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1  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

The University of Limerick has conducted First Destination surveys of graduates every year since 

1982 as part of a nation-wide survey, on behalf of the Higher Education Authority. The survey 

measures employment and unemployment rates along with levels of participation in further study and 

training.  It also provides information on the employment sectors, regions of employment, and salary 

levels. This exercise has generated valuable data on graduate employment trends over a long period 

of varying levels of economic and social development. This information is of benefit to students, 

university management, employers, policy makers and all with an interest in higher education.  

The First Destinations survey is particularly relevant in the current economic climate as the results 

reflect the impact of the recession on graduate employment opportunities. The survey of the graduates 

of 2008 was conducted by the Cooperative Education & Careers Division in April 2009 and the results 

reflect the employment and further study pattern of 80% of the 2,300 graduates who completed full-

time programmes of study in UL during 2008.   

After many years of practically full employment, the graduates of 2008 faced into the most difficult 

employment market experienced in this generation.  Last yearôs report referred to the clear indications 

of difficult times ahead for graduates but nobody anticipated the depth and extent of the recession 

which has since hit the Irish economy. The impact on graduate employment has been very serious 

and this is evident in the survey results which show a decline in employment levels across all 

categories of awards.  The survey results show an overall employment rate of 65% for UL graduates 

of 2008, the lowest level since 2003 but still significantly higher than the national average for Irish 

graduates. At times like this, the benefit of the Cooperative Education experience is fully realised as it 

gives graduates a competitive advantage in the marketplace.  

The timing of the recession was particularly unfortunate for the graduates of 2008, coming too late for 

them to register for postgraduate courses.  Since the survey was complete, a number of initiatives 

have been introduced through the Labour Market Activation Programme which will benefit graduates 

who have been unemployed for over six months.  

The key features of the survey findings for the different award levels are as follows: 

Primary Degrees 

 61% of graduates went directly into employment, 57% in Ireland and 4% overseas. This is 

similar to the employment levels recorded between 2001 and 2004. 

 The level of graduate emigration has also dropped to the lowest level recorded at 4%. In 

previous recessions, Irish graduates left the country to find employment overseas. This has 

not been an option for the current cohort as unemployment has become a problem in 

economies throughout the world. 

 There was an increase in the interest in further study as 24% of the class of 2008 went on to 

do some form of postgraduate study or research, up 6% from the previous year. It is expected 

that there will be a significant increase in the percentage going into further study amongst the 

graduates of 2009. 

 There was no change in the percentage who were 'not available' for employment or further 

study, which remained at 5%. 

 A total of 10% were seeking employment at the time of the survey, the highest level since 

1992. This is lower than the official labour market unemployment figure which is currently in 

excess of 12.6%. It is likely that this figure is now reduced as these graduates become eligible 

to participate in the various upskilling initiatives introduced by the government. 
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 The average starting salary is in the region of ú26,000 with more than a third of respondents 

earning salaries in excess of ú29,000. There was a drop in the average salary by comparison 

with the previous year as many organisations implemented salary cuts. 

 Despite the severe problems encountered in the financial services sector, the Business, 

Finance and Insurance sectors between them accounted for the highest proportion of 

graduates at 29%. The public sector has also featured significantly, particularly Education at 

24% up 7% on last year, and Health at 15% up 1% on last year. It is worth noting that this 

survey was undertaken before the implications of the recruitment embargo in the public sector 

were felt. 

 The most popular region of employment is the Mid-West which accounts for 38% of jobs, 

followed by the Dublin, at 29%. The most popular overseas location was within the EU (not 

including the UK) at 31%, followed by the UK at 22%. 

 Education graduates maintained their strong employment record with 84% going directly into 

employment, of whom 2% are working overseas. Unemployment was exceptionally low for this 

group with only 2% seeking employment. 

Higher Degrees 

 Demand for graduates who had completed Postgraduate Diplomas in 2008 was very strong, 

as reflected in the employment rate of 82%. The employment record for these courses has 

always been very high and only 4% were seeking employment at the time of the survey. 

