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Flexibility, Compromise and Opportunity:
Students’ Perceptions of Balancing Part-Time Work with a Full-Time Business Degree

Abstract

Amidst the growing importance of employability in higher education, this study explores
and identifies the motivations behind full-time university students engaging in part-time
employment during term time, how students cope with simultaneously managing the two
activities and how part-time working influences their career aspirations. Semi-structured
interviews are used to obtain data from a sample of 30 business degree students at a UK
university.

The findings confirm previous studies, that financial necessity is a primary driver of part-
time work, but also reveal a complex set of supplementary reasons, that either satisfies a
long-term vision, or a more immediate need for development or self-gratification.
Furthermore, most students compromise the longer term benefit of study against the more
immediate financial gains offered by work, resulting in an accepted lowering of academic
performance as a consequence. The majority of the students did not see a connecting
opportunity between their part-time work and future career, and were uncertain regarding
future career direction.

This study extends the use of qualitative methods in this area, which is dominated by survey
research, while also extending extant findings to the career aspirations of students, which is
hitherto largely unexplored.



Introduction

The bulk of academic work describing part-time working patterns whilst studying full-time in
higher education (HE) have been generated from samples of UK university students.
Working part-time whilst studying for a full-time degree is, however, not a UK phenomenon.
In particular, Morrison (2009) identifies similarities in patterns and reasons for working
among Chinese HE students, to students from other countries. Another longitudinal study
conducted by Hall (2010) on Australian HE students concluded with findings that were
consistent with previous UK studies. Even though studies in the US have tended to focus on
the part-time working activities of High School students (see for example Holloway, 2001),
the work of O’Connor and Cordova (2010) provides a useful analysis of graduate school
students who concurrently work. Notwithstanding a recognition that patterns of students’
working may differ internationally, this paper builds on the existing volume of work
regarding students’ part-time working in the UK (see for example, Carney et al, 2005; Curtis
& Shani, 2002; Richardson et al, 2009; Watts, 2002).

Since the Leitch Report (2006) recommended that universities encourage more active
employer engagement within the curriculum, the contemporary HE environment has seen
an increase in work-related activities being offered to students, such as short-term or one-
year business placements and various forms of work-based project and work-related
learning (Knight & Yorke, 2002, 2003). Yet, at the same time as universities are embedding
employability frameworks and activities within their curriculum (Smith et al, 2007), the
numbers of students working part-time whilst undertaking a full-time degree has also
increased (NUS/HSBC Students Research Report, 2008). While it might be argued that this
activity embraces the sectoral strategic shift, other factors, in particular structural changes
in industry, where deregulation, expansion, and a move to 24-hour service availability, has
increased the need for flexibility of labour, especially part-time and casual staffing (IDS,
2008), providing opportunities for students to earn whilst studying. Perhaps more
significantly, the financial hardship of HE students has been highlighted in recent reports
(Endsleigh, 2012; NUS, 2010a; NUS, 2010b), giving rise to the conclusion that part-time work
is now a necessity in order to survive financially while at university.

There has been a corresponding increase in academic work in this area. Yet, given the multi-
faceted research that surrounds part-time working, no single conceptual model exists that
embraces the broad spectrum of students working whilst studying at university, despite calls
for a theoretical framework (Broadbridge & Swanson, 2005). Here, studies have
predominantly focused on students’ part-time work activities, particularly their motives
(Richardson et al, 2009), or its impact upon academic performance (Curtis & Shani, 2002).

The impetus to work part-time whilst studying full-time

Several studies highlighting the growing number of full-time undergraduate students
engaged in some form of paid part-time employment are widely discussed (see for example
Neill et al, 2004 and Richardson et al, 2009). The main theme to emerge from these works
has centred on the growing need amongst higher education students to work part-time to
reduce financial hardship (NUS, 2008), with Targetjobs.co.uk (2008) highlighting the
substantial gap between income and the combined costs of tuition fees and living expenses.



Evidence therefore suggests that full-time students in higher education who work part-time,
are often motivated by financial necessity rather than a desire to enhance future
employability prospects (Davies, 2000; Neill et a/, 2000; Richardson et al, 2009).

Consequently, the apparent motivation for part-time working is an effort to provide
additional income and avoid excessive debt, while maintaining a certain standard of living
(Moreau & Leathwood 2006; Richardson et al 2009). Harrison & Chudry (2011) noted that
student indebtedness has coincided with the growth of part-time working, while Carney et
al (2005) found that being in debt and working part time have a very slight, albeit
significant, detrimental effect on both mental and physical health of students. More
significant is their finding that students, who felt that part-time working had affected their
academic performance, generally worked more hours.

