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Adult graduates’ employability and mid-career trajectories after 
graduation with Finnish UAS Master’s degree
Kristiina Ojala a, Ulpukka Isopahkala-Bouret a and Mervi Varhelahtib

aDepartment of Education, University of Turku, Turku, Finland; bMaster School of Engineering and Business, 
University of Applied Sciences, Turku, Finland

ABSTRACT
Graduate employability research typically focuses on young graduates’ 
entry to the labour market. Little is known about the careers of adults who 
attain higher education degrees in mid-life. This article explores Finnish 
University of Applied Sciences (UAS) Master’s degree graduates’ mid- 
career trajectories using retrospectively collected longitudinal survey 
data (N = 1025) on their employment relations, transitions and career 
breaks. The specific research questions are as follows: (1) What are the 
types of mid-career trajectories of the adult graduates with Finnish UAS 
Master’s degree? (2) What is the prevalence of the different career trajec-
tories among the sample of graduates? (3) In what ways different career 
trajectories are able to take advantage of graduation with a Master’s 
degree? As a result, we recognised five types of mid-career trajectories: 
rising career, renewing career, entrepreneurial career, continuous career 
and unstable career. Adult degrees can re-orient and enhance different 
career trajectories, e.g. by providing formal qualifications, new expertise 
and entrepreneurial skills, as well as by validating prior experience. 
Understanding the nature of career trajectories of adult graduates at 
a Master’s level is interesting not only in the Finnish but also in the 
international context and this study opens up a rich array of opportunities 
for further studies.
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Introduction

Graduate employability research typically focuses on young graduates’ ability to get a foot in the door of 
the graduate labour market and the progress of their early careers (Akkermans and Kubasch 2017). Little 
is known about the careers of adults who attain higher education degrees in mid-life. There are an 
increasing number of graduates, especially those who attend Master’s programmes, who are employed 
prior to attending university and study part time while working (Jamieson et al. 2009; Vuorinen-Lampila 
2018). There are Master’s programmes specifically dedicated to adults, in which eligibility requires 
a certain number of years of professional experience (Posselt and Grodsky 2017; Arene 2016; Ojala 2017).

The award of a Master’s degree frequently leads to high expectations for professional career 
advancement (Vuorinen-Lampila 2018). A Master’s degree and advanced professional education 
provide economic advantages in comparison with Bachelor’s degree graduates (Posselt and Grodsky 
2017). However, despite the fact that graduates typically attempt to gain the best relative position 
possible in the educational distribution with respect to his or her talents and opportunities (Van der 
Ploeg 1994), it is unclear whether a degree has a different resource value for adult graduates.
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Not all adult graduates will apply for the types of jobs that justify the premium costs of higher 
education (Tomlinson 2007; Vuorinen-Lampila 2018). For example, the most commonly reported 
benefit of higher education for adults is not necessarily increased income because they have, in 
general, already established employment and high income compared with younger graduates (Ojala 
2017; Jamieson et al. 2009). They still perceive, more often than not, higher education credentials as 
necessary for enhancing employability (Siivonen and Isopahkala-Bouret 2016).

A question remains, however, regarding whether the careers of adult graduates change after 
graduation. The purpose of this study is to explore the variety of adults’ mid-career trajectories after 
graduation, and the way they take advantage of a graduate degree.

Adult graduates’ employability and career advancement

Traditionally a ‘career’ has been associated with transitions from one job to another in a forward and 
upward orientated way, so eventually, career progression provided a higher status in the organisa-
tional hierarchy. A graduate degree is important for mid-career transitions, particularly in entry to 
managerial and professional jobs (Isopahkala-Bouret 2015). Graduation with an advanced degree 
can allow adults to change jobs or gain new responsibilities in the job they already occupy; thus, it 
can enhance their career mobility and progress, or alternatively, their employment stability (Kinos 
and Rousu 2017; Siivonen and Isopahkala-Bouret 2016; Jamieson et al. 2009; Brennan et al. 2000).

These findings resonate with what is known, in general, about the economic benefits of higher 
education. Individuals with higher education receive a ‘graduate premium’ in the form of higher 
wages, improved status, increased opportunities to advance in occupational careers and to move up 
the socioeconomic ladder and a lower likelihood of unemployment (Baum, Ma, and Payea 2013; 
Brynner et al. 2002, 30). However, there is a commonly held view that the more graduates there are, 
the more the economic- and career-related benefits will spread among them at a lower level due to 
the ‘ceiling effect’, and thus the average return of higher education might be expected to decline1 

(Brynner et al. 2002, 30). Not all adult graduates will benefit from their new degree.
Although adult graduates’ careers have received relatively little attention in earlier research, 

theories developed to understand the ‘adaptability’ and ‘multi-directionality’ can be used to under-
stand the variety of their post-graduate trajectories. Career conceptions have shifted to perpetually 
changing, flexible and adaptive career patterns and possibilities. (Clarke 2009; Baruch 2004.) New 
career conceptions include aspects of expertise renewal, social networking, personal transformation 
and choice as part of career development. Baruch (2004) labelled this new kind of career system as 
a multi-directional career – people can (or must) choose from a number of options, and there is no 
single way for achieving career success.

