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ARTICLE

Never mind degrees: the smart money is on work experience

Some parents are even paying to get children into top class work placements. John Elliott and Tessa Mayes report on the race to get ahead of the graduate pack (the Times of London August 16, 2004)

It was a glamorous night out, a black-tie dinner for 400 parents held this summer by a leading public school in London. The purpose was to raise money for community projects, but for the cannier parents present it was also a golden opportunity to thrust their children on to the fastest career track in town.  Among the various lots in the charity auction were glittering work experience opportunities donated by contacts of the school. A placement at a top London hospital was sold for £360, while a spell with a medical research team at a leading clinic raised £275. 
       Two weeks at an architect’s practice fetched £430 and the chance to work at one of London’s most fashionable theatres hauled in £700. 
       Even greater competition, though, arose over the opportunity to get a foot in the door of one of the big City accountancy firms. A spell of work experience there went for £925 — a sum topped only by two lots for work experience at a national newspaper. They raised £1,250 each. 
       “Our parents are quite ambitious, as are their kids. To get their foot in the door of a top broadsheet is a fantastic opportunity,” said the school. 
       Bidding on the work experience slots was “very competitive” and palpable was “the disappointment of those who were pipped at the post”. 
       Alongside the more familiar parental anxieties — such as placing children in good schools and universities — there is now a new cause for concern. Finding the right work experience, say teachers and employment experts, has become a key step to future career success. 
       The number of graduates with good grades is rocketing and employers, unable to distinguish between candidates on academic grounds, are looking for something extra on the CV. 
       Dr Peter Hawkins, a graduate employment expert at Liverpool University, said work experience is now “absolutely crucial” for young people. He describes a degree as “no longer a meal ticket to people’s future — it’s merely a licence to hunt”. 
       With Labour intent on encouraging even more people into higher education, the importance of work experience is set to rise further. Those who can develop early the office skills that employers like — such as teamwork and personal communication — will prosper at the expense of the rest. 
       The irony, however, when it comes to landing that plum placing where you will not end up just making the tea is that — despite the government’s drive for equality in education—it is still who you know that counts. 
       “You’ve really got to use your grapevine, people you know who are in interesting jobs, people you’ve studied with — do they have any friends or parents in jobs that you’d like to do?” Hawkins said. “You’re playing your social life, your family, your neighbours, your friends of friends.” 
       In some instances it can come down to how much you are prepared to pay. This was apparent at a charity auction at the American School in London, where a film director had donated one of the most exclusive work experiences to adorn a CV: a walk-on part in a Harry Potter film. It promptly went for £22,000, so he donated another, which was auctioned for the same amount. At the moment Natalie Judge, from Rugby in Warwickshire, is in rock’n’roll heaven. She is doing a work experience stint at Mercury Records in London. It is unpaid work: entering data into computers, organising payments to musicians and doing some promotional work, but she recognises that getting her first break in the music business is priceless. When she leaves university she hopes to be a step ahead of other graduates angling for jobs at Mercury. 
       Judge, who is studying for a media production degree at Bournemouth University, managed to land the position through dedicated networking. “I spoke to people my parents knew and said I would do anything to work at a record company,” she said. A family friend who worked for Mercury eased the door open. 
       Why employers now look beyond academic qualifications is illustrated by the experience of Allen & Overy, the City law practice. It is so inundated with applications that a spokesman said: “Due to the excessive numbers of applications we receive, we draw the line at an upper second class degree. Beyond that we then look to see if applicants have interesting work experience. It is something that can set candidates apart.”  Another legal group, Ince & Co, operates a formal scheme under which, said David Steward, a partner, work experience applicants are judged equally, regardless of whether they have a link to the company. However, connections can still give an edge. The firm also has an informal arrangement under which the children of clients can “shadow” lawyers, for a day or two. They get a close-up view of legal life, said Steward, “usually sitting in a room with a partner and observing his or her work and accompanying them to court hearings”.  Other employers find old acquaintances pestering them for favours. A former editor of a national women’s magazine said: “I’d get letters or phone calls from distant acquaintances or cousins of friends I hadn’t seen since my school days asking me for work placements for their kids. We tried to work a strict rota system — but, yes, a couple of times I caved in to pushy friends.”

