well-paid jobs, nor has wider economic growth been experienced in spite of increasing 
participation in higher education in recent years (Kahn and Lundgren-Resenterra 2023). 
Thus, consideration of a wider range of capitals associated with the workplace is necessary 
to counter the limits of a ‘human capital theory’ lens which has been shown to have limited 
explanatory power. Social capital refers to social networks, including industry contacts, and 
can be used to both locate and secure graduate roles. Cultural capital is knowledge and 
awareness of cultural factors (including speech patterns and dress codes) that can help 
alignment with a graduate job, and with fitting in to a workplace. Identity capital is the 
sense of an employable self, achieved through identity work, for example, the formulation 
of self-narratives as a skilled member of a profession. Finally, psychological capital relates 
to those psychological traits that individuals can draw upon when seeking and fulfilling 
graduate roles, including self-efficacy and resilience.

Clarke (2018) presents an Integrated Model of Graduate Employability showing human 
capital, social capital, individual attributes and behaviours which feed into perceived 
employability. This is then combined with labour market factors to form graduate employ-
ability. The Graduate Capital Model encompasses aspects of individual attributes, 
behaviours and to some extent perceived employability within identity capital. Where the 
models differ is in the external focus of Clarke’s model, with the recognition of labour 
market factors, which is important in the context of opportunities (or lack thereof) afforded 
by the labour market. The emphasis on external context recognises the futility of univer-
sities aiming to produce graduates that are ‘work-ready’, even if that were seen as desirable 
(Winterton and Turner 2019). Instead, if university experience can influence identity and 
psychological capital, the aim should be to transcend specific graduate roles to act to 
increase and protect individuals’ graduate capitals in the face of persistent challenging 
labour market conditions. The Integrated Model approach has led to a somewhat generic 
emphasis on soft skills (for example, Succi and Canovi 2020) and traits (Osmani et al. 2019).

A third model is the Graduate Identity Model proposed by Holmes (2013), based on 
identity claims and affirmation. Identity is considered to be ‘parts of a self composed of the 
meanings that persons attach to the multiple roles they typically play’ (Stryker and Burke 
2000, 284), for example student/worker roles. Work experience acts to construct a student’s 
pre-professional identity (an emerging understanding of a professional self) (Jackson 2017), 
and such self-identification can impact on student-to-graduate transitions (Tomlinson and 
Jackson 2021). Holmes suggests that universities create the conditions for identity affirma-
tion as a professional, whereby the student claims a skilled identity, which can then be 
affirmed (or otherwise) by tutors. Work placement is an alternative location for identity 
affirmation. Holmes (2013) calls upon universities to provide an environment wherein each 
student is asked to formulate their ‘claim on the identity (of being a graduate worthy of 
employment) in such a way that it stands a good chance of being affirmed by those who 
make the selection decision on job applications’ (551). Holmes’ model is reliant on both 
self and others, however the interplay is not fully explained and there is, as yet, little empir-
ical evidence to support the model (Smith, Hunter, and Sobolewska 2019a).
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Methodology

For this study, the Graduate Capital Model provided a holistic framework with a focus upon 
recognition and deployment of resources, within which it is possible to locate the possession 
and mobilisation of graduate capitals in the narratives of graduates entering their first role 
after completing university; to better understand how placement is used to secure graduate 
roles. This improved understanding, in turn, can serve to make the most out of placement 
for the benefit of students. It can also inform curriculum developers and student placement 
tutors of the significant aspects of capitals that are routinely accessed.

Following ethical approval at the authors’ organisation (ref 66031), over a period of six 
years, 38 graduates were interviewed (in 2017, 2019, 2022). The number of interviews 
required to elicit meaning (i.e. reach meaning saturation) has been found to be between 16 
and 24 interviews (Hennink, Kaiser, and Marconi 2017) so 38 interviews represents an 
appropriate qualitative data sample. All graduates who volunteered to participate were 
interviewed. The graduates had all participated in some way with a university-led national 
paid placement programme during their time in Scottish further or higher education. Some 
participants had registered for the service but had not secured a placement, others had 
placement experience which was (i) paid work; (ii) no less than three months long; iii) in 
computing-related roles (Table 1). The 2017 interview data has previously formed part of 
an earlier study (Smith et al. 2018).