The emergence of new career conceptions reflects uncertainty and unpredictability in the 
dynamic labour markets, such as an increase of projects and teamwork, as well as growing diversity 
in individual skills, lifestyles and expectations (Baruch 2004; Järvensivu 2014).2 Adults in the mid- 
career have to acquire an updated skill set, undertake formal studies and engage in lifelong learning 
in order to be competitive in the labour market (e.g. Clarke 2008; Jamieson et al. 2009; Siivonen and 
Isopahkala-Bouret 2016). Moreover, the twenty-first century has witnessed an increase in part-time 
work, contingent work, ‘gig’ work (e.g. freelance or contract work), self-employment and multiple job 
holding (Akkermans and Kubasch 2017; Järvensivu 2014). As a result, also the graduate employability 
has become more complex (Teichler 2018).

In some prior studies on graduate employability, ‘career path’ or ‘career trajectory’ is used simply 
as an organising term to identify different pursuits in a labour market history (e.g. Kivinen, Nurmi, 
and Kanervo 2002; Edgar et al. 2016). In other studies, career is understood as a broad concept 
combining the objective career steps with subjective perceptions and reflections on career outlook 
(e.g. Kyhä 2011). In this study, we use the term ‘career trajectory’ to emphasise the progressive and 
changing nature of careers. Career trajectories emphasise not only a hierarchical progression but also 
the idea of moving in different directions in/between organisations and also between employment, 
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unemployment and education (cf., Sullivan 1999). Indeed, multi-directional career trajectories can 
move forward or backward, they can remain static or involve sideway moves, changes of direction 
and changes of aspirations (Baruch 2004). All these trajectories can provide inner satisfaction and 
autonomy, although they are not recognised by the objective career success measures, such as 
income, job title and status.

Research context and questions

As Akkermans and Kubasch (2017) suggest, one prominent avenue for career research is the study of 
specific career paths of certain target groups. In this study, we will focus on graduates with a Master’s 
degree from Finnish Universities of Applied Science (UAS). The Finnish UAS Master’s degree, 
established in 2005, is an advanced degree that provides qualification at the same level as the 
Master’s degree from universities, although it differs in specific content and structure (Ojala 2017). 
The degree programmes consist of 60 or 90 European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System 
(ECTS) credits and require 1.5−2 years to accomplish as a part-time degree (Neuvonen-Rauhala 2012).

The UAS Master’s degree programmes are professionally oriented and the thesis work, for 
example, is a work development project (Neuvonen-Rauhala 2012). There is a requirement of 2 
years of work experience after Bachelor’s degree, which is a uniquely Finnish feature 
(Ammattikorkeakoululaki 14.11.2014/932; Arene 2016). All participants in the programme are, there-
fore, by definition, adult graduates. The average age of UAS Master’s degree graduates is 39 years 
(OKM 2019).

Until today, prior research on employment situation and labour market return of Finnish gradu-
ates has focused principally on Bachelors’ degree in UAS sector (e.g. Böckerman, Haapanen, and 
Jepsen 2015; Korhonen, Mäkinen, and Valkonen 2001) and Master’s degree in university sector (e.g. 
Kivinen, Nurmi, and Kanervo 2002; Puhakka and Tuominen 2011; Rouhelo 2008). Finnish universities 
have collected systematic career monitoring data of the Master’s degree graduates already for 10 
years (https://www.aarresaari.net/career_monitoring) and UAS has started a similar career monitor-
ing of Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in 2019 (http://uraseurannat.wordpress.tamk.fi). The employ-
ability and careers of UAS Master’s degree graduates have not been extensively studied (see, 
however, Ahola and Galli, L. 2012; Kinos and Rousu 2017; Ojala 2017; Ahonen and Rouhelo 2020). 
This might be because the degree is relatively new and the number of the UAS Master’s degree 
graduates is rather small. By the end of 2019, the total number of graduates was 24 996 (Vipunen 
2020). However, the number of graduates’ is increasing year by year.

In this study, our purpose is to explore the UAS Master’s degree graduates’ mid-career trajectories 
using retrospectively collected longitudinal survey data (N = 1025) on their employment relations, 
transitions and career breaks. The specific research questions are as follows:

(1) What are the types of mid-career trajectories of the adult graduates with Finnish UAS Master’s 
degree?

