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Resumen

Este artículo aborda la transición al mercado laboral de estudiantes y graduados no tra-
dicionales desde las teorías sociológicas del capital cultural. Se ha empleado una metodología 
cualitativa con 40 entrevistas realizadas a estudiantes y graduados no tradicionales, empleadores 
y personal universitario. En el análisis se exploran tres temas: i) requisitos y habilidades exi-
gidas en los procesos de selección; ii) barreras que encuentran los estudiantes y graduados no 
tradicionales en la inserción laboral; iii) limitaciones en los procesos de selección sobre equidad. 
Los resultados muestran que el acceso al empleo cualificado está limitado por formas legítimas 
de capital cultural y social gestionadas por los empleadores que pueden ser perjudiciales para 
los graduados no tradicionales. También se ha puesto de manifiesto la necesidad de mejorar 
el reconocimiento de los perfiles específicos de los graduados no tradicionales. Se recomienda 
modificar el enfoque del déficit y responsabilizar a los empleadores de la mejora de sus prácticas 
y políticas en materia de acceso al empleo, tomando la equidad y la justicia social como puntos 
de referencia éticos.

1 Study carried out as part of the EMPLOY project, Improving the employability of non-traditional 
students in higher education, funded by the Erasmus+ Key Action 2 Programme (Ref. 2014-1-UK01-
KA203-001842) The information and perspectives provided in this article reflect only the authors’ views, 
not the official opinion of the European Union. Neither the institutions nor the individuals of the European 
Union can be held responsible for the views expressed in this text.

2 Correspondencia: María Tenorio-Rodríguez,mtenorio@us.es, Facultad de Ciencias de la Educación. 
Universidad de Sevilla. C/ Pirotecnia s/n, 41013, Sevilla, (España).
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Abstract

This article focuses on non-traditional students and graduates in their transition to the 
labour market, from sociological theories of cultural capital. A qualitative methodology has 
been employed, with 40 interviews conducted with non-traditional students and graduates, 
employers and university staff. Three themes are explored in the analysis: (i) requirements 
and skills demanded in the selection processes; (ii) barriers faced in the labour insertion; (iii) 
limitations in the selection processes regarding equity. The results show that access to skilled 
employment is limited by legitimate forms of cultural and social capital managed by employers, 
which may be detrimental for non-traditional graduates. The need to improve recognition of 
the specific profiles of non-traditional graduates has also become apparent. It is recommended 
that the deficit approach be changed and that employers be held accountable for improving their 
practices and policies regarding access to employment, guided by equity and social justice as 
ethical benchmarks.

Keywords: non-traditional students; labour recruitment; social justice; cultural capital; 
higher education; qualitative research.

Introduction

Since the end of the 20th century, university institutions across Europe are expanding 
and reaching out to an increasingly heterogeneous population. Thus, today’s university 
welcomes a growing group of students with different characteristics from the histori-
cal profile, including adult and working students, from disadvantaged socioeconomic 
backgrounds, with family burdens, with disabilities, first generation, immigrants and 
ethnic minorities. We use the term “non-traditional student” to refer to these groups 
of students (Crosling et al., 2008).

At the same time, many economies have suffered from substantial imbalances bet-
ween supply and demand for this type of education in the labour market. In Spain, this 
increase in the supply of university graduates and the insufficient demand capacity of 
the Spanish economy (Ariño et al., 2012) has meant that the possession of a university 
degree is not a guarantee for finding qualified higher-level employment. However, it 
does increase the possibilities (Ortiz & Rodríguez, 2016).

This situation has led to increased competitiveness in the labour market and higher 
qualification requirements for access to skilled employment (Mareque& De Prada, 2018). 
University graduates have been required, along with the diploma, to meet various 
requirements, such as language skills, postgraduate training, advanced courses, work 
experience, mobility and internationalisation activities, and a set of skills that are not 
necessary for the job, leading to over-qualification (Fundación CYD, 2018).

