
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Career Services 

in 

Pandemic Era 



 

How to use the following materials 

 

The following material aims to help Career Services staff to gain an overview of difficulties that 

young people may face in penetrating the labour market during this tough time and how Career 

services and academic offices can use and modernize their services with digital tools to answer 

students’ needs. 

This material makes available the best practice and the expertise developed by the Career Service 

of the University of Padova thanks to the challenges faced during the Pandemic period. 

In particular, you can find some useful information about the organization and management of 

recruitment online events such as the Career Fairs. Infact, there are many aspects to take into 

account when you implement and organize such events, following you can find how the  Career 

Service staff of the University of Padova solved some problems they met and the working flow of 

the organizational machine behind the scenes of the online platform.  

This kind of expertise was crucial during the period of not allowed in-presence events but it is 

important even nowadays because of the new “normal era” which foresees hybrid event 

organization including both in-presence and online management. The approach adopted by 

industries and companies was definitely changed and most of them made remote working and 

reducing office space a common and long lasting strategy; Career Services cannot ignore new 

trends and need to keep up their services even after the peak of the pandemic emergency. 

 

  



 

The digitization of employment services  

In the offices of numerous employment centers, university career services and job offices, the 

desks were empty and the phones did not ring, since Italy, as well as the rest of the world, was 

facing the crisis created by COVID-19.  

Italy was the first European country to enter lockdown in order to contain the spread of COVID-

19. While managing the health crisis, the Italian government introduced several measures to limit 

the economic consequences of the pandemic. The cushion provided by short-time work 

programs and the suspension of the layoffs have limited the short-term effects of COVID-19 on 

the labor market. However, there are signals that as soon as these safety nets will be over 

employment levels will be severely hit: between April 2019 and April 2020, the share of inactive 

workers increased and the labor demand shrunk. At the end of March 2020, the National Institute 

of Statistics (ISTAT) registered a decrease in the unemployment rate relative to March 2019, i.e. 

-11.1%, while the employment rate only decreased by 0.1%.2 The decline in unemployment 

continued in April, reaching the lowest figure since 2007. 

 

 

In compliance with regional and national emergency provisions, schools, universities, 

employment centers and several public structures were closed or the staff working there was 

significantly reduced. 

If on the one hand, however, the coronavirus is putting the job search for thousands of Italian 

candidates at risk, the same serious threat can represent the occasion for the largest digitization 

experiment in our country. 

Schools, national and international universities must equip themselves in a short time to cope 

with the coronavirus emergency and allow students to continue with distance learning. 

The emergency situation impacted negatively not only in Italy, the youth unemployment 

rate in December 2020 was 17.8% in EU (14.8% in December 2019), ranging  from 6.1% in 

Germany or 9.5% in Netherlands to 40.7% in Spain or 29.7% in Italy (Eurostat, 2021). 



 

The digital model that was emerging can and must be quickly applied also by the bodies that 

provide services at work. These, in fact, together with training represent the backbone of the 

country to ensure a better future for students and citizens. 

The early stages of the crisis were about getting activities online as quickly as possible. But there 

has since been an opportunity to reimagine content so that the virtual services offered to 

students are more than just a replica of the traditional face-to-face experience. 

As in the case of educational activities in schools and universities, the supporting employment 

services and career services must also plan interventions to support digital work using computers 

or smartphones with the aim of not leaving young students and recent graduates abandoned and 

without support. 

This consideration together with the increasing availability of digital tools makes a digital 

transformation of services at work even more urgent. 

The last decade has seen the benefits of using digital solutions expand thanks to access to new 

technologies and tools. Nowadays, compared to 10 years ago, it is much easier to access the 

internet, write emails or make video conferences remotely. According to the Pew Research 

Center, in Italy 71% of citizens have a smartphone that can be used to access digital services. In 

addition, more and more users expect a service that is 

available 24 hours a day. 

A cultural and operational transformation is necessary to 

restore dignity and enhance the set of skills, projects and 

professionals who every day and with a lot of difficulties 

support thousands of candidates in their search for a job. 

