
SUBMISSION FROM NUS SCOTLAND 

Introduction 

NUS Scotland welcomes this inquiry into the scale and character of 
underemployment and its implication for Scotland’s economy and people. In the past 
few years, unemployment has been at the centre of the discussion around the 
effects that the current economic downturn is having on young people. However, the 
massive rise in involuntary part-time work, and lack of graduate-levels jobs, is a real 
concern for our members as well.  

As outlined by the TUC in their report Under-Employment Crisis, underemployment 
rates are highest in the UK among 16-24 year-olds. According to the report, one out 
of every five young people aged 16-24 years old wish to work more hours in their 
current job. We are concerned that this has left many young people suffering from in-
work poverty, with a too-small pay check but without recourse to further support. 

In addition to those looking for additional hours, or full-time work, NUS Scotland 
believes that underemployment is having additional effects on graduates. Although 
those with college and university qualifications are less likely to be unemployed, they 
often find themselves working in jobs that do not match their qualifications, which 
has a knock-on effect on job availability among those with fewer qualifications.   

NUS Scotland also have concerns that underemployment leaves young people 
demoralised in the same way as unemployment, and can  lead to difficulty for 
graduates in finding future employment due to lack of experience in their field of 
study.  

NUS Scotland’s view is that, ultimately the solution for underemployment is greater 
numbers of full-time, jobs at the appropriate skill levels in Scotland, and that a 
significant proportion of responsibility for this lies with the UK Government. We 
believe that its current economic strategy of austerity has a negative effect on 
creating new job opportunities. 

In the absence of additional job creation, it will be important to expand opportunities 
in education and work experience to make sure individuals in Scotland are in a 
position to take advance of opportunities when they arise, and to ensure a fairer 
spread of opportunities making sure certain groups aren’t left behind. 

There is scope for the Scottish Government to take its policies and strategies further 
to address underemployment and increase the overall number of job opportunities. 
In particular, we believe the Scottish Government should be: 

 funding increased provision of part-time postgraduate opportunities, which 

graduates could combine with part-time graduate level opportunities; 

 utilising public procurement to boost opportunities for Scottish young people 

at all skill levels, through direct government procurement but also through 

other public bodies like universities and colleges 

 providing start-up funding for young people/graduate start-up companies;  



 expanding places at college and university; 

 protecting the vital role of colleges in employability by ensuring adequate 

college funding;  

Additionally, businesses and educational providers can do more to support the 
underemployed. These actions include: 

 improving information, advice and guidance regarding education and job 

opportunities; 

 removing financial barriers from voluntary and work experience; 

 increasing work placements as part of college and university studies; 

 paying employees, interns and trainees a living wage; 

 ensuring equality for women in the workplace. 

Postgraduate apprenticeship scheme  

NUS Scotland believes that public spending should be directed in the best possible 
way to increase employment, and boost the skills base in our economy. We also 
believe that the job opportunities that do exist should be distributed as widely as is 
both feasible and useful, to ensure that as many people as possible can gain 
experience and skills at the relevant level.  

One idea we have for addressing underemployment is a postgraduate 
apprenticeship scheme. Such a scheme would promote greater numbers of jobshare 
opportunities with graduate employers and combine this with investment in additional 
part-time postgraduate study opportunities with support for fees and living costs.  

The scheme would see greater numbers of graduates engaged in graduate-level 
work, through the use of job sharing, which would reduce graduate 
underemployment. At the same time, these opportunities would be combined with 
part-time postgraduate studies of relevance to the employer and (graduate) 
employee to allow both parties to benefit from up-to-date knowledge and skills. 

Our proposal consists of three elements: a formal scheme to engage employers and 
potential graduate employees and link part-time postgraduate opportunities relevant 
to their role and employer; the promotion of job-sharing for current graduate level 
opportunities; and government investment in student loans for fees and living costs 
support for part-time postgraduate opportunities.  

