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Abstract This paper addresses the issue of students’ employment expectations, 
considered a key factor in alleviating graduate unemployment in China. This 
empirical investigation surveyed students at two higher education institutions in 
Xi’an, Shaanxi Province, to analyze how expectations were changing. The results 
contrasted with earlier studies that reported unrealistically high expectations, 
discovering instead that most respondents were aware of the difficulties of 
finding work and were revising their expectations accordingly. The results also 
revealed important variations in attitude between higher vocational students and 
university undergraduates, and between urban and rural students. Overall, the 
paper contends that although students are becoming more realistic, the 
complexity of graduate unemployment will prevent this change in attitude from 
making a major improvement to the overall situation. 
 
Keywords  graduate employment, student expectation, higher education reform 

Analyzing Students’ Expectations 

Graduate unemployment has become a serious socio-economic problem in recent 
years, but scholarly material related to Chinese college and university1 students’ 
                                                        
1 Although sometimes used interchangeably, in the Chinese context colleges are usually 
higher education institutions that award 3-year diplomas, whereas universities award 4-year 
bachelors and postgraduate degrees. 
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employment expectations is quite scarce. There is a general consensus in existing 
literature that graduates’ expectations are too high, meaning the majority of 
graduates are out of touch with the increasingly competitive reality of the current 
job market. This problem is hardly unique to China. However, given the severity 
of graduate unemployment in China, the need to address these issues is pressing. 

The problem of graduate unemployment generates much comment and opinion, 
and some analysts place the blame with the students themselves, claiming 
“self-centered youth have unrealistic high expectations about their income and 
position” (Yan, 2006, p. 260). In recent years, there has sometimes been popular 
resentment towards university students who have “high ambition, but no real 
ability” (Xu, 2004, p. 790). This view is often echoed in media reports and by 
employers (Lin & Yan, 2010). But to hold students solely responsible for such a 
complex problem is unfair; in fact, high expectations exist today for a plethora of 
reasons. 

Cultural factors exert a strong influence on students’ attitudes. The belief that 
education transforms an individual’s future dates back centuries to the Chinese 
imperial examination system, through which successful candidates became 
government officials (Dong, Wang, & Chen, 2009). This traditional esteem for 
learning and the desire to improve one’s social position through higher education 
(HE) persists even today (Gu, 2006), buoying students’ expectations despite a 
changing employment environment. 

More recent socio-historical factors also play a part in the formation of 
expectations. Until the late 1990s, HE remained a guarantee of social status and 
financial rewards, albeit under a different kind of examination system. By 
passing the competitive National College Entrance Examination (Gaokao) and 
entering HE, students effectively secured a lifelong job in an urban area, as the 
government allocated jobs to all graduates (Gu, Li, & Wang, 2009). For decades, 
this feature of the planned economy reinforced the traditional veneration of 
education in Chinese society, justifying high expectations. Although educational 
and labor reform from the late 1990s ended both the limited HE intake and the 
centralized job assignment system, students’ optimism still lingers today 
(Fladrich, 2006). By 2011, education and employment realities have altered 
considerably, but student expectations remain largely the same. 

Chinese students have career advancement in mind when entering HE: It is 
widely believed to improve one’s overall future prospects, and especially one’s 
employability (Yang, 2010). From this belief stems the expectation of earning 
higher wages, another major factor in pursuing HE, as explained by Ding (2004a), 
“in order to optimize their social and economic status, individuals do their utmost 
to maximize their degree and standard of education” (p. 41). Pursuing HE 
therefore creates a clear expectation of a better job and a higher salary after 
graduation. 
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As free tuition and government support for all university students are a thing 
of the past, the question of money now pervades HE. As China’s HE model has 
become less elitist and more market-influenced, different concepts of returns to 
education have emerged. The introduction of tuition fees from the late 1990s has 
turned university students and their parents into consumers. The benefits of 
education are now directly—although perhaps not proportionally—linked to the 
costs, leading families to prioritize value for money when deciding on HE for 
their children (Mok, 2000). Rising tuition fees over the last decade have 
burdened Chinese families, influencing their evaluation of university studies. 
Since tuition fees have increased much faster than rural incomes (Yang, 2010), 
disadvantaged families are often unable to bear the costs of sending a son or a 
daughter to college (Shen, 2004; Ding, 2004a). With so many families forced to 
make considerable privations to finance their child’s studies, they naturally 
pursue a high return on investment, again contributing to elevated expectations. 

Parental ambitions are another key factor in explaining students’ own 
expectations. According to Luo and Wendel (1999), parents “promote academic 
achievement by transmitting high aspirations to their children. They expect their 
children to excel in life and realize their own unfulfilled dreams” (p. 59). For 
many families these dreams of success depend on receiving the HE that was 
unavailable to previous generations. Since the 1980s, parental pressures have 
been heightened by the dynamics of the one-child policy, as both urban and rural 
families often rely on their child for financial support in their old age, given the 
lack of social safety nets (Tsui & Rich, 2002; Hannum & Kong, 2008). Thus, 
parents often burden their offspring with high expectations that are in turn 
exacerbated by inadequate social welfare provision. 

Adopting an economic perspective, it is clear that structural reform of the 
economy since the 1990s has made unemployment inevitable (Ding, 2004a). 
Chen (2004) explains that the increase in HE graduates has far outstripped the 
ability of the Chinese economy to create suitable jobs. This has lead to a shortage 
of “white collar” positions suited to university leavers (Zhao & Huang, 2010). 
Currently, HE acts as a reservoir, keeping young people out of the employment 
market at a time when migrant workers, high school leavers, and college 
graduates are all competing for a limited number of jobs. In addition, concern 
over unemployment encourages young people to stay in education and postpone 
their entry into the labor market, as studies from other developing countries have 
shown (Understanding Children’s Work Project, 2008, April). Now, elevated 
student expectations persist while the externalities of economic transformation 
have greatly decreased the chances of finding suitable employment. 
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The Need to Change 

The causes of high hopes are multi-faceted and complex, but their results are 
considered more straightforward: Many new graduates aspire to salary, status and 
conditions that are almost impossible to obtain in the current job market, which 
discourages them from accepting less desirable positions (Ding, 2005; Chen & 
Hu, 2008). Current research contends that lowering students’ unrealistically high 
demands should serve to solve their personal employment dilemmas and 
ameliorate the overall situation (Bai, 2006). 

