How to attract
and engage early
engineering talent
A study into the attitudes and behaviours of today’s
students and graduates
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Introduction
To create meaningful, long-lasting relationships with the future workforce we need to understand the world they live in,
how they approach career planning, and what they expect from employers.
During hiring season, many graduate recruiters struggle to fill their talent pipeline or find themselves having to extend
application deadlines – not because the candidates they’re looking for aren’t available, but because they fail to attract
and engage these candidates at the right moment, with the right messaging.
This white paper will provide an in-depth analysis of the state of the student and graduate market. With a focus on
engineering talent, we’ll explore how to segment the market to significantly improve recruitment processes and reveal
key insights into the attitudes and behaviours of students and graduates.

Background for the study
At Debut, we’re all about connecting and engaging with early talent. Students and graduates can apply to roles using
our mobile app, where we also offer a range of insights to help them in their career search. We consider ourselves
pretty good at activating and motivating this audience, but we’re always looking at ways to improve.
Together with Brand Potential – an independent brand and insights consultancy – we set out to better understand how
to engage existing and prospective student and graduate candidates.
Two of the key objectives behind the research were:
1. To define and validate the audience(s) within the student and graduate market, and understand how they can be
segmented
2. To understand the student journey – what are the functional and psychological triggers and barriers?
So, how did we do it? The research itself was conducted by Brand Potential in two stages. Firstly, an online quantitative
survey in May and June 2018, where a total of 1,996 interviews were conducted among:
•
•

Current students that were in their penultimate or final year
Those who had graduated in 2017 (with an undergraduate degree, a master’s or a doctorate)

The interviews were conducted via an online panel. 487 of the respondents were current Debut users. As this was
a total market survey, we didn’t apply any restrictions in terms of the university they studied at, or the course they
took. Within this total market sample, we achieved 84 interviews with those that are or were studying engineering
(respondents self-selected the subject from a list of options).
For the second stage of the research, we conducted eight two-hour focus groups – each with six to eight respondents
– in London and Manchester in August 2018. As with the quantitative survey, our respondents were recruited on the
basis that they were either soon to graduate, or had recently graduated and were in the process of finding a suitable
career.
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Gen Z, lazy Millennials and avocado toast
You know how the stereotypical Millennial is painted in
the media. They’re lazy, they can’t afford to buy a house
because they spend their income on avocado toast and
they use job titles such as Growth Hacker, Coding Ninja
and Sales Guru.
When talking about graduate recruitment, it’s time to
move on from Millennials and let a new generation into
the spotlight: Generation Z. Born from the mid 90s, Gen Z
are growing up in a world that’s very different to the one
that early Millennials – now almost 40 years old – grew
up in. Today’s teens get their first smartphone when
they’re just 12 years old and consider this event the third
most important milestone in their life (Think with Google,
2016). As such, this generation has access to a plethora
of platforms from a very early age, and because they
have the world at their fingertips they are better informed
than any generation before them. In comparison, most
Millennials can easily remember having to ask their
parents’ permission to use dial-up internet access on a
shared desktop computer.

26% of Gen Z say
their generation
is stressed

33% of female
candidates would
not apply to an
employer with a
large gender
pay gap

Stereotypes aside, the fact is that today’s students
and graduates don’t have it easy. They need an £80k
deposit to buy a house in London (BBC, 2018) and the
global economy remains unsteady. They saw how their
parents and early Millennials were impacted by the Great
Recession in late 2000s and have no confidence that it
won’t happen to them. Gen Z has seen the election of the
first black president and the legalisation of gay marriages,
but political uncertainty is rife. This generation doesn’t
want to discuss diversity; it’s a given, and as such they
are much more involved in organising and expressing
their opinions on race, gender inequality and LGBTQ+
rights than earlier generations.
In conclusion, students and graduates have a lot on their
plate and while this just scratches the surface, it paints
a picture of an ethically charged generation with busy
lives and high expectations. For HR professionals, it’s
becoming ever more challenging to know how, when and
where to start engaging these candidates.

