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The employment of college graduates has always been the focus issue of the whole society. Affected by the COVID-19, college graduates are facing a severe employment situation. In the present study, we explore the impacts of the COVID-19 on the employment of college graduates. We explore the employment promotion measures introduced by Chinese government and colleges and universities through a quick review and illustrate the difficulties that college graduates face. Furthermore, the present study explores the impacts of the COVID-19 on five aspects of the employment of college graduates: recruitment demand reduce, employment competition rise, employment channels change, psychological anxiety increase and employment structural contradiction intensify. In addition, we conclude that the employment promotion measures introduced by Chinese government and colleges and universities in respond to the impacts of the COVID-19 on the employment of college graduates have significantly promoted the employment of college graduates to a large extent and we provide implications based on the application of the study. The findings of the present study are of great significance for all countries worldwide to better cope with various similar emergency events, to alleviate employment pressure and to promote better and fuller employment of college graduates.
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1 Introduction


1.1 The impact of the COVID-19 on global economy and employment situation

In 2020, Corona Virus Disease (COVID-19) was considered as a pandemic by the World Health Organization (1). It has caused a severe public health emergency and the whole world has fallen into trouble (2, 3). Affected by the COVID-19 pandemic, the global economy has trapped into difficulty (4, 5). The COVID-19 has resulted in unprecedented disruptions in production, consumption, investment, supply chains, tourism, and trade, and it has brought negative effects on the economy of China and the world and the employment of college graduates (6–9). It has led to massive shutdown and production stoppage of enterprises, which has brought a serious negative impact on social development and economic construction and the whole job market (10). Concerning the impact of COVID-19 on employment rate, labor supply and demand, and market wage level, researchers found that COVID-19 had a dual impact on labor supply and demand. On the one side, affected by the COVID-19, the economic growth rate declined, the demand for labor declined, and the employment rate declined. On the other side, the decline of market wages has influenced the labor participation rate and led to the decrease of the number of employed people (11). Moreover, because of the COVID-19, the recruitment demand, internships and interview opportunities have decreased, leading to a substantial rise in college graduates employment stress (12).



1.2 The importance of college graduates’ employment

Since employment is the basis of people’s livelihood, stabling employment represents steadying people’s expectations, livelihood and confidence. College graduates are the major power in the employment market with high human capital, and their employment status has become the key issues for the whole society (13–15). Most importantly, as the employment of college graduates is not only concerned with the significance profits of college graduates themselves and the society, but also concerned with the sustainable development of higher education and the prosperity of the country, therefore, facilitating their better and fuller employment is an vital part of the stable development of the present society and the healthy development of economy (10). The employment of college graduates has become the top priority in the employment field under the epidemic. Both the government and colleges and universities paid close attention to the employment of college graduates and provided them with accurate and effective employment assistance services (16).

With college enrollment expanding, the number of college graduates in China is increasing year by year (17). According to the China Bureau of Statistics, the number of college graduates in 2024 in China reached 11.79 million,1 the largest number of graduates in history. As the most dynamic, energetic, and creative group, college graduates play a vital role in our society (10). Chinese government has always attached great importance to the employment of college graduates and has taken a series of measures every year to fully ensure the smooth employment of college graduates. On December 5th 2023, the Ministry of Education issued the notice on doing a good job in the employment and entrepreneurship of 2024 national college graduates,2 aiming to improve the employment and entrepreneurship promotion mechanism, promote the quality and efficiency of employment and entrepreneurship, and promote the fuller and higher quality employment of college graduates.



1.3 The impact of the COVID-19 on college graduates’ employment situation

Although the COVID-19 is effectively under control, the adverse influence of the COVID-19 on the employment of college graduates will remain for some time (18, 19). In general, the outbreak of the COVID-19, external environment factors, the decline of new jobs, the intensified employment competition, the change of employment channels, the psychological quality of college graduates, the intensified employment structural contradiction, the uncertainty of job hunting, gap between high employment expectation and actual situation lead to the employment situation of college graduates more severe (19). In addition, the COVID-19 has changed college graduates’ job orientation. The security and stability of employment has become the main factor for college graduates to choose a job. Furthermore, the COVID-19 also has a negative impact on the job seeking confidence of college graduates. College graduates are worried about their employment prospects. At the same time, college graduates are eagerly looking forward to the introduction of more employment promotion measures (12). In response to the impact of COVID-19, the Chinese government introduced a slew of employment measures for college graduates to alleviate their employment pressure.