The aim was to capture experiences over a 6-year time period in order to allow for 
changes in external factors (for example trends in job availability, changes to school and 
university curricula), while leveraging the longevity of the placement programme which 
ran between 2010 and 2023. The aim of the programme was to improve access to paid 
placements for all students, however the outreach work of promoting placements was pre-
dominately focused on post-1992 institutions where higher numbers of students are first 
in their family to attend university (Woodward 2019). We asked participants if their parents 
had attended university: for 47% one or both parents attended; for 40% neither parent 
attended; 13% did not answer. All interviews were conducted 6 months or more from the 
expected date of graduation. Using an open life narrative approach (Moen 2006), graduates 
were asked about their backgrounds, experiences of placement and their subsequent search 
for a graduate role. The responses to these semi-structured narrative-based interviews were 
then transcribed and thematic analysis was conducted, harnessing the Graduate Capital 
Model as a framework. This allowed key data to be categorised according to the recognition 
of graduate capital and situations in which the capitals were marshalled and utilised. One 
person coded all transcripts and a sample was coded by a second researcher to check and 
confirm consistency. Quotes are attributed to participants using the participant number, 
experience of placement (EP) or no placement experience (NP).

Table 1. Participants and timeframe of interviews.
year Experience of placement no placement experience total

2017 10 5 15
2019 5 4  9
2022 11 3 14

total (n =) 26 12 38
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Findings

This section considers each of the Graduate Capitals in turn, providing experiential insights 
into the ways in which they are recognisable in graduates’ narratives of their experiences 
of job-seeking.

Human capital

Participants mentioned gaining skills and experience on placement as recognisably adding 
value (or capital) in relation to graduate job hunting. Graduates cited their placement 
impacting on their ability to express their skills in many different ways, and placement 
experience featured as significant evidence of competence during their graduate role recruit-
ment and settling in phases. In terms of graduate recruitment, the placement presented a 
rich source of skills acquisition and examples of the application of skills. Such narratives as 
technically skilled workers appeared for all who had been on placement. Within the quotes, 
both terms placement and internship relate to a period of paid relevant work while a student. 
This participant expressed drawing upon their skills as follows:

This new job I got, I wouldn’t have got if it wasn’t for my internship I would say because some 
of the questions they asked me were based on my previous experience and technically every 
example I gave was from my internship. (P19, EP)

In some cases (as in the case above), the placement had led directly to a graduate job or 
to part-time working throughout the remainder of their studies.

Participants mentioned that placement employers had lower expectations of human 
capital than graduate employers, with recognition of having been given time and space to 
develop new skills while on placement, for example:

I feel as a student… I’m not expected to know everything I’m here to learn and people are very 
open and keen to help you learn and support you. (P20, EP), and, It was a nice step by step 
progression … rather than just being thrown in the deep end (P19, EP).

The value of human capital acquired on placement was well-understood, indeed, ‘we 
were actually doing something that requires skills rather than we turn up and we’re making 
the coffee’ (P20, EP).

Participants with multiple experiences of placement recognised an accumulation of 
experience and skills:

My placements have all been invaluable in their own ways and I’ve got a lot out of each one. I 
can pretty much guarantee that if I hadn’t done some of my placements, I wouldn’t be in the 
[graduate] job (P31, EP).

Participants made it clear that the skills gained during their university study could not 
be directly applied in the placement workplace and, at times, a disconnect between the 
subject, as understood through university study, and workplace practice emerged, for 
example:

It was a lot different because… you’re working with so many new technologies. Every com-
pany has their own processes that you’re working with…Even if you’ve got experience, and 
you go to a new company you’ve got to then learn and understand how they work (P19, EP).
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Such insight highlights the perceived gap between university degree courses and 
employer expectations of expertise among graduates. Placement provided a location to 
apply skills and identify commonalities (uses of different technologies) across employer 
organisations.

Weighing up human capital in terms of cost/benefits of applying for both placement and 
graduate roles was in evidence, for example, making multiple applications distracted from 
degree study. Excessive time spent on applications increased the risk of a negative impact 
on future human capital. For example, one participant wanted to focus on studying:

I found it quite hard to also do applications. Because you’re still in the frying pan of your 
dissertation, you’re still doing all the other stuff (P30, EP).

