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The prestige and values of higher education are traditionally high in Russia and overseas
countries. For several generations, there has been a youth orientation towards higher
education. Higher education and diplomas are perceived by a person primarily as a
means of social mobility. Profession sets a certain “social background” for people’s
life. At the same time, however, over the past few decades the assessment of the
prestige associated with certain professions and specialties has dramatically changed
and the labor market has changed, too. The the desire for higher education among
young people continues to grow in Russia. Today’s students, future specialists, face
new challenges of the labor market: firstly, availability of desired and demanded
professions acquisition on the labor market; secondly, disappearance of old and the
emergence of new professions; thirdly, digitalization of the labor market; fourthly, the
formation of specialist competencies that are in demand both on the local and global
labor markets. The major research objectives were to study the issues of students’
profession choice and their opinion on the demanded / non-demanded professions
on modern labor market. The research methodology combines both quantitative and
qualitative approaches. The primary data was collected using questionnaires and in-
depth-interviews. 250 freshmen of the Ural Federal University and 250 freshmen of
Saint-Petersburg State University were questioned on the basis of quota sampling. In
depth-interviews (15) were organized for the educators engaged in the system of higher
education.

The study has revealed the issue of inequality in access to higher education as well
as of inequality in access to getting prestigious and demanded professions on labor
market. The majority of the respondents look for occupation suited to abilities and to
their own interests. For young people the main thing is that the profession should not
only make profit, but also a career progress and give new professional knowledge.
The research has fixed that the majority of the students believe that they have made
the right choice of specialty and they are well aware of how their future professional
activity will be. About 30.0% of young people do not often choose those professions
that they would like to be trained at the university, but those that are possible due to
their “accessibility”. The students’ professional choice does not correspond to their
ideas about their future profession and their psychological characteristics.

Higher education, students, freshmen, Russia, labor market, future
profession choice, digitalization.
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In recent decades due to globalization, digitalization and organizational shifts, the
requirements of modern labor markets have changed significantly. Globalizing and
digitalizing the production of goods and services requires profound changes in the
workplace such as flatter management structures, decentralized decision making, infor-
mation sharing and task teams, cross-organizational networking, flexible work arrange-
ments, restructuring of the production system and the alteration of different professions.
Information and communication technologies (ICTs) are at the core of this fast-changing
production [8, 13]. These changes in the workplace and on the local and global labor
markets require highly skilled specialists faced with increasingly complex and interactive
tasks. Such specialists are expected to efficiently select knowledge from the amount of
available information and effectively apply such knowledge, both in their professional
and personal lives. Today, the majority of young people enter the labor market at the
age of 22-25 years. Thus, new participants in the production process must satisfy not
only the current needs of the labor market, but also the future needs of the 2020s,
moreover, the 2040s [11].

The role of higher education and learning becomes much more important. In the
conditions of digitalization the fast pace of new technological developments, shortened
ICT skill lifecycles and the demand for continuous learning for people in different carrier
stages, have emerged [4].

This requirement has changed the nature of work skills. Future university graduates
not only need excellent technical training; they also need sufficient skills to adapt to
changing job requirements [3]. 21st century skills include collaboration, communication,
digital literacy, problem solving, critical thinking, creativity, and productivity [14]. The
reason for this is in the fact that local and global labor markets expect higher education
to train students who are able to cope with the new digital society in the future, thereby

contributing to a successful and balanced career.

By the end of the twentieth century a new situation has appeared in the highly
skilled labor market. The modern employer prefers such universities’ graduates who are
able to actively master the latest achievements of science and technology, constantly
engaged in self-development, self-education in the sphere of his\ her labor activity
[2]. The solution of this problem is largely determined by the way higher educational
institutions carry out the restructuring of the educational process, training specialists

capable of constantly updating their knowledge and skills [1].

