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Executive Summary

1. The supply of and demand for work placements are mismatched and misunderstood.

•• �Student work experience is widely regarded as the most successful way to smooth the transition 
of students into the labour market, enabling graduates to land the right jobs faster. But although 
employers increasingly use work experience as a way to screen job applicants, students do not take up 
or seek work experience opportunities in a way that reflects their role in recruitment.

•• �Surveys of university students suggest that around 150,000 of them undertake work experience of various 
types in a year, however employers claim that a minimum of 250,000 placements are filled by university 
students in a year. This may represent a mismatch between supply and demand, but it also reflects 
confusion about definitions. Whilst students and Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) most often define a 
placement as a role that takes up a full academic year, employer surveys reveal that placements typically 
last two to six months, with just one fifth of employers offering placements that last six months or more. 

2. The offer of work placements differs by sector and size.

•• �Size and scale are important. Small establishments account for 60% of placements and they usually 
take one student, whereas larger establishments offer multiple placements of diverse duration but 
account for only 7% of placements.

•• �Both students and HEIs claim that the offer of placements is higher among STEM subjects; however 
according to employers work placements are most likely in the education and health sectors. Work 
experience in the general sense is most frequently reported by employers in Real Estate, Business Services 
and Hospitality, which means the link between the discipline of degree and the placement is weak. The 
statistical analysis shows that any kind of work experience will impact positively on labour market outcomes 
and on the likelihood of a placement student being recruited, provided they have the relevant qualifications.

3. Placements are increasingly used as a recruitment tool.

•• �Offers of work experience are often linked to recruitment needs. Just over a quarter of employers 
report that they use work placements for recruitment purposes, and employers with vacancies are 
40% more likely to offer placements than those without. Larger employers in Real Estate and Business 
Services and Hospitality are more likely to recruit their placement students than those in education and 
health. The success rate for students is high at two placements per recruit.

•• �This use of placements for recruitment limits the ability of HEIs to steer away from the generic needs of 
business, to the specific needs of courses. However, there may be untapped resources among the 75% of 
employers who offer placements for a range of other reasons – such as corporate social responsibility.
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4. �Increasing work placements and experiences may require more flexibility, ingenuity and 
planning among HEIs, although there are significant organisational costs and challenges 
in doing so.

•• �An increase in the offer and take up of placements of any length needs resources to coordinate action 
across HEIs and businesses. HEIs should be supported towards having central institutional services 
organising work experience of shorter duration, alongside the current offer of year-long 
sandwich placements.

•• �The offer can be expanded by engaging new smaller business with recruitment needs or by 
encouraging existing placement employers to offer additional placements and/or to multiply the offer 
by shortening the length of some placements. HEIs can target local businesses growing employment 
and can coordinate internally having two students to fill in a longer placement, ensuring that the 
outcome for the employer does not falter as a result.

•• �Suitable accreditation of work experience other than sandwich placements may be needed to expand 
and improve student take up. A page-view Work Experience Certificate stating the employer, sector, 
role and timing of work experience, validated by either the HEI or the employer independently and in 
parallel to the HE degree, is a solution that respects the spirit of a placement providing generic skills.

•• �Better, credible and accessible information about the independent value of work experience for 
employers should reach students. Portraying work experience as “time off” academic work is at 
odds with the reality that employers are increasingly using work experience in addition to academic 
achievement in their recruitment practices. Vacation placements are popular among students who 
report time off academic work as a barrier for taking work experience, but vacation placements are 
seen as rigid by employers and are in shorter supply.
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01. Introduction

Although higher education (HE) graduates consistently achieve better outcomes in the labour market than 
non-graduates (BIS, 2011), employers increasingly report that degrees alone are no longer sufficient for them 
to identify the best and brightest among the ever increasing pool of HE graduates (NCUB, 2014a). Employers 
typically refer to employability to designate attributes sought in HE graduates that help them achieve better 
labour market outcomes.

Employability includes multiple competencies of value in work environments, such as communication, team 
working, practical skills, time management, client awareness and business acumen, among others. Since 
not all of these competencies can be learned within an academic environment, employers use examples of 
work experience as the best way to identify the more employable graduates among candidates. Having work 
experience to add to the HE certificate has also been shown to improve the immediate labour market returns 
to the HE graduation (Mason et al, 2006) over and above holding a HE degree.

Despite well-known and publicised benefits of work experience while in HE, there is only partial knowledge 
of the take-up of opportunities across students and graduates, and of the distribution of placements across 
employers and universities. Even the evidence on better and faster jobs for work experience holders is still 
in its early stages. In this report we revisit and evaluate the evidence on participation in work experience by 
HE students across the UK, and the extent to which accounts from students and HEIs (demand side) match 
accounts from employers (supply side). We review and help make sense of the mounting number of facts 
and figures, many based on bespoke studies, about the coverage, importance, and effectiveness of work 
experience, including NCUB’s own research based on our members. Knowing the current stance on work-
experience should open up opportunities to effectively improve the offer and take-up looking forward.

A difficulty with trying to match evidence coming from different sources and covering diverse students, or 
employers, or universities, is that the sum may not add up to the total, because different sources cannot be 
made to agree on definitions, of e.g. what is a work placement. This means different sources may be reporting 
on different things and they cannot be added together. To account for some of these difficulties and provide a 
credible comparison guide, we undertook new analyses of administrative data, which covers all respondents, 
and provides a levelled ground for validating results based on disciplines or parts of the total. Where this is 
not possible we also illustrate the difficulty of applying the concept of STEM jobs to the world of work1.

