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Attitudes of College Seniors toward Federal 
and Industrial Em~lovment 

Lowell H. Hattery and Charles M. Hersh 
The American University, Washington 6, D.C. 

TTITUDES of graduating seniors in engi-

A	neering, science, and social science were as- 
sessed in the spring of 1952 by The Amer- 
ican University (1).The purpose was to 

study the reasons why graduates did or did not take 
Federal employ~nent ( 2 ) .The research grew out of 
a pilot investigation by George P. Bush which indi- 
cated the need f o r  further investigation of student 
attitudes and extension of the study to additional 
major fields ( 3 ) .  

W e  administered a questionnaire to  seniors, faculty 
and placement officers in field visits to five colleges 
and universities (4) .  The questionnaire was supple-
mented with interviews, primarily with faculty and 
placement officers, f o r  background information and 
opinions. Final assessment of student attitudes was 
based solely on responses to  the questionnaire. F o r  
this reason, its development should be discussed 
briefly. 

The Questionnaire 

The questionnaire was designed to accomplish ob- 
jectives established by the University committee di- 
recting the research. These objectives were 

1) To measure the students' degree of preference for 
Federal employment as compared with industrial employ- 
ment 

2) To discov"e the extent to which students' attitudes 
concerning the advantages and disadvantages of Federal 
and industrial employment (derived from interview and 
questionnaire comment in the pilot study) influence stu- 
dent job decisions 

3.) TO discover (i) the sources of information concern- 
ing employment which influence the student as he makes 
his job decision and (ii) the relative values that he as- 
signs to these sources 

4)  To discover (i) the attitudes of faculty members 

toward the factors of employment influencing students, 
(ii) faculty members ' sources of information, and (iii) 
the relative values they assign to these sources 

5) To compare (i) student and faculty attitudes and 
sources of information and (ii) attitudes of engineering 
students with those of science and social science students 

6)  To determine the time when college seniors make 
their final decision to accept or reject specific employ- 
ment opportunities 

The questionnaire included questions to provide in- 
formation concerning student behavior in the recruit- 
ment process, such as the time of job decision, arnount 
of salary received, and sources of information about 
employment opportunities. F o r  the analysis of atti-
tudes 38 statements concerning industrial and Fed- 
eral employment were presented in the form of a 
Likert-type scoring schedule. The student was asked 
to indicate his agreement or disagreement with the 
statement. Five degrees of agreemrnt or disagreement 
were provided. 

The 38 items were based on statements that stu-
dents themselves had used in the pilot study. Several 
statements were included i11 each of the following 
areas : benefits, pay, pron~otiori, job security, recruit- 
ment, professional development, and working condi-
tions. Examples of the statements are 

Experience gained in Federal employment becomes a 
poor recomnlendation for future work in industry. 
Opportunities for additional training in my profes- 
sional field are greater while working in private in- 
dustry than in government. 
A person working for the Federal Government in my 
field has a greater job security than in private in- 
dustry. 
In my field, individual initiative on the job is given 
higher recognition in government than in similar 
industrial work. 



F o r  each of these, and for  the 34 additional state-
ments, the student was asked to check one of five 
boxes f o r  "Strongly disagree" with this statement, 
"Tend to disagree," "Neither agree nor disagree, or 
don't know," "Tend to agree," or "Strongly agree." 
Finally, the student was asked to indicate which of 
the statements described the factor that was most 
important in his job choice. 

Employment Decisions 

I t  was rather surprising to find that, in a year of 
very active recruitment, only 38 percent of the 660 
seniors said they had definitely accepted civilian jobs 
at the time of our visits in k t e  April and early May. 
Approximately 21 percent expected to go into grad- 
uate or professional schaol, and 1 6  percent expected 
to  go into the armed forces. Thus as late as  April- 
May approximately 25 percent could be presumed 
still available fo r  employment. 

Most students in the fields surveyed either made or 
expected to make final job decisions in April and May, 
with approximately 30 percent accepting employment 
in each month. A few accepted employrnent during 
their junior year, and about 1 4  percent frorn October 
through March of the senior year. The recruiting 
process fo r  college seniors is therefore a year-round 
function, even though most students finally accept 
bmployment in the spring. 

With reference to  the selection of industrial or 
Federal employment, the preference was distinctly in 
favor  of industrial employment. Among those who 
had definitely accepted jobs, three of four  students 
(77.8 percent) selected jobs in industry; only one of 
twenty (5.2 percent) chose Federal employment. The 
remainder chose educational employment (4.8 per-
cent), other types (9.9 percent), or did not answer 
this question (2.4 percent). 

There were substantial variations among institu-
tions with respect to the selection of industrial or 
Federal employment. F o r  example, 45 seniors a t  one 
school had definitely accepted jobs a t  the time of our 
visits; none chose Federal employment. A t  another, 
6 students of 46 who had definitely accepted jobs chose 
Federal employment. 

Among those who had definitely accepted employ- 
ment, approximately 5 percent of the engineering 
majors, 4 percent of the science majors, and 1 4  per- 
cent of the social science majors chose Federal jobs. 

These differences in preference indicate that Fed- 
eral agencies are  under a substantial handicap in at- 
tracting and recruiting college seniors in certain in- 
stitutions and certain major fields. 

Attitudes toward Employment 

Measurement of students' attitudes also indicates 
strong preference f o r  industrial, as  compared with 
Federal, employment. Only 1 3  percent of the seniors' 
attitude scores were more favorable to Federal than 
to industrial employment. 

