
 
 
 
 

Working for Small and Medium Sized Enterprises (SMEs) 
 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that many students are most interested in working for large, well-known 
companies once they graduate. However, many graduates find very satisfactory work in companies with 
less than 250 staff, known as Small and Medium Enterprises or SMEs. 98% of companies in the UK are 
of this size, with a high increase of graduates starting to work in them once finishing their studies. This 
leaflet outlines some of the advantages and disadvantages of working for SMEs, and where further 
information can be obtained. 
 
 

Working for SMEs - The Advantages 
 

 There may be less competition for vacancies. 

 You may be given a wide range of responsibility early in your career. 

 If you are in a small company which is growing, the range and responsibility associated with your 
work may grow too. 

 Generally speaking, SMEs are more likely than larger enterprises to respond positively to less 
formal ways of applying such as a word-of-mouth recommendation or a speculative application.  

 
 

Working for SMEs - The Disadvantages 
 

 The company may be less familiar with recruiting graduates. You may need to convince them of 
the advantages of recruiting a graduate. 

 You may also need to take additional responsibility for your training and development (which 
some people would see as an advantage!). 

 If you are concerned about your long-term career development, choosing an SME which supports 
this requires care. The well-structured and well-resourced graduate programmes of many larger 
companies are unlikely to be replicated in the majority of SMEs. There is no guarantee that any 
company will grow to enable you to develop your role.  

 
 

Working for SMEs - The Information 
 

 A placement after the second year of university, a company-based project as part of your degree, 
and work experience during or after your degree can help in getting to know about the sort of 
companies that exist and not infrequently leads to the offer of a job.   
 

 Organisations which offer placements include www.step.org.uk  (which focuses on project-based 
placement opportunities in SMEs) and www.graduateadvantage.co.uk. The Knowledge Transfer 
Partnership - www.ktponline.org.uk - places enthusiastic graduates in placements lasting from ten 
weeks to three years, in which the graduate works in partnership with a university or other 
research organisation and an employer (which may or may not be an SME), managing a 
business development project.  
 

http://www.step.org.uk/
http://www.graduateadvantage.co.uk/
http://www.ktponline.org.uk/


 Take advantage of your contacts. Let everyone know you are looking for work and ask them to 
inform everyone they know that you are looking for work. If you find a job you enjoy, it doesn't 
matter whether it came through prospects.ac.uk (a leading website for graduate vacancies and 
job information) or because you have found out that your mother's best friend's former 
workmate's brother happens to be the Assistant Director in the kind of company you want to work 
for and you use this connection to find the contact details and arrange a meeting.  
 

 The professional organisation representing the kind of companies that you are interested in 
working for will probably have a magazine (printed or online), and these often have relevant 
vacancies and company information.  

 

 The jobs pages of local newspapers are a great source of information. Even if the vacancy being 
advertised is not appropriate for you, the advert may well give you the contacts you need to ask 
about other vacancies. Vacancies advertised through the Job Centre - www.jobcentreplus.gov.uk 
- could be used in the same way.  
 

 Chambers of Commerce (see for example www.cw-chamber.co.uk for Coventry and 
Warwickshire) often list local businesses. Publications such as the Charities Digest and the 
British Performing Arts Yearbook have details of these kinds of organisations. Creative use of 
www.yell.com can also yield useful results.  
 

 Addresses and some legal information about companies throughout the UK are available at 
www.companies-house.gov.uk  
 

 
 

Follow us:   @covunicareers   covunicareers  covunicareers.wordpress.com  
 

http://uk.linkedin.com/covunicareers 
 

Book an appointment to see a careers consultant and download more information sheets @ 
https://students.coventry.ac.uk/Careers/Pages/Home.aspx 
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