Students’ levels of expectations should drop when projected returns to 
education diminish, as manifested in serious difficulties obtaining suitable 
employment (Ding, 2004a). In spite of the current challenges of finding work, 
significant evidence of any change in expectations has yet to be found. Chen 
(2004), and Zhao and Huang (2010) touched on the subject of student 
expectations, but not in great depth. Fladrich’s (2006) detailed research at a 
lower-level higher education institution (HEI) in Jiangxi Province found only a 
small number of students who recognized the need to modify their unrealistic 
expectations. The aforementioned studies notwithstanding, the paucity of detail 
on changing perceptions at HEIs creates a need for further investigation. 

A change in graduate attitudes is now considered essential to alleviating 
unemployment pressure. In 2009, the Ministry of Education of the People’s 
Republic of China (MOE) announced “Eight Measures Adopted by MOE to Help 
College Graduates Find Jobs” (2009). Measures IV and VIII are particularly 
pertinent as they target steps that students can take to improve their own 
prospects. Measure IV suggests that college graduates start their own business as 
an alternative route to employment, supported by funding and tax breaks. 
Measure VIII explicitly calls on graduates to adjust their expectations in line with 
current employment realities, by accepting any position offered to them and 
preparing to work in a less developed region. 

What does being more realistic actually entail? Media reports often encourage 
students to take the initiative in searching for work and to temper high 
expectations by adopting a low-profile attitude (Xinhuanet, 2010). According to 
Chen and Hu (2008), a re-evaluation of attitudes towards employment, 
specifically focusing on individual competitiveness and flexibility over salary, 
position and location of first jobs is needed. Flexibility over location is crucial to 
securing work, and students should be prepared to relocate to the less developed 
western regions of China (Ding, 2004b). Finally, using informal job search 
channels, e.g., personal connections or recommendations, may be effective. This 
is especially true for less competitive graduates of low-ranked HEIs (Li, Ding, & 
Morgan, 2008). 
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Overall, the existing literature presents a picture of high student expectations, 
rooted in both traditional and contemporary socio-economic, cultural and 
political factors. There is general agreement that when confronted by 
employment realities, unrealistic expectations lead to reluctance to accept jobs 
that are available. Adjusting student expectations to reflect current labor market 
conditions is considered crucial to alleviating unemployment pressure, but as yet 
little evidence of a change in attitude has been found. 

Research Questions 

The preceding discussion shaped the research questions for this investigation, 
which aimed to learn if students were adjusting their expectations and what 
implications attitudinal change might have. 

There were many clear reasons to expect that this investigation would find a 
set of expectations quite different from those of previous studies. Foremost 
among these was the well-publicized situation of graduate unemployment which 
has become increasingly severe in recent years. In 2003, 750 thousand students 
failed to find work upon graduating; this figure had reached almost 2 million by 
2009, or 32% of recent graduates (Zhao & Huang, 2010, p. 2). Confronted with 
this bleak reality, expectations must surely change. 

Expectations should be even lower at some HEIs, as major variations exist 
between the employment prospects they offer. Graduates from top universities 
usually enjoy a favorable employment rate, but the reality at other HEIs is 
completely different. These variations were analyzed by Li, Ding and Morgan 
(2008, p. 690), who reported an overall rate of confirmed employment at 
graduation of over 60%, citing a nationwide 2003 Peking University survey at 
different HEIs. But that general figure included a discrepancy between 
postgraduates (over 80%) and college graduates (over 30%). Adding to this 
picture, Yang (2010, p. 201) found a difference of 20% between the employment 
rates of key universities and locally-administered HEIs. At the bottom of the HEI 
hierarchy, graduates of higher vocational colleges face an employment rate of 
just 55% (Ding, 2005, p. 79), or even less. These figures reflect the importance of 
institutional prestige in the view of employers (Shen, 2004). Conscious of the 
kind of school they attend, students should adjust their expectations accordingly, 
with significant divergence between high and low-ranked HEIs. 

The timing of this investigation provided another reason to anticipate different 
results from earlier investigations. All of the above studies used data that are over 
five years old, during which time the situation has worsened dramatically. This is 
especially relevant in the case of the Peking University survey, as 2003 was the 
first year of large-scale graduate unemployment (Zhao & Huang, 2010). 



Adam B. R. MOORMAN 

 

526

Therefore, a less optimistic range of expectations should exist now. 
Analyzing employment prospects by major, there is further cause to anticipate 

different expectations. Certain courses have been offering such poor prospects as 
to be “unmarketable” (Ding, 2005, p. 79). Among those is English, which in the 
early years of HE reform was one of the most popular subjects. Buoyed by a 
favorable employment market, universities greatly expanded enrollments, 
sacrificing quality and producing a glut of graduates (People’s Daily Online, 
2010). By 2010, English had been transformed from one of the hottest majors 
into one that was cooling rapidly, with the lowest employment rate of all courses 
(Global Times, 2010). English majors have reason to be pessimistic about their 
futures. 

The effect of rising tuition fees on expectations was discussed above. However, 
the current severity of unemployment creates further stimulus for attitudinal 
change. With joblessness a realistic threat, the potential of HE to guarantee social 
mobility and financial returns is now in doubt. This has lead many graduates and 
their families, especially those from disadvantaged backgrounds, to question its 
value and even to regret pursuing further studies (Wang, 2008). With parental 
attitudes slowly changing and becoming less optimistic, students’ expectations 
should also be decreasing. 

