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Insights from other parts of post-school 
education in poor countries
• The limits of employer engagement 

• Weakening institutions through micro-credentials 

• Triteness and damage of a frantic stream of ‘add ons’ in skills 
programmes and vocational programmes in poor countries



Paradox of ‘employability’

• On the one side: education pays off in labour markets because employers 
are prepared to pay for knowledge, skills, and expertise that lead to 
productivity (human capital theory)

• But also: education needs to change to meet employer needs; education is 
getting it wrong. 

• Can this make sense?
• Education both could or should lead to improved productivity and therefore better 

wages, but also, it is not doing this adequately? 
• Education could be, and used to be, leading to improved productivity, but has 

stopped doing so because it has not kept up with the changing world of work?
• Employers are no longer willing or able to train, so education institutions must take 

the role on, in the interests of their students and their economies, even though they 
are not the best place to learn about actual workplaces? 



Employability as angst of massification

• Hope and disappointment in educational expansion: Allais, S. and 
Shalem, Y. (2021). Power relations and the shifting powers of 
educational knowledge: sociology and economics of education on 
educational inequality. Journal of Curriculum Studies: 53(2): 197-211 
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What is the Fourth 
Industrial 

Revolution?
• Driven by Advances Across 

Interconnecting Tech…AI, 
Robotics, Blockchain, 
Internet of Things, Additive 
Manufacturing (3D printing), 
etc. 

• New Products and Services 
+ Innovative Ways of Doing 
Existing Things (General 
Purpose Technologies).

• Early Stages - How We 
Define It Is ‘Real In Its 
Consequences’.

WHAT IS THE 
FOURTH INDUSTRIAL 
REVOLUTION?



WHAT IS THE FOURTH 
INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION?

• Age Of Recombination (Unravelling, 
Unbundling And Recombining) Not Unique 
Age Of Invention.

• ‘Industrial’ Revolutions Are Social, 
Including  Institutional Restructuring: 
Education-Work Relationship.

• Technology Is Not Destiny...

• Future of Work: 
• Labour Scarcity v Job Scarcity  Different 

Views of Education and Employability.



‘LABOUR SCARCITY’ IN THE FOURTH 
INDUSTRIAL REVOLUTION

• Consistent With Longstanding View  The 
More Technologically Advanced An Economy, 
The Greater Demand for Skilled People:

• Skill Biased Technological Change.

• Race Between Education and Technology 
Expansion of HE  Knowledge Economy.

• Stay Ahead of the Robots…

• Orthodox Human Capital Theory: People 
Invest In/Acquire/Possess:

‘a bundle of valuable “human capital” that, 
due to its scarcity, generates a flow of 
income over the career path’ (David Autor).

• But Graduate Under-Employment, etc.: 

• Skills Deficit  Education for 
Employability



JOB SCARCITY – ALTERNATIVE VIEW OF AI, 
AUTOMATION, AND FUTURE OF WORK

• Not the ‘End of Work’ But There Are 
Not Going To Be Enough Jobs Of 
The Kind That People Are Qualified 
For/Expect.

• Capacity/Structural Problem Not  
Alignment Problem…But ’Supply 
Side’ Still Important.

• Key Challenge To Move The 
Economy In Ways That Are Labour
Enhancing + Productive  Machine 
Centred v Human Centred.



Job Scarcity
• ‘Cognitive Challenge’ - Robotic Process 

Automation  Cognitive Process 
Automation?:

– Not Direct Labour Substitution 
’Robots for Teachers’, etc. 

– Knowledge Work into Working 
Knowledge Extended Through
Platformisation (Digital Taylorism). .

– (Re)Stratify Managerial, Professional 
and Technical Jobs.



Some Issues We Need To Think 
About?

• ‘Duality of Employability’ 

(Mismanagement of Talent, Brown & 

Hesketh 2004):

What It Takes To Do The Job (Absolute) and

What It Takes To Get The Job 

(Relative/Positional). 