 Some 450 graduates completed Masters Degrees in 2008 and 74% went directly into 

employment. 

 PhD graduates performed very well in a difficult employment market, recording an 

employment rate of 85%. The majority are employed in the higher education sector, in 

research or teaching positions. 

 Salary levels increased in accordance with level of qualification and, for those with 

postgraduate qualifications, average salaries range from ú32,000 to ú47,000, depending on 

type of qualification, sector of employment and nature of job. 

For further information, contact the Careers Service, Cooperative Education & Careers Division at 

http://www.ul.ie/careers. 

 

  

http://www.ul.ie/careers
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2  Graduate Employment Trends  

 

Employment trends over time: UL Graduates 2000-2008 

 

The employment pattern of primary degree graduates between 2000 and 2008 reflects the state of the 

economy during this period, registering a slight dip in 2002 which coincided with the ódot comô crisis, 

and then improving steadily until 2007 when the employment rate reached 74%, the highest rate 

recorded since 1995.  The impact of the recession is evident in the 2008 figures which show a 

considerable drop in employment by comparison with recent years, and returning to the levels 

experienced during the early years of this decade.  Graduate unemployment had remained at a very 

low level until this year when it increased to 10%, the highest level recorded since 1992.  This level of 

graduate employment is still significantly lower than the national unemployment rate which is currently 

in excess of 12.6%. 
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Employment by degree discipline: UL graduates 2008 

 

This chart shows that there are considerable differences in employment patterns across degree 

disciplines similar to the national pattern as reflected in the annual first destinations reports published 

by the Higher Education Authority. The highest employment rate is recorded by graduates in 

Education & Health Sciences who have completed professional programmes which are traditionally 

associated with high employment.  It is likely, however, that recruitment embargos and job losses in 

the public sector will have a serious impact on employment prospects on these graduates in the 

coming years. 

The employment situation for Business graduates is still very healthy, despite the current crisis in the 

financial services sector. One of the strengths of this qualification is that it provides graduates with a 

broad range of skills which allows them the flexibility to move between different sectors. 

Graduates in the Arts, Humanities & Social Science disciplines have always shown a strong interest in 

postgraduate study and this is clearly reflected in the most recent statistics which show equal numbers 

in employment and further study.  This is also a characteristic of Engineering & Science graduates 

who recorded the second highest percentage in further study.  This group also featured the highest 

unemployment rate as a consequence of the widespread job losses and recruitment freezes amongst 

many of the large graduate employers in this sector. 
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Employment by award level: UL graduates 2008 

 

This chart shows a successive improvement in the employment record of UL graduates, in line with 

qualification levels.  The higher the qualification award, the more likely graduates are to enter the 

labour market and the less likely they are to continue to further study. The high employment rate of 

those completing Postgraduate Diplomas is not surprising as it reflects the targeted and vocational 

nature of those programmes. It is encouraging to note that the highest employment rate is for PhD 

graduates as this demonstrates that there is a demand for the specialist expertise and skills developed 

through their research studies. 

Employment by gender across all award levels: UL graduates 2008 
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This chart indicates that there are some gender differences in the employment pattern of UL 

graduates.  The overall cohort of graduates is reasonably well balanced, although female graduates 

outnumber male graduates by 53% to 47%.  Taking each of the groups separately, the survey results 

show that female graduates were more likely to gain employment or go into further study than their 

male counterparts. Conversely, the seeking employment rate was higher for males than females, as 

was the percentage taking time out.  This reflects national trends with female graduates generally 

showing higher employment and lower seeking employment rates. In the case of UL graduates 

however, it should be noted that there is a significantly higher presence of female students in the 

Education & Health Sciences programmes, which also have the highest employment rates. 

Consequently, it is more likely that the degree discipline has a stronger influence on employment 

prospects than the gender of graduates.  

