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ABSTRACT: This paper reports on a study of the transiticmf university to work by young graduates in thenptex and
rapidly-changing socio-economic context of conterapp Shanghai. One of the most significant of thenynchanges that have
taken place in China in recent decades is the emeegof a labour market. The disappearance of aulogment system based on
the allocation of a relatively secure job leavedividuals to take full personal responsibility aldcompete against each other in
this newly emerging labour market. The ferocitytled competition for employment has been reinforogdther factors, such as
higher education expansion and the changing natuwmeork; consequences of which have included tleeimsed significance of
higher education as a positional good, the ememeafcgraduate unemployment and underemployment, thadincreased
stratification of esteem among universities. Wenaéine how highly educated young people perceivenaire and mode of
operation of the newly emerging labour market fookledge-based jobs, and how they manage and aonh#teir employability in
relation to the prevalent economic, educational soao-cultural values. The analysis leads to &nrittiscussion on the nature and
role of higher learning and human capital in relasi to the employment ‘battle’ and with respectethucation, training and

qualification.

1. INTRODUCTION

This paper presents and discusses studies of sitwstudents
in Shanghai who are about to enter the labour mark&ave
recently done so. The objectives of this study are:

» To investigate the perceptions of the nature amatle of
operation of the newly emerging labour market foowledge-
based jobs in Shanghai among students about to kraed
those who are already employed.

» To investigate how highly educated young peophe i
Shanghai plan and manage the transition from usityeto
employment in this new context.

» To investigate these young people’s understanding

construction of their employability in relation tke economic,

educational and socio-cultural values of contempora
Shanghai.

We make critical use of Brown and Hesketh’s stuflyaung

British students’ and workers’ construction of thigersonal

employability’ [1], asking about the extent to whiboth their
concepts and their findings might apply in the vdifferent

context of contemporary China in general and Shaingh

particular. We also draw on concepts of social anHural

capital as they manifest themselves in the Chicesgext and
on distinct cultural and historical notions of ‘penal virtue’

and the role and meaning of education. We recoghisethe
complex socio-economic context of modern China é&yv
different from that in which many of the theoreticancepts
and perspectives to which we refer were generatet] as
such, poses a potential challenge to those pergpsctience,
it is to a necessarily somewhat brief account efithportant
features of this context that we first turn.

2. THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC CONTEXT OF
MODERN CHINA AND SHANGHAI

The economic transformation and growth of Chinar dlve last
thirty years is well known and needs little repetit Annual

maintained for at least two decades and even dtinegecent
global economic crisis fell little below this leveDn the one
hand, this economic growth has helped to pull onli of
people out of poverty, while on the other it had te the
emergence of a burgeoning ‘new middle class’, aigfrowe
use this term with caution and would argue thatrthtre of
present-day Chinese social stratification remamsnéed of
considerable study and theorisation. Economic dudvets not
been equally distributed across the country oradosirata.
Indeed, over the period of this economic transfdiona China
has emerged as a country with one of the worldjbdst levels
of income inequality, as measured by the Gini doiefit. In
particular, the ‘development corridor’ of the eagast has seen
the most rapid growth, with cities such as Shangkakfitting
in particular.

For the purposes of this study, one of the moreomant
features of the economic transformation that hksrglace is
the emergence of a labour market. Prior to the $98bs were
allocated by one branch or another of the governaet were
usually allocated ‘for life’, constituting China®mous ‘iron
rice bowl’ that ensured at least a minimum levekeobnomic
and social security for individuals and their fassl The older
allocation system was in principle based on egéadita
principles and jobs were supposed to be assigngtieobasis
of an individual's educational qualifications, but practice
was more often on party lines and dependent onakoci
connections (guanxi)[2][3]. Since then, however, a labour
market has gradually emerged, in which individuaisist
compete for jobs and in which job security has eased, with
the phenomena of the ‘laid-off’ worker and unemph@nt —
even for university graduates — emerging for thst fime. At
the same time, the employment structure has dfiedtsiwith
the transition from all enterprises being state-eevrto a
complex mix of state and private, foreign and lamahership,
in various proportions between and within entegwisAs

Guanxi means ‘connections’, similar to the notion of ‘isbc

GDP growth rates of around 10% and more have beerfapital’ but with particular Chinese characterstit is crucial

in almost all social and business transactions.
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suggested above, this has been accompanied byirttrgases
in wage and salary differences and attendant dtyeo$ job
security and access to social services. Finallymust add into
this mix of changes the emergence of a wide rafgew jobs
as the economy has diversified and modernised, thvthe new
jobs demanding a similarly wide range of new skilb®th
specific and general.