63% believe
that loving their
job is key to a
successful life

52% consider
‘good grades’ an
important issue in
their everyday life

Gen Z spend 5.9
hours on their
phone every day

61% expect
to leave a job
within two
years

Only 20% think that
their generation are
better off than
their parents
Debut user research, 2018; Deloitte, 2018; Awesomeness TV, 2018
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The five graduate segments
Although we have a sense of some of the challenges that students and graduates are facing, we need to recognise
that not all candidates are, want or feel the same. Through our quantitative research, we began to discover some
patterns and consistent attitudes across a number of respondents. We used this data to identify five segments,
through which we would be able to better understand the candidate market.
These segments were created using statistical modelling to analyse responses to a range of questions within our
survey, including:
•
•
•

When candidates first started to think about their career
Importance of a range of functional and emotional factors relating to recruitment providers
Personal attitudes and behaviours

We discovered that the segments have very different needs, and that they can be plotted on a linear scale defined by
how confident they are in terms of securing employment. They have been named according to their strongest feelings
and attitudes towards career planning and sized according to market.

Confident

Anxious

Size within
engineering: 21%

Size within
engineering: 12%

Size within
engineering: 20%

Size within
engineering: 31%

Size within
engineering: 15%

Size within total
market: 24%

Size within total
market: 12%

Size within total
market: 13%

Size within total
market: 39%

Size within total
market: 12%

Although these segments are placed on a linear scale of confidence, it’s important to note that no one segment is
more or less ‘employable’ in terms of academic achievements. However, understanding that these segments exist can
help in targeting individuals and ensuring that less confident candidates aren’t overlooked.
The five segments are present across the entire student and graduate market. The market sizing above shows that the
engineering student market is broadly in line with the market as a whole, although there are more Reassure Me’s within
engineering (20% vs 13% in the market sample) and fewer Connect Me’s (31% vs 39% in the market sample).
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The individuals behind the segments
Each segment has specific characteristics that can provide a better understanding of the individual’s background,
feelings and expectations. In addition to these characteristics we have taken a deep-dive into each segment’s career
journey, key influences, expectations from employers and how they use career search platforms.

Below is a brief summary of these characteristics:

“I don’t fit the standard grad employability mould but I *think* I might
have something to offer if someone notices me and takes a chance”
Rescue Me’s are most likely white women aged 20-21, studying
English, psychology or social science in their third of fourth year
of university. They have given some thought to roles they might
be interested in but feel intimidated and overwhelmed. They
want to feel understood and less anxious in their job search.

“I can probably get some sort of job, but I need support from others
to give me direction and focus”
Support Me’s are most likely women, more likely to be non-British
than other segments, studying media, history or languages. They are
currently in their third or fourth year of university and are looking for
support to feel less overwhelmed by the job search process. They know
broadly what roles they’re looking for but haven’t started applying.

“I am probably employable but don’t expect to stand out – I am just
another grad going for normal jobs”
Reassure Me’s are most likely white British candidates studying
engineering, tech, law or education. They have spent a lot of time
thinking about their career and know broadly what roles they want to
apply for. They are looking to feel confident, understood and in control
of the journey.

“I’m very capable but have more to offer than people see on paper. I
want to be seen as a unique prospect not to be missed”
Connect Me’s are less likely to be white than other candidates and are
currently in their first or second year of university. They study business
management or computer science and have known for a while what
roles they are looking for. They want to feel special and exclusive in
their job search and see every interaction as an opportunity.

“I know I am employable and want to be considered part of the top
tier – to stand out by being one of the best”
Empower Me’s are more likely men and less likely to be white than
other segments. They are confident, choose their university degree
for their career and might already have a job offer. They are or were
studying engineering, computer science or agriculture and want to
feel special, empowered and in control of their decisions.
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What’s important to different segments?
By comparing responses from the quantitative survey across our five segments, we can see how they differ in terms of
both functional and emotional requirements. These results give some clear indications as to how different segments
should be targeted and what they expect from employers.