1.4 The significance of the study

In the context of the COVID-19, there are several objective issues concerning the employment of college graduates, including delayed graduation, employment difficulties, and settling down problems, which are all extremely worrisome. Rich discussions on epidemic and employment were conducted by many domestic and foreign scholars. Most research concentrates on entire employment status, but few studies focus on key group of college graduates (20). Research on employment promotion measures in emergency events has mainly concerned on how to activate job market measures amid the economic crisis (21–23), and few studies focus on how to activate job market measures in emergency situations caused by the COVID-19. Moreover, the existing studies focus less on the impact of the COVID-19 on the employment of college graduates, and the study on the employment promotion measures of college graduates in the emergency status of the COVID-19 is relatively deficient, which also offers us an opportunity to investigate the employment promotion measures of college graduates under the COVID-19 epidemic and other similar emergency situations.

In the present study, we will investigate the impacts of the COVID-19 on the employment of college graduates and examine the employment promotion measures introduced by Chinese government and colleges and universities, finally make suggestions based on the results of the analysis. Five sections follow this introduction. Section methodology articulates the study approach. Section the impacts on the employment of college graduates caused by the COVID-19 and the employment difficulties faced by college graduates introduces the impacts of the COVID-19 on the employment of college graduates and the difficulties that college graduates face. Section countermeasures taken by Chinese government and colleges and universities in respond to the impacts on the employment of college graduates caused by the COVID-19 introduces employment promotion measures implemented by Chinese government and colleges and universities in respond to the severe employment situation. Section implications provides implications for Chinese government and colleges and universities to improve the employment promotion measures of college graduates. Section conclusion concludes the paper.




2 Methodology

To ensure the comprehensiveness and depth of the study, the present study adopted diversified research methods, including literature review method, comparative analysis method, and questionnaire survey method. Through a systematic literature review, the present study reviewed, evaluated and comprehensively analyzed the existing literature, research, and reports at home and abroad related with the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on the employment of college graduates. Meanwhile, this study adopted comparative analysis method to compare the employment situation of college graduates before and after the epidemic, elucidating the specific impacts and significant changes of the epidemic on the employment of college graduates.

To objectively describe the employment status of college graduates under the influence of COVID-19, this paper uses the big data of Zhaopin recruitment website to analyze the recruitment demand, college graduates’ job supply, employment market prosperity (Figure 1), the main channels for college graduates to seek jobs (Figure 2), and the comparison of CIER index between national and college graduates (Figure 3) (20).
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FIGURE 1
 Employment trend of college graduates from 2018 to 2021. Data source: the data is extracted from the Zhaopin recruitment website.
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FIGURE 2
 The main channels for college graduates to seek jobs from 2019 to 2023. Data source: the data is extracted from the Zhaopin recruitment website.
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FIGURE 3
 Comparison of CIER index between National and College graduates from 2018 to 2022. Data source: the data is extracted from the Zhaopin recruitment website.


To analyze the specific impacts of the epidemic on the employment of college graduates and elucidate the effectiveness of the employment promotion measures taken by Chinese government and colleges and universities, we analyzed the employment quality of college graduates through questionnaire surveys (Figure 4). The data used in Figure 4 was obtained through the following methods.

[image: Figure 4]

FIGURE 4
 The number of college graduates, number of employed college graduates and growth rate of college graduates in China from 2016 to 2024.


This study referenced the “China College Student Survey,” takes higher education institutions recognized by the Ministry of Education in Chinese Mainland as the overall sampling frame and adopted the Analytic Hierarchy Process for correlation analysis. Through orderly hierarchical classification and the construction of analysis matrices, the data analysis is made systematic and scientific. Sampling is conducted in accordance with the principles of multi-stage, hierarchical, and equal probability. The sampling process is divided into three levels: the school level as the first level sampling unit, the subject category as the second sampling unit, and the major as the third sampling unit. In the first stage, schools are sampled based on their level, subject type, and geographical distribution, which are divided into three sampling layers. In the second stage of sampling, the subject category is used as the secondary sampling unit. Among the sampled schools, majors with a number of sufficient samples (sample size greater than or equal to 30 individuals) are randomly selected. In the third stage, majors are the third-level sampling unit, with the total sampling number of each major being no less than 1,000 individuals.

This study conducts a tracking survey of Chinese college graduates from October to December each year, mainly focusing on the employment quality of college graduates from higher education institutions. Undergraduate colleges with a total college graduates population of over 7,000, vocational colleges with a total college graduates population of over 4,000, and industry-specific colleges with a total college graduates population of over 3,000 constitute the main sampling units. The number of surveyed college graduates from 2016 to 2023 was 110,800, 221,000, 256,000, 358,600, 396,300, 416,000, 483,600, and 715,000, respectively. The tracking survey samples in each year are representative, spanning a long period of time, which can accurately reflect the employment situation of college graduates before and after the outbreak of the COVID-19.