Research indicates that non-traditional graduates face specific difficulties in making 
significant transitions to the labour market (Brown & Hesketh, 2004). They need more 
time to find high-skill jobs and are more likely to find jobs below their skill level and 
therefore less interesting and lower-paying (Purcell et al., 2007). Although we found 
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some international studies which focus on the experiences of non-traditional students at 
the university level (Gibson, 2015; O’Shea, 2016), little research has been done on their 
access to and retention in the labour market. In this scenario, questions arise such as do 
university students have equal opportunities of access to qualified employment when they 
complete their training, and are recruitment processes fair and equitable? It is necessary 
to understand the reality of non-traditional students and graduates in today’s labour 
market to identify whether institutions are developing practices based on social justice.

The current labour market context

In this section, we investigate the recruitment processes, focusing on the require-
ments and competencies that are relevant for access to qualified employment. Studies 
have shown that language skills have become crucial in the selection and promotion 
of staff (ANECA, 2009). Stays abroad can increase the level of employability of their 
participants and could become a competitive advantage in the labour market (Zuhäl, 
2015), or even facilitate the achievement of more skilled jobs (Endes, 2015). A post-
graduate degree reduces the risk of unemployment and allows access to better salary 
levels (EAE Business School, 2015), often becoming a requirement or an aspect valued 
positively by employers (Adecco, 2016), and therefore have a significant impact in 
terms of employment (Michavila et al., 2018).

The current labour market demands workers with a high level of skills and abi-
lities, capable of solving problems and adapting quickly, with interpersonal skills, 
labour flexibility and capacity to face contexts of uncertainty and accelerated change 
(ANECA, 2009). In short, the labour profile usually includes factors such as greater 
availability, assumption of new roles, the adaptation of labour behaviour to changing 
environments and acquisition of new skills. Pallisera et al. (2010) conclude that in 
today’s society it is essential to acquire transversal skills, such as teamwork, entre-
preneurship, problem-solving, decision making and communication skills. Generic or 
transversal competencies are a constant demand from employers and a requirement 
for employability (Bartual&Turmo, 2015).

Contributions of the theory of cultural capital

Despite the expansion in participation, inequalities in retention and success in hig-
her education are found. Academic failure and dropout are related to the educational 
level of parents (Rodrigo et al., 2012) and the economic resources available for the 
maintenance of the student during his or her university years (Ariño& Llopis, 2011). 
Higher education fails to accommodate the heterogeneity of its student body (Padilla 
et al., 2019), and there is little evidence that increased participation alone will lead to 
equality in the labour market (Tomlinson & Holmes, 2017).

The current relevance of information and communication technologies also has 
implications for inequality. Indeed, the benefits of technologies have not been equally 
felt by all social groups. In Spain, there is a significant digital divide, which is related 
to social factors that generate inequality, such as gender, age, income level and place of 
residence, thus affecting the most disadvantaged groups (Vera and Rodríguez, 2017).
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The context of the social spaces that Bourdieu calls “field” is comparable to a game 
with its own rules. To enter a field, which in this case is the qualified labour market, 
one must possess the habit that predisposes one to enter that field and not another; 
in that game, and not another. One must possess at least the minimum amount of 
knowledge, or skill or “talent” to be accepted as a legitimate player (Bourdieu, 1993). 
Everyone has a set of internalised dispositions that unconsciously incline people to “act 
or react” in specific ways in social fields, and that is the result of personal, family, social 
and academic experiences that constitute the stories of students, for which Bourdieu 
used the concept of “habitus” (Bourdieu, 1993). The habitus is strongly conditioned 
by social class and by economic capital. Bourdieu defines cultural capital as “a form 
of knowledge, an internalised code or a cognitive acquisition, which equips the social 
agent with empathy towards, appreciation for or competence in deciphering cultural 
relations” (Bourdieu, 1993, p. 7). The concepts of field, habitus and cultural capital 
should be understood in a compatible way with the agency capacity of the social actors 
since we do not locate in a perspective of sociological determinism.