We believe that the formal scheme would seek to engage employers who are 
interested in promoting job-share opportunities as a means to ‘do their bit’ to tackle 
youth unemployment, and to benefit from part-time employees undertaking 
postgraduate-level study in a field of relevance to their organisation. This formal 
scheme might be of particular interest to SMEs. 

Those employers who have registered their interest would advertise job-share 
vacancies through the Scheme. Graduates would then apply for vacancies and 
would go through employers’ recruitment processes in the usual way. Once the 
organisation has made their recruitment choices, the scheme would then work to 



match their graduates to part-time postgraduate study opportunities of relevance to 
the role. 

The role for the Government in promoting postgraduate apprenticeships would be 
threefold. Firstly, to provide funding for the postgraduate fee support and living cost 
loans; secondly, to help link graduate employees to postgraduate study of relevance 
to them and their employer, and thirdly, to act as a catalyst to encourage employers 
to offer job-share opportunities for graduate level jobs.  

Funding for fee support and living costs for part-time postgraduate level opportunities 
could come in the form of an amended Postgraduate Tuition Fee Loan (PTFL) as 
currently managed by SAAS. PTFL provides student loan funding for up to £3,400 
for postgraduate study. 

It is imperative that graduates undertaking job-share opportunities have access to 
funding for living costs while they study part-time at postgraduate level, or else 
inadvertently create an unsustainable situation whereby graduates do not have 
enough money to live on and at the same time not be eligible for benefits. 

The scheme would see greater numbers of graduates engaged in graduate-level 
work, through the use of job sharing, which would reduce graduate 
underemployment. At the same time, these opportunities would be combined with 
part-time postgraduate studies of relevance to the employer and (graduate) 
employee to allow both parties to benefit from up-to-date knowledge and skills. 

Targeting job opportunities  

Considering the particular incidence of underemployment among young people and 
the possibility of longer term damage as a result of this period of underemployment, 
we believe it is important for the Scottish Government to focus on specific actions to 
help young people. 

One such action could be through the use of direct and indirect public procurement. 
We believe using the Scottish Government’s direct and indirect public procurement 
spend to boost youth employment is crucial.  

NUS Scotland believes that procurement should not be policy-neutral, as the effects 
it could have on the economic, societal and environmental well-being of Scotland are 
significant.  We believe public procurement should be used to address entrenched 
issues such as youth unemployment through the use of public funds, which can be 
used to provide students with quality training and employment opportunities.  

With graduate underemployment a particular concern, we would like to see an 
increase in the number of graduate-level opportunities s available as a result of 
billions of pounds of procurement spending by the Scottish Parliament. Equally, we 
believe the Government should look beyond what would traditionally be termed 
procurement into the full range of public spending, and how this could contribute to 
increase jobs for young people. This could include looking at independent bodies 
that receive public spending such as colleges and universities, and how their 
recruitment policies could help to tackle underemployment. 

Increasing funding for university and college leaver start-up companies could also 
provide a positive contribution to boosting employability and reducing 



underemployment. By providing young people grants or soft-loans (such as student 
loans), they could be encouraged to set up their own businesses, which could 
potentially help create jobs. The skills gained through attempting to set up a start-up 
company would also be incredibly useful, even for those who end up being employed 
elsewhere. 

Expanding educational opportunities  

NUS Scotland believes that one of the best ways to immediately address 
underemployment, and unemployment more generally, is to provide opportunities for 
school leavers to enter education, employment or training. School leavers must have 
as many choices as possible to achieve their potential.  

While the job market is under such pressure, we believe the Scottish Government 
should consider expanding college and university provision so that greater numbers 
of school leavers and college leavers can stay in education, develop their skills, and 
make the most of their talents. This would provide additional positive destinations for 
young people and ensure that we have highly skilled young people in Scotland ready 
to take advantage of the economy’s eventual upturn, investing our resources on 
productive spend, in boosting our human capital, rather than on welfare benefits.  

NUS Scotland believes that colleges in Scotland have a vital role to play in improving 
employability and addressing underemployment. With more than 30% of current 
college students come from Scotland’s most deprived communities, investing in 
colleges is an important way to invest in employability, as in addition to providing 
opportunities for adult learners to up-skill and retrain, colleges provide opportunities 
for young people to develop new skills. 