3 The impacts on the employment of college graduates caused by the COVID-19 and the employment difficulties faced by college graduates

The impacts of the COVID-19 on the employment of college graduates mainly include recruitment demand reduce, employment competition rise, employment channels change, psychological anxiety increase and employment structural contradiction intensify. The introduction of those five impacts is shown below in detail.


3.1 Recruitment demand reduce

Since the beginning of the year 2020, the sudden outbreak of COVID-19 not only has dramatically changed people’s lives (24), but also has had a huge influence on the global economy. It is reported that major economies around the world except China showed negative growth in 2020. Among them, the economic growth rate of the United States, Japan, Germany, France, and Britain was −3.5, −4.8, −5.0, −9.0, and − 10.0%, respectively (25). To prevent and control the transmission of the COVID-19, Chinese government have had to implement a series of lockdown policies, which had led to difficulties in rework, shutdown of work and production, which greatly influenced the demand of employment (26, 27). Affected by the epidemic, global working hours reduced by 5.2% in the first quarter of 2020, and the effect was expanded in the second quarter, reaching 18.2%, then dropped to 7.2 and 4.6% in the third and fourth quarter, respectively (28). The COVID-19 pandemic has caused enormous disruptions in the U.S. labor market. According to the job posting data, the COVID-19 led to a 30% decline in labor demand, in comparison with the same period in 2019 (29). By May 2020, the unemployment rates in Europe and the United States have risen to 7.4 and 15%, respectively (30). The significant increase of the unemployment rate and the resulting reduction of support sources and employment opportunities have become the major features of job (31).

Figure 1 reports the supply and demand situation of college graduates’ employment, and points out the changing trend of employment prosperity index. The CIER index is calculated by using the ratio of the number of recruitment demand to the number of job supply. When the value is greater than 1, it indicates that the job market demand exceeds supply, and the degree of employment prosperity is high. On the contrary, if the value is less than 1, it indicates that the job supply exceeds job demand, and the employment prosperity degree is low (20). In China, as shown in Figure 1, under the influence of the COVID-19, the recruitment demand of enterprises in 2020 showed a trend of first decreasing and then increasing, but after the second quarter of 2021, the recruitment demand declined continuously. At the same time, the employment prosperity index showed a continuous decline trend in the first and second quarters of 2020, then rising in the third and fourth quarters of 2020, and it declined after the second quarter of 2021 (20). Study also indicates that the mismatch between supply and demand in the job market caused by the COVID-19 has a significant influence on the college graduates who are going to walk off the school and walk into the job market (32).

Furthermore, the destruction of the job market induced by the COVID-19 has caused the rise of employment uncertainties and the scarce of substantial amount of high-quality recruitment positions (33). Particularly in tourism, aviation, hotel industry, and those micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises with worse risk-resistance, the recruitment demand declined significantly, and even layoff crisis occurred (34). Besides, tourism, aviation, hotel industry are the major industries that recruit substantial amount of college graduates, which unavoidably result in the decrease of jobs in the labor market for college graduates. However, in the context of evolving economic realities post-COVID-19, with the recovery and transformation of the economy, some emerging industries, such as the digital economy, online education and telemedicine, will usher in rapid growth in recruitment demand. Meanwhile, job opportunities will increase when external demand shifts to domestic demand, as China begins to speed up the construction of new infrastructure in the fields of 5G networks, internet of things, big data, artificial intelligence, industrial internet and smart cities. Consequently, the recruitment demand for college graduates in these emerging industries will increase. Although these emerging industries are developing rapidly, the growth rate of their employment demand cannot fully compensate for the decline of recruitment demand in industries such as tourism, aviation, and hotels. Therefore, the recruitment demand for college graduates has reduced (35), which leads to college graduates’ employment difficulty.



