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Literature Review

There are five key areas of the academic literature that have significance for this study and together consider the role of the graduates, universities and public authorities in perceived career impact. Twenty-five studies were included: career management (6), graduate identity (4), graduate employability (5), business teaching (4), public services (6). Studies prior to 2015 were broadly excluded from the research range to coincide with the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) which has sought to alter attitudes of the public sector in Wales to centre long-term planning and sustainable development. This review seeks to evaluate the current literature on its robustness and relevance in the Welsh public sector context, with consideration to where research ought to be done moving forward.

Career management is a crucial component of the graduate scheme, being that the post-graduate degree demands all parties invest considerable time and each expect to benefit from its success. Graduates gain a permanent and personal career achievement while Carmarthenshire County Council develops fresh expertise in hard and soft skills. Bridgstock argues that “structural workforce interventions” have been broadly replaced by pressure on the worker to become dynamic and adaptive. (2009, p. 31) Sinha and Davey agree that these interventions, or the lack thereof, set the tone for the workforce’s relationship to the organisation and their effectiveness at executing on its strategic vision. (2020) For Sinha, staff should be segmented into talent pools which would align them better with said corporate mission and provide clarity in both directions. Graduate programmes are an example of this model according to McCracken et al, as they fill potential pitfalls in workforce planning that may affect authority performance. (2016, p. 2728) Across the sources therefore, there was consensus that career development within organisations as in graduate schemes is beneficial and should be more common. However, sources disagreed about the effect on the national economy. For Blokker et al, reflective, behavioural, and communicative competencies are created (2019, p. 173) which Bridgstock argues enhance “employability, productivity, and efficiency” for organisations. (2009, p. 35) In clear contrast, Percy and Dodd assert that there is no impact on state productivity and no guarantee of better performance from the proliferation of career development programmes and qualifications as in graduate schemes. (2020, p. 37-8; p. 41) In conclusion, current career management studies suggest that the graduates will have found value in their courses, their organisation will perceive the process positively, but there are mixed views as to the macro-economic impacts on Wales.

Graduates’ employability is the central question at contract end in Carmarthenshire County Council. They are forced to consider other options in case their performance fails to secure them permanent work within the authority. If they cannot acquire work in the authority then the investment in that graduate is lost to other organisations. For Handley, resilience and the practice of continuous learning is the priority, wherein the paramount value is the graduate’s potential. (2018, p. 242) Metzger and Duening consider this to be true for management too, due to external factors like shifting social trends and rapid innovations which demand deft leadership to navigate. (2021, p. 111) Across the country local authorities face mounting challenges that require leaders to recognise the potential of community coalitions, open up to transformative change, and protect the well-being of Future Generations. As part of the next generation of public sector leadership, there needs to be research evaluating how well higher education in Carmarthenshire is preparing the graduates to find permanent work and aspire to positions where they may aid in overcoming the crises set to worsen across Wales.

All the sources studied on this topic agree that inculcation into corporate culture is the most essential aspect of business higher education for the success of a student. It ought to teach them so that their identity and behaviours allow them to adapt easily to working life, mainly by being malleable. (Hinchliffe, 2011, p. 564) Handley argues that the outlook and outcomes of staff are based on being able to imagine and integrate work as a structure which provides economic stability and promotes social cohesion. It is his opinion that universities have a pivotal role in setting for students this view of their field and sector. (2018, p. 248) However, none of the studies cited are specific to the public sector. This research seeks to recognise and combat the dearth of public sector research in academic analyses of business and management. Making robust comparisons for this case study of local authority graduates is challenging when so many principles taken for granted in academia do not apply here. The public sector has unique values and duties, many of which sit in direct opposition to that of the private sector the perspective adopted by most of the higher education research and teaching body. As the arguments shown in the studies define universities in concert with the private sector, they raise questions as to how the needs of the public and third sectors are served or not. Several graduates at Carmarthenshire County Council were enrolled in a Professional Practice courses that in many ways works to bridge this problem. A module on the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) is perhaps emblematic of an attempt to introduce Welsh public sector ethos into the academic study of business.