It is important to stress the relative novelty bistlabour
market, emerging as it has within a single genematiThis
means that there is little experience of its motl®peration
and young people entering it for the first time nf@ve few
family (or other) sources of experience and adwicavhich to
draw. One of the important elements of this stutigrefore,
was to explore our young subjects’ perceptiondefriature of
the labour market in China and its mode of opemat@s a
preliminary to understanding how they planned tgagye with
it.

A further feature of social life that has signifitamplications
for the labour market and which is a ‘leftover’ incan earlier
era is that of the residency permit, or hukou, eystAll
individuals must be registered as residents ofrdcpéar city,
town or village and it is through this registratieypstem that
they have access to services such as healthcarschodling.
In the past it was a powerful means of controlingbility and
preventing mass emigration from countryside to toms1seen
in developing countries elsewhere. Nowadays, howevken
mass migration to the cities to meet the new denfianthbour
is not just encouraged but an essential econonjiginement,
the hukou system has undergone some revision arydbma
more flexibly applied than in the past [4]; butrégmains in
existence and can be an important consideratiomwdking
for work — without a hukou for the place where wark exists,
employment is legally impossible.

This paper focuses on highly educated young pesple’
engagement with the labour market and in this msjeis
important to note changes that have taken pladbarhigher
education system in China over the last ten tedift years.
Here we can only identify the key features that @rgreatest
relevance to our study but higher education in €Hias been
transformed in almost all aspects. Of particulgnigicance is
the — possibly globally unprecedented — growthriroknents.
For example, the gross enrolment ratio for undehgate
students has increased from 9.8% in 1998 to 2422009 [5].
The gross enrolment ratio in Shanghai has beeneab6%o
since 2002 and was 60% in 2009, the highest otépiregion
in China [6].

Consequences of the expansion of higher educati@nrate
even greater than that of economic expansion heladed the
increased significance of higher education as &ipoal good
[7], the emergence of graduate unemployment and

increased stratification of esteem among univessitThe last
of these three is partly a spin-off from increasetdnpetition
for places but also reflects elements of governnpatity to

develop a core of ‘World-Class Universities’ viaeth211

Project’ and ‘985 Project’. It is perhaps no susprihat the first
scheme for the global ranking of universities eradrgrom

Shanghai Jiao Tong University, along with the peodtion of

world university rankings in the past few years.

th

rapid change, such as that experienced in Chinecient years,
elements of continuity with older social and cuiuralues and
practices not only remain but are important for itidividual's
capacity to cope with that change.

Shanghai presents us with the extremes of the itspat
modernisation and globalisation in CHinaincluding the
emergence of new social strata linked to educdtiona
opportunity, while retaining elements of deeplyiszbcultural
traditions, including attitudes to education and ciao
relationships. The city’s economic history and peesent
development goals reveal the municipal government's
emphasis on promoting a knowledge-based economy and
encouraging its citizens to develop appropriatevkadge and
skills for its development strategy. With these rdies to the
economic structure, along with the response to drapi
technological and scientific changes and the tdslosting the
2010 World Expo, increasing number of new typegpbs and
skill demand are emerged in the labour market. &hes
promising prospects of the Shanghai labour marttedc not
only Shanghai residents but also people from gbhets of the
country and overseas to seek employment opporsniiti the
city.