Selection criteria can limit the fairness of job selection processes, both in terms of 
who enters the market, and in terms of how “the good candidate” is defined. In a 
study by Burke and Whitty (2018) on teacher selection processes, it is stated that the 
dominant narrative may suggest that those who do not have the characteristics that 
fit the current definition of “the brightest and the best” will no longer be welcome as 
teachers. This is worrying for several reasons. Gore et al., (2016) argue that cultural 
diversity is vital in the selection of teacher candidates, as it reflects the heterogeneity of 
cultural backgrounds in society at large. Furthermore, if we do not make this recognition, 
there will be a bias in the selection system, against those who come from environments 
whose past achievements are limited, but whose potential for development could be 
relevant (Zipin& Brennan, 2006).

Objectives

In a labour context where selection criteria are based on meritocracy and the valua-
tion of privileged knowledge by the dominant classes and not others, this study aims 
to understand the reality of non-traditional students and graduates in today’s labour 
market. To this end, we used in-depth interviews to (1) Identify the requirements and 
competencies demanded by employers in selection processes; (2) Describe the barriers 
that non-traditional graduates face in accessing qualified employment; and (3) Explore 
the limitations of labour market insertion processes concerning the desirable ideals of 
equity and soc0ial justice.

Method

This is a qualitative study, which has included participants from three different 
profiles: students and graduates; private employers; university staff. For students and 
graduates, a biographical-narrative approach (Elliott, 2005) has been adopted, which 
means capturing the richness of experiences and the broader meanings of those expe-
riences (Benson et al., 2010). In-depth biographical interviews were conducted with 
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these participants, in which the narrator and the researchers explored the aims of the 
study in greater depth. The interviews are situated within a conception of reality as 
socially constructed, fluid and dependent on the specific contexts in which narratives 
are generated and shared (Atkinson, 1998). In the case of private employers and uni-
versity staff, the semi-structured interview format has been used, which is considered 
more suitable for collecting data from practitioners, professionals and experts.

Participants

A total of 40 interviews were conducted. On the one hand, biographical-narrative 
interviews were conducted with 23 non-traditional students and graduates of the 
University of Seville (Spain), including people with two or more of the following 
traits: first generation; adult workers; people with children; people with disabilities; 
individuals from immigrant or ethnic minority backgrounds. In addition, 17 semi-
structured interviews were conducted to understand the perspectives of private 
employers (10 participants, including managers, directors and human resources 
staff) and university staff involved in employability (7 participants, corresponding 
to technical staff, managers and lecturers).

Participants were selected by purposive sampling, quota sampling to ensure hete-
rogeneity of traits on non-traditional profiles, and snowball sampling by inviting 
respondents to identify new participants. The selection of participants was carried 
out simultaneously with the collection and analysis of data. This selection was carried 
out until theoretical saturation was reached, meaning that the additional information 
obtained from new informants did not provide new data that would improve the 
understanding of the research problem (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).

Instrument

The biographical-narrative interviews used with students and graduates investiga-
ted on family, social context of origin, university itinerary, experiences at university, 
transition to the labour market, perceptions of employability, and future expectations. 
The semi-structured interview guidelines with employers and university staff explored 
career path, employability skills, job selection strategies, non-traditional graduates in 
selection processes, the role of the university, and guidance services. There was had a 
specific section for employers and another for university staff, with the aim of gathering 
perspectives related to these two profiles.

The interview guidelines for students and graduates, employers and university staff 
were generated in the context of the European EMPLOY project (González-Monteagudo, 
2010). These guidelines were constructed collaboratively by the lead researchers of the 
project, following a review of the relevant scientific literature. Subsequently, the three 
guidelines were adapted to the Spanish context by the national project team. Finally, 
the three guidelines were sent to two Spanish experts from outside the project, who 
validated the content, after the inclusion of some suggestions for improvement.
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Data analysis procedure

The analysis was carried out from a double deductive-inductive perspective, by 
identifying textual fragments related to the research goals and by the identification and 
emerging categorization of units of meaning from the narratives produced. The use of 
the qualitative analysis program NVivo 11 allowed us to organize, manipulate, classify 
and analyse the data. Codification tasks have been carried out through the creation 
of `nodes´ by emerging themes. As a result, a set of categories was established, which 
correspond to the three objectives set: requirements and competencies demanded in the 
selection processes, barriers to access and limitations of the labour insertion processes 
in relation to the desirable ideals of equity and social justice.

