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ABSTRACT: This paper presents a multiple case study ottimestruction of personal employability by Chinesgdents at a UK
university. It draws on the work of Brown and Hetsko frame notions of employability and that of igaret Archer to understand
how these students use their powers of reflexitgngage with an unfamiliar context of uncertaiatygl rapid change. Its concern
with students’ engagement with the international &hinese labour markets from their own perspestprevides a complementary
contrast to those studies that have focused ostthetural features of such markets. We show hadestts participate as active
agents in the construction of their employabilindan making decisions about their future care®fsparticular interest is the way
in which these students treat the relationshipséen Chinese and global labour markets in the phgnof their own futures. Using
a longitudinal approach, the study follows and wswg changes in the perceptions of the studentstamas how these arise from
reflection on their own experiences. The study asmtifies cultural continuities in this reflectipbased on the prior experiences
and world-views that the students draw on in thawrigation through unfamiliar contexts.

1. INTRODUCTION: GLOBAL MARKETS,
GLOBAL MOBILITY?

The expansion of the global mobility of universgudents is
one of the most remarkable phenomena in higher agidunc
over the last decade or so. It is tempting to Bé&edxpansion
as one of the ‘global flows’ that Appadurai [1]sfippopularised
as a means of defining the process of globalisafiondo this
invites questions about the interconnectednessi®particular
‘flow’ and others, to look for relationships betwethe global
mobility of higher education students and othetufess — other
flows - of contemporary globalisation. MarginsondaBawir
[2] have suggested an analytical model for doirgy this and
examine its potential in a case study of just twstitutions.
Our initial aim in the research that informs thiappr was
somewhat more modest in that it focused on just fiews

within one of Appadurai’'s ‘scapes’ or dimensions

globalisation (ibid), the mobility of higher eduat students
and the mobility of skilled labour, both being ekms of
Appadurai’'s ‘ethnoscape’. Interest in this aim cafmen our
work on the motivations and experiences of inteomait

students in the UK [3] and the work of Brown andskkgh [4]
on young people’s transitions to the labour markehe UK,

which informed a small scale study of such traosgiin China

[5].

Specific contextual factors — global, British andiftiese — also
focussed our interest in the employment aspiratiplans and
strategies of Chinese students in the UK. From bibth
national data and our own diverse experiences, wewel|
aware of the huge growth in the number of Chinésdents at
British universities. Overseas educational expegerhad
historically been perceived as offering an advaatag the
Chinese labour market while at the same time aelangmber
of Chinese students had also stayed on to workhénhost
country after graduation, most notably in the USAe host
country benefitted from this pool of new talent ighindividual
Chinese may have seen it either as further oppitytun
enhance their experience and their advantage amnreb
China or as offering new life horizons abroad. g same time
as this expansion of overseas Chinese enrolmentbbas
taking place, however, there has also been an sixplo

expansion in university enrolment in China itselfidaa
sustained period of rapid economic growth and assst job
opportunities. Taken together, these developmerdse h
impacts on the Chinese labour market that are aenphd
often contradictory, through the simultaneous espan of
opportunity and intensification of competition. Mwehile, we
are informed, a global ‘War for Talent’ has brolart [6] that
is global in its reach and increases massivelyrttliwidual and
corporate gains for the winners. In the UK, suchceptions
led the British government to offer working visaémtives to
the most talented overseas students to take upogmpht on
completion of their studies in high-skilled and lsghortage
fields, only for these to be withdrawn as the ecoyo
contracted and political pressures to protect hemployment
mounted.

The complex national and global employment situegtifor the
highly educated have been analysed from policy madro-
economic and sociological perspectives (see formeka,
Brown et al [7] for a very recent and critical aang) but our
interests are much more centred on how individpalseive
and manage the complex employment situation thes. fahis
is in part informed by our interest in the thedima of the
relationship between individual and society, betwegency
and structure. Here, we are particularly interesitedthe
potential offered by the critical realist theoraticposition
proposed by Archer [8], [9], particularly in its @jzability to
aspects of education [10]. Our attention therefarmed to
examining how individual Chinese students in the idterpret
the employment opportunities available to them hod they
see and intend to take advantage of their educdtion
experience abroad as they engage with labour nsarKéte
study we report on here is small-scale and exmoyand it is
our intention to increase the scale and scope pfresearch,
building on the insights we have gained.

