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Abstract 

Increasing competitiveness in the graduate employment field combined with growing numbers 
of degree bearing applicants means that gaining employment after completing university 
studies can be a lengthy and complex undertaking. This is even more the case for students who 
do not have ready access to the social or family capital often required for successful 
employment, such as those who are first in their family to attend university. This article reveals 
hidden tensions within the post-graduation employment market when this is negotiated 
without the benefit of necessary capitals required to do so successfully. Drawing on interview 
and survey data from recent first in family graduates and alumni in Australia, the ways in which 
they negotiated employment was explored. This exposed an alternative perspective on 
graduate employment that highlights the somewhat ‘hidden’ inequities and unfair expectations 
within a hyper competitive job market. Participants’ written and spoken reflections reveal the 
ways in which the graduate landscape is far from being an ‘even playing field’. The perspectives 
presented contribute to broader understanding about the difficulties of moving towards desired 
employment goals or social mobility particularly when intangible relational and personal 
capitals are needed. Such insights are needed to inform both policy and practice globally, 
particularly as nation states come to terms with the repercussions of the current health crisis. 
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Introduction  

This paper reports on research conducted in Australia which drew upon the experiences of alumni 
and graduating students navigating the post-graduation employment landscape. Globally, there has 
been a significant increase in the number of students undertaking university study and graduating 
with a degree qualification (Marginson, 2016; OECD, 2001). Undoubtedly, this increase in formal 
university qualifications has led to a greater diversity of students attending university and also has 
clear implications for graduate employment. For example, the rise in student numbers has not been 
matched by employer demand, resulting in an oversupply of graduates and intensified competition 
for employment across the world, including in Europe, North America, China and India (Allen et al., 
2013; Purcell et al., 2013; Roulin & Bangerter, 2013). Within Australia, the sheer volume of students 
graduating and their increased diversity has not been addressed in directed or targeted policy or 
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practices. Hence, this study sought to consider qualitatively the postgraduate experiences of one 
such diverse cohort namely those students who are the first in their families to attend university.   

An existing and comprehensive body of literature and research articulates the university experiences 
of students who are the first member of their family, and in some cases their community, to attend 
university. The term ‘first in family’ (FiF) is being used in this paper to refer to those students who 
are the first in their immediate family, including parents, partners, children and siblings, to 
undertake a higher-education qualification. The FiF student group is a growing cohort in university 
populations globally and are regarded as collectively encountering additional and often invisible 
obstacles as they move through university (Longwell-Grice et al., 2016; O'Shea et al., 2017). Even a 
superficial review of the existing literature points to how this student population is generally 
problematised as somehow disadvantaged compared to other higher education participants 
(Luzeckyj et al., 2011; Mehta, Newbold, & O’Rourke, 2011; Spiegler & Bednarek, 2013). 

Within Australia, the statistical data relating to the FiF cohort is somewhat flawed, largely due to 
variances in data collection and issues around how FiF status is defined. Currently, Australian higher 
education institutions collect this data at enrolment by requesting the highest educational level of 
students’ parents. Anecdotally students, particularly older students, have reported that this question 
is left unanswered as it is deemed to be unrelated to an individual’s educational pursuits. Such 
ambiguity has led to a call for this status to be more explicitly extrapolated in equity data (Patfield, 
Gore, & Weaver, 2020). What we do know is that approximately half the university student 
population in Australia (51%) are derived from FiF backgrounds (defined by parental educational 
levels) which is close to the OECD mean average of 53% (Spiegler & Bednarek, 2013). Yet enrolments 
at individual universities, particularly those in regional locations, often exceed this percentage with 
some institutions anecdotally reporting up to 70% of their student population as the first in their 
families to attend. The large numbers of FiF students means that this population merits close 
research attention, particularly in terms of their educational outcomes and employment 
destinations. 

While the literature indicates the ways in which FiF students have a differentiated experience during 
transition into and through studies, compared to their second or third generation peers (Pascarella 
et al., 2004; Spiegler & Bednarek, 2013) it is less clear what happens once this cohort leaves 
university and enters the graduate job market. The research outlined in this paper was designed to 
provide insights from the perspectives of two groups: those who were near completion or graduates 
anticipating future employment; and FiF alumni reflecting upon their transition into the work 
environment. Drawing upon interviews and surveys, this unique combination of perspectives 
provides a ‘close-up’ analysis of the ‘hidden tensions’ that participants reflected upon. Based upon 
students’ richly descriptive insights, some recommendations are offered which are particularly 
pertinent in this pandemic period with anticipated high rates of unemployment and under-
employment, combined with potentially greater levels of university participation. To contextualise 
the data that follow, the next sections consider the characteristics of the employment landscape 
with specific reference to the experiences of students from more diverse backgrounds.  