In summary, the changing labor market, rising tuition fees, increasing 
dissatisfaction with HE, and the government and media focus on the problem of 
graduate unemployment have had a major impact on today’s college students. 
These important recent developments should have precipitated a change in 
attitude which is both timely and expected. Therefore, a need exists for a nuanced 
investigation into how expectations are changing and what impact this will have 
on the overall situation of graduate unemployment in the near future.  

Approaches and Hypotheses  

Since conditions necessary for an adjustment in expectations clearly exist, the 
process of attitudinal change should now be in progress. Shaped by “government 
announcements, media reports, personal observations and other forms of 
information that may be generated in obscure ways” (Manski, 2004, p. 1368), 
students’ expectations are becoming less optimistic. These considerations shaped 
the first hypothesis. 
 

Hypothesis 1:  Students are conscious of current issues in HE and the labor 
market and therefore worry about future employment prospects. 
 

Students could be expected to explain their concern over employment by citing 
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current problems, such as the elevated number of graduates and overall increase 
in competition, the prestige of the HEI attended, major studied, and the 
qualification awarded. These factors would be assessed differently by the three 
groups used in the study, according to their varying educational situations. 

This study also addressed students’ attitudes toward securing employment 
upon graduation. Guided by Fishbein and Azjen’s (1975) assertion that 
ascertaining intentions is a reasonable way to predict future behavior, it should be 
possible to judge whether or not students’ intentions would translate into changed 
behavior when entering the labor market. Therefore, the above considerations 
helped generate the second hypothesis. 
 

Hypothesis 2:  Students demonstrate a realistic attitude towards finding 
employment. 
 

This realistic attitude might comprise expected jobs, anticipated salary and 
working conditions, job search methods and willingness to accept less desirable 
options. The willingness to consider the specific suggestions of the MOE could 
also be used to measure how realistic students’ attitudes are. 

Research Methods 

The HEIs Involved 
 
The research was conducted at two public HEIs in Xi’an, Shaanxi Province. The 
two institutions were selected by using three criteria: (1) distinctive educational 
environments in which to carry out the investigation; (2) different institutional 
size, status and reputation, attracting a variety of students; and (3) different 
qualifications offered to their graduates. Moreover, both had English departments 
that had undergone major changes in the last decade, coinciding with the 
nationwide HE reform. Finally, as the author had been employed at both HEIs, 
they offered full cooperation and support in the investigation. 

Shaanxi Institute of Education (SIE) is a higher vocational college under the 
administration of the Shaanxi Provincial Education Bureau. Unfortunately, at the 
time of the investigation there was no available information on SIE’s ranking 
position amongst Chinese HEIs. It was originally established as a teacher training 
institute in the 1950s, focusing on in-service training of rural primary and middle 
school teachers from Shaanxi Province. More recently, it has been expanding and 
changing both in terms of courses and in terms of qualifications offered, 
reflecting an overall trend of Chinese HEIs to grow and upgrade. Since 2000, 
SIE has accepted regular undergraduate students based on their NCEE scores. It 
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generally awards students with a three-year diploma, but a small number of 
majors confer a four-year bachelor’s degree. The English Department is one of 
the largest at the institute, with over 600 students and 39 teaching staff. At the 
time of the investigation, SIE was undergoing an inspection as part of a process 
to upgrade the status of the institute to that of a full university. If successful (as 
expected it would be), starting in 2012, SIE would be able to confer four-year 
degrees to graduates of most majors.2 

Xi’an University of Posts and Telecommunications (XUPT) is a 
comprehensive university, awarding both bachelor’s and master’s degrees (in 
selected disciplines). In 2010/11, it was ranked joint-408th out of a total of 600 
HEIs in China (China Alumni Network, 2011). Founded in the 1950s, XUPT was 
for a long time directly managed by the Ministry of Posts and 
Telecommunications. Since 1999, it has been under the administration of the 
Shaanxi Provincial Government, with additional supervision from the Ministry of 
Industry and Information Technology (formerly Ministry of Information 
Industry). Its English department was inaugurated in 1999 and supported the 
other departments, offering College English and other public courses. The 
English Majors’ Department was established in 2003, awarding a BA in English 
to graduates. Although XUPT is much larger than SIE, its English Majors’ 
Department is comparatively small. Currently, there are approximately 150 
students and 8 full-time teaching staff, with no plans for expansion in the near 
future.3  

The different programs and conditions at the two HEIs in the study provided a 
mixed sample of students from three different majors. These were 3-year 
diplomas in English Education and Tourism English at SIE, and a 4-year BA in 
English at XUPT. The corresponding groups of students will be referred to as 
SIEEE, SIETE and XUPT, respectively, for the remainder of this discussion. 
 
Research Design 
 
Before beginning data collection, a pilot study was conducted with a group of 15 
students from SIE. This clarified the main issues to be investigated and the most 
appropriate design for the research tools. The pilot gave rise to a mixed-methods 
approach (Denscombe, 2007) which comprised a questionnaire survey and group 
interviews, generating both quantitative and qualitative data. This kind of 
approach is particularly appropriate when attempting to understand complex 
issues like perceptions and intentions (Millitello & Berger, 2010). 
                                                        
2 All background information on SIE is from the author’s interview with the English 
Department leaders: SIE-1. 
3  Background information on XUPT is from the author’s interview with the English 
Department Dean: XUPT-1. 
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The questionnaire contained three sections of open-ended and closed questions. 
Responses were anonymous, thus a student’s answer could not be traced. Section 
One asked about each student’s background, including age, gender, major, ethnic 
group, hometown (rural/urban), and the education level of the student’s parents. 
Section Two dealt with the student’s experience at college/university. It included 
questions on study motivation, knowledge and skills acquired, knowledge and 
skills thought to be lacking, opinions on tuition fees, and details of how the fees 
were paid. Section Three concentrated on the student’s perceptions of 
post-graduation prospects. Questions addressed the difficulty of finding work, 
type of job desired, salary expectation, job-hunting strategies, willingness to 
relocate or consider alternative employment options, and viewpoint on the 
prospect of temporary unemployment. 