We demonstrate that, at present, evidence on work experience that is based on employer reports provides 
more reliable and better coverage than student surveys. We also observe that this is because there are no 
restrictions of what is considered “work experience” for employers. This lack of specific definition helps with 
coverage, but in turn means that to identify opportunities for increasing the supply we need to understand 
better what employers and students (or HEIs) record as “work experience” and what reasons each 
respectively have to supply and demand work experience.

1	  As highlighted in Docherty and Fernandez (2014), STEM degree holders work in diverse jobs and occupations, not all of which are or 
ought to be STEM; the same applies to work experience during study.
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Supply side evidence in this report follows establishments responding to the UK Commission for Employment 
and Skills Employers Perspectives Survey (UKCEPS) 2014. Establishment-level data has the advantage of being 
attached to a postcode and this avoids double counting of work placements. Large employers tend to operate 
across several establishments and when reporting they count many work placements for the organisation, 
but in reality only one or two are offered in each establishment. Companies report on how many placements 
they offered, while establishments report on how many placements they had on site. The latter provides a 
more accurate basis for counting. The downside of this survey is that it does not contain information about 
the origin of the student, other than them being a university student. Therefore evidence of the demand 
for placements has to come from an entirely different source. In this report we use administrative evidence 
collected by HEIs on the number of students enrolled in sandwich courses, and student survey data from 
the Destinations of Leavers of Higher Education (DLHE) on whether they took a placement or not. Sandwich 
courses are only a subset of all types of work experience, and this is demonstrated using figures from student 
reports that stem from the cohort study of the 2006/7 class, Futuretrack (BIS 2013).

We exploit the better coverage of all types of work experience by employers in the UKCEPS to improve 
our understanding of the offer and avenues for improving its supply. We analyse the odds of offering work 
experience for different types of employers in the UK, and for those who do offer work experience, we 
analyse odds of recruiting the placement student. The use of work experience as a recruitment tool is increasing 
among some employers (High Fliers, 2014; AGR, 2013) and, if widespread, it has implications for what can be 
done if the offer of placements follows business need rather than university or student demand.

There may therefore be room for growth of work experience but, given the evidence we uncover, actions will 
have to be coordinated across employers, institutions and students to be successful. We offer some options for 
improvement in the concluding remarks, after detailed analyses of the demand and supply of work experience.
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02. Definition - and extent - of participation in work experience

The best known type of university placement is a “sandwich year” in certain degrees, which typically involves 12 
months of work experience - not necessarily in a single stint - that is a formal part of the degree. This is however 
and by far not the most common type of work placement, it is just the most commonly recorded in monitoring 
systems. According to HESA2 (Exhibit 1) Business Studies has the highest number of students enrolled on a 
course that includes the option of a sandwich year (over 40,000, and 30% of all sandwich enrolments), but that is 
simply because there are many students enrolled on this course. Computer science has the highest proportion 
of students enrolled on a sandwich course (29%), although this does not mean that all of them will do a sandwich 
placement. As reported by the NCUB (Docherty and Jones, 2015) Computer Science students in courses that 
include the possibility of a year in industry sometimes opt out of work experience where this is allowed.

The proportion of students enrolled on sandwich courses is higher in STEM subjects3 (14%) than in non-STEM 
(8%). In the STEM subjects over 58,000 full-time first degree students are enrolled on sandwich courses, 
accounting for 47% of the total sandwich courses enrolment.

There are multiple estimates of the take-up of all types of work experience based on surveys of students. 
These must be treated with caution because respondents in any sample may not represent the views of non-
respondents. Moreover, because sample sizes are sometimes small, if some subcategories (e.g. sandwich 
placements within a discipline in a given university) with views of the few are portrayed as the views of the 
many, this may lead to mistaken expectations and policy advice.

The Futuretrack (BIS, 2013) study of the cohort of applicants to university in 2005/6 collected information 
on student participation in placements in their third year (Exhibit 2). It is worth noting that the number of 
respondents for this table (11,520) accounts only for a 10% selection of the initial eligible starters (nearly 
100,000). This explains why the headcounts are much smaller than those shown in Exhibit 1, which are based 
on administrative data where respondents cannot opt out.

The percentages of those undertaking one-year placements in Futuretrack are however similar to those 
found in HESA, with Business Studies scoring the highest proportion, followed by Architecture, Engineering 
and Maths and Computer Science. Note, however, that some of these proportions are based on less than 10 
students, which may not represent the views of the thousands enrolled on each discipline.

If we take all disciplines together; 7% of 3rd year student responding to Futuretrack in 2009/10 had done or were 
participating in a sandwich type of placement4; and an additional 21% were doing a placement of less than a year.

2	 HESA Blog "Sandwich Day", 2014 - www.hesa.ac.uk/blog/3332-blog-post-0003
3	  �STEM here includes Biological Sciences, Physical Sciences, Mathematical Sciences, Computer Science, Engineering and Technology, and 

Architecture Building and Design.
4	  Futuretrack specifically asked “Work Placement Year” which we loosely call sandwich course in this report.
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Exhibit 1: Full-time first degree students 2012/13