DOI 10.18502/kss.v5i2.8432 Page 814



E KnE Social Sciences

XXIIl International Conference

The prestige and values of higher education are traditionally high in Russia and
overseas countries. For several generations, there has been a youth orientation towards
higher education. Higher education and diplomas are perceived by a person primarily as
a means of social mobility [5, 6, 16]. However, the “massification” of higher education
has induced a vivid public debate in recent years, pointing out the need to assess
the quality of the ever more accessible tertiary education. This phenomenon has had
many consequences. Among others, it reduced the labor market advantage of higher
education graduates. Higher education ceased to guarantee a good labor market
position. The labor market outcomes failed to satisfy the raised aspirations of many
young people leaving higher education institutions [7].

Person’s future career depends on the correct and timely choice of a profession
by a person. A society is always in the status system [12], that is why people choose
professions not because of their usefulness for a society, but according to what benefits
will be gained by obtaining a specialty, what status will be obtained with a diploma.

Profession sets a certain “social background” of people’s life. Despite the fact that
over the past few decades the assessment of certain professions and specialties
prestige has dramatically changed and the labor market has changed, too. However,
the desire for higher education among young people has a tendency of stable growth
in Russia.

Today’s students, future specialists face new challenges of the labor market: firstly,
availability of desired and demanded professions acquisition on the labor market;
secondly, disappearance of old and the emergence of new professions; thirdly, dig-
italization of the labor market; fourthly, the formation of specialist competencies that
are in demand both on the local and global labor markets. This is largely due to
distortions in the higher education system. In modern Russia, there is "overproduction”
of people with a liberal education. Meanwhile, “in the modern world the competitive
struggle between different countries has intensified in the field of creation and effective
use of modern technologies that provide an opportunity to conquer new markets, to
successfully solve the tasks of ensuring an independent foreign policy, and to enhance
the population quality of life. To meet these challenges in Russia, it is necessary
to create conditions for the sustainable innovation development of various industrial
sectors. One of the key conditions is the technical training of young specialists [9, 15].
The solution of this issue requires a change in the system of general education”
It should be noted that this issue is relevant not only for Russia but also for the

majority of overseas countries. In Canada, a significant number of schoolchildren face
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difficulties in implementing their professional choices. They need information about
their profession content and about what kind of work they have in accordance with
their individual propensities [16]. In some countries, such as Serbia, “school leavers,
engaged in certain labor activity, first of all, attempt to reveal their predisposition to
it, and then to get the required professional education “[10, p. 308-309]. Therefore,
the young generation’s profession choice is not only a personal, but also a social
issue.

Although the issues related to higher education and labor market in modern Russia
are rather broadly explored, there remains a lack of understanding as to how students
choose their professions and to how they consider the demanded professions on labor

market. Our study seeks to fill this gap.

The major research objectives were to study the issues of students’ profession choice
and their opinion on the demanded / non-demanded professions on modern labor
market. The research methodology was a combination of qualitative and quantitative
methods. Primary data was obtained using questionnaires and in-depth interviews.
Respondents were 500 students (250 freshmen of the Saint — Petersburg State Uni-
versity and 250 freshmen of the Ural Federal University) at the age of and above
17. The respondents were questioned using the purposive sampling approach. This
research was conducted at 2 large universities — the Ural Federal University and the
Saint-Petersburg State University, — in Russian megalopolises, Yekaterinburg, the Urals,
and Saint-Petersburg, the second capital of the country, Russia in 2019. All the students
obtain humanitarian (liberal) or social specialties (political scientists, philosophers, histo-
rians, journalists, etc). Among the respondents there are 45.7% government-subsidized
students and 54.3% contract-based students. 65.0% women and 35.0% men correspond

to the gender ratio of freshmen training at chosen faculties of the universities.

