
Research Questions        

The impact of Brexit on the UK labour 
market is not yet clear (IES, 2017; BBC 
News 2018).  Large scale surveys of 
UK undergraduates suggest that most 
believe it will be harder to find 
graduate employment and it will no 
longer be possible to work or study in 
Europe (Trendence UK, 2017; UK 
Graduate Careers Survey, 2017). But 
finding employment is only part of the 
picture. 

Post-Brexit Britain is seeing inequality 
deepening, and social mobility 
remains a dream for many. If some 
graduates are equal, but some are 
more equal than others, is it time to 
revisit the ideological basis of our 
career practice so that these “next 
generation” graduates are ready to 
achieve not just a graduate job, but a 
fulfilling and meaningful career and 
life?

Why undertake this study?

How do final year UK domestic 
students view their options for future 
employment and further study, 
during a time of political uncertainty?

How has students’ decision-making 
been impacted by the Brexit vote?

Qualitative, semi-structured, digitally 
recorded interviews with 15 final year 
students, from a cross-section of 
courses, at UWE, Bristol.  Participants 
were identified through opportunistic 
sampling.  Research ethics approval 
was obtained from UWS and UWE.  
Interview transcripts were analysed 
using a thematic analysis approach. 

Research Design

Implications for practice
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A progressive and practicable approach to career guidance is needed, whereby values are embraced and the potential 
impact of social and political context is not ignored.  An approach which is:

One part psychological  (e.g. Who am I?  What motivates me?  What do I want to achieve in life?);
One part sociological  (e.g. What sort of society do I want to live in? What do I want to change?  What is stopping me?)

If we acknowledge that emotion plays a role in (career) decision-making, then there is a need to help our students 
manage their emotions, and for practitioners to develop a strong awareness of mental health issues.  

Collaboration with university well-being services is needed, to provide staff training and rapid support for our students. 
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Findings

How has the vote for Brexit impacted upon the career 
aspirations and career decision-making of UK undergraduates?

Thematic Analysis Mind Map
(codes  concepts  themes)

It’s made 
me more 

passionate

It’s definitely 
made me more 

motivated to try 
and create a 

better society.

…it’s suddenly 
all gone black 
and white and 
cold and scary

I had some bridge 
into Europe. Now a 
lot of those doors 

are closed off.

There’s more 
confusion and 

people are getting 
panicked.

It makes me 
upset 

because I feel 
excluded a 

little bit from 
society.

I want to 
be this 
kind of 

teacher, 
because of 

Brexit.

There will be impacts 
that are positive…. it’s 
about being adaptable 

and resilient to change..

Socially…you’re 
kind of 

mediaeval 
Britain again.
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career choice not changed

deepened resolve, 
reaffirmed reasons for 

career choice

aware of stronger values –
wanting to help, wanting to do 
something, be a better person

thinking about what sort 
of person they want to be

impact of 
Brexit on 

career 
thinking

feeling uncertain 
about the future

(anxiety)

focussed & 
deeper career 

thinking 

(values)

frustration with 
the UK 

(anger)

stronger sense of 
personal responsibility

getting serious now. sense of urgency

might create 
opportunities

may be harder to find 
work that you want to do

worried because 
don’t know what 

will happen

not worried yet 
because don’t 

know what will 
happen

need for a positive 
mind-set

need to be flexible 
and adaptable

need to be resilient 
and determined

stressful fearful

feeling powerless

concern that some 
opportunities may be lost

lead by example in future career, 
i.e. be tolerant, open-minded 

wanting to 
move away 
from the UK

feeling 
excludedashamed

anger and 
frustration

sadness

upset

UK is isolated, 
going 

backwards

divided and 
intolerant 

society

lack of trust in 
Government

more 
interested in 
politics and 
voting now

It begs the 
question, is this 
a state I want to 

reside in?

Is everything 
going to go 
wrong now?

Now it’s what can 
I do? What can I 

contribute?

Conclusions

Values and emotion featured strongly 
in the interviews, and seemed to play 
a role in motivating the participants’ 
career aspirations to have a life, a 
career, with purpose and meaning.  
The uncertainty expressed by many 
was balanced by some optimism, 
accepting a need for adaptability.

The findings from this small scale, 
qualitative study show the impact of 
the wider world we live in, including 
the impact of political events, on 
potential career choice.
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