Methods

Methodological Position
The researcher examined and evaluated the experiences of graduates at Carmarthenshire County Council. The research ontology followed subjectivism and its epistemology was interpretivism. Data was collected by a standardised set of questions in individual interviews and a focus group. This allowed the researcher to observe and analyse trends and themes across graduate testimonies. The methodology was qualitative and conducted by an insider researcher, which entailed both risks and benefits. Access and contacts the researcher had within the Council improved data gathering outcomes. However, due to prior personal and professional relationships with participants, there was also greater risk of partisanship from the researcher. This may inadvertantly colour interpretations in the qualitative analysis, but care has been taken to ensure findings are not based on ambiguous or anecdotal evidence. There was no financial or social incentive for reaching a certain conclusion, since all those involved were no longer part of the graduate scheme.

Interviews
Since graduates and former graduates in the study occupy diverse roles in discrete divisions, it was worth getting to know the unique context and challenges that define their work. Interviews produced the qualitative data necessary to carry out analysis on this basis and allowed participants to express their open and individual opinion. They took place in-person in a Council meeting room or on-line over Teams, and ran for twenty or more minutes across ten questions. There was no constraint on how long the participant wished to speak on a given question and evidence was recorded in detailed summary by the interviewer. They were informed by the interviewer that as a small cohort of graduates the nature of their testimony may make anonymity hard to guarantee. The researcher therefore accepted if a participant asked for part or the whole of their contribution to be edited or omitted during or after the session. Testimonies were converted to quantitative data and underwent analysis. From the interview the researcher then sought to determine the impact of higher education on the graduates’ “values, social engagement, [academic engagement,] and performance” in their role. (Hinchliffe, 2011, p. 582) All of the planned interviews were held securely and successfully, resulting in a strong set of fourteen graduate testimonies on which to base findings. The testimonies were taken from graduates across three different cohorts to ensure that the results were broadly reflective of the scheme across time. In addition, there was wide representation from different departments and divisions across the authority. Given that Carmarthenshire County Council has over eight thousand staff, with some departments accounting for over a thousand of that total, it was necessary to have a diverse sample to prevent the culture and character of an individual section having an outsized influence on the results of the study. Finally, the graduates interviewed were enrolled to a variety of courses across several universities which allows the researcher to recognise in the results the demands of different disciplines and how that pairs with graduate roles. The interviews were in every respect therefore detailed, amicable and a representative sample of the experience of Carmarthenshire County Council graduates in higher education.

Focus Groups
Since there were several participants who attended the same higher education course together, it was worth putting questions to them as a group, so that consensus or conflict of opinion may emerge. Evidence was compiled in detailed summary by the researcher and approved by the participants at session end. The researcher informed participants that if asked their wish for part of or the whole of their contribution to be edited or omitted from the finding would be respected. This qualitative data is crucial because many aspects of identity, attainment, and career are governed by social forces and personal politics. This is crucial to research quality because “one of the limitations of careers literature is a dominant view of the career as an individualised phenomenon.” (Cohen & Duberley, 2019, p. 329) Questions put to participants in this section related to these dynamics and their impact on integration of self into an organisation. It was encouraged that answers may be long-form and open to comment from other participants, so that larger trends and a greater precision in meaning may arise between them. The focus group was held with three participants rather than six as originally planned. As a consequence, it is important that the reliance on these results be more limited since their relevance is restricted by a smaller sample size. As such, the focus group can not be said to represent the collective views of graduates who attended that course. The informal, social setting of the focus group was not as conducive to the focused and careful responses as in the formal, one-on-one interviews. In summary, while the comments cannot allow the researcher to confidently make new assertions, they may serve to reinforce themes that arose across the interviews. Although it requires caution and clarity, this does not compromise the integrity or accuracy of the research.