The following methodological conceptions were used in the research model: studying
at top universities for the majority of students is “demonstrative and prestigious” con-
sumption [12]; people choose professions not because of their usefulness for a society,
but according to what benefits will be gained by obtaining a specialty, what status will

be obtained with a diploma.
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2. Procedure

211, Qualitative research: Depth interviews

An exploratory pilot study with informants (fifteen 90-minute depth-interviews) was
conducted. Faculty staff (n= 15) of two Russian universities was defined as informants.
The respondents were asked questions relevant to the aim of the study in order to
determine the main issues of the students’ future profession choice. Interviews were

taken at jobs places of respondents in their spare time.

2.1.2. Quantitative research: Questionnaire survey

The aim of the questionnaire survey was to analyze the students’ profession choice and
their awareness of prestigious and non- prestigious professions on the labor market. The
quantitative stage was conducted using the questionnaire survey. The questionnaire
used in the study was formulated as a result of the in-depth interviews with 15 informants
described above. The survey questionnaire included 52 questions. After the pilot
research, two questions were reformulated to make them more understandable for the
respondents: “To what extent, in your opinion, can these professions be considered as
demanded on the labor market?” and “In your opinion, how easily do you get prestigious
profession at your university?”

The questionnaire was performed at training places of the respondents. The average

for filling in the questionnaire was 30 minutes.
The document analysis, statistics and secondary data analysis were carried out.

The results were processed with SPSS — specialized software for processing socio-

logical and marketing information.

In the study, we were interested in the question of the students’ motives to choose the
universities. The survey has not fixed territorial differences referring to students’ motives
of choosing the university. Students of the Ural Federal University (URFU) and the
students of the St. Petersburg State University (SPSU) equally put on the first positions:
reputation of the university (47.5% of respondents), quality of education (every third

of the respondents), good teaching staff (25.0% of respondents), possibility of quick
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employment and a career progress after graduation university (30.0% of respondents)
and variety of faculties for obtaining a profession (30.0%). This situation can be explained
by the fact that the Ural Federal University is one of the best and the most prestigious
universities in the Ural region, and the St. Petersburg State University is one of the best
universities in the country.

The study has shown that the majority of respondents choose a profession that
satisfies their abilities and their own interests (65%). For young people, the main thing
is that the profession should not only bring profit (55.0%), but also career progress and

provide new professional knowledge (70%) (Table 1).

TABLE 1: Motives for choosing a profession by respondents (in% of the number of respondents)

Students' Motives SPBGU URFU
abilities and their own interests 68.0% 64.3

The prestige of the future profession in a 51.0% 54.3

society

bring profit 55.0% 57.0%
career progress 68.0% 72.0%
The threshold of patency of your ball 42.0% 471%

according to the results of the unified
national exam

Demanded profession in the labor market 35.0% 40.0%
Tuition fees 25.0% 23.6%

The amount exceeds 100.0%, because respondents had the opportunity to make
several choices

Meanwhile, only 40% of the Ural Federal University’s freshmen and 52.0% of the St.
Petersburg State University’s freshmen believe that they have made the right choice for
their future profession, and they know well what their future professional activity will
be. Our informants confirmed the data of the questionnaire survey: “The majority of
the students who enter the university have a vague idea of the future profession. They
are often attracted by a beautiful name: marketing analyst, political scientist, etc. They
do not go deep into what they will do after graduation” (O. G., associate professor of
the Ural Federal University); “Our university is often chosen by students because of its

prestige” (K. V., Associate Professor, St. Petersburg State University).

Meanwhile, when choosing a profession, about 30.0% of young people do not chose
those professions that they would like to get at the university, but those that are possible
because of their “accessibility”. The reasons for this are: lack of points of the unified
state exam (EG) for admission to the desired profession (60.0%); easier training when

acquiring a profession (45.0%); lower tuition charge (38.0%) and getting any profession
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at a prestigious university (30.0%). Thus, the country’s top universities are now becoming
the subject of “demonstrative consumption,” because they open up future graduates
access to high status, useful social contacts, or a prestigious profession. Questionnaire
survey data were confirmed by our informants: “Today, the majority of the students
choose universities and professions without thinking about their future. For the most of
them, studying on a budget and at a prestigious university are the main choice criteria. In
addition, the cost of training affects their profession choice. For example, tuition charge
at our faculty is lower than the same nanotechnological department” (I. A., Associate
Professor, the Ural Federal University). In turn, it can be assumed that students, having
made the wrong choice of profession today, will not work in the future in their chosen
specialty. Thus, the state suffers large losses due to the fact that the students’ interests
determining their profession choice do not coincide with the needs of the labor market.

