


Recession?  

Not in my lifetime

Graduate recruitment tactics seem to 
be changing among firms too. Most 
graduates are too young to have 
experience of the last recession in 
the early 1990s, when many 
companies called time on their 
recruitment programmes during the 
downturn. They suffered because of 
it and don’t want to be caught out 
again. That’s why more organisations 
see the advantage in recruiting 
graduates, so they have the 
appropriate staff in place when the 
upturn starts. “Part of the reason for 
this is demographics,” says Elspeth. 
“Certain industries have a 
disproportionate number of mature 
staff, the energy industry for 
example, and they need to recruit 
young graduates to maintain their 
operational capability – whatever 
the state of the market.”

For someone so closely associated 
with the graduates at Imperial 
College, Elspeth is well aware of 
their concerns. How do they see the 
graduate market? Are they worried 
about their employment prospects? 
“Our graduates are generally aware 
that the recruitment market might 
be tougher next year. There’s a huge 
amount of pressure on them to 
succeed, to get the all important 1st 

or 2:1, and also because of the debt 
they carry and parental and peer 
pressure. As a result students tend 
to be more career focused and driven 
than in the past. Many students  
will be working hard making 
applications, but also there is 
evidence that some will put off the 
application process in order to focus 
their attention on completing their 
assessments and examinations. For 
others, weathering the recession will 
be an opportunity take the year out 
they have been thinking about or 
possibly to stay on at university to 
gain further academic qualifications. 
This might be their solution to 
riding out any economic storm.”

There’s one more indicator pointing 
to the fact the graduate recruitment 
market is a complex environment. 
Imperial College is currently 
enjoying its highest ever level of 
employer activity on campus. Firms 
are queuing up to talk to Imperial’s 
graduates but it is unclear exactly 
what the offers on the table really 
are. Early next year we’ll have a 
clearer picture of whether that 
demand is transformed into real job 
offers. For now though, it’s largely 
business as usual.

We all love Danone products, whether 
it’s their probiotic drink Actimel, the 
range of Activia yogurts, or Evian – 
the world’s best-selling mineral water 
brand. All good reasons why the 
company is today one of the world 
leaders in dairy products and bottled 
water. However, juxtaposed against this 
insatiable demand for their products is 
a short supply of graduates, who aren’t 
quite beating a path to Danone’s door 
for graduate roles in sales. The firm 
has no trouble recruiting graduates for 
FMCG marketing positions; however 
there is less interest in FMCG sales. 
Now, it’s possible to write a book 
about the glowing international 
career opportunities Danone offers in 
sales, the cross-functional working, 
the autonomy, and the responsibility 
graduates get at an early stage in their 
career. But the single fundamental 
problem facing Danone as it targets 
the graduate community is really 
quite simple: FMCG sales simply aren’t 
understood within the graduate arena. 

For a company whose appeal is broadly 
based on its bottled water, it’s ironic 
that Danone’s Graduate Recruitment 
Coordinator in the U.K. is named 
Stefanie Drinkwater. And it’s Stefanie 
who is responsible for targeting 
graduates, ensuring the strongest talent 
is identified and selected accordingly. 
For her, the problem lies in graduates’ 
perception of what FMCG sales is all 
about. “95 percent of the graduates 
Danone takes in every year are for sales 
roles,” she explains. “Some people do 
not see FMCG sales as a legitimate 
career path, primarily because they’re 
uncertain exactly what ‘sales’ means  
in this context”. 

No two days are the 

same at Danone

So what can graduates expect when 
they join the company? They begin as 
Territory Managers, a vitally important 
role which ranges from visiting point-

of-sale outlets to check on product 
selection, shelf positioning, branding, 
and inventory of stock to negotiating 
sampling sessions at store level.  
The role can then develop to National 
Account Executive and National 
Account Management positions –  
the sharp end of the sales business, 
negotiating with retailers, being 
involved in key sales presentations,  
and helping to craft Danone’s sales 
strategy. Sales are also a perfect 
grounding for graduates who also 
want to move into brand management, 
category management and commercial 
analyst roles. 

“There’s a startling difference in 
graduates’ perceptions of a career in 
sales versus the reality of the role,” 
says Stefanie. “It’s very different to 
what they imagined. No two days 
are typical – a graduate trainee may 
be liaising with the area manager 
for Sainsbury’s one day; and helping 
out with the filming of a Danone 
commercial in a store the next.” 

Recruiting these graduates into sales 
might sometimes feel like trying to 
push water uphill, but Danone has 
acted quickly to address the issues.  
As a starting point, a comparatively ad 
hoc recruitment programme has been 
added to with a rational and carefully 
timed process, geared to targeting 
the right Universities, at the right 
time, with the right message. “We 
have developed links with targeted 
campuses; and during their careers fairs 
and events, our primary objective is to 
make sure graduates understand all that 
FMCG sales has to offer.  We stress the 
diversity, the career progression, and 
the way general management skills can 
be developed. After that, candidates 
are invited to Assessment Centres in 
the U.K.