3.2 Employment competition rise

Since Chinese colleges and universities expanded enrollment in 1999, the number of college graduates has increased year after year, as shown in Figure 5. The number of college graduates in China in 2020 is 8.74 million, in 2021 is 9.09 million, in 2022 is 10.76 million, in 2023 is 11.58 million and in 2024 is 11.79 million (Figure 5), respectively, which inevitable leads to a large pressure of concentrated employment and a fierce employment competition (20). Second, the mobility of international students leads to increased domestic employment competition. The COVID-19 epidemic has changed the situation of world higher education, particularly the mobility of international students (36). On the one hand, to tackle the COVID-19 pandemic, countries across the world have implemented a range of lockdown policies, resulting in restrictions on cross-border mobility for international students (37). Therefore, the number of domestic students choose to study abroad has been significantly decreased, and a large number of students have chosen to continue their studies in China rather than to study abroad (38). This inevitably increases the pressure of domestic college graduates to pursue further education in China, which is one of the main form of employment. On the other hand, due to the COVID-19, the global economic recession continued to spread and further resulted in a fierce job competition. An increasing number of Chinese students studying abroad chose to return to China to continue their careers. Research has shown that the number of overseas-educated graduates return to China to seek job opportunities in 2020 increased by 67.3% year on year due to the COVID-19 (39). The surge quantity of returned oversea talents has resulted in a fierce domestic job competition and a deterioration employment environment (40). This has further squeezed the employment opportunities of domestic college graduates and narrowed the employment space, which leads to college graduates’ employment difficulty (41). Although some emerging industries have risen rapidly in the context of evolving economic realities post-COVID-19, new employment opportunities have not fully filled the job vacancies caused by the epidemic. The adjustment of this industry structure has made the supply and demand relationship in the labor market more tense, intensifying employment competition of college graduates.
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FIGURE 5
 The number of college graduates in China from 2000 to 2024. Data source: collected from Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China.




3.3 Employment channels change

Before the outbreak of the epidemic, large-scale offline recruitment fairs were the main channels for college graduates to apply for jobs. Colleges and universities hold offline campus recruitment fairs to improve mutual understanding between employers and college graduates and to achieve two-way selections between employers and college graduates (41). However, the COVID-19 epidemic has hindered the job search channels of college graduates (42). During the epidemic prevention and control period, to reduce personnel gathering, offline recruitment has been cancelled. To minimize the impact of the COVID-19 epidemic on the employment, many foreign recruitment agencies were forced to launch an online recruitment to recruit new talent (43–46). In China, because of the COVID-19, the recruitment form is also forced transform from the previous offline recruitment mode into the online mode, namely, the “cloud recruitment” (47). As shown in Figure 2, from 2019 to 2023, the main channels for college graduates to apply for jobs were recruitment websites and enterprise official websites. The proportion of college graduates seeking jobs through offline job fairs and recruitment sessions showed an overall downward trend. And the proportion of college graduates seeking jobs through HR mailbox and internal recommendations was relatively few. However, online recruitment brings great challenges to a large number of college graduates. For example, the online recruitment not only hinders mutual understanding between employers and college graduates, but also affects the efficiency of recruitment by employers and the assessment of comprehensive qualities such as communication and practical abilities of college graduates (48). Moreover, college graduates can only search for jobs online due to the epidemic, which undoubtedly leads to prolonged job search and further increase the employment difficulty (49, 50). However, in the context of evolving economic realities post-COVID-19, the emergence of emerging online recruitment platforms, social media, and various recruitment apps have provided college graduates with more job search options.



3.4 Psychological anxiety increase

Many studies have found that during COVID-19, anxiety has been the biggest problem across the world, followed by sleeping problems, and depression (51, 52). Existing studies suggest that the COVID-19 has a significant impact on the mental health of college graduates around the world (53, 54). It is reported that the outbreak of COVID-19 has caused a high detection rate of anxiety (27.5%) and depression (16.1%) symptoms among college students in the United States (55) and France (56). Furthermore, a cross-country research of nine countries including Poland, Russia, and Germany also confirmed this conclusion (anxiety: 30%, depression: 40.3%) (57). In response to the severe epidemic, the Chinese government adopted lockdown policy to prevent and control viral transmissions. During the COVID-19 lockdown period, people were confronted with anger, boredom, and loneliness, which increased psychological problems such as depression, stress, and anxiety. Studies have shown that COVID-19 home confinement created various psychological impacts, which has a negative effect on the emotional state caused by depression and anxiety (2, 58). In China, during the COVID-19 epidemic, the emotional responses of college students, from the most serious to the least, were fear, neurasthenia, depression, obsessive-compulsive anxiety, and hypochondriasis, with the incidences being 87.7% (2,648/3,019), 44.8% (1,353/3,019), 37.4% (1,129/3,019), 17.3% (522/3,019), and 11.6% (350/3,019), respectively (Figure 6) (59). Although the global epidemic is controlled, the economy of China has gradually resumed and developed, but the negative influence of the epidemic on college graduates’ psychological health and employment continues (60). The COVID-19 pandemic and the economy recession not only made the employment situation of college graduates more serious, but also increased the uncertainty of job seeking (61). The phenomenon of staff reduction and bankrupt of enterprises happens constantly, which reduced labor demand (62). Moreover, due to the COVID-19, the salary has decreased, the supply of well-paid jobs has declined, and the job competition has intensified (63), causing the employment anxiety, which has a great negative influence on the employment mentality and employment status of college graduates. Studies have shown that the increasing anxiety caused by the epidemic places a serious psychological burden on college graduates, making it hard for them to find a suitable job (64).