This transformation can only take place by embracing 

innovation and opening up to change, experimenting with 

new solutions, new technological partners and leaving one's 

"comfort zone" 

 

 



 

 

This expectation of transformation is also consistent with the evolution we have observed in 

career services in universities. 

Career services in universities have a long tradition. 

In the period 1940-1970, in a context of growth in the manufacturing sector, services had set placement as their main 

objective, so much so that they generally took the name of Placement Center and adopted a typical methodology of 

employment service, aimed at promoting students' work placement. These placement services focused on 

developing job search skills, conducting interviews and preparing resumes, and primarily targeted students who 

were at the end of their degree program. The Placement Center, located in a special office inside the university, was 

addressed not only at students but also at employers. The typical professional profile of the office manager and staff 

was that of an operator in charge of job placement, with data processing skills. 

In the period 1970-1990, in a context of great changes, student movements, growth of the tertiary sector but also of 

economic crisis and job reduction, the centers no longer set themselves the only objective of placement but of 

helping students proactively develop their skills and attitudes to make decisions about their educational and 

professional career, consequently changing the name to Career Development Center, eg. career development 

centers. Those centers were therefore proposed as counseling centers, that is, counseling and orientation, mainly 

aimed at students. Starting from that period, the placement would therefore have been seen as one of the activities 

and no longer as the only activity of the service, while the functions of guidance and professional orientation 

(guidance) were gradually recognized as fundamental as the placement and consequently it was increased support 

for students to help them make career decisions. 

In the twenty-year period 1990-2010, in a context characterized by the explosive growth of digital companies, the 

development of new technologies, globalization, the centers have gradually transformed into real career services 

that focus on networking and relationships with students, employers of work and other subjects. The objectives of 

the career service become those of preparing and training students for career development and helping them to 

produce results and profits, through coaching activities (e.g. mentoring, support and accompaniment and job 

training), organization of training courses and trade fairs of work, as well as activation of services on the web. 

Over the next twenty years, from 2010 to 2030, in a context outlined by the generational changes of the so-called 

millennials, by a growth in societal expectations, by the development of social media, by the fourth industrial 

revolution and by the growth of companies linked to the sciences and technologies, energy and the media, the 

reference model for career services will increasingly be that of connections, that is to say, links and widespread 

relationships not only with students and employers, but also with former students, parents, university faculties, etc. 

The goal of the new services will be to create links, also through the use of social media and their peculiar 

characteristics will be those of a connector that ensures personalization, multidimensionality and versatility, of a 

relationship promoter and a facilitator of group. 

(Anpal 2017) 



 

New labour markets for the newcomers 

Graduating in a recession has negative and long-run effects on the wages and employment 

prospects of workers. The share of inactive in April 2020 increased by 11.1% relative to April 

2019. This is because individuals stopped looking for a job, including new labor market entrants. 

Further, the demand for labor has shrunk since the beginning of the lockdown as shown by the 

Report of IZA (Institute of Labour Economic).  

It is impressive while on one hand young workers have the lowest fatality rate and the lowest risk 

of needing healthcare, they should be employed to revive the economy but on the other hand 

the employment prospects of new labor market entrants are particularly bleak. Workers between 

15-34 years old experienced the largest drop in employment and an increase in both inactivity 

and unemployment rates. 

Young people risk, once more, being among the big losers of the current crisis. 2020’s graduates, 

sometimes referred to as the “Class of Corona”, are leaving schools and universities with poor 

chances of finding employment or work experience in the short run. Meanwhile, many of their 

older peers are experiencing a second heavy economic crisis in their short careers. Initial labour 

market experience has a profound influence on later working life, and a crisis can have long-

lasting scarring effects in terms of future employment opportunities and earnings. 

The volatility of the labour market is likely to lead an increase in the demand for career support 

from university careers services. Many careers services have been going through a similar process 

to that reported by employers: shifting services online and reimagining their delivery approach 

for the post-COVID world. Some services have developed COVID-19-specific webinars and careers 

cafes to help students develop their resilience, manage uncertainty and consider how their career 

plans might be changed by the pandemic. 