NUS Scotland remain positive about what can be done through the current 
restructuring of the college sector, however we are deeply concerned about the 
impact of proposed budget cuts. NUS Scotland has welcomed the additional £17m of 
funding for colleges in the proposed 2013/14 budget, which is an increase on the 
original Spending Review plans. However, the planned budget still represents a cut 
of £34.6 million in college budgets compared to 2012/13. These cuts would come at 
a time of great structural change in the sector, through regionalisation, and could 
severely hamper the positive impact that these changes could have.  

It is vital that the college experience and the quality of college education is not 
undermined as a result of cuts to teaching budgets, and we are concerned that 
colleges are being asked to do more with less. Given the importance of colleges to 
the future of Scotland’s economy, the support it provides to those from the most 
deprived communities, and its role in delivering the majority of apprenticeships in 
Scotland, we would urge the Scottish Government to consider ways in which the 
funding settlement for colleges can be improved during the current budget process, 
to prevent the damage the proposed cuts could cause to providing access to 
opportunities . 

Removing barriers to employment 

NUS Scotland is concerned that university leavers from some backgrounds may be 
more likely to experience underemployment than others. We believe strongly that an 
individual’s socio-economic or financial background should be no determinant of 
their future success –which should be based on talent. As a result we have 



welcomed moves towards widening access to higher education as called for in our 
recent report, Unlocking Scotland’s Potential.   

However, we have consistently stated that widening access is more than just 
ensuring students from deprived backgrounds get the opportunity to start a degree, it 
is also about retaining students to successfully complete and graduate. And we 
believe that universities should also focus on widening access to the opportunities 
available while studying at university, which can lead to a successful outcome post 
study.  

The 2009 report by the Panel on Fair Access to the Professions1 found that those in 
the professions were increasingly from better-off than average families, and 
suggested that this may be in part due to barriers to entry to these jobs, such as 
requirements for extra-curricular activities, including internships.  

And as recently illustrated in a report by the charity upReach2, students from more 
deprived backgrounds, while more likely to be employed six months after graduating 
when compared to more privileged counterparts, show a poorer rate of progression 
into graduate employment. Just 58% of state-school-educated graduates found 
professional employment, compared to 74% of independently-educated graduates.  

In order to provide those from more deprived backgrounds the same chances to find 
graduate employment, and for them not to move into positions where they are 
underemployed, we need to ensure that financial barriers are removed from gaining 
voluntary and other experience that could stand students in good stead in their future 
career.  

We know that internships and work placements are often essential for graduates to 
access many professions, and would welcome an even greater focus on work 
placements as part of college and university curricula. Work experience  helps equip 
students with skills, knowledge and crucial networks to help ensure they are best 
placed to access the job opportunities available, and colleges and universities should 
ensure that all students, whatever opportunities they can access outside of their 
education, have access to work and other experience which will support them in 
future employment.    

NUS Scotland believes that interns and trainees should be paid a living wage, to 
ensure opportunities to enter these professions are open to all. When only small 
groups of people can afford to take up work experience, opportunities are limited for 
those from less affluent backgrounds to move into employment.  

Research on internship quality conducted by the European Youth Forum found that 
just over half of all interns they surveyed had been paid. Additionally, 41% of those 

                                            
1 Unleashing Aspiration: The Final Report of the Panel on Fair Access to the Professions, 2009, BIS 
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2 Access to the Professions for Undergraduates from Less-Privileged Backgrounds – The Issue 

http://goo.gl/nncY4 

http://bit.ly/PWCqTj
http://goo.gl/nncY4


who were compensated found that pay levels were insufficient to cover daily 
expenses. In total, 65% of those surveyed relied on external financial assistance.3 

NUS Scotland believes that access to education and training opportunities should be 
based on individuals’ talents and potential, not their background or financial 
circumstances. We believe that internships which do not pay a living wage restrict 
social mobility by creating barriers to entering certain professions for those without 
the means to work for free or for low wages. 

