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Welcome
The gradireland Graduate Salary & Graduate Recruitment 
Trends Survey is an annual snapshot of graduate 
recruitment across Ireland. It is key to our central role of 
providing expert knowledge to graduate employers, 
careers services, students and graduates. 

The main cohort of participants in this survey are 
employers. Most have defined graduate programmes, 
although we also survey others who do not operate formal 
graduate programmes. This annual survey encompasses 
graduate employers of all sizes, across all major sectors of 
work and across all regions. It is essential reading for 
anyone employing or advising graduates. 

Each year our sister company, Trendence, also produces 
the Trendence Graduate Study and the ranking of Ireland’s 
100 leading graduate employers. The support we receive 
from Trendence UK and Ireland  ensures that gradireland 
products benefit from the most up-to-date and thorough 
research available on the market. 

We would like to thank everyone who took part in the 
gradireland Graduate Salary & Graduate Recruitment 
Trends Survey 2020 and look forward to hearing from you 
again for future editions.  

Ruairi Kavanagh 
editor, gradireland
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Foreword
From Gavin Connell and Trevor 
Johnston, Joint-chairs, the 
Association of Higher Education 
Careers Services (AHECS) 

The graduates of 2020 are entering 
a labour market which, while filled 
with opportunity, is increasingly 
challenging as we deal with the 
effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Employers are demanding more 
from graduates so they can be as 
effective as possible, as quickly as 
possible, after joining an 
organisation. The gradireland 
Graduate Salary & Graduate 
Recruitment Trends Survey fills an 
important information gap for 
these graduates. It helps them to 
develop an understanding of their 
career prospects and of 
recruitment trends and potential 
earnings – all fundamental 
elements when making informed 
career choices. 

Today’s graduates are competing 
not just with each other, but also 
with graduates from other 
countries. We need to continue to 
keep informing students of the real 
employability demands of industry 
today. For employers, the 
information in this survey will be a 
key influencer in their graduate 
recruitment policy decisions and it 
has become an established and 
valued component of the graduate 
recruitment process. AHECS is 
delighted to once again be 
involved in the survey through our 
gradireland partnership with GTI 
Ireland. 

(See gradireland.com/about-us for 
further information about the 
gradireland and AHECS partnership.)



Ireland’s 100 Leading 
Graduate Employers 2020

The ideal piece of companion research to the gradireland 
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Get key insights on who students 
want to work for and what 
matters to next year’s graduates 
with the results of Ireland’s largest 
student survey: 

2020 will see the largest ever 
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gradireland 

Get the inside track on trends, 
aspirations and preferences 
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Ireland’s Top 100 employers will 
be revealed and we also show 
who are the most popular 
employers within top graduate 
employment sectors 

Released October 2020 in print 
and online
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Introduction  
Welcome to the 2020 edition of the gradireland 
Graduate salary & Graduate Recruitment 
Trends Survey, our official survey of the 
graduate landscape throughout the island of 
Ireland. This research is based upon a study of 
70 graduate employers carried out between 
December 2019 and March 2020. The research 
and results were compiled by our research 
partners, trendence research UK and Ireland.   

This survey was completed before the onset of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. While we would expect 
some of the data herein to have been affected 
by current events, this survey will still serve as a 
useful reference tool in terms of how 
organisations can continue to recruit, or restart 
recruitment, in a world which has experienced 
rapid and profound change.   

This is the 14th edition of the survey, which is 
designed to provide recruiters, employers and 
careers advisers with a current overview of the 
graduate recruitment market throughout 
Ireland, including:  

Starting salaries by sector and percentage of 
graduate hires per sector.   

Trends in graduate intake during this period  

Challenges facing graduate recruiters  

Attitudes and strategies relating to 
internships, assessment and selection  

Measurement graduate programme 
performance and retention metrics  

Assessment of graduate skills shortfalls and 
areas for improvement  

Early-engagement trends and methods.  

Methodology   
The genesis of this survey was a need amongst 
employers to gather cohesive and reputable 
information on the graduate recruitment 
market. This year’s survey was programmed in 
November 2019. We have changed the 
structure of some of the questions for this year 
and, as a result, we have reduced the number 
of comparisons to surveys of previous years as 
the metrics are different in some cases, but 
where possible we have compared. We envision 

using the current structure for the forthcoming 
number of years, which will enable us to 
generate a new set of comparative data to 
share with recruiters and employers. The field 
phase of the survey lasted between December 
2019 and March 2020. The survey was 
conducted on the condition of anonymity for 
those companies who participated. The data 
was then cleaned and analysed with vacancy 
and salary information investigated by job 
sector. This year’s survey contained over 50 
questions relating to various aspects of 
graduate recruitment and was structured to 
allow the data to be, where possible, organised 
by sector. Respondents were also able to file a 
no response/don’t know answer to a number of 
the questions. The data was collected and 
processed in accordance with the regulations 
set by the Market Research Society. The survey 
set out to engage with as many employers as 
possible in different sectors so as to provide as 
wide a spread of information as possible. As in 
previous years’ the respondents come from 
SMEs, large national employers and 
multinational organisations. As in previous 
editions of the survey, the majority of 
respondents were employers who recruit 
graduates regularly, though not necessarily 
exclusively in Northern Ireland and the 
Republic of Ireland. 

Methodology 

Period: December 2019 to March 2020.   