The questionnaires were complimented by interviews that probed the depth 
and complexity of the underlying reasons behind the results. One interview was 
conducted with students from each group included in the investigation (SIEE, 
SIETE, and XUPT). In addition, interviews were carried out with departmental 
leaders at each HEI. In total there were five interviews, all of which were 
recorded and transcribed to facilitate analysis. 
 
Data Collection 
 
All fieldwork was conducted by the author between November 2010 and January 
2011. A total of 178 questionnaires were distributed at the two HEIs: 143 at SIE 
and 35 at XUPT, respectively. This represented half of the 2nd year English 
students at SIE and the entire 2nd year of English majors’ at XUPT. A total of 
168 questionnaires were returned, giving an overall response rate of 94% (93% at 
SIE; 100% at XUPT). The high response rate was probably attributable to the 
classroom setting, in which very few students were absent, and the author’s 
personal relationship with all the participants. In addition, many students 
expressed their interest and satisfaction in communicating their views on subjects 
of great personal relevance. 
 
Limitations 
 
The biggest drawback of the investigation was the difficulty of measuring and 
quantifying complex subjective ideas such as expectations and intentions. Due to 
time and resource constraints, it was beyond the scope of this research to follow 
up the investigation upon students’ graduation to test the link between their 
intentions and their actual behavior. 

The relatively small size of the sample also greatly limited the generalisability 
of the findings. Due to time and resource constraints, it was not possible to 
expand the sample to cover a wider range of participants. Therefore, it was 
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surmised that the qualitative insights of the investigation would, to some degree, 
compensate for the quantitative deficiencies. 

The research was conducted mainly in English, which, as the author’s first 
language, facilitated data collection and analysis. Unfortunately, this made 
language competency an issue as carrying out both the questionnaire and 
interviews in English may have impaired students’ comprehension of the 
questions and limited expression of their views. However, all participants were 
English majors, who should have been able to understand the questionnaire 
without difficulty. Moreover, as the author had a detailed knowledge of the 
students’ English level through working with them in class, every effort was 
taken to suitably word questions in both the questionnaire and interviews. 
Furthermore, translations of certain terms were offered in the questionnaire and 
Chinese language support was given by both the author and participants during 
the interviews. Despite these efforts, it was still possible that students 
misunderstood questions and the results revealed a small number of invalid 
responses, which may have been attributable to language difficulties. 

Finally, it is important to remember that the participants were all second years, 
and their answers may have differed from those of students about to graduate. 
Second year students were chosen because final year students at both HEIs do 
not attend regular classes, instead spending time searching for work. Also, 
students’ ability to communicate in English is usually at its peak during the 
second year of study as it is the last time they have a spoken English class. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Tables 1 and 2 outline the general background of the participants. 
 
Table 1  Gender of Respondents by Frequency 

 SIEEE SIETE SIE total XUPT Overall 

Male 3 3 6 6 12 

Female 108 19 127 29 156 

Total 111 22 133 35 168 

 
Table 2  Home Location of Respondents by Frequency 

 SIEEE SIETE SIE total XUPT Overall 

Rural home 68 21 89 15 104 

Urban home 42 1 43 20 63 

Total 110* 22 132* 35 167* 

Note: *The lower total shows one respondent failed to supply a valid answer. 
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There was an enormous gender bias towards females (over 90%). This 
imbalance is not uncommon for foreign language majors, but differs from the 
norm at Chinese HEIs, where just under half of all students are female (Liu & Li, 
2010, p. 197). All students were between 18 and 22 years of age, with 55% aged 
20. Overall, more than 60% of the students were from rural areas, contrasting 
with the average for Chinese HEIs in which over 85% are from urban areas (Liu 
& Li, 2010, p. 202). Interestingly, the different HEIs had markedly different 
proportions of students from rural and urban backgrounds. A majority of urban 
students at XUPT (57.1%) contrasted with a rural majority at SIE (67.4%). 
Although part of the questionnaire, ethnic group was not significant as only one 
student from the total sample was non-Han. 

Continuing with the general picture, students were asked about their parents’ 
educational background, a key element in expectations (Table 3). 
 
Table 3  Education Level of Parents by Frequency 

SIETE SIEEE SIE total XUPT Overall 
Education level 

M F M F M F M F M F 

None 2 1 3 1 5 2 2 2 7 3 

Primary school 6 10 19 9 25 19 4 2 29 12 

Middle school 9 10 35 35 44 45 10 10 54 55 

High school 5 1 43 44 48 45 13 15 61 69 

College; university 0 0 10 21 10 21 6 6 16 28 

Total 22 110* 132* 35 167* 

Note: M = Mother; F = Father. 
*The lower total shows one respondent failed to give a valid answer. 
 

As Table 3 shows, the modal group was high school graduates, but 47% had a 
lower level of education. While approximately 67% of mothers were middle or 
high school graduates, for fathers the figure was over 74%. Furthermore, the 
proportion of mothers with only a primary school education or less was almost 
21%, much higher than the 9% for fathers. Finally, the comparatively low level 
of mothers’ education was confirmed by the fact that just below 10% had 
attended college, compared to almost 17% for fathers. Overall, this meant 
80−90% of the students were now better educated than their parents. 

An almost identical proportion of respondents at both HEIs rated tuition costs 
as “quite high.” Beyond that, there was a marked difference: 43% of the XUPT 
group considered tuition fees “suitable” in direct contrast with the SIE group, 
35% of whom chose “very high” (Fig. 1, Fig. 2). These discrepancies may be 
explained by the relative proportions of urban and rural students as detailed 
above. This may also relate to how the fees were paid. At SIE, 94% of students 
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had their fees paid by their family, with just under 4% receiving government 
support. This level was much lower than at XUPT, where 17% were in receipt of 
government support. 

