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ABSTRACT 

 

The employability of graduates has been a global point of concern. Within a South African 

context, this issue is proliferated not only by a reported gap between employers’ expectations 

and those of students, but also by an exponential rise in graduate unemployment. Examining 

undergraduates’ perspectives regarding competencies necessary to enhance their employability 

as well as their efficacy beliefs regarding their perceived competence in certain competencies, 

is one means of gaining insights and working towards narrowing between student and industry 

expectations and perceptions. 

 

The primary objective of this study was to examine Industrial Psychology (IPS) undergraduate 

students’ perceptions of critical competencies needed for employability, their efficacy beliefs 

regarding their level of perceived competence in these competencies and to determine the 

discrepancies between these viewpoints based on certain demographic variables. This research 

sought to gain an understanding of IPS undergraduates’ perspectives, a perspective that 

previous literature has not yet addressed. Quantitative data was obtained from 151 IPS 

undergraduate students during the course of their respective lectures, by means of a 

questionnaire instrument, which comprised of two sections. The first section sought to elicit 

demographical information and the second section consisted of questions related to their 

perceptions of the importance of certain competencies, as well as their self-perceived 

competence in relation to these.  

 

Descriptive analyses demonstrated that IPS undergraduates regarded all of the twenty-four 

listed competencies as quite important for employability, some being rated as critically 

important and others of lesser importance by comparison. Additionally, in terms of their 

efficacy beliefs in their competence in these competencies, the sampled undergraduates felt 

they possessed a slightly above average level of competence overall, indicating a fair amount 

of self-efficacy. Furthermore, inferential statistical analyses were conducted to investigate the 

respective perceptions based on gender, age, work experience and year level of study. These 

results indicated several statistically significant findings between the various categories. It was 

evident that gender, age, work experience and year level of study played a role in the 

perceptions by the sampled group of IPS undergraduates, in respect to a few of the 

competencies highlighted. In conclusion, these perceptions may be able to add to the body of 
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knowledge and aid in the development of IPS undergraduates from an academic and 

professional point of view.  
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CHAPTER 1 

OVERVIEW OF RESEARCH 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION  

South Africa’s labour market has for the past few years been characterised by vast skills 

shortages and increasingly, a lack of graduate employability and this dilemma seems to be on 

the rise. Statistics reveal that the first quarter of 2018 saw graduate unemployment levels at 

10.2% amongst those aged between twenty-five and thirty-four. Since then, Statistics South 

Africa (2019) reported that graduate unemployment within this group had increased to 12.9% 

by the end of quarter one of 2019. That aside, unemployment amongst South African youth as 

a whole, across all levels of education continues to be a leading challenge in the transformation 

of the South African labour market, says Marock (2008). Many high school leavers do not 

qualify for entry into tertiary education institutions; of those that do ‘make it in’, not many see 

it to graduation; and of the thousands that do make it through the curricula of university and 

graduate, their extent of employability lies in question. The latter feeds into the already 

pertinent issue of youth unemployment in South Africa. HR Future (n.d.) reports that due to 

the existence of inappropriate skills, over half a million jobs are unable to be occupied. 

According to Deloitte (as cited in HR Future, n.d.), the economy as well as the outlooks of 

young work seekers are being considerably impacted by the escalating gap ensuing from 

emerging graduates from tertiary education institutions who are ill-equipped and do not possess 

the basic skills or abilities. Of the studies conducted, an apparent gap is illustrated in regard to 

what students perceive to be essential competencies they should possess and what employers 

deem important skills and competencies to have (Jaschik, 2015).  

 

1.2 BACKGROUND TO THE RESEARCH 

With the current standing of the economic climate globally, it now demands certain skills not 

traditionally required to possess in ensuring both a fruitful career and in setting oneself above 

the rest in the sense of attaining a competitive advantage (Symington, 2012). Graduate 

employability as a concept has been digested and endorsed as part of many policies across the 

globe and as such has become a leading factor in the employment market in countries such as 

Britain, Germany, France, Australia, and most recently, South Africa as well. McQuaid and 

Lindsay (2005) explain how employability plays an integral role in notifying labour market 

policy within the UK, and the EU as well as in other countries beyond these borders, this 
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bearing further indication of just how engrained the concept of employability has become and 

on an international platform To a large extent over recent years, both employers and 

Governments have taken to the concepts of employability, recognising the vital role that the 

combination of knowledge, abilities, skills as well as individual concerns, plays in cultivating 

competitive advantages that are maintainable (Symington, 2012).  According to Beckett and 

(2019) and Sanghi (2007) knowledge, skills and abilities is referred to as competencies. In 

order for students who are seen as potential graduates, to become more employable, they need 

to, in essence acquire certain competencies, which comprises of not only skills, but not 

knowledge and abilities as indicated earlier. The pertinent issue lies in whether university 

students know what the working world expects of them, whether the competencies they regard 

as important, are in fact significant and required by the labour market. In addition to the above, 

literature uses terms such as skills and competencies interchangeably, regarding the one the 

same as the other. However, the one concept is broader than the other is, as the term 

competency include skills, knowledge and abilities. Skills define specific learned activities and 

refers to what abilities an individual would need to perform a particular task or job. However, 

competency and competencies encompasses how a person would perform successfully and how 

they behave in order to meet the objectives they need to achieve; and skills is but one area 

examined when considering competencies (Beckett, 2019; Sanghi, 2007). This illustrates that 

looking at the competencies that individuals possess, would provide a more comprehensive 

overview and indication of their ability to succeed in a given role, therefore this research aims 

to focus on the perceptions of competencies as opposed to just skills. This study will report on 

research conducted in the areas of knowledge, abilities and skills as well as the broader term, 

competencies.  

 

1.3 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

With the world of work undergoing rapid changes, pressure placed on individuals operating 

within this context is quite high and on the rise (Fugate and Kinicki, 2008). Employability has 

become a much talked about concept, gaining increased significance. The concept has been 

defined in various ways and much debate has taken place concerning how to define the 

construct (Chetty, 2012). However, Yorke and Knight (2004) provide a popular delineation of 

employability, suggesting that it encompasses an assortment of achievement, comprehensions 

and attributes specifically related to the person, which proliferates the prospect of obtaining 

employment and realising success in their chosen occupations. 
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Literature points out that the employability of graduates is an immense point of concern, 

employers stating that graduates lack certain skills and competencies critical to their success 

within both their organisations and the labour market as a whole (Griesel & Parker, 2009; John, 

2012). This suggests that students and graduates alike need to enhance their employability 

profile in order to meet the demands of the workplace environment. Yorke and Knight (2004) 

assert that employability skills are often regarded as professional, core, generic, critical and 

non-technical skills. These skills are said to determine graduates’ sense of ‘graduateness’ which 

involves the possession of the aforementioned skills (Chetty, 2012). Additionally, Knight and 

Yorke (2002) further propose that employability comprises of amongst other things, self-

efficacy beliefs as well as self-awareness. This definition, along with other research illustrates 

that self-awareness and self-efficacy plays a pivotal role in students and graduates’ level of 

employability (Berntson, Sverke & Marklund, 2006; Qenani, MacDougall & Sexton, 2014; 

Rothwell, Herbert & Rothwell, 2008). Ultimately, this would mean that a student’s level of 

self-belief or efficacy beliefs – their self-efficacy - is a determining factor in how employable 

they may be in terms of their individual employability. That said, not only is it essential to 

ascertain what students view as important competencies, it is also crucial to determine students’ 

efficacy beliefs as well, given the potential bearing it has on their employability (Boswell, 

Roehling, LePine & Moynihan, 2003; Potgieter, 2012).  

 

The present study will investigate what Industrial Psychology undergraduate students consider 

important competencies that would enhance their employability as well as how competent they 

regards themselves in terms of these competencies. The application of this study would aid in 

gaining a better understanding of not only what Industrial Psychology students deem important 

competencies for employability, but also the extent of their self-perception of competence 

which is an essential measure of their employability as well. This would further enable 

increased insights into these perceptions within a unique South African context and add to the 

body of knowledge in the areas of Industrial Psychology, employability and training and 

development. Further to this, the additional knowledge may further assist in providing a more 

apparent picture of students’ perceptions and in this way address the issue of misaligned 

perceptions and expectations of the workplace. 
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1.4 OBJECTIVES OF THE RESEARCH 

1.4.1 GENERAL OBJECTIVE 

The general aim of this study is to investigate the perceptions of Industrial Psychology (IPS) 

undergraduates regarding critical competencies for employability, their self-perceived level of 

competence in these competencies and to determine the discrepancies between these 

perceptions based on certain demographic variables.  

 

1.4.2 SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES 

The specific objectives of the study are as follows: 

 To examine the perceptions of IPS undergraduate students regarding important 

competencies for employability; 

 To ascertain the efficacy beliefs of IPS undergraduates in terms of their level of competence 

in these competencies; and 

 To examine significant differences that may exist in terms of perceived importance and 

levels of competence, based on gender, age, work experience and year level of study. 

 

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The research questions highlighted aims to elicit information that would aid in meeting the 

aims of this research. They are as follows: 

Research question one: What are the perceptions of IPS undergraduates regarding 

important competencies to possess for employability? 

Research question two: What are the efficacy beliefs of IPS undergraduates concerning 

their perceived level of competence in these competencies? 

Research question three: Is there a difference in the perceptions of important 

competencies required for employability between male and 

female IPS undergraduate students?  

Research question four: Is there a difference in the self-perceived level of competence 

between male and female IPS undergraduate students? 

Research question five: Are there differences in the perceptions of IPS undergraduates in 

relation to important competencies, based on their age? 

Research question six: Do the efficacy beliefs of IPS undergraduates differ in relation 

to their perceived level of competence, based on age? 
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Research question seven: Do the perceptions of IPS undergraduate students differ in 

regards to essential competencies for employability, based on 

their work experience? 

Research question eight: Do the efficacy beliefs of IPS undergraduate students differ in 

regards to their level of competence, based on their work 

experience? 

Research question nine: Are there differences that exist with the perceptions of required 

competencies for employability, based on year level of study? 

Research question ten: Are there differences in the efficacy beliefs of IPS undergraduate 

students concerning their perceived level of competence, based 

on their year level of study? 

 

1.6  SIGNIFICANCE OF THE RESEARCH 

As mentioned previously, the dilemma of youth unemployment and the lack of graduate 

employability that plays into this, is a growing concern voiced by higher education institutions 

and employers alike. Adding to this is the misalignment of students’ perceptions of what the 

working world expects of them versus what is actually expected in regards to competencies 

they should possess. Likewise, students’ perceptions regarding their abilities, knowledge and 

skills also play a crucial role as research illustrates. That said, whilst there are studies that have 

been conducted concerning the perceptions of employers, graduates and students alike 

regarding necessary competencies and skills to possess to enhance employability (Coetzee, 

2012; Elias & Purcell, 2004; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Knight & Yorke, 2004; Rainsbury, 

Hodges, Burchell & Lay, 2002; Raftopolous, Coetzee & Visser, 2012), there remains room for 

further research within the South African context. Additionally, the area of self-perceptions 

concerning levels of competence in competencies regarded as essential for employability also 

requires much more, in-depth research particularly in the milieu of South Africa given its 

influence in the extent of an individual’s employability. Further to this, the present research 

study aims to add to the body of knowledge, the perceptions of Industrial Psychology students 

in particular. It is critical to ascertain these perspectives and perceptions as it would aid in 

addressing not only the imperative issue of employability amongst future and present 

graduates, but also in developing ways of tackling this issue from an academic and professional 

point of view as well. Importantly, this research seeks to focus specifically on perceptions 

regarding certain competencies as opposed to just skills, in order to provide an overview of the 
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on-the-job behavioural areas that undergraduates would attribute to enhanced employability, 

and to gain a better understanding of how they view their capabilities in these particular areas.  