(2) What is the prevalence of the different career trajectories among the sample of graduates?
(3) In what ways different career trajectories are able to take advantage of graduation with a UAS 

Master’s degree?

Research data and methods

Graduate survey

We collected data on career trajectories through a large-scale graduation survey (N = 1025). We 
surveyed the graduates’ work histories after completing the UAS Master’s degree programme and 
used each person’s job sequence as a basic datum, including unemployment intervals and transfer 
outside of the workplace (see Spilerman 1977). The retrospective collection of longitudinal data has 
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become an established method in social research for obtaining information about key events in a life 
course (Elliott 2005). It is efficient way of collecting detailed longitudinal data.

In the survey, the respondents were able to use an open-ended, written statement form to record 
the different phases of their career development following graduation. They recorded all the main 
activities they had been involved in since the attainment of the UAS Master’s degree, up to the 
answering date of the survey questionnaire. In this way, an accurate self-recording of the early stages 
of the post-graduate career trajectories was obtained. In addition, for each main activity, the survey 
asked the respondents to provide 1) his or her principal activity,3 2) profession or occupation, 3) date 
the employment/activity started (month/year), 4) date the employment/activity ended (month/ 
year), 5) the employer,4 6) the job position,5 7) whether work corresponded with education in 
terms of level of job position and 8) whether work corresponded with education in terms of field. 
The respondents were asked to answer yes or no for items 7 and 8.

As indicated above, the respondents were asked to evaluate the correspondence of their employ-
ment and level of education. Placement from education to work is usually evaluated as the 
correspondence between the level and field of education and work. In this study, the examination 
of the correspondence of work and education was based on the self-assessment of the graduates. In 
the questionnaire, the graduates assessed for each of their reported employment relationships 
whether the job in question was equivalent to the level and the field of the acquired UAS Master’s 
degree. This was to see whether a graduate had reached a job for which the expected level of 
education is a Master’s degree (Kyhä 2011, 142–143).

Respondents

The survey respondents were Master’s degree graduates’ from 17 Universities of Applied Sciences 
from all around Finland, with wide-ranging regional coverage. The respondents graduated within 
the period of 2006–2011, and the survey data were collected in 2012 (i.e. they had graduated 1 to 5 
years earlier). The respondents represented three major fields of study in UAS Master’s programmes: 
technology and transport, business and administration and social services, health and sports. Table 1 
summarises the background information of the respondents.

Analysis methods

In our analysis, we relied on the tradition of career typology research based on cross-sectional survey 
data (See especially: Rouhelo 2008; Kyhä 2011). As Spilerman (1977) observes, career trajectories can 
be constructed from work histories by seeking patterns and classifying types of career. In this study, 
we created a typology of mid-career trajectories by classifying the content of the career survey into 
a small number of relatively homogeneous categories and subgroups with respect to their main 
features (Spilerman 1977, 590). We examined the career trajectories of the graduates from the point 
of view of employment, unemployment and transfer outside of work. As far as employment was 

Table 1. Background information of the survey respondents: gender, age and fields of study.

f %

Gender Man 409 38
Woman 683 62

Age Under 35 years old 211 20
35–44 years old 411 39
45–54 years old 355 33
55 years or older 84 8

Fields of study Field of technology 359 33
Field of business 247 23
Field of social services and health 486 44
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concerned, we examined different employment relations, their number, frequency and quality in the 
timeframe following graduation (e.g. Rouhelo 2008, 120–121.)

In addition, we quantified the prevalence of each career type in our data (i.e. the frequencies and 
percentages were calculated). The quantification was part of the classification of the career types and 
not aimed at the generalisability of all UAS Master’s degree graduates. We were interested in how 
different career types were distributed in our data sample. In addition, the frequencies and percen-
tages increased the accuracy and reliability of the classification, added value to the exploration of the 
categories, and made the analysis process more transparent for the reader (Silverman 2006).

In modelling types of career trajectories, the emphasis was placed on the beginning of the post- 
graduation career. More precisely, we looked at whether there had been any career change within 1 year 
after completing the UAS Master’s degree in comparison to changes that happened over a year/several 
years after graduation. This is because the degree has a more direct impact on career advancement 
relatively soon (within a year) after graduation. A ‘ceiling effect’ can be seen in the ‘graduate return’ 
obtained in the period after leaving higher education. Later, other factors, such as work experience, also 
influence career development, reducing the effect of higher education (cf. Brynner et al. 2002, 52.)