Context 

The contemporary graduate marketplace 

The graduate employment market has become increasingly competitive both within Australia and on 
a more global scale due to massification of higher education and the changed world of work (Roulin 
& Bangerter, 2013). National graduate surveys conducted across a range of countries indicate 
significant numbers of graduates remain unemployed in the short and medium term; that is, they 
are available for employment but unable to find full-time, part-time or casual employment (QILT, 
2018). For example, in the UK, approximately 5.1% of graduate survey respondents (n=412,300) 
were unable to find paid work (HESA, 2017), while in Australia this figure was 13% of respondents 
(n=120,564), or a total of 15,673 graduates (QILT, 2018). Positively, most of these people do manage 
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to find employment within 3-5 years with unemployment rates for graduates in the medium term 
much lower in NZ (3%), the US (3%) and Australia (3.6%) (NCES, 2018a, 2018b; QILT, 2018; 
Universities New Zealand, 2018).  

Despite eventually obtaining employment, evidence suggests that many graduates are not fully 
utilising their knowledge, experience, skills and university qualifications in post-graduation 
employment. High numbers of employed graduates in Australia report that they are not being 
employed in occupations requiring ‘a level of skill commensurate with a bachelor degree or higher’ 
(QILT, 2019, p. 23). This situation is echoed in the UK, where 15% of graduates did not obtain a 
professional job in the medium term; instead graduates are over represented in sales and customer-
service occupations (HESA, 2017). A reasonably high proportion of Australian students also report 
that their qualification was ‘not at all important’ (22.6%) or ‘not that important’ (14.5%) for their 
employment (QILT, 2019). Similarly, in the UK, the importance of graduates’ qualification in gaining 
their current employment was ranked as ‘not very important’ (21.2%) or ‘not important’ (15.5%) 
(HESA, 2018).  

While these statistics provide some insight into the contemporary job market, such surveys do not 
provide detail of who these people are or why they did not obtain degree relevant work straight 
after their studies. Navigating the postgraduate landscape is a complex venture, arguably 
exacerbated for those students who experience cumulative or multiple forms of disadvantage and 
are impacted by material or social factors. Within Australia, the likelihood of unemployment 
increases when a graduate is from multiple equity groups1. Such multiplicity informs the 
characteristics of employment, including sector, type of employer, role, contract and means of 
finding work (Richardson, Bennett, & Roberts, 2016). Specifically, graduates from the top three 
socio-economic (SES) quartiles are estimated to be 1.2 times more likely to be employed than those 
from the bottom socio-economic quartile, with the latter also experiencing more tenuous work 
situations (Richardson et al., 2016). Indeed, the Australian study by Richardson and colleagues points 
to how graduates from many disadvantaged groups are generally clustered within the sub-fields of 
broad disciplines that are arguably regarded as lower-status occupations, most of which attract 
lower remuneration. 

Without doubt, employment is a key reason for students to enter higher education: gaining a 
productive or rewarding job after graduation is an important outcome of completion. Within 
Australia and beyond, the call to ‘widen participation’ in the higher education sector and the 
associated participation targets, has resulted in a more diverse population of students encouraged 
to apply for university studies (Bradley et al., 2008). Yet, this focus on access has not necessarily 
been matched by a rigorous assessment of how these students fare post-graduation (Pitman et al., 
2019). Whilst countries such as Australia, the UK and the US have all engaged in strategies designed 
to increase student participation rates, the focus on post-graduation targets, particularly for equity 
students, has lacked sustained or deep analysis.  

The research detailed in this paper sought to investigate this graduate experience from the 
perspective of the actual learners. There is little research that focuses explicitly on the narratives of 
graduating students and alumni who are first in their families to attend university and as such, enter 
the post-graduate employment market. By providing details of this transition into employment, this 
paper contributes to the ways in which we prepare students from more diverse backgrounds for 
employment post-graduation. 