The focus was not only on the ‘what’ (topics and contents), but also on the ‘who’, 
‘when’ and ‘why’ (Riessman, 2008), opening up the research and analytical process to 
questions related to relationships, contexts and transition dynamics experienced by 
the participants.

Results

Requirements and competencies demanded in the selection processes

The job selection process usually has a first phase consisting of a curriculum scree-
ning and a second phase of interviewing. Regarding the first phase, employers point 
out that issues such as language skills or postgraduate qualifications are not essen-
tial requirements for the job, since in many cases, university degree training would 
be sufficient to perform the job. This is confirmed by Reyes, a manager of Human 
Resources:”- Is a master’s degree a must? -No. It would be appreciated, but it is by no means 
essential. With the knowledge that a degree provides, it would be more than enough” (Reyes, 
private employer, male)

The CYD Foundation (Foundation for Knowledge and Development) (2018) states 
that the demand for highly qualified positions exceeds the supply. Consequently, this 
situation leads to an increased demand for highly qualified workers. The imbalance 
implies the existence, on the one hand, of unemployed university graduates and, 
on the other hand, of university graduates working in jobs for which such a high 
level of studies is not required (over-qualification). Although they are not explicitly 
demanded and although in many cases they are not necessary for the job, issues such 
as language or postgraduate qualifications place candidates with these profiles in a 
more advantageous position. Therefore, this additional training becomes a critical 
element of achieving qualified employment. Bartual andTurmo (2015) state that the 
importance of English is widespread, even when it is not necessary for the activity of 
the company, and that knowledge of languages is used as a discriminatory criterion in 
the recruitment of graduates. Human resources managers stated: “Titles are important 
because the world is competitive. When you find someone with just a degree, saying “I can’t 
speak English” … well, it’s okay. But when you start to assess CVs, this will remain in the last 
place. That doesn’t mean that you aren’t the best candidate; you just weren’t the best candidate 
at that moment” (Mencar, private employer, female). “If you have several [applications], 
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you’ll notice that; and let’s say the requirements get higher according to the variety you have 
in front of you. I only ask for the number one point, which is to have university studies, but 
(...) this candidate has two points, because he also has a master’s degree, and someone else also 
has languages (...) Mainly the degree and from there, it depends on the demand because I have 
to make selection” (Hista, private employer, female).

Students and graduates try to meet these requirements. In the following quotations, 
we can observe how the interviewees emphasise the practical value of these require-
ments since they become elements that allow them to be ahead of other candidates in 
the selection processes: “As a rule, in the labour market it is valued to have a Master’s degree, 
it is one more thing that sums, as well as the language; that is to say, those are the rules of the 
game in the labour market” (Legna, graduate, male). “The company uses any excuse to take 
people out of the initial job selection process… because the level of English and all those other 
requirements are just for throwing out CVs… Actually, nowadays, almost all the people who 
are unemployed are young and well educated” (Gracia, student, female).

The second phase of the selection process usually consists of an individual or group 
interview, in which another set of skills is demanded. Hista and Teer, responsible for 
Human Resources, refer to communication skills, physical presence and say that, even 
though you are a good professional, you have to “know how to get that job”: “Even if 
you are very good, but if you do not know how to express yourself in what you want to say (...) 
it prevents you from finding work, not because you are not good professional but just because 
you really do not know how to get that job” (Teer, employer, female). “I’m interviewing, I’m 
doing interviews and (...) Wow, [what I look for is that] he’s got some nerve talking, commu-
nicating skills, ability to express himself. I value that very much. And the physical presence 
too” (Hista, employer, female).