While placements and internships may not go ahead as planned, all is not lost. Universities are 

responding with new ways that students can meet employers and gain work experience via digital 

internships, and alternative assessments to curtailed placement years. Employers are also 

adjusting their existing internships and placements to enable them to go ahead where possible. 

Some are shifting to digital internships or placements, while others are shortening the experience 

or delaying start dates. 



 

Careers services have a key role to play in ensuring that graduates will still be able to find 

opportunities to start their career. With the impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the graduate labour 

market becoming clearer, university careers services are more important than ever as the link 

between students and employers. 

The support that they offer needs to address both supply and demand in the labour market by 

both supporting students and graduates to understand the changing context and engaging 

directly with businesses and employers to help them understand what graduates can offer. 

Careers professionals work with businesses and employers on a daily basis and understand the 

nuances and complexities of their local graduate labour markets. Universities, who are likely to 

be key players in regional conversations about the reconstruction of the economy, must 

recognise the value that the careers services - the vital link between students and employers - 

have to play in this process. There is a need to ensure that the student labour market is not 

forgotten as employers begin the process of rebuilding their businesses. 

Careers services have a key role to play in ensuring that graduates will still be able to find 

opportunities to start their career. The support that they offer needs to address both supply and 

demand in the labour market by both supporting students and graduates to understand the 

changing context and engaging directly with businesses and employers to help them understand 

what graduates can offer. 

The student labour market is down but not out. Opportunities may arise from the crisis and 

businesses will need support to ensure they are primed to take advantage of them. 

The employers surveyed in this research want universities to be strategic and implement ways 

that employers can meet and recruit their students, in a way that is easy for the employer and is 

inclusive to all students. Careers services have already responded quickly to support students and 

recent graduates to build careers and transition to the labour market and we expect to see more 

innovative and bold provision emerge over the coming months. 

 

 

 



 

New approaches to support students and recruiters  

Most of the career services, and the career service of the university of Padova, moved the whole 

offer of services online. A lot of time was spent putting in place new management of 

administrative tasks to support stakeholders. Career service staff understood immediately that 

the new online setting could not be just a mere replication of office processes, rather a blended 

translation of processes and procedures, using new tools. Placement and career guidance 

required individual services and responses, both to students and recruiters. The personal 

relations aspects of tasks are central to  many career services activities. In other settings, career 

services activity is highly administrative and regulated by law, for instance internships 

management. For example, staff supported employers  individually to understand regulation on 

traineeship in a Covid-19 context (e.g. safety issues), and  helped trainers and host organizations 

to transform and commence internships in agile and remote  formats. Staff also evaluated the 

activities, training path objectives and skills acquired to ensure they conformed with the 

student's academic backgrounds and requirements.   

Student, alumni, employer and regular team meetings have gone well and are now considered  

effective, normal practice. Career services adapted to the online environment and became more 

open and skilled in creating  online content, succeeding in quickly transforming in person 

interactions into one-to-one web meetings. Staff responded with resilience, flexibility and 

foresight, drawing out learning and  identifying and harnessing the benefits of digital delivery, 

creating new tools and resources to  support students, and to keep employers and students in 

touch with each other. Staff were conscious  that these digital changes were a step into future 

models of delivery.   

The involuntary move to online provision and adaptation to the new normal has led many career 

guidance practices that are considered beneficial. Positive feedback, increased participation and  

engagement in online employer events, career guidance webinars and skill training sessions, 

among  other activities, have furthered career services plans for hybrid provision of events and 

services in  the longer term.  

There have been positive responses from students and employers to many changes made. It is 

likely that online fairs and events will remain in some format, as they reduce the personal and  

environmental impact of needing to travel and also increase access. Work simulation activities 

and virtual internships allow students to experience a more diverse range of occupations and  

enterprises, however these are unlikely to fully satisfy the demand for ‘real’ work experience. 



 

New tools in place 

New online services required new tools. The first challenge faced by most of services, was the 

right choice of tools and platforms. They had to provide a balance between  accessibility and ease 

of use on the one hand and web security on the other hand, as they need to be used  from home. 

And nevertheless for some, additional resources had to be deployed not only for the acquisition, 

implementation and maintenance of new software, but also for training on how to  use it.  