In the future, these students will face labor market challenges.

In the study, we were interested in the question of students’ knowledge of the
professions in demand on the labour market in the 20s-40s of the 21st century. The
respondents named the following demanded professions on the labour market: pro-
grammer, specialist in robotics and artificial intelligence, information security specialist,
cyber security specialist, nanotechnology specialist, genetic engineer, etc. At the same
time, respondents noted that such professions as accountant, economist, lawyer, lin-
guist, historian, etc. are not professions of the future. Meanwhile, all the respondents
acquire professions and specialties related to the humanitarian and social sphere. There
are some reasons for students’ choosing undermanned professions in the society: the
stereotype that has developed in the society about professions in demand (40.0%)
on the labor market; it is difficult both to enter and study in a demanded specialty
(60.0%); high tuition charge (45.0%), etc. Indeed, at the end of the 90s, of the twentieth
century stereotype of the demanded professions of lawyer, accountant, economist,
financier, linguist, etc., has been developed in Russia. These professions were also
in demand on the Russian labour market. It was exactly at that time that the majority
of today’s freshmen parents went through their professional socialization. Meanwhile,
today, as noted above, the labor market, requirements for the profession and training of
specialists have changed. Nevertheless, the stereotypes about “demanded” professions
still remained in Russian society. The study has fixed that the parents of every second
respondent had a significant influence on their profession choice. This indicates that
parents, guided by old stereotypes, contribute to the children undermanned profession

choice in modern society, which today requires further retraining of the child to face the
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modern labor market challenges. It should be noted that our informants believe that
“Today, the labor market is overcrowded with lawyers, economists, and accountants.
The modern labor market, especially in the context of digitalization, does not need as
many of these specialists as graduate universities. In the future, it will be difficult for
students to find work” (V. V..., Professor, St. Petersburg State University). The survey has
shown that only 12.0% of respondents noted the importance of their future profession
for the society, therefore, both for the modern and future labor markets. Thus, there is
a contradiction between the respondents’ knowledge of the demanded professions in

the 21st century and those that they acquire at the university.

The study has fixed that the country’s top universities are now becoming the subject of
students’ “demonstrative consumption”, because they open up future graduates access

to high status, useful social contacts or a prestigious profession.

The survey has revealed a number of contradictions in the choice of a future profes-
sion by freshmen: between the respondents’ knowledge of the demanded professions
on the labor market in the 21st century and those that they acquire at the university;
between the desire to acquire a sought-after profession and the possibility of its acqui-
sition; between students’ interest in a future profession and the interests and needs of

the modern labor market.

A significant number of young people who attempt to get profession have no a clear

vision about its content.

In Russia, there is an old stereotype about demanded and non-demanded profes-
sions, which prevents school graduates from choosing the professions that will be in
demand on the labor market after they graduate from the university.

The study has elucidated that in modern Russia there is a need to create an effective
system of interaction between universities and employers. This is due to the fact that
future specialists in the training process should acquire those professions, competen-
cies and knowledge that are in demand both by the labor market and the innovative

economy.

Based on these findings and on the current findings, future research could examine

students’ ’profession choice top and regional universities of Russia.
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Our findings concerning the students’ profession choice are important for policy
makers dealing with general and higher education, employers, biasness community

and faculty staff.

The research is carried out with the support of the Ural Federal University named after

the First President of Russia B. N. Yeltsin and the Saint-Petersburg State University.
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