Bath University helps 

Danone target the best 

qualified graduates

But when you’re competing against 
other FMCG giants like PepsiCo, 
Unilever and Cadbury, you need 
to really distinguish yourself in a 

crowded market. Here, Danone has 
been particularly smart. In its quest to 
identify and acquire the highest quality 
graduates, the company has sponsored 
research at Bath University which asks 
one fundamental question: how can 
Danone get the brightest, best qualified 
graduates to join the company?

“One of the most interesting findings 
to come out of the Bath research 
has been how students perceive our 
brands,” Stefanie continues. “Evian and 
Volvic were considered recognisable 
and very attractive products. Based 
on these findings, we’ve begun to 
use Volvic and Evian branding on our 
graduate recruitment poster campaigns, 
as well as our other brands. And  
it’s proving to be a big success, 
boosting the number of applications 
we’re receiving.”

Another noticeable finding in the 
research was the need for Danone to 
be as transparent as possible in the way 
it communicates to graduates. Stefanie 
adds, “They want clear, unambiguous 
job descriptions that they can relate 
to. Initiatives like these are gradually 
winning the hearts and minds  
of graduates.”

“We’re continuing with this research 
based approach to focus in on graduate 
perceptions of sales and to help us 
educate students on how exciting this 
career choice can actually be”. 

Of the 2006 intake who are still in the 
business, 88% have been promoted. 
Seven graduates joined Danone’s sales 
team so far this year – and we’re 
currently recruiting for nine more. For 
graduates, Danone really is beginning 
to taste good. 

Picking the Cream  

of Graduates
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How do you build up graduates’ appetite to work in FMCG 
sales? That’s the challenge facing Stefanie Drinkwater as 
she coordinates Danone’s graduate recruitment programme. 
GradWeb talks to her about the dairy and water firm’s strategy 
– and why Volvic might just be the tonic graduates need.



 
 

Picking the Cream  

of Graduates

QinetiQ transforms  

its graduate  

selection process

QinetiQ recruits 100-150 graduates 
annually in the UK across science and 
engineering disciplines and also a few 
business graduates into a variety of 
different roles. 

Although graduate marketing and 
attraction has been managed centrally, 
until this year the assessment and 
selection had been undertaken within 
each of the individual business areas. 
In order to establish a consistent 
graduate standard across the business 
it was decided that selection should 
also be managed centrally from 2008 
and GradWeb was appointed recruitment 
partner to design and implement the 
new process.

The first task was to conduct a thorough 
job analysis in order to construct a 
competency framework which was 
appropriate across the business. 
GradWeb consultants interviewed 
representatives from all areas of the 
business in order to understand the key 
skills required for new graduates joining 
the company. This resulted in eight key 
competencies being identified which 
were to form the basis of the  
selection process.

Candidate CVs were screened against 
eligibility criteria including relevant 
degree discipline, and suitable 
candidates were then interviewed over 
the telephone. The interview focused on 
four of the competencies and  

shortlisted candidates attended  
a one-day assessment centre. 

GradWeb designed the assessment 
centre which comprised a suite of 
bespoke exercises based on a fictitious 
engineering company to gain evidence 
of all of the eight competencies. 
GradWeb assessors worked alongside 
QinetiQ hiring managers at each of the 
eleven assessment events that were 
conducted. “This has been a huge 
change in the way we hire graduates”, 
commented Miranda Davies, Graduate 
Recruitment Manager at QinetiQ. 
“GradWeb understood what we were 
trying to achieve and their expertise 
has been critical in enabling us to 
implement this change.” 

 
 
 
 

Following the success of the 2008 
campaign, GradWeb has been retained to 
manage the entire selection process for 
QinetiQ in 2009, including the provision 
of an online application and candidate 
management system. Katrina Rostrup, 
GradWeb Director added, “We are 
delighted to be working so closely with 
QinetiQ and supporting them through 
this huge transition. We have been 
really pleased with the results achieved 
so far and look forward to building on 
this success for 2009.”

QinetiQ is a leading international defence and security technology company. 
It develops innovative technology-based solutions and products and provides 
technology-rich support services for major government organisations such as 
the MoD and for commercial customers around the world. It is Europe’s largest 
independent community of scientists, technologists and engineers with two thirds 
of staff being degree educated and over 600 having a PhD. 
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This summer GradWeb was 
appointed recruitment 
partner for ‘Ultimate Crew’, 
the world’s most glamorous 
and practical work-placement 
programme: a six-month,  
paid internship as a junior 
crew member aboard some  
of the world’s most  
luxurious superyachts.

Launched by The Superyacht Skills 
Foundation, the aim is to recruit and 
professionally train talented people  
with the potential to do well in 
an exotic but highly demanding 
environment. Candidates do not need 
any previous experience of sailing or 
working in the marine industry in order 
to be considered.