Sample: 70 companies from Ireland (North 
and South)  

Sectors represented: 12  

Method: Online questionnaire 

Editor’s note: In the commentary articles 
and graphics, we have rounded up or down 
the percentage figures to the closest whole 
percentage. 
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Key findings

70% of employers plan to either 
maintain or increase their 

graduate recruitment levels

€30,409 to €
The average graduate 

starting salary across all 
sectors rises from

IT, engineering, banking and finance, accountancy, 
HR and research & development amongst sectors 

that are very popular with graduate recruiters, 
with technology leading the field

of employers 
surveyed offer work 
experience and/or 

internships
82% An average of gradu

companies had prev
an internship within

51% Over half of employers surveyed now 
engage with students at secondary school 

level to develop future talent pipelines. 
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Despite increasing 
challenges, employers still 
positive about recruiting 
graduates

€31,938 Graduate salaries 
continue to rise 

Key sectors see sustained 
growth in graduate jobs

uates recruited by 
viously completed 

n that organisation28% Popularity of internships 
continues as a training and 
talent pipeline

Employers continue to 
increase engagement with 
students at second level
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Company functions, 
size and location 

Employers were asked... 
In total, how many people are 
employed by your organisation in 
Ireland, north and south? 

Where is your company located? 

What is your organisation’s main 
business function?

What is your organisation’s main business function?1a

Accountancy, professional services and financial management 
Banking, investment banking, financial services} 
Education Charity/Not-for-profit 
Civil and Public secto 
Engineering and manufacturing 
FMGC 
HR, recruitment and training 
IT and technology 
Law 
Logistics and transport 
Retail and sales 
Science, medical, research and development 
Other

10%

3%

9%

3%
1%

18%

1%

4%
15%

4%

1%

12%

16%

In total, how many people are currently 
employed by your organisation in Ireland, 
north and south?

1b

13% 

18% 

21% 

19% 

16% 

13%

0 – 49 
50 – 249 
250 – 999 
1,000 – 2,499 
2,500 – 4,999 
5,000 – 19,999

Where is your company located?1c

70% 

30%

Republic of Ireland only 
Throughout Ireland
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Graduate recruitment 
in 2020 

7

This year for the gradireland 
Graduate Salary & Graduate 
Recruitment Trends Survey 
we conducted research on 
almost 70 graduate 
employers throughout 

Ireland, north and south. We have 
endeavoured to gather data from as wide a 
range of organisations as possible, so we 
surveyed SME’s, semi-state bodies, large 
Irish companies and multinational firms as 
part of this year’s research. The results 
provide a comprehensive overview of the 
graduate recruitment landscape as it 
currently stands. 52% of the firms 
participating in the survey operate with less 
than 1.000 people. 21% of those surveyed 
employed between 250 and 1,000 people 
with 18% employing between 50 and 250 
with 13% employing less than 50. See Figure 
1b. 30% of those surveyed operated in both 
Northern and Southern Ireland. See Figure 
1c. Figure 1a illustrates the main sector that 
each of the employers surveyed in this piece 
of research operates in.   

In general, the trend remains very 
positive in terms of graduate recruitment, 
although this survey was concluded in 
advance of the onset of the Covid-19 
pandemic. The data in this report will form 
a useful analysis for employers seeking to 
revitalise, revise or revisit their graduate 
strategy in the wake of the pandemic.  

In terms of how many graduates are 
being recruited by employers during 2019, 
38 was the average number amongst the 
65 companies surveyed, with an average of 

40 being expected during the 2020 intake. 
Only 2% of companies surveyed did not 
plan to recruit any graduates (See Figure 1). 
8% recruited one or two graduates, with 
21% hiring between three and nine and 26% 
hiring up to 20. 14% hired between 20–39 
and 29% hired over 40.   

Graduates of vital importance  
There has been an increase in caution 
amongst graduate recruiters when they 
were asked about whether they planned to 
recruit more graduates or maintain their 
current graduate recruitment levels. This 
could be an affect of normal economic 
cycles, continuing uncertainty over Brexit 
or a combination of both, or other factors. 
The onset of the pandemic will of course 
not improced their outlook 71% of 
employers (compared to 81% last year) plan 
to either maintain their graduate 
recruitment levels or expand them, with 
34% of that number saying that they would 
be hiring more graduates this year, down 
from 48% last year, see Figure 2 overleaf. 
We asked them why they would be 
recruiting more graduates, and 74% said 
that it was due to a growth in business, 
similar to previous data. Employers could 
choose more than one reason for hiring 
more graduates and 52% said it was due to 
an increase in strategic focus on graduate 
recruitment and 46% citing the 
development of a new graduate 
programme, which was a new option in 
this year’s survey.  

T
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1 What was the total number of graduates that 
your organisation recruited during 2019/20 
recruitment campaigns?

2020 
2019 

2018 
2017

2 Do you expect your graduate 
intake to change in 2020?

21% 

34% 

37% 

8%

Yes, we plan to recruit fewer students 
Yes, we plan to recruit more students 
No, our intake will be the same 
Not sure

29% 

38% 

20% 

26%

14% 

50% 

19% 

19%

26% 

17% 

16% 

18%

21% 

16% 

25% 

21%

8% 

9% 

13% 

11%

2% 

8% 

6% 

6%

4
0

+
20

–3
9

10
–1

9
3–

9
1–

2
n

on
e

3 Why do you expect to recruit 
more graduates during 2020 
than in 2019?*

74% 

13% 

13% 

30%

Growth in business 
Higher recent turnover of staff  
Increased strategic focus on graduate  
recruitment 
Development of new graduate  
programme(s)

Editor’s note: Graphics marked with 
an asterisk indicate a multiple choice 
question. For these questions, the 
total may exceed, or calculate to less, 
than 100%. For these questions 
employers can select multiple 
options or tick all of them if all apply. 
The results for these questions are of 
most popular options and related 
percentages as opposed to an evenly 
distributed set of responses.
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Challenges  
43% of employers said that they were 
confident of being able to fill their 
graduate vacancies, down from 45% last 
year. Likewise, 43% said they were 
expecting to find graduate recruitment 
challenging in 2020, down from 50% last 
year, and a further 14% uncertain of 
whether they would face challenges or not. 
See Figure 4. In terms of what these 
challenges are, see Figure 5, 37% said it was 
primarily competition for graduate talent 
from other employers in their sector, the 
same as last year, while 19% said that 
employers from outside their sector 
presented a significant challenge, down 
from 26% last year. 17% felt that applicants 
had either not the right qualifications or 
the right skills while 10% felt that the 
starting salaries which they were able to 
offer their graduates were not competitive 
enough. 3% identified the lack of foreign 
language skills as a challenge. 