Unsurprisingly, the most popular tools mentioned for video-conferencing and 1-1 support are 

Zoom and Microsoft Teams, but Blackboard collaborate, WebEx, and Big Blue Button have also 

been  used.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After Zoom addressed initial security concerns, it became a suitable platform for many  

institutions for hosting events and workshops as it was specifically designed for video-

conferencing.  In Germany, the platform Big Blue Button has become popular for online teaching 

at educational  institutions and has been used by career services. Microsoft Teams as part of the 

Microsoft 365 suite  became a natural choice especially for staff meetings when it was rolled out 

across certain  universities.   

Nevertheless, there were obstacles to the use of digital platforms. Some career services are 



 

required to run more security checks than others. They need to ask their university’s data 

protection unit for permission to use external platforms for employer events or virtual careers 

fairs, whereas others can use platforms such as Zoom or Teams with certain caveats such as 

requiring authentication by external users such as alumni or employers. Another hurdle can be 

staff’s lack of confidence in the use of new online applications. Accessibility to technology and 

appropriate WIFI connections for both students and/or staff working from home have also 

impacted the decision on how to engage with colleagues, students or employers. As a result, 

traditional tools such as emails and telephone conversations have also been used and deemed 

appropriate.   

Each career service has found a solution  tailored to its possibilities and its environment, but the 

exercise of seeking these solutions has been  common to all and has often required significant 

staff time. 

 

  



 

The experience at the Career Service of the Padova University 

Padova’s Career Service staff rapidly managed to convert face-to-face activities to online ones. 

As time has progressed Career Service started to think more deeply about the learning 

experiences it provides for students and how to reimagine a lot of contents so that virtual 

interventions are more than an online replica of what was done face to face.  

Career Service was upskilling in terms of digital skills but also brushing up on its pedagogical 

approaches to make sure its offerings are inclusive, accessible, engaging and transformational. 

Career service refreshed its contents and services in light of COVID-19, including new topics which 

may now have gained a greater significance for students, such as: career thinking during 

turbulent times, dealing with uncertainty, building resilience, changes occurred in online 

recruitment processes, how to defeat an ATS (Applicant Tracking System), have the best from a 

virtual onboarding. 

After such turbulent change probably careers services we'll ever return to 'normal' nor will the 

institutions where they work in so many of the processes implemented during the crisis will be 

maintained for the long-term. Operating in a virtual space then offers students a lot of flexibility 

and accessibility too. If career services really want to operate at scale since this is a challenge we 

are all facing, then having a mixed approach of face-to-face and virtual makes perfect sense. 

Being able to access learning at any time rather than only between lectures or during the week 

is really powerful for students. It is fairly sure we are also going to see an increase in remote 

learners who don't come to campus, so offering only face-to-face careers support won't be 

enough in the future. 

While it is not yet clear what the new normal is going to look like for the graduate labour market, 

we are starting to see some strong indications. Employers are shifting recruitment activities, 

including interviews and assessment centers, online, with many reporting that they expect this 

to continue in 2021 and beyond. Similarly, the shift by careers services to move services online is 

likely to continue into next year and beyond. 

COVID-19 has changed how we work in the short-term with homeworking, videoconferencing 

and e-learning now part of everyone's day-to-day life. These changes, alongside the changes that 

we have been seeing in recruitment processes and the provision of career support, are unlikely 

to be abandoned once we resume something resembling normal life. 



 

A 'new normal' is being established in many businesses, which students and graduates will have 

to become adept at navigating. Careers services are adapting their provision to help students 

understand the etiquette and norms of working from home, as well as build their confidence in 

going through virtual interviews and other recruitment activities. 

Covid-19 has changed the setting of the labour market, impacting also on students’ employability. 

It required University career services to deal in a new way with students and recruiters. Young 

people are disproportionately affected by the COVID-19 crisis, experiencing multiple shocks from 

disruption to education and training, loss of employment, work experience and income, altered 

career plans, and a challenging jobs market.  

