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Executive Summary

Relatively few
students have

a specific job

or a particular
employer in
mind to pursue
following
graduation,
though almost
everyone had
given some
serious thought
to the issue.

Introduction

During 2008 - 2009, the HR Council undertook research to improve the
nonprofit sector’s understanding of the characteristics and motivating factors
of prospective “early career” employees. The project, Tapping into the Talents
of Early Career Employees, included a literature review and subscription to a
national survey of Canadian students, From Learning to Work™, conducted by
DECODE and Brainstorm Consulting in 2009. The research for the project

also included focus groups with university students as outlined in this report.

Objectives and methodology

The HR Council commissioned EKOS Research Associates Inc. to conduct five
online focus groups in an effort to enhance the Council’s understanding of the
views and experiences of 3rd and 4th year university students concerning the
following:

« Knowledge and awareness of jobs and careers in the nonprofit sector
« Perceptions and expectations of job satisfaction in the sector

« Positive and negative factors that would influence a decision to work in
the sector

During October 2009, a total of five online discussion groups were con-
ducted with 36 randomly selected third or fourth year undergraduate university
students in Canada who were between the ages of 20 and 29 years. Two discus-
sions were held with students whose studies had included community-service
learning!, and three groups were held with students who had not had this type
of learning experience.

Overall, the research participants were very engaged in the discussion.

1. Community service-learning (CSL), sometimes known as service learning, combines volunteer service
with academic work. CSL provides students with opportunities to become engaged in their commu-
nity and to undertake work that benefits the community. A key part of CSL is that students reflect
on their work in a formal way, through activities such as journal writing, group discussions, presenta-
tions, research projects and written reports. This process of reflection is what distinguishes CSL from
volunteering.
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Collectively, they attended universities from across
Canada and were studying a wide range of fields,
mostly social sciences, arts and humanities, busi-
ness, and applied sciences.

The focus groups findings are very consistent
with previous research commissioned by the HR
Council, particularly with respect to the perceived
advantages and disadvantages of working in the
nonprofit sector and of the trade-offs associated
with such a career.

Perceptions of early career
employment and the labour
market

Relatively few students have a specific job or a
particular employer in mind to pursue following
graduation, though almost everyone had given some
serious thought to the issue.

Participants exhibited realistic and pragmatic
views and expectations of the labour market. No
one expects to have an ideal job, much less an ideal
first (“real”) job. Rather, they anticipate having to
make trade offs among a number of factors: money,
fulfillment, stability, variety, advancement oppor-
tunities, etc. Money (i.e., salary and benefits) is on
everyone’s mind, but the vast majority is willing to
trade it off in a first job as long as they can “sur-
vive” financially; for many this means covering basic
expenses, plus student loan repayments, or put
another way: $40,000.00 per year. Overall, the key

first job criteria (in no particular order) are:

- Working in one’s field of study

« Advancement opportunities

« Decent wages/benefits

« The opportunity to learn and develop skills

« A good work environment (people and orga-
nizational values)

« Flexibility (e.g., hours)

« Doing good/contributing to society
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Students employ all of the usual techniques to
find employment (e.g., Internet job sites, network-
ing, etc.). They are not aware of Internet sites
specializing in employment opportunities in the
nonprofit sector. Much of their focus seems to be
on-campus, including career counselling services
and job fairs. When seeking work in the nonprofit
sector, participants feel that volunteering is a useful
way of gaining experience and “getting their foot in
the door” as well as making contacts.

Perceptions of careers in the
nonprofit sector

People who work in the nonprofit sector are gen-
erally perceived as having traded-off salary/bene-
fits, job security, and, possibly opportunities for
advancement in exchange for greater fulfillment in
the form of contributing to society, learning and
developing skills, and having a good work environ-
ment. Focus group participants who have experi-
ence in the nonprofit sector as paid employees,
through community service-learning or as volun-
teers, are more likely to be comfortable making
such a trade-off, in large part it seems, because they
have experienced the intrinsic rewards.

Nonprofit workplaces were described as less hier-
archical with a more relaxed environment, offering
more responsibility, a greater range of duties and
opportunities to do hands-on work with people.

There is significant interest, even desire, on the
part of some students to work in the nonprofit
sector, particularly among those with community
service-learning experience. Most other students
are open to the possibility, however, many had not
previously considered the nonprofit sector as a
post-graduation employment option. A few felt that
the perceived drawbacks were a barrier to pursuing
employment in the sector, citing concerns over sal-
ary or a lack of demand for their skills.

The key questions that students have about
working in the nonprofit sector pertain to compen-
sation and job security (e.g., term vs. permanent
employment). They would also want to know a sig-
nificant amount about the work and mandate of a
prospective nonprofit employer. If recent graduates
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are trading-off certain elements (e.g., salary) for

the type of fulfillment and reward that can come
from working for a nonprofit organization, they
want to ensure that there is a good match between
their personal values and interests with those of the
organization.

Awareness and knowledge of the nonprofit sec-
tor, through volunteering or a community-engaged
learning experience, appears to be linked with posi-
tive perceptions of the sector, and more specifically,
working for a non-profit organization.

Communications

Participants were presented with a list of ten state-
ments developed by the project’s advisory commit-
tee that could be used by the nonprofit sector to
communicate to university students about employ-
ment and careers in the nonprofit sector. They were
asked to select the statement they preferred and
then to rate each one on a scale of 0 to 100. While
there was a wide range of responses (in fact, every
statement was selected as a favourite at least once),
the most resonant were:

« Today I helped house a homeless family, finished
a strategic plan, met with community leaders,
launched an ad campaign... all in a day’s work: It
speaks to the rewarding and fulfilling nature
of employment in the sector, while also pro-
viding a sense of the work that people do

«  Find work, find your passion, find balance. Find
yourself in a non-profit career: The notion of
passion has appeal to young people and is
consistent with their perceptions of a career
in the nonprofit sector

Participants were invited to view and com-
ment on two pages from the booklet Careers in
the Nonprofit Sector, developed by the Institute for
Nonprofit Studies, Mount Royal College (2008).
Both personal narratives by people employed in the
sector and factual descriptions of careers in the non-
profit sector were thought by students to be interest-
ing and useful.

Participants use the Internet as a key source of
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information on careers and employment opportun-
ities. The research suggests, however, that few stu-
dents are aware of sites specifically devoted to jobs
in the nonprofit sector. The positive reaction of
the focus group participants to the nonprofit sector
page on the Gateway to Careers website, developed
by The Alliance of Sector Councils, suggests that
existing sites should be more widely promoted to
university students and additional online material

should be developed.

Promotion of careers in the
nonprofit sector

Participants offered a wide range of suggestions as
to how the nonprofit sector could encourage more
university students to think about a career in the
sector. The most common recommendation was the
use of an advertising campaign targeting university
students, particularly on campus. A number of par-
ticipants stated that they had never seen any form
of on-campus promotions for nonprofit organiza-
tions. The absence of nonprofit organizations from
campus career fairs might serve to reinforce the per-
ception that there are not many opportunities for
paid employment in the sector, and that nonprofit
organizations are too cash strapped to participate.
Students also recommended coordinating recruit-
ment efforts with university co-op programs and
advertising positions on the co-op websites.

Another common suggestion was that market-
ing should focus on addressing the concerns that
many students have with regards to a career in the
nonprofit sector, namely wages and job security. A
number of participants also recommended focusing
on the rewarding and meaningful nature of a career
in the nonprofit sector, as many saw it as the sec-
tor’s biggest strength.

Note to readers:

For a more fullsome discussion on this topic, please see
Growing Younger: Tapping into the Talents of Early
Career Employees.
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