71% of employers 
(compared to 81% last 
year) plan to either 
maintain their graduate 
recruitment levels or 
expand them, with 34% of 
that number saying that 
they would be hiring 
more graduates this year, 
down from 48% last year.

4 Do you anticipate any challenges 
in filling these vacancies?

Yes 
No 
Not sure

43%43%

14%

5 What challenges do you anticipate 
in filling these vacancies?

Competition for graduate talent from other employers  
in your sector 
Competition for graduate talent from other employers  
outside your sector 
Not enough applicants with the right qualifications 
Not enough applicants with the right skills 
Speaking a foreign language  
Graduate starting salaries not competitive enough

37%

19%

14%

17%

9%

3%
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What graduate salaries 
are companies offering? 

One of the main 
themes of the 
gradireland 
Graduate Salary & 
Graduate 
Recruitment Trends 

Survey is what is being offered to 
graduates in terms of salary. We surveyed 
various sectors and job roles to provide 
the most comprehensive insight into 
what is being offered to graduates today.   

When looking at what is on offer to 
graduates today, there are several factors 
to consider. Companies may offer 
different salaries depending on what 
sector the role is in. For example, a 
marketing graduate working in tech may 
be offered more than working in some 
areas of manufacturing. We asked 
employers what level of salary they are 
currently paying to graduates and what 
level of salary they expect to pay to 
graduates as part of the next recruitment 
cycle.   

Starting salaries in 2020  
Although we can expect the pandemic to 
have a significant impact on salary 
offerings, this year’s data from our survey 
builds on data from recent years, 
reflecting growth in graduate salaries. 
This year’s survey reveals that the average 
salary on offer to graduates is €31,938, up 
from an average of €30,409 in last year’s 
report. In the 2018 research the figure 
stood at €29,060 so this year’s figure is a 
significant increase. See Figure 6.  

In Figure 6 we can also see the salary 
bands in order to see the current, and 
past trends in graduate salaries. This 
year’s survey shows that 63% of all 
graduates will earn between €20,000 and 
€30,000 as a starting salary, very similar 
to last year’s 64%. Last year, 3% of 
employers offered salaries below the 
€20,000 mark, this year there were none 
in this category. 29% will earn between 
€30,000 and €34,000, very similar to last 
year’s 27%. Interestingly, 31% of graduates 
will earn more than €34,000, up from last 
year’s 26% and 16% in 2018, indicative of 
the healthy state of graduate salaries at 
the time this research was conducted.   

Graduate expectations  
Interestingly, employers are increasingly 
concerned with what graduates expect 
when it comes to starting salaries. In last 
year’s data, 63% of employers felt that 
Irish graduates had realistic expectations 
when it came to assessing what they 
could earn at the start of their careers.  

Figure 7 shows that 34% of employers 
plan to recruit more students, down from 
48% last year. 37% plan to maintain 
current recruitment levels, while 20% say 
they plan to recruit fewer students, up 
from 10% last year. 

O
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This year’s survey reveals 
that the average salary on 
offer to graduates is 
€31,938, up from an 
average of €30,409 in last 
year’s report. In the 2018 
research the figure stood 
at €29,060 so this year’s 
figure is a significant 
increase.

Starting salary bands in the last four years

2016 
2017 

2018 
2019

1% 

4% 

5% 

0%

8% 

2% 

1% 

2%

9% 

9% 

9% 

2%

26% 

18% 

14% 

14%

5% 

16% 

15% 

13%

15% 

16% 

12% 

9%
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Average graduate salary this year = €31,938

Do you expect your graduate 
intake to change in 2020?

21%

37%

8%

34%

Yes, we plan to recruit 
fewer students  

Yes, we plan to recruit 
more students 

No, our intake will be 
the same  

Not sure
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Sector and salary 
variations  
How we calculate the data  
With many organisations’ diversifying 
and expanding into different sectors, 
an increasing amount of graduate jobs 
are no longer confined to the 
conventional sectors in which a 
business may have traditionally 
operated. This is particularly common 
in sectors such as finance, technology, 
food and many others. Finance 
companies need marketing graduates 
and tech companies need accountants 
and engineering firms need science 
graduates. As a result, we are 
attempting to illustrate this diversity in 
relation to graduate jobs, and what 
sectors employers are interested in 
recruiting in. The question we 
submitted to employers enabled them 
to select multiple choice responses 
from the twelve sectors displayed in 
Figures 8, 9 and 11.   

What graduates are in demand?  
As Figures 8 and 9 illustrate, the data 
from this year’s gradireland Graduate 
Salary & Graduate Recruitment Trends 
Survey shows the results in terms of 
what percentage of companies are 
hiring graduates to work in a particular 
area. They also show the average 
number of graduates who are recruited 
to work in this area. The sector that is 
hiring the highest number of 
graduates this year in Banking, 
investment banking and financial 
services at an average of 29 graduates. 
This replaces Accountancy, which has a 

drop to an average of 14 graduates in 
this year’s data, down from 55 last 
year, a figure which was influenced 
by some very large employers 
recruiting for this sector in last year’s 
survey. Engineering has seen a 
considerable increase in the numbers 
recruited, up from 13 in last year’s 
data to 27 in this year’s results.  