For this first campaign, there were 
24 internships being offered in three 
specialist areas: deckhands (assisting 
in yacht handling, maintenance and 
operation); stewards (assisting owners 
and guests’ hospitality requirements)  
and engineers (yacht, engine and 
systems maintenance and support) with 
a target of attracting up to 150 by the 
end of 2009. John O’Sullivan, co-founder 
of the Superyacht Skills Foundation said: 
“In our work in Superyachts over the 
past two years the growing shortage of 
talented and committed crew came up 
time and time again. However, there 
was no single existing organisation 
that could tackle the problem. Ultimate 
Crew is a new not-for-profit initiative 
supported by leading yacht brokers to 
address the issue.

Continued on next page...

Ultimate Crew

The first Ultimate Crew



Theresa Foote has recently joined 
GradWeb as Head of Assessment Services. 
Theresa brings with her 15 years 
recruitment, assessment and training 
experience, with the last four years 
having been spent with Alexander Mann 
Solutions working on medium to large 
scale graduate and volume campaigns  
in the UK and International markets. 

Theresa’s key focus is on the management and delivery 
of GradWeb’s portfolio of Assessment Services, working 
closely with our team of consultants and associates. 

GradWeb’s experience includes the design, 
implementation and use of assessment tools and 
events, implementing robust selection methodologies, 
training hiring communities in interview and 
assessment techniques, best practice, job analysis  
and the design of competency frameworks and job 
descriptions. Additionally Theresa has experience  
of conducting correlation studies, evaluating the 
effectiveness of selection tools and the performance 
of graduates once successfully hired. 

“I’m really excited to have the opportunity to further 
develop and grow the assessment offering at GradWeb. 
We have a dedicated and capable internal team and 
external network of associates who share my passion 
in this field.”

Theresa’s experience has given 
her broad exposure to all 
aspects of the graduate 
recruitment process, across 
multiple industry sectors and 
geographies. She is also 
currently undertaking a 
Masters in Occupational 
Psychology/Organisational 
Behaviour.

“One of the benefits I bring 
to GradWeb is a consulting 
focus to how assessment is used in the graduate 
selection process. Having been accountable for the 
end-to-end graduate process, including attraction, 
assessment and selection, technology integration, 
resource management and budgets, I have an acute 
appreciation of the client need to invest wisely! 

I have a passion for the assessment and development 
of talent and believe graduate recruitment is an 
essential part of company strategy. To this end I 
advocate using assessment tools, which add value to 
the selection process for the client and the candidate, 
ensuring a positive experience for both parties. 

Consideration to how and more importantly why we 
use the assessment tools and techniques we do, is a 
question I believe will become increasingly important 
as clients consider their graduate hiring strategy over 
the coming years.”
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If you have any comments, 
questions or feel you have 

something to contribute to our 
newsletter, we would be delighted  

to hear from you.

GradWeb
Mill Reef House

Cheap Street Newbury
Berkshire RG14 5DD

Telephone +44 (0) 1635 584130
Facsimile +44 (0) 1635 584131

enquiry@gradweb.co.uk
www.gradweb.co.uk

GradWeb offers an extensive and flexible range of services to help you manage your graduate recruitment 
campaign. Whether your requirement is large or small, we can provide you with a combination of services  
to create a tailored solution that meets your requirements exactly.

The services we offer comprise:

  • Online application and candidate management systems 	
  • Response handling and fulfilment
  • Candidate management and related administration
  • Project management
  • Application form screening
  • Interviewing
  • Assessment centre design and delivery
  • Recruitment process design
  • Interviewer and assessor training

We already work with some of the best known graduate employers in the UK including: Logica, ngdp, Arup, 
Audit Commission, BP, Cisco, Watson Wyatt, RWE npower, Corus, Severn Trent Water, Atos Origin, British 
Energy, Sony BMG and Network Rail. Our client retention rate is second to none and comes as a result of 
delivering a quality service through industry best-practices and fully integrating ourselves within our 
clients’ graduate recruitment processes.

If you would like to find out more information about GradWeb and the services we offer, or would just  
like an informal chat about your graduate recruitment requirements, please contact Ben Jackson on  
+44 (0) 1635 584130, +44 (0) 7826 916 108 or by email: ben@gradweb.co.uk

GradWeb - About Us

GradWeb appoints Head  

of Assessment Services
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“We’re looking for sociable and 
intelligent people that will impress 
captains and yacht owners alike, who 
can cope under stress, as well as handle 
the very opposite of a tough life in  
some of the beautiful places these 
yachts visit!”

The campaign received high profile 
coverage on BBC Breakfast in early 
August which generated over 400 
completed applications. GradWeb 
managed the selection process from 
initial enquiry through to offer. 
Applicants were required to complete 
an online application form and SHL 
personality questionnaire. Those 
shortlisted then had to upload a video 
profile of themselves explaining why 
they were suitable and why they should 
be selected. The final stage was a 
selection day held in central London 
in September where candidates were 
required to complete both group and 
individual tasks.

On September 29th the successful 
candidates embarked on a three week 
maritime training programme, custom 
designed by the Flagship Superyacht 
Academy and carried out by the Royal 
Navy, to prepare them for life onboard, 
prior to joining their yachts from October.
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