Limitations

The data in this study were survey data of the graduates within the period of 2006–2011 and thus 
were not register based. The response rate in this study was 36%. In the 2000s, many surveys were 
characterised by response rates below 50% (Laaksonen, Matikainen, and Tikka 2013). It was not 
possible to perform deficiency analyses by comparing the background variables of the respondents 
and the non-respondents. Thus, we acknowledge that our data sample is not representative and that 
the types of career trajectories may be represented differently in our data sample than what their 
prevalence with respect to the total population of the UAS Master’s degree graduates is. Moreover, it 
is worth noting that in total the respondents (N = 1025) in this study are only 21% of the number of 
graduates with UAS Master’s degree (N = 4911), from all fields, in years 2006–2011 when our 
respondents graduated (Vipunen 2020).

For the reason of increasing the relevance of this study, an analysis of the content coverage was 
performed in as much detail as possible. The researchers may have already had a relatively large 
amount of advanced information regarding the subject (Laaksonen, Matikainen, and Tikka 2013.) Our 
data have rather equal coverage of the sample for the graduates from the selected major fields of the 
UAS Master’s degrees, which increase the reliability of our findings (Laaksonen, Matikainen, and Tikka 
2013). For example in 2012, when the survey was conducted, the number of UAS Master’s degree 
graduates from the field of business was 342, from the field of technology 390 and from the field of 
social services and health 633 (Vipunen 2020). Moreover, in regards to our research questions one 
and two, our overall sample size (N = 1025) is much larger than what previous studies have used in 
similar career typology research (See Rouhelo 2008; Kyhä 2011).

When selecting a retrospective research design to collect the information from the respondents’ 
career histories, we realised that a disadvantage of the design was that graduates might not 
remember the past accurately enough (Elliott 2005). We also could not identify jobs from the start 
of each respondent’s career, only the self-reports of their jobs after graduation with the UAS Master’s 
degree. As a result, we may have been comparing graduates at different points in their career 
trajectories (Edgar et al. 2016, 362). In addition, it must be taken into account that the respondents 
were dissimilar in age (See Table 1), which could have an impact on their rates of career advance-
ment (Spilerman 1977, 560–561).

Mid-career trajectories of graduates with a UAS Master’s degree

Our analysis produced five types of career trajectories, which we named as follows: rising career, 
renewing career, entrepreneurial career, continuous career and unstable career6 (See Table 2). First, in 
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the rising career graduates were advancing hierarchically in their careers. Second, the renewable type 
of career trajectory involved one of the three sub-types: temporary contract changed to permanent 
employment relationship, a new job started after full-time studies or a person changed places of work. 
Third, those with the entrepreneurial career path became entrepreneurs soon after completing the 
UAS Master’s degree or were already working as entrepreneurs before completing the programme. 
The fourth type, the continuous career, contained the graduates who had only been in one long-term 
employment relationships before and after graduation. The final career type was the unstable career, 
in which the graduates had many different jobs and temporary employment relationships.

We present the prevalence of these five types of mid-career trajectories among our respondents 
in Table 3. In our data sample, 15.9% of the UAS Master’s degree graduates were placed in the rising 
career category, while 29.4% were in the renewing type career trajectory. Only 2.4% of the graduates 
were placed in the entrepreneurial career trajectory. The majority of the sampled graduates were in 
the continuous career category (42.7%). The final type of career trajectory was the unstable career, in 
which 8.1% of the respondents were placed.

The following sections provide a detailed description of the types of mid-career trajectories of the 
graduates with UAS Master’s degrees and how they were able to take advantage of graduation.

Rising career

The main characteristic of the rising type of trajectory was that the graduates progressed in their 
careers vertically and into more challenging work tasks. A majority of the graduates in this career 

Table 2. Types of mid-career trajectories of the graduates.

Rising career
● Professional mobility is vertical
● Permanent full-time or temporary full-time employment; mostly permanent employment
● Work tasks correspond to the level of education and to the field of education, at least as the career progresses
Renewing career
Permanent employment after completing the UAS Master’s degree
● Working in two or more jobs
● Temporary full-time employment changes into permanent full-time employment after graduation
● Professional mobility is horizontal; sometimes, it also changes hierarchically from one level to another
● Work tasks correspond mainly to the level of education and to the field of education
Change/renewal of employment after completing the UAS Master’s degree
● Working in two or sometimes more jobs
● Mainly permanent full-time employment
● Professional mobility is horizontal; sometimes, it also changes hierarchically from one level to another
● Work tasks correspond mainly to the level of education and to the field of education
● There may sometimes be unemployment at the beginning of the career
Career after completing the UAS Master’s degree
● Starting to work in a new job after graduation, mainly one permanent full-time employment
● Work tasks correspond mainly to the level of education and to the field of education
Entrepreneurial career
● Becoming an entrepreneur soon after completing the UAS Master’s degree or working as an entrepreneur already before 

completing the UAS Master’s degree, and this entrepreneurial career continues after degree completion  
career continues after degree completion