 

1.7 DEFINITION OF TERMS AND CLARIFICATION OF CONCEPTS 

Described below are some of the key terms that will be used within this study. Definitions and 

further clarification of some of these constructs will be further expounded on in the subsequent 

two chapters of the study, to aid in creating a thorough understanding of the core concepts of 

this research. Some of the key terms of concepts are as follows: 

 

Student 

A person formally involved in learning, particularly one enrolled in a school or college 

(“Student,” 2015). 

 

Undergraduate: 

A student currently studying towards their first degree at a university or college 

(“Undergraduate,” n.d.). 

 

Competency 

Typical behaviours (including attitudes and beliefs, knowledge and skills) that individuals 

exhibit when assuming assignments or tasks to elicit job-related results within a particular 

organisational setting (Coetzee, Botha, Kiley & Truman, 2007). 

 

Competencies  

Underlying traits of an individual that are causally linked to superior performance in a job 

context or across other situations (Spencer & Spencer, 1993). 

 

Competence  

Refers to a skill and standard of performance - what an individual is able to do (Sanghi, 2007). 

 

Perception 

A process through which individuals organise and make sense of their sensory impressions so 

as to provide meaning to their environment (Robbins, 2003, as cited in Smith and Kruger, 

2005). 

 



 

7 

 

Self-efficacy 

A positive belief in one’s ability or competence to achieve a particular task (Bandura, 1977). 

 

Employability 

An array of achievements, understandings, and personal attributes that increase individuals’ 

likelihood to attain employment and find success in their selected occupations (Yorke & 

Knight, 2004).  

 

1.8 OUTLINE OF THE ENTIRE RESEARCH REPORT 

This research study comprises of five chapter and encompasses the following: 

 

Chapter 1: Overview of research 

This chapter outlines the background to the research and provides a statement of the research 

problem. The research objectives and questions are also outlined and the significance of the 

research is discussed. An overview of the scope of the research in the study as well as the 

research methodology employed is demonstrated. Key definitions and concepts are also 

defined, an outline of the entire report is provided, and lastly, the limitations of the study are 

briefly described. 

 

Chapter 2: Survey of Literature 

In this chapter, the concepts of competencies and employability are discussed and includes a 

thorough deliberation of students’ perceptions of important graduate or workplace 

competencies for employability. Additionally, the concept of self-perceptions is discussed 

along with reference made to literature that addresses the perceptions of students regarding 

their level of competence in certain competencies linked to employability.  

 

Chapter 3: Research design and methodology 

This chapter outlines the research design and methodology employed in conducting the 

research. Included in this chapter are the tools employed in the data collection process as well 

as the approaches taken in analysing the data as well as aspects of reliability and validity and 

ethical considerations. 
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Chapter 4: Data analysis, Findings, and Results 

The results attained from the collected data are analysed and presented by means of descriptive 

statistics, inferential statistics and narrative reports. Additionally, the results are also illustrated 

in tabular and graphic form to enhance the readers understanding of the results obtaining. 

 

Chapter 5: Discussion, Recommendations, and Conclusions 

This chapter entails a discussion of the results obtained, recommendation, and conclusions of 

the study. It demonstrates an integration of the data and the literature and also makes 

recommendations for the Industrial Psychology department. Lastly, this chapter provides 

suggestions for possible future research. 

 

1.9 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

When conducting research and interpreting responses received from questionnaires, it is 

important to be cognisant of making generalisations and the manner in which interpretations 

are made. Terre Blanche and Durrheim (2004) cautions that generalisations can only be made 

to the population of which the sample represents. In relation to the present study, 

generalisations can and will only be made to the Industrial Psychology undergraduate students 

who complete the questionnaire. Furthermore, the quantitative nature of the study and its 

approach to data collection allows only for an interpretation of the numerical data acquired, 

and not a deeper sense of interpretation of elicited information. Additionally, this research 

study focuses solely on students’ perceptions regarding important competencies for 

employability as well as their self-perceived level of competence in these competencies. This 

presents a limitation in that employees or professionals’ views would be of great value in 

further studies into this area of research.  

 

1.10 CONCLUSION 

To conclude, this chapter introduced the present study, provided an overview of the literature, 

the research problem and importance and values of the study. The general and specific research 

objectives were underlined, and the scope of the research was delineated as well. A description 

of some key terms and concepts were further provided and lastly, a brief chapter layout was 

summarised. The chapter that follows comprises of a review of literature, discussing the topics 

of competency, competencies and employability. 
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CHAPTER 2   

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

With the intention of understanding university students’ perceptions of important competencies 

and their relation to employability, this chapter provides an in-depth discussion of the available 

literature relating to competencies that are most important the undergraduate students’ and 

viewpoint for purposes of employability. In addition to this, the most relevant studies regarding 

the aforementioned aspects will be examined and taken cognisance of. This review of the 

literature will also define employability and will further provide views on the concept of 

competencies and self-perceived levels of competence. The aim of this study is to provide 

insight into what a select group of university students perceives as essential competencies for 

employability and to determine how capable they perceive themselves to be with regard to the 

competencies they deem important for employability. 

 

2.2 CONCEPTUALISING COMPETENCIES AND EMPLOYABILITY 

Of the high-school leavers that enter into tertiary education institutions such as universities, 

many of them do not see it through to graduation and of those that do, many of them just about 

pass, this sentiment was shared by Nan Yeld, University of Cape Town’s (UCT), Dean of 

Higher Education Development (as cited in John, 2012). Formerly, students or otherwise 

graduates thought that having a degree would result in them gaining suitable employment; 

however, this is no longer the case (Cranmer, 2006). Merely owning a degree or diploma does 

not make it easier to find employment as a graduate and more importantly, it does not signify 

employability. International studies indicate alarming rates of unemployment owing to 

challenging economic situations in countries such as the US and UK (Shierholz, Sabadish & 

Wething, 2012) and this is no different within the context of South Africa. Many studies 

conducted by authors such as Stewart and Knowles, Archer and Davidson, and Nilsson (as 

cited by Symington, 2012), have indicated and conceded that employers are not looking solely 

at the educational status of graduates or prospective employees when seeking to hire them. 

According to Coetzee and Bergh (2009), the current world of work is one that is typified by 

immense technological development, rapid changes and globalisation. In such a labour 

environment, the aspect of educational status is seen as advantageous and enhances one’s 

career possibilities and potential earnings (Coetzee & Bergh, 2009; Elias & Purcell, 2004). 
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However, employers are now looking for other aspects of their potential employees, such as 

skills and abilities that would enable the organisation to have the competitive edge they aim to 

hold. To this effect, students and graduates alike can no longer depend on educational 

qualification as a guaranteed means of being employable. 

 

Further to the above, research also indicates that in terms of the changing nature of work, 

graduates joining the workplace today are faced with certain organisational structures which 

differ extensively from previous structures and generations (Andrews & Higson, 2008; Chetty, 

2012, as cited in Tredway, 2012). Employees require specific skills and competencies that 

enable them to adapt to and work within a labour environment that is dynamic and fast-paced 

in nature (Chetty, 2012; Cranmer, 2006). It is with this reality in mind and the nature of the 

economy being characterised as knowledge and technologically driven (Potgieter & Coetzee, 

2013), that many countries have taken to restructuring their policies so as to prioritise graduate 

employability. For instance, the United Kingdom government has adopted policies that give 

precedence to and necessitate the notion of ‘employability for life’ as opposed to the simple 

‘job for life’ view. In light of this conception, Yorke and Yorke (2004; 2006) denotes that 

sustaining employability throughout one’s life is dependent on the capacity to foster skills and 

attributes required by the labour market, which to a large extent are developed in the period 

spent at university.  

 

In response to changing policy contexts and an increased emphasis on universities to produce 

graduates who are able to perform in the workplace, many universities have adopted curricula 

that integrates coursework with practical elements (Cavanagh, Burston, Southcombe & 

Bartram, 2015). Bridgstock (as cited in Paadi, 2014) argues that in spite of the increased 

pressure placed on universities to yield employable graduates, there remains much debate 

concerning what employability is and which graduate attributes are necessary to cultivate 

employability in tertiary students. Studies show that some employers seek skills, competencies 

and attributes such as: problem-solving, critical analyses, teamwork and cooperation, ability 

and willingness to learn, customer service orientation, interpersonal understanding, literacy and 

numeracy, eagerness and dedication, verbal and written communication, concern for order, 

quality and accuracy and self-confidence (Hinchliffe & Jolly, 2010; Hodges & Burchell, 2003; 

Lowden, Hall, Elliot & Lewin, 2011; Martin, Villanueve-Smith, Marshall & McKenzie, 2008; 

Saunders & Zuzel, 2010; Tempone, Kavanagh, Segal, Hancock, 2012). While some research 

indicates that South African graduates are equipped enough to compete in global labour 
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markets and acquire employment (Vakalisa, 2005, Van Der Berg & Van Broekhuizen, 2012), 

other research has opposing views (Cranmer, 2006). Griesel and Parker (2009), indicates in 

their study of employers’ views of graduates in South Africa, that while employers are 

generally satisfied with the quality of graduates that enter the workplace, there is particular 

concern relating to graduates’ cognitive skills, communication skills as well as their ability to 

transfer academic knowledge into the workplace. Additionally, a study conducted by Zwane, 

Du Plessis and Slabbert (2014) finds that graduates lack certain high-level competencies such 

as being proactive when solving problems and professionalism when dealing with customers. 

This makes apparent an impervious boundary between what employers expect from graduates 

and what tertiary education institutions equip its students with. High graduate unemployment 

rates may also be illustrative of this mismatch, even though some researchers contend that 

issues such as graduates’ capacity to seek employment, expectations and knowledge of their 

future workplace and their perception of status differences related to certain fields of study, 

may influence employability (Archer & Chetty, 2013; Radcliffe, 2005).     

 

The perceptions of employers concerning graduates and their employability are but one 

important facet in assessing employability, however, those held by graduates and current 

students, in particular, is another crucial aspect that needs to be addressed (Archer & Chetty, 

2013). University students’ perceptions regarding important competencies for employability 

and their self-perceived level of competence are the focal point of this study. Additionally, 

given the discrepancies between employers and graduates regarding important competencies 

for employability and levels of competence in these competencies and skills, it gives rise to 

examining the perceptions of undergraduate students who are in line to become graduates. This 

would, in turn, provide a glimpse of what current students’ views are and highlight any 

mismatches, which may then provide room for those discrepancies to be addressed accordingly.  

 

Further to the above, it is important to note that literature refers to skills and competencies in 

an interchangeable manner; however, as mentioned previously, there is a clear distinction 

between these concepts. Additionally, attributes insofar as it relates to graduate attributes are 

defined as the qualities, skills, and understanding that a university agrees its students should 

develop during the course of their studies and goes beyond discipline-specific knowledge 

(Bowden, Hart, King, Trigwell & Watts, 2000). Skills are but one component of competencies, 

along with attributes and knowledge (Bartram, 2012; Spencer & Spencer, 1993; Van der Heijde 

& Van der Heijden, 2006).  In terms of this research, the deliberate focus on competencies 
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stems from its generic, behavioural and comprehensive view in differentiating between 

effective, ineffective and superior performers and applying this concept in the context of 

undergraduate student perceptions 

 

2.2.1 DEFINING COMPETENCIES 

Literature provides several varying definitions of what competencies are. Whiddet and 

Hollyforde (2003) suggest the following two main themes that stand out in the variants of these 

definitions: 

(1) Description of work tasks for instance, what a person is required to do in a job; and 

(2) Descriptions of behaviour such as the way in which an individual executes the job. 