We note that to successfully pass the interview, it is not only necessary to be compe-
tent for the job applied for, but also to possess additional characteristics and skills. In a 
highly competitive labour market, where a basic qualification loses value, other social 
resources and forms of cultural capital can have a significant impact (Merrill et al., 2019).

Access barriers encountered by non-traditional graduates

For non-traditional students and graduates it becomes an almost unattainable goal 
to respond to the set of demands that are requested from the labour market, since 
most have time limitations, economic difficulties, family or work responsibilities, lack 
of contacts and guidance and other difficulties: “I have had to be, at the same time, in the 
university lectures and in the bar; leaving the bar and entering lectures, leaving lectures and 
entering the bar; that has taken me some time that others would have used to study, but the 
problem is that I had to pay my own studies” (Arias, student, male).

The literature clearly shows that non-traditional students face financial pressures, 
family responsibilities, and other significant study constraints (Reay et al., 2009), which 
result in greater time constraints than traditional students (Burke & Dunn, 2006; Devlin 
et al., 2012). One immigrant student states that it is not always the best who arrive, but 
those who endure the pressure of this system. It is worth asking which social groups 
might be able to “hold their own” and place themselves in a more advantageous position 
in the labour market: “This does not mean that those who endure are the most mediocre, but 
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those who go all the way, those who have decided to go all the way. There are very valuable people 
that the system has not picked up (...) that the system should take more into account, because 
practice is showing us that it does not take it into account enough” (Alejandro, student, male).

The concept of meritocracy has worked as a seemingly objective and scientific 
measure, which has systematically disadvantaged minority groups (Burke et al., 2017; 
Gibson, 2015). According to Devlin (2013), it may be tempting to think that, with skill 
and will, university students of low socioeconomic status will succeed; after all, many 
have succeeded. However, with such a limited line of thought, it follows that the relative 
failure of minorities is a consequence of their own internal deficits, and not the result 
of the injustice of the system itself (Gillborn &Youdell, 2000). Through the logic of neo-
liberalism, the individual is held responsible for “failure”, instead of placing subjects in 
broader social and educational structures, systems and processes that reproduce inequa-
lities (Burke & Jackson, 2007; Desjardins, 2013). This idea is reflected in the testimony 
of Teer, responsible for human resources in a health clinic: “Maybe I want a person with 
your own characteristics, but your interview was awful, because you gave me information that 
I didn’t need, you have showed me things that weren’t ideal, which on the contrary are negative 
for you; you don’t express yourself well; you don’t know how to summarise the information that 
I want to hear (...) So, this means that you can’t find a job” (Teer, private employer, female).

Employers find soft communication skills, self-confidence, leadership and sociability 
valuable. These cross-cutting skills are more prevalent among graduates from advan-
taged socio-cultural backgrounds and less common among working class graduates 
(Read et al., 2018; Reay, et al. 2009). Studies focusing on selection processes in higher 
education show that language capital functions as a form of exclusion, because “good 
communication” is judged from a white, upper-class perspective (Burke & Jackson, 
2007). One of the students stated that she felt insecure and lacked the skills to “know 
how to sell herself”: “I’m very shy, I think it would be hard for me to do the first interview, 
to sell myself, and I think that would be difficult (...) I’m a person with a lot of mistrust, in 
the sense that I’m very insecure about myself, I think about things a lot (...) the point is that I 
don’t know how to sell myself. I am not very good at highlighting what I know or things like 
that” (Manda, student, female).

It is important not to simply label non-traditional students and graduates as trouble-
makers, although the general constraints they usually face must be recognized (O’Shea, 
2016). The ways in which students differentiate themselves and experience these diffe-
rences are often misunderstood as differences in innate potential and capacity, rather 
than as the interaction of embodied dispositions, intersubjective field relationships and 
social structures (McNay, 2008).