● Entrepreneurship corresponds mainly to the level of education and to the field of education
Continuous career
● In the same career as before completing the UAS Master’s degree
● Working in one mainly permanent full-time job
● Employment has begun before the completion of the UAS Master’s degree, often years before
● Work tasks correspond mainly to the level of education and to the field of education
Unstable career
● Working in several jobs
● Based mainly on temporary full-time and/or temporary part-time employment
● Professional mobility is horizontal or changes hierarchically from one level to another
● There are both work tasks that correspond and do not correspond to the level of education and to the field of education
● There is in some cases unemployment or studying at different career stages
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trajectory moved upward within 1 year after completing the Master’s degree (see Table 3). For 
graduates in this rising career type, it can be said that the degree has achieved its promise (e.g. 
Baum, Ma, and Payea 2013). Hopes of advancing in one’s career were visible in the study of Ahola 
and Galli, L. (2012), which revealed that many of the UAS Master’s degree graduates were goal- 
oriented in their career development. The graduates had applied for the education programme 
because they had a career goal they wanted to realise, and they used education as a means of 
accomplishing their career objectives. Graduates thought that education would be wasted if they 
could not utilise it in their career progression.

The rising career trajectory included transitions from operational-level positions to different 
kinds of expert positions, as well as from expert position up to the middle and top managerial 
positions. Especially in public health care and social services, Master’s degree is a requirement for 
advancing to managerial jobs; therefore, graduation with UAS Master’s degree will benefit many 
women who work in that sector (Ahonen and Rouhelo 2020). Despite the actual job position, 
almost everyone in this career trajectory perceived that their advanced work duties corresponded 
well with their level of education. The desire to move forward is also reflected in our analysis in 
that sense that, for some of the graduates, their employment had shifted from permanent to 
temporary when they advanced in their careers. Therefore, they had been prepared to take 
temporary employment instead of permanent work and employment stability in order to move 
up in their careers.

Renewing career

The renewing type of career trajectory involves renewing one’s career through new employment 
relationships, jobs or places of work. In this career type, we identified three different variations of 
renewing career trajectories. The first sub-group included graduates who did not change a job, but 
whose employment contract changed from temporary to permanent and, despite a few exceptions, 
graduates reported that the permanent employment corresponded with their level of education. 
This may be seen as an example of ‘social contract’ between employers and employees (Tomlinson 

Table 3. Prevalence of career trajectories among the survey respondents (%).

Rising career 15.9% (n = 160)
● Career advancement has occurred within a year after completing the UAS Master’s degree: 61.3%

(n = 98); or over a year/several years after graduation: 38.8% (n = 62)
● 2.5% (n = 4) report that their work does not correspond to their level of education
Renewing career 29.4% (n = 295)
Permanent employment after completing the UAS Master’s degree, 9.8% (n = 29)
● Temporary full-time employment changes into permanent full-time employment after graduation within a year: 51.7% 

(n = 15); or over a year/several years after graduation: 48.3% (n = 14)
● 10.3% (n = 3) report that their work does not correspond to their level of education
Change/renewal of employment after completing the UAS Master’s degree, 63.4% (n = 187)
● Change/renewal of employment within a year after graduation: 62% (n = 116); or over a year/several years after 

graduation: 38% (n = 71)
● 18.2% (n = 34) report that their work does not correspond to their level of education
Career after completing the UAS Master’s degree, 26.8% (n = 79)
● 20.3% (n = 16) report that their work does not correspond to their level of education
Entrepreneurial career 2.4% (n = 24)
● Have become an entrepreneur soon after completing the UAS Master’s degree: 54.2% (n = 13)
● Working as an entrepreneur already before completing the UAS Master’s degree, and

career continues after completing the degree: 46% (n = 11)
● 12% (n = 3) report that entrepreneurship does not correspond to their level of education
Continuous career 42.7% (n = 429)
● 25.9% (n = 111) report that their work does not correspond to their level of education
Unstable career 8.1% (n = 81)
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2012). The employees develop their skills to meet the needs of the employer, and this may be 
rewarded by a permanent job.

