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The need for employability skills in graduates remains a concern (Wilton 2008).
Recently, Woolcock (2014) argued that companies are having difficultly filling
graduate vacancies as students do not have the required employability skills.
Since the Dearing Report in 1997 (NCHIE, 1997) employability has become a key
tenant and central aspect of university education. One way of achieving this is to
offer a YINI as part of degree programmes. Yet, there are no formal criteria that
students can use when they apply for these important placements as Bullock et al
(2009) argue.
Therefore, our rationale, for this research, is that there is little practical guidance
for students when they evaluate placement offerings. Each company offers their
own information, often pitched to attract the best students. In recent years
specialist websites have been developed to help students e.g. Rate my Placement
(RMP). These also have their own agenda and often duplicate company
information. Whilst, they claim to be independent there is little evidence to
support this independence. Thus, how do students know that placement
information is credible?
Source Credibility
Source credibility is defined by Kelman (1961) as the degree of confidence the
receiver has that the source can provide an expert and/or objective opinion.
Source credibility is the way in which the message is interpreted by the students.
Petty and Tormala (2004) note, that source credibility can be defined as the
message source’s perceived ability to provide accurate and truthful information
(e.g., Kelman & Hovland, 1953).
Work placements are considered in the context of experience products and
experience attributes as those that require consumption to be validated (Wright
& Lynch, 1995). This definition suggests some degree of risk for students to
engage with placements. They will have some pre-awareness and knowledge of
work placements which is likely to impact the effect of source credibility on
attitude and intentions (Wu and Shaffer, 1987). Being more sceptical of
experience attribute claims (Ford, Smith & Swasy, 1990), students may be
uncertain about the specific claims that are made. If the credibility of the source
is perceived to be low the arguments presented in the message are likely to be
discounted by the respondents (Eagly and Chaiken, 1975).

Students look to the credibility of the message source as a quality signal to
increase persuasion by lowering counter argumentation and enhancing
believability in the message claim. Research from the marketing literature
suggests that the use of employee testimonials on recruitment websites to inform
and attract potential employees may be more credible and persuasive (Geisheker,
2001). In the online environment students may want to reduce the risk they take
when they trust information (or similarly: trust that the other person gives out
correct information (Lucassen et al, 2012). This may, for instance, be the case
when the consequences of incorrect information are high (i.e., making important,
but wrong, decisions based on the information). Established or credible
companies or brand names can serve as cues of reassurance in online
environments (Kim & Choi, 2012).
Qualitative Content Analysis as a Methodology
Whilst, content analysis is a research methodology that originates from the
nineteenth century (Harwood and Garry 2003) it is a method that is directly
applicable to a key contemporary issue of how to analyse placement
communications (Evans 1991). When students are considering a work placement
they have a variety of sources to use. These sources can be information intense.
Indeed students may face contradictory communication e.g. positive information
about a placement from the company website and a negative placement review
on Rate My Placement. Content analysis allowed the researchers to view exactly
the same information as students considering a work placement and to
categorise, describe and quantify these myriad communications (Elo and Kyngas
2007).
Qualitative content analysis was selected as in order to establish the credibility of
such messages as the authors needed to interpret and deconstruct the
communication tools and messages used by the population of interest
(Krippendorf 2013). This study used conventional content analysis (Heish and
Shannon, 2005) due to the underexplored nature of the subject matter.
Importantly, conventional content analysis enables emergent insights to develop
from the research, appropriate as the objective of the research was to view the
credibility of such communications from the perspective of the students (Heish
and Shannon 2005). Conventional content analysis allowed the understanding of
the social construction of meanings (Sayer 1992). This is because social
phenomena depend on the meanings that we give them. The process of content
analysis begins with description, this description allows concept development
and enabled the researchers to establish connections between each concept
leading to fresh description (Dey 1995). By using content analysis it was possible
to draw inferences from placement communications placed within the students’
context (Krippendorf 2013). Context is critical to the message that is interpreted
by the students e.g. peer-to-peer communication or hierarchical company to
student messages. The source of such messages directly affects their credibility.
Context is important, as the understanding the context of such communications
is the key to meaning. The meanings can then only be conveyed if the context is
understood correctly (Dey 1995).

Methodological Strategy
Prior to the content analysis an assessment was made of the industry and
company destinations of YINI students from two universities. From this list a
relevant sample (Krippendorf 2013) was selected of companies. Each researcher
selected 10 companies. Each company’s information was then analysed on Rate
My Placement website and booklet, the company’s own website and Prospects
website. These were chosen as they represent the students’ most likely sources
of information. The coding framework was based around Ohanian’s (1990) three
key dimensions of source credibility perceived expertise, trustworthiness and
attractiveness. These dimensions were established by coding the findings using
Krippendorf’s (2013) units of analysis: physical, syntactical, referential and
thematic.
Conclusion
This research was important, as we have identified the source, nature and
frequency of the messages. The content analysis was a vital first stage in a
longitudinal research project. Our next stage is to interview students to establish
their understanding of such messages.
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