 

A definition popularly referred to is one provided by Boyatzis (as cited in Rainsbury et al, 

2002), who describes competency from an organisational viewpoint. It is defined in this regard 

as a personal characteristic that motivates an individual and facilitates superior performance in 

a particular context. Other authors also delineate the concept of competency as the behaviours 

that people exhibit when effectively performing tasks related to their jobs in a certain 

organisational setting (Whiddet & Hollyforde, 2003). In a similar light, Kurz and Bartram 

(2002) define competency as a series of behaviours that are influential in the provision of 

results or outcomes that are sought after or desired.  Contrasting views such as those provided 

by Boam and Sparrow (as cited in Rainsbury et al., 2002), sees competency as output or 

outcome measure however, Birkett (as cited in Rainsbury et al., 2002) views the relationship 

between situational task performance and personal attributes as competence as opposed to both 

of them in isolation.   

 

The subject of competencies has been examined and assessed for several decades and was 

spurred on by the works introduced by McClelland in 1973 (Boyatzis, 2008).  Since then, many 

studies have been conducted, eliciting research literature, which was, pivoted on managerial or 

leadership competencies and competency models. The development of competencies has 

gained much focus and prominence in recent years particularly due to increased 

competitiveness amongst businesses and corporations today (Sanghi, 2007; Torres, 2012). 

 

The term competence is often used interchangeably with that of competency; however, there is 

a clear distinction between the two. According to Sanghi (2007), the term competence is 

regarded as a skill and the standard of performance, in other words, what the person is able to 
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do. Conversely, competency is defined as the behaviour by which the standard was reached 

and in its plural form – the behaviours an individual adopted in performing competently. That 

said, various researchers suggest varying definitions of competencies. Further to this, Spencer 

and Spencer (1993) define competencies as the underlying traits of an individual that are 

causally related to superior performance in a job context or alternative situation. Further to this, 

Bartram, Robertson and Callinan (2002) refer to competencies as a group of behaviours that 

contribute to the attainment of required or desired outcomes. Similarly, Hogg (as cited in 

Sanghi, 2007) also employs the word ‘characteristics’ in describing the concept of 

competencies, stating that competencies are the characteristics of an individual that causes the 

exhibition of skills and abilities which in turn leads to effective performance in a work-related 

area. Additionally, Sanghi (2007) postulates that although competency characteristics may not 

be easy to discern, they reside below the surface and can be brought to the fore by asking certain 

behavioural-type questions (see figure 2.1).    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Boyatzis (2008) provides further delineation of the concept, defining a competency as a 

capability or ability, a set of related but distinct sets of behaviour, which is organised around a 

fundamental concept also known as “intent”. Sanghi (2007) describes competencies as skills, 

knowledge areas, attitudes and abilities that differentiate high performers from average ones. 

In defining competencies from an industry viewpoint, a popular definition referred to is one by 

Boyatzis (as cited in Rainsbury et al., 2002), who describes competencies as the fundamental 

personal characteristics that motivate an individual and facilitates superior performance in a 

particular context. Whiddet and Hollyforde echo this, delineating the concept of competency 

Figure 2.1. What are Competencies? Reprinted from The handbook of competency 
mapping (2nd ed., p.12), by S. Sanghi, 2007, New Delhi, India: Sage Publications. 
Copyright 2007 by Seema Sanghi. 
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as the behaviours that people display when effectively performing tasks related to their jobs in 

a certain organisational setting (2003). Delamare Le Deist & Winterton further suggest that 

competencies are common across various contexts and settings and continue for some time 

(2005). 

 

Further to this, Spencer and Spencer (1993) purport that competencies comprise of five types 

of characteristics (see figure 2.2):  

1. Motives: things individuals think about constantly, or wants and causes action; it 

coerces, directs or selects behaviours towards particular actions or goals. 

2. Traits: depicted as physical physiognomies and consistent responses to situations or 

information. 

3. Self-concept: this characteristic speaks to an individual’s attitudes, values or self-

image. 

4. Knowledge:  content-specific an individual has in a particular area(s). 

5. Skill: the ability to perform a certain physical or mental task. 

 

These characteristics of competencies further lend themselves to two types of competencies by 

which they are differentiated: (a) Knowledge and skill competencies and (b) Self-concept, trait 

and motive competencies. The significant difference between the two is that whilst knowledge 

and skills competencies are surface-level, perceptible characteristics, self-concept, motive and 

trait competencies are more concealed and imperceptible and central to personality. Another 

difference between the two is that where the former is easier to develop and have individuals 

trained for, assessment and development of the latter competencies are more intricate and 

deems hiring individuals already possessing these competencies, more cost-effective (Sanghi, 

2007).  
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Further to this, competencies can be clustered according to the type of behaviours they speak 

to. Boyatzis, Golam and Rhee (2000) and Draganidis, Chamopolou and Mentzas (2008) 

suggest that the task of grouping competencies based on a particular theory or logic is referred 

to as classification or categorisation. One of the most popular ways in which competencies are 

categorised is by means of differentiating between ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ competencies (Janjua, 

Naeem & Kayani, 2012). A study undertaken by Rainsbury et al., (2002) assessed workplace 

competencies and the ranking thereof from students' and graduates’ perspectives. The authors 

then made a further distinction between hard competencies versus soft competencies, related 

to the various workplace competencies suggested. The distinction made between these two 

types of competencies is an important one. Numerous studies have also made comparisons 

between soft and hard skills which are either related to or the same as those mentioned in the 

Rainsbury et al. (2002) study, discussing the perceived importance of each one, in relation to 

graduates, students and employers and what they comprise of (de Villiers, 2010; Hawkins, 

2014; Paadi, 2014; Robles, 2012).  

 

Hard skills are also referred to as technical skills or abilities, which relate to a particular 

occupational area such as engineering or finance and are seen as noticeable, observable abilities 

(de Villiers, 2010; Hawkins, 2014). Similarly, Doyle (2018) further defines hard skills as those 

abilities, which can be taught, are easily quantifiable, learned in a classroom or through books, 

training materials and even on the job. In other words, hard skills are tangible and are the 

technical expertise and knowledge required to perform the job. In addition to this, Spencer and 

Spencer (1993) describe these technical skills as a threshold given that they represent what is 

Figure 2.2. Central and Surface Competencies. Reprinted from The handbook of 
competency mapping (2nd ed., p.12), by S. Sanghi, 2007, New Delhi, India: Sage 

Publications. Copyright 2007 by Seema Sanghi) 
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the minimum level required in order to do the job with a basic level of competence. Speaking 

to what Spencer and Spencer (1993) suggests, a study conducted by Watts and Watts (as cited 

in John, 2009), revealed that hard skills contributed a mere 15% towards an individual’s 

success, whereas soft skills accounted for 85%.  

 

That said, the second category of skills is soft skills and is regarded by Robles (2012) as an 

individual’s character traits that improve their interactions, performance on the job, as well as 

career prospects. These skills are less tangible and not as easily measurable as they cannot be 

taught but can be developed over time through practical application. Soft skills further 

comprise of competencies such as problem-solving, strategic thinking, planning and 

organising, communicating effectively, leadership and teamwork, and people skills, to name a 

few (de Villiers, 2010; Hawkins, 2014; Paadi, 2014; Williams, 2015). The importance of 

possessing and developing soft skills can be evidenced in a study conducted that showed that 

75% of a person’s long-term job success is attributed to people skills (Klaus, 2010).  

 

In relation to the current study and its focus on competencies, Spencer and Spencer (1993) 

cluster competencies together based on a fundamental intent, which is the level of analysis 

between immersed social motives and surface behaviours. These clusters consist of generic 

competencies with scales that cover an extended range of occupations and can be modified for 

many applications such as for performance appraisal, succession planning, and recruitment and 

selection, etc. There are six suggested clusters, which are as follows:  

- Achievement and Action; 

- Human and Helping Service; 

- Impact and Influence; 

- Managerial; 

- Cognitive; and 

- Personal Effectiveness. 

 

(1) Achievement and Action 

This cluster is concerned with action and is geared toward task accomplishment. It comprises 

of three competencies: achievement orientation; concern for order, quality, and accuracy; 

initiative and information seeking. Achievement orientation relates to the concern for working 

well or for competing with a standard of excellence and is further concerned with the 

willingness to attain results and accomplish tasks. The second competency, concern for order, 
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quality and accuracy, indicates a fundamental desire to minimise uncertainty. Initiative is the 

third competency and entails an individual’s drive to be proactive and create opportunities. 

Lastly, the fourth competency, information seeking, involves the want to know more, look 

deeper into things and not just accept things at face value. 

 

(2) Human and Helping Service 

The second cluster is Human and Helping Service and it is concerned with aiming to meet the 

needs of someone else, adjusting to the concerns, interests, and needs of others (interpersonal 

understanding) and working to satisfy those needs (customer service orientation). The 

competencies akin to this cluster are interpersonal understanding and customer service 

orientation. Interpersonal understanding entails the want to understand other people and 

having the ability to understand the thoughts, feelings, and concerns of others that are left 

unspoken or otherwise not entirely expressed. Customer service orientation involves the drive 

to help or serve others and applying one’s efforts to meet and/or satisfy their needs. 

 

(3) Impact and Influence 

The Impact and Influence cluster is third, is reflective of the person’s fundamental concern 

concerning the effect they have on others, and refers to the need for power. Consideration of 

what is good for the organisation or for other people is usually what coerces effective behaviour 

in this regard. There are three competencies that form part of this cluster, the first of which is 

impact and influence and is described as the expression of intent to induce, convince, influence 

or excite others to acquire their support, or is alternatively regarded as the yearning to affect 

people in a particular way.  

 

The second competency related to this cluster is organisational awareness and refers to an 

individual’s level of understanding in terms of various aspects of the organisation, including 

its structure and culture, as well as an understanding of how the organisation fits into the 

broader world and environment within which it operates (“Competency: Organisational 

Awareness”, 2011; Spencer &Spencer, 1993). The third competency that makes up this cluster 

is relationship building and implies the ability to establish or maintain pleasant, warm 

relationships or networking with people who could play instrumental roles in the achievement 

of work-related objectives. 
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(4) Managerial 

Managerial competencies make up the fourth cluster and articulate the aim to have certain 

effects in terms of developing and leading others, enhancing teamwork and collaboration. 

Developing others is one of the managerial competencies suggested by Spencer and Spencer 

(1993). The fundamental nature of this competency is within the intent and effect of 

development and can be seen in the effective planning of a subordinate’s competence in line 

with their interests, motivations and current and future jobs (Sanghi, 2007; Spencer & Spencer, 

1993). The second managerial competency is directiveness – assertiveness and using positional 

power. Directiveness involves the intention to coerce others in complying with one’s wishes 

and may be exhibited through an individual who openly and candidly confronts issues. The 

teamwork and collaboration managerial competency speaks to the ability and desire to want to 

be part of a team, and work with a team in a collaborative manner, rather than in a competitive 

nature. Finally, team leadership is the fourth and final managerial competency suggested by 

Spencer and Spencer and refers to the aim and desire of assuming a leadership role and leading 

others (1993). 

 

(5) Cognitive 

The fifth cluster that Spencer and Spencer (1993) suggest is the Cognitive cluster. An 

individual’s efforts to comprehend a situation, problem, task, opportunity or body of 

knowledge, is indicative of cognitive competencies. The competencies within this cluster are 

analytical thinking; conceptual thinking; as well as technical/managerial expertise. 