The second sub-group of the renewing career trajectory included graduates who changed to 
another job after graduation. Most of them changed within a year after graduation and some found 
a new job after a year (See more details in Table 3). The second sub-type of the renewing career 
trajectory is somewhat similar to the ‘mobile career’ of Finnish university graduates (Kivinen, Nurmi, 
and Kanervo 2002; Rouhelo 2008). The third sub-group consisted of graduates whose new employ-
ment had followed full-time studies and begun immediately after the completion of the UAS 
Master’s degree programme. Full-time studies indicate that adults may have exit their old profes-
sional careers prior to the Master’s degree studies. However, UAS Master’s degree is not primarily 
used to change from one profession to another (Ahonen and Rouhelo 2020). In this last renewing 
type, the graduates stayed in one employment relationship after graduation, which may be due to 
the fact that they had found a corresponding job and elected to stay there.

It can be assumed that a completed Master’s degree and the competence gained during the 
programme led to a permanent or new employment relationship. The degree itself and the acquired 
expertise ensured the employment relationship and also maintained the employability of the 
graduates. In particular, this can be seen in the case of the graduates whose employment relations 
changed within 1 year after completing the degree. Ojala’s (2017) study revealed that the graduates 
benefited most from completing the UAS Master’s degree programme because it increased their job- 
specific skills and led to growth in their general abilities. Employers were also satisfied with how the 
education responded to the requirements of working life (Ojala 2017). However, in our sample, one 
fifth of graduates in the renewing career trajectory started in a new job that did not correspond with 
the Master’s level of education (see Table 3).

Entrepreneurial career

The entrepreneurial career trajectory was characterised by the private enterprise of the graduates (c. 
f., Kivinen, Nurmi, and Kanervo 2002). Promoting entrepreneurship is one of the major tasks of UAS in 
Finland (e.g. Honkanen and Ahola 2003). For example, in the joint entrepreneurship strategy for UAS, 
the goal is that one of every seven graduates of UAS will begin an entrepreneurial career within 
10 years of graduation (OPM 2009, 26). Overall, in Finland, higher education-based entrepreneurship 
has been strongly promoted in the policy goals in the 2000s (OKM 2015). However, despite the 
strategies and policies, the number of graduates with entrepreneurial careers among our sample is 
low. The national statistics on the entrepreneurial careers of UAS Masters’ graduates in Finland 
(2012–2016) support this finding (Vipunen 2020). It is noteworthy that the survey did not take into 
account part-time entrepreneurship, although almost half of the entrepreneurs are part-time in 
Finland (Lith 2010).

The advantage that the entrepreneurial career trajectory may take from graduation with the 
UAS Master’s degree is the capacity and maybe the courage to start entrepreneurial careers, as 
some have started a private enterprise after graduation. The degree may have also strengthened 
the graduates’ ongoing entrepreneurial careers. In the study of Kivinen and Nurmi (2007) the 
graduates who worked in an occupation that was closely related to their field of study tended to 
be more often self-employed than those who worked in an occupation that was not closely related 
to their studies. This is largely because access to some independent professions requires gradua-
tion from a certain field of study as an entry qualification. However, the low number of full-time 
entrepreneurs among graduates raises a question regarding how entrepreneurship is integrated 
into the learning processes in the UAS Master’s programmes. Does it encourage graduates to 
pursue entrepreneurship? Assumingly, the degree programme may have been tailored to better 
meet the needs of employers and employees rather than those of entrepreneurs. There has been 
a need to increase the professional expertise of the employees and to develop the pathways for 
continuing education (Ojala 2017). Most of the students were already working professionals and 
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could utilise their working environments and networks when developing their competences 
(Arene 2016).

Although attitudes towards entrepreneurship have become more positive in Finland, very few 
people see entrepreneurship as a worthwhile employment option (Honkanen and Ahola 2003). As 
Honkanen (2010) among the highly educated entrepreneurship is considered a more difficult way to 
earn an income instead of moving to the paid employment sector. Even so, the risks related to 
economic and political changes in working life may influence the willingness of adults to start 
a career as an entrepreneur. According to Kanervo (2006), highly educated graduates can become 
entrepreneurs when it is an appropriate means of employing themselves, demonstrating their compe-
tence or obtaining a better return on their education.

Continuous career

Individuals with this career trajectory experienced no change in career after graduation. In other 
words, the graduates were working in the same career/job as before graduation. They worked in one 
mainly permanent full-time job, and their work tasks largely corresponded to the level and field of 
their education. This type of continuous career is close to what Kivinen, Nurmi, and Kanervo (2002) 
have defined as ‘permanent career’ and Rouhelo (2008) and Kyhä (2011) as ‘stable career’. The 
difference is that for UAS Master’s degree graduates, the continuous career trajectory may started 
years before the graduation, mostly even before starting their Master’s programme.