Limitations of the processes of labour insertion concerning the ideals of equity and 
social justice

Factors such as age, sex, ethnicity and social class influence an individual’s emplo-
yability. This fact implies that not all graduates who received the same education have 
similar work opportunities (Harvey, 2001). The discriminatory practices that gradua-
tes may face in the labour market are often overlooked in the employability debate 
(Harvey et al., 2017). Lore is a Roma girl, who says that those who `show up´ have 



557Between adaptation and equity. Access to the labour market for non-traditional students and graduates

RIE, 2022, 40(2), 549-563

more difficulties in a selection process: “I don’t see it as unfavourable because my father is 
Roma, so it’s normal. But it’s true, I’ve already mentioned it, that there are people who have a 
stigma with that, in the appearance, (...) if you look like a Roma, then that makes people think 
otherwise (...) if you add to that you have Roma “appearance” and sort of an accent, then that’s 
already...” (Lore, graduate, female) 

Ethnic minority graduates are less likely to be in full-time paid employment, and the 
unemployment rate is higher for African Americans and Latinos (Harvey et al., 2017). 
Teer is a human resources manager, and she says that a Peruvian doctor candidate who 
was selected had to change his accent and expressions. These statements reflect the fact 
that, even though non-traditional profiles are favoured for labour insertion, they believe 
that they need to hide or conceal their personal or social characteristics: “You have to 
acquire the same form of communication (…). Not everything, because there are expressions 
that do not change, but there are others that do; and the doctor, for example, had to change 
certain expressions. Mostly because he had to adapt here” (Teer, private employer, female).

The profile of the adult graduate is also a barrier to employment. The report on the 
employability of university graduates in Spain of the Ministry of Education, Culture 
and Sports (2015) states that employment rates decrease for those graduates who finis-
hed with more than 40 years. A person in charge of Human Resources considers that 
“something had to happen” (in a negative sense) for that person to finish the degree at 
a mature age: “That mature graduate has it very difficult, that graduate is going to have many 
difficulties because you already say: well, what happened? Because something happened to you 
so that you, at that age, could finish your degree, because you had to do something wrong before 
(...) So, it is very complicated; it is very, very complicated” (Pepe, private employer, female).

Graduates with disabilities are less likely to be employed full time and their 
employment rates are particularly low (Brett, 2016; Harvey et al., 2017). Employers 
interviewed are reluctant to respond to the needs that people with disabilities may 
have in such a position. The testimony of Manda, a visually impaired girl, reflects how 
in the recruitment process she was evaluated based on her visual impairment without 
considering her ability for the job: “It wasn’t really an interview where they asked me what 
I could do or anything. I felt very uncomfortable, but not because of the interview itself, but 
because they were not really interviewing me about what I was studying, what I like to learn 
(...) They were really telling me: “you are no good because you can’t see” (...) they judge me 
because of my visual disability, which sometimes happens. I thought it didn’t happen, but it 
does” (Manda, student, female).

The Foundation for Studies in Applied Economics (Conde-Ruiz & Marra, 2016) 
has published a report showing that women have worse rates of labour participation, 
suffer more unemployment or underemployment, and are overqualified for the job 
they hold. In addition, they were paid less and their family situation affected them 
more than men. We present the testimony of Maria, who is considering preparing for 
competitive examinations to enter public employment, since she perceives that being at 
the age to have children makes it difficult to be hired: “At 35 I can probably have babies, 
so maybe they won’t hire me or, if the company is in Madrid, at 35 they say: “this woman has 
stability, and she won’t move from her place”. Then it’s more complicated. While in public 
employment competitions, as they are launched by the state, you just get it or not, no matter 
your situation” (Maria, graduate, female). 
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Discussion and conclusions

The purpose of this study has been to understand the reality of non-traditional 
students and graduates in the current labour market in Spain. This research constitutes 
an original contribution to this under-researched topic.

Our first goal tried to identify the requirements and competencies demanded by 
employers in the selection processes. Although they are not always indispensable for 
the development of the job, this research has verified the importance of implicit requi-
rements for labour insertion, such as postgraduate training and language skills. These 
issues are often used as a means of selecting candidates, simplifying and making the 
recruitment process for university graduates cheaper.