 

 
 

Fig. 1  Opinion of Tuition Fees, SIE 

 

 
 

Fig. 2  Opinion of Tuition Fees, XUPT 
 

To assess students’ motivations for pursuing higher education, respondents 
were asked: “What are your main reasons for studying at college?” There were 
five choices and an invitation to include other ideas. The results left no doubt that 
almost all participants were influenced by the promise of social mobility and 
economic gain. Fig. 3 shows the relative distribution of responses across the two 
HEIs and the overall trends, which were quite similar. 

A total of 20 respondents chose the category “other,” giving reasons ranging 
from their affection for previous English teachers to the desire to change their 
lives, but the most commonly cited motivation was the need to live up to parents’ 
expectations. 

Finally, when considering the possibility of pursuing a higher level 
qualification, there was a low of 45% for SIETE and a high of 57% for XUPT. 
This result reflects a stronger nationwide trend for further studies among BA 
students (Lian, 2009). For the SIE groups this would mean a further two years of 
study to obtain a BA, but for the XUPT students it would represent pursuing a 
MA. Overall, this represented quite a clear desire to undertake further studies. 
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Fig. 3  Reasons for Studying at HEI 
 

Testing Hypotheses 

To address the first hypothesis, respondents were asked: “How do you feel about 
your future after graduation?” Fig. 4 shows a majority indicated pessimism about 
their prospects, with well over half either “quite worried” or “very worried.” 

 

 
 

Fig. 4  Students’ Attitude Towards Post-Graduation Future 
 

There was some variation between the two HEIs, but the overall trends were 
very similar: 65% of students at SIE were worried about their futures to some 
degree, and 63% of their counterparts at XUPT shared these feelings. 

To ascertain the reasons behind the lack of optimism and gauge their 
understanding of current employment realities, participants were asked: “Do you 
think it has become more difficult to find a job in recent years?” The question 
asked for an explanation of the answer. As Fig. 5 shows, the results were 
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unambiguous, over 90% answered that the difficulty of finding work was indeed 
increasing. Despite minor variations by major and HEI, there was consensus in 
this perception. These students were well aware of the current graduate 
unemployment problem in China and they were certainly not optimistic, 
supporting hypothesis one. 

 

 
 

Fig. 5  Perceived Difficulty of Finding Work 

 
As this perception of the difficulty of finding employment had implications for 

both hypotheses, the students were asked to explain their answers. From a total 
of 155 respondents who answered “yes,” 144 justified their opinion. By far the 
most common response (63%) was that the number of college graduates had 
risen sharply in recent years. Next was a more generalized belief that competition 
for jobs was increasingly fierce, cited by 25% of participants. The main reasons 
cited are detailed in Table 4. 
 
Table 4  Explanations for Difficulty of Finding Work 

Frequency of responses from (total) 
Reason stated SIE 

(112) 
XUPT 
(32) 

Total 
(144) 

Increasing number of 
graduates 61 30 91 

Increasing competition 25 11 36 

General shortage of 
positions 26 6 32 

Students lack 
ability/experience 13 5 18 

Employers’ requirements 
becoming higher 9 6 15 

 

These results confirm that students were conscious of how HE expansion has 
impacted on their prospects in the form of increased labor market competition. 
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The lack of job opportunities was clearly understood, as confirmed by one SIE 
interviewee: “Nowadays, there are too many graduates but there are few job 
positions”4 (SIE-2). However, participants lacked a deeper understanding of 
issues affecting graduate employment. Although some students referred to 
economic developments such as the global financial crisis of 2008, most of them 
only mentioned increasing numbers of graduates. Therefore, the first hypothesis 
was proven correct, but with some reservations. The majority of students were 
indeed worried about their employment prospects, but only a narrow range of 
reasons were cited to explain these concerns, showing limited understanding of 
current employment realities. 

Next, to test Hypothesis 2 and examine the degree of realism in students’ 
future intentions, they were asked: “What kind of jobs do you plan to apply for?” 
The most common responses have been summarized in Fig. 6. In total, 151 
students mentioned one or more jobs, with 23 failing to mention any particular 
occupation. 

 

 
 

Fig. 6  Intended Job Applications 

 
The general impression was of a rather vague awareness of possible 

employment options, with some exceptions. Specifically, the figures for 
“teacher” were distorted by the large SIEEE sample; the same was true for” tour 
guide” mentioned by 60% of the SIETE cohort. Those two choices were 
unsurprising as SIEEE and SIETE were pursuing vocational diplomas in English 
Education and Tourism English, respectively. The results at XUPT were much 
less clear. There was a noteworthy preference for teaching, over 30%, and to a 
lesser extent becoming a translator or white collar worker, both 18%. Beyond 
that, no options elicited significant support and the fact that almost 30% of 
XUPT students either failed to mention any job or declared themselves ”unsure” 
                                                        
4 The wording of some student quotations has been slightly altered to remove grammatical 
errors. 
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is instructive. The SIE students seemed comparatively realistic in aiming for jobs 
directly related to their major, an attitude not generally shared by the XUPT 
cohort. 

To further test the degree of realism in students’ future intentions, they were 
asked: “Do you think you can get the job you want soon after graduation?” 
Approximately 25% answered positively but most were either unsure or 
unconfident about securing the kind of job they wanted upon graduating. This 
confirmed that the majority realized they might well be unable to get their first 
choice job and could therefore be described as realistic. The data is summarized 
in Fig. 7. 

 

 
 

Fig. 7  Ability to Get Preferred Job upon Graduation 

 
To continue probing the practicality of students’ attitude towards the future, 

they were presented with a scenario that gauged their degree of flexibility: “If 
you cannot get the job you want soon after graduating, what will you do?” Table 
5 summarizes the responses, in which around half of the students intended to 
accept a less attractive position. 