  



 

Career Days 

A Career Day (or Career Fair, Job Fair, Job Day) is a recruiting event that allows a first contact 

between companies looking for new skilled staff and students/graduates looking for a first 

experience in the world of work, within a context often organized by a university. 

In practice, these are events that give the opportunity to students about to graduate or who they 

are completing their academic journey, to meet some of the most important and active 

companies in the university territory and also Italian and international corporates. During this 

kind of events jobseekers can make themselves known through a real interview (or simply by 

delivering their curriculum. 

Padova’s Career Service every year organize 4 Career days open to different targets (General – 

all study courses at University of Padova, Engineering and Economics, PHDs, Agriculture). 

Restrictions due to the spread of the Covid-19 virus have profoundly changed most of the 

practices in the world of work. Career Days were no exception: universities and companies are 

there committed to organizing virtual meetings and remote interviews. 

At Padova, despite the difficulties due to the pandemic, companies and candidates responded 

positively and actively participated to the online events. None scheduled event was cancelled 

due to COVID-19. However, some sectors were more affected than others by the crisis due to the 

pandemic situation and the companies working in those sectors felt the uncertainty and were 

not able to participate in the recruiting events, since they had no clear idea about the future. On 

the other hand, other sectors were not affected and the career service experienced some 

difficulties in finding candidates for specific positions as the request from companies grew, such 

as IT staff and health staff. 

We therefore distinguish two different types of Career Days: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 On-site 

 

An event, usually held at University 
premises or proper location which 
companies participate and come to a 
first contact with candidates through 
short interviews. Each company can 
attend with a customized stand to 
collect curricula or conducting 
interviews for their open positions 

 Virtual 

 

Contact is reached remotely, 
through video calls and virtual 
meetings. In this way, companies can 
plan a lineup and schedule video calls 
to find out about possible candidates 



 

Although virtual Career Days have established themselves in response to the health emergency, 

it is not excluded that they may continue to be organized in the future, especially in light of their 

obvious advantages. At least virtual career days may continue to be used in a blended modality 

even if physical events can be organized again: 

● Savings on organization and travel costs: we are not just talking about the company, 

which can easily manage everything remotely, reducing the costs and time required for 

the on-site organization, but also for candidates. These will be able to participate in 

several consecutive interviews without having to reach the headquarters of the event or 

running from one part of the University to the other, but simply by ending a call and 

starting another; 

 

● Practical and fast presentation tools: video presentations, sets of slides and other 

multimedia formats that help to be known and clarify the dynamics within the company 

and that they can be shared on the screen (function now available on any platform); 

 

● Automated operations: some actions are made much more efficient, such as the 

management of forms or the booking and entry of participants to the event, interventions 

and webinar. 

 

  



 

Organization of a virtual Career Day and the experience at the 

University of Padova 

The success of a virtual Career Day is linked to a series of operations that must be carried out 

first, during and after the event. 

 

BEFORE 

• Design the Career Day, strictly working with external collaborators, if any. 
• Choose the date and format, identify goals for the day, create an action plan and 

schedule planning meetings 
• Ask for teachers and career counsellors involvement to work with students to 

prepare them for the day, eg. at the University of Padova, prepatory meeting are 
scheduled some days in advance before the event 

• Provide a student guidebook about technical issues 
• Keep internal stakeholders (professors, departments, coordinators, ...) well 

informed and publicize the event 
• Provide employers an information packet about the service, including the format 

and schedule of events for the day 
• Confirm employer attendance and determine presentation needs. 
• Make sure company representatives are well supported and informed about the 

use of the platform 
• Share questions to expect and encourage them to create an engaging and 

interactive presentation—using visuals and props if possible. 
 