Also looking for a graduate job, another participant noted:

It took me so much energy, so I decided just after I had like 3 unsuccessful interviews, OK, 
let’s focus on dissertation first and [apply] after (P31, EP).

Social capital

Participants were invited to share aspects of social capital, through questions utilising terms 
such as ‘networking’ and ‘keeping in touch’. Academic staff and placement coordinators 
were mentioned positively by many participants. Their social capital value included: offering 
advice on placements and graduate work; making introductions to organisations that might 
offer placements/graduate jobs; and finding paid student work or student projects, that in 
turn led to placements. While there were examples where participants had recognised the 
social capital value of wider, non-university contacts, this was certainly not universal across 
participants.

In terms of acquiring social capital during placement, participants cited benefits includ-
ing now knowing people in the technology sector as a result of placement, and referred to 
both direct and indirect benefits. While some referred to their contacts in an instrumental 
perfunctory way, for example, sending the occasional message, others offered more concrete 
examples, such as ‘They said that if you’re looking for something after uni, just let us know’ 
(P19, EP).

Workplace mentors were mentioned as role models providing useful advice, and an 
additional source of skills affirmation and acquisition. One participant mentioned a tech 
mentoring programme where they ‘met so many nice contacts’ (P31, EP).

The value of social capital reached beyond the work/organisational context, for example 
asking advice for a new venture and gaining feedback on assessed work. The experiences 
of networking also extended to interactions with external clients, and such encounters could 
also be a source of cultural capital, learning the symbols from those clients as well as inter-
nally. Social capital was seen to have potential benefits in the future, for example, asked 
how they might pitch the benefits of placement to students, one participant said:

[Placement] puts you in a position where you …can network. When you do get the placement, 
network (P20, EP)

One participant had successfully leveraged social capital to gain a first placement oppor-
tunity (which then helped with a subsequent application):
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I have a family member in the industry, so it was kind of a case of asking directly to see if they 
had any work, so it was quite an informal [application] process for that first one (P32, EP).

Despite the examples given above, most participants had not recognised the value of the 
contacts they had made on placement and had not kept in touch with work colleagues from 
placement, some even seemed surprised by the question, suggesting that it had not occurred 
to them to stay in touch.

Cultural capital

Cultural capital includes symbols (such as speech, gestures and dress) adopted by a group 
that, when acquired, can help with cultural fit. Many participants mentioned technical 
terms and workplace technology that were commonly used, and ways of working that they 
had observed while on placement, that in turn helped them express their value to their 
employing organisation during recruitment and while transitioning into a graduate role. 
Indeed, familiarity with workplace terminology could be used to secure a graduate role, as 
described by these participants:

Actually my placement is why I got a job. Or at least it’s definitely why I started at a senior 
analyst level rather than an analyst level because in my interview I could talk about enterprise 
culture in a way that they were very much looking for (P6, EP), and

I learned what employers are looking for and it also helped me when I was attending inter-
views for other jobs in the future (P1, EP).

In applying for a graduate role, comments such as ‘the internship helped with some 
professional manners’ (P31, EP), signified a level of polish acquired during a placement by 
observing workplace behaviours.

Fitting in was also seen as advantageous by this participant:

[Work placement] teaches you how to work with other people, it teaches you how to work in 
a team, how to negotiate, how to appreciate other people’s requirements, and how you can help 
them (P16, NP).

Fitting in with work culture was easier for some, for example ‘there was a big sense of 
community in terms of meeting up after work and yeah, like playing sports at the weekend 
and things like that’ (P32, EP), describing a not uncommon drinking and sports social 
aspect to tech work culture.

There was also recognition of the value of cultural capital by those unsuccessful in 
obtaining a placement, for example, offering advice to future students to try to ‘understand 
other cultures for rules and regulations; people will like it’ (P25, NP).

Identity capital

Responses relating to identity in the main focused on participants’ sense of belonging to a 
work community and self-identification as professional/highly skilled. Belonging was men-
tioned, for example, feeling a part of a team. Over time, belonging increased: ‘So like the 
feeling of belonging, I’d say over time it does get a bit stronger’ (P28, EP). Some participants 
were aware of identity capital, for example “It feels like you always have to be professional, 
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but you can still be yourself ” (P19,EP). One participant remarked: ‘I can imagine myself 
not doing the placement and being kind of lost’ (P19, EP).