In the most competitive careers, it seems, a personal contact is almost essential. At Ascari, the sports car manufacturer based in Banbury, Oxfordshire, Jonathon Batt, 24, is working as a “production build technician”, helping to build £225,000 KZ1 cars. As a graduate from Oxford Brookes University with a degree in mechanical engineering, he not only knows his torque from his carburettors but he also knows that without his father’s help he might not have secured his place. 
       “I got the job because my father had a contact — he’s involved in the industry quite a lot,” said Batt. “He was phoning up people saying ‘he’s willing to sweep floors if you cover his petrol cost’.” 
       Amid the “new nepotism”, some companies attempt to retain a level of equality of opportunity by testing the talents of work experience applicants. At Saatchi & Saatchi, the advertising agency, so many applications flood in every month that it poses a special challenge to sort out the hotshots from the run-of-the-mill crowd. 
       That is why applicants are given a sticker saying “Nothing is impossible” and then, said a spokesman, told to “stick it somewhere, which would be thought impossible, and take a photograph to prove it has been done — the more unbelievable the place, the better. 
       “One man who was subsequently accepted for a place went rock climbing with the sticker on his back. Other people have done crazy stunts. One got up on to the roof of our agency and was showering everyone with CVs as they walked to work.” The problem is partly that there are not enough openings to go round. That is a view supported by the findings of Phillip Brown and Anthony Hesketh, whose book The Mismanagement of Talent has just been published by Oxford University Press. “The expansion of higher education has not led to an increase in the demand for ‘knowledge workers’,” they write, adding that “up to 40% of graduates are in non-graduate work”. 
       Even work experience opportunities that sound exciting can prove to be deeply disappointing. There is, of course, a fine line between work experience and “slave labour”. One 23-year-old graduate, who wished to remain anonymous, said last week that a three-month stint with a television production company had put him off a broadcasting career. 
       “It taught me that in television there is an attitude that work experience people are free labour,” he said. 
       “We were expected to do the dirty work for nothing.” 
       Another graduate, who also asked to remain anonymous so as to avoid damaging his career prospects, said that he had worked at a big City bank and had been treated as the lowest of the low. However, even that sort of experience can be valuable. Dr Martin Stephen who, after 10 years as head of Manchester Grammar school is to take over as high master of St Paul’s boys’ school, suggested that working in a supermarket should not be sniffed at.   “The work experience that I would personally support would be stacking shelves — I think it’s a wonderful experience,” he said.  “It’s the real world. And I think it’s not a bad thing to make a child live off what they earn for five or six weeks. That’s real learning.”  Maybe one day the competition will be so hot that the question will be: what am I bid for two weeks of shelf stacking at Tesco?
(Additional reporting: Nina Goswami) 

COMMENT
The practice of devaluing standards in order to ensure that more students enter university has led to grade inflation. That in turn has resulted in the introduction of newer and more sophisticated types of testing. Since 1979 when the Thatcher government came to power the standard of testing systems have been lowered --- officially --- on three separate occasions (suitably set out in two White papers issued by the Conservatives) and again during the Labour government. The result has been that Universities have stopped accepting those with several ‘A’ grades on their transcripts. Worse, industry has been unable to distinguish between types of students which in turn has begun to lead to placement problems. In a growing economy (such as Britain’s) this does not immediately cause too many problems, but in economies still suffering job recession such as the US and Pakistan, the valuation of grades is paramount. 
In Pakistan local institutes have been competing for students’ pockets and in doing so have frequently compromised standards in attracting new students. Many students seek admission where their grades can be higher rather than where they might receive an education. At first industry (and the corporate world) received the news of higher grades quite well. Indulging a sense of self delusion that somehow the world had indeed become better in their lifetimes, higher grades were accepted. However with the growth of several institutes all over the country and not much better business results, industry has begun to doubt the worth of those holding degrees. A case in point is IBA which increased it’s batch sizes substantially over the years. The result has been a rejection by industry of places that traditionally went to IBA graduates. Many of these places are now taken by LUMS and to a lesser extent by CBM. Worse has been the demand generated for new graduates in jobs that cannot be filled because the kind of jobs available are not matched by the kinds of people that are needed for them. 