2. AIM AND OBJECTIVESOF THE STUDY

The aim of this study is to investigate — using iatensive
multiple case study approach - how Chinese postgitad
students at a research-intensive university inUKeperceive
and plan to engage with international and Chines®our
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markets through construction of their personal eygbility. position offered by Margaret Archer's work to bertmaularly
The specific objectives are to explore powerful [8][9]. Archer distinguishes between théstence of
structural and cultural properties and subjectspomses to

* How these students perceive their future emplayme them. She recognises personal reflexivity as thenan

prospects; mediating power between structure and agency, idefiih as
» How they construct their personal employabilityrélation to ‘the regular exercise of the mental ability ... tonswler
their employment aspirations; themselves in relation to their (social) contexd aice versa’

[9, p-4]. People can ‘design and determine thespoases to
the structured circumstances in which they fouretselves,
in the light of what they personally care about thds,

» How they employ their powers of individual refieiy and p.11].The pursuit of any social practice entaildeiiplay
agency to actively construct their employabilityresponse to  between the causal powers of subjects themselgesi¢g) and
their experiences; those of relevant structural and cultural propsr{gtructure).
By employing Archer’s theoretical framework andaggising
reflexivity as a distinct human power this reseantdkes the
students active rather than passive agents, whoegarcise
Ten years or more ago, the common pattern for Geine Some governance in their own lives, in a contexirafertainty
students overseas was to stay on to work in the dmstry.  and rapid change.

Between 1978 and 2001, for example, only around bf%

Chinese students in the USA returned to work inn@hin the 4. METHODSAND DATA SOURCES
UK and Europe the proportion was higher, but ##i#is than  The research on which we report was an intensive)lsscale
50% of Chinese students went back to work in theime study to explore the field, preparatory to developr

country [11]. Since that time, however, both thebgll and the  understanding of the issues and the diversity ofdesit
Chinese labour market prospects for graduates baaaged.  positions and to refine our conceptualisation. Tisisto be
The number of students studying overseas has smiea followed in the near future by a more extensivec@ief work
considerably, increasing competition for jobs ie tieceiving  that will include a quantitative survey to investig the
country. Similarly, a massive expansion of highduaation  generalisability of our findings. The first phasesignificant in
enrolments in China has led to fiercer labour marke its own right, however, in terms of providing thecessary
competition and graduate unemployment there [1P3].[To  conceptual depth and theoretical framework for sutysequent
these changes must be added the recent global r@no research.

downturn and its impact on labour markets.

* The role that they perceive their UK experiendayg in
constructing their employability;

* Whether there are distinctive cultural influenams their
construction of their ‘employable self'.

We focus on taught postgraduate (Masters) studestthese
Our study therefore aims to explore how the Chiretadents  are more immediately concerned with job-seekingntha
in our sample respond to these structural forcesy they  undergraduates. Our study was restricted to a esimigh-
interpret them in terms of their meaning for thewn futures  reputation university, partly for practical reasdmst also to
and how they are seen to present or deny oppdesniVe are  eliminate university status as a variable at thige, feeling
interested in the personal and cultural resourcesvioich the that it is better dealt with in the quantitative agh. We
students draw during this process. By adoptingnaitadinal  identified 23 students to represent a range ofiglises and
approach we aim to identify any changes that taikeepin the ~ both genders. Each of these was given an indiviceani-
students’ views, aspirations and plans and to exanfiow  structured interview shortly after beginning theaurse and a
these changes came about. second interview close to the end of the coursethg¢ UK, a

taught post-graduate course lasts just one yeazeral
3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS students took part in further interviews, withinrdapeyond the
For our conceptualisation of employability, we draw one year of their studies. These were chosen orewbat
substantially on Brown and Hesketh's theorisatidn UK opportunistic and pragmatic grounds, such as theiilability.
students’ engagement with the labour market throagh
analysis focusing on constructions of personal egadility
[4]. We also make a comparison with the work of \Wamd
Lowe [5] on students from Chinese universities enge
directly into the Chinese high-skills labour markdthey
identified the importance of certain cultural condties that
helped participants cope with a new era of chanig&, and
uncertainty, providing them with a sense of ‘ongial
security’ as a basis on which to engage with thiexe
project of the ‘self’ [14]. We ask the question demhat
resources the students draw on when away from tiaine
culture to establish a sense of ontological seguiitindeed
they succeed in doing so. All interviews were recorded and then transcribéthe
interviews were conducted in Mandarin Chinese amalysis
was carried out using the untranslated transcriptayoid loss
or compromise of meaning in translation. Transeripere read
thoroughly to enhance familiarity with their contelbefore
formal analysis of the responses took place.