To integrate the above contextual information withis
research, we make the point that individuals rexéwo clear
messages in terms of constructing and managingr thei
employability in the current Chinese context. Oa time hand,
the economic boom is producing an increasing nundfer
‘good’ jobs. If one invests in one’s education draining, one
may secure one of these positions. On the other, han
individuals are expected to take full responsipilidr their own
employability in the changing world of work. How doung
people understand and engage with the labour nfankétat
factors do they perceive as contributing to ocdopat success

in a rapidly changing context? How far are thesegmtions
influencing people’s decision-making in participatiin and
their valuing of education and training? These tjaes form
the focus of the empirical component of this paper.

3. THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: THE
DUALITY OF EMPLOYABILITY

Hillage and Pollard provide a ‘common sense’ dé&bni of
employability as ‘the capability to gain initial @loyment, to
maintain employment and to obtain new employment if
required’ [8]. In their work on how university gnaates
managed their employability in the competition fioanagerial
jobs in large multi-national companies, howeverpwn and
Hesketh [1] propose both an absolute and a reldiivension.
One’s employability not only depends on whether one
accumulates the knowledge, skills and attitudes nteet
specific job requirements but also depends on hogv stands

elative to others within a hierarchy of job seakeand how

one deploys one’s assets to ensure a dominanigrosit that
hierarchy [8][1]. As an almost synonymous term, \Bmnoand
Hesketh use ‘personal capital’, which is socialiystructed in

2 Shanghai is the major financial and industrialteenf China.
According to the municipal government statistics 2008,
Shanghai enjoys a population of 13.8 million, wéthhegative

The overall effect of these changes in the economy,qowth rate of -0.10%o [6]. With less than 1.3% lé Chinese

employment and education has been to make theegirat
management of one’s entry into the labour market tre
intensified competition to be experienced therearioportant
than ever. But we shall also argue that, in a trhsignificant

population and 0.06% of its geographical land, ¢itg has
achieved double figures in the GDP annual growth since
1992 and is responsible for a share of the natiGiaP that is
disproportionately large for its population.
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terms of four components: ‘hard’ and ‘soft curr&w
narratives of employability and ‘self'.

These absolute and relative components of emplbtyabi
reflect two distinct theoretical perspectives oe thlationships
between education, jobs and rewards in the knowldxged
economy: a consensus perspective and one baseasitiomal
competition or conflict. From the consensus positidthe
absolute dimension of employability refers to indial
achievement in terms of knowledge and technicdlsskizhich
ensure that individuals have the right skill setsmatch the
requirements of employers. In the ‘knowledge wéhneg’ talents
and achievements of individuals become the sourte
individual and national prosperity and become dsseto
winning a global competition for jobs [1]. This ahste
dimension of employability can be questioned dueitf
optimistic interpretation of this global competiiiolt ignores
the fact that the supply of knowledge work does alotays
match the available jobs. It also ignores the fhat the power
of individuals and social groups is differentiatlistributed in
the labour market. Employable candidates may ne¢ legual
access to job opportunities, which leaves them lentbfind
suitable work. That is to say, being employablesdo& equate
to being employed (ibid). Focusing on the structwk
occupational opportunity, Brown and Hesketh redefthe
notion of individual ‘employability’ in positionatonflict terms
as ‘the relative chances of getting and maintairdifferent
kinds of employment’ (ibid, p.25).

Locating our study in this broader theoretical perdive leads
us to bring in the further concepts of social antiural capital,
which we are concerned to interpret in the spedifiinese
context, through concepts such as guanxi and xjnwiaich

have been loosely interpreted as ‘social capitatl attitude’

but carry their own particular Chinese meanings modes of
operation.

4. METHODOLOGY

The data employed in this paper come from two eelat
research studies of how young people in one Chimndye
Shanghai, are responding to these structural clarzgel
attempting to engage with the labour market. Thet §tudy
was conducted between 2004 and 2006; the secondouréhe
experience of the first, was begun in 2010 anaigiouing.

