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Non-Grads are not Second Class Citizens
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er for BHS being the most fun) before, by some further CEO (beyond irony) and the CEO running a social en-
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followed was a professional love-affair lasting over her T wasn't eligible because her selection criteria re-
three decades working for ‘auntie’; as a journalist and ~ 9arded me as not bright enough. Even on zoom I could
editor, ending up as the organisation’s Director of Lead- See she had the good grace to look embarrassed. Her
ership & Career Development and, poetically, in charge reply was, "Oh, we don’t mean people like you”. She

of breaking the strangle-hold of entry-level elite gradu- could have fooled me!

ate recruitment. I wondered if I'd just been unlucky so decided to put

To cut a long story short, the BBC's recent commitment MY journalist’s hat on and do some research. For one
to support one thousand apprentices every year shows Week I waded through the careers websites of all the
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coalminer’s daughter, ending up with a golden ticket to Was pretty obvious that a ‘
work at the BBC? I'm not su?e I could e\?er quite believe degree in e.g. physics ’ER O
my luck either and, in all my time on the payroll, no would be useful, the results év‘\e
one ever asked me about university; it was totally and ~ Were depressing. 49% of
utterly irrelevant...until now. employers advertised jobs / ﬁ“,@] ..
. . . _ that filtered candidates on ‘{Y\e s B
This year, like so many others who've reflected on life  the pasis of educational % é&/
TING

during the pandemic, I decided to take the plunge and background - e.g. regional "I R



transport managers, a manager in a printing department,
project managers (lots of these), business managers and
marketing managers. All sitting on careers websites with
branding messages shouting out undying corporate com-
mitments to diversity and inclusion. Like the employer
whose headline said, “we promote all forms of diversity
at all levels in the organisation” whilst requiring their HR
managers to have a university education. Clearly, they
either didn't worry about excluding non-grads (who more
usually come from working-class backgrounds) or they
simply hadn’t given this outdated selection trope much
thought. Quite a few years ago at the BBC I recall raising
this around the HR Directors’ table after I'd spotted a
degree requirement in one of our junior job ads. The fact
that we did this was a genuine surprise to everyone;
even in the HR senior team we didn't realise what was
happening at the coal-face as generic selection criteria
was cut and pasted into job ads down the years. I re-
member smiling to myself at the madness of an organisa-
tion disqualifying its HR Directors from applying for a job
many layers below.

The executive search consultants were most culpable. I
selected five at random and looked at their senior man-
agement job ads. Every single one asked for a degree.
It's not good enough as a defence to say that it's only
‘preferred’. It instantly marks out those of us who didn't
go to university as not-wanted second-class citizens. This
isn't hyperbole; if a job ad said, “we’d prefer to receive
applicants from people who are able bodied” or, “we re-
quire people to come from middle class backgrounds” I
know what the reaction would be. Yet, if it's so wrong in
other contexts, why do otherwise fair-minded employers
fail to notice this pervasive and invidious form of
thoughtless discrimination running riot through mid and
senior level recruitment? It's an eye-watering level of
bias. When I was at the age to go to university only 14%
did so — simple maths tells you that 86% of people now
in their 50s are being routinely disqualified from mid-level
and senior jobs.

Consider the fundamental questions this raises about so-
cial justice. Do we really believe that those without a de-

Do we really believe that those without
a degree are not as bright as those

with?

gree are not as bright as those with? Are those who had
support / encouragement from an early age more em-
ployable? Are we comfortable completely excluding those
who couldn't afford to go to university? For most employ-
ers, the answer is, “probably not” — and yet so many
then apply this unthinking bias to their selection criteria.

Of course, some employers are well ahead of the game
and deserve high praise. Amongst all the FTSE 100,
Rightmove stood out head and shoulders about the rest.
I fell in love with them when I read:

“Ultimately we care much more about the person you
are, how you think and approach things, than a list of
qualifications and buzzwords on a CV” — bravo Right-
Move, you've got my business next time!

Those of us without a degree are not
stupid or second class — we're not a

consolation prize for employers when
they can't find a grad.

So here we are again on A level day and up and down
the country young people are making their choices.
They'll be inundated by well-meaning politicians, educa-
tionalists and journalists all extoling the benefits of high
quality earn-while-you-learn apprenticeships — and I
couldn’t agree with them more. This advice is spot on for
the country’s skills needs as we grapple to rebuild our
economy after the shocks of Covid 19. But this grad vs
non-grad nonsense is a massive elephant in the room
and it must be expunged forever from our recruitment
lexicon. As it stands, when our sons and daughters look
at what's needed to succeed in the job market, they can
be forgiven for thinking theyre much better off (albeit
not financially!) if they hop on the university conveyor
belt — however much the economy is crying out for more
vocational skills.

This really, really matters; we all know that the country’s
skills gaps are acute and urgent and we need to nurture
every ounce of talent we can find. And I mean ALL the
talents, not just those fortunate enough to have benefit-
ed from a university education. Those of us without a
degree are not stupid or second class — we're not a con-
solation prize for employers when they can't find a grad.
Some of us (so many of us) go on to senior careers in
the UK'’s leading organisations and become world-beating
entrepreneurs like Jo Malone, Jamie Oliver, Simon Cowell
and Richard Branson. Some of us even end up at the
BBC!

For further editions of Expert Opinion please visit our website:
www.5percentclub.org.uk
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