Placement was a source of identity work (a turning point), for example:

It felt like a turning point in my life where I finally wouldn’t have to be paid for doing random 
work in a kitchen. I was getting paid for something that I’ve trained up for and actually has 
some relevance to my degree (P18, EP).

Placement was seen to be ‘developing you as a person and making you ready for the real 
world’ (P19, EP). Skills recognition is an aspect of identity construction, so the early skills 
identification afforded by placement allowed more time to develop professional identity 
capital related to identity claims as a skilled professional. For placement students returning 
to the classroom after placement, their new skills were re-affirmed through practical work 
and projects. By contrast, not doing a placement had a negative effect on identity as tech-
nically skilled, as belonging to a field, for example, having applied but not been successful: 
‘I’ve just realised that [my course] is just not what I want to do with my life, to be honest’ 
(P26, NP).

The following participant demonstrates a productive intersection of human, identity 
and social capitals when reflecting on the benefits of placement in terms of future 
applications:

…people can see who you are and your skills and even if you don’t get that [permanent] job 
there’s still someone there who can give you a good reference because they’ve seen what you 
can do and they might be able to point you to another company or another place (P20, EP).

Finally, in terms of identity, placement was also seen as a trial period, and a chance to 
re-think if the trial wasn’t successful: ‘ [Placement] helps you decide what you want to do. 
If you don’t like it, you don’t like it. It’s a trial at something’ (P23, EP).

Psychological capital

Psychological capital emerged through participants’ narratives. The safety net of university 
was referred to by participants and the sense of being in a bubble, protected for now from 
the outside world, within something of a comfort zone. However, this in turn presents a 
perspective of graduate employment being less safe, less protected. Participants who were 
successful in their applications for work placement, had all gained psychological capital 
associated with increased self-confidence and self-efficacy related to being in the tech sector. 
In the main this was expressed in the form of confidence and reassurance, as these partic-
ipants describe:

[Placement]’s a great opportunity I think to sort of reassure yourself and show what you’ve 
been studying and learned and that you can apply those skills to the workplace (P18, EP), and

[Placement] gives you great advantage because you feel so much more confident when you 
apply for jobs (P4, EP).

This sense of advantage was internalised as having ‘an edge’ over other candidates:

It just gives you an edge over other people that haven’t decided to do an internship and you’ll 
perform better in interviews and come up with ideas and solutions (P19, EP), and
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It puts you in a stronger position above other classmates. After the placement, university was 
a lot easier to deal with (P23, EP).

This psychological capital was marshalled in searching for a graduate job:

I would say I’m more pushy [after placement] I guess. There would be jobs I would see and 
I’m like ‘I don’t think I can do it’ but my time at university has definitely helped me be like 
‘apply for it I know I can do it’ (P19, EP).

Now in a graduate role, one participant referred to imposter syndrome they had initially 
experienced during placement:

Imposter syndrome really sinks in when you start doing your first job, but you get over that 
by being able to do what it is you’re kind of feeling like an imposter of. And getting the feed-
back from people around me helps a lot…They’re giving you the positive feedback you need. 
(P28, EP).

Not getting a placement led to demotivation, with possible impact on ability to study:

When you get a lot of rejections unfortunately then it also demotivates you and, in this course, 
demotivation was the last thing I was looking for (P29, NP).

One participant who had not been successful complained they heard nothing back from 
the employer: ‘Not even a thanks, but no thanks’(P16, NP.)

Sending off over 100 unsuccessful applications took its toll on psychological capital:

The one thing that really got me down was the constant null and the rejections… it’s definitely 
a time where I was probably at my lowest emotion-wise - I had to just leave someone else to 
choose whether I was worthy of the job. (P38, EP)

One participant said there was a running joke that job requirements were impossibly 
contradictory, for example, asking for a ‘recent grad with 30 years experience’.

In an industry sector with purportedly an acute skills gap, participants who had had 
placement experience still needed resilience when searching for a graduate role. Most had 
applied for multiple roles, not securing interviews. Some had temporarily suspended search-
ing to focus on their studies. Advice was offered to future students:

Try to get as many interviews as possible. Even if they’re horrible ones. Just go for it and you’ll 
be more confident. The first one is always scary but you can have ten good ones and the elev-
enth is horrible and if you are there with a negative attitude then it’s not going to work. 
(P21, EP).