Subject Other full-time Sandwich % Sandwich Total

Computer science 40,475 16,230 29% 56,705

Agriculture & related subjects 6,260 2,435 28% 8,695

Architecture, building & planning 20,990 6,595 24% 27,580

Business & administrative studies 139,330 40,670 23% 180,005

Engineering & technology 72,425 19,025 21% 91,455

Combined 3,265 455 12% 3,715

Mathematical sciences 26,835 2,670 9% 29,505

Physical sciences 58,035 4,810 8% 62,845

Biological sciences 125,975 9,285 7% 135,260

Languages 75,560 3,725 5% 79,285

Creative arts & design 128,225 7,265 5% 135,490

Subjects allied to medicine 120,795 5,045 4% 125,845

Social studies 122,115 4,850 4% 126,965

Mass communications & documentation 36,085 1,350 4% 37,435

Law 54,905 1,955 3% 56,860

Medicine & dentistry 45,885 5 0% 45,890

Veterinary science 4,790 0 0% 4,790

Historical & philosophical studies 53,990 245 0% 54,235

Education 49,675 95 0% 49,775

Total 1,185,620 126,710 10% 1,312,335

Reproduced from HESA Blog “Sandwich Day” (2014)
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Exhibit 2: Futuretrack study Participation in work placements at stage 3 (3rd year)

Work Placement Year Shorter Placement No Placement All

N % N % N %

Business 168 25.2% 83 12.4% 425 63.7% 667

Architecture/planning 26 22.4% 21 18.1% 72 62.1% 116

Engineering 63 15.2% 96 23.1% 260 62.7% 415

Maths/Comp. 102 14.5% 66 9.4% 541 76.8% 704

Subjects Allied to Medicine 96 8.8% 660 60.7% 357 32.8% 1,088

Medicine/dentistry 9 8.7% 40 38.8% 57 55.3% 103

Education 32 7.2% 306 68.9% 111 25% 444

Biology/Veterinary Science etc. 101 6.8% 176 11.8% 1,213 81.6% 1,486

Physical Sciences 53 6.4% 67 8.1% 713 86.1% 828

Social Studies 65 6.3% 227 21.9% 752 72.6% 1,036

Interdisciplinary Subjects 56 5% 194 17.4% 871 78.1% 1,115

Mass communication & documentation 6 3.1% 78 40.6% 109 56.8% 192

Law 13 2.5% 53 10.1% 460 88% 523

Creative Arts/Design 16 1.7% 193 20.7% 727 77.9% 933

Languages 7 1% 48 7.2% 617 92% 671

History/Philosophical studies 5 0.8% 48 7.4% 594 92% 646

Linguistics & classics 1 0.2% 26 4.7% 526 95.1% 553

All 819 7.1% 2,382 20.7% 8,405 73.0% 11,520

Reproduced Table 50 from BIS (2013)

To give a sense of what these percentages imply for today’s cohort, Table 1 below applies the Futuretrack 
proportions to the current undergraduate cohort (that is, entrants to university two years earlier) as reported 
by HESA5. While it is apparent that the number of other placements dwarfs the number of sandwich type of 
placements (Work Placement Year in Futuretrack), Table 1 also shows that sandwich placements are more 
prevalent among STEM subjects than non-STEM. Sandwich type of placements make up 45% of placements 
among the STEM disciplines (excluding Medicine), while they only account for 23% of all placements in non-
STEM disciplines (excluding Medicine), and 26% across all disciplines.

5	  Statistical First Release – 210 – Table 4a
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Table 1: Futuretrack predictions of placements

TOTAL STEM STEM+Med Non-STEM

Futuretrack % participation in sandwich type 7.1% 9.7% 9.5% 5.4%

Futuretrack % participation in other 20.7% 12.0% 23.8% 18.5%

HESA Entry Cohort 2011/12 521,560 160,690 222,315 299,240

Predicted sandwich in 2013/14 37,080 15,621 21,106 16,286

Predicted other placements in 2013/14 107,843 19,288 52,812 55,434

STEM in Futuretrack: Arquitecture/Planning, Engineering, Maths/Computing, Biology/Veterinary Science, Physical Sciences
STEM + Med in Futuretrack: add Medicine and Dentistry and Subjects allied to Medicine
STEM in HESA: Biological, Veterinary, Agriculture and related, Physical, Mathematical and Computer Sciences + Engineering and 
Technology + Architecture, building and planning 
STEM + Med in HESA:  add Medicine and Subjects allied to medicine

It is worth bearing in mind, however, that even in STEM subjects 65% of all placements are not sandwich placements.

What other types of placements are there other than sandwich?

The NCUB quality placements online report6 summarises the characteristics of different terms associated 
with work experience. Table 2 shows broad types of placements most commonly used in reports and across 
NCUB’s employer members’ web portals for work experience.

Table 2: Taxonomy of placements

Type/Characteristics Placements/Internships Sandwich/Industry Placement Insights/ Work tasters

Occurrence Summer/after graduation All year All year

Duration 6-12 weeks over 24 weeks Up to one week

Working Time Full-time Full time Mostly full-time

Payment Paid (with exceptions in charities) Paid Unpaid

Recruitment Process Yes Yes Informal

There are multiple panels of university students being canvassed on a regular basis by market research 
companies over their experiences, including placements. For many of these it is unclear how respondents 
were selected. Predictions using these are as valid as other opinion polls, that is, they will differ from one 
another depending on who responds in each round, and predictions for the whole sector on the basis of 
these surveys may not be realised.

6	 www.ncub.co.uk/placements-report
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Table 3 presents a selection of bespoke surveys of students that are commonly used reporting participation 
and perceptions of work experience by graduates in the UK.

