From student to professional life

A survey of EUROCADRES member organisations’ activity in the transition-to-work period

Background

EUROCADRES is running a project called from student to professional life during 2005. A reference group has outlined the strategy and direction for the project. The project consists of research about the situation of people in the transition-to-work period in Europe, a report on how EUROCADRES member organisations are working towards helping people in the transition-to-work period and a seminar at the beginning of June discussing the situation in higher education, the transition-to-work period and the first employment situation. The project is being funded by the European Commission.

Basic conditions

A survey has been sent out to all EUROCADRES member organisations to find out how and in what sense the organisations are working with student issues, the transition-to-work period and the first employment situation. By comparing different organisations, different countries and different trade union cultures, ideas and experiences are provided. The survey is divided into three parts. The student level describes if and how the trade unions work towards student and higher education. The transition-to-work period gives a view on activities, opportunities and problems for graduate students who have not yet got their first job. The first employment situation shows how organisations help members in their first job and which problems are common to all.
The survey has been sent out to all EUROCADRES member. Ten replies have been received and form the starting point of this report. The answers are from AKAVA in Finland, TCO, SIF and SACO in Sweden, YS in Norway, NVK in Belgium, MHP in the Netherlands, GPA in Austria, INE in Greece and UGT in Spain.
Results

Summary
The trade union perspective on student membership and the transition from student to professional life is very different from one organisation and country to the next. Eight out of ten organisations do have student members but the level differs very much, from up to 20 percent student members in the Nordic countries down to three percent in Belgium. A lot of services are offered such as a lower trade union fee for students and campaigns and information targeted just towards students. All answers do think it is of great interest for the future to work towards students. During the transition period recruitment of new member is quite usual. Information and services such as CV-help are offered. Cooperation with employers and employers’ organisa​tions is very unusual, as are also government initiatives in the transition-to-work area. Women are combating certain problems when entering the labour market, as are immigrant and ethnic minorities. Almost all organisations work towards graduates new on the labour market with printed material and help in designing their contracts. One of the most common problems for graduates at their first job is the high amount of temporary jobs. Sometimes the level of education exceeds the knowledge needed for the job.
Students as a part of the trade union
Members are recruited to the trade unions during higher education, the transition period, at their first job and when well established on the in the labour market. In the Nordic countries it is common to become a member during higher education except at YS in Norway, which mostly recruits people who are well established on the labour market. In Belgium NVK and in Austria GPA are recruiting members mostly during the transition period and at their first job. At INE in Greece, UGT in Spain as well as MHP in the Netherlands members join the trade union when well established on the labour market or during the first job.
Eight out of ten have student members. Only MHP in the Netherlands and INE in Greece do not. MHP organises members at the age of 35/40 and therefore does not have student members. But MHP has a cooperation agreement of cooperation with one or two central student organisations about higher education. Student member​ship levels differ considerably. 20 percent of the Finnish trade union AKAVA’s members are student members, as are 18% of the Swedish trade unions’ members. All the other trade unions have a student membership rate of one to six percent. AKAVA, SACO and the Swedish trade union TCO each have between 70 000 and 100 000 student members. 
Eight out of ten (i.e. all except INE and MHP – see above) have students organised within the trade union. Four out of eight – SIF, AKAVA, SACO and GPA – have a student council, and all of these except SIF have a representative in the trade union’s executive board. SIF, AKAVA, SACO and NVK in Belgium have a special student adviser. In Norway YS has a youth consultant who works part time with issues related to young people in training or education and young people in the workplace.

Most of the trade unions have activities for students. All organisations organising students have a lower trade union fee for members who are studying. Six of the organisations have campaigns directed at students. SIF, SACO, AKAVA and NVK organise education and courses for students. The Dutch and Spanish unions MHP and UGT have projects related to higher education. Again INE in Spain does not have any activity at all on this subject. Many other activities are mentioned such as CV-help, simulated job interviews, seminars, personal contact person, regional activities and special student newspapers. Some of the organisations like the Swedish unions SACO and TCO work a lot on general moulding of public opinion and lobbying the government on questions related to education and student politics.
The future role of students in trade unions is interesting for all participants in the survey. Four out of ten find it quite interesting and six out of ten think it is very interesting. Even those organisations that today do not have any student members also find it interesting. As SACO mentions in its comments, students are very impor​tant in our organisation for discussing educational and future issues because students are the future members and have new and often more progressive ideas. 
Transition-to-work period