In terms of employers seeking 
graduates from a particular 
technology remains the most popular 
sector, with 45% targeting graduates 
from this discipline or degree 
background, not matter what sector 
they work in. This is followed by 
banking, investment and financial 
services, retail and sales, digital 
marketing and recruitment and HR. 
The continuing popularity amongst 
companies of seeking graduates 
from the technology and engineering 
sectors illustrates, as an example, the 
value of the transferrable skills in this 
area. It is also interesting to see the 
high interest in HR and recruitment 
skills, indicative of this being a priority 
area for many businesses.  
This year, see Figure 10, only 48% of 
employers felt that graduates had 
realistic expectations in terms of 
salary. 34% said they felt that 
graduates had unrealistic 
expectations (32%) while 18% said that 
they were unsure as to whether their 
forthcoming graduate recruits had 
realistic expectations in terms of what 
they could earn.    
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8 Average number of graduates hired per 
career area and starting salaries per sector* 

Banking, investment banking, financial services                          €30,329               29 

Engineering                                                                                              €31,954               27 

Food & drink industry, leisure and tourism                                     €26,500                15 

IT and technology                                                                                   €32,665                15 

Accountancy and financial management                                      €26,757                14 

Retail and sales                                                                                       €33,925                 11 

Law                                                                                                               €33,156                 9 

Research and development                                                               €29,000                 5 

Digital media, marketing                                                                     €28,957                 3 

Construction, built environment and property                              €30,250                 3 

Logistics and transport                                                                         €31,780                 3 

Recruitment & HR                                                                                  €29,447                 2

Mean sa
lary 2020

Average num
ber o

f 

graduates h
ire

d  

(per c
areer a

rea)

9 Starting salaries and percentage of employers seeking graduates with these degrees*

€32,665                                                                                      41% 

€31,954                                                                                     29% 

€30,329                                                                                     25% 

€33,925                                                                                     25% 

€28,957                                                                                     23% 

€29,447                                                                                    20% 

€26,757                                                                                      18% 

€29,000                                                                                     17% 

€30,250                                                                                      15% 

€31,780                                                                                      14% 

€26,500                                                                                     12% 

 €33,156                                                                                      12%

IT and technology  

Engineering  

Banking, investment banking, financial 
services 

Retail and sales  

Digital media, marketing  

Recruitment & HR 

Accountancy and financial management  

Research and development  

Construction, built environment and 
property 

Logistics and transport  

Food & drink industry, leisure and tourism 

Law

Note: * denotes multiple choice questions 
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Where are the highest salaries?  
Retail and sales is the best paid sector 
in this year’s survey, at €33,925, just 
ahead of Law at €33,156. These were 
also the two best paid sectors in last 
year’s survey. See Figure 11. A 
significant amount of salaries are now 
through the €30k barrier as a starting 
salary, including banking, technology, 
engineering, retail and sales, logistics 
and transport, research and 
development and construction. The 
lowest paid sector in this year’s results 
is in the Food, drink and hospitality 
sector at €26,500, but that salary is up 
considerably on last year’s average for 
the sector, which stood at €24,000. 
Accountancy and financial 
management, which always provides a 
large volume of graduate positions has 
a similar salary to last year, showing a 
slight increase from €26,468 to 
€26,757. 

Thankfully, the days 
of the unpaid 
internship are  
now, for the 
overwhelming 
majority, in the past.

11 Starting salaries and percentage of employers seeking 
graduates with qualifications in these areas*

€33,925                                                                                     25% 

€33,156                                                                                       12% 

€32,665                                                                                      41% 

€31,954                                                                                      29% 

€29,000                                                                                     17% 

€31,780                                                                                      14% 

€30,329                                                                                     25% 

€30,250                                                                                      15% 

€29,447                                                                                    20% 

€28,957                                                                                     23% 

€26,757                                                                                      18% 

€26,500                                                                                     12%

Retail and sales  

Law 

IT and technology  

Engineering 

Research and development  

Logistics and transport  

Banking, investment banking, financial services 

Construction, built environment and property  

Recruitment & HR 

Digital media, marketing  

Accountancy and financial management  

Food & drink industry, leisure and tourism

10 Do you think that Irish graduates have realistic 
expectations in terms of pay and conditions?

Yes 
No 
Not sure48%34%

18%

Note: * denotes multiple choice questions 
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Internships and 
work experience  

Internships and work are now 
widely accepted by both 
students and employers as an 
established part of the graduate 
recruitment landscape. Over 
the years the trend of 

internships and work placements has 
developed and evolved from both the 
student and employer perspectives, 
with increasing numbers of students 
seeking to secure and internship and 
employers offering an increasing level 
of remuneration to their interns. 
Thankfully, the days of the unpaid 
internship are now, for the 
overwhelming majority, in the past. 
Every year in the gradireland Graduate 
Salary & Graduate Recruitment Trends 
Survey we gather more and more 
information on this crucial element of 
the graduate career path, which an 
increasing number of employers now 
view as a vital talent pipeline for future 
recruitment campaigns.   

This year we continue to analyse 
what employers are offering to 
students and graduates, how 
internships are continuing to evolve 
and what students can expect while 
undertaking an internship or work 
placement.   