How is this situation to be dealt with? If standards at the University level are pushed higher without a similar increase in the standards of teaching at the school level – as has happened in the UK and the US – there will result a high failure rate; the economy will stall for lack of manpower input and the recession will bite deeper. Some methods espoused have been to try to attract quality graduates from abroad as key people. Started in the 80’s, this had some success in the 90’s. However with the de facto decline in security standards within the country, many such “key” persons have refused competitive offers to return even for limited periods. This has been made worse by escalating violence among respected professions – medicine and law – where the former is made up of the better quality manpower and which in turn has led to a another brain drain. As quality manpower migrates and lower quality manpower takes their place with no rise in education standards, industry is faced with a series of difficult options. 

Some initiatives by the industry have been to establish HR departments which can evaluate the quality of manpower and where to place it. Another had been to send managers with experience into institutions to impart knowledge. Yet another has been handing out a much larger number of internships and also adding on scholarships. Nevertheless the problem continues to persist. Industry needs to pay proper wages for work that is to be performed. Not everyone is capable of the same output. Even a willingness by a graduate at the 60%tile level of the class to work 24/7 is not equal to the output of a 90%tile graduate in one day. This kind of discrepancy requires methods of evaluation so that not only are graduates paid what they are worth, but that the best be hired for greater job creation. The graduate that comes at the 95%tile of their class is 40 times as productive as the 60%tile graduate. That means that although the former is worth 40times as much, he or she will only be paid at best twice as much making them valuable employees. The company will then seek to retain this staff after acquiring them. 

Obviously if the evaluated candidate turns out to be grossly overstated in capability, the company will suffer in the longer term. It is possible that an A class graduate (90th %tile and above) is actually only a high C class person (60th %tile and above). If C class persons are hired for an A class job, they will not perform 40 times as well as expected. If anything performance will be less than 2.5% of the expected. This means long term costs which cannot be reversed easily. The situation is already made worse by the induction of people coming in through compromised channels which – though expensive --- can be accounted for. By contrast those that cannot be accounted for, cannot be measured and therefore represent an unknown cost. It is possible that a decision made which seems wrong, may turn out very well. Nor are IQ tests sufficient to measure the worth of a candidate. IQ tests have been supplemented by EQ (Emotional quotient) testing but both of these tests hardly cover the knowledge portion of a student’s study that depend on what sort of job a student can expect to acquire. An MBA may know accounting, but that does not make them the accounting equivalent of a Chartered Accountant. Therefore even if the MBA is more intelligent (i.e.: with higher EQ and IQ scores), this fact may not be enough for completing the job of an accountant. 
So how is a company to account for that level of risk? How many Standard deviations from the norm can a company assume its decisions can be allowed to go? As it is, by operating in an uncertain political and unstable economic environment, companies already face a large number of risks. But when a company is faced with not knowing whom to hire, most companies are happy to take the easy way out:  either not hire anyone at all or simply, hire people on contract who would be required to prove themselves. In the case of the mass of manpower this works out all right, but where the best brains are concerned – that part of the manpower pool most required --- it results in a brain drain. So we arrive back at the question how can we manage the risk involved in hiring personnel, when grade inflation causes long term risks. 
And then again, everybody needs jobs these days and the practice of sifarish has been an inexact science with much left to be desired. People with money and no social contacts find themselves shut out, while people with contacts find themselves unable to meet enough people with money. What method can be found to overcome this? The article above shows just such a way. In other words, much like University admissions, have your son or daughter apply and then make a donation to secure them a chance in better jobs. People with new money – much of it coming through rising property prices or through the stock market – will be able to link up with better jobs but lacking in social skills. 