Salary levels by gender across all award levels: UL graduates 2008 

 

This chart demonstrates that there are no significant differences in the salary levels earned by UL 

graduates which can be attributed to gender.  This contrasts with the national trend for Irish graduates, 

according to the reports published by the Higher Education Authority, which suggest a gender bias in 

favour of male graduates. In the case of UL graduates, however, the parity between genders is even 

more evident in the comparison of average salaries: ú28,905 for males and ú29,096 for females, a 

difference of only 0.7% in favour of female graduates.   

This survey records only the starting salaries for graduates and cannot reflect any differences that 

might arise at a later stage in the graduatesô careers.  There are significant differences in the average 

salaries commanded by particular cohorts of UL graduates which can be accounted for by degree 

discipline, level of award, type of employer or location of employer. These are evident in the more 

detailed sets of charts provided in section 3.5 of this report. 
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3  OVERVIEW OF SURVEY RESULTS: Primary Degree Graduates  

 
3.1  First Destinations of 2008  Graduates: All Faculties  

 

The total number of Primary Degree graduates in 2008 exceeded 1,500, of whom 83% are accounted 

for in the survey results.  The pattern of first destinations for this cohort of graduates is as follows: 

 The effect of the international economic downturn was reflected in the survey data with a 

decline in the number of graduates going directly into employment, from 74% one year ago to 

61% this year. This is similar to the employment rates recorded between 2001 and 2004.   

 The employment figure includes 57% working in Ireland and 4% overseas. Graduate 

emigration has been consistently low over the past decade, and this is the lowest figure 

reported to date. In previous recessions, Irish graduates left the country to find employment 

overseas. This has not been an option for the graduates of 2008 as unemployment has 

become a problem in economies throughout the world. 

 There was an increase in the number of graduates opting for further study, up 6% from last 

year to its current level of 24%. By the time the full impact of the recession was felt in late 

2008, it was too late for many graduates to register for postgraduate courses. It is expected 

that there will be a significant increase in the percentage going into further study amongst the 

graduates of 2009. 

 There was no change in the percentage of graduates who were not available for employment 

or further study, which remained at 5%. 

 A total of 10% were seeking employment at the time of the survey, the highest level since 

1992 but still considerably lower than the official labour market unemployment level which is 

currently at 12.6%. 

Note:  Detailed information on each of the individual degree courses is presented in section 3.5.  
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3.2  Employment Sectors: All Faculties  

 

While there has been some variation in the sectoral distribution of graduates of  2008, it predominately 

follows a similar pattern to the previous year.  Only the larger sectors are highlighted in this 

commentary. The sectoral distribution of graduate jobs varies greatly across the different degree 

disciplines, as reflected in the course charts on the following pages. The overall trends for all Primary 

degree graduates are as follows:  

 Despite the severe problems encountered in the financial services sector, the Business, 

Finance and Insurance services between them accounted for the highest proportion of 

graduates at 29%.  A further analysis of this group shows that approximately 50% are 

employed in accountancy and legal services and 35% are employed in banking, finance and 

insurance with the remainder employed in other related sectors. 

 The public sector again features as a significant sector this year, particularly Education at 

24%, up 7% on last year, and Health at 15%, up 1% on last year. This reflects the increase in 

the output of graduates in Education, Nursing and Physiotherapy, as these are professional 

courses which are characterised by high employment. One of the highest employment rates 

was recorded by Physiotherapy graduates, with 85% employed in relevant roles across the 

health sector which is consistent with the previous cohorts. 

 The Manufacturing sector remains consistent with the previous year, accounting for only 12% 

of jobs. This reflects the low output of Engineering and Science graduates as fewer second 

level students study higher level mathematics and science subjects. The most recent CAO 

statistics indicate an increase in the number of applicants for Science and Engineering 

courses which is a very welcome development. 

