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Our engaged audience of higher education professionals trust The Guardian 
to not only unpack the issues behind the headlines, but to bring them the best 
available roles in academia and professional services.

From our University Awards to our invaluable league table, we go way beyond 
the job board in bringing you the best from your sector.

This handbook will bring you advice across the world of higher education, to 
help hiring managers improve your recruitment processes and better retain 
staff. Guardian Jobs is invested in your sector, making sure higher education 
institutions attract the very the best candidates for their roles.

We hope this helps you navigate the hiring process and beyond.

Welcome to 
Guardian Jobs guide 
to higher education 
recruitment
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Top five 
challenges 
facing higher 
education 
recruiters

1. Diversity and inclusion
Higher education institutions need to be more 
inclusive. As positions become more senior, the 
percentage of female employees drops off significantly. 
Women are under-represented in positions of senior 
management (37%), especially among vice-chancellors 
and principals (20%).

Those of black or minority ethnicity also drops with 
seniority, as they’re represented by only 11% for senior 
lecturers, 9% of professors and 3% of vice-chancellors.

It’s important for higher education to be representative, 
and to ensure that their employment opportunities are 
offered equally.

Progress is being made on some fronts, with 18 higher 
education institutions included in Stonewall’s Top 100 
employers list for 2019.
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https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/nov/23/universities-must-tackle-the-big-ethnicity-pay-gap
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/nov/23/universities-must-tackle-the-big-ethnicity-pay-gap
https://www.stonewall.org.uk/full-list-top-100-employers-2019
https://www.stonewall.org.uk/full-list-top-100-employers-2019
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2. Budget limitations
In the current climate, it’s hard for higher 
education institutions to find the budget 
for the basics, never mind a long and 
expensive recruitment drive. 

The arguments surrounding variable 
fees have laid bare the potential financial 
pitfalls faced by the higher education 
sector. There are strong fears that 
redundancies will be made necessary in 
2019, with one factor in particular causing 
uncertainty over the future financing of 
the sector...

3. Brexit
With senior UK academics calling for a 
people’s vote in order ‘to save universities’, 
there’s no doubt that Britain’s leaving of the 
EU will cause a great deal of change in how 
Universities recruit their staff. 

With so many questions up in the air across 
all aspects of Brexit, it’s of great concern 
to universities that their talent pool may 
suddenly be severely reduced, as well as 
research and funding opportunities being 
minimised.

4. Morale
There’s no denying that it’s a difficult time 
in the sector, which certainly makes it 
more difficult to attract new candidates. 
Particular competition comes in STEM 
subjects, from the booming private tech 
sector, who offer pay and perks way 
beyond those available to an educational 
institution.

While students and academics increasingly 
seen as consumers, it’s important to offer, 
and nurture, a collaborative and supportive 
environment to attract prospective 
candidates.

5. Global competition
It’s not just the private sector that is stiff 
competition for higher education in the 
UK. Universities overseas are starting to 
offer viable alternatives to UK students. 
With many European institutions offering 
entire courses of study in English, and Asia 
strengthening it’s educational institutions, 
the UK’s position as the go-to destination is 
under threat. 

There’s a whole world of competition for 
the best candidates. Recruiters need to 
be savvy, and swift, during their hiring 
process.

https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/dec/11/struggling-uk-universities-warn-staff-of-possible-job-cuts
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/nov/27/academics-call-peoples-vote-save-universities-brexit
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/nov/09/why-is-my-university-forcing-me-to-see-colleagues-as-customers
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/nov/09/why-is-my-university-forcing-me-to-see-colleagues-as-customers
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/nov/09/why-is-my-university-forcing-me-to-see-colleagues-as-customers


Higher 
education: 
recruiting the 
next generation

In a competitive industry, higher education 
institutions need to make the most of their 
recruitment budgets. Abby Young-Powell looks at how 
to stand out and attract the best candidates, and how 
to address some of the challenges mentioned above.

Universities play a big role in their local communities, 
Anand Shukla, chief executive of Brightside, a social 
mobility charity, said at a recent Guardian Live event on 
higher education. “They can be a local powerhouse and 
social hub,” he said, creating jobs and bringing people 
together. 