• Increasing Positional Competition and 

Social Congestion…

• Pandemic Highlights The Scale Of 

Educational Inequalities…

• Rise of Digital Labour Market? 



Some Issues We Need To 
Think About? 

• Labour Scarcity v’s Job Scarcity – Contesting 
Future of Education, Work and Society.

• Whose ‘Needs’ of Industry? 

• The ‘Race To HE’ Is Being Re-Evaluated 
Greater Focus On ‘Applied’ 
Education/Employability Skills:

• But Old Problems Of ‘Parity Of Esteem’, 
Inequalities of Opportunity, and Social 
Exclusion.

• Digital Literacy  What Will It Mean To Be Human? 

• Relationship Between Human and Artificial 
Cognition  Dumbing Down v Collective 
Intelligence?

Question Established Distinctions Between STEM/non-STEM; Graduate/non-



Digital Futures of Work Research 
Programme:

https://digitalfuturesofwork.com/

https://digitalfuturesofwork.com/
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MAIN POINTS OF DISCUSSION

• Metrics and the narrow construction of graduate success

• Diminishing class returns to Higher Education

• Broken links

• Cruel Optimism and Broken Dreams



METRICS AND THE NARROW 
CONSTRUCTION OF GRADUATE SUCCESS

Results from the Graduate Outcomes Survey show that in 
2018/2019 69% of graduates were in high skilled jobs 
(HESA). 

This means that 31% were in work that is not highly 
regarded by university policy makers.

The discourse of ‘low value degrees’ has entered the HE 
policy landscape

Highest to lowest earning graduate 
groupings by region (source: OfS 2021)



DIMINISHING CLASS RETURNS TO 
HIGHER EDUCATION

Goldthorpe (2016) shows that the link between 
origins and destination has largely remained the 
same over successive decades despite a weakening 
of the link between class of origin and educational 
attainment. 

Social class of origin is less likely to 
determine educational attainment level 
than in previous decades but the link 
between class of origin and class of 
destination remains intact.

Parallel increase in university participation 
and decrease in the rate of expansion in 
professional and managerial level jobs.

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/13607804211055493


BROKEN LINKS
• Goldthorpe argues that ‘any equalisation in educational attainment that may have been 

obtained in relation to class origins is being offset by a decline in the “class returns” that 
education brings’ (p. 102).

• Social Mobility Commission (2018) analysis of the Labour Force Survey shows that 60 percent 
of people from a professional/managerial background are employed in professional/managerial 
jobs whereas only 34 percent of people from working-class backgrounds are employed in the 
professional/managerial occupational group. 

• Higher education is not the social mobility panacea that popular discourse believes it to be.

• Despite an increased understanding amongst young people about the congested nature of the 
graduate labour market, they continue to invest in higher education.

• Unanswered questions about generational expectations of higher education and the perceived 
value of a degree (Gen Z see the struggles of millennial graduates)

• It’s more than employability #IDontDreamofLabor – the death of the dream job discourse?



CRUEL OPTIMISM AND BROKEN 
DREAMS

“Cruel optimism” names a relation of attachment to compromised conditions of possibility.  What is cruel about these 

attachments, and not merely inconvenient or tragic, is that the subjects who have x in their lives might not well endure 

the loss of their object or scene of desire, even though its presence threatens their well-being, because whatever the 

content of the attachment, the continuity of the form of it provides something of the continuity of the subject’s sense of 

what it means to keep on living and to look forward to being in the world (Berlant 2006, p.21).

• Higher education is at a precipice in the UK where instead of considering the conditions leading to the broken links 

between HE participation and graduate employment, between education and social mobility HE policy is focussed on 

decimating education and removing certain courses, universities and people from the system in order to make the 

metrics more appealing. 

• There is a need to redirect the system towards equity so that the conditions of possibility are no longer 

compromised.
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