 The survey included an optional question on the size of the company. Almost half of the 

graduates employed in Ireland responded to this question.  Despite the low response rate, it is 

interesting to note that some 62% of respondents are working in small and medium-sized 

companies, i.e. those employing fewer than 250 people. This provides evidence that 

graduates are interested in working in the SME sector which is crucial to the future success of 

the economy.  
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3.3  Salaries: All Faculties  

 

Salary data applies only to graduates employed in Ireland. Not all respondents provide salary details. 

This chart relates to the 70% of graduates who declared their salary levels.   

 Following a number of years of steady increases in graduate salaries, this yearôs results show 

a drop in the average starting salary as many organisations have implemented salary cuts.  

The average starting salary for UL graduates in 2008 was ú26,300, 6% lower than the 

previous year. This is higher than the average graduate salary predicted for Irish graduates 

this year in the Gradireland Salary Survey, which was ú23,000. 

 More than one third of respondents reported salaries in excess of ú29,000, and 17% earned in 

excess of ú33,000.  

 It is generally acknowledged that graduate salaries vary greatly across the board with some 

graduates being paid training allowances during their early professional career, and others 

commanding salaries well in excess of ú30,000. It is important that graduates evaluate the full 

package in reviewing job offers, and pay particular attention to the training and development 

opportunities as well as the salary level. Starting salaries are not always reliable predictors of 

future earning potential.  

 As mentioned earlier in this report, there is no significant gender difference in average starting 

salaries for UL graduates, which were ú26,546 and ú26,097 for males and females 

respectively. Salary levels are more likely to be influenced by factors such as degree 

discipline, type of job, sector of employment or location of employment. Detailed salary 

information is presented in the individual course tables in the next section of this report. 
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3.4  Location of Employment: All Faculties  

 

 
 

 Previous reports have commented on the change in geographical distribution of UL graduates 

as the Mid-West competed with the Dublin region, which had been the dominant region for 

many years. Last year for the first time, the Mid-West emerged as the top location for UL 

graduates. This trend has become even more pronounced this year with 38% of graduates in 

employment in the Mid-West.  In second place is the Dublin region which accounts for 29%, 

and the other regions are well behind.   

 Emigration has fallen to an all-time low this year with only 4% of primary degree graduates 

working overseas.  This year, the EU (excluding the UK) is by far the preferred location, 

accounting for 31% of those working overseas. This is followed by the UK which accounts for 

22% of jobs, which means that more than 50% of those working abroad have stayed within 

the EU. The next most popular location is the Middle East, primarily one large network of 

international schools in the United Arab Emirates which has become one of the largest 

employers of UL graduates in recent years.   
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3.5  ALL PRIMARY DEGREES  

 

 

This section provides a complete set of statistical charts for 

each degree program with the following information:  

 

 Current Situation  

 Sector of Employment  

 Salaries (Ireland)  

 Region of Employment (Ireland)  

 Region of Employment (Overseas)   
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Bachelor of Arts in Applied Languages 
 10 

 9 

No. of Graduates 

Total Respondents 
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Bachelor of Arts in Economics and Sociology 
 21 

 13 

No. of Graduates 

Total Respondents 
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Bachelor of Arts in English and History 

 38 

 27 

No. of Graduates 

Total Respondents 
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Bachelor of Arts in European Studies 
 22 

 17 

No. of Graduates 

Total Respondents 
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Bachelor of Arts in History Politics Sociology and Social Studies 
 34 

 25 

No. of Graduates 

Total Respondents 
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Bachelor of Arts in International Insurance and European Studies 
 22 

 19 

No. of Graduates 

Total Respondents 
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Bachelor of Arts in Irish Music and Dance 
 18 

 13 

No. of Graduates 

Total Respondents 
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Bachelor of Arts in Law and Accounting 

 62 

 53 

No. of Graduates 

Total Respondents 
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Bachelor of Arts in Language and Cultural Studies 
 26 

 20 

No. of Graduates 

Total Respondents 
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Bachelor of Arts in New Media and English 
 38 

 30 

No. of Graduates 

Total Respondents 








































































