The effect of part-time work on academic studies

While part-time work does offer positive non-financial benefits such as the development of
personal skills; it limits the amount of time available for academic study (Harrison & Chudry,
2011). On the positive side, employers indicate that a good profile of part-time employment
can help supplement a relatively weak academic profile; as well as provide evidence of
enhanced communication and teamwork skills that can be drawn out at interview. The
positive and negative implications of engaging in part-time work whilst studying full-time
have been well documented (Neill et al, 2004; Watts & Pickering, 2000). A significant
amount of work has focused on the potentially detrimental effects that part-time working
has on academic performance, with some studies confirming a converse relationship
(Lillydahl, 1990; Salamonson & Andrew, 2006). Neill et al (2004) argue that working 15
hours per week is the optimum beyond which part-time work may become
disadvantageous. Nonetheless, the literature remains inconclusive, and Green and Jacques
(2001) found no relationship between part-time work and students’ academic performance.
In the UK, Ford et al (1995) and Hodgson & Spours (2001) both accept that individuals will
manage the balance of work and study differently, with some managing their time
effectively while others struggle to cope with the demands of both.

Non-Financial Benefits of Part-Time Working for Students

It is also suggested that many students now recognise that part-time work enhances
transferable skills such as time management (Holloway, 2001), although the extent to which
students recognise the value of the skills they obtain from part-time work to prospective
employers is arguable. Nonetheless, Watts and Pickering (2000) for example, reported that
students gained increased confidence and important skills such as effective time
management which can be useful in application to the academic arena. In addition, Green
(2011) confirms that work placement can have a positive impact on degree performance,
supporting the work of Adcroft (2009), who found higher levels of extrinsic motivation
among those students who had work placement experience.

Additionally, Lillydahl (1990) suggests that work experience helps the transition into future
employment because students become accustomed to the habits, values and attitudes that
will be expected of them later in their working lives, as well as gaining opportunities to



assume greater responsibilities. Similarly, Lucas and Lamont (1998) and Raffe et al (1998)
discuss the skills and attributes gained during part-time employment, while Mortimer et a/
(1996) highlight the positive influence of part-time work in providing students with an
opportunity to learn useful skills. In addition, Woolmer & Hill (1990) note the important role
part-time work plays in integrating young people into the workforce.

Billett & Ovens (2007) noted that work experience secured by full-time students provided
useful experience of the nature of work, a greater understanding of the workplace and, in
some instances, provided a ‘conduit’ into full-time employment, while Wignall (2007) sees
non-financial benefits of part-time working to include the potential for an individual to
attain important work-related skills. Moreover, Patton (2001) sees part-time work
contributing to the socialisation of students, suggesting that the opportunity to explore the
working environment leads to better occupational preferences and career decisions.
However, while Billet & Ovens (2007) found that part-time working facilitates individual
reflection upon future career direction, previous studies have not fully examined the extent
to which part-time jobs while studying actually drive career aspirations.

Career Directions

Whilst Borg (1994) acknowledges that an individual’s career decisions can be affected by a
multitude of factors, not least the influence of families and other individuals (see also
Agarwala, 2008 and Singaravalu et al, 2005), she recognises that perceived future financial
returns associated with a particular career choice are a critical deciding factor. This
conclusion is supported in later work by Itkin (2008), who also recognizes that earnings
potential is an important factor in the career choice of graduates, although Sibson (2011)
notes the value students attach to the intrinsic attractiveness of the work itself.

In related work, Piotrowski & Cox (2004) found that business students are drawn specifically
towards a business degree because they anticipate that it will naturally lead them towards
better job opportunities and the enhanced earnings potential associated with a career in
business. Nonetheless, perceptions of preferred employer can change over the period of
study (Danziger & Eden, 2006). However, whilst earnings potential appears to encourage
individuals to undertake a business degree in the first place, Itkin (2008) feels that the broad
spectrum of occupations covered by ‘business’ can make any decision regarding potential
career direction difficult. This view is supported by Buchanan et al (2007), who suggest that
even though a business degree indicates a sense of career orientation, and is sufficiently
broad to provide individuals with a wide range of learning, it is only at the postgraduate
level that specific career aspirations becomes apparent. Borg (1994) notes the benefits
associated with work experience on choice of future career as it gives individuals a more
informed basis on which to make decisions surrounding moving from full-time study to full-
time employment. Work experience is also encouraged by Itkin (2008) as it enables
individuals to gain the skills that will allow them to achieve their career aspirations.