 
Table 5  Intended Action if Unable to Obtain Preferred Job 

 SIETE SIEEE SIE Total XUPT Overall 

Accept a less suitable job 54.5% 48.6% 49.6% 51.4% 50.0% 

Keep looking 22.7% 17.1% 18.0% 8.6% 16.1% 

Stop and wait 9.1% 0.9% 2.3% 0% 1.8% 

Other 4.5% 27.9% 24.1% 0% 19.0% 

Not sure 0% 1.8% 1.5% 0% 1.2% 

No answer 9.1% 3.6% 4.5% 40.0%* 11.9% 

Note: *Affected by a distribution error as detailed above. 
 

Unfortunately, a distribution error affected these results, as evinced by the fact 
that 40% of the XUPT provided no answer. However, interview data confirmed 
the flexibility suggested by the questionnaire responses, encapsulated in the 
words of a female student: “I think first, maybe I would feel frustrated and then I 
would put my levels down to find a job” (XUPT-2). 
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A series of questions directly asked students whether they would consider any 
of the 2009 MOE measures. Overall, around 70% of the respondents indicated 
that they would accept Specifically Designated Teaching Position in a poor area. 
However, this contrasted with the interview findings, to be discussed later. 
Approximately 60% of participants also claimed they would consider starting a 
business, but this again contradicted the interview findings in which the general 
view was that starting a business was very difficult and required skills and 
experience that students lacked. The inconsistency was confirmed by comparing 
this attitude to the earlier data on planned job applications, in which fewer than 
10% expressed interest in managing a business. 

Salary expectations are another key element of a realistic attitude and Fig. 8, 
Fig. 9 and Fig.10 detail the wages students expected from their first job. 

 

 
 

Fig. 8  Expected First Monthly Salary (yuan), SIETE 

 

 
 

Fig. 9  Expected First Monthly Salary (yuan), SIEEE 

 

 
 

Fig. 10  Expected First Monthly Salary (yuan), XUPT 
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Both SIE groups showed comparatively similar views, with over 60% 
expecting a salary of below 2 000 yuan. This contrasted sharply with the XUPT 
students, 67% of whom expected a minimum of 2 000 yuan. This suggests that 
the students studying a BA had much higher expectations than those pursuing a 
three-year diploma, echoing current employment realities (Lian, 2009). As 2009 
average starting wages for university and college graduates were 1 825 yuan and 
1 375 yuan, respectively (Zhao & Huang, 2010, p. 5), we can assert that the SIE 
group was comparatively realistic, unlike the XUPT students. However, it is 
important to note that between 2003 and 2009 average wages for university 
graduates raised by approximately 300 yuan, whereas salaries for college 
graduates experienced almost no change (Li, Morgan, & Ding, 2009, p. 377). 
These factors have influenced the students, partly explaining the difference in 
expectations at the two HEIs. 

Flexibility over working location is another key to a realistic attitude. Table 6 
shows that most students would prefer to work in a large city in their native 
province and that working in a small town or village was unpopular. 
 
Table 6  Preferred Work Location 

Location SIE total XUPT Overall 

Big city in home province 52.6% 57.1% 53.6% 

Hometown 39.1% 28.6% 36.9% 

Big city outside home province 25.6% 57.1% 32.1% 

Abroad 15.8% 25.7% 17.9% 

Small city 11.3% 14.3% 11.9% 

Small town/village  8.3% 2.9% 7.1% 

 
The most notable findings here were that the XUPT cohort showed a strong 

desire to work in a large city, either in their native province or outside. A 
significant number of students hoped to work abroad, which may be unrealistic. 
Also, over 42% of the SIEEE group indicated they would like to work in their 
hometowns, in keeping with the career path of becoming a teacher. 

Students’ intended job search methods are shown in Fig. 11. 
The most notable preference was for using personal recommendations or 

connections, which was common to all groups. The second most popular strategy 
was attending college activities. When compared to some of the other methods, 
both of these options have the advantage of familiarity and the use of personal 
relationships. 

In summary, Hypothesis 2 was only partially proven correct. Students were 
realistic in some, but not all, aspects of their intentions. There was widespread 
realization that it would be very difficult to get the desired job, therefore other 
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Fig. 11  Intended Job Search Methods 
 

options needed to be considered. However, many students had no clear job 
choices in mind and were unrealistic concerning wages. Also, there was still 
limited enthusiasm for moving to a remote location or starting a business, both of 
which are key government strategies. 

Discussion 

The data constructed a picture in which most of the respondents came from 
traditionally disadvantaged groups. Yang (2010) found that students with a 
college-educated mother were four times more likely to receive higher education, 
meaning 90% of the sample was at a disadvantage in that respect (p. 196). 
Moreover, the same study highlighted the urban bias in HEI admissions by 
NCEE scores. Students from the countryside were greatly handicapped by their 
location (Yang, 2010), affecting over 60% of the participants in this survey. 
Shen’s (2004) definition of disadvantaged college students emphasized the 
comparatively weak position of girls in all areas of education and the transition 
to employment. Shen also drew attention to the negative impact of family 
economic constraints, manifested in the difficulty of paying HE tuition fees. At 
SIE, where the concentration of rural female students was high, 85% of the 
students felt tuition fees were “quite high” or “very high.” At XUPT, where over 
half of the students came from urban backgrounds, the figure was 57%. 
Therefore, the SIE students seemed more disadvantaged than those at XUPT. 

Furthermore, students’ backgrounds affect job prospects. Wang and Moffatt 
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(2008) found that rural youths, while as optimistic as their urban peers, were 
prepared to make greater sacrifices to find employment. Bearing in mind Chen 
and Hu’s (2008) observation that “whether to get employed or not … depends 
upon how much the graduates are willing to spend time and spare effort,” (p. 580) 
home location may well prove crucial to labour market outcomes. While the 
current study found little optimism among any group, Fig. 12 offered some 
support for Wang and Moffatt’s (2008) conclusion that rural students are willing 
to accept lower salaries. 