University and beyond: First in family equity student experiences 

To understand how FiF students experience the graduate landscape, it is necessary to first consider 
the ways in which university participation may have been experienced for this cohort. This is not to 

                                                           
1 There are six identified equity groups: students from low socio-economic backgrounds; students with a 

disability, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, non-English speaking background students, rural and 

remote students and women studying in non-traditional areas 
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say that all FiF students have similar experiences or contexts, but rather to acknowledge that this 
cohort may have differentiated experiences compared to their second or third generation peers. 
One way this difference is manifested is through sense of belonging, which may be less developed 
compared to learners who have a previous familial connection with the university. Ball, Davies, 
David and Reay (2002) explain that transgenerational family scripts or ‘inheritance codes’ (p. 57) play 
into a greater sense of entitlement to be a university student. When such educational memories are 
not present within the family, students may struggle to understand the inner workings of the 
institution. In previous research (O’Shea, 2016), this mismatch in belonging was described by 
commencing FiF as a form of uncertainty related to university language, expectations and protocols 
of behaviour (p. 62). Such variances may make the FiF cohort particularly vulnerable to attrition and 
disengagement from the university setting as attendance requires additional effort to understand 
the somewhat ‘hidden’ rules of engagement. 

The shared rules and relationships that govern different social spaces or ‘fields’ can only be 
translated if an individual has access to particular forms of capital, which can be economic or 
cultural, the latter defined by family or social position (Bourdieu, 1986). The concept of capital has 
been rigorously applied to understandings of power and domination, and the social theorist, Pierre 
Bourdieu (1930-2002) has identified various forms, which include social, cultural and symbolic 
capital; with the latter generated though manifestations of prestige. Understanding how the 
university setting is constructed as a social space reveals how social reproduction can be played out 
in subtle and taken for granted ways. Drawing on the qualitative experiences of students who are 
from a greater diversity of backgrounds can then provide insights into how these institutions may act 
as a type of ‘sorting machine’ that selects students according to an implicit social classification and 
reproduces the same students according to an explicit academic classification (Naidoo, 2004, p. 459). 

One example of this ‘sorting machine’ in action relates to participation in extracurricular activities 
whilst at university (Moreau & Leathwood, 2006; Pollard, 2018). The uptake and selection of 
internships is reported as being lower for students from more financially disadvantaged backgrounds 
(Ashley et al., 2015). A key inhibitor to participating in these opportunities is the high economic cost 
of undertaking an internship, as many do not attract any remuneration (Montacute, 2018). Within 
Australia, approximately 87% of internships are unpaid (Interns Australia, 2018). Yet undertaking 
these types of work experience is increasingly recognised as a key resource for boosting 
employability and obtaining post-graduation employment (FYA, 2018). Undoubtedly, employers seek 
out employees who have had experience relevant to the professional field. However, the cost of 
participating in these activities makes them largely inaccessible to those with ongoing financial 
commitments, such as students with part-time work responsibilities or student-carers. Simply, 
learners from more affluent or financially stable backgrounds enjoy a greater choice of placements 
because they have greater resources to draw upon (Allen et al., 2013).  

However, financial reasons are not the only rationale for individuals electing not to participate in 
these opportunities. Learners from more diverse backgrounds may not take advantage of internships 
as a result of inadvertently playing the degree ‘game’ according to outdated rules. Bathmaker, 
Ingram and Waller (2013) draw upon Bourdieu’s concept of ‘having a feel for the game’ and relate 
this to post-graduate employability. To ‘play the game’ effectively within the employment field, 
learners increasingly require additional skills and knowledges beyond those provided solely through 
degree content. These are often ‘soft skills’ acquired through participating in additional 
extracurricular opportunities including internships and work placements. However, when students 
have limited exposure to the higher education field this may cause some to believe that success in 
employment is wholly dictated by their degree results, with sole focus on the degree at the expense 
of other opportunities to develop skills and knowledge. In other words, for students who may be the 
first in their families or from lower SES backgrounds, achieving high grades in the degree program 
may be considered to be the key ingredient to attaining future employability (Bathmaker et al., 
2013). This perspective overlooks the volatility and expansion of the market, suggesting a 
fundamental mismatch between these learners’ expectations and the realities of the graduate job 
market.  
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Overall, the twenty-first century job market is both diverse and competitive with new and 
unanticipated work roles emerging all the time. However, in the most immediate period, an 
unforeseen disruption has occurred which further delineates and impacts upon this environment. 
The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic heralded transformations both in the capacity for people to 
actually work and the availability of jobs. The next section reflects upon the emerging trends in 
postgraduate employment as we navigate the current health crisis. 

Graduate employment in the age of pandemic 

COVID-19 has impacted every facet of life including the employment market, which is witnessing a 
massive global decline in the availability of work, resulting in escalating unemployment rates. This is 
a worldwide crisis and as a result, students at all stages of their education are experiencing some 
form of disadvantage, exacerbated by forced school closures, community lockdowns and also, 
ongoing economic uncertainty (Drane, Vernon & O’Shea, 2020). However, in the midst of this 
pandemic it is the higher education sector that is recognised as providing possible routes during and 
beyond COVID, characterised as the ‘engine rooms of prosperity’ which provide the ‘new ideas, new 
skills and new jobs to power the economic and social recovery’ (Universities Australia, 2020, 
paragraph 11). Unfortunately, this is likely to be a long road back to recovery with three quarters of 
graduate employment in fields likely to be impacted by this crisis (Norton, 2020). 