Alongside this clear consensus in the literature, there are a number of important variables
that appear to influence an individual’s career decisions. In particular, personality traits
(Gunkel et al, 2010) and gender differences (Al Miskry et al, 2009) appear to affect career
aspirations, especially occupational choice. Perhaps unsurprisingly, there is also a



suggestion by Rainey (2006), that career choice is often influenced by levels of debt, which
could ultimately be influenced by the level of part-time working undertaken by an individual
whilst studying for their degree.

Rationale and Objectives of this study

A range of methods have been used to investigate this broad area within higher education.
Most authors have, however, employed quantitative methods, such as surveys (see, for
example Carney et al, 2005; Curtis & Shani, 2002; Lucas & Lamont, 1998; Neill et al, 2004;
Richardson et al, 2009). In this study, we have adopted a qualitative approach to allow
deeper interrogation and opportunities to explore issues as they emerge. Where qualitative
methods have previously been adopted, the focus has been on the impact of part-time
working on academic performance (see, for example Watts, 2002; Watts & Pickering, 2000).
The present study takes a broader perspective than merely the relationship between work
and academic performance, to include the factors that motivate students to undertake a
part-time job whilst in full-time education; how students manage the relationship between
work and study; and how part-time work has influenced their career aspirations. This
relationship requires further and deeper exploration. Specific areas of interest include the
links between part-time work and developing career aspirations (Billett & Ovens 2007; ltkin
2008) and how students simultaneously juggle work and study for best results (Harrison &
Chudry 2011; Holloway 2001).

By using a qualitative approach this study offers a different perspective and provides some
originality by extending the previous work of Richardson et al, (2009), which used a
guantitative approach, and by also examining how students’ working patterns relate to their
career aspirations. Richardson et al, (2009) found that the principal motivating factor for the
majority of students undertaking part-time work was financial necessity, with a smaller
number seeking to gain experience to support their studies. Students’ career aspirations
appear to have been more heavily influenced by their course than by their chosen part-time
work. These aspects are examined in more depth through the qualitative approach adopted
in this study.

Specifically the study focuses on three important areas and questions:

(i) The part-time job: what specifically motivates students towards a part-time job whilst in
full-time education?

(ii) The job-education conflict: how do students cope with managing these two tasks
simultaneously?

(iii) Career aspirations: how has part-time working influenced individual students career
aspirations?

Methodology

Selecting the Research Sample

The research participants for this study were undergraduate BA (Hons) Business
Management students of a post 92 university in the UK, who were engaged in full-time
study during 2010/11. This HEI was selected because of the previous quantitative research
activity undertaken in this area by the researchers, so it was deemed that students at this



institution would be more willing to participate in this follow-up academic enquiry. It was
also felt that individuals studying business would be more aware of the benefits of engaging
in paid part-time work whilst studying full-time as a means to improve the key transferable
skills seen as essential to enhance employability and open up a broader range of work
opportunities following graduation. It is however arguable whether business students are
more or less likely to undertake part-time work compared with students from other
academic disciplines.

The Research Process

Ethical approval was initially sought and granted by the University, as a mandatory
requirement for academic research using human participants, such as the present study. A
request for participants to be interviewed was thereafter issued via e-mail early in the
academic year 2010/11. All 1300 students, across the three years of the BA (Hons) Business
Management programme were contacted. To ensure strict ethical compliance no incentive
to participate in the study was offered. A total of 39 students made contact with the
researchers but only 30 were eventually available for interviews. The 30 positive responses
were received from full-time students engaged in part-time paid employment (see Tables 1
and 2 for breakdown of respondents by year, gender, job type and sector).

Table 1: Breakdown of Respondents by Year and Gender

Year of Degree Male Female Totals
1 6 3 9 (30%)

2 3 7 10 (33%)

3 6 5 11 (37%)

15 (50%) 15 (50%) 30 (100%)

Three of the respondents (10%) were mature entry (aged 21+).

Table 2: Breakdown of Respondents by Job Type and Sector

Sector Job Type(s) (numbers in brackets) No. of
Students

Hospitality Waiting staff (5), Bar staff (1), Cook (2) 8

Retail Sales Assistant (11), Team Leader (1), Assistant Manager 13

(1)

Administrative | Call-centre (2), Secretary (1), Administrator (1) 5

Public Sector | Educator (1), Care worker (1) 2

Other Other 2

30

Note: The jobs/sectoral profile of the interviewees reconciles to the typical positions
secured by full-time degree students (see for example -
http://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/wiki/Part-Time Work)

Since the purpose of this study was to go beyond the responses associated with a
guantitative based survey and explore in more depth the perceptions and motivations of
students, it was felt that each individual would make a useful contribution, and so a more
scientific and rigorous method of selecting participants was deemed unnecessary. The



http://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/wiki/Part-Time_Work

interview was completely anonymous and respondents were informed they could withdraw
at any point if they did not want to proceed. The actual interviews were conducted by one
of the researchers to ensure a consistent and reliable approach in the process.