 

Analytical thinking is defined as the ability to understand a given situation, break it down into 

smaller bits and involves a systematic way of thinking and approaching a problem and the 

ability to recognise fundamental concerns in complex situations (“Competency Framework – 

OECD,” 2014; Spencer & Spencer, 1993). Analytical thinking is also referred to as practical 

intelligence; a concept introduced in the mid-to-late 1980s and is generally described as an 

individual’s ability to manage the daily problems and circumstances of life (Lievens & Chan, 

2010). The second cognitive competency proposed is conceptual thinking which entails the 

aptitude to recognise patterns that or connections between situations which are not overtly 

related, determining crucial issues within intricate situations and is also known as critical 

thinking. The third competency is technical/managerial expertise. Expertise refers to the 

mastery of a body of job-related knowledge and the motivation to develop, utilise and convey 

work-related knowledge to others.  
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(6) Personal Effectiveness  

The sixth and final competency cluster proposed by Spencer and Spencer (1993), is the 

Personal Effectiveness cluster. The competencies that form part of this cluster are self-control; 

self-confidence; flexibility; and organisational commitment. Self-control allows an individual 

to keep performing even under pressured conditions and is regarded as the ability to regulate 

one’s emotions and show restraint in displaying negative actions. The self-confidence 

competency refers to the ability to believe in one’s own capability to achieve a task and includes 

the ability to cope with failures in a positive manner.  

 

Furthermore, according to Spencer and Spencer (1993), flexibility defined as the aptitude a 

person has in adapting to and working effectively with a range of situations, groups and/or 

individuals. The possession of this competency allows the superior performer to adapt other 

skills and competencies as warranted by the needs of the situation. The last personal 

effectiveness competency is organisational commitment and is called business-mindedness. 

This involves a person’s aptitude and willingness to align their personal behaviours with the 

needs, priorities, and objectives with that of the organisation, displaying behaviours that 

advance organisational objectives or satisfy its needs.  

 

In light of the above, Spencer and Spencer (1993) suggest that the generic competencies 

identified, account for 80-95% of the features that distinguish average performers from the 

superior ones, in respect of technical and managerial positions.  

  

Further to the above generic competency framework, Bartram and SHL Group (Bartram, 2005; 

Bartram, 2012) provides a workplace performance framework that distinguishes between eight 

expansive facets or dimensions which are referred to as the Great Eight (Kurz & Bartram, 

2002). This competency framework is similar to that of Spencer and Spencer (1993) as the 

behaviours explained within each of the eight competency dimensions, parallels some of 

Spencer and Spencer’s (1993) delineations of certain competencies and their behaviours. 

Additionally, the underlying Great Eight competency model also resembles what is referred to 

as Spencer and Spencer’s (1993) causal flow model which essentially illustrates that job 

performance is related to and dependent on personal characteristics and intent which dictate 

the behaviours of an individual and result in a particular level of job performance. 
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The framework provided by Bartram and SHL Group (Bartram, 2005; Bartram, 2012) 

categorises 112 specified competencies into eight dimensions, which in turn comprises of 20 

sets of generic competencies. The rationale behind the development and use of this framework 

was to establish a generic arrangement of competencies to describe the varying activities that 

support job performance across various industries and areas of work (Bartram, 2005; Bartram 

2012). Further to this, the Great Eight competencies emerged from a set of factor analyses 

resulting from SHL assessments of ability, personality, and management competencies. That 

said, the Great Eight competency dimensions comprise the following (Moss, 2016): 

 

(1) Leading and deciding 

This competency dimension comprises two sets of competencies namely: (1) deciding and 

initiating action and (2) leading and supervising. These two sets of competencies include 

behaviours such as taking control, exercising leadership, giving direction, taking responsibility 

and acting with confidence.  

 

(2) Supporting and cooperating 

The supporting and cooperating dimension encompasses two sets of competencies as well: (1) 

working with people and (2) adhering to principles and values. The behaviours akin to these 

competencies are: supporting others and showing respect and positive regard for others in 

social instances, putting people first, effectively working with individuals, teams, clients as 

well as staff, showing empathy, developing and communicating self-knowledge, utilising 

diversity, and behaving consistently with vivid personal values that are aligned with that of the 

organisation. 

 

(3) Interacting and presenting 

This competency category entails three competency sets: (1) relating and networking; (2) 

persuading and influencing; and (3) presenting and communicating information. These three 

competencies involve behaviours such as: communicating and networking effectively, building 

rapport, relating across all levels, successfully persuading and influencing others, appealing to 

emotions, promoting ideas, negotiating, speaking fluently, explaining concepts and opinions 

and articulating key points of an argument. 
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(4) Analysing and interpreting 

The analysing and interpreting competency dimension consists of the following sets of 

competencies: (1) writing and reporting; (2) applying expertise and technology; and (3) 

analysing. Some of the competency behaviours in this dimension include: demonstrating clear 

analytical thinking, analysing and evaluating information, building and applying one’s own 

technical expertise effectively, taking to new technology quickly and communicating well in 

writing. 

  

(5) Creating and conceptualising 

The fifth of the Great Eight competencies also comprises of three competency areas: (1) 

learning and researching; (2) creating and innovating; (3) formulating strategies and concepts. 

Some of the competency behaviours akin to these areas include: performing in areas that 

demand openness to new experiences and ideas, actively seeking opportunities to learn, 

managing situations and problems with creativity and innovation, thinking comprehensively 

and strategically, and supporting and coercing organisational change.   

 

(6) Organising and executing 

The organising and executing dimension consists of three competency areas as well and they 

are as follows: (1) planning and organising; (2) delivery of results and meeting customer 

expectations; and (3) following instructions and procedures. Further to this, some of the 

competency behaviours associated with the above competency areas include: managing time 

and resources effectively, working in a systematic and organised manner, following direction 

and procedure, focusing on customer needs and satisfaction, maintain quality processes and 

productivity levels, demonstrating commitment and complying with legal obligations.  

 

(7) Adapting and coping 

The seventh great competency dimension encompasses the two broad competency areas of 

adapting and coping with pressure and setback. These areas include behaviours such as 

adapting and responding well to change, adapting interpersonal style, exhibiting cross-cultural 

awareness, managing ambiguity, demonstrating emotional self-control, balancing work and 

personal life, keeping a positive outlook and dealing with criticism well. 
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(8) Enterprising and performing   

The eighth great dimension encompasses two competency areas namely, achieving personal 

and work goals and objectives, as well as entrepreneurial thinking. Focusing on results, goal 

orientated, demonstrating an understanding of business, commerce, and finance, pursuing 

opportunities for self-development and career advancement – are some of the competency 

behaviours associated with the enterprising and performing dimension.  

 

From the above discussion and delineation of the concept of competencies, it is evident that a 

multitude of definitions exists, some that share the same or similar views and some, which 

provide opposing descriptions of the concept. For the purposes of this research however, the 

definitions provided by Spencer and Spencer (1993) as well as Bartram et al. (2002) are the 

most applicable particularly since they are aligned with competency frameworks that consist 

of generic competencies that can be applied across various occupations and aid in providing a 

comprehensive assessment of the concept of competencies and their perceptions relating to 

employability.  

 

2.2.2 DEFINING EMPLOYABILITY 

Today, employees are not hired based solely on their level of education (Archer & Davidson, 

2008; Nilsson, 2010). Coetzee and Bergh (2009) and Cavanagh et al. (2015) echo this sentiment 

and purport that what employers seek in prospective employees extends beyond owning a 

degree. Technological advancement, globalisation, and rapid changes in the labour market have 

played a major role in this shift in the mind-set of employers. 

 

2.2.2.1 DEFINITIONS OF EMPLOYABILITY 

Harvey and Knight (as cited in Beaven & Wright, 2006) describe employability to be concerned 

with graduates and their readiness to secure employment of a suitable level after graduating 

and within a moderate time period. In other words, these authors suggest that a graduate who 

is ready to enter the labour market and is employed at a level that matches their field and level 

study, and does so reasonably quickly, is regarded as employable; 

 

Hillage and Pollard in 1998 (as cited in Clarke & Patrickson, 2008), define employability as 

the capacity to move through the labour market in a self-sufficient manner in order to realise 

one’s potential through sustainable employment. Additionally, they note that this capacity is 

dependent on assets such as skills, knowledge and personal attributes that an individual 
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possesses, how these are utilised and are demonstrated to employers. They further add that the 

capacity to freely and independently navigate the labour market is also dependent on 

circumstantial influences such as personal circumstances and contemporary labour market 

environment in which an individual seeks employment; 

 

Fugate, Kinicki, and Ashforth (2004) describe employability as a construct that is psycho-

social in nature, encompassing the individual physiognomies that nurture cognition that is 

adaptive, behaviour, and affect and augment the boundary between the individual and work. 

 

According to Yorke (2008), a widely used definition refers to employability as the 

achievements of graduates as well as their potential to acquire a ‘graduate job’. Yorke further 

reports that this is not be obscured with the actual procurement of such a job which is 

conditional on Governmental powers, particularly the significant effect is that of the economic 

state of affairs. Employability derives from complex learning, and is a concept of wider range 

than those of ‘core’ and ‘key’ skills; 

 

In addition, employability is also regarded as the ongoing fulfillment, acquisition or creation 

of work by means of utilising competencies in an optimal manner. (Van der Heijde & Van der 

Heijden, 2006). This definition of employability suggests that for an individual who is able to 

make use of his or her competencies in the best possible way, may be viewed as more 

employable as opposed to the individual who does not utilise their competencies in the best 

possible way. Similarly, Scholarios, Van Der Schoot and Van Der Heijden (2005, p.1) define 

employability as “...the extent to which employees have skills which the market and employers 

regard as attractive”. Conversely, Brown, Hesketh, and Williams (2003, p.111) provided a 

definition not as succinct, defining employability as, “... the relative chances of acquiring and 

maintaining different kinds of employment”. 

 

The definitions given above demonstrate how extensive the concept of employability is in 

terms of its definitions. It shows that the construct relates to skills, the attainment of 

employment, and the capacity to shift between various jobs. Also, based on literature it can be 

seen that the economic environment plays a significant role in defining an individual’s level of 

employability. With regards to the present study, the definitions provided by Hillage and 

Pollard (as cited in Clarke and Patrickson, 2008) as well as Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden 

(2006), are particularly applicable in that both definitions speak to competencies that an 
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individual should possess, acquire and display to employers in order to be regarded as 

employable. As such, this further aligns itself with the objectives of this study, which is to 

explore the competencies that students feel are essential upon entering the workplace, the 

extent to which they feel they possess these skills, and in comparison, what employers feel in 

this regard.  