Akkermans, Richardson and Kraimer (2020) refer to COVID-19 as instigating a ‘career shock’ which is 
defined as a hugely disruptive or extraordinary event that causes long-term consequences to choices 
and planning related to careers. While the immediate repercussions of this event have been 
somewhat buffeted by the introduction of Government support payments in many countries (e.g. 
UK, Australia, Canada), this type of funding is simply a ‘band aid’ solution to address the most urgent 
events caused by mass unemployment. While still in the midst of this event, what we do know is that 
it is people aged 20-29 years that have borne the brunt of COVID, with reports that between March 
14 and June 27 there was an 8% loss in payroll jobs for this age cohort (FYA, 2020, p. 24). Overall, the 
health dilemma has thrown into sharp relief how fragile work can be for many workers, across a 
large number of industries (FYA, 2020, p. 31). 

COVID-19 had immediate impacts on the higher education system, commencing with changes to 
how employers engaged with students and the recruitment processes linked to graduate 
employment (Reidy, 2020). With the mass move to online learning, many universities have had to 
adapt, offering virtual internships and also, more expansive career advice including mental and 
health assistance. Undoubtedly it is those students with limited material, financial and familial 
resources that will be hardest hit by this epidemic. COVID-19 has exposed some of the most 
pervasive and underlying inequities in the education system (Drane et al., 2020). Those students 
who rely on casual part-time work to engage in their studies have felt the most immediate impact, 
but repercussions will also be apparent for graduates at all stages of their career. While the research 
outlined in this paper occurred prior to COVID-19, the areas of analysis may be usefully applied to 
this health crisis. The focus on how students qualitatively manage the transition to work and the 
ways in which their FiF status and additional equity demographics impact on this transition provides 
deeply descriptive insights into the nature of this trajectory. Purposely moving away from statistical 
evidence and instead focussing on student narrative provides unique understanding of what needs 
to change to improve graduate outcomes for equity learners generally.  

Methodology  

The research outlined in this paper was designed to specifically consider whether patterns of 
disadvantage persist after graduation (Richardson et al., 2016, p. 8). Research indicates how choices 
related to education including what to study and where to enrol, are highly differentiated (Edwards 
& McMillan, 2015; Reay, 2016). These choices have been linked to class and social demarcations, 
with students from more disadvantaged backgrounds frequently choosing institutions which they 
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feel are closer geographically and socially (Reay, David, & Ball, 2001) and, similarly choosing career 
focus based on familiarity rather than aspirational fit (Shergold et al., 2020). If educational choices 
can be linked to students’ access to economic and cultural resources, the question this research 
sought to explore was the ways in which demographic factors, such as first in family status, influence 
or impact graduate outcomes for certain student cohorts.  

This Australian study occurred in 2019 and engaged with recent graduates, alumni and also key 
stakeholders to consider the ways in which graduate employment was considered (current students 
and stakeholders) and critically reflected upon (Alumni). This article focuses on the data collected 
with students and alumni (n=257), all of whom were first in their families to attend university, and 
addresses the overarching research questions: How do learners from intersecting equity categories 
enter the employment market, and how is this ‘entry to employment’ experienced at an individual 
qualitative level? This was a convenience sample with participants recruited through email sent via 
peak bodies, universities and student equity and support services. This approach to recruitment may 
have had implications for the participants who elected to be involved, targeting a cohort perhaps 
more highly engaged with their institution compared to others who may have disengaged due to 
disillusionment or disappointment in their student and postgraduate experience.  

A total of 225 FiF alumni completed a survey with questions ranging from seeking details about work 
experiences post-graduation through to perceived usefulness of the degree, personal changes since 
graduation and feelings of preparedness after completing their study. In addition to these open 
questions (n=20) the survey also included 20 closed questions all of which included text boxes for 
additional details. The opportunity to include descriptive detail meant that the alumni surveys were 
very rich and detailed, including respondents from across age groups and also, disciplines as Table 1 
demonstrates. 