DURING 

• Be the point person and troubleshooter on Career Day. Be prepared to address 
technology issues and have a back-up plan in case of technical problems 

• Distribute a schedule of events for the day to all parties 
• Arrange a proper support for the employer representatives during the whole 

online event, eg. escorted to the classroom, meet them early in the online space 
• At the end of the event share questionnaires to collect feedbacks 

 

AFTER 

• Document the Career Day with screenshots and testimonials 
• Review all feedback surveys and summarize results. 
• Debrief the day and make recommendations for improvements 
• Work with teachers to coordinate “go deeper” activities to connect Career Day to 

the learning activities 
• Take pictures from Career Day and provide them to the companies for their 

websites or newsletters. Ensure you have signed releases for all photos 
• Promote the Career Day and the businesses in attendance by placing a story in 

the local newspaper or posting on university website/social channels. 
• Consider other potential public relations benefits and opportunities 



 

Padova’s Career Service implemented in few months an ad-hoc platform to host its virtual career 

day in May 2020 with the support of external experts. Online Platform is still ongoing for next 

events and available at the following URL www.careervirtualfair.com 

Candidates to attend the event should enter and complete a registration form. In this way Career 

Service can collect some few information to share with enterprises such as Degree Title, 

availability, spoken languages, etc… This step is very important because even if career days are 

mainly addressed to students/graduates of the University of Padova also candidates graduated 

in different universities have the possibility to attend. Information provided by candidates typing 

in the form are also important to extract, analyse and match data. In addition, at the end of the 

registration process  candidates should also upload a CV in PDF format, file size must be less than 

2Mb. 

Candidates will be able to modify their curriculum and profile information until the day before 

the fair, then there will be no more possibility to change the entered information. This is 

important because besides Career Service offered alongside the academic year many services to 

design and improve CV (webinars, individual counselling, online learning materials, etc...) a lot of 

students wait to join the preparatory session that takes place a week before the fair. Therefore 

candidates used to change the information provided even the day before. 

It is very important to foresee a preparatory session to provide, not only information how to 

write a CV or how to face a short interview, but also how to interact with the virtual interface. A 

guidebook or a video about technical issues and use of the platform should be created and shared 

in advance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.careervirtualfair.com/


 

Once candidates are registered they can visit companies’ stands from the "List of Exhibitors" 

section, they can view the virtual stands of all participating companies, discovering their open 

positions. Companies can customize their own stands adding logo, links, description, documents 

and videos. In each company stand you can find an open positions section with detailed 

description of activities and requirements for each vacancy. 

If candidates identify some company or position of interest, they can send an application, either 

to the company in general as a "Spontaneous Application" or to one or more specific Job 

Openings. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once candidates have sent their application (job open 

positions or company) they should wait for interview 

confirmations from companies. Candidate profile  can 

also automatically match with some open positions: in 

this case, companies can view the short profile and 

invite candidates for an interview if they are interested 

to meet them. Candidates will receive invitations both 

from the companies they have spontaneously applied 

to and from companies who consider them as suitable 

candidates as a result of the automatic matching 



 

process. Matching is possible because candidates have to fill a form at the beginning of the 

registration process as before mentioned. 

Therefore, candidates will be able to view the invitations and interview times in the "Employers 

that invited you" section. Candidates can confirm the invitation in their reserved area by clicking 

on "CONFIRM" next to the available time slot they prefer. At the bottom of the private area, 

candidates will see a summary of all the appointments in the section TIMETABLE. 

On the day of the event, candidates can start their video interviews, simply by clicking on the link 

on the homepage or access each interview directly from the TIMETABLE in the reserved area by 

clicking on the "Start Meeting" button next to the interview scheduled for each time slot. 

Clicking on the "Start Meeting" button candidates will be redirected to the web page dedicated 

to the video call through the Whereby application, embedded in the Career Virtual Fair website. 

After requesting permissions to access camera and microphone, the video will start and each 

candidate will be able to see him/herself and the recruiter side by side in the same browser page. 

Candidates can also communicate through written messages and sharing the screen with the 

recruiter. Above the videos there will be a counter for the duration of the meeting. Please note 

that each interview must last a maximum of 15 minutes. 

For all the duration of the fair tecnhical support will be available to overcame possible difficulties. 

Career Service staff is costantly in contact with recruiters to keep monitoring the ongoing event. 

At the end of the day, staff ask recruiters for a verbal feedback using a semi structured interview 

scheme and one month after send a questionnaire to evaluate the satisfaction and the impact of 

the event (number of candidates suitable for open positions, number of candidates contacted for 

a second interview, etc…). 

 

 