The initial interview asked for individual backgra data,
then explored reasons for studying in the UK andthait
university, the student's employment aspirationdeirt
understanding of the labour market and how theyewer
developing their own employability. We were conestn
throughout to explore origins of and influences each
individual's ideas; explicit questions on these evémcluded
but the interviewees were also encouraged to plakte
responses in their wider life contexts. The follaprinterview
focused on their experiences in the UK and subs#que
developments in their plans and activities to aghihem.

We have briefly mentioned some of the structuraiditions
that these students face in contemplating theiréutcareer
paths but our concern is to understand the students
construction of their employability from their own
perspectives. In this, our study provides a complaary
contrast with that of, for example, Lauder et &][and Brown  Analysis was based on a combination of coding categ
and Tannok [16]. To meet our purpose, we find theotetical identified in the literature and categories whicheeged from
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the data themselves. The former were guided by cthre
constructs of Brown and Hesketh’'s account of peabpn
employability, particularly those of ‘soft’ and ‘fdi skills and
of ‘strategies’ in the marketing of the self to eutial
employers. The need to go beyond these categtmegever,
was important for our aims of looking for possildeltural
differences from the UK work and of seeking to plac
employability formation in the wider contexts oktktudents’
life stories.

5. FINDINGS: SOME GENERAL PATTERNS

Although some of the students’ reasons for comingttidy in
the UK can be directly linked to enhancing theimpémgability,
for many the linkage is indirect or implied. Thei® an
awareness of credential inflation in China that esaé Masters
degree almost essential for seeking employment these
university graduates would consider worthwhile. $owre
sceptical about a UK Masters degree offering themy a
advantage over the Chinese equivalent, while sanfeal they
have learned more than they might have done ina&Hihus,
in terms of their employability, there was someadi@ement
on the extent to which the UK degree gave them raobgect-
or job-specific ‘hard skills’ compared to an equérs course
in China. Similarly, many feel the employabilityremcement
afforded by simply possessing an overseas qualiitatself,
rather than the Chinese equivalent, can no longemken for
granted. A common attraction, however, is thatte course
lasts only one year and thus saves time compartdkitag it in
China, and the overall cost is less than it woddrbthe USA,
which is also seen as having more examinationsttaK in
its Masters courses.

More important than the degree itself for enhancthgir
employability is the personal development arisimgnf the
experience of studying overseas. The students éee
experience as increasing their self-confidence prablem-
solving skills, which they believe will contribute their future
career opportunities. Similarly important for maiy the
opportunity to improve their English language cotepee,
which is seen to be important to many potential leysgrs,
especially the foreign-owned companies in Chinafttingy tend
to see as preferred employers. But they also smdkéhe
benefit they expected to gain from ‘engaging withe t
difference’ of interacting with people from differeparts of
the world, which in turn would help them to ‘thidikferently’.

Unlike those in Bai’s study [17] — from which hedieed there
is a fundamental change of values taking place gn@hinese
youth - these students tend not to rate a higlrysa&the most
attractive feature of a job. They express a prefador a good
working environment and the opportunity to develiyeir
personal skills and attributes. Although the latéee often
described in instrumental terms as assisting timethdir future
career moves, there may also be an element hettee ahore
traditional value placed on self-development feratvn sake.
In this respect they also see the construction lodirt
employability as a continuing process, with the lyear
opportunities for self-development contributingtheir careers
in the longer term.

Most of the students desire, in the longer terheadt, to return
to work in China, for reasons that include the wistbe near
their parents and friends and the ‘better socfal kvailable
there. On their arrival, however, many do plan &nga few
years’ work experience in the UK first, as a wayeahancing
their employability on return, and some expressnagrest in
working in other parts of the world. Their expedes in the

—

UK and better understanding of the situation ultehatend to
lead most of them to accept these plans as uriealiiey are
aware of difficulties in obtaining employment iretlK, either
because of the subject they are studying or becafigbe
current economic situation, but they are also awafreahe
fierceness of the competition they will face back China.
They commonly see little point taking work in th&that will

not add experience relevant to their long-termraspins and
decide that it is better to return to China anchgaperience
there.

There is widespread recognition that women facdiqudar
difficulties from the social and family pressures have a
family, while still wishing to build their own prefsional
career. The female students are still young enowgto have
to face this difficulty right away but they are awahat it is
looming and that they will need family support lieyy are to
achieve both their career aspirations and raisanailyff, as
expected.