Table 3: Surveys of student placements

Source Respondents Selection criteria Participation Frequency

HESA 1,312,335
All full-time 1st degree 

students (12/13)
126,710 enrolled in 

sandwich course
Annual

Futuretrack (3 year undergraduate) 10,539
Cohort of 05/06 
applicants, UK

3,201 in placement 
(sandwich and other)

Once

NCUB SEI 2014 4,000

100 1st year and 100 other 
year undergraduate 
students at 20 HEIs 

in England

3,680 in sandwich 
course 1,880 
in placement

Annual

The UK Graduate Careers Survey 2014 18,059 Finalists in year 2014
10,800 in sandwich 

course 7,334 in 
placement

Annual

Despite attrition in the responses, the Futuretrack study demonstrates a much wider access to non-
structured work experience than sandwich placements. Among the same respondents who answer the 
placement question in year 3, 40% report that they undertake paid work in term and vacation time and an 
additional 3% report undertaking paid work during term time only. All in all the evidence demonstrates 
that students seek exposure to work experience using many different channels and for multiple reasons. 
Placements, including year-long sandwich placements, are but one of these multiple channels.

Data from the DLHE 10/11 analysed by the IER/HECSU for BIS (forthcoming report) also shows that 20% of 
students who have found employment six months after graduation had worked for their employer before, 
though not necessarily in a work placement7. This percentage is double the proportions of students enrolled 
in sandwich courses in Exhibit 1, so clearly finding employment and having work experience are positively 
correlated in DLHE. We explore the relationship between work experience and employment in section 4 after 
accounting for the supply of placements from the employers’ point of view.

7	  �Specifically “having already worked for that employer either in term-time student jobs or more formal work experience roles” (our 
italics, op cit, forthcoming BIS report on graduate recruitment practices)
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03. �Which employers offer work experience and for 
what purpose?

Accounts of work placements by businesses cannot be traced back to a HE discipline and thus splits between 
STEM and non-STEM are not possible in evidence drawn from employers. Nevertheless, they can provide 
fuller coverage of work experience offers as follows.

The UKCEPS covers a representative sample of establishments in the UK and asks about their involvement 
with schools, colleges, and universities, including placements. Establishments are attached to a specific 
postcode, and thus when reporting over whether a work placement was held, they are recording an actual 
work experience in a particular location. This feature is useful for not double counting work placements 
because larger employers offer placements across the whole country to any university. This in turn means 
that any student in principle can access these work experiences and several (or all) universities count these 
as part of “their” offer to students. In this case, asking universities to report their offer may result in double 
counting. By tying the work experience to the establishment we limit this risk.

In the UKCEPS 2014, establishments were asked to report on “placements” for students at different stages 
in education8; 12% of establishments across the UK reported having at least one HE student in a placement, 
and an additional 6% had paid or unpaid internships (although the internship count is not exclusive to 
universities). These percentages predict a minimum of 200,000 work placements and 100,000 internships. 
This sizeable count of work experiences for students at university is however unevenly distributed across 
establishments, some of which offer a single opportunity while others offer more. Table 4 displays the 
implied number of work placements offered by employers of different sizes.

Table 4: Minimum number of work placements to universities implied by UKCEPS14 by size

SMALL
(up to 24 

employees)

MEDIUM
(25-249 

employees)

LARGE
(250 + employees) ALL

Establishments offering placements to HE 145,247 53,936 6,703 205,886

Median number of placements 1 2 3

Implied number of placements by median 145,247 86,480 16,757 248,484

We used the median to approximate the minimum number of placements made for the top half of each size 
category of establishment (top half having at least 2 and 3 placements in medium and larger establishments). 
It is clear that almost 60% of work experience opportunities are offered by small-sized establishments taking 
one HE student, while only 7% of HE placements on offer are held in larger establishments.

The distribution of work experience across establishments of different size is critical when considering 
options for increasing the volume. Expanding work experience in small establishments may require engaging 
more employers, at one opportunity each, while to expand work experiences across the larger employers it 
may be possible to grow the number of work placements as well as getting more employers involved. From 
the point of view of a HEI it may be less resource consuming to engage with fewer employers, but from the 
point of view of the employer there is also a limit to the number of work placements they can offer.

8	�  Question C17 specifically asks “Have you had anyone on placements for people at school/FE or sixth form college/university”. 
No definition of “placement” is given.
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Alternatively (or together with expanding the volume) employers may consider modifying the duration of the 
work experience. For example, there may be opportunities to transform the longer duration placements into 
a larger number of shorter duration placements. Shorter length, however, may impact on the quality of the 
work experience and we review quality in the next section.

The reported duration of work placements in UKCEPS 2014 supports the findings drawn from student 
surveys that shorter work experiences are the most prevalent. Figure 1 illustrates that almost half of 
placements reported by establishments last between 2 and 6 months, two thirds last a month or less and 
only a fifth last more than 6 months.

Figure 1: Duration of work experience in UKCEPS2014

A week - 7%

Up to 1 month - 24%

2 to 6 months - 48%

6 months plus - 21%

Figures 2a and 2b below start to unpick some of the nuances in the distribution of work experience across 
employers. This is key because of the relative effort needed to engage with employers of different sizes, 
which may imply uneven costs of changing the current offer. The NCUB study of placements in computer 
science (NCUB 2014b) demonstrated that organising quality placements is an involved process for 
universities and business, particularly so when engaging smaller business, with limited resources to organise 
the recruitment and looking after the students while on placement. Together Figures 2a and 2b show a 
higher propensity of smaller establishments to have a limited number of shorter work placements: almost 
60% of small establishments report only one, while 35% of all larger establishments report five or more work 
placements of any duration for university students. Less than a fifth of placements last more than 6 months 
in smaller establishments, compared to one third in the larger establishments.