In a highly competitive labour market, small differences in forms of cultural capital 
can have a significant impact, according to Merrill et al. (2019). Employers refer to a 
series of characteristics and competencies that are considered crucial for successfully 
passing the job interview, such as communication skills, self-confidence and, in short, 
“knowing how to get that job”. Those students who manage to position themselves 
in a more advantageous position or who are finally hired, are not necessarily better 
professionals, but they have successfully adjusted to the established selection process.

Another goal was to describe the barriers that non-traditional graduates face in 
accessing qualified employment. Results show they find obstacles to overcome the 
phases that usually make up the selection process. They have difficulties in reaching 
the implicit requirements due to time limitations, economic challenges, work or family 
responsibilities. Therefore, according to Gibson (2015), the discourses of meritocracy 
harm non-traditional students. In any case, graduates try to comply with such demands, 
usually not for a formative interest, but to place themselves in a more advantageous 
position vis-à-vis their competitors and to become more attractive when they present 
themselves to employers. Thus, graduates adjust to externally established interests, 
reflecting the ideological power and the lack of voice of graduates, especially non-
traditional ones, in these processes.

In addition, the skills required to conduct interviews are not easily met by non-
traditional profiles. These elements refer, in Bourdieu’s terms, to what are considered 
valid and legitimate forms of cultural and social capital that help facilitate the success 
of students familiar with the norms and discourses of the middle and upper classes, but 
lead to the exclusion of students with low economic and cultural capital. The latter are 
then victims of a type of discrimination that prevents their success. Moreover, through 
the logic of neoliberalism, the individual is held responsible for “failure”, instead of 
placing subjects in broader social and educational structures, systems and processes 
that reproduce inequalities (Burke & Jackson, 2007; Desjardins, 2013). Thus, the system 
justifies that the relative failure of minorities reflects their own internal deficits, and is 
not the result of the injustice of the system itself (Gillborn &Youdell, 2000).

The third objective was to explore the limitations of selection processes about the 
desirable ideals of equity and social justice. Although not explicitly, discrimination 
based on age, sex, ethnicity, background or disability still exists in selection processes 
(Brett, 2016; Conde-Ruiz & Marra, 2016; Harvey, 2001; Harvey et al., 2017). Therefore, 
non-traditional profiles assume the added burden of having to prove their suitability 
for the job they are applying for, beyond their non-traditional profile. There is a ten-
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dency in the selection processes to hide or conceal the specific characteristics of these 
graduates, trying to offer an image that fits the traditional profile, which has been his-
torically recognised as legitimate. All this shows the existence of erroneous recognition 
practices in the selection of candidates (Fraser, 1997). Often, such manifestations are so 
subtle that they are overlooked, but they once again reproduce social exclusions and 
inequalities (Burke & Whitty, 2018).

The inequalities found in the retention and success of university students related to 
their family backgrounds and available resources (Ariño& Llopis, 2011; Rodrigo et al., 
2012) are also perceived in the transition to employment. In line with the contributions 
of Tomlinson and Holmes (2017), the expansion of participation alone does not lead 
to equality in the labour market or society.

Selection processes include rhetoric and expressions related to fair and equitable 
processes. However, these processes continue to reproduce inequalities and disadvan-
tage non-traditional graduates. These discriminatory practices are often overlooked in 
debates on employability (Harvey et al., 2017), reflecting a market-oriented concept of 
employability and missing issues related to the social dimension.

Access to the labour market is more than a question of individual will and respon-
sibility. It is necessary to change the approach based on the deficit, making employers, 
human resources managers, counsellors and university staff responsible for improving 
their practices and policies regarding access to employment, having equity and social 
justice as social and ethical references. Thus, selection processes should be limited to 
assessing those requirements that are necessary for the job to be performed, leaving 
aside demands that are discriminatory or of a social distinction nature. Such practices 
should reflect the heterogeneity of society’s cultural background, highlight those ele-
ments that have historically been ignored or not sufficiently recognised, and manage 
labour selection processes from the perspective of the social justice paradigm.