 

 
 

Fig. 12  Expected First Monthly Salary (yuan) 

 
Of the rural respondents, 62.6% expected a starting salary of 2 000 yuan or 

less, compared to 50% for the urban respondents. Nevertheless, the most 
significant correlation was that between HEI, qualification awarded and salary: 
BA students at XUPT expected a considerably higher income than those studying 
for a diploma. Thus, while most participants seemed aware of the difficulties 
they would face, the SIE group adjusted their expectations in terms of concrete 
outcomes such as salary. 

Overall, some clear trends permeated the results of this investigation. 
Foremost was the fact that most participants were pessimistic about their future 
prospects, in contrast to earlier studies. This may be partly explained by the 
drastic deterioration of the graduate employment situation in the years since 
many earlier surveys were completed. The data from this investigation supported 
the assertion that expectations drop as labor market conditions worsen (Ding, 
2004a), suggesting that reality is slowly dampening the optimism of students. 
While students lacked detailed knowledge of labor market changes, they were 
keenly aware that the increased numbers of graduates and the ensuing 
competition have harmed their prospects. Their pessimism was grounded in the 
reality of a bleak situation, suggesting that the crucial lowering of expectations 
was gradually occurring at these HEIs. 
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Analyzing the causes of the high expectations, interview evidence confirmed 
that parental and familial pressures were playing a role. Participants frequently 
mentioned the burden of unrealized dreams inherited from their parents, as 
succinctly expressed by one girl: “They just want me to do what they told me. I 
was overwhelmed sometimes” (XUPT-2). Also, the effect of being an only child 
and knowing that in the future they might have to support their own parents and 
those of their spouse was mentioned by many interviewees. The expectation of 
looking after elderly parents was also cited as a reason for either working locally 
or returning home after working away for a period of time. 

Gender divisions also emerged through this issue and interviewees generally 
agreed that boys had more responsibility to support relatives: “For boys … 
feeding their family is the man’s duty. So … they think salary is so important, but 
for girls it is not” (SIE-1). Unfortunately, the low number of male participants in 
this survey precluded further exploration of this issue. 

The aforementioned pressure and expectations felt by many seemed to 
influence their choices over future jobs. Interview participants from all three 
groups consistently stressed their desire for sufficient free time at work. This is to 
be expected from students who have been studying intensively for years (Crabb, 
2010). Fig. 13 shows that over half of all respondents mentioned free time as one 
of the most important aspects of a job, second overall only to salary. 

 

 
 

Fig. 13  Aspects of Work Considered Important 
 

This could be considered unrealistic as many students may not have the luxury 
of choosing the amount of free time a job offers. 

The flexibility of students’ attitude was more difficult to measure as the real 
test will come when they are actually faced with accepting or declining a position. 
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Nevertheless, there were some encouraging findings, e.g., XUPT interviewees 
agreed that flexibility and adaptability were crucial traits. Moreover, a significant 
proportion of respondents indicated a willingness to accept a salary in the range 
of current starting wages for graduates, especially those at the less prestigious 
SIE. This has positive implications for how graduates will deal with difficult 
employment choices. 

Regarding location, the students were less flexible. A majority hoped to work 
in a big city, believing that cities provided more employment opportunities. 
Many wanted to stay close to home, citing the need to be near friends and family, 
but few showed enthusiasm for going to a small town or village. The interviews 
showed that while students expressed initial enthusiasm over going to a remote 
area to teach, hoping to help disadvantaged children, they also realized that the 
hard realities of daily life in such a place would be very difficult for them. The 
general mood was encapsulated in one student’s opinion: “The job is great, of 
course. But the condition is too bad, very bad” (SIE-2). This has implications for 
the 2009 MOE measures, which stated that: “Graduates should be encouraged to 
work in any place or post (…) particularly in the western regions, remote areas 
and underdeveloped areas where they are badly needed” (Ministry of Education 
of the People’s Republic of China, 2009, para. 8). The participants in the current 
investigation were very reluctant to consider employment in these regions, 
especially for anything other than a short period. 

Similarly, the government initiative to promote entrepreneurship did not 
appeal to many students in this survey. There were contradictory questionnaire 
results over the idea of starting a business, but the interviews left no doubts, 
students felt that they lacked the skills, knowledge and experience to assume the 
risk of managing their own enterprise. In 2009, a mere 0.3% of graduates chose 
to start their own venture (Zhao & Huang, 2010, p. 9) and the students at both 
HEIs showed little inclination to join them. Therefore, there must be doubts over 
the potential of this policy to ease graduate unemployment problems. 

Another area of mismatch between graduates and the labor market concerned 
the skills and attributes considered valuable. Graduate recruiters have stressed 
the need for creativity, adaptability and a commitment to continued learning and 
development in the workplace (Velde, 2009). When identifying the skills most in 
demand, the participants in the current investigation generally chose work 
experience, professional knowledge and the ability to work hard. Communication 
skills were also highlighted, and the XUPT students emphasized the need to 
maintain good relations with co-workers through interpersonal skills developed 
at college. However, communication skills were not considered as important 
overall as the three aforementioned attributes. Although employers rarely 
prioritize work experience, students were under the false impression that it would 
be vital, in common with Velde’s findings. 
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Intended job search strategies showed that many participants expected to rely 
on guanxi (personal connections), through which students’ friends or relatives 
might use their influence to help them secure a job. Several interviewees 
mentioned common guanxi practices; some spoke of relatives in influential 
positions who could help them find work, while others stressed the importance 
of gift-giving when applying for a position (XUPT-2; SIE-2). These methods 
may prove effective for some, especially students studying a vocational diploma 
(Li, Ding, & Morgan, 2008), which was the majority of respondents in this 
investigation. But for rural students these connections are often poorly developed 
(Wang & Moffatt, 2008) and SIE interviewees seemed aware of this, claiming 
that it would be difficult for them to find employment away from their 
home-based personal networks. Huang (2008) cautioned that the effectiveness of 
guanxi is limited in some employment sectors, generally only enhancing an 
already strong application rather than strengthening a weak one. Therefore, 
students need to be cautious when exploiting personal connections and should 
diversify their methods when searching for jobs, as suggested by Chen and Hu 
(2008). 