Figure 2a: Placement duration by size	 Figure 2b: No. of placements per establishment

0% 50% 100%

Small

Medium

Large

Small

Medium

Large

0% 50% 100%

A week

Up to 1 month 6 months plus

2 to 6 months 1 placement

5 placements plus

2 to 4 placements
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The split across sectors, shown in Figures 3a and 3b, is also uneven. The four sectors offering the most work 
experience are Real Estate and Business Services (including research), Health, Education, and Wholesale and 
Retail. While for Education and Health it is arguable that work placements are filled by respective students in 
these disciplines, the same is less apparent in Real Estate and Business Services, and in Wholesale and Retail. 
Observe, however, that Education and Health sectors offer the most placements of 2-6 months duration and 
that establishments in these sectors are more likely to have more than one placement in post per year. Real 
Estate and Business Services; and Wholesale and Retail offer proportionally shorter experiences.

Figure 3a: Placement duration by sector	 Figure 3b: No. of placements per establishment

60,00040,00020,0000
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To establish that these differences are indeed accurate and not just apparent we undertook statistical 
analysis of the probability of offering a placement in the UKCEPS 2014, using a logistic regression that 
predicts the odds ratio of having a placement against not having it. The descriptive statistics and the odds 
ratios associated with different types of employer are in Appendices A and B respectively.

•• SIZE: larger establishments are twice as likely to offer placements than smaller employers.

•• �MISSION: Establishments that declare a mission “for profit” are half as likely to offer placements than 
establishments not reporting this mission.

•• �SECTOR: For every placement offered in Manufacturing, there are three offered in Education, almost 
two (1.8) offered in the Health sector and in Business and Real Estate, but less than one offered 
elsewhere. This is an important difference to the visual analysis provided by Figures 3a and 3b, where 
Wholesale and Retail are shown to offer more placements than other sectors. The statistical analysis 
confirms that this is just a reflection of the large number of establishments in this sector and that 
proportionally, they are not more likely than others to offer a placement.

•• �AGE: Young establishments of less than a year are half as likely to offer placements than older establishments.

•• �RECRUITING: establishments with vacancies are 40% more likely to offer placements and for every 
placement offered by a non-recruiting employer there are two placements offered by employers who 
recruit HE students. This suggest a roughly-estimated ratio of 2 placements per HE recruit.
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•• �COMPETENCIES: Establishments that report qualifications and work experience as sought attributes in 
candidates are respectively 70% and 20% more likely to offer placements.

•• �OTHER WORK EXPERIENCE: Establishments with internships (at any level) are five times more likely 
to offer placements than those without them. This suggests that employers offer a portfolio of work 
experience opportunities, not just one type, and is also consistent with offering multiple placements of 
diverse length within a single establishment.

The link between vacancies or recruitment and the placement offer is relevant for understanding not just 
who, but also why establishments offer work experience, and this understanding can in turn inform policies 
and practices aimed at increasing work experience. The statistical analysis demonstrates that employers use 
multiple channels to identify recruits: those who offer internships also offer university placements. Among 
employers who offered placements to people in HE in the UKCEPS14, the most common reason reported for 
offering placements was “helps with recruitment” (27%), followed by “doing our bit” (25%). This interaction 
of placements offered with recruitment can limit the potential for encouraging more placements, because 
where placements are a recruitment tool, the offer of placements will follow vacancies and business need, 
not academic requirements. We consider this link in more detail in the next section.

A more direct albeit partial view of the prevalence of HE placements comes from surveys of employers. 
Similarly to student panels, surveys of employers cover only a selection of respondents and their perceptions 
and practices may not reflect the total accurately. Table 5 illustrates that commonly cited employer surveys 
tend to concentrate on a small number of large employers.

Table 5: Bespoke surveys of employers

Survey Respondents Selection criteria Relevant finding Period NCUB 
members 

High Fliers Research 
“The Graduate Market”

Employers from 
100 different 

organisations.

The Times Top 
100 Graduate 

Employers

Over 80 of the UK’s 100 
leading graduate employers 

are offering paid work 
experience for students 

and graduates. 13,049 paid 
placements were reportedly 
made available in 2014/15.

Annual 21 (45%)

The AGR Graduate 
Recruitment Survey

A number of 
employers from 

their network

AGR network of 
over 700 members

89% of respondents offered 
internships or placements 

in 2014.

Twice 
yearly

30 (65%)

CBI/Pearson education 
and skills survey 

A number of 
respondent from 

their network, 291 
companies in 
2014 survey

Not available

89% of businesses offered 
short-term work, but almost 

half (46%) also offered longer-
term paid internship in 2014.

Annual -

BIS “Understanding 
Employers’ Graduate 
Recruitment and 
Selection Practices” 
(forthcoming)

In-depth telephone 
interviews with 80 

graduate recruiters 

A selection of over 
200 employers 

to achieve a final 
sample of 80. 

Work experience was of 
high and growing interest to 

employers of all sizes.
2015 15 (32%) 

Figures 2a and 2b however, show that larger employers tend to have multiple placements and of longer 
duration while smaller establishments tend to have fewer placements of shorter duration. Table 4 adds 
further support to the limitations of generalising what larger employers report, as they account for 7% of 
placements offered, while smaller establishments cover 60% of placements offered.



17

04. �The quality of work experiences as indicated in labour 
market outcomes

Evaluations of the process and the quality of work experience rely almost entirely on qualitative evidence 
drawn from the administrators that organise the placements, and/or the students and employers who 
participate in them. The forthcoming BIS report on graduate recruitment practices includes a comprehensive 
review of the recent evidence on the supply of and demand for placements in the UK, and offers a fresh view 
of levels of participation, types, length, benefits and costs of placements.