The first study combined an initial questionnainéended for
guantitative analysis, followed by in-depth intews, to yield
gualitative data. Practical considerations of hstion of the
guestionnaire meant that it was given to an oppdstisample
of students and non-students who were all particigain a
Shanghai Government-run skills improvement programifine
purpose was to establish the range and patterpsroéptions
of aspects of opportunity and challenge in the avarf work

and skills development. This informed the intervisghedule
construction and the interview data receives mdtnton

here. The interview sample was selected to inchudange of
factors identified in the questionnaire as potdigtiafluential

on experiences, attitudes and perceptions: studemsthose
employed; different levels of education; those frefite and
non-elite institutions; and Shanghai residents rowtresidents
(as defined by their hukou).

A total of 265 useable completed questionnairesweturned
- 100 from university students and 165 from emptbyeung
people - and 90% of the sample was aged under afs.ye
Analysis provided a descriptive overview of the iuiduals’
perceptions of labour market competition. It alsatded us to

identify and classify possible themes and foci farther

qualitative investigation and to identify an intiewee sample.
The semi-structured interviews made it possible fbe

researchers to get closer to the respondents,derstand their
social positions, to see how they subjectively idgnand

locate themselves in society, particularly in relat to

employment and education, and ultimately to comestteir
agentic action in the broader social context [9D]] [11], [12].

The interviews were transcribed but not translafeam

Chinese except to provide quotes for presentaonas to
reduce loss of original meaning. Cross-case armalgsid
narrative analysis were adopted. The former locatistinct

themes across interviews and compared and syn¢ltegiews
from different groups of people. Narrative analysfishe cases
created a holistic picture and understanding of wag/s in

which individuals make sense of their lives witlsirchanging
socio-historical context [13].

The second study is on-going and, so far, is mumaller in
scale. All the respondents are participating in teme
Government-run skills improvement programme asdhinghe
first study but are also students from a singlghhinking,
research-focussed university. This was done spatifi to
investigate further an observation from the fitstdy that the
status of the university they attended has an itpat
students’ perceptions of their employability andluenced
their approach to the labour market. Data come usiatly
from in-depth interviews with students from diffatedegree
programmes and to-date only seven such interviews been
carried out. Through this study we are also integesto
explore whether there is any indication of changer the time
between the two studies in the knowledge, attitudes
behaviours of young graduates about to enter th®ula
market. We are aware that the nature of the sectundy
means that any comparisons with the first studytredreated
with caution, as indicative and requiring furthavéstigation,
rather than conclusive.

In the following sections, the findings of the fistudy will be
presented in some detail as the study and the sigalye
complete. Second study data will be presented rooedly to

indicate where we are finding significant differescor where
the data adds further detail or insight to thogamfrthe first
study.

5. FIRST STUDY FINDINGS

The novelty of the labour market in China has ated the
role and awareness of ‘risk’ in people’s lives, ghin turn has
influenced individuals’ perceptions and understagdiof
learning. Risk implies two meanings: opportunitiesd
uncertainties. All the participants are highly agvaf the social
and economic changes taking place in Shanghai arndaC
respectively. They see these changes as havingndega
opportunity in the labour market, in terms of medkicational
opportunities to improve their personal skills antbwledge,
and more job opportunities for autonomous developnaad
choice of employers. On the other hand, a moreipéest
view of ‘risk’ is expressed. The marketised econoamgl the
new mechanisms of ‘competition’ make participanmsuae that
uncertainty unavoidably coexists with opportunity.

Individuals realize that they stand on their own time
competition, with no one to rely on for informatjomaking it
difficult to predict outcomes and adding to a sense
uncertainty about the future. The respondents uwseds such
as ‘pressured’, ‘complicated’, ‘horrible’, ‘frighténg’, ‘cruel’
about the ferocious competition in the labour markdl the
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changes in Shanghai challenge people’s ontologiealirity
system [14] and lead to a degree of existentialiedyx as
individuals find their previous knowledge aboutldag a job
is inadequate or inaccurate in current societyrd@tuild their
security system and to regain their confidenceividdals as
knowledgeable agents search for information andlogep
different coping strategies. This involves gainingn
understanding of and construing the structural dsrwithin
which individuals were living and understanding thaent of
the agency they can exercise.