Table 1: Alumni – Distribution by Age/Gender and Discipline Area (n=2042) 

Age / 
Gender 

Bus3 EIS HASS Science Law Educ 
(HASS) 

Nurs 
(Science) 

PhD Multi Totals 

21 to 25           

female 2  6 3  1 1   13 

male 1 1  1 1 1    5 

26 to 30           

female 6 1 20 6  4 1 1 3 42 

male  3 4 3 2 1  4 2 19 

31 to 40           

female 6 1 13 7  3 3 2 2 37 

male 3 9 6 5 1   1 1 26 

not stated         1 1 

41 to 50           

female 4 1 4 2  4 1 2  18 

male 6 1  2  1  2  12 

over 51           

female 7  6 2  3 6 2  26 

male 1  1 1  1  1  5 

Totals  36 17 60 32 4 19 12 15 9 204 

Aside from all being the first in their family to attend university, participants were also invited to 
identify additional demographic data. In both surveys and interviews, participants could indicate 
membership of the following groups: 

                                                           
2 Only the 204 who gave their age AND gender are included in this table 
3 Legend: Bus – Business, EIS – Engineering/Information Systems, HASS – Humanities, Arts, Social Sciences, 
Education (separated from HASS), Nursing (separated from Sciences), Multi – across 2 or more discipline areas 
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 Student who identifies as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) 

 Student with a disability (Dis) 

 Student from a low socio-economic background (LSES) 

 Student from a rural or isolated area (RR) 

 Student from a non-English speaking background (NESB) 

 Student from a refugee background (Ref) 

 Student from a working-class background (WC) 

Respondents could elect more than one category and responses indicated the diversity of this 
cohort, with many identifying multiple categories. For example, just over 45.5% identified as being 
from working class backgrounds, whilst 14% regarded themselves from a low-socio economic 
environment and just over 9% were derived from regional, rural and remote areas, as detailed in 
Figure 1.  

 

 

Figure 1: Diverse Backgrounds as Identified by Participants (who could identify more than 

one category) 

The survey and interviews were de identified, and all data, including interview transcripts and survey 
responses were imported into NVivo12, where line-by-line coding was conducted across all sources. 
Common themes were identified, and these emergent nodes were carefully investigated using the 
NVivo Query function, which allowed the data to be ‘sliced’ according to participant, mode of 
response and key demographics. The queries run on the project included matrix coding, word-
frequency counts and compound coding searches. Interrogating the data according to different 
items and perspectives provided a much deeper understanding of the broad field of graduate 
employment experiences, which was further grounded in the theoretical lens adopted for this study. 
The rigour of this project was assured by member checking of all interview transcripts, regular 
investigator meetings to ensure triangulation of data, as well as a detailed audit trail housed in the 
NVivo12 file that recorded field notes, investigator reflections, codes and themes.  

Theoretically, this project drew upon the work of Bourdieusian social theory, focussing on the 
concept of capital in recognition that the social world is not simply based upon economic wealth, but 
a complex interplay between non-economic assets, termed cultural capital, for how social groups 
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acquire status and indulge in practices of domination and exclusion (Prieur, Rosenlund, & Skjott-
Larsen, 2008, p. 46). Importantly, Bourdieu’s work recognises that individuals have different capital 
packages and that different capitals have diverse values depending on the field in which the 
individual is operating. Certain types of capital result in different forms of advantage so even whilst 
these participants had achieved the symbolic capital associated with obtaining a degree, it was 
necessary for them to know how to convert this type of capital successfully within the graduate 
employment field (Hart, 2012). This research was specifically interested in analysing the ways in 
which participants both considered the capitals required within the graduate employment field and 
the ways in which various capitals were drawn upon in the pursuit of employment. 

The next sections consider this rich data in relation to three broad themes that emerged from 
analysis, as follows: 

 Unspoken differences in the post-graduate job field.  

 Being the ‘first’ and post-university options. 

 Achieving success in the post-graduate field. 

To further contextualise the findings and the participants, each quote is followed by brief 
demographic details of the respondent as indicated in the survey or interview. All quotes from 
interviews are identified with pseudonyms whilst surveys are identified with a survey number.  

Findings and discussion 

Unspoken differences in the post-graduate job field  

Both alumni and recent graduates reflected at length about the various issues and negotiations they 
encountered when moving from the university sector into graduate employment. These issues were 
both external and internal to participants; the former largely relating to financial issues and 
geography. Most respondents experienced some level of economic distress and as a result needed 
to work to support their academic pursuits. However, this restricted access to material resources 
impacted not only their experiences within the degree but also the choices they had after 
graduation:  

Lack of finances, difficulties finding employment. Moving 16 hours away to a remote rural 
town just to obtain employment in my area of study. Solved the finances and employment 
problem, caused many others including isolation, depression, insomnia and anxiety 
(Female, 21-25, Nursing, WC, graduated 5yrs, #694). 