Semi-structured interviews were held by only one of the researchers with each of the
students in a location within the university. The interview was based around 16 questions,
split into three sections: questions about the individual’s part-time job, questions exploring
the relationship between part-time work and the student’s full-time educational experience,
and questions relating to future career aspirations (see appendix A). However, students
were encouraged to talk freely about their part-time job and their studies, with questions
being used primarily as researcher prompts. The interviews were not recorded as it was
thought that this might have inhibited discussion. Instead, shorthand notes were taken. The
responses were word-processed and participants were requested to confirm them to ensure
correct representation of their views. Only one of the authors conducted the interviews to
minimise discrepancies and enhance the reliability and validity of data. The interviews were
subsequently written-up, and commonality within the responses noted. The commonality
was then examined across the questions to derive the themes.

Previous studies in this area have not examined gender differences (for example Payne,
2003, Patton & Smith, 2010). Where, gender has been considered in part-time working
activities (for example, Booth & van Ours, 2007; Webber & Williams, 2008), it has largely
focused on the difficulties of balancing part-time work with personal and family
commitments, rather than students’ part-time work being part of an HE scenario. Moreover,
given the small-scale research undertaken here, it was felt that to explore patterns of
responses within age, gender, module options, ethnicity etc. could have potentially led to
some spurious assumptions. The interviewees were therefore treated homogeneously. Six
themes emerged from the analysis: notably the drivers to work part-time and the resultant
need for flexibility, the potential to impact on choice of career direction, the potential to
gain real-life insights, the risk of compromising studies and the opportunities offered to
support further development. The findings are presented within these themes.

Findings

The drivers to work part-time

The majority (93%) of respondents stated financial reasons as the main motivator to
undertake part-time work. However, the impetus underpinning that motivation highlights
two categories of driving force: firstly, the desire to reduce or avoid debt and secondly the
desire to maintain a lifestyle that students had become accustomed to prior to entering
University.

For students in the first group, the spectre of tuition fees provides a clear focus for taking on
paid employment,

“To get as much income as possible to counter tuition fees” (Year 3 Female).



Rather than take a long-term perspective towards tuition fees, a more immediate fiduciary
view is being taken, with the income from the job used simply to help offset the burden of
debt in the short-term,

“To make it more comfortable for me to have a reduced debt” (Year 1 Female)

For the second group of students, the standard of living grown accustomed to prior to
entering University was seemingly difficult to relinquish once on the degree. Prior to
attending University, students were typically living at the parental home, with fewer
financial responsibilities and relatively high disposable income. At this stage, driving lessons
and purchasing cars are high on the agenda, rather than worries surrounding the burden of
covering tuition fees and living expenses. For example, while at school, one respondent
stated that he had worked at a cash & carry store which brought in money to pay for
branded clothes and a good lifestyle. After starting University, he found he still needed to
work to maintain that lifestyle:

“I got into that lifestyle because | could afford it. When | went to University, | had to continue
funding it” (Year 3 Male).

There is seemingly no desire to tolerate an austere lifestyle even in the relatively short-term
whilst studying at University and a part-time job thus allows an acceptable standard of living
to be maintained.

“My part-time job is crucial to my lifestyle. | try very hard not to spend my student loan as
I’'m going to pay it back at some point. My part-time job pay has to spread to cover
everything | need, from uni books to my social life” (Year 3 Female).

Nonetheless, the financial rewards in themselves are not always sufficient motivators. Two
of the interviewees, both working in cafés as waitresses, had turned down promotion
opportunities and more pay since it would have entailed longer hours and increased
responsibility. Here, the benefits of increased financial reward were countered by the
increased burden of job responsibilities, which was deemed by both students to have
restricted flexibility and interfered too much with their degree studies.

Whilst financial reasons were stated by most interviewees as a main reason for part-time
working, a more fundamental need to demonstrate personal drive and fulfil self-
motivational desires that transcend the financial imperative emerged during the interviews:

“I wouldn’t class myself as lazy and so I’d rather work than stay at home and do nothing”
(Year 1 Male).

Additionally, one female first year student said that she’d worked since the age of fifteen
and she would feel ashamed if she did not have a job. There was a feeling among 14 of the
interviewees that they strived to excel in their respective jobs regardless of enjoyment
levels. This is surprising since it might be assumed that as they were only working part-time,
with aspirations of greater endeavours once the degree has been completed, most students
would be relatively unmotivated and adopt a ‘couldn’t care less’ attitude. Yet one student



stated her pride in her job despite not liking it especially, noting in particular that her
sickness and absenteeism level is low, which she attributes to her own self esteem and a
sense of pride in her work. Similarly, one interviewee, currently working in retail, receives
an appraisal every month and this inspires him to achieve more in the store. He said

“I would like to think that | excel in the job. If a job needs doing, the manager always asks
me. | do value the job” (Year 1 Male).