So how can universities attract the best and most suitable 
job applicants from the local community and beyond? “We 
need to get better at attracting the next set of workers,” 
says Caroline Milligan, who works in the HR department 
at the University of Southampton.
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https://www.theguardian.com/profile/abby-young-powell
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Attract talent:  
Give an insight into the university world
To attract talent, universities need to give more of an insight into the world of the 
university. “What we’re seeing is a change in mood towards universities, because 
of controversies like the Vice Chancellor’s pay,” Richard Adams, The Guardian’s 
Education editor, said at a recent event.

The first thing universities must do to attract the best job applicants is present a 
positive image of what it is like to work there. “It’s about building up a feeling of what it’s 
like to work at a university,” says Milligan. For example, Milligan says at Southampton 
they have produced a new brochure for potential job applicants. 

“A university is like a family,” Milligan says. “We’re recruiting people from cleaners 
to marketing specialists to academics, and all the roles in-between. So as a recruiter 
you’re recruiting for your own mini town essentially. For many it’s a lifestyle choice to 
work here.”

New ways to recruit:  
Technology, video and gamification
Technology is increasingly becoming a part of company recruitment processes, 
says Stephen Isherwood, chief executive of the Institute of Student Employers (ISE). 
“Whether for gathering data on application forms, for video interviews, or even using 
gamification,” he says. 

Universities need to keep up. But instead, sometimes they revert to using old school job 
descriptions and CVs, Milligan says. “Over the next 18 months that’s going to change,” 
she says. “Graduates are used to doing everything online and on their phones. And if 
that’s who we want to capture that’s the route we should be going down. We need to be 
much more agile.”

The communications and marketing department need to 
be at the forefront of how people are using technology to 
find information and make their decisions”
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Roles and skills of the future
There are many political and societal changes that could affect universities of the 
future; Higher education is becoming an increasingly competitive commercial 
environment. Brexit may have an impact on international students. And new 
technologies are changing the way we work. 

Milligan says because of this universities may have more technology and social 
media based roles in the future. So candidates may need up-to-date skills in areas 
such as social media and video, as well as aptitude in working with different content 
management systems. “The communications and marketing department need to 
be at the forefront of how people are using technology to find information and make 
their decisions,” she says.

Universities of the future may also employ people into roles focused on attracting 
international students after Brexit. So candidates with international experience may 
be needed.

It’s difficult to predict exactly what new skills candidates will need. But they are 
likely to revolve around communication, Milligan says, as it becomes increasingly 
important for universities to be able to attract talent, students and funding.

What young people want from their employers
Young people told the Guardian what they want from future employers. A sense of 
community is important in the workplace, young people say. Research by Kantar 
found that 58% of centennials, the oldest of whom are 21-years-old, say community 
matters. “I don’t think it’s good when you’ve got a lot of staff turnover and you don’t 
have that sense of community,” says Khadeeja Osman, 20, who is studying at Bath 
Spa University. 

 Students also say they are attracted to workplaces that offer flexible hours. “If I’m 
going out on shift or freelancing in my own time, more flexible hours would help,” 
says Lucy Cooksley, 18, studying at Falmouth University.

A new generation are motivated to work, research from the Guardian and VCCP, 
which surveyed over 1,000 people, found. “I see people who love their jobs and are 
really passionate about them and are flourishing,” says Stella Matsouka, 20, who is 
studying at the University of Essex. “I’m hoping to be one of those people.
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You’re recruiting in a competitive sector, so how can 
you make sure your ad attracts the best candidates? 
Take a look at these tips for creating the most attractive 
job ad possible.

Keep the information transparent
Don’t be tied down by your institution’s salary banding 
or grading systems. While they’re important as an 
internal metric, this kind of number may not mean 
anything to external applicants, and confuse the 
process. Make sure the information you include is 
accessible outside your institution.

You can be upfront about the salary. Roles that make 
the money on offer clear tend to receive higher 
application rates. In a competitive sector for hiring, 
keeping as many of the essential details transparent 
is attractive, with potential candidates looking for 
reasons to enter the recruitment process.

How to make 
the most of 
your job ad
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Consider a broad range of candidates
Roles in academia lend themselves to a wide range of skills, those learned in industry 
as well as education, so getting your message in front of a broad range of potential 
candidates is essential. Sites like Guardian Jobs give you reach across different sectors, in 
addition to our strong academic and research candidates. 