Figure 2 summarises the benefits of placements as reported in the online NCUB report on quality placements9. 
Separate benefits can be identified for HEIs, students and businesses. The presence of these benefits was 
corroborated in interviews for the NCUB report on computer science placements (Docherty and Jones, 2015) 
but we have no evidence that these benefits are particularly more prevalent in some disciplines than in 
others. For students and for employers most of the benefits relate to the skills acquired through the work 
experience, to improving the profile of the student, and to better information systems between employer 
and employee, as they each learn about how well they fit together. For HEIs the benefits are a double track 
of improving the educational offer as reflected in student satisfaction, on the one hand, and improving 
engagement with the non-academic community, on the other hand.

Figure 4: Benefits of placements (NCUB 2014)

Placements

Raising HEI profile
for graduate
employment

Help students gain
employability skills

Access to high
level skills

Additional
staff

Help with
recruitment

Better
employment

Real life
work skills

Accelerated
personal maturity

and awareness

Cross-HEI
business

engagement

Improved
reputation

Increased
contact

with industry

Benefits for
HEI

Benefits for
Student

Benefits for
Employer

9	  www.ncub.co.uk/placements-report



18

A notable absence in these benefits is the impact of work experience on the academic achievement of the 
student, which has been the subject of many recent enquiries. Almost always these are specific studies 
of certain disciplines; biology (Gomez et al, 2004), psychology (Reddy at al, 2006), property management 
(Mansfield, 2011), economics (Mandilaras, 2004) and even the more exclusive comparison of domestic and 
international students in accounting and finance (Crawford and Wang, 2014). A majority of these tend to 
find positive associations of work experience with academic achievement, but this is not the same as to say 
that the placement that causes the higher achievement. A majority of these studies acknowledge that what 
they demonstrate is that it is the better students that tend to get the placements, and that as a result of their 
ability and maybe also as a result of the placement, they achieve higher.

A great deal of importance is attached to the benefits of placements in terms of employment prospects for 
students, and where the student gets a job offer with the placement employer, this is often seen as an indication 
of success in a placement (Docherty and Jones, 2015). Typically, surveys of students find that those who 
undertook work experience are more likely to find employment, do so faster, and at the graduate level when 
compared to those who did not undertake a placement. Part of the reason why this is so is because the higher 
achievers are more likely to do placements and they would have achieved higher in the labour market regardless 
of the placement. Mason et al. (2006) offer the most reliable analysis of labour market outcomes of placement 
students. They separate the independent effect of work experience on labour market outcomes for the cohort of 
leavers of HE in 2000/01 by controlling for the personal attributes that employers most often screen job seekers 
for. While finding that students who had undertaken a sandwich degree were twice as likely to be employed as 
those who did not, and also twice as likely to be employed in a graduate job, the authors also acknowledge: 

“However, the apparent strength of the relationship between sandwich participation and 
subsequent employment may in part reflect unobserved characteristics of students who 
choose to follow courses with a sandwich component.” (op. cit, pp 23).

The context of the student and of the employer involved in work experience could wash away the 
independent positive impact of the placement on employment outcomes. As noted above, the successful 
recruitment could be caused by the fact that it is the higher achievers doing placements, and hence it is 
the student quality, not the placement, that leads to success. Equally, a successful recruitment could be the 
result of the employer using the placement to fill in a vacancy rather than advertising it. In this case it is the 
presence of a vacancy and not the placement that is driving the employment of the placement student.

Surveys of employers confirm that placements are widely used as gateways to recruitment. The High Fliers survey 
reports that 37% of entry level positions were expected to be filled with those who had already worked for the 
organisation. The Association of Graduate Recruiters report that 26.5% of graduate roles on offer from AGR 
members in 2013/14 went to applicants who had previously worked for the organisation. Even across respondents 
to the UKCEPS 2014 the prevalence of placements as a recruitment tool is apparent: 21% of employers who had 
offered a placement to university students had taken the student on to a long-term role following the placement.

Where employment with the same employer upon finishing the placement is being used as an indicator of 
success, it is important to discount for the effect of vacancies on success, so that students that enter placements 
with employers without vacancies are aware they are less likely to get a job offer at the end of the placement.
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05. �What is a relevant sector for increasing the offer of 
work experience in STEM subjects?

The extent to which employers use placements for recruitment has important implications for expanding 
the supply of work experience, as placements will be created where employment is growing and not where 
students would get a HE discipline-related experience. The relevance of the work experience for the degree 
has been quoted as an important quality feature in sandwich placements, but sectors of employment and 
disciplines of degree do not match one-to-one. Thus work experiences driven by recruitment are unlikely to 
match the academic needs. This may impact on how useful the work experience is for the degree but less so 
on how useful the work experience is for employability. The generic skills attached to employability do not 
have specific disciplines in mind.

To illustrate the prevalence of placements as recruitment tools across sectors, and to demonstrate that 
placements are valued for their generic skills, we analyse which employers are more likely to employ their 
placement students. If the same types of employers that offer placements also recruit the placement student, 
then placements for these employers are not just a service to universities and/or students but mainly a tool 
for them to fill in vacancies. These employers will offer placements in the roles and durations that fit their 
business needs and not the academic needs of universities or students.

The odds of recruiting the placement student are shown in the last two columns of Appendix B. The same 
types of employers that offer placements are using these placements to recruit students. Typically, the 
probability of getting a job with the placement employer is 80% higher in larger establishments. While 
establishments that declare a "for profit" mission are not more prone to offer placements, when they 
do offer placements, they are 30% more likely than others to recruit the student. This suggests that it 
is employers with a mission for profit that use placements for recruitment, rather than those without. 
Employers in Hospitality were previously found to not be more likely to offer placements, but when they do 
offer placements, they are three times as likely as others to recruit these placement students. Employers in 
Real Estate and Business Services (including research) are twice as likely to recruit their placement students. 
At the other end of the spectrum, whereas Education and Health sectors are more likely to offer placements, 
they are not more prone to recruit the placement students.