Findings

57% of the fourteen graduates interviewed had a prior degree with relevance to their role in the Council while 43% had a degree with no direct connection to it. The proportion of those without prior experience represents the adaptable attitudes that Carmarthenshire County Council seeks in candidates for the graduate programme. The prior degree had little impact on their views of the graduate offer, value of the course, or securing permanent roles in the authority. However, those without a relevant prior degree benefited more in areas of management (50%) and in career development (38%). This is broadly because graduates with relevant prior degrees had a stronger sense of commitment to their chosen career. One participant said for example they “would not consider management for the love of the technical aspect and would rather seek [advancement] within that realm.” By contrast, for candidates coming into local authority work with a less common academic background, they are likelier to tend towards soft skills and people-oriented thinking. The graduate workforce may therefore be broadly divided into specialists and generalists, who seek satisfaction through different models of career advancement. This split of technical and transferable echoes Bridgestock’s binary theory of “knowledge stock and learning capabilities” which she argues is the engine of “economic performance in Western countries”. (2009, p. 31) Hiring graduates from a range of academic disciplines is one way the Council can foster resilience and innovation in an insecure public sector landscape. 

As a move to seek empirical evidence and data-driven decision-making begins to shape the authority’s processes so too does risk of “formulaic dataism”. (Davey, 2020, p. 150) By integrating undergraduate, postgraduate, and work experiences, graduates in future leadership roles can become better at handling non-linear and lateral changes. To express and experiment in academic spaces is a crucial part of what enables graduates to settle into work cultures according to Jackson. (2016, p. 296) One participant said that attending with other graduate colleagues was a “healthy and helpful reprieve” and another that challenges “did not seem as stressful or intimidating”. This shows that benefits of higher education among graduates can be strengthened with the support of peers. Those with mixed experiences in their prior degree were less likely (20%) to name the postgraduate offer as a major reason why they applied. As a consequence, a lively and close social circle was more important to their morale and motivation during the course. Doubly so, since those who were not attracted by the offer perceived less positive outcomes across their responses. Said participants were less likely to decide on the same course given the choice and did not believe their degree helped secure them permanent work on average. However, it did better their performance at work and perceived chances of promotion, citing it as a source of long-term career impacts. 

The drive for career development was strong enough among the graduates to make the postgraduate degree desirable, if not for the learning then at least as a mark of success. It offers greater “variety in work [and] opportunities to [...] embrace advanced technologies” that may create a competitive advantage. (McCracken, Currie, & Harrison, 2016, p. 2732) One participant commented that “[planning] is a competitive industry, many prize themselves on their professional expertise, so the Master’s was a ticket to security.” Of those surveyed, 9 felt the degree had helped them in their daily work, while 6 felt no or marginal difference. The former were far more likely to believe their course was the correct choice and had a greater confidence in their career development. For Keep, “policy has for too long laboured under the false paradigm [...] that qualifications are a proxy for skills”. (2019, p. 219) The graduates implicitly believed the same, not valuing the abstract achievement of the degree so much as attaining the skills to better their performance and excel in their practical work. 

It follows that courses tailored to the public sector in Wales would allow professionals to share good practice across local authorities, centering unique duties to Cymraeg and the Senedd. The post-graduate requirement for the graduate programme ought to shape and sharpen the participants understanding of the shared culture of Welsh public service and how to move it forward. National frameworks like the Future Generations Act “legitimise certain actions, render other[s] heretical, and create meanings for events that have yet to occur”. (Cohen & Duberley, 2015, p. 194) 

There is a tension in teaching that “serve[s]” as a matter of severe concern,” stoking fierce academic debate and fraught relations between the state, private sector, and student body. (Wahab, M. H. S. et al., 2024, p. 39) As in, how well are graduates fitting the skill demands of organisations and how would other pedagogies better fufill their workforce needs. Over half (57%) of participants did not believe the post-graduate degree had helped them to secure a permanent role within the authority. A clear split is shown in the data, since of the MA students 87.8% felt it made no difference, where for MSc students by contrast 83% felt it did help them find work. The MA students’ negative perceptions contradict prior research that shows “communication, team working and self-management [skills], are widely accepted as enhancing graduate prospects.” (Jackson, D., 2016, p. 925) Graduates on an MA course were a third more likely to feel better equipped for management however, which indicates that they see the value of their course as appreciating in future, but not relevant to their immediate security. 