In this way, work placements and internships which do not pay a living wage also 
risk missing out on the most talented individuals by offering opportunities only to 
those who can afford to take them, rather than those with the greatest potential. 
Providing a living wage for professional internships would allow organisations to take 
advantage of the most talented individuals, rather than the most well-resourced.  

In addition, encouraging, through academic recognition, undergraduate students to 
undertake research for their course, in collaboration with outside businesses and 
organisations, could be a very valuable way to harness the work of our 
undergraduate students for the benefit of them and our wider society and economy, 
and to provide valuable experience, skills and connections for students when it 
comes to finding a job. 

It is important to recognise the particular negative effect that underemployment has 
on women. The TUC report finds that women are more likely than men to be 
underemployed, with one and eight women in work in the UK under-employed.  

Furthermore, recent statistics on the Destinations of Leavers of Higher Education 
(DLHE)4 shows a disparity in graduate destinations between women and men. There 
were greater numbers of men graduates in managerial occupations (11.5% of men 
compared to 8% of women) and professional occupations (35.7% of men compared 
to 30% of women), while there were greater numbers of women graduates in 
administrative occupations (7.7% of women compared to 5.3% of men) and personal 
service occupations (8% of women compared to 2.7% of men).  

NUS Scotland believes that it would be beneficial for the reasons behind any 
differences in graduate destinations to be considered within institutional and sector 
level, as well as by Government and employers, with a view to action being taken to 
address these imbalances. 

The under-representation of women in certain graduated destinations has been 
linked to key barriers such as long working hours, the culture of the discipline and a 
lack of flexible working practices. The availability and affordability of childcare, as 
well as the need to have greater choice in and control over working hours, is a key 
issue in addressing  improved opportunities for work.  

NUS Scotland believes employers need to do their part to address underemployment 
by creating equality in the workplace, and would encourage them to do so by 
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4
 Destinations of Leavers from Higher Education (DLHE) 2010/11 HESA, Chart 5 

http://www.hesa.ac.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=2546&Itemid=278 

http://bit.ly/U8L7oB
http://www.hesa.ac.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=2546&Itemid=278


working to develop more flexible working practices and address any aspects of the 
employment culture in the sector which may be damaging to women’s opportunities, 
motivations or success.   

Conclusion 

NUS Scotland welcomes the Scottish Government and Scottish Parliament’s 
continued focus on tackling unemployment, and in particular we welcome the 
Economy, Energy and Tourism Committee’s inquiry on underemployment. By 
focusing on this particular issue of hardship, which often goes unnoticed, they have 
brought us closer to finding a solution to a problem that having a particularly negative 
affect on our membership and their opportunities to succeed.  

In addition to the need for a change in UK-wide strategy for jobs growth, NUS 
Scotland believes that the Scottish Government, educational institutions and 
businesses each have a role to play in addressing underemployment, and its high 
rate among 16-24 year olds.     

NUS Scotland believes that one way to reduce graduate underemployment would be 
through the creation of a postgraduate apprenticeship scheme, which would see 
greater numbers of graduates engaged in graduate-level work, through the use of 
job sharing, and could be combined with part-time postgraduate studies of relevance 
to the employer and (graduate) employee. 

Our colleges play a vital part in providing employment opportunities for young 
people, and we urge the Scottish Government to reverse the proposed cut in funding 
in the upcoming budget. We also must make sure that the opportunities that 
universities deliver are open and accessible to all with the ability to benefit.    

The Scottish Government can take action on a number of other fronts as well, 
including increasing university and college provision, providing increased funding for 
university and college leaver start-up companies, using public procurement increase 
opportunities for youth unemployment, and ensuring a greater focus is put on work 
placements as part of college and university curricula. 

Employers and educational providers have a significant role to play to, be it by 
ensuring  those undertaking work placement are paid a living wage or ensuring 
equality in the workplace for women by developing more flexible working practices. 

We look forward to working with the Scottish Parliament and Scottish Government in 
the future to reducing underemployment in Scotland. 

NUS Scotland 
January 2013  