Some participants who had not secured a placement blamed themselves for not trying 
hard enough to get a placement. Recognising that it might not be the easiest option, one 
participant said: ‘You just have to do [placement] because if you don’t do it, that’s gonna be a 
boy’s decision and a man’s regret’ (P25, NP).

Discussion

Universities have a mission to maximise opportunities for fulfilling graduate work on com-
pletion of study, but also to facilitate the development of students’ individual self-narratives 
that leave room for resilience in the face of setbacks, including labour market conditions 
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where applicant demand for graduate roles outstrips supply. As such, new models for grad-
uate employment, beyond assumptions that the degree itself will suffice, can help create a 
better understanding of the ways students approach an intensely competitive graduate 
labour market. This enables universities to reframe their contribution (Anderson and 
Tomlinson 2021; Bridgstock et  al. 2019), through recognising and challenging unequal 
access to graduate roles in ways that acknowledge agency and constraints (Kahn and 
Lundgren-Resenterra 2023). A greater appreciation of the acquisition and mobilisation of 
graduate capitals can demonstrate to employers their applicants’ human, cultural, social, 
psychological and identity resources that could form the basis of a rewarding graduate 
career. The graduates participating in this study gave evidence of ways in which placement 
had afforded opportunities for capital acquisition and how such capitals could be surfaced 
through the process of graduate job seeking. Three themes emerged across the five capitals: 
the notion of gaining competitive advantage; complex intersections of capitals; and erosion 
of capitals brought about by unsuccessful job and placement applications.

‘Having an edge’

The competitive nature of graduate employment was reinforced through the graduate nar-
ratives, whereby students that had had placement were now graduates with an advantage 
over those who did not have relevant work placement experience. This ‘edge’ was raised as 
a signifier across all five graduate capitals (see findings for both explicit and implicit exam-
ples, including Participant 23). Similarly, Gleeson et al. (2022) identified ‘positional leverage’ 
(8) in their study based on graduate capitals. This self-identification as someone with addi-
tional resources is a form of identity work, showing compliance with role requirements  
(Ibarra and Petriglieri 2010). The self-narratives based on having an edge, had based this 
advantage on the fact that they could demonstrate compliance in a future setting such as 
an interview or graduate role, based on their placement experience. An emergent profes-
sional identity linked to relevant work experience has been observed elsewhere (for example, 
Jackson et al. 2017). In this study graduates with work experience had developed a sense 
of themselves at work, as professionals with technical skills. Elsewhere, others have called 
for universities ‘to improve resources, challenges and support related to the awareness of 
graduate identity and self-perception of employability’ (Griffiths et al. 2018, 891). Capitals 
acquisition through work placement was an iterative process, including across placements 
and project work. For example, identity capital acquired through placement was accessed 
on return to study and during graduate recruitment. A longitudinal approach to graduate 
capital acquisition throughout university could give students time and opportunity to accu-
mulate capitals.

However, trying to gain this ‘edge’ had its costs, including the length of time taken by 
participants to apply for placement roles, and the impact of consequent demotivation and 
demoralisation felt when applications were unsuccessful. Participants reported placement 
being used to gain and leverage graduate capitals, however this reveals inequalities, in 
particular unequal access to paid work placements. Work placement experience increased 
cultural capital, and an improved understanding of the rules of the game (Bathmaker, 
Ingram, and Waller 2013). However, some participants faced additional barriers and had, 
as a result, given up searching for placement to focus on their studies. Such barriers have 
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been reported elsewhere, for example: international students (Smith et al. 2019b), disability 
status (Divan et al. 2022) and those from lower socio-economic groups (Allen et al. 2013) 
revealing inequality of access to placement. Employers and universities should focus on 
increasing access to placement and graduate roles to mitigate against socio-cultural inequity 
and disadvantage. For example, where careers services are aware that employers are short-
listing based on school-level qualifications or using adverts with inherent bias, they should 
not promote such roles, explaining why.