Timing is everything. The best person for your role will not necessarily be jobseeking at 
that particular moment. The more niche the role, the more true this statement becomes. 
It’s best to get your message in front of a passive audience as well as an active one, placing 
your ad next to sector specific content helps cast your net over the widest range of 
potential candidates.

Accentuate the positives
Use your ad to let candidates know exactly why they should apply. As you search for the 
best applicants, highlighting potential perks can ensure that your ad has more impact 
than your competitors.

Whether it’s a generous holiday allowance, gym memberships or a commitment to 
flexible working, including extra benefits goes beyond simply listing the salary, and gives 
a real flavour of your company culture. This kind of information is especially important 
in attracting the next generation, as Centennials value these qualities as highly as 
competitive pay.

Extra investment goes a long way
Avoid posting standard listings to make savings, you might end up re-advertising if the 
role goes unfilled. It’s better to make the most of your initial search and get the right 
shortlist first time, rather than falling back on an expensive recruitment consultant if 
your initial search is fruitless.

Take time to work out your ideal candidate, and make sure you know which audience 
you’d like to reach. A digital headhunter like our Target j-Pack can help.

https://advertising.theguardian.com/recruiters/meet-the-centennials-fi
https://advertising.theguardian.com/products/target-j-pack
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Hiring 
managers: 
ready to 
choose 
your ideal 
candidate?

It can be difficult to clearly articulate the abilities 
and characteristics of your ideal hire.

Whether it’s producing accurate and engaging job 
descriptions, comparing the relative strengths of 
candidates or fixing long-standing retention issues, 
the recruitment process can be a challenge.

Our worksheet is designed to help your 
establishment begin the recruitment process with 
clear vision of the best person for your role, and to 
help smooth and speed-up the interview process.

This can serve as a practical method for directing 
your interview, or simply as an exercise to reflect on 
the current state of the organisation and identify 
areas for improvement and training.
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Before  
recruiting

1. Involve all key stakeholders
This ensures that nothing gets missed and that all 
perspectives are incorporated into the process.

2. Steer clear of any inappropriate 
requirements
It is essential not to discriminate on the grounds 
of gender, age, ethnicity, sexuality, or health. Avoid 
all such requirements, e.g. “must have x years’ 
experience” “mature” etc. 

3. Research the competition
Reading other establishments’ job specifications 
can be a useful place to start and will help you better 
define exactly what you are looking for. 

4. What do you really need?
If you are hiring for an existing role, think carefully 
about your existing staff. Are you looking for a 
carbon copy, or is this an opportunity to fill a gap?

Being too prescriptive on a precise career path can be 
detrimental to your search, particularly in a sector in 
which a broad range of skills and experience can be 
of great value.

Being too prescriptive on a precise career path can be 
detrimental to your search, particularly in a sector in 
which a broad range of skills and experience can be 
of great value.
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Find good company 
with Guardian Jobs

Whatever role you’re looking to fill, Guardian Jobs gets your message in front of a broad 
range of both active and passive jobseekers.

The candidates you need on your shortlist come to us for their job searches and the very 
latest news from the higher education sector. In fact education is the second most-searched 
term on our site, and research is the seventh. With over 3.5m views of our education content 
every month, we can take your ad beyond the job board.

Whether it’s a digital headhunter you need, or placing your ad next to award-winning 
Guardian content, we’ve got the right product for you. We’ll help you spark something great.

If you have any questions or would like 
to talk to a member of the team, email 
recruiter.advertising@theguardian.com 
or call +44 (0) 203 353 4396

Our Doctoral Training Alliance 
Administrator vacancy had a 
very positive response in terms of 
applications and very impressive 
candidates. The exposure that 
Guardian Jobs ad campaign provided 
enabled us to recruit quickly and 
effectively.”

University Alliance

Using Guardian Jobs as a medium 
to source the right candidate for 
our organisation hit the mark at 
the first attempt, in what would 
have been a difficult role to fill. 
Thank you Guardian Jobs”

Northumbria University 
Students Union

What our clients say

https://advertising.theguardian.com/recruiters/products