In terms of the volume of work 
placements, see Figure 12, 82% of 
employers we surveyed offer work 
experience and/or internships, down 
from 88% last year. For those running 
programmes, we asked were they for 
undergraduates still studying; graduate 

job seekers or both, see Figure 13. 73% 
(up from 67% last year) said that they 
were primarily targeting 
undergraduates who were still 
pursuing their studies while 25% (down 
from 33% last year) said they were 
targeting both those still at third level 
and graduate job seekers. Only 2% said 
they were exclusively targeting 
graduate job seekers. This is reflective 
of the continuing evolution of the 
internship landscape and the trend 
amongst employers for early 
engagement with students, immersing 
them in the working environment prior 
to graduation. A cumulative 80% of 
employers said that they either 
expected their internship numbers to 
stay the same (55%) or grow (25%). This 
is down from a cumulative 88% in last 
year’s survey. 17% said they expected 
the number to decrease, as opposed to 
5% last year.  

Internships and pay  
98% of employers we surveyed in the 
gradireland Graduate Salary & 
Graduate Recruitment Trends Survey 
pay their interns, an identical figure to 
last year. See Figure 14. This maintains 

I Employers were asked... 
Do you pay students or work 
experience/placements? 
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Yes  
No

12 Do you offer work 
experience/internships?

82% 

18%

13

73% 

2% 

25%

Do you run internship programmes  
or work experience placements for... 

...undergraduates still studying? 

...graduate job-seekers? 

...both?

Yes  
Don’t know

14 Do you pay students on work 
experience/internships?

98% 

2%

How much do you pay students 
on work experience/internships?

12%

16%

14%

15

16%

8%

34%

€1,000 – €1,199 
€1,200 – €1,399 
€1,400 – €1,599 

€1,600 – €1,799 
€1,800 – €1,999  
More than €2,000

Approximately how long do 
your internships last?*

16

Less than 1 month 
1–3 months 

3–6 months 
Over 6 months

4% 

28% 

53% 

68%

The average percentage of graduates recruited 
from those who had previously completed an 
internship with your organisation

28%

Note: * denotes multiple choice questions 

17
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a very high percentage of companies 
that now pay those on their internship 
programmes. The rates of pay also 
demonstrate the importance in which 
interns are now held amongst 
graduate recruiters. No employers 
surveyed pay their interns less than 
€1,000. A cumulative of 22% of 
employers pay their interns between 
€1,000 and €1,400 per year, up from a 
cumulative 14% last year. See Figure 15. 
12% pay between €1,400 and €1,600 
(21% last year) with the greatest 
number, 34%, paying their interns a 
considerable €1,600 to €1800 per 
month. This is compared to 37% last 
year. 16% pay between €1,800 and 
€2,000, similar to last year, while 16% 
pay their interns in excess of €2,000 
per month, up from 14% last year.   

Length of programmes  
As Figure 16 shows, the most common 
length of an internship or placement 
programme is over 6 months, with 68% 
of employers saying that they offered 
programmes of this duration, up from 
42% last year. 53% said they ran 
programmes of between 3–6 months, 
up from 32% last year, while 28% said 
they ran programmes of between 1 and 
3 months, up from 20% last year. Only 
4% ran one month programmes, down 
from 7% last year. This continuing trend 
toward longer programmes indicates 
that, in line with engaging with 
students at an earlier level, employers 
want their interns to gain a deep 
knowledge of their business and 
prepare them as much as possible for 
any future recruitment initiatives.   

Internships deliver  
The demonstrable value of internships 
for both students and employers is 
particularly evident in the data in 
Figure 17, which illustrates how 
internship programmes can translate 
into effective graduate recruitment 
programmes. The average reflects the 
effectiveness of internship 
programmes in terms of preparing 
students and graduates for the 
workplace with a significant 
percentage saying that they recruited 
an average of 28% of their graduate 
intake from those who had previously 
done an internship with their 
organisation. 

The rates of pay also 
demonstrate the 
importance in which 
interns are now held 
amongst graduate 
recruiters. No employers 
surveyed pay their interns 
less than €1,000.
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Application, selection 
and assessment  

In line with graduate recruiters’ 
strategies to attract graduates 
from different backgrounds and 
disciplines, across multiple 
sectors, we have gathered a 
range of insights in this area for 

the gradireland Graduate Salary & 
Graduate Recruitment Trends Survey.  

Figure 18 shows that academic 
qualifications are still very important to 
graduate recruiters, with 52% (54% last 
year) saying that applicants must have 
a 2.1 or above in their degree, and 44% 
saying that applicants must have 
studied specific degree courses, similar 
to last year’s 41%. Core competencies 
remains the key factor for employers, 
with 61% identifying this as the most 
important criteria, narrowly down from 
65% in last year’s survey. Employers 
were able to make more than one 
selection in relation to this question.   

The importance of psychometric 
testing is increasingly prevalent 
amongst employers, with 41% saying 
that they consider it an integral part of 
the recruitment process that graduates 
need to navigate, up from 35% last year. 
22% consider relevant work experience 
as a must, up from 15% last year.   

Methods of application   
A good CV remains the core of any job 
application as it’s from this that you will 
put together your application, whether 
it is online or otherwise, but the vast 
majority of employers now favour 
online applications, with 80% viewing 

them as the most common method 
they used, almost identical to last year. 
Employers could select all application 
methods they used, so 47% (48% in 
2019) said they used the traditional CV 
and cover letter, either in addition to 
online applications or exclusively while 
20% said they used applications via 
social media, the same as last year.  

Interview processes   
Figure 19 shows the amount of 
interview stages that candidates can 
expect to go through before receiving a 
job offer. The most common was two 
rounds of interviews, which was chosen 
by 53% of employers. However, 30% 
were prepared to make an offer to 
candidates after just one round of 
interviews while 15% said it would take 
three rounds of interviews in order to 
be in a position to make an offer. Only 
2% said they would need 4 rounds of 
interviews.   