 

2.2.2.2 THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE EMPLOYABILITY CONCEPT 

Within the course of the last decade, the construct of employability has incited a great deal of 

attention on an international scale (McQuaid, Green & Danson, 2005). The topic of 

employability dates back to over a century ago; echoing this, McGrath (2009) notes that 

construct of employability appeared in the written works of Sir William Beveridge, titled, 

Unemployment: A Problem of Industry which was published in 1909. However, in the time 

elapsed since then, the concept has altered quite drastically and literature points out that 

changes in government policies and labour market conditions are the key drivers behind the 

reconstruction of the employability concept. Gazier (as cited in McGrath, 2009; Symington, 

2012) known as one of the leading theorists of employability proposes that the concept has 

passed through seven junctures during the past century and these are set out below: 

 

2.2.2.2.1 DICHOTOMIC EMPLOYABILITY 

This approach to employability was established in Britain and the United States of America at 

the turn of the 20th century. The dichotomists differentiated between employable and 

unemployable individuals. They regarded individuals who are able and willing to work as 

employable, and those who are not able to work and required some type of relief were regarded 

as unemployable. McGrath (2009) further notes that similarities can be found between this 

approach and the long-standing Anglo-Saxon dichotomy. This system seeks to make a 

distinction between those individuals who are poor and deserving versus those who are poor 

but undeserving, such as those regarded as lazy and moral degenerates. The former is deserving 

of and entitled to charity; the latter requiring reformation. This concept of employability is 

broadly criticised for its classification of being considered as either employable or unemployed, 

without taking cognisance of extenuating issues of the context of the labour market 

(Symington, 2012).  
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2.2.2.2.2 SOCIO-MEDICAL EMPLOYABILITY 

By the mid-1950s, further research provided insight into the concept of employability. This 

publication focuses on the contrast between the working capacity of those who are 

disadvantaged by social, physical or mental impairments, and the requirements for being 

employable (de Grip, Loo & Sanders, 2004). The lack of skilled workers after the Second 

World War is what geared the shift in attention placed on the disadvantaged or “handicapped”.  

 

2.2.2.2.3 MANPOWER POLICY EMPLOYABILITY 

The period of the 1960s saw the broadening of research parameters to include the manpower 

policy for employment. This operational phase was largely pertinent in the USA (McGrath, 

2009). The focus of this policy is on the gap between work requirements expected by employers 

and the working capacity of employees such as an individual’s knowledge, attitudes, and skills 

in relation to a wider group of disadvantaged individuals (McGrath, 2012).  

 

2.2.2.2.4 FLOW EMPLOYABILITY 

This account of employability was established in France, emerging in French literature during 

the 1960s. The concept of employability in this era was significantly different from earlier 

approaches and centred on demand and ease of access to employment in both local and national 

economies. In this view, job-related knowledge and skills became prominent along with 

increased individual awareness (McGrath, 2009; Symington, 2012). According to Mansfield 

(2001), literature in this regard was further comprised of the knowledge of one’s own potential 

and position within the labour economy, as well as a heightened sense of the context of the 

labour market on the whole. Furthermore, in 1966 a scholar by the name of Ledrut (as cited in 

McGrath, 2009, p.2), developed a definition of employability that became central to the concept 

of flow employability, describing employability as “the objective expectation, or more or less 

high probability, that a person looking for a job can have of finding one”.  

 

According to de Grip et al. (2004), organisations and researchers alike became increasingly 

aware of the fact that job-related skills were but one set of the skills that are essential in 

maintaining an attractive or marketable position within the labour market overall. Additionally, 

the phrase “transferable skills” was introduced in 1978 by Hoyt. This spoke to the importance 

of gaining skills that can be utilised across various occupational contexts, minimising 

employees’ vulnerability when economies succumb to declines and recessions. Social and 

relational skills are examples of transferable skills that allow individuals to not only find 
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employment but also assist in retaining a given position or otherwise, acquiring future 

employment (as cited in de Grip et al., 2004). This approach gave way to a focus on 

performance employability, during the 1970s. 

 

2.2.2.2.5 LABOUR MARKET PERFORMANCE EMPLOYABILITY 

In reference to the above, this school of thought advanced from flow employability, focusing 

predominantly on labour markets and encompassing a theme of performance employability. 

The international emergence of this approach to employability came as a result of the economic 

down-turn experience in the 1970s. Consequently, securing and retaining employment during 

this time was a major challenge, making the concept of employability increasingly imperative 

to individuals.  That said, research on employability in this regard is centred on outcomes of 

the labour market that are measurable and come because of certain policy interventions. These 

measures typically include the following variable: 

- The number of hours worked; 

- The duration of employment; & 

- Wage rates (de Grip et al., 2004; Geel, 2015; McGrath, 2009; Symington, 2012). 

 

2.2.2.2.6 INITIATIVE EMPLOYMENT 

This account of employability came together during the course of the late 1980s in human 

resource development literature in North America and Europe (McGrath, 2009), and with it, a 

new era emerged. As de Grip et al. (2004, p. 214) state, “employability has become a meta 

characteristic of workers required by employers to cope with the rapid changes in products, 

services, and processes.” Further to this, the notion of remaining in a particular organisation 

from induction until retirement began visibly fading and the recruitment of individuals on a 

temporary, part-time contract basis escalated. The focus of the initiative employability 

approach was placed primarily on cultivating certain skills and attitudes that would enable an 

individual to find success in their career and motivate them to seek better job opportunities at 

alternative organisations. Speaking to this school of thought on employability, Gazier (as cited 

in Symington, 2012) describes this take on employability as the ability of an individual to 

market their skills and take initiative in the navigation of their careers. Additionally, according 

to Arthur (1994), this view recognised the individual as entrepreneurs of their own career. What 

becomes apparent at this stage is the drastic shift in the composition of employability as a 

construct, with greater emphasis placed on the individual’s acquisition and development of 

skills and behaviours that would render them more employable. 
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2.2.2.2.7 INTERACTIVE EMPLOYABILITY 

The concept of interactive employability surfaced shortly after that of initiative employability, 

in the early 1990s.  This approach integrates the individual with employers and policymakers, 

considering them as mutual stakeholders in employability (de Grip et al., 2004). 

Notwithstanding the importance of the initiative, this approach suggested that the 

employability of the individual is in part relative to that of others within the labour market (de 

Grip et al., 2004; McGrath, 2009). Outin (as cited in de Grip et al., 2004) claims that there are 

certain aspects of employability, which have an impact on the chances of entering and 

remaining active within the labour market. In other words, employability may be defined as 

comprising of the following components: 

1. Characteristics of the individual; 

2. Skills related to the job; 

3. The state of the labour market; and lastly  

4. Training policies of organisations. 

 

Even though the onus is still on the individual to take control of his or her career, this theory 

of employability recognises that the responsibility lies with government and employers as well 

(McGrath, 2009). In other words, employability is viewed as a collective responsibility.  

 

That said, the discussion above makes evident that there are numerous competing literary ideas 

regarding the conceptual definition of employability. Nonetheless, it is apparent that by the end 

of the twentieth century, the concept of employability had become fundamental in the growth 

of human resources (de Grip et al., 2004). McQuaid et al. (2005) suggest that there is no 

consensus about how employability should be defined and whether a demand or supply 

approach should be utilised. 

 

Recent research insights into the construct of employability focus a great deal on the aspect of 

graduate employability, a rising concern for universities, employers, as well as governments. 

Globally, employers have vocalised their concern regarding the employability of graduates, 

and as such, there is increased pressure on governments and universities alike, to produce 

graduates who are ready for the world of work (Brown et al., 2003; Tomlinson, 2007). That 

said, the primary focus of this research is on undergraduates and the perceptions they hold 

concerning competencies that are essential for employability. As such, the concept of graduate 
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employability will be discussed briefly in the subsequent section, followed by a delineation of 

various employability models. 

 

2.2.3 DEFINING GRADUATE EMPLOYABILITY 

In the last decade, governments across the world have not only placed greater emphasis on the 

impact that higher education systems have on the quality of human capital but also the 

competitiveness and well-being of a country (Yorke & Knight, 2007). Literature has largely 

discussed the link between higher education and employability (Andrews & Higson, 2008; 

Cranmer, 2006; Mason, Williams & Cranmer, 2009; Wilton, 2008) and as purported by Prokou 

(2008), higher education is responsible for enhancing graduate employability by means of 

cultivating the skills and abilities of students and advancing lifelong learning. That said, in 

terms of the concept of graduate employability, the work done by Yorke and Knight (2006) 

may be regarded as influential. The research they embarked on was revolutionary with regard 

to determining a practical approach to defining the concept. They define graduate 

employability as follows:  

 

“A set of achievements - skills, understandings, and personal attributes – that make graduates 

more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, which benefit 

themselves, the workforce, the community, and the economy” (Yorke & Knight, 2006, p. 3). 

 

The “achievements” referred to in the definition above entails general achievements that 

comprise of the broad spectrum of work and personal successes, and by extension involving 

ongoing improvement. Skills that influence employability can be cultivated and enhanced 

throughout an individual’s career and as such, individuals are not confined to what they may 

have learned previously. The definition provided by Yorke and Knight may be regarded as a 

positive view of graduate employability. As such, the concept is not regarded as stagnant, but 

rather as one, which is dynamic, and subject to change. Students are provided with an 

opportunity to both learn and develop themselves and the foundation of employability 

particularly in recent literature, is that in order to adapt to the ever-changing demands of the 

labour economy, there is the expectation that individuals will grow and advance at a continuous 

rate (Symington, 2012). Based on this, the need to know which skills and competencies are 

required to make sure that one remains employable becomes essential. As previously 

mentioned, there remains a gap in the literature that depicts differences concerning the 
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expectations that employers, graduates and higher education institutions have concerning 

important skills. 

 

In the duration of the last two decades, numerous studies have identified and created a series 

of lists that depicted skills perceived as important to employability. These lists comprised of 

skills perceived by employers and students to be essential. These reports termed these skills as 

core, and/or generic skills (Griesel & Parker, 2009; Knight &Yorke, 2006). On this note, what 

becomes very evident through literature, is that terms such as ‘generic’, ‘core’, ‘key’, 

‘transferable’, ‘enabling’, ‘skills’ and/or ‘competencies’ and even attributes are used in such a 

way that they are seen to be identical to one another. This only serves to increase confusion 

around the concept of employability (Green, Hammer & Star, 2009) as the aforementioned 

studies refer to certain skills such as interpersonal understanding, teamwork, team leadership, 

analytical thinking, etc., which are also referred to as competencies by Spencer and Spencer 

(1993) and SHL for example. However, as mentioned previously, the one concept 

(competency) is broader than the others (e.g. skills) are. 

 

Further to the above, higher education is regarded by students as an essential part of preparing 

themselves for acquiring a job (Aamodt & Havnes, 2008). Employability may not necessarily 

ensure employment, but it would improve an individual’s chance of acquiring employment in 

comparison to others within the labour market (Clarke, 2008). That said, having a degree is but 

one side of the coin and as employers have voiced, the workplace requires a range of skills, 

behaviours, and qualities – competencies - in students (Yorke & Harvey, 2005). Yorke and 

Knight (2007) suggest that personal qualities play a significant role in employability. Further 

to this, the ability to interact with others (formally known as interpersonal skills or interpersonal 

understanding) is highly regarded in any situation, as well as the ability to take initiative and 

being willing to learn – qualities that are not instantly visible. Earlier research published by 

Scott in 1995 (as cited in Symington, 2012) points out the significance of personal qualities, 

suggesting that the possession of these qualities is more important than that of professional 

discipline, holding certain qualifications and even the possession of expert skills. This reiterates 

that employability is comprised of more than the acquisition of technical knowledge and 

abilities. 

 

In addition to the definition provided by Yorke & Knight (2006), scholars have defined the 

concept of graduate employability by placing them into three categories (Watts, 2006). The 
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first category refers to definitions that relate to immediate employment. For some time, graduate 

first-employment statistics or graduate first destination surveys have been utilised as 

performance measures in higher education institutions (Bridgstock, 2009; Pool & Sewell, 

2007; Watts, 2006).  However, these measures have been severely criticised due to the fact that 

they only provide a short-term measure of the success of graduates and to add to this, the gauge 

of employability is not based on individual achievement, but on the achievement of the 

institution. Further to this, Harvey (2001) notes that a student’s success in finding employment 

is hinged upon the pre-existing attributes they possess, the nature of the labour market and how 

it operates at a local, national and multi-national level, and is not merely determined by the 

effects of their higher education institutions.   