Wider work-integrated learning approaches, easier to access than employer-led paid 
placements, somewhat mitigate the risk of disappointment (Jackson et al. 2017). Finding 
additional alternative ways of acquiring graduate capitals (industry-led/inspired group 
projects, industry mentoring, alumni talks etc), could encourage wider participation, mak-
ing explicit how this so-called ‘edge’ might be secured, for example through the process of 
structured reflection (Dunne 2019; Hora, Parrott, and Her 2020). For example, few partic-
ipants recognised and subsequently leveraged placement as an opportunity to develop an 
advantageous social network. This was likely due to socio-cultural factors. Many were first 
in their families to attend university, with fewer resources to engage in reflexivity (Archer 
2007), to ‘play the game’ of securing graduate employment. Subject discipline could also be 
a factor (Milosz 2014) or geographical location. Graduate capital acquisition should there-
fore be explored more fully across different socio-economic groups, disciplines and uni-
versities. Advantages of (and techniques for) building social capital through placement 
could be better signposted during preparation sessions for placement, together with specific 
discipline- informed approaches.

Pitting students against each other by using ‘having an edge’ terminology, commonly 
used by universities to promote placements, is designed to encourage participation. Perhaps 
a promotional campaign based on ‘get to know your worth’ might instead encourage students 
to apply, certainly more accessible than suggesting placement will ‘increase your graduate 
capital’. We cannot ignore the ‘edge’ that those with home-acquired social and cultural 
capital studying at ‘elite’ institutions already enjoy. Based on the experiences of participants 
in this study, we argue that work placement can act to level the playing field. An overly 
optimistic message (so-called cruel optimism (Berlant 2011)) based on securing a placement 
guaranteeing a graduate role could lead to incorrectly directed self-blame.

Re-shaping this ‘edge’ or sense of advantage as an internalisation of a valuable self can 
be useful, even without the graduate role, as an aspect of psychological capital. Such inter-
sections lead to the second theme to emerge from the study: narratives revealing overlapping 
and co-dependent capitals.

Intersectionality of capitals

The narratives showing how graduate capitals had been recognised and mobilised in the 
pursuit of a graduate job demonstrated, at times, a complex intersectionality. For example, 
human capital described as key technical skills had to be adapted to fit in with a new working 
environment, thus access to cultural capital derived from a placement experience had to 
be re-acquired in a new setting (e.g. ‘every company has its own processes’, Participant 19). 
A further example highlighted the intersection of who you are (identity capital) and your 
pride in technical skills (human capital), whereby graduates gained professional identity 
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capital as a result of applying their skills and gaining affirmation of self as a competent 
professional during work placement (e.g. ‘people can see who you are and your skills’, 
Participant 20).

In this study, workplace mentors were identified as valuable social capital, especially 
when formally identified as such. Significant interactions included careers advice to progress 
in the future and new technology to consider, enhancing cultural capital. Mentors can be 
a useful resource for identity reconstruction (for example, Atkins et al. 2020). This echoes 
Tomlinson and Jackson (2021) finding that identity construction is mediated by social and 
cultural capital – impacting on students’ sense of belonging or association with an industry 
sector or profession. Social capital, in the form of academics and placement coordinators, 
was found to be a source of identity affirmation, as theorised by Holmes (2013), leading to 
self-identification as recognised competent workers. For both placed and non-placed stu-
dents, social processes of joining a team provided an opportunity for sensemaking leading 
to identity reconstruction (Ashforth, Harrison, and Sluss 2018), also providing social capital, 
human capital (though learning from team members) and cultural capital through emerging 
team culture. Furthermore cultural capital gained on placement affected identity capital 
through an emerging sense of self, based on access to accepted norms of the work group. 
The relatively safe space of a student placement created an opportunity for ‘identity-in-prac-
tice’ (Gazley et al. 2014, 1023). To be a resource for identity reconstruction, Gazely et al. 
found access to cultural capital had to be combined with knowledge of the context in which 
it could be deployed. Placement-experienced participants in the current study leveraged 
both social and cultural capital acquired on placement to construct self-narratives as 
technically-capable workers: making a contribution, fitting in.

While such examples of dependencies and positive intersections are unsurprising, this 
lends further complexity to our understanding of how placement acts to support the tran-
sition to a graduate job and, more importantly, to the understanding of how universities 
can best serve both students who go on placement, and those who are unable to go on 
placement. For example, work-integrated learning, such as a group project designed to work 
on a client brief, can be a reasonable approximation of work placement but students may 
be unaware of how such a project could be used as a source for resources impacting graduate 
capitals.