Figure 20 surveyed employers with 
a series of multiple-choice options 
aligned to the interview processes 
which they use within their 
organisation. Like the 61% who viewed 
an applicant’s competencies as the 
most important minimum criteria 
when assessing an application, 64% 
used competency-based interviews as 
their most common process, down 
from 71% last year. Like recent years, 
assessment centres were popular, at 
45%. On the subject of assessment 
centres, 75% of employers surveyed 

I
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reported that they found them 
to be a very effective 
component of their recruitment 
processes, with 25% citing them 
to be effective.  

What matters to graduates  
In a new question in last year’s 
gradireland Graduate Salary & 
Graduate Recruitment Trends 
Survey, we asked employers a 
multiple-choice question about 
what they considered the most 
important attraction factors 
when it came to recruiting 
graduates. See Figure 21. Down 
from last year’s 87%, 78% 
viewed career development as 
the most important graduate 
attraction factor while 49% 
viewed work/life balance as 
highly important. In a new 
addition to this year’s survey, 
72% pointed to company 
culture as being a vital 
attraction factor, with 32% citing 
company size as important. 34% 
said that perks/benefits or 
starting salary were key to 
attracting the right graduates, 
almost identical to last year. In 
two new additions to this list, 
work that matches a candidates 
sector of interest was selected 
by 43% of employers surveyed 
while work that specifically 
matches a candidates degree 
was selected by 33%.  

18 Does your organisation use any of the following as minimum 
entry standards or criteria for your graduate applications?*

52% 

22% 

44% 

5% 

22% 

41% 

61% 

9%

Must have or expect a 2.1 or above 
Must have or expect a 2.2 or above 
Must have studied specific degree 
courses 
Must have studied at particular 
universities/colleges 
Must have had relevant work 
experience 
Must pass psychometric or other 
in-house testing 
Must demonstrate certain core 
competencies 
Must have a certain level of CAO/ 
UCAS points/tariff

19 What number of interview stages did you use before 
being in a position to make an offer to a candidate?

30% 

53% 

15% 

2%

One 
Two 
Three 
Four or more

20 Which of the following interview processes 
did your organisation use in 2019?*

30% 

38% 

44% 

64% 

20% 

45%

Telephone interview 
Technical interview 
Panel interview 
Competence-based interview 
Video interview 
Assessment centre(s)

21 What do you consider the five most important  
attributes to attract graduates to your organisation?*

Career development 
Employer brand perception 
Job security 
Perks and benefits 
Starting salary 
Work/life balance 
Size of the company 
Company culture 
Location 
Work that matches candidates’ 
degree background 
Work that matches candidates’ 
sector of interest

78% 

37% 

16% 

34% 

30% 

49% 

28% 

72% 

13% 

33% 

43%
Note: * denotes multiple 
choice questions 
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Graduate development   

With an increasing 
strategic focus amongst 
many employers on 
graduate recruitment, 
there is increasing 

interest in how various employers prepare 
graduates for careers within their various 
organisations, particularly considering the 
significant investment that graduate 
recruitment involves.    

It’s of increasing importance to 
organisations that graduates start making 
definitive impacts both quickly and assuredly. 
This article looks at how organisations 
measure the success of their graduate 
recruitment programmes and who measures 
and evaluates that success, as well as the 
support structures that employers most 
commonly use to assist their graduates.   

Evaluating success   
In Figure 22 we can see that 68% of employers 
formally measure the success of their 
graduate programmes, almost identical to the 
67% in last year’s gradireland Graduate Salary 
& Graduate Recruitment Trends Survey. A 
sizeable proportion, 22%, do not formally 
measure the performance of their graduate 
recruitment which may, in large part, be 
influenced by the size of the organisation in 
question and what resources they have. This is 
similar to last year’s 19%. Of those companies 
surveyed, 10% do not operate formal graduate 
recruitment programmes, and recruit their 
graduates as part of their conventional 
recruitment drives.    

In terms of analysing the success of 
graduate programmes and what works best, 
companies were allowed to select a number of 
different measurement methods. This year, 
respondents were allowed to select only one 
criteria as opposed to the multiple choice in 
last year. 58% said that the ratio of graduates 
who developed their career into senior 

positions was a key indicator of the success of 
the programme. 35% said retention rates were 
the most important indicator while 5% said 
that the recognition of a graduate’s 
achievements via awards or industry 
acknowledgement was an important indicator 
of the success of the programme.    

In Figure 23, we asked employers what 
reasons were cited by graduates for leaving the 
organisation on completion of their graduate 
programmes. Employers could select more 
than one reason. Like last year, salary and/or 
benefits was the most common, at 61%, it was 
64% last year. We added the question of 
location to this year’s survey and interestingly 
that was cited by 43% of employers as a major 
factor. It will be interesting to see that data next 
year following this prolonged period of remote 
working to see what effect that has on the 
criteria of location. The sector of work was the 
next most common reason at 26%, similar to 
last year’s 24%. Other key criteria you can see in 
Figure 23 was the structure of graduate roles 
(17%) and a perceived lack of career 
development opportunities (13%), although the 
latter is down significantly on last year’s 28%.    

A total of 38% said that they experienced 
challenges in retaining graduates following 
their completion of graduate programmes.    

In terms of graduate supports, coaches 
(29%), a graduates own support network (29%) 
and mentors (28%), were judged to be the 
most highly effective methods of supporting 
graduate recruits. Other popular methods 
include line managers (25%) and effective 
‘buddy’ systems (18%).   