Seniors' attitudes toward Federal, as  compared 
with industrial, employment vary with their fields of 

college major. F o r  example, students majoring i n  
mechanical engineering averaged attitude scores more 
favorable to industry than those students who ac-
cepted jobs in industry, whereas political science ma- 
jors averaged attitude scores as favorable toward Fed- 
eral employment as those students who chose Federal 
jobs. When the eight fields of college major were com- 
bined into three, i t  was discovered that, although they 
all favored industrial employment, those in  engineer- 
ing favored industry most, science majors favored in- 
dustry with less intensity, and social science majors 
favored industry with still less intensity. 

Seniors' previous employment experience affects 
their attitudes toward employment. Those with pre- 
vious experience in industry are  significantly more 
favorable toward industrial employment than are  
those without such experience. Seniors with previous 
employment in the Federal Government hold attitudes 
favorable toward industrial employment but with 
much less intensity than other students. Their attitude 
scores approach neutrality. On the other hand, 57 stu- 
dents claimed previous employment experience in  both 
industry and the Federal Government. Their attitudes 
were as favorable toward industry as  those of stu-
dents with industrial experience alone. 

Many students had participated in summer training 
programs in industry or the Federal Government. 
Both groups' attitudes were favorable to industrial 
employment. The intensity of favor f o r  industry was, 
however, significantly less among those seniors who 
had participated in Federal training programs. 

When one examines the response to  individual items 
among the 38 attitudinal statments, those which stu- 
dents select as  most favorable toward industrial or 
Federal employment provide a basis f o r  analyzing 
the differences in  attitudes toward these fields. The 
ten statements upon which seniors' responses were 
most favorable toward industrial employment, in de- 
creasing rank order, are  
Pay fo r  higher level positions 
Students with greatest ability more likely to enter 
Incentive for  employee to work 
Students more inclined to work for  industry 
General management efficiency 
P a y  dependent upon ability 
Management efficiency in my field . 
Employee works harder 
General professional development 
Competent immediate supervisors 

The ten statements upon which seniors' responses 
were most favorable toward Federal employment, in  
decreasing rank order, are  
Individual works "under pressure" less frequently 
Experience good recommendation for  future work in  

industry 
Liberal vacation policy 
Liberal sick leave policy 
Beneficial retirement system 
J o b  security 
Equipment for technical work 
Discrimination against individual less likely 
Geographic location of positions 
Emplogme~itmore lilrely to be permanent 



Important Factors in  Employment Decisions 

Students were asked to indicate the factors that 
they considered most important in  the choice of em-
ployment. The results of this inquiry were then related 
to the responses to the 38 statements of attitude. No 
student regarded benefits as  his niost important con- 
sideration. Job  security was held most important by 
only 6 percent of the students. These two content 
areas, containing several statements in each, were the 
areas of response most favorable to Federal em-
ployment. Thus it  was found that seniors r ~ g a r d e d  
indzcstrial e lnployme~t t  more favorably t han  Federal 
employmeat in the considerations that are most im-
portant t o  t hem in choosing a job. 

Information on sources of employment advice was 
collected which is significant fo r  those persons who 
are concerned with recruitment. This description of 
sources of advice was compared with students' rank- 
ing of sources of information concerning specific, Fed- 
eral and industrial job opportunities (Tables 1 and 
2). The recruitment representative was considered 
the most important source of advice in  deciding 
whether o r  not to accept a job. Industrial representa- 
tives were regarded as the most important source of 
inforination concerning specific industrial job op-
portunities. Federal representatives ranked third in 
inlportance as  sources of information concerning spe- 
cific Federal job opportunities. Thus, industrial re-
cruitment, i n  the student's view, is oriented toward 
the source most valuable to the student, the repre- 
sentative who visits the campus. Federal recruitment 
is not as  effectively oriented around the representa- 
tive, according to the student's evaluation. 

Table 1. Seniors' sources of information concerning 
job opportunities. 

Federal Industrial 

Source job job 
oppor- oppor-

tunities" tunities" 

Placement office 20.5 24.4 
Newspapers, radio, and 

television 	 19.4 7.1 
Representative who visited 

campus 	 13.5 30.6 
Faculty members 10.5 8.0 
Other students 	 8.2 4.7 
Family 	 6.8 8.5 
Other sources and no 

response 	 21.2 16.7 

* Numbers indicate percentage of seniors regarding source 
to  be the  most important.  

Table 2. Seniors' most important source of advice in 
job choice. 

Percentage of Source seniors 

Representative who visited campus 26.4 
Faculty members 20.8 
Family 12.6 
Placeinent office 7.7 
Other students 4.1 
Newspapers, radio, and television 2.0 
Other sources and no response 26.5 
Total 100.1 

Faculty and Placement Officer Attitudes 

I n  addition to analysis of seniors' attitudes, a less 
intensive study was made of the attitudes of faculty 
and placement officers. Questionnaires were received 
from 107 faculty members. These were supplemented 
by interviews with both faculty and placement officers. 

Questionnaire results showed faculty members 
slightly less favorable toward industry than seniois 
but still nluch more favorable to industry than to 
government as  a place for  employment. Interviews 
supported these findings. 

The conclusion from this questionpaire study is that 
college seniors and their major sources of information 
and advice are  more farorahle to industrial employ- 
ment than to Federal employment. Students believe 
that the factors most important to their job decisions 
are found in industry rather than in government. 

To be realistic, Federal personnel policies must take 
cognizance of the attitudes of students and faculty 
and provide a strong recruitnient program if the Fed- 
eral agencies are to attract their share of scientific 
talcnt. Planning scientific manpower to  meet the re- 
quireinents of the Federal service needs to be govern- 
ment-wide and long-range. 
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