One fourth of our respondents who were in the continuous career trajectory did not consider their 
work to correspond with their new level of education; Master’s degree was an over-qualification. Some 
continued in operational-level jobs because they had had trouble to progress in career. Prior research 
has shown that the top reasons that prevent career mobility of UAS Master’s degree graduates are 
a shortage of graduate-level jobs in the (regional) labour market and high job competition. Moreover, 
many UAS Master’s degree graduates are loyal to their home region, have family obligations and, 
therefore, are not willing to move after work. (Ojala and Isopahkala-Bouret 2019.)

On the other hand, the reason that the graduates remained in the continuing trajectory can be 
explained by the fact that they never intended to move forward in their career. For example in Ojala’s 
(2019) study men planned to change jobs less often than women, which was probably due to the 
men’s better wages and position in working life already prior to graduation. Especially in the male- 
dominated sector of manufacturing and construction, employers have offered permanent contracts, 
which may increase the prevalence of continuing careers for men and graduates with technology 
major; in contrast in the female-dominated sector of health care and social services employers has 
offered mainly temporary employment (Larja 2019).

Although we could not identify visible career advancement, continuous career trajectory may 
benefit from graduation in some alternative ways. A great majority of graduates who were in the 
continuing career trajectory had a work that corresponded with their educational level, even though 
they had been in the same job prior to graduation (see Table 3). They had probably completed the UAS 
Master’s degree to validate their already well-earned work experience and expertise with the degree 
(Isopahkala-Bouret 2015). Likely, the graduates already had established a good social position and 
reputation, and by completing the UAS Master’s degree programme they acquired the associated 
educational level. Isopahkala-Bouret (2015) found that mid-age professionals wanted to earn a new 
Master’s degree because such a degree was commonly demanded of people in their position – 
positions they already had prior to their graduate studies. In addition, it can be assumed that the 
degree also helps an individual to keep the job if, for example, there are redundancies in the workplace 
(Brennan et al. 2000).

Moreover, achieving a Master’s degree in mid-career can also increase employability by improving 
self-confidence, self-understanding and identity, acquiring new friendships and contacts, changing 
attitudes and participation in organisations as well as improving know-how and work performance (e.g. 
Ojala 2017; Isopahkala-Bouret 2015; Ahola and Galli, L. 2012). It is also important to know that 
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employers sometimes suggest that their employees pursue UAS Master’s degrees. For the employers, 
the degree programme provides a great opportunity for further education of the employees to meet 
the changes at work.

Unstable career

In Finland, 63.5% of total workforce has permanent full-time employment, while 9.9% work with full- 
time temporary contracts (Statistic of Finland 2017). In general, the stability of employment relation-
ships of UAS Master’s degree graduates is very strong (Statistics of Finland 2019). However, 
a minority of graduates in our study was placed in the unstable career trajectory, which was 
characterised by temporary, short-term employment and highly varied job assignments. These 
graduates’ careers involved mainly temporary full-time and/or temporary part-time employment. 
Many had experienced also periods of unemployment. They also had work tasks that sometimes 
corresponded and sometimes did not correspond with the level of their education (See Table 3). This 
type of career trajectory reminds Rouhelo’s (2008) ‘unstable career’ and Kyhä’s (2011) ‘mixed career’.

Here, the effects of the UAS Master’s degree are most unclear and visible career advancement is 
unnoticeable. Precarious work and temporary employment contracts are not necessarily a problem. 
This may be due to the fact that the changing nature of work has become commonplace for some of 
the graduates. It should also be noted that careers are more contingent on the economic fates of the 
employing firms, and therefore heterogeneity across working lives has increased (Mayer 2001).

Discussion

Master’s programmes at Finnish Universities of Applied Sciences are preparing their graduates 
towards career advancement and access to demanding expert jobs (Arene 2016). In this study, we 
have analysed the variety of career trajectories of UAS Master’s degree graduates based on a large- 
scale graduation survey. Moreover, we were interested in which mid-career trajectories allowed the 
adult graduates to best take advantage of the Master’s degree and which remained stable with no 
visible change. We identified five different career types: rising career, renewing career, entrepreneur-
ial career, continuous career and unstable career. These trajectories had similarities with the career 
types of graduates with Master’s degrees from Finnish universities (e.g. Kivinen, Nurmi, and Kanervo 
2002; Kyhä 2011; Rouhelo 2008). However, the difference in comparison with young graduates was 
that the UAS Master’s degree graduates had already a prior (Bachelor’s) degree and a foot in the 
labour market; thus, career changes became a focus of our attention.