[image: Figure 6]

FIGURE 6
 The symptom grading of college students’ PQEEPH in various dimensions during the COVID-19 pandemic. Data source: the result from survey in Huang et al. (59).


Second, college graduates are confronted with issues, such as graduation projects, graduation internship, graduation thesis, graduation defense, postgraduate entrance examination and so on. However, various arrangements have been delayed again and again due to the COVID-19, including the graduation project is short of the essential experimental device or materials, the graduation dissertation lacks personally direction of the instructor and the graduation practice cannot be finished timely (41). All of the above factors have affected graduation defense and employment of college graduates. In this situation, college graduates are inclined to be anxious, confused, and fear, which also has a negative impact on the job employment (65). Research has shown that the stronger the anxiety of the epidemic, the stronger the employment crisis sense and the weaker the confidence in job hunting, which affected their probability of successful employment (62).

Third, most college graduates who graduated during the outbreak of the COVID-19 were mainly “post-95 s” or “post-00s.” Most of them were lived in a comparatively advantageous conditions, lacked hard working spirit and the experience in resistance to frustration and shock (41). Furthermore, college graduates are facing a particular development stage and are easily inclined to be anxious and confused (66, 67).

Fourth, in the context of evolving economic realities post-COVID-19, with the recovery and transformation of the economy, the appearance of some emerging industries has provided new employment opportunities for college graduates. However, these emerging industries often require college graduates to possess higher skills and qualities, which college graduates cannot meet the need of the market, leading to their employment anxiety.



3.5 Employment structural contradiction intensify

In recent years, the mismatch between the skills owned by college graduates and the skills needed by jobs, which is quite common and is one of the major reason for job difficulty among college graduates in China (68–70). The structural contradiction in employment caused by the COVID-19 epidemic continues to affect the U.S. labor market (71). On the one hand, many college graduates are unable to meet the need of the ideal enterprise with good treatment and good conditions. On the other hand, most of the available job openings are the unstable and lower-wage ones that the college graduates avoid choose. The result is that employers cannot recruit employees and college graduates cannot find jobs. The structural contradiction between employment difficulty and recruitment difficulty highlights the disharmony between the structure of higher education and the demand for talents of economic and social development (72). Moreover, during the COVID-19 epidemic, the structural mismatch between the skills owned by college graduates and the skills needed by jobs becomes the major challenge for college graduates’ employment in China (73). In addition, research has shown that the employment structural contradiction was more provident and become the main contradiction in the employment field under the impact of the COVID-19 (20). As shown in Figure 3, from the first quarter of 2018 to the third quarter of 2022, the disparity between CIER index for college graduates and the national employment market CIER index continued to widen, rising from 0.17 in the first quarter of 2018 to 1.06 in the third quarter of 2022, showing an overall upward trend, indicating that the structural contradiction in China’s employment market has been intensifying.

Furthermore, in the context of evolving economic realities post-COVID-19, the global economy is facing a trend of decreasing increments and weakening momentum. China is also entering an era characterized by strategic opportunities coexisting with challenges and risks. The “World Employment and Social Outlook: Trends 2024” report released by the International Labor Organization predicts that in 2024, the global workforce is expected to increase by 2 million, leading to a rebound in the global unemployment rate from 5.1% in 2023 to 5.2% in 2024 (74). While the global unemployment rate rebounds in 2024, the labor shortages in some specific industries continue to widen. This contradiction reflects the reality that the supply and demand relationship in the global labor market is difficult to restore balance in the short term. The rebound in unemployment rate coexists with labor shortages, further exacerbating global employment structural contradictions. The employment situation of college graduates remains grim. Systemic reform of the global labor market is urgently needed.




4 Countermeasures taken by Chinese government and colleges and universities in respond to the impacts on the employment of college graduates caused by the COVID-19

At present, with effects of world economic recession, domestic economy downlink and the COVID-19, college graduates are facing a more and more serious employment situation. Based on the severe situation of college graduates’ employment, president Xi Jinping gave a series of important instructions and emphasized that “We should pay more attention to the employment of college graduates. We must jointly do a good work of the graduation, employment and examination and recruitment of the college graduates, to ensure that they can graduate smoothly and obtain employment as soon as possible.” As shown in Figure 7, in respond to the five negative impacts of the COVID-19 on the employment of college graduates, Chinese government has implemented seven employment promotion measures while colleges and universities have introduced five employment promotion measures to jointly promote the better and fuller employment of college graduates.

[image: Figure 7]

FIGURE 7
 Countermeasures taken by Chinese government and colleges and universities to promote the better and fuller employment of college graduates.