There is a perceived ‘frame of reference’ [15] wipdoyability
composition and self-identity information, not onhfluenced
by structural factors but also shaped by and bléndéh
personal experience, friends’ and family’s adviced a
information from the media. Individual accountstioé¢ factors
that constituted their employability and playedesolin the
labour market competition were analysed in term®8afwn
and Hesketh's ‘personal capital’ [1]. ‘Hard curraagt were
identified as professional skills and knowledgepcadional
capital (education degree level and educationdituiti®nal
level), work experience, the hukou system and soeiaorks;
the ‘soft currencies’ included soft skills, etharsd ‘xin tai’.

-- Professional skills and knowledge were considdéhe basis
for personal achievement at work or study. Peopkrew
seeking to distinguish themselves from each othgr b
deepening and reinforcing their knowledge of thaibjects
and fields; by so doing, they could enjoy extraadages in
the labour market. The interviewees also realibedenhanced
possibilities for lifelong learning arising from cienological
innovations offer opportunities for them to improvkeir
professional skills and knowledge.

-- Educational qualifications were considered ggificant for
people’s position in the labour market competitieapecially
for new entrants, as a brick to knock down theibaor gate to
the labour market. The competition for credentiaiss
perceived to occur at two levels, intra-qualifioati(different
degree levels) and inter-qualification competitioron-/elite
university degrees). Not surprisingly, higher-degreolders
and elite-university-degree holders were perceit@dhave
more advantages in employment.

Qualifications were considered subject to devatumiin the
context of higher education expansion, making tHesal’
value difficult to predict. The student intervievgeemphasized
more than their working counterparts the role ddlidications
in gaining employment. While the students emphasia#
sorts of qualifications they had obtained, the pldterviewees
took their longer work experience as offering arvaadage
over their younger counterparts. Those from eliéeversities
revealed a confidence in their degrees, as didetheih
foreign degrees; the non-elite universities stusldahded to
show less confidence in terms of competing in thleolr
market with their educational credentials. Howevierwas
reiterated by all the interviewees that qualifioati only got
one into the competition, and real success depermed
demonstrating one’s skills and knowledge.

-- Working experience was considered to be esdefdia
personal success in the labour market competitibnwvas
commonly perceived that academic credentials andk wo
experience were complementary and some respondeuts
developed a ‘calculus of equivalence’ between lergftwork
experience and different levels of qualificationghile one
could master relevant theories through academicedestudy,
the respondents perceived work experience as egapéople

to ‘grow up’ in terms of professional skill and kmledge, as
indicating their interpersonal skills and as dempttheir level
of social experience and social contacts, therelgributing to
their stock of social capital.

-- ‘Guanxi’ capital included two aspects of ‘family
background’. First, taken in a positive way, ‘fayil
background’ referred to a family’s socio-econontiatiss, that
is, whether the parents were professionals, imtieidds, etc.
Second, in a negative way, ‘family background’ welsited to
guanxi or social connections, which could increaggerson’s
chance of success. Guanxi could, therefore, be teeeantain
elements of both cultural and social capital burtcsithese
concepts take on meanings and manifest themselvesys
that may be specific to Chinese society, we areywasimply
discussing guanxi in Western ‘equivalent terms’|[18].

-- Hukou, the Shanghai citizen identification systewas
ranked the second least important factor in cortipatin the
Shanghai labour market. While describing hukou lagipg a
protective role in employment, the respondents2®9.agreed
that Shanghai citizens were facing more and moedleriges
and competition from people from other parts of¢hbantry. In
the context of higher education expansion, the huggstem
was only perceived to screen over-supply of undehgate
degree holders.

The ‘soft currencies’ included soft skills, etharsd ‘xin tai’:

-- Soft skills were considered as essential fospeal success,
especially due to the changing nature of work. iBaer
emphasis was placed on teamwork, communicationsskil
problem-solving skills, creativity, logical thinkgn and self-
judgement skills. Three routes to improving onedt skills
were recognised: doing social work during formaldgs,
training through a full-time job and promoting $kithrough
participating in lifelong learning. The intervievged&entified
formal education itself as an opportunity contribgtto the
development of soft skills through, for example,
communicating and working together with peers aathers.