FINAL EXAM ASSIGNMENT  (30 marks) 
Your job is to design a system and market it – using all course tools: especially target marketing and longevity valuations (i.e.: LTVA)  – which meets these objectives. You will assume you have a company that will place candidates – but that’s the easy part. You will need a mailing list with detailed profiles that is to be data-minined. That in turn has to be contacted through a call center using CRM and database marketing techniques. To bring the audience over you will get yourself sponsored by at least a dozen leading companies in 4 business sectors (identify the companies by business sector). Not more than half will be multinational companies. 
You will carry out events, seminars and conferences and may even want to get your service listed on the stock market for greater publicity. You should design placement opportunities based on a bit of pricing, a bit of IQ, qualification, contacts, valuation and so on.(i.e.: two thousand shares of Unilever will get your daughter a contract job at the company if she has an MBA; seven thousand shares will get her a management trainee position). Your system should assign benchmarks, identify KPO (key performance indicators) and have a contingency plan to act on if things work out less well than desired. You will need to use cross, tie-in and advertising specialty promotions suitably sponsored by these companies. You may want to employ infomercials, documentaries and video presentations. But remember that your emphasis should be on targeting customer segments (or niches) based on profiles and [probably] not on communicating your message to mass markets. 
You may wish to offer other methods of offering jobs such as auctioning job opportunities either publicly or via the internet but concentrate on two main points: 

i. Direct Marketing tools 

ii. Data mining & target marketing

Also evaluate how many shares will get a CBM graduate a job versus IBA, LUMS and Hamdard. Try and ensure a fair balance between grades, qualifications, brains, money paid for the job via an auction r other transactional means and future ability of the candidates (as distinct from ability of Daddy to pay more in the future). You will market your product to companies, parents and to institutes of higher learning (who can help market to parents). 

You need to cover the standard marketing areas: SWOT, competitor analysis, marketing strategy, course tools, budgets, schedules, LTVA tables, calculations, contingency plans, objectives, how you did and so on. Your budget is for Rs30million and you should carry out your campaign / campaigns over a period of 2 to 6months. The time period and number of campaigns is up to you.
Remember: no advertising of any kind! Advertising of any kind will allow your group to acquire MINUS 15 points for this paper. Therefore avoid catchy slogans, creative one liners and selling through advertising oriented mediums. You’re doing direct marketing so keep that in mind all the time.
This is your product. Now market it. 

Guidelines to submitting & completion of the final:

1. The final should not exceed 25pages excluding annexures

2. Submit the assignment is a sealed envelope

3. The sealed envelope must have the names of groups members printed on it

4. The final paper must have the names and roll numbers of group members on the inside jacket of the final paper. Each group member must sign against their names

5. Each section that is completed by a group member should be so detailed – for extra marks. The group member should put their name with signature to that section

6. There will be a viva of each group member on the day of the final. If a member cannot be present, prior permission must be taken in writing from Ms. Sabina Mohsin or Mr. Talib Karim detailing the reasons. Some Vivas may last only 5 minutes, others will be much longer.

7. All group members must not only read their group assignments, they must understand them. 

8. The final paper must be submitted at 4.15pm on September 12th, 2004 outside the examination hall. Roll call attendance will be taken
9. Questions may be asked on the final paper up to September 2nd, 2004 by e-mail or otherwise. 

10. This is an extensive assignment that requires research, substantial organization and thinking. Kindly make out your budgets, schedules and LTVA /etc tables with precision for the best results. Additional materials for creative output are encouraged and if relevant, may receive extra marks.

11. The final examination is graded out of 30points. 

E-mail:

Till August 31st, 2004
 
khairi@pafkiet.edu.pk or 111-723-733 
Onwards



bkhairi2004@yahoo.com





Bkhairi2001@yahoo.com
Direct Marketing & Sales Promotion
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