 

The second category of definitions which focuses on immediate employability circumvents the 

limitations of the ‘immediate employment’ definition. The focal point of this delineation of 

employability is on students’ possession of the attributes required to acquire a ‘graduate job’. 

These definitions place a strong emphasis on the work-readiness of students or the ability to 

cope with the demands of the workplace without the need for further training (Watts, 2006). 

Mason, Williams, and Cranmer (2009) asserts that although this is a general requirement from 

the employer’s point of view, it is not a sentiment shared by all employers. Echoing this 

definition, Mason et al. (2009) regard work-readiness as being in possession of the skills, 

knowledge, attitudes as well as commercial understanding that would allow graduates entering 

the workplace, to contribute meaningfully to the organisation soon after starting employment. 

Even though this definition speaks to a wider variety of characteristics that an individual should 

own to be employable, it is still somewhat restrictive in its line of sight.  

 

The third group of definitions focuses on sustainable employability. As opposed to focusing 

on the attainment of a first job, the focal point of sustainable employability includes the aspect 

of remaining employable over a long-term period. To do so, individuals need both a wider 

variety of attributes to attain success in their area of work, as well as the ability to manage the 

development of their career in a manner that would ensure ongoing employability (Watts, 

2006).  

 

Evidently, a theme that pervades throughout literature is the intricacy around defining the 

concept of employability. As a means of better understanding, the concept of employability 
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and the competencies required, the section that follows will discuss various models relevant to 

the construct of employability.  

 

2.2.5 EMPLOYABILITY MODELS 

This section will detail various models of employability. The aim is to better understand the 

development and conceptual knowledge that employability, and by extension, graduate 

employability is founded upon. Although this research will make use of the Spencer and 

Spencer model of competencies to measure the perceptions of undergraduate students, the 

nature of this research necessitates the consideration of the various models of employability 

that currently exist, in order to truly reflect and define the concept of employability. The models 

that will be considered are as follows: Fugate, Kinicki and Ashforth’s 2004 model; Fugate and 

Kinicki’s Dispositional Model of Employability; Pool and Sewell’s (2007) Key to 

Employability Model; and lastly Van der Heide and Van der Heijden’s (2006) Competence-

Based Employability Model, which will provide valuable distinction between skills and 

competencies. The Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden’s (2006) Competence-Based 

Employability Model further provides a rationale for the use of competencies in the present 

research study. 

 

2.2.4.1 FUGATE, KINICKI AND ASHFORD’S (2004) MODEL OF EMPLOYABILITY 

This model of employability is based on the idea that employability comprises of several 

person-centred constructs which are imperative when it comes to effectively navigating 

changes in an individual’s career, that are typical of the new age of work (Symington 2012). 

Fugate et al. (2004) define employability as a psycho-social construct that depicts 

characteristics of individuals that cultivate adaptive cognition, behaviour and affect, and assist 

individuals in recognising and making use of career opportunities. This view of employability, 

therefore, sees employability as helping one navigate between jobs, within an organisation or 

between organisations. This work-specific active adaptability comprises three dimensions: 

personal adaptability, career identity, and social and human capital. 

 

The first dimension, personal adaptability, is regarded as the foundation of this model of 

employability. It is defined as the willingness, ability, and competence to change in order to 

meet the demands of the surrounding environment, and as such can be seen as an ongoing and 

active process.  
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Career identity is the second dimension in the model. Career identity refers to specific concepts 

such as role identity, occupational identity and organisational identity which relates to how an 

individual sees him/herself in a given work context (Fugate et al., 2004). Career identity can 

be regarded as the “knowing why” competencies identified by Arthur, Claman, and DeFillippi 

in 1995 (as cited in Bezuidenhout, 2011). To this end, career identities can be seen as a 

“cognitive compass” of the individual, serving as a navigational tool (Fugate et al., 2004, p.20) 

when individuals find themselves in a position external to the organisational boundaries. 

Therefore, career identities are cognitive plans, which gear and sustain behaviours that are in 

line with the desired self within the context of work (Symington, 2012). 

 

The third and last dimension of employability is human and social capital. Human capital is 

denoted as the personal variables that may affect an individual’s career progression. These 

variables include but are not limited to age, education, work experience, job performance, skills 

and knowledge (Fugate et al., 2004; McArdle, Waters, Briscoe & Hall, 2007). These variables 

may have an impact on a person’s capacity to meet occupation-specific demands (Fugate et al., 

2004) and comprises of Arthurs et al.’s (as cited in Bezuidenhout, 2011) idea of ‘knowing how’ 

career meta-competency which is denoted as the expertise, abilities and tacit and explicit 

knowledge. Social capital represents the interpersonal components of employability (McArdle 

et al., 2007). Social capital is encompassed in Arther et al.’s works as the ‘knowing who’ 

competencies which is concerned with various relationships (formal or informal), that 

individuals build as part of networking within an organisation (as cited in Bezuidenhout, 2011).  

 

It is noted by Fugate et al. (2004) and McArdle et al. (2007) that these dimensions are related 

and form reciprocal relations. Furthermore, Fugate et al. (2004) argue that the concept of 

employability consists of cognitive (such as career identity), dispositional (such as propensity 

to learn), and market-interactional variables (such as human and social capital). Therefore, this 

concept of employability emphasises the importance of being able to adapt to changing 

conditions in the workplace, further emphasising not only the knowledge of who one is as an 

individual but also the ability to access information and networks that would assist in 

determining and realising new opportunities (Symington, 2012). 

 

It is important to note that although his model was not constructed with specific regard to 

graduates, it may be useful in gaining an understanding of how the aforementioned constructs 

relate to each other. Additionally, given that this model is founded upon adaptability, it may be 
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of particular significance in the ever-changing career arena and work environment that 

graduates wish to enter. The willingness and capacity to adapt knowledge, abilities, skills, 

dispositions, and behaviours, would translate in graduates being able to meet the demands of a 

changing environment. Similarly, the knowledge of how to access certain crucial social 

connections will enhance the employability of a graduate student.   

 

2.2.4.2 FUGATE AND KINICKI’S (2008) DISPOSITIONAL MODEL OF 

EMPLOYABILITY 

Fugate and Kinicki’s (2008) dispositional model of employability is founded on their 

theoretical work done in 2004 and 2006. Fugate (2006) defines dispositional employability as 

“a constellation of individual differences that predispose employees to (pro) actively adapt to 

their work and career environments... employability is a disposition that captures individual 

characteristics that foster adaptive behaviours and positive employment outcomes” (as cited in 

Fugate & Kinicki, 2008, p.504). This approach encompasses a broad supply-side focus on the 

concept of employability. The reason behind this approach is related to the frequency and 

amount of change, leading to immense uncertainty and anxiety, necessitating the ability to 

adapt. Further to this, some schools of thought around employability hold the view that 

knowledge, skills, and abilities are static when it comes to a given occupation, however, this 

assumption is proven to be unrepresentative of today’s labour market situation.  

 

Therefore, this model was established in an attempt to alleviate these gaps. The construct of 

employability was modified to speak to the inclusion of a multi-faceted construct, signifying a 

broad, underlying, higher-order trait that aids in proactive adaptability (Fugate & Kinicki, 

2008). What this model demonstrates is that the disposition of employability involves both 

reactive and proactive individual characteristics. In other words, a person deemed high in 

dispositional employability is able to adapt reactively to changing environments but is also able 

to proactively determine and make use of various opportunities (Fugate & Kinicki, 2008). As 

such, the model comprised of five specific elements or dimensions: (i) openness to changes at 

work; (ii) work and career resilience; (iii) work and career proactivity; (iv) career motivation; 

and (v) work identity. Table 2.1 provides the definitions of each of the dimensions: 
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Table 2.2  

Dispositional employability dimensions and their definitions  

The dispositional model progresses beyond just the skills required to be regarded as 

employable. With it being instinctively focused on employability as a disposition, it provides 

knowledge of the reactive and proactive personal characteristics that play an integral role in 

meeting the demands of the environment, as well as determining and taking charge of career 

prospects. In spite of the comprehensive nature of this model, it does not, however, speak to 

the focus of the current study, which is on students who may be enrolled as part-time or full-

time students and not discounting the fact that they may have working experience. 

 

2.2.4.3 POOL AND SEWELL’S (2007) KEY TO EMPLOYABILITY MODEL 

The Key to Employability Model is founded on the following definition: “Employability is 

having a set of skills, knowledge, understanding and personal attributes that a person more 

likely to choose and secure occupations in which they can be satisfied and successful” (Pool & 

Sewell, 2007, p.280). In this regard, the authors emphasise the individual aspects that will make 

adapting to the demands of work, easier for students, enhancing the chance of career success 

and satisfaction. This proposed model comprises of five components: (i)degree subject 

knowledge, understanding and skills; (ii) generic skills; (iii) emotional intelligence; (iv) career 

development learning, for example, increased self-awareness of interests by identifying 

opportunities that arise in the job market and establishing marketing and interviewing skills; 

and (v) work and life experience. Pool and Sewell (2007) suggests that by giving students the 

Note. Adapted from “A dispositional approach to employability: development of a measure and 

test of implications for employee reactions to organizational change” by M. Fugate and A.J. 

Kinicki. 2008, Journal of Occupational and Organizational Psychology, 81, 503-527. 

Copyright 2008 by The British Psychology Society. 
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opportunity to both access and cultivate these five facets, and then reflecting on and evaluating 

these experiences, this will lead to the development of heightened levels of self-efficacy, self-

confidence and self-esteem, which are considered to be of paramount importance in 

employability (Yorke & Knight, 2006). 

 

A suggested benefit of this model is its simplistic nature (Pool & Sewell, 2007). It has proven 

useful in the area of curricula planning and may later be used as a means of getting employers 

and higher education institutions to come together in contributing to increased employability. 

Individuals who have the ability to reflect are able to determine their own shortcomings and 

take proactive steps in gaining the required competencies to adapt and make a success of their 

careers, in a world of work, which is constantly changing. Figure 2.3 below provides a 

graphical depiction of the model: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.2.4.4 VAN DER HEIJDE AND VAN DER HEIJDEN’S (2006) COMPETENCE-

BASED EMPLOYABILITY MODEL 

A competency-based approach to employability is provided by Van der Heijde and Van der 

Heijden (2006) which is based on the resource-based view of the organisation. This view of 

the organisation asserts competences as a potential resource that gives organisations the chance 

to acquire a continuous competitive advantage. These authors state that organisational and 

career success is attributed to competences. Individual workers regard employability and job-

Figure 2.3. Pool & Sewell Key to Employability Model (also referred to as the 
“CareerEDGE Model. Reprinted from “The key to employability: developing a practical 
model of graduate employability” by L.D. Pool and P. Sewell. 2007, Education + 

Training, 49(4), 277-289. Copyright 2007 by Emerald Group Publishing Limited. 
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related expertise as essential in sustaining high-quality, skilled work during the course of their 

careers, as well as various career outcomes such as job satisfaction and salary. However, Van 

der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2005) perceive domain-specific job-related expertise to be 

insufficient in ensuring positive employment results, this implying the need for a host of 

competencies that are transferable and diverse. As delineated before, Van der Heijde and Van 

der Heijden (2006) defines employability as “the continuous fulfilling, acquiring or creating of 

work through the optimal use of competences”.  

 

This measure of employability is set in a domain-independent theoretical framework, which 

has five dimensions. These dimensions speak to occupation-specific issues as well as more 

general career development matters. This model consists of the following dimensions: 

(i) Occupational expertise; 

(ii) Anticipation and optimisation; 

(iii) Personal flexibility; 

(iv) Corporate sense; and  

(v) Balance 

 

Occupational expertise is regarded as a high level of knowledge and skills related to a particular 

profession, as well as being seen as high performers and top-class professionals. Moreover, 

this dimension is viewed as an important human capital factor, which is of benefit to an 

organisation (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006). 