According to these findings, for HEIs looking to capture new placements to offer and for placement students 
considering where to apply, both ought to note the higher chances of achieving employment upon finishing 
the placement among employers in Hospitality and in Real Estate and Business Services, than among 
employers in Health and Education. This poses some tension between finding relevant experience in the 
discipline of study and maximising the chances of employment after the placement. The discipline of study 
may be linked to a sector that is not growing in terms of employment and therefore has less vacancies. In this 
case employers are less likely to offer placements and to recruit students at the end of the placement.

The statistical analysis confirms that placements provide some generic skills not necessarily linked to a 
sector or a discipline, but transferable across both. Employers who report “work experience” as an important 
quality of the candidates (shown as Experience valued in the last column of Appendix B) are not more likely 
to recruit their placement student. This means that the employer-specific skills acquired through a placement 
with that particular establishment do not increase the probability of employment with the same employer 
after the placement. Placements provide employability skills that are of generic value, applicable across 
establishments. Given this, finding a placement linked to a particular discipline or a particular sector is less 
important for the employability effects of the work experience.
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06. �Lessons and recommendations for increasing work 
experience in the STEM subjects

Participation in work experience is much wider than participation in sandwich placements and this higher 
prevalence of shorter placements is more accentuated among the STEM disciplines. There is currently no 
straightforward way of telling how many HE graduates undertook work experience during their HE studies, even 
which proportion undertook a sandwich placement. Relevant data with the appropriate coverage across HEIs 
is needed to assess current levels and evaluate the expansion of the placements take-up by HE students.

The volume of work experience predicted from student surveys at around 150,000 work placements (of any 
duration) a year, falls short of the volume predicted by employers at a minimum of 250,000 work placements 
(of any duration) held by HE students. This is a sizeable mismatch in reporting that demonstrates a great 
deal of unrecorded work experiences that can potentially complicate a drive to increase participation.

Good accurate evidence is available from employer reports of work experience offered to HE students, but 
it is not possible to match employer reports to specific disciplines and therefore there is no way to compare 
STEM with other disciplines using employer reports. However data based on employer records gives a credible 
account of the prevalence and types of work experience offered to HE students in the UK. Larger employers 
are proportionally more likely to offer work experience and also more likely to offer multiple placements but 
they only account for 7% of work experience opportunities. Small employers of up to 25 employees account 
for 60% of work experience offered to HE students. All employers (small, medium and large) typically offer 
placements of between two and six months to students at university, 80% of work experiences last less than 
6 months. Employers that are more likely to offer placements are also more likely to employ their 
placement students, which is indicative of the use of placements as a recruitment tool.

The use of placements as a recruitment tool is pervasive in some sectors and this constrains the potential 
for expanding work experience offers beyond the jobs where there are vacancies or beyond sectors that are 
growing in employment. This constraint means that the expansion of work experience may not be possible in 
roles that are relevant for the discipline of study. The HE sector needs to acknowledge that expanding the 
supply and take up of work experience cannot guarantee that the work experience will be relevant 
for the discipline of degree.

Giving up the relevance of work experience for the discipline of degree in work experience is consistent 
with acknowledging that employability is a generic skill that can be grown in a work environment for any 
discipline. The generic value of work experience is confirmed by the behaviour of employers who despite 
valuing work experience, are not more likely than others to employ their own placement students. 
This means that employers value as good the work experience developed elsewhere as that 
developed in-house.

Students placed with employers with vacancies are more likely to get a job after the placement just because 
this saves on recruitment costs. Using “gaining employment with placement employer” to indicate success is 
therefore biased, as the exact same student with an employer that is not recruiting may not get a job at the 
end of the placement. It is important to discount for the effect of vacancies on gaining employment 
through the placement.
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Recommendations:

1.	

Increasing work placements and experiences may require more flexibility, ingenuity and planning 
among HEIs, although there are significant organisational costs and challenges in doing so.

�An increase in the offer and take up of placements of any length needs resources to coordinate action across 
HEIs and businesses. HEIs should be supported towards having central institutional services organising work 
experience of shorter duration, alongside the current offer of year-long sandwich placements.

2.	 �The offer can be expanded by engaging new smaller businesses with recruitment needs or by 
encouraging existing placement employers to offer additional placements and/or to multiply the offer 
by shortening the length of some placements. HEIs central services can target recruiting local growing 
businesses and can coordinate internally having two students to fill in a longer placement, ensuring 
that the outcome for the employer does not falter as a result.

3.	 �Suitable accreditation of work experience other than sandwich placements may be needed to expand 
and improve student take up. A page-view Work Experience Certificate stating the employer, sector, 
role and timing of work experience, validated by either the HEI or the employer independently, and in 
parallel to the HE degree, is a solution that respects the spirit of a placement providing generic skills.

4.	 �Better, credible and accessible information about the independent value of work experience for 
employers should reach students. Portraying work experience as “time off” academic work is at 
odds with the reality that employers are increasingly using work experience in addition to academic 
achievement in their recruitment practices. Vacation placements are popular among students who 
report time off academic work as a barrier for taking work experience, but vacation placements are 
seen as rigid by employers and are in shorter supply.
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Appendix A: Descriptive statistics of variables used in the statistical analysis.