This finding has positive implications for employers, who might otherwise be deterred from
employing students on a part-time basis for fear of lack of commitment or potential
negative impact on customers.

The Need for Flexibility

The choice of job that attracts students is seemingly made according to the flexibility
provided by the role, rather than level of remuneration. This is deemed essential if students
are to balance the competing demands of work and study. Employers clearly demonstrate
understanding and flexibility regarding staff timetables, with four interviewees highlighting
that they took their University schedule in to work to negotiate working hours rather than
having set times forced upon them. For example, one interviewee has classes in the
afternoon or evening, and therefore works every morning shift. In addition, three students
condense their working hours into the weekend in order to avoid conflict with classes. It is
therefore important that employers who wish to employ students to fulfil part-time or
temporary posts emphasise flexibility of working above other job attributes, in order to
attract such candidates.

Yet, it is clear that flexibility is not always facilitated through negotiation, it is sometimes a
forced situation. For example, one interviewee came to an arrangement with his employer
to allow attendance at university despite being in a full-time job. As a consequence, he
remains permanently logged in to his PC and deals with work e-mails during classes.
Nonetheless, there is a two-way benefit of flexible working, with employers gaining a
flexible resource, at least for the period that the student is engaged in full-time study. One
first year male student acknowledges that while his company does put people first, and that
they are flexible to his needs, he feels that this ties him to the company for the duration of
his time as a full-time student, as he felt that he would not get such good deal elsewhere.

Although, it does seem that being able to switch-off at work, even though it might be a
mundane activity, counters the pressures of studying for a degree,

“It gets boring sometimes, but | wouldn’t want to leave as it is so easy” (Year 2 Female).

Impact on Career Direction

Given that the reasons for working are predominantly financially driven and that employers
are sought on the basis of flexibility, it would be reasonable to assume that students would
have no desire to continue working for their respective company post-graduation. Yet two
of the students intended to utilize the part-time work experience to develop a career with
either their current employer, or an organisation in the same sector, following graduation.
Moreover, one third year student started work at a large retailer initially as a source of



income, but then quickly realized that there was potential to develop a career there and
now the financial reward seems secondary to carving out a long-term career within that
organization. These interviewees recognised the importance of getting in at ‘grass-roots’
level within an organisation and using that experience to provide a foundation to develop a
management career. Given the current difficult jobs market, especially for graduate
entrants, it is surprising that more individuals do not look to develop careers with their part-
time employer, since many have graduate or management schemes in place.

Nonetheless, with the exception of one student who had aspirations of being a pilot, and
another who wanted to pursue retail management with his current employer, for most of
the remaining participants (93%), there was uncertainty regarding future career direction.
For those in years one and two of the degree, there was no sense of urgency in directing
efforts towards finding a full-time job after graduation. One first year student felt that she
needs to concentrate on her degree studies for the immediate future rather than look to the
future. Yet, even for those students in year three, with the end of the degree looming, there
was still indecision, with one third year student commenting that she had not yet started
looking for jobs and did not have any idea of what she wanted to do. Similarly, another third
year student stated that she did not have any precise career direction in mind at the
moment, and was “just trying to find out what I’m interested in next”. One second year
student said she would probably do a Masters degree to give her more time to think about
future job options.

This indecision could be a symptom of the business degree, which is generalist in its
curriculum content and can lead to disparate career pathways. However, this indecision
does represent a worrying feature for Universities (since they are measured on graduate
employability) and could lead to students continuing for a period in their current part-time
post following graduation, and thus delaying their securing a graduate level position. There
was an emerging feeling among seven of the interviewees of a ‘back-up option’ with the
current part-time job, and that if a full-time position in an area of interest did not
materialize, then individuals would simply remain with their existing part-time employer
and try to make the best of the situation. With 40% of the interviewees already working in
excess of 20 hours per week, it seems relatively easy to merely increase hours in an already
familiar working environment. One first year interviewee stated that while he does not
favour a career in retail, being aware of the difficult economic times, he needs to keep his
options open and does not rule it out. Yet, it is suggested here, that this ‘back up option’
can lead to complacency, since without the sense of security derived from the part-time job,
students would potentially be more vigorous in their graduate job search, and also seek
opportunities earlier in their studies. This situation could also be compounded by
employment inertia, with one interviewee stating that she is the longest serving employee
in her department, and accepts that

“I wouldn’t say I enjoy it, but it’s what I’'m used to” (Year 2 Female).
Despite the reluctance of students to convert their part-time job into a full-time career upon

graduation, there was agreement among all of the interviewees that work activities had
added-value to their respective CV’s, with one interviewee commenting that



“without a job it would be a boring CV” (Year 1 Female).