4.1 Countermeasures taken by Chinese government in respond to the impacts on the employment of college graduates caused by the COVID-19

As shown in Figure 8, in response to the pandemic, Chinese government has implemented a wide range of specific employment promotion measures to promote the employment of college graduates.

[image: Figure 8]

FIGURE 8
 Countermeasures taken by Chinese government in respond to the impacts on the employment of college graduates caused by the COVID-19.



4.1.1 Public institutions absorption

The government pays great attention on strengthen the exemplary leading role of government departments and state-owned enterprises and expands the job supply of state-owned enterprises and public institutions for college graduates through flexible and ingenious job creation (75). In a word, the government facilitated college graduates to the local employment required by the country mainly through the following five ways: guiding college graduates to join the army, encouraging college graduates to work at the grassroots units, expanding the recruitment of primary and secondary school teachers, increasing research assistant positions and attracting college graduates in state-owned enterprises (24).

The employment policy at the grass-roots units combines the employment requirement of college graduates with the aim of all-round well-off society construction, guides more college graduates to work at the grass-roots unit in remote areas, which effectively promotes talent mobility and regional balanced development and alleviates the employment pressure caused by the epidemic. In addition, enrolling college graduates into army is one of the significant methods to facilitate the high-quality development of the military and strengthen the national defence force (24).



4.1.2 Private enterprises absorption

The government has taken measures to expand the demand of recruitment to promote the employment of college graduates, for instance, stabilizing the job positions of small and medium enterprises by reducing corporate burdens,3 including tax reduction and exemption, unemployment insurance refunds, offering employment subsidies and guaranteed loans and interest subsidies (76). The government also subsidized the job training agencies to facilitate internship and employment of college graduates and to enhance the college graduates’ ability of getting employed (24).



4.1.3 Innovation and entrepreneurship to drive employment

Since the scale and increment of college graduates have reached a high record in recent years, innovation and entrepreneurship plays a crucial role in driving employment and economic growth. Therefore, Chinese government issued many business measures to encourage and help college graduates to build up their own businesses (20). The government introduced a series of policies to boost mass entrepreneurship and innovation, including incubation service, education and training of innovation and entrepreneurship, entrepreneurship guarantee loans (24).



4.1.4 Expanding the enrollment scale of further education

The government not only enlarged the enrollment scale of postgraduate students but also expanded the enrollment scale of the students upgraded from associate degree to baccalaureate (10) to reduce the number of fresh graduates and alleviate the employment pressure caused by the COVID-19. According to the Ministry of Education News, in 2020, the enrollment of postgraduate students increased by 189,000 while the enrollment scale of the students upgraded from associate degree to baccalaureate increased by 322,000.4



4.1.5 Optimizing public services

To promote efficient employment of college graduates, Chinese government has worked on various aspects, including broadening employment channels, upgrading employment policies, optimizing employment services and strengthening precise matching of information between college graduates and employers. Furthermore, the Ministry of Education, together with twelve social recruitment agencies and colleges and universities, has launched a 24.365 all-day online campus recruitment service platform, which providing continuous campus recruitment services for college graduates (10). In addition, the government also has provided free employment policy consultation, career guidance, job recommendation, and other employment services for college graduates, such as simplifying the recruitment process, retaining the status of unemployed graduates for 2 years (24).



4.1.6 Providing employment subsidies

The government increased financial subsidies to college graduates to guarantee their basic livelihood and make sure that college graduates can concentrate on seeking jobs. The types of subsidies for college graduates consisted of personal skills enhancement subsidies, job seeking and entrepreneurship subsidies (24). Furthermore, for college graduates with employment difficulties, for instance, poor households’ college graduates and disabled college graduates, the government also distributes employment subsidies to help them to get through the hard times.



4.1.7 Lower employment threshold

To invigorate the job market and stimulate development and social creativity, the government has dynamically optimized the National Vocational Qualification Catalogue and lowered employment threshold for college graduates who failed to gain the professional qualification certificate on schedule due to the COVID-19 epidemic. Due to the impact of the COVID-19, the relevant qualification certificates examinations could not be conducted on time. In September 2020, the Ministry of Education proposed a policy to reform the certification of primary and secondary school teachers, lowering the threshold for qualified students to enter the teaching profession.5 The government introduced the policy that the teachers were approved to obtain the teaching certificate after inauguration, so that it could promote the smooth employment of college graduates (24).




4.2 Countermeasures taken by colleges and universities in respond to the impacts on the employment of college graduates caused by the COVID-19

As shown in Figure 9, in response to the pandemic, Chinese colleges and universities also have introduced a series of specific employment promotion measures to boost the employment of college graduates.