It is worth noting that several factors threaten this idea as authorities deal with “contingent work, outsourcing, artificial intelligence and automation.” (Metzger & Duening, 2021, p. 111) The graduate will be have to keep a stable standard of work, yet innovate where necessary and aspire to management in deepening uncertainty. With these challenges dawning on the public sector, Bloekker et al. argues that reflective, communicative, and behavioural career competencies become central to success. (2019, p. 173) However, any model where the employee has true agency will fail when the system is subject to pressure and people cease to be rational actors under mounting stress. For one participant a module in their post-graduate degree centred on these competencies, but due to a service under strain they have found no permanent role after the programme. They commented that “for people living in financial precarity the last minute hiring practices of the graduate scheme can have wide and deep effects” that endure long into their careers. The inverse effect is observable too, as those who felt the degree helped secure them fixed roles all had greater confidence moving forward in their careers. 

In a normal hiring process, a strong record on paper or confident interview manner may be enough for applicants who are not known to the authority. (Percy & Dodd, 2020, p. 41) The graduate situation is less secure given that their contract is limited, and so attaining a permanent position is a tacit endorsement of their performance, lessening the likelihood of the imposter syndrome. The interest of colleagues in the degree developed the career-building confidence of graduates. All participants who received encouragement from peers and managers felt more confident, while all of those who reported no increased confidence also lacked support from their teams. The strength and stance of the research literature on the employees’ relationship to their wider context has varied over the past two decades. Bridgstock emphasises “economic growth through enhanced employability […] and efficiency,” where the individual ought to orient their career building around fulfilling society’s needs. (2009, p. 35) This model is criticised by Davey, who argues that the collapse of secure work through redundacies after a recession reveals the central role of the employee-organisation relationship in creating long-term careers. (2020, p. 144) 

Local authorities organise the workforce so that in order to receive higher wages and better influence change one has to ascend successive tiers of management. As a consequence, it is worth noting that while 71% of graduates felt more capable of managerial work, the same amount said they did not aspire to become a manager. Even then, where one graduate may be driven to co-ordinate effective delivery another seeks to centre “courtesy and decency”. In recognition of these diverse motivations, Metzger and Duening call for educators to “channel and constrain prosocial, professional behaviors […] introduced and embedded via university education”. (2021, p. 109) The public sector incentivises involvement in this work through greater incomes, yet this risks attracting candidates who value their promotion but not their people. One must be careful however not to design and teach values that alienate employees or amplify inequalities. For example for DeRiviere, social justice and communality are features more common to women leaders, which when overlooked keep capable and compassionate managers in lesser bureaucracies. (2021, pp. 379-80) In the public sector where one’s work is often connected to community wellbeing the move to management roles may burn out a hardworking employee. Their moral motives may lead them to overwork, avoid conflict, and suffer harder for their operational failures out of empathy with the people they seek to serve. (Cohen, Duberley, & Smith, 2019, p. 329) 

Despite the hesistance to consider management, the participants were particularly confident their post-graduate degree would give them more of a competitive edge for promotion. One commented that “an awareness of strategic policy and an ability to thinking laterally […] came in handy” when pursuing a role outside their direct expertise. Handley argues that this harnessing of related knowledge is a factor in graduate success as it shows steady and purposeful adaption in the face of change. “It is persuasive presentation of potential and willingness to renew oneself that [is] important” (2018, p. 242) 79% of participants felt that the degree gave them a advantage for promotion, the largest percentage of positive responses for any of the research questions. In truth, the post-graduate degree is symbolic of their commitment and potential to master new areas. For Tomlinson, graduates of today inherit a “crowded graduate labour market” defined by a “global move to mass [higher education]” that now positions the post-graduate degree as the next standard required to stay competitive. (2012, p. 308) This scarcity is compounded by public sector malaise, with chronically under-resourced authorities having to work through a maze of fairweather national initiatives and grant funding bureaucracies. (McDonald, 2022, pp. 68-9) As a consequence, graduates perceive the programme when it works well as a generous chance to both acquire work and attain a degree in an economy where finding the former is exhausting and learning the latter is expensive. Yet 57% of participants would have chosen a different course given the option, and this even raises to 75% among MA students.