Graduate schemes and internships

Rescue Me

66%

34%

68%

32%

While graduate schemes and internships are
widely considered career paths across the
segments, Empower Me’s are particularly open
to them, in contrast to Reassure Me’s who are
less likely to consider them. Since Empower
Me’s often choose their degree based on the
career they’re looking to get into, these results
further confirm their characteristics.

Support Me

Reassure Me

62%

38%

Connect Me

71%

29%
NOT grad scemes / internships

Empower Me

78%

22%

Grad scemes / internships (NET)

Company size
Looking at the types of companies that candidates have applied to or are likely to apply to, we can see that Reassure
Me’s are less discriminating of company size. This segment are as likely as the others to consider companies of all
sizes. The fact that one-in-five of the Rescue Me segment didn’t know what type of company they might consider
reflects their general apprehension about job hunting.
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Large (250+ employees)

49%

49%

63%

43%

50%

Mid-sized (50-249 employees)

57%

57%

60%

47%

40%

Small (up to 49 employees)

40%

42%

40%

32%

32%

Start-ups (small businesses,
up to three years old)

14%

17%

14%

13%

9%

Don’t know

20%

11%

8%

13%

6%

Salary expectations

Rescue Me

£21,800

Salaries and salary expectations fall into line
of what we might assume of the different
segments – with Empower Me’s expecting a
31% higher starting salary than Rescue Me’s.

Support Me

£25,000

Across all segments, engineering graduates
have higher salary expectations than the total
market sample, with 58% currently earning or
expecting to earn £25,000+. From the total
market sample, only 38% expect a salary above
£25,000 from their graduate role.

Reassure Me

£24,100
Connect Me

£25,100
Empower Me

£28,600

Boost from employers
When asking candidates how important it is that a recruiter makes them feel decisive, exclusive or special, there’s
an instant connection between Empower Me’s confidence level and how important they rate these factors. On the
contrary, Rescue Me’s only value feeling exclusive at 25% but rate the importance of recruiters making them feel
decisive as more than twice as important (58%).

Decisive

58%

64%

69%

54%

73%

Exclusive

25%

36%

46%

56%

78%

Special

28%

24%

37%

57%

74%

In conclusion, we see some clear connections between candidates’ confidence levels and their feelings towards
the job search and expectations from employers. While the confidence scale isn’t an indicator of a candidate’s
employability, it indicates why some candidates might get lost in the crowd and where they need more support.
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The candidate journey
The five segments provide an insight into the feelings students and graduates experience, but it is vital to also
understand the steps they take towards finding a job. With this extra level of understanding, we can explore when and
why certain feelings are triggered and thus target the five segments differently at each step of the journey.

By combining insights from the quantitative and qualitative stages, we identified seven key stages that
candidates go through:

1. Form a plan

6. Start work

Life and career aspirations
before uni

4. Apply

Enter the workplace

Apply for roles: Triggers /
Applications / Knockbacks

3. Start search

Actively seek roles and
opportunities

2. Get ready

Understand their options /
Understand themselves

5. Interviews

Attend interviews /
assessment days

Typically, candidates embark on a linear journey to the workplace; taking differing lengths of time to go end to end, but
passing through all stages.
Recruiters and prospective employers are most present in steps three to six, however there is an opportunity to
support prospective candidates earlier in the process to ensure they are career-ready by the time they reach the
application stage. Now, let’s walk through the career steps.
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Step 1: Form a plan
Many people start thinking about what they may do for a career in their teenage years,
with most having a rough plan towards the end of their A-levels. This will not always be
fully formed, but there is a general feeling of positivity and optimism about the future
and their prospects.
Tapping into that feeling earlier in the journey and maintaining that feeling for as
long as possible is a huge opportunity for employers and recruiters. Optimism breeds
confidence.
“You just feel like the world is your oyster, you don’t have that looming cloud
of debt and responsibility that you get later.”