 

The second and third dimensions are concerned with adapting to change, initiated by oneself 

proactive (anticipation and optimisation) and passive and reactive (personal flexibility), at 

numerous levels. In defining the anticipation and optimisation dimension, it is referred to as 

the preparation for potential work changes, in a creative and personal manner, in order to attain 

success job and career outcomes. Additionally, this dimension also pertains to proactive 

personality, creative and active adaptability, and self-initiative when it comes to acquiring 

information that would enable the establishment of a future for oneself (Van der Heijde & Van 

der Heijden, 2006). The authors view personal flexibility as a prerequisite for and a factor in 

adaptability, which is referred to as the ease in adapting to change within the environment, 

whether in these changes ensue in the internal or external labour market or between jobs or 

organisations.  
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Corporate sense is the fourth dimension of this model. Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden 

(2006) assert that this dimension is anchored in social capital (networks), social skills, and 

emotional intelligence, and further define corporate sense as “... sharing responsibilities, 

knowledge, experiences, feelings, credits, failures, goals, and the like”. Additionally, this 

dimension pertains to the variety of groups to which individuals subscribe to and participate 

in, such as work teams, virtual networks, and job-related networks. The fifth and final element 

of this employability framework is balance. Balance in this regard pertains to the compromise 

between competing employers’ interests or between demands of an individual’s job, career, 

and personal interests, or both (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006).  

 

The authors propose that the competence-based approach to employability is advantageous not 

only to career and organisational results, but also current job performance and career success 

in the longer-term. Moreover, they assert that in addition to adaptive behaviour, employability 

may also include facets such as attitudes, personality, motivation, and ability. In their 

conclusion, the authors point out that the concept of employability represents a combination of 

specific and generic competencies (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2006).   

 

With reference to the current study, this model is particularly important due to its emphasis on 

competencies and its differentiation from skills. Given that the current study with make use of 

a set of competencies that comprise of a list of generic competencies based on the literature of 

Spencer and Spencer (1993), this model by Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden is also valuable 

as it speaks to competencies as opposed to skills and assists in rationalising the arguments 

behind utilizing the competency-based approach to assessing employability and the perceptions 

thereof, within the current study. In drawing from the work of others, Van der Heijde and Van 

der Heijden (2006), define skills as being focused on one particular task, whereas competencies 

encompass a variety of tasks that are performed well. As such, the model comprises of a wider 

range of concepts, which subsequently means that the concept of employability may be applied 

in broader terms. By extension, this indicates once again that employability is a multi-faceted 

concept. Further to this, the authors of this model express employability as independent of a 

specific domain, meaning that it does not speak of a particular profession or industry. As a 

result, the concept of employability is regarded as more applicable to a broader context. In 

addition, the emphasis placed on generic competencies is of particular relevance to graduate 

employability, as some graduates may not necessarily have a fair amount of work experience 

within a specific field of work as yet.  
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Based on the above, it is evident that the Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006) 

competency-based model of employability may be considered valuable within the context of 

graduate employability. Given its focus on generic-type competencies, however, in spite of the 

above, the measure developed based on this research and/or model was only tested and used in 

various settings amongst professionals working in varying positions. That said, even though 

the generic competencies discussed within this model may be applied in considering graduate 

employability, there has been no scientifically valid evidence to suggest that this would be the 

case. The employability instrument developed by Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006) 

combining occupational expertise with four other generic competencies was piloted and 

utilised amongst employees and their immediate supervisors. Although the instrument 

demonstrated high validity and reliability in that context, it is not applicable within the current 

study due to its focus being that of individuals already within the workplace. 

 

2.2.4.5 SPENCER AND SPENCER (1993) GENERIC SET OF COMPETENCIES IN 

ASSESSING THE PERCEPTIONS OF IMPORTANT COMPETENCIES FOR 

EMPLOYABILITY 

The current research study will entail the use of the generic competencies identified by Spencer 

and Spencer (1993) and is based on a previous study conducted by Rainsbury et al. (2002). 

This study assessed the perceptions of both students and graduates with regard to the ranking 

of workplace competencies. In their study, a survey instrument is utilised that comprises of 

twenty-four competencies, twenty of which derives from Spencer and Spencer (1993) and an 

additional from the works of others (Meades & Andrews, 1994; Sweeney & Twomey, 1997, 

as cited in Rainsbury et al., 2002). The measuring instrument which Rainsbury et al. (2002) 

make use of has also been used in previous studies (Burchell, Hodges & Rainsbury, 2001; Coll 

& Zegwaard, 2006), and are used as a means of investigating the perceptions of undergraduates 

students, graduates and employers alike. Spencer and Spencer’s (1993) competencies 

distinguish average performers from superior performers within the context of technical and 

managerial positions. However, given the generic nature of these competencies, the researcher 

saw it applicable to utilise these competencies within an academic context, being cognisant of 

the working world as it relates to these competencies and what students think of them. Further 

to this, Spencer and Spencer’s (1993) set of generic competencies are comprehensive and form 

the basis of many competencies described today. This further explains its applicability within 

the context of assessing student perceptions regarding competencies required to enhance 
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employability. Figure 2.4 subsequently illustrates a model of the set of generic competencies 

identified by Spencer and Spencer (1993):  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For purpose of the current study, the researcher is of the view that the use of the Rainsbury et 

al. (2002) measuring instrument would be best suited to assess perceptions of students as it 

would enable the researcher to meet the objectives of the study. Further to this, it would also 

assist in providing insights into the perceptions of a select group of undergraduates in regards 

to what they consider important competencies for employability. Additionally, with reference 

to the Spencer & Spencer Competency Cluster Model (see figure 2.4), the list of competencies 

provided by Spencer and Spencer (1993) coincides with other literature that points out critical 

competencies and/or skills as termed in some studies (Andrews & Higson, 2008; Coetzee, 

2012; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Knight & Yorke, 2004; Owen, 2006; Pool & Sewell, 2007). 

Based on this, and the fact that the researcher is aiming to assess competencies specifically in 

Spencer & 
Spencer 's 

Competency 
Clusters

ACHIEVEMENT & 
ACTION 

ORIENTATION

•Achievement 
Orientation

•Concern for Order & 
Quality

• Initiative

• Information Seeking HUMAN & 
HELPING SERVICE

• Interpersonal 
Understanding

•Customer Service 
Orientation

IMPACT & 
INFLUENCE

• Impact & Influence

•Organisational 
Awareness

•Relationship Building

MANAGERIAL

•Developing Others

•Directiveness

•Teamwork & 
Collaboration

•Team Leadership

COGNITIVE

•Analytical Thinking

•Conceptual Thinking

•Technical 
knowledge/Expertise

PERSONAL 
EFFECTIVENESS

•Self-Control

•Self-Confidence

•Flexibility

•Organisational 
Commitment

Figure 2.4. Spencer & Spencer's Competency Cluster Model Adapted from 
Competence at work, by L.M. Spencer and S. M. Spencer, 1993, New York: John Wiley 
and Sons, Inc. Copyright 1993 by John Wiley and Sons, Inc 
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terms of their perceived importance for employability, as opposed to skills or attributes, the 

survey instrument utilised by Rainsbury et al. (2002) will be used a basis for this research study. 

Additionally, part of the rationale behind the use of these competencies relates to the view of 

the researcher, that the selected undergraduate students who are set to graduate, may hold 

managerial positions in the future or that they currently hold these positions as would be the 

case of some students who are enrolled on a part-time basis. 

 

That said, the section that follows discusses the perceptions of students with respect to what 

they regard as important competencies for employability. 

 

2.3 CONCEPTUALISING COMPETENCIES REQUIRED FOR EMPLOYABILITY 

Employers’ desires in terms of what they would like from graduates have been subjected to 

significant research during the course of the last decade. Findings point to educational expertise 

on the one end, to interpersonal skills required to relate with others as well as the capability to 

grow and progress as an individual (Pool & Sewell as cited in Tredway, 2012). In the unique 

South African context, its economy is plagued by high unemployment rates, and these rates are 

considerably high in terms of youth unemployment. As at the end of quarter one of 2019, youth 

unemployment as a whole stood at 63.4% of the total number of unemployed individuals. 

Further to this, Statistics South Africa reported a significant increase in unemployment among 

graduates. The Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) report illustrated that at the end of the 

first quarter of 2019, 12.9% of graduates between the ages of twenty-five and thirty-four were 

statistically unemployed. This increased from 10.5% in the previous quarter (Statistics South 

Africa, 2019). Furthermore, in comparison to the first quarter in the QLFS statistics report for 

2017, the unemployment rate amongst graduates has risen exponentially from a mere 7.3% 

(Statistics South Africa, 2017). Given these statistics and the apparent gap between what 

students regard as important competencies to possess versus what employers consider 

important (Jaschik, 2015), it is essential to ascertain these perceptions through research and 

from there, determine why the gap persists, how to narrow this gap and enhance the 

employability of graduates. 

 

That said, numerous studies have produced findings in terms of students or graduates’ 

viewpoints with regard to salient competencies for employability. Likewise, studies have also 

been conducted from the viewpoint of employers in relation to what they deem essential 
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competencies for employability. In the section that follows studies, highlighting both 

perspectives will be discussed, however, briefly in connection with employers’ perceptions. 

 

2.3.1 STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF COMPETENCIES REQUIRED FOR 

EMPLOYABILITY 

Various studies have been undertaken with regard to competencies and skills required for 

employability, based on the perceptions of students. The subsequent discussion will refer to a 

few of these studies, highlighting studies outside of and within the South African context.  

A study conducted by Gabric and McFadden (2000) assesses the perceptions of students with 

regard to what they expected to be a marketable skills base in preparation for entering the 

labour market. This study found that students consider developing skills such as 

communication and time management to be essential in making them more employable. These 

particular results are corroborated years later in a study conducted by Kavanagh and Drennan 

(2008). Kavanagh and Drennan (2008) investigate the perceptions of accounting students and 

employers of such students, with regard to the skills and attributes an accounting graduate 

needs to possess. The results indicate that students perceive personal and communication skills 

(self-motivation, professional attitude, oral and written communication, teamwork and values) 

as essential to their career. Additionally, students also perceive analytical/design skills such as 

analytical and problem-solving skills; decision-making and critical thinking skills; and 

leadership and interpersonal skills, as vital to possess for their future careers. An interesting 

finding also illustrates that students felt they needed to possess cultural sensitivity as a skill. 

 

Further to this, a study conducted by Rainsbury et al. (2002), assesses the ranking of workplace 

competencies according to the perceptions of business studies students and graduates. The 

results reveal that students ranked the top five most important workplace competencies as 

follows: computer literacy, customer service orientation, teamwork and cooperation, self-

confidence and willingness to learn. In terms of the lowest ranking competencies, students rate 

directiveness, organisational awareness, developing others, and impact and influence, as the 

least important workplace competencies to possess. Other competencies that students also 

favour included relationship building, team leadership, technical expertise, achievement 

orientation, and analytical thinking. These findings are corroborated by the aforementioned 

study conducted by Kavanagh and Drennan (2008) which also finds teamwork, leadership, 

interpersonal and critical thinking skills to be important skills to possess from the perspective 

of students. 
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Additionally, the subsequent studies investigated the skills required based on the perceptions 

of students and graduates, which are regarded as competencies, however for the purposes of 

those studies, they were referred to as skills. Knight and Yorke (2004) undertook a study in 

which 200 students and graduates were interviewed, with the aim of eliciting their perceptions 

of important employability skills. This study makes use of the work conducted by Hillage and 

Pollard in 1998. It is used as a guide for suggesting ways of integrating the skills development 

required for employability into higher education, within the United Kingdom. In the study 

conducted by Knight and Yorke (2004), they find practical intelligence to be the best predictor 

of success at a job, along with four main constructs resulting in employability. From these 

findings, they create the USEM account of the employability model. The findings further 

suggest the following as important: understanding of the academic field; skills with regards to 

processing, such as teamwork, negotiation skills, conflict resolution, and core facets such 

creativity and self-management; as well as the ability to do self-reflection, emphasising the 

significance of psychological conditions that motivate an individual’s performance. 