6. FINDINGS: INDIVIDUAL CASES

Whereas the previous section suggests some geeedancies
within the group, it is important to recognise thariety of

experiences and backgrounds amongst these stualahtisow

these influence their decision making about thein dutures.

In focusing exclusively on the more generalisabsdtqyns

there is a danger of reducing individuals to caltstereotypes
and, in doing so, to over emphasise structuralefrahus
missing the role of reflection and personal agandpe course
of their lives. To grasp the latter fully requirés-depth

treatment of each individual case, for which werdd have

space here. We shall therefore identify salientufes of the
experiences of just some of the individuals in study to give

an indication of the diversity and to indicate fhmcesses at
work at the level of individual agency.

One of the features of social transactions in densociety
that has been widely observed and commented oguianXi’,
commonly interpreted as ‘social capital’ or ‘societworks’,
although some commentators have argued that such
translation misses its particular Chinese charesties and
significance [18][19]. One thing which distinguishe
individuals in this study from each other is thegee of
guanxi that they can draw on. Student A (femala) gkample,
reported that, thanks to her parents’ contacts, vebeld be
going back to China to take up a position in thmiadstration
of a university near her home. Her understandintheflabour
market in China, based on her own family’s positimas that
there is no need actively to seek employment; aigadimply
found by mobilising one’s (or, more usually, oné&snily’s)
contacts. This, she believed, is the ‘way it iselarowadays.

‘There aren’t many kids who have to look for jobemselves
nowadays in China, are there? Particularly for peedige us
who were born after the 1980’s. At least, no pedpkmow
who have to do that. It will all be arranged byitHamilies or
they just take up their own family’s business’ €intiew 13 -2)

In contrast, student B (male) possessed little gmaisguanxi
and his job-seeking was more of a very carefully eationally
planned programme, requiring considerable
investment of effort. The only source he could dawwas an
ex-school-friend whom he asked to get information fiim
about opportunities in the fields that interestéch.hHe then
had to contact employers, answer advertisements ‘seifi
himself through his own efforts. Employers weregéted
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according to what extent they match his own aspinatskill,
qualification and experience.

‘On my list, some | will need some extra effort dadk to get,
which | see as pushing my boundary but would balite get;
some will be the baseline employers, which I'm pret
confident to get in but won't be so challenging.t Bukeep
them as a safe bet in case | don't get in any adgetin the first
category’ (Interview 1-2)

In this sense, student B could be seen as fittingwB and
Hesketh's model of the ‘purist’ in his approach his
employability — constructing his employability iarins of his
own personal skills and qualifications and trustiimgy the
integrity of the labour market. Student A, on thbes hand,
could be described as a ‘player, in Brown and ld¢isls
terms, although the ‘game’ that she played is vemych a
Chinese one. The ‘purist’ model was more common raysb
these students who generally believed one’s owrwledne
and skills are the most important after all in cetnpg in the
job market. (There was, however, a perception gstoour
respondents that there is a significant differebetveen the
public and private sectors in terms of the imparéaaf guanxi
in getting a job.)

Student C (male) was also confident of getting taoa civil

service position — on his return to China, tharksis family
contacts. He was clear from the very beginning himpurpose
in coming to the UK was to obtain the MA that woufeéet the
formal requirements for the post and he had newasidered
staying on to work in the UK. Any further work exjance in
the UK would have contributed nothing to his emploiity

and spending just one year on obtaining the quatifin was
an efficient use of time and money. This contrasth several

other students who came to the UK with some sort of

aspiration (often only broadly articulated) to stay after
graduation but who then returned either because
disappointment with the life offered by the UK ardause they
were unable to find a job after all.

Rather unusually for this group, Student D (mata)nid that
his experience in the UK led him to want to stag. pteferred
what he saw as a ‘more relaxed’ lifestyle offergdtibe UK

and looked for employment. In this he was unsuduéssd

reluctantly gave up the attempt and returned tm&hivhere at
the time of last contact with him he remained unieygd.

Student E (female), for example, always expectggbtback to
China eventually but felt that her employabilityta would be
enhanced if she had work experience in the UK. &died

for a wide range of jobs, simply to get this greaeperience
but was always (at the time of writing) unsuccelssfihe

blamed this lack of success partly on her own laggu
difficulties but also on the potential employer&rpeption of
the added work-permit difficulties that they wodiite if they

employed her. E continued to look for useful exgeece but set
herself a definite time limit, after which she wduleturn to

China.