For nineteen of the participants, it was felt that part-time work experience would help to
differentiate them in the graduate jobs market. In particular, there was a perception that
skills developed in the part-time job would be readily transferable to other environments.
This was a view especially held by those individuals currently working in a customer-facing
service position such as retail or hospitality. Yet without knowing which career pathway to
take, the thought that part-time work added value to that career seems somewhat naive.
For example, much of the training received to support part-time roles is likely to relate to
organisation specific skills such as checkout operations, or basic legislative instruction such
as health and safety, rather than the skills that will help to form and enhance managerial
career aspirations

Nonetheless, the notion that working part-time provides a taste of what life will be like
following graduation was a theme that emerged strongly. Six of the participants felt that
those who do not work whilst at University are somehow missing out on a wider life
experience. One student notes that she can see some fellow students who live at home,
with everything paid for, lacking work and life experience, stating that

“work can give a wider perspective” and that “for people who have never worked or had to
be self-responsible, work is an abstract idea at the moment” (Year 2 Female).

She felt that having worked before commencing the degree, and carrying on afterwards,
gives her practical “real-life experience”. Similarly, she felt that work has made her more
self-confident and raised her ability to solve life’s problems. This seems to be where the
value of part-time work can most dramatically benefit an individual’s development — not
simply providing a competency to highlight on a CV, but helping individual’s to develop
softer skills and an innate ability to be more reliant and confident in different situations.

Real-Life Insights

In addition to work developing softer skills, all of the interviewees had made a connection
between the theoretical aspects of their business degree and their practical work
environment. One interviewee felt that work gave a more realistic perspective to her
studies, and this was confirmed by another who stated

“text books are not always like it is in real life” (Year 3 Male).

Moreover, one student noted that he is now seeing aspects of his marketing studies
manifesting themselves in issues addressed at work,

“I could understand the terminology they were using and didn’t need to ask questions like
some” (Year 1 Male).

Another recognized that his studies reflected his experience in the workplace and can now
see crucial managerial aspects, such as the motivation of staff, as important:



“I find myself thinking about what we’ve covered at university — but it is not really my
position to challenge the manager” (Year 1 Male).

However, the utilization of the students’ knowledge was not universally overlooked, with
one of the interviewees’ academic knowledge being frequently used by her manager — for
example being asked her advice on in-store merchandising. Similarly, a third year
interviewee stated that he regularly finds things wrong in his work environment based on
his theoretical knowledge which provides impetus to improve aspects of work.

Given that students are demonstrating an ability to apply wider theoretical perspectives in
the workplace, while at the same time gathering employer-relevant skills, it could be
assumed that employers would actively pursue these individuals to join management
development schemes, or equivalent, post-graduation. Yet, there seems to be a lack of
drive on behalf of employers to retain graduates within their organization, and convince
them to develop a career in that organisation, sector or specialisation. One first year
student, working in retail, noted that his employer does have a graduate scheme, but he felt
it was not pushed, and he only found out about it by accident in the company magazine. He
felt that there was an expectation that graduates currently working part-time in the store
would leave the organization having graduated (taking valuable ‘shop floor’ experience with
them) and were therefore not worth pursuing. He also felt the position was exacerbated by
store managers who do not really care about developing graduates, since they are
frequently moved from store-to-store and therefore view staff solely as resources to use
during the period while they are based at that particular store.

Failure to encourage undergraduates currently working part-time to consider remaining and
developing a career within the organisation represents a wasted opportunity for the
employing organisation. A graduate with organisational experience should already have
internal knowledge about operations and therefore require a reduced induction period and
settle in to role more quickly.

Nonetheless, with the aforementioned career uncertainty among students, there are
perhaps failings on both sides to actively pursue what seems like a good opportunity.
However, from the interviews, it seems that students are having difficulty balancing the
different aspects of their lives, with the consequence that they only take a short-term
perspective, negotiating the conflicting demands of work and study, rather than taking a
longer-term, career oriented view — in other words adopting an operational rather than
strategic perspective. By students taking a more strategic view, the part-time work
experience could be used to develop a career path with the organisation that would be
mutually beneficial to both parties. This does, however, depend upon employers supporting
this viewpoint, rather than seeing part-time students merely as a transient resource.