-- The ethical issues referred to were hard workdesty,

responsibility, reliability and being active at WwofThey were

seen as aspects of Chinese culture and were cositie be

critical elements to personal success in the laboarket.

These qualities were considered as a form of ethicd

morality and can be related to the intervieweessiba
ontological security system. No matter what changese

taking place in society, people had confidence #&ndt in

certain traditions, cultural traits and ideologies.

-- ‘Xin tai’, as a form of Emotional Quotient (E@jas rated as
highly important. Only two of the interviewees ditly
identified EQ as a ‘professional’ term, but otheeferred to
relevant elements, such as self-adjustment andc:lymdggical
quality’. People needed to be emotionally well-@negul for the
competition, frustration, uncertainty and risk tleaaracterise
the current labour market.

Although Brown and Hesketh’'s employability concepas
found to be useful, this must be considered aspast of a
wider process amongst these young people of tediexive
construction of ‘self’. Realising that a range dfustural
factors influence how the labour market competitigarks,
individuals apply this ‘frame of reference’ to maees their
own employability, to evaluate their standing ineth
employment competition and to contribute to theimse of risk
and uncertainty. Different personal histories andcia
experiences generate different social positions r@sdurces.
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Individuals identify their advantages and disadaget over
others and, accordingly, design strategies fordétenout in
the competition. Three general strategies are iiiehto cope
with the labour market competition,
employability and to rebuild their basic securiggtem.

The first coping strategy is to be self-responsiafe self-
reliant. While individuals enjoy more freedom anghse to
exercise their agency in the new social spherg;, #f&o have
more responsibility for themselves. Rather thamdp@irotected
by a job-for-life system, individuals realize theteir lives
become a continuous process of decision making, they
need to be the centre of this process and musedponsible
for the consequences of their decisions and actions

The second coping strategy is to seek positionahmrtdges
while improving substantial personal skills and Wiedge in
their employability construction. Reflecting Browmand
Hesketh'’s ‘duality of employability’ [1], individda not only
need to obtain innate capabilities and make greztterts in
their professional achievement, but must also Esstee right
skills and knowledge to meet the employers’ sped&mands
and to demonstrate their individuality.

The third coping strategy is to study hard, workdhand be
modest. If the first two coping strategies are titduof as
discursive consciousness and individuals’ reflexagtion in
the new socio-economic condition, this third carubderstood
as practical consciousness and drawing on deephgiimed
cultural knowledge [18]. To study hard and workcharovide
a sense of ontological security for individuals deal with
changes and uncertainties and improve their condiele

6. EDUCATION, TRAINING AND
QUALIFICATION

The above analysis leads to further discussiohehtature and
role of human capital in relation to the employmtbattle’ and

with respect to education, training and qualifieati The

research findings reflect a strong sense of créalesmh along

with a weak technocratic view among the
respondents. Education and training are consideagda
ritualistic process of gathering qualifications time Chinese
education system; and qualifications are considasetimited
paper currency to be exchanged for life chances.

First, qualification has become a pre-requisitediotering into
the employment competition, particularly in the ot of
higher education expansion. Credentials are coreidas a
‘promisary note’ for those in the lower echelonssotiety to
have the opportunity for upward mobility in Chineseciety
[19]. However, in the context of higher educatiop&nsion
and the economic development, the increasing nundber
university degree holders and jobs in relativelprstsupply
makes the qualifications no longer a life insuranck
individuals’ places in employment as they were befthe
socio-economic reform in China; rather they arerate
tickets or ‘cultural-capital passports’ [20] inteet competition.
Hence, the requirement of bachelor degrees dichecgssarily
mean the skill and knowledge level demanded far jibtd. The
individuals failed to perceive the role of qual#tons in terms
of enhancing productivity, or rather the intrinsialue of the
educational experiences and qualifications wasrecbgnised
by the individuals.