Induction and graduate programme 
structures   
Induction programmes continue to play a vital 
role in preparing graduates recruits for 
making an effective start within organisations. 
Identical to 2019, 90% of those surveyed said 
that they ran induction programmes, 6% did 

W
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not operate them and there was no 
response from 4% to this question. The 
average length of an induction 
programme is now 6 days. Figure 24 
shows various elements relating to the 
differing structures of graduate 
recruitment programmes. In terms of 
the length of graduate programmes 
themselves, the most common length 
of a graduate programme currently 
stands at between 22 and 29 months, 
with 45% of employers opting for 
programmes of this length, similar to 
last year. 31% have programmes of 
between 10–19 months, while 13% opt 
for programmes of between 30–39 
months. Only 8% run a programme of 
less than nine months in duration. 
Using the above data, we can calculate 
the average length of a graduate 
programme amongst those surveyed 
to stand at 22 months.    

Also looking at Figure 24, we can 
see that there is an almost even split 
when it comes to graduates rotating 
on their programme. 48% said that 
their graduates did not rotate on the 
programme. 31% said they did rotate 
their graduates through various 
placements while 21% said they just 
rotated part of their graduate cohort.   

In a change from last year, the most 
common number of rotations was 
three, with 52% of employers surveyed 
putting their graduates through three 
rotations. The most common 
placement length is now 10 or more 
months, as selected by 34% of 
employers. Last year the most common 
placement length was between six and 
seven months, this year that stands at 
13%. Placements of between eight and 
nine months were used by 28% of 
employers.    

In terms of the location of the 
placements, 61%, compared to 53% last 
year, retain their graduates in the same 
location. 9% rotate them in different 
Irish locations (16% last year) while 24% 
rotate them through both Irish and 
international locations and 6% mixed 
their locations around Ireland.  

23

Do you formally measure the success of your graduate 
recruitment and development programmes?

68% 22% 10%

  Yes          No          We don’t have formal graduate programmes

24 Structure of graduate programmes

22

Which of the following 
measurement methods  
do you to measure the 
success of your graduate 
programme?*

Salary and/or 
benefits 
package 
Lack of career 
development 
opportunities  
Location of work  
Day-to-day 
tasks  
Sector of work 

Company 
culture  
Lack of personal 
development 
opportunities  
Size of the 
company  
Structure of  
the role 

31%

21%

48%

Do your graduates rotate while on 
the programme? 

Yes, all of them 
Yes, just some of them 
No

9%

13%

34%

How long does each placement last? 

6%

61%

24%

Where are the placements? 
All in the same location 
In different parts of Ireland 
Mixed Irish and international 
Mixed (Ireland only)

3%

27%

18%

How many placements do your 
graduates undertake on the rotation 
programme?  

3%

31%

13%

How long is the graduate 
development programme?

3%

91%

6%

Do you have an induction 
programme? 

Yes 
No 
Not sure

1 month 
2–3 months 
4–5 months 
6–7 months 

8–9 months 
10 or more 
months

13%

3%

28%

9%

1 
2 

3 
4 or more

52%

1–9 months 
10–19 months 
20–29 months 

30–39 months 
40+ months

8%

45%

61% 

13% 

44%

13% 

26% 

4%

4% 

9% 

17%

Note: * denotes 
multiple choice 

questions 
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Graduate skills for work 

Employers are investing 
considerable sums in either 
improving, modifying or 
developing new graduate 
programmes. Therefore, there is 
an understandable need 

amongst employers for graduates to deliver in 
the work environment within a relatively short 
space of time. The importance of a graduate’s 
employability means that recruiters are eager to 
address any skills gaps between a student 
finishing third-level and starting in the 
workplace. Final year students and graduates 
need to be aware of their own skills deficits and 
be aware of what it is a particular employer is 
looking for and how their own skills measure up. 
This article examines the areas where 
organisations feel there is a skills shortfall in 
both hard and soft skills amongst students and 
graduates and what areas they also believe will 
be highly important in terms of skills in the near 
future, particularly in light of the current 
economic difficulties, which will likely exist for a 
protracted period.   

Soft skills  
The personal, communicative and relations-based 
skills that enable people and teams to work 
effectively together can be defined holistically as 
soft skills. While the desired soft skills can come 
from across a wide variety of sectors, they are areas 
in which employers often feel graduates are lacking. 
For Figure 25, we asked employers (multiple choice)  
what they believed the soft skills were that were 
lacking in today’s graduate recruits. Employers 
could select multiple skillsets that they felt needed 
to be addressed, and we modified the skillsets they 
could select slightly from previous surveys. 
Communications skills and managing their own 
learning where the two top skills most widely 
identified by multiple employers, at 50% and 48% 
respectively. These two skillsets have been the two 
most commonly identified over the last three years 
of the gradireland Graduate Salary & Graduate 
Recruitment Trends Survey. 36% felt that attention 
to detail is lacking in today’s graduate recruits while 
31% saw independent working and adaptability as 
an issue (similar to last year) and 28% highlighted 
confidence as an element to be improved.   

E

25 Shortfall in soft skills*

Communication 
Motivation 
Independent 
working 
Confidence  
Problem solving 
Flexibility 
Diligence  
Managing their 
own learning  
Team working 
skills 
Leadership 
Adaptability 
Attention to 
detail 
Work ethic

50% 

13% 

31% 

28% 

33% 

20% 

6% 

48% 

14% 

27% 

31% 

36% 

25%

26 Shortfall in hard skills*

19% 

31% 

13% 

39% 

39% 

38% 

13% 

22%

Fluency in a foreign 
language 
Basic computer skills  
(eg MS Office) 
Numeracy skills 
Project management 

Administration and 
organisation 
Writing skills 
Computer 
programming 
Data analytics

Note: * denotes multiple choice questions 
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Hard skills  
In terms of hard skills that they feel graduates 
are lacking, 39% identified both project 
management and administration and 
organisation as being skills that are lacking in 
graduate recruits. A narrow second at 28% was 
writing skills, which topped this list for the last 
few years. See Figure 26. 31% said that basic IT 
skills were an issue (up from 25% last year) and 
22% said they had trouble finding graduates 
with data analytics skills. Other hard skills 
identified as being in demand were foreign 
languages, numeracy and computer 
programming skills.   