Compromising Study

Students find balancing pressures to work longer hours, meet University assessment
deadlines and achieve good grades, whilst maintaining a rich social life, problematic. Half of
the interviewees experienced difficulties in managing work and study, with the resultant
reduction in self-study time,



“background reading time is reduced” (Year 1 Female).

Similarly, another interviewee stated that because of work commitments it has not been
possible to do any extra reading over the degree at all and indeed has

“not picked up a book in 3 years” (Year 3 Female).

For those working in a retail environment, this lack of personal study opportunity tends to
be exasperated around assignment times, which typically correspond to busy sales periods,
such as the pre-Christmas period and the January sales, when increased working hours are
expected by employers. Moreover, those in the leisure or hospitality industry typically work
late shifts, and for three of the interviewees this meant they were too tired to study at the
end of a shift. For other interviewees, work dominates their lives to the detriment of their
studies, with one commenting that

“it feels like you don’t stop seven days a week” (year 3 Female).

It is evident that as a direct result of the time pressures created by part-time working
students have difficulty balancing the two activities, with a typical compromise being made:

“I leave assignments to the last possible moment” (Year 3 Female).

Unsurprisingly, four of the eleven third year students felt that they would have achieved a
better degree classification if they had not worked during term time, as this reduced the
time that they could devote to their studies. However, this does have significant
implications for Universities who seek to maximise achievement levels for their students.
Initiatives being instigated by Universities to maximise student achievement rates will be
undermined by students’ who seek to compromise in all facets of their life rather than look
to maximise study achievements. Again, this suggests a short-term perspective is being
adopted by students.

Opportunities for development
The need for personal development emerged during the interviews, especially in respect of
developing more advanced English language skills. It seems that interacting with fellow
students on the degree programme provided insufficient communication practice for three
of the students, with one stating

“I don’t have to work. However, | work to develop skills of communication” (Year 1 Female).

Additionally, one student stated that that working gave her “something to do” when not at
university. Similarly, another student recognised that a key benefit of his bar job was that it
yields an opportunity to meet people and socialise. Similarly, another student recognised
that a benefit of working in a pub was the networking opportunities that can occur from
getting to know the regular clientele, and thus build up a portfolio of potential work
contacts. Consequently, it does suggest that the university is potentially missing an
opportunity to fulfil the personal development needs of students, such as the development



of highly professional communication skills and greater comfort with networking, which
students look to the part-time job to provide.

Conclusion

It is clear that there is a financial necessity amongst many undergraduate business students
that stimulates them to work part-time while studying full-time. Whether the motivation is
to fund the lifestyle grown accustomed to prior to University, or to counter the rising cost of
tuition fees plus living expenses, it is the monetary driver that provides the primary impetus
to seek part-time employment, which broadly supports the findings reported in extant
literature (Richardson et al, 2009). Yet beneath this financial motivation, lies a complex set
of supplementary reasons that satisfies a more immediate need for development or self-
gratification (Billet & Ovens 2007; Curtis & Shani, 2002; Davies, 2000; Lucas & Lamont 1998).

There are apparent tensions between work and study, with some individuals having to
continuously juggle their time. While Yum et al (2005) discussed several coping mechanisms
for part-time students juggling their work, family and social life, some students are clearly
more susceptible to persuasion from managers asking them to work overtime than others,
with some making individual judgments based upon the importance of a particular class and
its impact on their overall studies. With several students admitting that their grades are
lower because of part-time work commitments, there is an apparent compromise being
made which sacrifices the longer term benefits of study against the more immediate
financial gain offered through part-time work. Previous studies, such as Neill et al (2004),
have reported the significant association between student working patterns and their
academic performance. Nonetheless, some individuals do ignore the excessive demands of
their employer and project into the future, anticipating a financially rewarding full-time job.

Whilst this research has not sought the opinions of HE Institutions, the findings nonetheless
raise implications for them. In particular, the lack of commitment of students to fully
engage in academic studies in order to accommodate part-time work suggests the need for
more robust methods of utilising guided learning hours or more demanding assessments by
tutors. However, this could have an adverse impact on achievement levels and, in the
longer term, on recruitment. Perhaps a solution is to embrace students’ part-time working
activities and embed them within the curriculum? Certainly QAA benchmark statements for
business and management (http://www.qaa.ac.uk) highlight the importance of integrating
theory with practice, and certainly there is now some work being developed in this area
(Ogilvie & Shaw, 2011) which could transform how management education is delivered in
the future.