Second, the
qualifications are just pieces of paper,
representations of skills. The research suggesscthx of

to develop thei

individual

individuals hold a view that educationa
rather ntha

these viewpoints lay in the individuals’ lack ofust and
confidence in Chinese education and training. Te th
interviewees, Chinese education and training, eslhedn the
tertiary education sector, was characterised asryHaden,
rote learning and out-of-date course content. la gfobal
knowledge economy, the teaching and learning inn€ie
universities widened the gap between the skills laravledge
required in the real world of work and those studdearned at
university. This view further reinforced their peptions of the
ritualistic role of education and training in Chimad their
doubt over the validity of credentials in terms roéasuring
people’s employability. To them, work experienceichhwas
accumulated at a ‘real’ workplace provided themhwieal’
skills and knowledge.

As qualifications were considered as not equaltiicating the
holders’ possession of skills and knowledge, itificult to

tell who has the skills and knowledge appropriate &
particular job and who would do a better job. la ttontext of
higher education expansion and credential inflatidn is

difficult to stand out from the crowd by possessioigly a
university degree. Respondents believed it is itawarthat
there are ‘markers’ of the differential value alBed to
particular credentials. Therefore, the differenueation and
training experiences behind each qualification @wasidered
as a form of obtaining positional advantage to opgrone’s
life chances. These positional advantage elements
educational qualifications are signalled by edwucsti
institutional reputation and institution locality.

Third, related to the above point, the individualso believe
that the role of educational qualifications to h#dpm to enter
the labour market competition is limited. Echoitng tfinding
that employability is a multi-factorial notion, tle is a
common belief that once individuals’ other persogadlities,
particularly their professional knowledge and skithave been
proved through their work experience, they will netessarily
need the credential protection. Hence, the value aof
qualification gradually tends to zero with the is@se of work
experience. Here, again, the importance of workeggpce is
emphasized. Being confronting with real situatiomsblems
and questions is more useful and more significantthe
development of knowledge and skills.

To sum up, our respondents did not deny the simifie of
obtaining various qualifications as positional geoith the
labour market competition. In the response to thgsearch
questions stated earlier, we have shown that iddals are
increasingly exerting their agency and engagingdgotiation
between personal and social experience in this aeern
society, by means such as planning their employabil
construction and making choices about their leagnin
Nevertheless, individuals’ actions are still to sorextent
influenced and constrained by socio-economic atrest The
individuals realise that before they can exertrtlagiency and
make decisions on what, how, when and where to lsaas to
develop their employability, their life chances babeen
structured or determined to some extent, such esetrel and
reputation of the educational degrees held, thgtfeof work
experience, and their geographical origins (hukduwoking
through all the data, therefore, we conclude thét tesearch
shows that a coherent theoretical framework ofgrgttng both
human capital theory and positional conflict theisrmeeded to
fully understand the individuals’ engagement in tlbour
market.
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7. ELABORATIONSFROM THE SECOND
STUDY

The students in the second study were much betternied

about the workings of the labour market than thingbe study

of five years earlier. We cannot tell whether thiss a function
of the passage of time or whether it reflects tlite @ature of

the university in the second study. Certainly, ¢hesudents
feared the labour market competition less than gexserally

observed earlier. This expressed confidence abbeir t
position in the competition and this was clearlyibtited to the

reputational capital of their university. There wadso,

however, a greater awareness of the intricacietheflabour

market in terms of the relative supply and demamdiffferent

subject qualifications: mechanical engineering shis, for

example, were aware that demand exceeded suppilgein

field, enhancing their confidence yet further.

The students also argued, however, that the adyatitat they
had from attending this university was based onemiban
reputation. Firstly, they commented on the quality the

programmes and their experience, which they fedllyedid

enhance their academic/professional and interpetssikills.

This contrasted with the often disparaging commégtsome
students in the earlier study who regarded theivearsity

courses as little more than a qualification-gatigegxperience.
Secondly, the students recognized the influencineif peers,
pointing out that there was an atmosphere of havck vand
engagement throughout the student body. They nutedthe
use of resources and opportunities that the untyesffered to
enhance their employability was maximized. Inteipsivas

given as an example here. Internship experiennetisequired
for any of the programmes but students recognisedalue as
a source of work experience and reported beingiregpy

classmates to apply for such experience together.