In the above cases, the students arrived witheast la broad
plan of their future and used the time in the Ukhdp them —
more or less successfully — to fulfil this plan. rFother
students, however, events and experiences whileeituK led
them to re-appraise their aspirations and planadestt F
(female), recognising the intense competition anedential
inflation in China, saw the British MA as a wayitoprove her
employability. Unlike most of the other studentimr sample,
she could not rely on her family to meet the cos$tser studies

of

and she worked for two years in the UK to raisertbeessary
capital, intending to return to China to get a drefob on
completion. On taking her course, however, shedahe was
so interested in her studies that she decidedntneee with a
doctorate, interestingly indicative of intrinsic tivation to

seek knowledge rather than extrinsic or
motivation related to getting a job. This intrinsiterest has
been powerful enough to drive her to overcome fiffeedties

she has faced so far. She now faces a set of neisiates
about her future, not least of which is how to abtthe
necessary funding.

For students G (female) and H (male) it was a pwiso
relationship that led to a reappraisal of plansilgéhe was in
the UK, G fell in love with a young Chinese man wias
studying for a PhD. She was confident she couldaggtb in
her field quite easily if she returned to China detided to
wait for her boyfriend to finish has degree. Sheliagd for jobs
in the UK but was unsuccessful and this presengdwith a
dilemma. She was afraid that a two year gap inGémight
jeopardise her otherwise quite high chance of gt good
job on her eventual return to China; on the ottarchshe was
not confident that her relationship with her bogfid would
survive if she went back to China immediately arddmained
in the UK. In the end she chose to go back to Chiith the
hope that her relationship with her boyfriend silirvive.

Student H similarly fell in love but with an Endlisvoman and
they plan to marry. Two aspects of his situatioaspnt him
with a different set of options to those faced byhBwever.

Soon after his arrival, H had decided that he liadnd what |

want of a life here after | came to the UK. Hiswne
relationship compounded this wish to stay, so hglieg for

jobs in the UK but was unsuccessful. Once agaisalethis as
being due to a combination of his own language lerab and

the ‘structural’ impediments presented by the woekmit

system. He hopes, however, that he will eventudily

successful. Unlike student G, he sees less urgenggtting a

job because he is from a well-off background arglhdficient

financial resources at hand.

7. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The above accounts of individual experiences assemted
with little analysis. The purpose in doing thigasillustrate the
diversity of intentions, experiences and responsgiisin the
broader patterns suggested earlier. In doing thléswish to
show how different individuals interact in diffeteways with
social structural features and attempt to ‘navigéteough
them towards their own aspirational ends that im tare
affected by these features and by the events amtihgencies
of daily life. In doing so, they reflect on theituation and the
options available to them, drawing on their digtimdividual
and family resources to attempt to ‘make their Wapugh the
world’ [9] with varying degrees of success and yagyneeds
to reconsider and reflect anew. Though sharing rgelg
common structural and cultural landscape they dbte,a
through their human powers of refection, to exedividual
agency with more or less efficacy and in doingcsertsure that
the outcomes for themselves are individually déférand not
rigidly structurally pre-determined.

The overall patterns in our data reveal that ttstgdents do in
general see their overseas study as contributingther
employability. They recognise the need for a highegree in
the competitive labour market conditions in China ko a
considerable extent they see the international réeeqpee rather
than the international nature of the qualificatias offering
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them a particular advantage. Obtaining a Mastegsegein the

UK is quicker than getting one in China or many eoth
countries and cheaper than the USA, but the qaatifin itself 6.
is just a qualification, not carrying any extra doyability
advantage because it is from overseas. (We domaw Krom

this study whether this belief is shared by thosending the 7.
most elite UK or other country institutions; a widellow-up

study is planned to explore this and other issuStuplying
overseas does, these students believe, enhance thes.
employability but it does so through the experien@nd
challenges involved in learning to be independanan alien 9.
society.

It is also clear that the majority of our studedtd not see
overseas study as a means of entering an intenahtiabour
market. Most wished to return to work in China. @Bfierm
employment experience in the UK might enhance their
employability back at home but in practice few oftpoities
exist to gain such experience. Those who did makeus
attempts to find long-term employment in the UK sveisually
driven to do so by a lifestyle choice rather thaiesaire to enter
the global labour market.

Our study began with — and retains — a focus omti®n of

the personal construction of employability. The enare have  13.

attempted to address this, however, the more wawage that
this cannot be maintained as an isolated focus.theryoung

people in this study, employment and employabitite just 14.

one aspect of their lives, of their journey throdigh world. To
isolate it from the rest of their ‘constructiontbe self’ simply

impoverishes the understanding that we wished taiob 15.
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