Many graduates also experienced geographic limitations. Being willing to move for work was a 
requirement for a number of the alumni and graduates, and often this movement was expressed in 
terms of loss, a necessary but somewhat unwelcome decision, the following quote speaks to these 
challenges:  

The painful truth is that living in a regional area means that my qualifications are not 
directly relevant to the work that is available here…so the only way to achieve any type of 
career progression…is to relocate to a metropolitan area — something I am unwilling to do 
while my children are in school. It is a difficult thing to reconcile at times (Female, 31-40, 
Arts, RR, WC, LSES, graduated 2yrs, #87). 

Both the financial and geographic restrictions faced by graduates from equity backgrounds has been 
considered in the literature (Burke, et al., 2017; Cardak et al., 2017; O’Shea & Delahunty, 2018; 
Pollard, 2018) but what is less considered are the invisible or ‘unspoken’ issues graduates from more 
diverse backgrounds may encounter in the employment field. The respondents in this study 

                                                           
4 All surveys were anonymous but each was allocated a number to which demographic data and responses are 
attached. 



O’Shea, S., Groves, O., & Delahunty, J. (2021). ‘...having people that will help you, that know the ropes and have walked that road before 
you’: How does first in family status impact graduates in the employment field?  Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate 
Employability, 12(2), 36–50. 44   

 

reflected upon a number of issues that were experienced at a more personal or embodied level. 
Despite the diversity of participants, commonality of experience was noted.  

One of the key areas identified was a lower sense of belonging that both impacted on seeking 
employment in the field and workplace experiences. Lower levels of belonging have been noted in 
relation to FiF students during the transition into, and initial movement through, university 
(Longwell-Grice, et al., 2016; Longwell-Grice & Longwell-Grice, 2008; Martin, 2015) but little is 
known about how these impact on outcomes after graduating. The graduates and alumni reflected 
upon a pervasive ‘imposter syndrome’, often discussing how this affected employment outcomes or 
even perceived opportunities.  

Aleisha, for example, spoke at length about perceived but unspoken ‘differences’ to those around 
her. Aleisha had returned to university studies later in life, had a young family and described herself 
as not very worldly and from a background that didn’t include broad cultural things. In the final 
stages of a post-graduate teaching degree she described her experiences of working within schools, 
recognising these perceived limitations keenly in her current employment, explaining:  

sometimes now where I’m working, listening to teachers that maybe came from more 
affluent kinds of families – they’re talking about when they did overseas study trips or that 
they holidayed in Sweden, just all these things where they have that global experience I 
suppose. I don’t really have anything to connect with that and … I think that’s something 
that I am lacking (Aleisha, 40, Education, NESB). 

This theme of feeling like an imposter also occurred across a range of responses in the alumni 
survey. Such perceptions appeared to be an inherent constraint that did not necessarily diminish 
even after gaining employment. There was a sense of shame in some of the descriptions, in that 
perceptions of difference were almost something that needed to be hidden, or internalised and 
never spoken about. This is summed up by one survey respondent who explained that the imposter 
syndrome was persistently internalised as a fear of being exposed as a fraud (Female, +51, Business, 
WC, graduated 1yr, #130). Another described feeling like I cheated my way in and that I don't really 
have the smarts to be here (Female, 31-40, Business, graduated 12 yrs, #208). Such low levels of 
belonging did not necessarily diminish after gaining a degree. One respondent described feeling like 
an outsider if you do not have the right background and then goes onto explain that I cannot 
magically summon an acceptable backstory and a supportive environment just by graduating - those 
pressures remain and take a toll (Female, 41-50, Science, Dis, WC, graduated 17yrs, #70). 

Undoubtedly, educational history and family background played into this sense of difference or not 
belonging. The next section explores in more depth what participants perceived as being the impacts 
of their FiF status on their choices and opportunities after graduation. 

Being the ‘first’ and post-university options 

As previously mentioned, participants in this study self-identified as being the first in their 
immediate family to attend university. This status impacted individuals in different ways but one key 
theme that emerged was in relation to access or understanding of certain knowledges or capitals, 
referred to as ‘insider knowledges’. We use the term ‘insider knowledge’ to convey understanding or 
familiarity about certain ways of behaving that are often regarded as being accepted or taken for 
granted, and these assumptions are rarely made explicit. Not having this type of knowledge can lead 
to levels of inequity, impacting individual’s success or achievement within different domains 
(Crozier, Reay, Clayton, Colliander, & Grinstead, 2008; O’Shea, 2020). In this study, the term (insider 
knowledge) is used to refer to implicit knowledge capitals that may influence the experiences of FiF 
students within the graduate employment market.  