More specifically, the need for flexibility emerged strongly through the interviews, with
students seeking part-time employment that fitted around their studies. Nonetheless, it
became clear that students regularly experience tensions between the demands of work
and study. HEI's may wish to configure their curriculum around students’ part-time working
and provide a more bespoke offer. There is also a suggestion from the findings, that the
onus should be on HEIs to provide connections with those organisations who recruit
graduates, perhaps through work-based projects, to help ease students’ transition into full-


http://www.qaa.ac.uk/

time graduate employment, perhaps supporting an academic-industry partnership, as
advocated by Naude et al, (2009). However, employers often complain that graduates are
not ‘job-ready’, and therefore the case for a greater involvement in the developmental
process of graduate skills through part-time working would potentially benefit all
stakeholders.

Whilst there is a feeling of contentment that part-time work is contributing in some way to
an individual’s CV, its precise utility in terms of career outcomes eludes most business
students. There seems to be an inability to harness and internalise the key components of
part-time work and use them to project forward into a defined career pathway. Here, most
are waiting to see what develops post graduation when they plunge into the full-time jobs
market. For some, the part-time job is kept as a fall-back position, in case a full-time job
does not materialize. This ‘just-in-case’ approach could well hold students back from
committing to a particular career pathway, or precise occupation, and as a result students
risk failing to secure good positions early in their careers. Perhaps this pattern is more
strongly connected to students of business degrees, since the nature of business and
management is disparate and largely context based, unlike say teaching or nursing, and
therefore creates uncertainty over future career direction. This could also be exacerbated
by inertia in leaving part-time jobs that could well extend into the period following
graduation. However, it is surprising that the perception amongst students is that employers
do little to encourage them to remain in the organization and develop a career following
graduation. One individual working in a retail store, felt that promotion was only available
to those who worked 30 or more hours per week, since this was the gauge against which
management assess those who are committed to a career within the organization. There is
an apparent acceptance among employers of the transient nature of students, and an
expectation that they will leave to pursue career aspirations elsewhere. Any thoughts of
remaining in the organization to either develop the part-time post, or pursue a graduate
management position appear to be entirely initiated by the individual.

Nonetheless, students are generally developing useful skills such as customer service skills
whilst in part-time employment, and also affirming personal characteristics of self-
motivation, which should be of utmost importance to potential employers. Future research
into why employers do not seem to take full advantage of nurturing the valuable skills
already acquired in-house and on-the-job by students would therefore be useful.

Future Research

This research has revealed some interesting findings regarding students’ perceptions about
their part-time working, their degree studies and their future career direction. However
there are limitations to the work, in particular the students are treated homogenously, with
no distinction between ethnicity, gender, age or current circumstances, all of which may
potentially influence career decisions. In addition, the focus of this study limits the
application of the findings across countries, although its value to similar economies must be
considered. Moreover, the use of BA (Hons) Business Management students, albeit across
the three years of a degree, ignores the experiences of those of other academic disciplines,
and indeed, other institutions, and this could be important, especially for those studying in
relatively expensive locations, such as at universities in London.



While this work extends existing work in this area, and goes some way towards integrating
facets that have been previously explored, there is a clear need for an empirical model that
will embrace all aspects of students working whilst studying. The inter-connections between
the themes identified in this work are clearly inter-related, for example, working a larger
number of hours reduces the financial burden but decreases time available to study, which
potentially comprises performance and overall award. Within this work, a hierarchical
model has begun to emerge, with financial considerations at the apex, and a host of
supplementary reasons such as career progression underneath. Nonetheless, an integrative
model would need to be derived from a larger sample, than the small-scale research
undertaken in this work to overcome the limitations previously noted.
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Appendix A - The Interview Questions

Introduction

A -The
1.

What PT work do you currently undertake and how long have you worked there?
How many hours per week do you work and has this changed over your degree
studies?

Have you held any previous PT jobs?

Job
What motivates you to work part-time while studying for a degree?

2. What do you enjoy and dislike about your work?
3. Have you been promoted whilst at work? (Why pursue this promotion)?
4. Have you changed jobs (and why)?
5. What scope is there for progression in your current part-time job?
6. Do you feel committed to your employer?
7. If sacked tomorrow, how would you feel?
8. Do you undertake training? If so, how useful is this (transferability)?
9. Do you try to excel in the post?
C - Education
1. In what ways does work benefit or conflict with your studies?
2. If you were asked by your employer to work overtime, but this clashed with a
seminar, what would you choose (and why)?
3. Does working reduce your private study/reading time?
D - Career
1. Have you made a career choice yet?
2. How is your career decision influenced by your part-time working, or vice versa?
3. Does your employer have a career path that is of interest to you?
4. Has your employer approached you about career development within the
organization? What value is this job adding to your CV/Career?
Closing

Any further points you would like to add?