Whether the Council sought to create “the instrumental skills and attitudes aligned to [their] human capital requirements” or decided on the most cost effective option, the result was sour for some. (Hinchliffe, 2011, p. 582) One participant commented that other courses “would have better enhanced professional development [for] their chosen specialism”. The degree decided for them “did not tie in enough to their role” and was “divorced from their goals”. If the authority sought to create “talent pools in alignment with the overall business strategy” they failed to convince specialist students to become generalists and by virtue of this also missed a chance to streghten in-house technical expertise. (McCraken, Currie, Harrison, 2016, p. 2728) None of the M/BSc graduates enrolled onto an MA course would make the same choice compared to 66% on MSc courses. Said decision went against the stated preferences of these candidates, even when “other graduates were offered tailored courses.” Furthermore, the Council opted for a significantly longer degree timeframe than average so that graduates’ full-time roles were not compromised by their academic workload. This is a different model than the accelerated and autonomous modules common for full-time mature students, and inherently leans on professional obligations for student retention. (Kirk et al., 2025, pp. 888-9)  These aspects of the course together when tensions go inadequately addressed were bound to cause further resentment.

For course content the authority effectively had two streams. Degrees with direct or technical relevance to the role were taught at a variety of institutions and often the graduate would be on their own. By contrast, the MA in Professional Practice comprises what Mayhew calls a “tailored [...] academic offering” with the University of Wales, Trinity Saint David that covers topics like work-based research and the Well-being of Future Generations Act in cohorts. (2019, p. 371)  According to the Focus Group however, such studies of public sector policy were not diverse or detailed enough about the structures that govern Wales and their workings to be a genuine asset to an incoming graduate. For them, a graduate identity is the “outcome of a situated social process,” born by one’s adopted role in the authority structure. (Hinchliffe, 2011, p. 564) 

The one part of the Council’s graduate programme that was often seen as a risk to graduate identity and security was the policy of not guaranteeing work at contract end. Half of the graduates interviewed said that implementing this would be the best way for the authority to support their graduate careers within the Council, with the other half advocating coaching. Having the relatively recent employees go through a period where their public sector roles are threatened with vanishing in their early stages opens them wide to disruptive career shocks. At a minimum, these shocks may cause graduates to orient away from working in the Council, seeing as no stable position is shown to them. (Blokker et al., 2019, 173) In the worst case scenario, failure to obtain permanent work might expose them to financial hardship, some of whom will not recover in this severe economic climate. Huang argues “job satisfaction [is] strongly correlated with affective and normative commitment but not correlated with continuance commitment.” (2020) As in, the affection for and sense of obligation to an organisation is more conducive to contented and capable graduates than financial incentives alone. By avoiding the guarantee of a role, the authority risks jeopardising the good will built up over two years and forcing them into continuance commitment territory, which is better for no-one in the short term or long term.

It may be argued that the requirement to seek roles elsewhere in the organisation moves graduate expertise into new areas and dismantles siloed working. This fails to account for the fact that the graduate programme has participants who nearing contract end have often completed specialised and advanced post-graduate degrees that do not transfer well to other roles. It is a plain ineffective use of higher education and occupational training if a chartered planner or flood technician can fail to find work in the authority after all the pre-requisite resource has been invested in their career development. The data analyst and project manager may be better able to cross departments, but even so the choice to remain in one’s team gives the graduate a better foundation to find or continue “sociable, rewarding and valuable” work. (Handley, 2018, p. 248)

Conclusion

In summary, the higher education courses have had important impacts on each graduate and have been a core part of the programme in Carmarthenshire County Council. For two thirds of those interviewed it was a significant factor in attracting them to the authority. Since then 64% say it has aided them in their daily work and 71% that it gave them confidence in their career development. After the course cohorts felt better able to excel and be ambitious, with 79% believing the course would improve their chances of attaining a promotion. There remains room to improve however, most of all in pairing graduates with courses that best suit their professional roles. Half of participants would have chosen other options, a few of whom expressed their opinion before the course to no avail. Furthermore, while 71% felt better able to handle managerial work, the amount who aspired to management more was merely 29%. Even so, as a standalone result it is an appreciable improvement and the whole picture that emerges from testimonies about the post-graduate offer is a broadly positive one. While the results refer to perceived impacts rather than objective outcomes, there is a mandate within this research to restore the graduate scheme or extend its benefits out to the wider staff. Ultimately the public sector will need educated and motivated people to become the next generation of leaders in Wales, to face mounting crises in nature, society, and culture with a robust challenge and a deeper commitment to transformational change.
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