Focussing on the alumni surveys, comments included reflecting on not having a ‘knowledgeable 
other’ to ask questions of or obtain advice from. This was a recurrent theme as many lamented the 
limited guidance they received, particularly as they moved from university study and attempted to 
break into the employment market. The knowledges (or lack thereof) varied from not having applied 
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skills such as preparing for an interview or writing a resume right through to having limited 
understanding about the inner workings of graduate recruitment, including the hyper competitive 
nature of this environment. For these alumni, such knowledges were perceived as being primarily 
sourced or derived from family members rather than the university itself. Being the first to attend 
university translated into a gap or lack which was regarded as disadvantaging the individual learner: 

I think had someone else from my family followed the path to completion I may have had a 
better insight into what going to uni means, rather than subscribing on the uni business 
model of 'a pathway to success' (Male, 31-40, Science, WC, graduated 2 yrs, #101). 

I had no family members who could help advise or explain the landscape. I had very little 
understanding of how the corporate world worked. I was very much trying to piece 
together this information on my own (Female, 31-40, Arts, WC, graduated 10 yrs, #193). 

For the alumni in particular, many of whom had spent significant time navigating and negotiating the 
graduate landscape, their status of being the ‘first’ had clear repercussions for the character and 
nature of their job-seeking experiences. Without a suitable ‘guide on the side’, individuals floundered 
initially, requiring additional time and effort to develop necessary understandings of a somewhat 
alien environment.  

Interestingly, not having this knowledge was regarded as being a personal limitation, rather than 
reflecting university practices or the degree content. In many of the responses, it was clear that the 
responsibility for understanding what came next was regarded as being an individual rather than an 
institutional one: 

I was very ignorant in what came after (Female, 26-30, Business, WC, graduated 6 yrs, 
#150). 

In my world I literally never met anyone who had a degree (Female, 51, Education, NESB, 
WC, graduated 20 yrs, #239). 

Importantly, not all of the participants perceived such gaps in knowledge or limited belonging in 
negative terms, with some regarding this as being an incentive to work harder and to persist in a 
competitive graduate market. The next section provides detail of how success was both 
conceptualised and enacted in the field, with specific reference to what was regarded as assisting 
this process. 

Achieving success in the post-graduate field 

Not everyone perceived ‘being the first’ in negative terms. There was also recognition that this 
status could positively impact on the ways in which employability was enacted. While recognising 
that the access to necessary insider knowledge might be curtailed, respondents also indicated that 
FiF status could provide additional traits or capitals that assisted in securing work. This was, 
however, often recognised retrospectively. Wade (22, Science, graduated 2yrs) explained that as the 
first in his family, he had been required to kind of carve your own way through and find the answers 
to your questions without any guiding hands perhaps. For Wade, this was ultimately a positive 
experience as he reflected how it’s made me a more self-sufficient person and I’m grateful for it. In a 
similar vein, Sophie explained that as a first in family student she had to go that extra mile to get 
your leg in the door. Again this additional effort was regarded as affirming and positive as she 
explained, once you do get your leg in the door, you’re a much more competitive candidate and 
because you’ve worked for it, you kind of value it more, I guess (Sophie, 20, Science, Final Year). 

Success for these FiF participants was not an inevitable outcome of university study. Instead, being 
successful often seemed to require something more than what was expected of their second or 
third-generation peers. Molly (39, Social Work) perceived her success in the field as being derived 
from her ‘resilience’ and ‘competitiveness’ that she had acquired through life experience, also 
echoed by some survey respondents:  
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Being first in family and from low [socio-economic status], I had limited financial and 
family support. I am stronger, more resilient and competitive in the field as I have life 
experience (Molly, 39, Social Work, LSES, graduated 1yr). 

Being poor — straight out of university I worked minimum- or low-wage jobs at first. Thus, I 
had to continue living in shared housing and be quite creative…it took me a while to see 
that my variety of experiences [was] giving me valuable skills (Female, 31-40, 
Science/Education, NESB, graduated 5yrs, #153). 

Data presented in these sections indicates that being the first in the family to attend university had 
complex and far reaching repercussions. This FiF status was perceived in duality: providing capitals 
that both limited and assisted individuals within the employment field. Importantly, these findings 
show that this status is recognised as something which clearly impacts on educational and 
employment outcomes, yet our understandings of this population remains limited across the 
student life cycle. The final part of this paper will consider these findings in more depth, particularly 
considering the ways in which educational institutions might do things differently and thereby 
ensure a more equitable post-graduate environment. 