A lot of activities are offered for trade union members during the transition-to-work period. Except for INE in Greece, all have some kind of activity. Seven out of ten have information campaigns and five organisations have CV-help while members are searching for jobs. Education and courses especially for people in the transition pe​riod are given by the Nordic unions SIF, AKAVA and SACO. UGT, GPA, SACO, AKAVA and YS recruit people especially during the transition period. No organisation pro​vides special activities for women during this period. Only GPA in Austria does provide this kind of activity for immigrant families and ethnic minorities where spe​cific interest groups exist. Other special projects are the scholarship given by SIF. Another activity at AKAVA is advisory services for people about to sign an employ​ment contract. NVK provides salary advice for its members when contracting their first job.

Cooperation with employers and employers’ organisations is very rare among the unions who answered the survey. Three out of ten do have some type of coopera​tion. One more occasionally has discussions with the employers’ organisation on problems and challenges related to the transition period. On a local basis one union does company visits and tries to maintain good contacts with local companies. Interaction between the government and trade unions on the transition-to-work issue is also very rare. Only two out of ten have experiences of any general initiatives put forward by the government. UGT in Spain has been discussing business training with local government and TCO in Sweden has taken part in seminars organised by the National Youth Affairs Board on young people’s transition from student to working life.
Specific problems exist for women during the transition period. Five organisations answered “don’t know”, four have noticed problems and one organisation has not noticed any at all. In the Nordic countries young women have more difficulties getting permanent, full time jobs. During job interviews they are more often asked about their family situation and when they get pregnant are sometimes even fired although it is against the law. As a result of longer education and a goal of making a career, women graduates often postpone childbirth. Consequently the average age of first time mothers has increased over recent years. In Spain young people and women have higher unemployment rates.
Immigrant families and ethnic minorities also have difficulties entering the labour market. Five out of ten organisations see these problems. Two do not know and two do not see any problems. The Nordic countries and the Netherlands see problems in their getting jobs. Some employers avoid giving job interviews to graduates with foreign names. The reason for this situation is discrimination by employers and lack of language skills. Some male immigrants from other cultures have difficulties in cooperating especially with women employees. In Austria migrant graduates are a very small but very well qualified group with no problems during the transition period. Problems are also absent in Belgium on this issue.
First employment

For trade union members entering the labour market a lot of services are offered. Graduates who have just got their first job need specific information and help. To meet these demands printed information is provided by eight out of ten. Seven organisations offer help for members drawing up their contracts. In both cases the providing of this service is unlinked to the European region the union is located in. Events and conferences on the transition issue are only held by the unions in Swe​den. SIF in Sweden, NVK in Belgium, GPA in Austria and UGT in Spain have each hired special advisers to work with graduates new on the labour market. UGT, NVK and YS produce a first job guide. Only INE in Greece has no activity at all targeted towards graduates in their first job. Another service offered by many unions is salary advice. 
That there are certain problems for graduates at their first job throughout Europe is very clear. Only NVK from Belgium has not seen any problems specific to people new on the labour market with a higher education. Seven out ten do have problems on this issue.  In Sweden the short time contracts which are very common at the first job makes it hard to get housing loans.  In Finland and Spain too non-permanent jobs are a problem for graduates on the labour market. In Spain lack of information and training for young people at the workplace in the beginning makes it harder when new at a job. A problem in Norway is that too many are not aware of their statutory rights as employees and some employers take advantage of this and offer working conditions which are in violation of minimum conditions. Some graduates also accept working conditions which they know are below the minimum level just to get the job. Contract traps and all-inclusive contracts create problems in Austria. In the Netherlands graduates sometimes lack the skills and competences needed for doing a good job.
Generally, the level of education does not very often correspond to the knowledge needed for the first job. Only UGT in Spain reports that it does. More often people are overeducated for their working situation. Seven out of ten say that the level of education sometimes exceeds the knowledge needed.  Three out of ten think that education sometimes falls below the knowledge needed while only NVK Belgium reports that skills very often fall below what is needed for doing a good job. Interest​ing to see is that AKAVA in Finland, GPA in Austria and MHP in the Netherlands all think that skills sometimes are below and sometimes exceed the competence that is needed. GPA comments on the problem of an apparent gap between university-taught theory and the practical requirements of a job.
