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How do employers choose between equally qualified candidates, especially with fewer jobs to fill?  Based on 
the attributes listed in Figure 31, it appears that a student’s leadership experience has a slight edge over other 
factors, although, obviously, a student’s major is key for positions that require a specific skill/knowledge set.

Respondents were invited to add to the list of at-
tributes likely to influence them to hire one candi-
date over another, and more than one-quarter did 
so.  In examining the other write-in attributes, it is 
evident that employers see a tremendous value in 
the experience that a candidate possesses.  For 
example, a total of 25 respondents indicated 
that a candidate’s previous internship experience 
would influence their hiring decision, and when 
calculating the corresponding rating, the average 
was a whopping 4.96—an attribute of extreme 
influence. 

Experience Rocks!
Not only do employ-
ers prefer candidates 
with experience, but 
they also prefer can-
didates with relevant 
work experience.  
(See Figure 32.)  
When asked about 
the preferred source 
of that experience, 
more than half cited 
internships and co-
ops. (See Figure 33.)

It’s important to stress that employers’ 
preference for relevant work experience 
appears to be independent of the state of 
the job market. 

In 2008, with nearly half of employers 
rating the job market as very good, and 
overall hiring was up, nearly an identical 
percentage of respondents still preferred 
to hire candidates with relevant work 
experience.

Figure 31: Employers rate the influence of attributes when 
deciding on two equally qualified candidates
Has held leadership position 4.0
Major 3.9
High GPA (3.0 or above) 3.6
Has been involved in extracurricular activities 
(clubs, sports, student government, etc.)

3.6

School attended 3.0
Has done volunteer work 3.0

Figure 32: Employers hiring preferences relative to experience,  
by percent of respondents

Hiring preference 2010 2009 2008

I prefer to hire candidates with relevant work experience 76.6% 76.3% 76.2%
I prefer to hire candidates with any type of work  
experience (doesn’t matter if it’s relevant or not, just 
some type of experience)

15.9% 18.9% 18.2%

Work experience typically doesn’t factor into my 
decision when hiring a new college graduate

2.5% 2.6% 4.8%

Other 5.0%* 2.2% 0.7%
* The 5 percent of employers who indicated “other” hiring preferences further defined the specific type of 
relevant work experiences that they prefer.  In general, these respondents cited internships or co-ops as their 
preferred type of relevant work experience.  