In terms of addressing skills deficits, see 
Figure 27, we asked employers how effective 
they believed various methods of improving soft 
skills were. Identical to last year, 72% of 
employers (76% last year) felt that completing 
an internship or gaining work experience were 
by far the most effective methods of improving 
soft skills such as communication or working 
with more flexibility or confidence. 15% felt that 
taking initiative through leadership while at 

university was very effective while 10% 
respectively felt that gaining international 
experience or participating in team-based 
activities had a strong impact on developing a 
graduate recruit’s soft skills. The importance of 
work experience and internships, as identified 
by employers in this context, emphasises why 
they are continuing to resource these 
programmes in a concerted fashion and 
offering higher levels of remuneration.  

Measuring up internationally  
This year’s research sees a reduction in the 
number of employers who believe that Irish 
graduates compare favourable with their EU 
and US counterparts. Last year 41% said they felt 
Irish graduates were of a better calibre, that has 
dropped to 32% in this year’s research.  
Reassuringly, 63% said there was no discernible 
difference between an Irish and an international 
graduate (59% last year) while 5% did say that 
Irish graduates compared unfavourably to their 
international counterparts. See Figure 28.

27 How do you rate the following methods by which graduates can improve their soft skills such 
as communication skills and team-working?

 

Taking on a leadership position in a student society  

Gaining international experience (study or working abroad)  

Taking part in team-based sports at College  

Carrying out team-based exercises at College  

Undertaking skills workshops run by the careers service  

Competing in student competitions eg National Student Challenge  

Completing an internship or work placement

2 

8% 

11% 

7% 

13% 

8% 

16% 

5%

4 

47% 

45% 

43% 

46% 

44% 

38% 

17%

1  
NOT EFFECTIVE

 

2% 

– 

– 

– 

– 

2% 

–

 

15% 

10% 

8% 

10% 

5% 

8% 

72%

5  
VERY EFFECTIVE

3 

24% 

34% 

43% 

31% 

44% 

36% 

6%

28 How do graduates from Irish 
Universities and ITs compare 
with those from other states, 
particularly the EU and US?

Better 
Worse 
No difference

32%

5%

63%

Respondents were asked to rate effectiveness on a 5 
point scale from not effective (1) to very effective (5)
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Future skills and early 
engagement trends  

For the 2020 edition of the 
gradireland Graduate Salary & 
Graduate Recruitment Trends 
Survey, we asked employers what 
they thought would be some of the 
prevailing skills trends over coming 

years, which are likely to be very difficult for both 
employers and graduates. With early engagement 
of growing importance to employers, we asked 
employers what sort of early engagement 
initiatives they took part in, in order to engage with 
students before final year and to promote careers 
awareness as a method of developing future talent 
pipelines.   

Skills trends   
When considering their next graduate recruits, 
employers are looking for a mix of skills and 
experience that will deliver for their business and 
enable a graduate recruit to have a satisfying and 
rewarding career path. There are some interesting 
developments in terms of what skills will be of 
particular interest for recruiters in the coming 
years. Some of the hard skills which employers are 
looking for include foreign languages (particularly 
Spanish, Italian, French, German), programming or 
coding skills and cloud technology. Knowledge of 
data analytics, data-visualisation and full-stack 
technology is also highly valued in addition to 
project management.  

Attention to detail and initiative while learning, 
as highlighted elsewhere in the survey, is also of 
growing importance. Employers are also very 
interested in how graduates relate to customers 
and how they communicate with their fellow 
employees and how this can feed into the general 
business development and leadership 
development dynamic. They are looking for 
graduates to develop the ability to influence and 
drive change within organisations and the ability to 
champion new ways of working. They also 
reiterated the importance of a core trait, work ethic, 
which they believe is the basis for developing many 
other skills which can be learned in the workplace. 

Leadership, critical thinking, empathy, resilience, 
adaptability and tenacity are some of the other soft 
skills that employers are looking for.   

Early engagement  
In Figure 29, we look at the levels of engagement 
between employers and prospective graduate 
talent via early engagement initiatives. While 
employer engagement at final year is an accepted 
part of the graduate recruitment process, engaging 
with students earlier in their educational journey as 
early as second level is also an increasingly 
important strategy for employers. Over half of the 
employers (51%) surveyed for this report said that 
they did engage with secondary school students to 
promote careers awareness, employability skills or 
to identify early-stage talent. Some of the tactics 
that employers have used to engage with students 
include work experience for 4th year students, 
schools-based CSR programmes and coder-dojo 
workshops and office-based presentations and 
STEM based outreach events. Some employers also 
look at apprenticeships as areas of real opportunity 
as they give students a high degree of practical 
experience. This trend is of mutual benefit, helping 
employers lay the groundwork for future 
recruitment drives, while providing students with 
invaluable insights into what employers are looking 
for within various industries. Employers have also 
done targeted outreach programmes with 
particular schools and conducted mock interviews 
and workshops.  

F 29 Does your organisation engage with secondary 
school students to promote careers awareness, 
employability skills or to identify early-stage talent?

Yes 
No 
Not sure

51%

43%
6%
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