The successive discussion of the three central categories of the study (requirements 
and competences demanded, barriers to access to employment, limitations of job selection 
processes) shows that there is a strong relationship between the three categories, as the 
conclusions generated in all three categories are consistent with each other. Indeed, the 
intensification and broadening of the requirements and skills demanded is detrimental 
to non-traditional profiles. This implies higher barriers to access to skilled employment. 
Moreover, the limitations of recruitment and human resources practices in companies 
increase the objective difficulties of graduates with situations of inequality or cultural or 
personal diversity. On the other hand, the perspectives coming from the three profiles of 
the participants (students and graduates; employers; university staff) have shown a great 
coincidence in certain aspects (criticism of university training; difficulty of adaptation of 
universities to a competitive and changing labour market; need for greater collaboration 
between the groups involved), but, on the other hand, they have highlighted important 
differences, particularly in relation to the recruitment processes developed by employers. 
The process of data collection and analysis has shown that theoretical saturation had 
been reached, in the sense that the last cases interviewed and the data analysed showed 
no relevant contributions to the content of the three core categories.

This research is a contribution in an under researched area, which has so far not been 
of much interest to universities, counsellors and employers. From this perspective, this 
study aims to positively influence debates, processes and practices on employability and 
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labour market access for non-traditional profiles, contributing to the enhancement of 
the social and inclusive role of higher education. In this context, taking into account the 
results of the study and the relevant literature, ten operational implications on emplo-
yability and recruitment processes are presented, addressed to employers, university 
managers, counsellors and teaching staff: a) selection processes should be limited to 
assessing the relevant requirements for job performance, leaving aside discriminatory 
or socially distinctive requirements; b) to promote equality, heterogeneity and cultural 
diversity, enhancing access for underrepresented or discriminated groups; c) recruiters 
should question their own approaches and socially accepted assumptions about selec-
tion and access to employment; d) universities should avoid discourses and practices 
that favour meritocracy and competitiveness; e) to broaden the vision of employability, 
integrating perspectives of care, reciprocity, democracy, concern for the common good 
and responsibility; f) to make visible the history and culture of excluded and unde-
rrepresented groups in order to counteract existing stereotypes and prejudices; g) to 
foster students’ personal awareness and confidence so that they can develop their career 
path with a greater sense of agency and aspiration; h) to improve teacher training on 
diversity awareness and care; i) to encourage students’ reflection on their experiences 
and pathways, so that they become more self-aware about class, gender and ethnic 
inequalities; j) develop critical thinking skills in students, so that they learn to become 
social actors promoting justice and equality (Bartual&Turmo, 2015; Burke, Crozier & 
Ila Misiaszek, 2017; Merrill et al, 2019; Tomlinson & Holmes, 2017).

For the progress in all these questions it is necessary the networking of the groups 
involved, including students, counsellors, lecturers, managers, employers and other 
key stakeholders. The commitment to an inclusive and fair university implies unders-
tanding the ideological and political perspective that underlies the different ways of 
addressing employability and access to the labour market of non-traditional groups. This 
challenge transcends the context of this research and relates to social and educational 
practices based on ideals of emancipation, common good, equity, individual autonomy 
and social empowerment. It is necessary to take into account student inequalities in 
order for the university to develop an inclusive role and contribute to the deepening 
of democracy (Giroux, 2016).

The two main limitations of this research were the following: a) the difficulty for 
employers to avoid the discourse of political correctness and to express real practices 
regarding the job selection processes of non-traditional graduates; to handle this issue, 
cross-checks have been established (Bogdan and Taylor, 1975); b) this research has been 
carried out in a single university, which prevents the results from being generalisaded. 
However, the evidence and findings presented may be transferable to similar contexts, 
to enhance debates, policies and good practices on employability and higher education.
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