[image: Figure 9]

FIGURE 9
 Countermeasures taken by colleges and universities in respond to the impacts on the employment of college graduates caused by the COVID-19.



4.2.1 Providing high-quality positions

Colleges and enterprises have to cancel offline campus recruitment fairs due to the impact of the COVID-19, which are the main channel for college graduates to find a job (10). However, colleges and universities responded quickly and carried out large-scale online job fairs to provide high-quality positions for college graduates. Furthermore, in order to provide more high-quality positions for college graduates, colleges and universities actively connected with enterprises, fully gathered high-quality employment positions, and invited enterprises to enter the campus to recruit college graduates through the combination of online and offline (20). In addition, colleges and universities not only taken full advantage of Internet technology, but also expanded the employment information release channels for college graduates, such as the job hunting information website, WeChat official account and employment QQ group.



4.2.2 Improving the employability

As we all know, whether college graduates can achieve high-quality employment mainly depends on their personal employability (77). A previous study noted that colleges and universities should concentrate on enhancing the key employability of college graduates, so that college graduates can adapt and get involved in work as soon as possible (78). To promote the employment of college graduates, colleges and universities have introduced multiple methods to enhance the employability of college graduates, such as taken classroom teaching as the primary way for professional knowledge and skills education, taken daily management as the carrier for self-management skills education and taken social practice as the platform for transferable skills education (79).



4.2.3 Optimizing campus services

To enhance the employment and entrepreneurship service for college graduates, colleges and universities built the “Internet + services” smart employment system, which greatly simplified the employment process of college graduates. College graduates can complete the entire employment process in one time through the “Internet + services” smart employment system, including sign employment agreements with enterprises (80), print the employment agreement on the campus self-service terminal and stamp the employment agreement. Second, colleges and universities also provided interview rooms for college graduates to apply for a job. In addition, colleges and universities improved the employment assistance for college graduates, such as keeping their hukou and files in the school for 2 years, giving employment subsidies, providing employment position recommendation and so on.



4.2.4 Strengthen psychological counseling

Because of the COVID-19, college graduates are inclined to be worried and anxious in job seeking (81). Moreover, it is reported that epidemic anxiety has a negative effect on college graduates’ employment confidence (62). Therefore, university instructors, counselors, employment guiding departments and psychological consulting centers jointly enhanced college graduates’ employment confidence and encouraged college graduates to maintain good work and rest habits, enhance outdoor activities (82), and alleviate anxiety amid the epidemic (60, 83). To alleviate college graduates’ mental stress caused by the COVID-19, colleges and universities also combined the career instruction with psychological health education and attached great importance to the psychological health problems of college graduates (84).



4.2.5 Strengthen employment guidance

In response to the serious employment situation caused by the COVID-19, colleges and universities enhanced the employment guidance for college graduates, such as opening employment guidance courses, delivering the latest recruitment information, providing precise assistance, guiding college graduates to develop a job search plan, encouraging college graduates to adjust their employment ideas according to changes, and helping them to combine their interests and self-expertise with career choices and choose career development paths more rationally (20). In addition, since micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises are the main forces to absorb the employment of college graduates. Colleges and universities also encourage college graduates to search for jobs in private companies and avoid only seeking jobs in state-owned enterprises and government institutions (85).





5 Implications

In the post-epidemic period, the employment situation of college graduates remains severe, government and colleges and universities still need to make every effort to help college graduates and strengthen the sustainability and persistence of the employment promotion measures for college graduates. Furthermore, government and colleges and universities also should improve and optimize the existing employment measures and roll out a new series of measures to promote the employment of college graduates. Therefore, this paper provides the following implications for the government and colleges and universities.


5.1 Implications for the government

(1) In terms of improving the public institutions absorption measures, the government should steadily increase the recruitment number of public institutions and arrange the exams of public institutions’ recruitment as early as possible to leave college graduates more time for job seeking.

(2) In terms of improving the private enterprises absorption measures, the government should not only collaborate with leading enterprises in various fields to recommend large enterprises to the online recruitment platform, but also drive more micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises to register on the online recruitment platform.

(3) In terms of improving the innovation and entrepreneurship to drive employment measures, the government should combine regional characteristics with economic development to promote the development of innovation and entrepreneurship.

(4) In terms of improving the expanding the enrollment scale of further education measures, the government should anticipate that the college graduates choose to further education will confront employment pressure again within several years. As a consequence, in response to the “depreciation of academic qualifications,” it is necessary for the government to optimize economic structure and achieve industrial upgrading as quickly as possible and create more employment positions that recruit high-end talents.

(5) In terms of improving the providing employment subsidies measures, the government should strengthen supervision and guarantee that relevant departments and enterprises carry out policies, so that college graduates can indeed enjoy various subsidy policies.