Among our sample of graduates, almost an equal number of graduates either made a career 
transition (vertical or horizontal) or remained in a same career trajectory as prior to graduation for 
different reasons. In particular, the promises of the UAS Master’s degree programme were fulfilled in 
the rising career type; the graduates advanced in their employment, and their higher education led 
to upward mobility and more challenging work assignments. The renewable career is especially 
characterised by new kinds of horizontal (Kinos and Rousu 2017) as well as multidirectional career 
opportunities (see Baruch 2004). The graduates in these two types of career trajectories are able to 
benefit significantly from their completed degrees (Tomlinson 2007; Ojala 2017). For the continuous, 
entrepreneurial and unstable career trajectories, it was more unclear what the effects of graduation 
were. Nevertheless, as our analysis has shown, adult graduation may re-orient and enhance different 
career trajectories in multiple ways, e.g. by providing formal qualifications (rising career), new 
expertise (renewing career) and entrepreneurial skills (entrepreneurial career), and by validating 
prior experience (continuing career).

Further, we found that despite the type of career, a majority of graduates reported that their work 
tasks corresponded to the Master’s degree-level qualifications they had obtained. Nevertheless, in 
our study, there were also respondents who did not perceive their work to correspond with their 
upgraded level of education, and this was emphasised in the continuing career trajectory (See Table 
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3). It is important to discuss the mismatches between the graduates’ level of education and the 
demands of their jobs as well as the risk of over-education for many jobs that did not traditionally 
demand graduate-level qualifications (Tomlinson 2012; Kinos and Rousu 2017).

It is also good to note that the adult graduates may not be more closely tied to a particular career 
type; rather, there are several options and career trajectory can change with the graduate’s life 
course and due to the rapid changes in the labour market. For example, unstable career type, which 
was still rather unusual, may become more common in the near future and will entail aspects of both 
the rising and renewing careers. From this point of view, understanding the nature of career 
trajectories of adult graduates at a Master’s level is interesting not only in the Finnish but also in 
the international context, and will contribute to the development of new career conceptions (Baruch 
2004; Clarke 2009).

As a main implication of our study, the mid-career typology will provide a conceptual tool for 
adult graduates’ career guidance and counselling. More individualised focus on students’ career 
aspirations during their studies could genuinely benefit graduates, their employers and at the same 
time increase the value of adult degrees in general. Moreover, higher education institutions need to 
align their graduate employability strategies along the dynamic changes in working life and career 
(Akkermans and Kubasch 2017; Järvensivu 2014). Different trajectories identified in this study make 
adult graduates’ mid-careers visible and encourage higher education institutions, working life and 
students to better communicate with each other to reach a common understanding of the nature of 
Master’s studies and graduate employability.

This study opens up a rich array of opportunities for further studies. The current career trajectories 
could be augmented with additional analysis on the field-specific differences on the prevalence of 
the types of graduate careers. Moreover, it needs to be further investigated how the graduates’ 
attributes, such as age, gender, economic background and prior education relate to the evolvement 
of career trajectories. In our study, we already acknowledged that there are differences in mid-career 
trajectories in female-dominated public sector (especially, health care and social services) and male- 
dominated private sector (e.g. technology). Finally, we recommend in-depth career interviews to be 
conducted as the research on mid-career trajectories and the benefits of adult graduation advances.

Notes

1. The alternative view is that the economy expands to accommodate graduates: the more graduates there are, the 
more high-level jobs are created (Brynner et al. 2002, 30).

2. The emergence of new types of career patterns does not mean that all employment relations have changed. So- 
called normal employment relationships, i.e. full-time, permanent employment contracts, have remained the 
main form of labour market participation in Finland. The qualitative changes at work do not appear in statistics. 
(Vuorinen-Lampila 2018; Statistics of Finland 2017; 2013).

3. The respondent was asked to fill in the appropriate number: 1 = permanent full-time employment, 2 = temporary 
full-time employment, 3 = permanent part-time employment, 4 = temporary part-time employment, 5 = entre-
preneur, 6 = full-time qualifying study, 7 = unemployment, 8 = parenting leave (maternity, paternity, parenting 
and/or child care leave), 9 = other.

4. The respondent was asked to fill in the appropriate number: 1 = state, government enterprise, 2 = municipality, 
public organisation owned by a group of municipalities, municipal enterprise, 3 = privately-owned enterprise, 
4 = organisation, foundation, parish or the like, 5 = entrepreneur, sole trader or the like, 6 = other.

5. The respondent was asked to fill in the appropriate number: 1 = top-level manager, 2 = middle-level manager or 
other superior position, 3 = developing, planning or other expert position, 4 = educational, training or guidance 
position, 5 = operational-level position, 6 = entrepreneur, 7 = other.

6. We did not model the career types of the graduates who were outside the workplace (n = 15). These graduates 
had hardly any employment after graduation. They were typically unemployed or on family leave or they had 
transitioned to a full-time graduate student after completing a Master’s degree. In addition, 21 of the respon-
dents of the questionnaire did not respond to the question regarding career development.
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