Step 2: Get ready
The most confident candidates tend to see job hunting as part of the journey – not a separate step or a destination in
itself – and therefore find it easier to integrate into university life.
Those seeking a grad scheme or internship are the most likely to be sure of themselves
and their options, because:
•
•

Their options are more fixed and related to their degree
The information is typically well documented and they can approach people who
have gone through similar schemes for help and information
In comparison, an entry level or graduate role is seen as a different environment,
full of mystery and completely different to university, as there is:
•
•
•

More openness in who can apply to the role
More variety in application processes
Less structure, predictability and quality of information at application and interview stage

This is a more painful and unpredictable process where prospective
candidates can feel on their own if they don’t have a sponsor or
recruiter on their side.
For graduates, the ‘Get ready’ step is usually a two-step process of
1) understanding their options and 2) understanding themselves,
as they can’t build confidence in themselves as prospects overnight.
They need to look both externally and internally to find it.

Those most comfortable with job hunting
can balance life and university and consider
both equally important in their university
years, driven by career, coursework, college
or parental advice and, occasionally, personal
ambition. For some, application deadlines
make job hunting feel like another uni
assignment to do.
Procrastinators – often the less confident
or less sure – typically put university first
and consider job hunting as a ‘real life’,
not-university-related task. From there it
becomes an insurmountable, urgent and
scary task that makes it feel like they’re
behind their peers.
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Step 3: Start search
Engineering students are focused on roles that are, for the most part, directly or
closely related to their studies – and to a greater extent than we see in our total
candidate market sample.
87% - percentage of engineering candidates looking only or mostly for roles
related to their degree
77% - percentage of candidates in total market sample looking only or mostly
for roles related to their degree
We notice that the personal touch is important with job searching; being focused on candidate needs is very important
to most grads, as well as pushing them slightly in terms of the types of roles they might consider as they’re not always
aware of the variety of roles that exist. Among the engineering graduates in our survey, offering internships and grad
schemes is one of the top three most important factors.
Avoid lose-lose situations
Candidates want clear information and expectations from employers – ‘competitive salary’ gives no
indication of the responsibility expectations within a role, and neither does it make candidates want to apply.
It’s a lose-lose situation.

Step 4: Apply
The application process is painful but candidates expect to work hard for ‘a win’ like an
interview or job offer. The process can be streamlined, but making it too easy isn’t that
appealing to most.
Our research shows that:
• The process can build confidence – they are ‘adulting’ in a good way; it
structures their thinking, preparing them for the interview process
• There is some underlying mistrust of things that feel too simple
• Working hard shows others you are taking it seriously. One respondent said: “It
gets my parents off my back when I’m obviously trying – it’s when I appear to not
try much that they worry and start spamming me with random links that are totally
wrong for me”
• ‘Reassure Me’ was the segment most likely to be more complacent about effort and look
for the simplest options, and scattergun-apply across many jobs without much thought
At this step, knockbacks are inevitable – but even rejection can
build confidence by giving candidates more information about
themselves and helping them apply that knowledge. The different
candidate segments can react differently to knockbacks.

“Something’s wrong with their process. It’s unfair
if they don’t see me and I’m annoyed because I
had big plans, but I have other prospects.”
- Empower Me

Looking at our quantitative data, engineering candidates differ
to our total market sample in terms of two factors that influence
their decision as to what roles to apply for:

“Yes it’s hard and hurts, but even though it’s
probably because I’m not as good as everyone
else I try not to take it too personally. You just
have to keep trucking, try everything and hope to
get lucky.” - Reassure Me

•

They are more likely to be influenced by a placement related
to their degree course (44% vs. 32% in market sample)
But are less likely to be swayed by speaking with friends
(26% vs. 37% in market sample).

•
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“They didn’t like me. I take knockbacks very hard, I
find it hard to pick myself up and try again, it’s like
starting back at square one.” - Rescue Me

Step 5: Interview
The desire to prepare for the ‘mystery of interview’ presents candidates with a
potential pain point.
Many jobs have standard one-to-one interviews and while these can vary
greatly, candidates often have an idea of what to expect. In contrast, grad
schemes and internships often challenge candidates in a more interactive
setting – e.g. assessment centres – but many recruiters don’t share the
process beforehand.
There is an opportunity for recruiters and employers to ‘demystify’ this process,
to enable prospective candidates to feel prepared (emotionally and physically) so
they can give the best of themselves during the interview process.