Conclusions and recommendations  

The findings indicate how the Australian post-graduation landscape remains a highly differentiated 
one: experiences of this field vary according to educational and biographical background. While this 
paper offers a ‘snapshot’ of this environment and is explicitly focused on those who were the first in 
their family to attend university, it clearly articulates the differences and delineations in 
expectations and knowledge of the employment field compared to what might be assumed or 
expected. We know that Australia is not unique in having such differences or delineations in 
knowledge levels, with experiences of diverse cohorts similarly differentiated internationally 
(Bathmaker, 2021; Lehmann, 2021).  

Many of the alumni and recent graduates reflected upon perceived ‘gaps’ in their knowledge which 
led many to feeling a sense of being ‘different’ to their peers. Like the working-class participants in 
Bathmaker’s UK study, there were references to an implicit ‘social capital advantage’ that pervaded 
this employment field (Bathmaker et al., 2013, p. 737). Bourdieu (1986) identifies how economic and 
non-economic criteria can work together to create distinct social status and hierarchies. For these 
FiF participants there seemed to be certain knowledges or ‘ways of being’ that were implicit in the 
graduate market place; such forms of knowledge or ‘being’ regarded as more legitimate than others 
(Bourdieu, 1986). This leads to the first recommendation from this study which is the need to 
explicitly unpack the codified knowledge of the graduate work environment and the implicit 
practices of job seeking. This deliberate unpacking should also be accompanied by policy that clearly 
articulates how students, particularly equity learners, will be supported during transition out of 
university and as they navigate the employment field. Given the global employment and economic 
climate, the responsibility of universities can no longer cease once students achieve their 
qualification, instead this role must be expanded to include support and advice beyond graduation.  

The stratified nature of the employment market as identified by participants is perhaps unsurprising, 
as we know that the higher education environment is equally delineated. Reay (2016) refers to both 
the process of getting into university and the experiences of different cohorts within the higher 
education realm as powerfully classed (p. 4). Similarly, Naidoo explains: 

The higher education system … reproduces the principles of social class and other forms of 
domination under the cloak of academic neutrality…in this way, universities contribute to 
the ‘misrecognition’ and therefore ‘naturalization’ of structures of domination (Naidoo, 
2004, p. 460). 

However, the data in this study explicitly articulates how such differentiation travels with equity 
bearing students beyond graduation. Clearly employment choice for a number of these graduates 



O’Shea, S., Groves, O., & Delahunty, J. (2021). ‘...having people that will help you, that know the ropes and have walked that road before 
you’: How does first in family status impact graduates in the employment field?  Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate 
Employability, 12(2), 36–50. 47   

 

was, similar to the university students in Reay’s UK study (2016), better described as an uncertain 
process of finding out what you cannot have, what is not open for negotiation, and then looking at 
the few options left (p. 11). These limitations, however, did not necessarily preclude certain 
employment options but rather necessitated either a reassessment of desired outcomes or a 
capacity to put in additional, often symbolic, work, into achieving these goals.  

Importantly, this additional work was not always perceived negatively; instead the ways in which 
these FiF learners reflected upon extra effort was also characterised by a sense of pride. We are not, 
however, suggesting that this additional work should be welcomed nor represent the necessary 
‘deserving’ nature of this population. Instead, this study points to the qualities that these 
participants reflected upon - determination, resilience and fortitude – as being rarely acknowledged 
or valued across university settings. Many FiF students, particularly those who are older, may arrive 
at the institution replete with a rich variety of experiences or ‘experiential capital’ that they can 
draw upon during and after studies (O’Shea, 2018). However, these types of capital are clearly not in 
the ‘currency’ that is valued and celebrated within most higher education settings, not only in 
Australia but in other countries as well. Hence, the second recommendation is the need to reaffirm 
the strengths that learners arrive with by embedding these within university policy and practices. 
Importantly, the value of these existing capitals needs to be made explicit to employers, how such 
capitals translate into an employability framing should be clearly communicated across all 
stakeholders in the university to work transition. 

Finally, the data presents some key learnings for the global employment landscape that continues to 
be buffeted by the repercussions of the COVID pandemic. The participants in this study clearly 
articulated how unprepared they were for the lengthy and difficult route to work in their field of 
study, and as the statistics indicate, underemployment amongst graduates is rife. To ensure that 
students are making informed decisions and are equally avoiding assumptions about university as 
the pathway to success (as one respondent described), the need for unbiased and clear 
communication of future job prospects is required. We propose that independent university peak 
bodies provide realistic and rigorous cost-benefit analyses for different fields of study that are 
accessible to all individuals considering university studies. In the coming years more than ever, 
future students will need to make informed choices about the qualifications pursued including the 
longitudinal ‘opportunity costs’ of gaining a degree. 
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