Regarding the jobs that participants actually aspired to, the data suggests that 
the students were somewhat unclear at this stage of their studies. The SIEEE and 
SIETE groups showed a strong inclination towards working as teachers or tour 
guides, reflecting the vocational nature of their studies. SIEEE and XUPT groups 
considered teaching stable, relatively well paid and with a lot of free time. This 
reflects the resurging popularity of teaching jobs in the last two years, especially 
among female graduates (Ding, 2010). Becoming a tour guide was less popular, 
but was still considered interesting and promising work, due to the development 
of tourism in Shaanxi Province. For the XUPT cohort though, there was no clear 
orientation. After teaching, the other jobs mentioned seemed closer to 
vaguely-defined hopes rather than concrete expectations. By choosing white 
collar the students seemed to be expressing a class aspiration rather than an 
actual job, as the term could cover a variety of occupations. During the XUPT 
interview, students explained the difficulty of joining the civil service, first 
through the competitive examination; and second, the need to present a gift to the 
right person. These factors may help to explain why over half of the XUPT group 
expressed a desire to continue studying. 

Beyond students’ vaguely-defined aspirations, there was an acceptance that 
they may be forced to accept an unattractive first job. There was almost universal 
agreement over the need to initially secure a job, which could then be used as a 
platform for developing skills and accumulating experience. In the words of one 
SIEEE student: “First, find a job. Second, find a good job. Then make money” 
(SIE-2). A girl from SIETE held that: “If you have a job, you are lucky. Don’t 
pay (…) attention to your salary” (SIE-3). Finally, an XUPT student offered the 
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most succinct summary of all: “One goal: Find a job” (XUPT-2). The realization 
that expectations must be lowered was almost universal. 

Concluding Remarks 

The current investigation was relatively small in scope, focusing only on English 
major students in one city, and at only two HEIs. Moreover, without the concrete 
outcomes of the students’ career choices after graduation to compare with their 
expectations, the data could not make reliable predictions about the effect of this 
graduating group on the problem of graduate unemployment. However, the 
results have presented a sketch of how these students perceived the rapidly 
shifting economic and social realities that surround them. 

This research has proven that, as predicted by other authors, the expectations 
of students are gradually converging with the realities of a fiercely intense labor 
market. Students were pessimistic about their prospects and many were preparing 
to accept an unattractive first job. The belief was widespread that upon 
graduation it would initially be necessary to find a job, regardless of suitability, 
before worrying about other considerations. 

However, the investigation identified several areas where considerable gaps 
between students’ changing expectations and reality remained. Rural students 
were generally more realistic than urban ones. Also, while vocational students at 
SIE had a relatively clear idea of their options after graduating and were 
expecting low salaries, their counterparts at XUPT studying for a BA hoped for 
higher wages; were unsure about career paths; and often considered postponing 
work by continuing their education. This may indicate that those having the most 
difficulty adapting to the changing conditions in education and the labor market 
are those in the third tier of the HEI hierarchy, who have aspirations more suited 
to those at prestigious universities. These students seemed just high enough on 
the educational ladder to still cling to outdated hopes. A fruitful area of future 
research would be to compare the differences in expectations between this cohort 
and those from middle ranking HEIs to see who is adapting better. 

The data also have implications for recent MOE efforts to alleviate the 
pressures of graduate unemployment. Despite supporting the goal of going where 
they are needed, students seemed only willing to consider moving to poor areas 
for a short period. It is unsurprising that few were eager to accept a teaching 
position in a remote village where conditions are very harsh. Also, few appeared 
willing to start their own businesses after graduating, given the risks involved 
and their lack of experience. MOE measures to better inform graduates of 
employment realities were having some effect, but they have not acted as an 
incentive to consider one of these alternative employment routes. Ding (2005) 
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contends that: “University graduates are perfectly capable of relying on their own 
intelligence to go where they are needed in order to successfully find a career”  
(p. 81). However, a change in incentives may be necessary before more are 
willing to “go west.” 

Today, it is clear that: “Unlike in the past, attending university is no longer a 
guaranteed route to upward social mobility” (Zhao & Huang, 2010, p. ii). 
Notwithstanding the fact that even a modest position such as that of a primary 
school teacher would represent progress for many of the participants, most 
students realized that their education was not a guarantee of wealth and stability. 
This was especially true at the lower level HEI, and future research could address 
how this recognition is filtering up through the hierarchy of Chinese HEIs. 

In summary, the picture of students’ expectations at the two HEIs was more 
complex than often portrayed. Most students were not selfish, over confident or 
unrealistic. Instead they could be described as optimistic realists, i.e., hoping for 
the best in a world where the burden of expectation on them sometimes distorts 
their interpretation of a very challenging employment environment. Caught in the 
“price scissors” of low wages and rising living costs (Xinhuanet, 2010), students 
sometimes hope for more than can realistically be obtained. 

Overall, students from 3-year colleges and rural backgrounds seemed to be 
adapting more readily to the difficult realities they face than some of their urban 
counterparts, especially those at regular 4-year universities. However, merely 
changing students’ attitudes will not be sufficient to solve the problem of 
graduate unemployment. It is beyond students’ power to alter parental and 
societal pressures, macroeconomic factors and labor market realities, all of which 
contribute to the current difficulties for graduates. Accordingly, a wide range of 
policy solutions will need to be explored before any major improvement can be 
realized. 
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