Observations Mean Std. Dev. Min Max

HE Placement: yes 18059 0.181 0.385 0 1

Micro (2-9) 18059 0.471 0.499 0 1

Small (10-25) 18059 0.225 0.418 0 1

Large (250+) 18059 0.030 0.170 0 1

Multi-site 18059 0.471 0.499 0 1

Large organisation 18059 0.291 0.454 0 1

For profit mission 18059 0.797 0.402 0 1

Age < 1 yr 18059 0.011 0.104 0 1

Age < 3 yr 18059 0.038 0.192 0 1

Age 10yr + 18059 0.809 0.393 0 1

Primary & Utilities 18059 0.053 0.225 0 1

Manufacturing 18059 0.067 0.250 0 1

Construction 18059 0.081 0.273 0 1

Trade 18059 0.198 0.399 0 1

Hospitality 18059 0.091 0.288 0 1

Transport & Comms 18059 0.065 0.246 0 1

Finance 18059 0.027 0.162 0 1

Real estate & Business 18059 0.145 0.352 0 1

Public Admin 18059 0.026 0.159 0 1

Education 18059 0.062 0.241 0 1

Health 18059 0.117 0.321 0 1

Vacancies: Yes 18059 0.638 0.480 0 1

Qualifications valued 18059 0.519 0.500 0 1

Experience valued 18059 0.686 0.464 0 1

Internships: Yes 18059 0.086 0.281 0 1

Recruited HE student 18059 0.176 0.381 0 1
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Appendix B: Odds of offering a placement and recruiting the placement student analysis

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Probability of Offering HE placement Recruiting placement student

VARIABLES odds odds odds odds odds

Micro (2-9) 0.351*** 0.392*** 0.447*** 0.523*** 0.666***

(0.0212) (0.0248) (0.0288) (0.0712) (0.0939)

Small (10-25) 0.515*** 0.546*** 0.599*** 0.627*** 0.730***

(0.0297) (0.0330) (0.0367) (0.0748) (0.0893)

Large (250+) 2.273*** 1.685*** 1.524*** 1.868*** 1.630***

(0.235) (0.187) (0.171) (0.268) (0.241)

Multi-site 1.236*** 1.183*** 1.186*** 1.258** 1.243*

(0.0726) (0.0728) (0.0736) (0.147) (0.148)

Large organisation 0.902* 0.984 0.965 0.928 0.955

(0.0563) (0.0644) (0.0638) (0.111) (0.116)

For profit mission 0.403*** 0.444*** 0.431*** 1.329** 1.337**

(0.0239) (0.0277) (0.0272) (0.158) (0.164)

Age < 1 yr 0.483** 0.542* 0.576* 0.657 0.717

(0.149) (0.171) (0.183) (0.518) (0.569)

Age < 3 yr 0.959 0.925 0.936 1.457 1.415

(0.130) (0.131) (0.134) (0.372) (0.366)

Age 10yr + 0.896* 0.898 0.913 0.858 0.863

(0.0584) (0.0611) (0.0626) (0.111) (0.114)

Primary & Utilities 1.336** 1.580*** 1.658*** 1.677 1.783*

(0.183) (0.226) (0.239) (0.543) (0.590)

Manufacturing 0.925 0.936 0.974 1.570 1.441

(0.115) (0.123) (0.130) (0.438) (0.411)

Construction 0.399*** 0.456*** 0.485*** 1.456 1.597

(0.0635) (0.0746) (0.0797) (0.546) (0.609)

Trade 0.605*** 0.713*** 0.735*** 1.378 1.432

(0.0654) (0.0807) (0.0838) (0.367) (0.388)

Hospitality 0.535*** 0.651*** 0.643*** 2.677*** 2.954***

(0.0666) (0.0851) (0.0847) (0.746) (0.846)

Transport & Comms 1.052 0.984 0.962 1.807** 1.615*

(0.129) (0.127) (0.126) (0.507) (0.463)

Finance 1.079 0.907 0.853 1.279 0.988

(0.181) (0.162) (0.154) (0.492) (0.389)

Real estate & Business 1.844*** 1.566*** 1.539*** 2.224*** 1.942***

(0.183) (0.164) (0.163) (0.519) (0.464)
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(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Probability of Offering HE placement Recruiting placement student

VARIABLES odds odds odds odds odds

Public Admin 0.896 0.922 0.980 1.047 1.127

(0.122) (0.133) (0.142) (0.309) (0.338)

Education 3.767*** 3.605*** 3.324*** 1.375 1.256

(0.393) (0.395) (0.369) (0.310) (0.291)

Health 1.845*** 2.008*** 2.078*** 1.441 1.602**

(0.173) (0.198) (0.207) (0.321) (0.364)

Vacancies: Yes 1.576*** 1.431*** 1.348*** 1.785*** 1.707***

(0.0907) (0.0853) (0.0811) (0.257) (0.250)

Qualifications valued 1.767*** 1.698*** 1.231*

(0.0888) (0.0861) (0.131)

Experience valued 1.212*** 1.223*** 0.895

(0.0636) (0.0648) (0.0936)

Internships: Yes 5.812*** 5.274*** 1.358***

(0.370) (0.339) (0.130)

Recruited HE student 2.074*** 2.194***

(0.111) (0.198)

Constant 0.442*** 0.199*** 0.169*** 0.125*** 0.0739***

(0.0545) (0.0273) (0.0236) (0.0354) (0.0230)

Observations 18,059 18,059 18,059 3,274 3,274

Standard errors in parentheses - *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Columns show the odds of offering a placement or of recruiting the placement student against not offering 
or not recruiting respectively. Odds above one indicate a higher probability e.g. in column (1), for every 
placement offered in a middle sized firm there are 0.35 placements in a micro firm and 2.27 in a large firm.
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