A disentangling of capitals through understanding and self-awareness could help students 
extract meaning and value from work and study. And additionally provide a means to fully 
exploit a single experience reflecting multi-faceted perspectives of graduate capitals.

Erosion of capitals: the effort of applying and the fear of rejection

The findings revealed worrying levels of erosion of psychological and identity capitals, for 
example self-confidence, self-efficacy and identity as a competent worker. For example, 
imposter syndrome on placement represented low self-confidence, as has been found for 
under-represented groups (Bowen et al. 2023). This erosion was particularly visible when 
graduates tried to persist in seeking a satisfying career. Such disappointments precipitated 
graduates in this study accepting the first job offered (not always at graduate level) or con-
tinuing post-graduation with part-time employment secured while still a student. Sellar 
and Zipin (2019) suggest that a focus on acquiring psychological capital is ‘forestalling’ 
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anxiety about future precarious work and downwards mobility, in the face of insufficient 
graduate roles and wider concerns about the reliability of Human Capital Theory (Brown, 
Lauder, and Cheung 2020). Participants had tried and sometimes failed to secure a graduate 
role, creating narratives about computing ‘not being for me’ or making the most of part-time/
non-graduate work in the face of disappointment. Such disillusionment has been found 
elsewhere (for example, Chesters and Wyn 2019) and represents a disaffirmation of identity 
as a capable technically-skilled graduate (Smith, Hunter, and Sobolewska 2019a).

The application processes described by the participants in this study were time-consuming, 
humiliating, demotivating and none of the participants had benefited from feedback fol-
lowing unsuccessful applications.

To mitigate against erosion of psychological capital, universities should encourage 
employers to reconsider their recruitment processes (for both placements and graduate 
roles). What do their processes say to students about their organisation’s values, and about 
the low value they may be placing on students’ and graduates’ time and wellbeing? Applicants 
should obtain some constructive feedback; even an acknowledgement of their application 
would be an improvement on the experience for many. Along with transactional CV sur-
geries, university careers teams should still encourage students ‘to look forward to being in 
the world’ (Berlant 2011, 24).

Conclusion, limitations and future work

In this study, experience of work placement was found to be effective in increasing graduate 
capitals and mobilising them in search of a graduate career. A picture of dynamic graduate 
capital acquisition and loss emerged from this study. Graduate capitals were accumulated 
during successful work placements, with intersections magnifying gains. Students somewhat 
underplayed recognition of, and access to, graduate capitals; this was particularly true of 
social capital. Capital erosion was reported during placement and graduate job recruitment 
cycles, prompting a reconsideration of next steps for the individual. Where placements can 
be offered, students should be encouraged to frame their experiences according to graduate 
capitals in order to build their self-concepts before approaching the labour market as grad-
uates. We echo others in asking for universities to continue seeking paid work placement 
opportunities for students to provide meaningful contexts in which such holistic framing 
of self-concept can be experienced consciously, in particular for those who would benefit 
most i.e. with less prior social and cultural capital. Where this is not possible, thinking 
creatively about approaches that might serve as rich alternatives is recommended. In an 
increasingly competitive graduate labour market, some wider experiences and reflection 
could help shape positive next steps for individuals. Further work is necessary into how 
universities can provide environments and support with a view to identifying and filling 
any gaps in graduate capitals beyond any support for work placements. There are always 
situations and sectors where placements are not possible either from student choice or 
necessity, or where suitable (paid) employment is not available. A consideration of graduate 
capitals has the potential to transcend the transactional view currently dominant in higher 
education that a degree plus ‘employability’ should lead to a graduate career (with meaning 
for the graduate). This study confirmed the emergent value of the Graduate Capitals model 
to capture, frame and understand the transformative nature of work experience. The 
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strength of the approach is finding value not just in becoming a graduate but in acquiring, 
recognising and mobilising graduate capitals that can sustain a sense of self beyond 
graduation.

The main limitation of this study is the focus on a single discipline, especially one with 
an associated industry-sector. A study of graduates from different subject areas, especially 
studying subjects that are less closely aligned to a vocation is recommended. A graduate 
capitals study revealing the influence of social economic status, gender, disability, university 
status and other factors associated with labour market barriers is essential.
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