(6) In terms of improving the optimizing public services measures, the government should innovate supply–demand matching employment mechanism, further deepen the integration of industry and education and school-enterprise cooperation, better integrate enterprise resources, and provide more adequate employment opportunities and high-quality services for college graduates.

(7) In terms of improving the lower employment threshold measures, the government should further reduce the number and type of vocational qualifications, promote the identification of socialized vocational skill grade, and reasonably relax or cancel work experience requirements for taking exams for some vocational qualifications.



5.2 Implications for colleges and universities

(1) In terms of improving the providing high-quality positions measures, colleges and universities not only should broaden market-oriented employment channels to provide college graduates with more high-quality job information, but also encourage them to take full advantage of the online recruitment platforms.

(2) In terms of improving the improving the employability measures, colleges and universities should closely keep up with the development trend of emerging industries, continue to adjust the student cultivation plan and program and optimize teaching contents and course system, so that talent cultivation can closely connect with the demands of the job market.

(3) In terms of improving the strengthen employment guidance measures, colleges and universities should carry out more precise employment guidance, internships and skill training projects that related to core skills and make full use of modern information technology to provide college graduates with personalized and convenient employment guidance.

(4) In terms of improving the optimizing campus services measures, colleges and universities not only should provide services for the fresh college graduates, but also should provide continuous services for the graduates of previous years.

(5) In terms of improving the strengthen psychological counseling measures, colleges and universities should comprehensively grasp the dynamic psychological changes of college graduates and prepare emergency plan.




6 Conclusion

As shown in Figure 4, the number of college graduates in China in 2019 is 8.34 million, in 2020 is 8.74 million, in 2021 is 9.09 million, in 2022 is 10.76 million, in 2023 is 11.58 million and in 2024 is 11.79 million, respectively and the number of employed college graduates in China in 2019 is 7.4 million, in 2020 is 7.64 million, in 2021 is 7.82 million, in 2022 is 9.03 million, and in 2023 is 10.03 million, respectively.

The COVID-19 has mainly caused five negative impacts on the employment of college graduates, including recruitment demand reduce, employment competition rise, employment channels change, psychological anxiety increase and employment structural contradiction intensify. Furthermore, under the background of world economic recession and domestic economy downlink, college graduates are facing serious employment challenge. In addition, the number of college graduates has increased year by year. In respond to the five negative impacts of the COVID-19 on the employment of college graduates, Chinese government has implemented seven employment promotion measures while colleges and universities have introduced five employment promotion measures to jointly promote the better and fuller employment of college graduates. With joint efforts from Chinese government and colleges and universities, the number of employed college graduates in China from 2019 to 2023 has increased year by year, which suggest that countermeasures taken by Chinese government and colleges and universities have effectively promoted the employment of college graduates to a large extent.

In the post-epidemic period, the employment status of college graduates is still severe. Based on the findings of this study, this paper makes suggestions for the government and colleges and universities to promote the employment of college graduates. First, the government should continue to promote the action plan of “expanding jobs and promoting employment in the graduation season.” Second, the government and colleges and universities should not only continuously improve and optimize the existing employment promotion measures to promote the employment of college graduates, but also strengthen supervision and guarantee that relevant departments and enterprises carry out employment promotion measures, so that college graduates can indeed benefit from these employment promotion measures. Third, in the background of the intensified employment structural contradiction in the college graduates’ job market, colleges and universities should strengthen employment guidance, encourage college graduates to change their employment concepts timely and adjust their employment expectations reasonably in combination with the employment status and enterprise needs, make accurate and targeted recommendations according to their job-hunting wishes, and help them find a suitable career development path. Fourth, in the background of the technological revolution and industrial upgrading, the government should promote the integration of industry and education and cooperation between colleges and enterprises, and encourage more college graduates to receive vocational and technical education. The findings of this study will make references for government and colleges and universities worldwide to help college graduates overcome the difficult employment season under the persist impact of the COVID-19 epidemic and other similar emergency situations.

However, this paper still had the following limitations, which need further study. Considering the evolving nature of the pandemic and its long-term impacts on the global economy and employment landscape, on the one hand, we will explore the changing trends in the employment market for college graduates, the development trends of emerging industries, and the structural changes in the labor market. Through long-term tracking and analysis of data, we will further reveal the profound impact of the epidemic on the employment landscape, providing more accurate and cutting-edge employment guidance for college graduates. On the other hand, we will explore effective measures for systemic reform of the global labor market, conduct targeted research, summarize more effective employment promotion measures, and give corresponding suggestions to solve the problem of the rebound of unemployment rate and the coexistence of labor shortage, and to alleviate structural employment contradictions worldwide.
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