An interesting overall effect of these experiencess the
generation of a sense of gratitude to their stugesdecessors
for establishing a reputation amongst employersardnse of
responsibility towards junior students to ensurat thhis
reputation was maintained. It should be noted, hewethat
although these comments arose in the context dfitanview
about employability, the students saw their expeeas being
something much more than this. They talked of hgearstrong
sense of identity with their university, that memgsep of the
university had become an important part of theinadentity,
of their sense of self. To a significant extenerdiore, their
construction of their own employability and enhaneat of
their chances in the labour market were seen asjpart of a
larger project of self-development. This constiuctof the self
contributes to their advantage in the labour mabkstis also
of much greater personal significance.

A further, final point that emerges from these Hastudies
relates to the perceived impact of the recent emimarisis.
Although China in general and Shanghai in particatay not
have been so badly affected by this as other péttse world,
its impact was felt in the employment market. Intialar,

there may be a new suspicion of the multi-national

corporations emerging. It remains agreed that MN@sy
provide a better work environment and opportunif@sself-
development, and students at an elite universigh sas this
one recognize that they would be among the firstiogh for
MNC employment. It is now suspected, however, aiCs
are more subject to the vagaries of the global @rgynand, as
a result, may offer weaker job security than th€hinese
counterparts. At the same time, however, theseestadare

looking forward and hope that global economic recgwill
offer them greater opportunities than those avkilato
graduates of two years ago.

8. CONCLUSION

This paper is concerned with how the individualestoucted
their employability and what role education, tramiand
qualifications play in this process. The findingsgygest that
individuals, as knowledgeable agents, reflect oa thpid
socio-economic changes in contemporary society aral
highly aware of a strong sense of self-respongitiiti develop
and manage their own employability, so as to irseedheir life
chances in the labour market. It is also confirntat
employability is a multi-faceted notion, consistiofja series of
hard and soft currencies. For example, hard cuiesrninclude
educational capital (the value of credentials waslely
acknowledged) and work experience (which broughbuab
‘real’ skill development and self-fulfilment). Iraddition,
certain structural or policy factors, such as thkdu system, to
some extent play a role in deciding people’s stagndn the
competition. The soft currencies are consideredetgpersonal
and interpersonal skills, and the capacity to adjusl develop
oneself in a changing social and economic contaAxtlose
reading of the interviews leads to the argument diferent
people, with different histories, social backgrosinénd
experiences and possessing different social pasitiand
resources, have the ability to identify what tteglvantages and
disadvantages (relative to others) are in line wlgkir ‘frame
of reference’, and accordingly design their streego make
themselves stand out in the labour market competitThis
process can be seen as part of a reflexive projeself’. We
could argue that the individual actors increasirgdined space
for exerting their agency in this late modern stycifl4].
However, their actions are not totally free; orheat the
individuals are not totally empowered. Their acticare still
constrained by certain social and cultural factond values. It
can be suggested that individual action derivesnfrthe
interaction between subjective self-identity angeotive social
conditions in which the person has lived and imt21].

This study is part of a larger and on-going rese@rogramme
into the relationship between education and sodi@nge in
contemporary China. Studies of the transition freducation

to work have largely been Western in origin. Thaleo has
been some research on graduate students’ emplibyabil
conducted in China, mostly identifying the meaniog
employability, largely using quantitative approashi¢ is noted
that the graduate students’ employment situations ha
deteriorated in recent years in China; for exampidy 37% of
last year’'s graduating students in Shanghai haddahbeir first
employment by the end of this March [22]. This poor
employment situation is also companied by the cimgnsgocial
status of university graduates, from knowledge woskto a
marginalised group [23]. From both a methodological
perspective (in its use of qualitative techniques)d the
developing nature of this research topic, the mebea
programme presented in this paper will have immedialue

in developing the literature on global/national war talent
from an emerging economy as well as suggestingtipahc
implications for examining learning policies in @Ghi
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