Step 6: Start work
Time to get stuck into ‘real life’. Here, the candidates have landed a job and start planning
for a scary period of change. Candidates feel like they have a gap in knowledge,
experience and support in planning for being a young professional.
Students and graduates struggle to find the right resource to talk to; parents are
biased and out of touch; friends are biased and although generally valued, they’re
not always accurate; and online resources don’t often provide factual help. New
colleagues and employers are typically valued for advice but the support often comes
too late. The bedding-in process therefore represents a huge opportunity for employers
to maximise commitment and retention.
“A graduate programme is like one really long
interview and asking the wrong questions can
make you look dumb.” - Empower Me

In conclusion, employers attain a much deeper understanding of the challenges students and graduates experience
if they embark on the job search journey alongside them. While many employers are present when candidates start
applying for jobs, some candidates face significant information gaps throughout the various steps and there’s an
opportunity to provide guidance and support throughout the entire journey.
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Key lessons

1
2
3
4
13

Today’s graduates belong to a supercharged generation
Gen Z gets their first smartphone at the age of 12, so they have the world at their
fingertips from a very young age. As a result, they are not only well informed but also very
engaged in everything from politics and global economics to diversity and responsible
business ethics. They have high expectations from employers; HR professionals need to
acknowledge this and see the world through their eyes in order to successfully attract
and engage them.

Understand who you’re targeting
Not all students and graduates are the same. Some embark on the career search journey
feeling confident and empowered, while others feel anxious and overwhelmed. As such,
they will react differently to different propositions and while ‘We’ll get you the best job
possible’ messaging might attract Empower Me’s, it’s likely to scare away segments
that need more support. If you understand who you’re targeting you can tailor your
communications accordingly and experience a significantly greater engagement rate.

Support early talent before they start their job search
Most employers tend to be present from step three on the job search journey. Which
makes sense. This is where you directly benefit from engaging with candidates. But what
if you could get on their radar before they enter university, or before they even finish their
A-levels? By tapping into optimistic students and graduates before they start looking for
jobs you can create meaningful relationships with them throughout their journey. This
way they’ll be more likely to think of your brand first when they do begin applying for jobs.

Keep nurturing candidates after they’ve been hired
For graduates, starting their first job or graduate scheme is like entering a completely
different world. They’re not exactly sure what the etiquette is in the business and it might
seem like there’s no one to turn to. As one candidate put it: “A graduate programme is
like one really long interview and asking the wrong questions can make you look dumb.”
Ongoing support from various parts of the business will help manage candidates’
expectations and improve the overall impression of the business, which is key for
staff retention.

Why Debut?
Debut is the UK’s leading graduate and student careers app, revolutionising how employers connect and
engage with early talent. By combining mobile technology, millions of data points and real-time candidate
engagement, we enable employers to reach their ideal candidate in a matter of minutes.
Traditional entry-level recruitment channels and tools are struggling to engage with students and graduates
and as such they are ineffective. Most companies acknowledge the importance of smartphones and digital
media for their target audiences but are still lacking a comprehensive mobile attraction strategy. Debut
is a completely free app for students to showcase their profile and skills in an engaging and fun way to
employers. For graduate employers, it is the attraction tool of choice, providing unprecedented targeting
and access to a wide and receptive talent pool.
We have conducted this research to help HR professionals understand the challenges and feelings
candidates experience when embarking on their career journey. The content in this white paper is a brief
overview of our full research piece which moves beyond demographics and analyses the data on a more
granular level. With our in-depth study, we’re able to advise employers on the best recruitment strategy for
them to attract entry level talent, and ensure the successful implementation of such strategies.
Resources
1,996 responses from online quantitative survey (487
Debut sample and 1,509 market sample), conducted in
May and June 2018
Eight two-hour focus groups with six to eight respondents
in London and Manchester, conducted in August 2018
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