 

In addition to the above, Coll and Zegwaard (2006) conducted an intrinsic study that entails 

the investigation of the perceptions of 24 desirable graduate competencies for prospective 

science and technology graduates entering the workplace, in New Zealand. The sample consists 

of 71 students, 143 graduates, 172 employers of graduates and 72 members of faculty, which 

are surveyed. Each stakeholder is asked to rate the importance of each competency given in the 

survey instrument. The science and technology student respondents rank the top five 

competencies as (1) ability and willingness to learn; (2) initiative; (3) achievement orientation; 

(4) personal planning and organisation; and (5) analytical thinking. Conversely, business 

students in the study conducted by Rainsbury et al. (2002) report five differing most important 

competencies, with the exception of ‘ability and willingness to learn’ which is ranked at 

number five in Rainsbury et al. (2002) study as opposed to number one in the study conducted 

by Coll and Zegwaard (2006) study. Furthermore, these students rank the following 

competencies as least important: (1) directiveness; (2) organisational awareness; (3) impact 

and influence on others; (4) developing others; and (5) organisational commitment.  

 

Furthermore, a study conducted by Andrews and Higson (2008) involved the interviewing of 

30 graduates and 20 employers. The results demonstrate that hard business-related skills are 

seen as important competencies. In addition, soft skills such as interpersonal skills and 
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communication are seen as vital in obtaining employment and thus, essential graduate 

competencies to have.  

 

Another study conducted by Wickramasinghe and Perera (2010) examines the perceptions of 

graduates, lecturers, and employers towards employability skills. The study findings reveal that 

graduates regard problem-solving, self-confidence and working as a team member to be the 

most important skills for employability. In making a comparison between genders both male 

and female graduates rate these skills as most important. Additionally, female students regard 

adaptability/flexibility and writing skills as more important than male students, whereas males 

rate working as a team member, decision-making and self-confidence as more important than 

female students. 

 

Additionally, a two-part study conducted by Saunders and Zuzel (2010) in Liverpool, England, 

evaluates student employability skills from the perspective of students, graduates, and 

employers. One of the main aims of the research was to assess the views of students, graduates, 

and their employers, on the nature and significance of various employability skills, and on the 

readiness of students and graduates for employment. In terms of the results of this research, 

students and graduates are asked to rate a set of skills from low to high importance and the 

following skills are listed as the top ten most important skills: technical; 

enthusiasm/willingness to learn; dependability; attention to detail; team-working; oral 

communication; understanding of concepts; self-management and cooperation (these were 

both listed as the 8th most important skills); questioning/listening; and planning and organising. 

Other skills such as problem solving, adaptability, initiative and self-awareness are rated at 

16th, 18th, 19th, and 28th respectively. The five skills that students regard as least important are 

that of networking, negotiation, creativity, leadership and commercial/business awareness.  

 

A recent study conducted by Aluko (2014) investigates the perceptions of potential graduates 

concerning employability skills and further examines the influence of gender on these 

perceptions. Students’ perceptions of the following employability skills are measured: 

analytical and critical thinking (conceptualisation and evaluation); teamwork (influencing 

others and conflict resolution); self-management (self-efficacy and work-life balance); 

communication (written and oral); problem solving (reasoning, analysing and diagnosing, and 

decision-making); and ICT knowledge and adaptability/computer use (numeracy and 

information management). The study findings demonstrate that analytical and critical thinking, 
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team-working, self-management and communication skills are the top four skills perceived as 

most important in terms of employability. Conversely, computer use/ICT knowledge and 

adaptability, as well as problem solving, are seen as least important. Gender variations are also 

examined in terms of student perceptions and it reveals that analytical and critical thinking is 

regarded as most important by both genders. Additionally, female students consider 

communication and self-management skills as more important than male students. Both male 

and female students regard ICT knowledge, adaptability, and problem solving skills to be the 

least important employability skills. Interestingly, males value teamwork more so than females 

in its importance to employability.  

 

Within the South African context, a study conducted by Raftopolous, Coetzee, and Visser 

(2009), concerns the work-readiness skills and the Fasset Sector of South Africa. The objective 

of the study was to investigate the work-readiness skills that are seen as important by both 

employers and graduates within the Fasset (Finance and Accounting Services Sector) sector. 

Raftopolous et al. (2009) uses two convenience samples viz. 24 employers and 333 graduates 

who were unemployed. Employers and graduates are asked to rate the importance of academic 

and technical skills; basic/generic/transferable skills (communication skills, personality 

characteristics, occupational skills, effective management of resources, interpersonal skills and 

teamwork, IT skills, time management skills, as well as world and local awareness skills); as 

well as work experience. Graduates rate work experience to be the least important category of 

skills/competencies to possess, and regard academic/technical skills as most important. The 

results further demonstrate that graduates perceive basic or generic skills/competencies to be 

more important than work experience. 

 

Further to the above, Coetzee (2012) undertook research within the University of South Africa 

(UNISA). A random sample of 272 students was asked about their perceptions concerning their 

graduateness. The findings suggested eight dimensions of core graduateness which comprised 

of the following: interactive skills; problem-solving and decision-making skills; continuous 

learning orientation; enterprising skills; presenting and applying information skills; goal-

oriented behaviours; ethical and responsible behaviour; and analytical thinking skills.  

 

These findings are corroborated by a study conducted by Owen (2006) which yielded similar 

competencies as important pertaining to team skills, personal skills, problem-solving skills, 

presentation skills, and communication skills. 
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Although much research investigation is needed into this matter in the South African context, 

it is evident that they do coincide with global findings concerning important competencies to 

possess for employability from the viewpoint of students. Literature also demonstrated that the 

concepts or terms, ‘skills’ and ‘competencies’ are used interchangeably. 

 

2.4 DEFINING AND CONCEPTUALISING SELF-PERCEIVED COMPETENCE 

As mentioned previously, there is discontent concerning the competence levels of graduates 

who enter the workplace. Opposing views in terms of the importance placed on certain 

competencies necessary for employability further amplifies this issue. With this in mind, it is 

also crucial that students’ perceptions of their level of competence be brought to light.  

 

As the review of the literature above has evidenced, the construct of employability is 

multifaceted and various authors have provided distinct definitions of the concept. To add, the 

construct of employability with its psychosocial, objective and subjective physiognomies, has 

been studied by numerous researchers (Fugate et al., 2004; Fugate and Kinicki, 2008; Rothwell 

et al, 2008; Van der Heijden, Boon, Van der Klink & Meijs, 2009) who have honed in on the 

temperament, attitudes, behaviours as well as external circumstances of and to individuals and 

how these affect and comprise the employability of individuals (McQuaid & Lindsay, 2005; 

De Vos, De Hauw & Van der Heijden, 2011). Further to this, a definition provided by Knight 

and Yorke (2002) also highlights four general and interconnected elements related to 

employability, two of which are beliefs of efficacy (self-theories of students as well as their 

personal attributes) and meta-cognition (self-awareness of students’ learning and their ability 

to reflect on, in and for action).  

 

These above definitions highlight self-efficacy and self-awareness as important components in 

the employability of individuals and this case, students in particular. Qenani et al. (2014), 

further note that employability is influenced by self-efficacy and self-perception and that an 

enhanced understanding of these self-concepts results in an enhanced comprehension of the 

concept of employability. Lees (2002) even goes as far as to argue that it is more important to 

place emphasis on self-efficacy and enhancing students’ self-confidence and self-awareness, 

than looking at individual skills and competencies. As suggested by Bandura in 1994 as cited 

in Qenani et al. (2014), these two concepts bare close relations and have also been regarded as 
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noteworthy predictors of each other as further purported by Berntson, Sverke, and Marklund 

(2006).  

 

In light of the current research study, the concept of self-efficacy is the main self-theory that 

frames the research in terms of its objectives pertaining to investigating perceived levels of 

competence; however, given the extrapolative relationship between self-efficacy and self-

perception, it is essential to define self-perception in part as well, insofar as it relates to 

employability. The notion of self-perception of employability is defined by Berntson et al. 

(2006) as the perceptions and beliefs that students hold in terms of the likelihood that they 

would be successful in finding full-time employment after graduating. Berntson, Naswall, and 

Sverke (2008) further add that self-efficacy lies consequently to self-perception and that 

improving the perceptions of individuals in terms of employability has an advantageous impact 

on beliefs of efficacy.  

 

As mentioned above, this research is further framed by self-efficacy and is based particularly 

on Albert Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy (1977). Many definitions for self-efficacy are 

provided, however, in keeping up with Bandura’s view, perceived self-efficacy is defined as 

the belief that an individual holds concerning their own abilities to execute certain tasks or put 

differently, the perception that one has of the level of their own competence. Bandura 

additionally states that self-efficacy beliefs mould people’s thoughts, feelings, how they inspire 

themselves, as well as their actions or behaviours (1994). Akhtar (2008) posits that self-efficacy 

is perhaps one of the most enabling models of psychology that have been embraced in positive 

psychology and further defines self-efficacy as a sanguine or positive belief in one’s 

competence or ability to achieve a given task. 

 

As highlighted by Robinson and Snipes (2009), Bandura’s theory states that self-efficacy 

affects the way in which individuals cope and handle various situations and further determines 

the emotional reactions of people towards these situations. For instance, when an individual 

has a low sense of self-efficacy, they find it difficult to acclimatise to changing contexts or 

situations and may try to even avoid situations, which require them to perform or employ 

behaviours that they feel surpass their abilities. Additionally, self-efficacy also impacts the 

levels and kinds of effort, persistence, and goals people have. Optimistic perceptions of 

efficacy are exhibited by an expectation to succeed and are characterised by perseverance 

towards completing a given task, whilst lower levels of efficacy are characterised by the 
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anticipation of failure and a lack of persistence in overcoming challenging tasks. Overall, a low 

sense of self-efficacy is likened with low levels of performance and less, conversely, high self-

efficacy equates to increased levels of performance. In relation to employability, strong levels 

of self-efficacy also impact the amount of persistence in terms of seeking job opportunities and 

reacting to them (Bandura, 1994; Bandura, 1982; Robinson & Snipes, 2009; Scholz, Doña, Sud 

& Schwarzer, 2002).  

 

As proposed by Akhtar (2008), Albert Bandura purports that efficacy beliefs stem from the 

following four sources namely: (1) mastery experiences; (2) vicarious experiences; (3) verbal 

persuasion; and (4) emotional and physiological states. Mastery experience as a source of 

efficacy belief, speaks to how mastery experiences positively impact self-efficacy. For 

example, gaining experience and finding success in completing an activity or developing a 

skill(s) would lead to enhanced belief in one’s abilities, whilst the experience of failure would 

emasculate self-belief. Vicarious experience is another factor that influences perceptions of 

self-efficacy and relates to the observations made of others’ successes and failures, usually 

those who we consider role models. Observing these successes or failures, either increases or 

decreases the belief that one has in the capacity to master tasks or develop competence. The 

third source is verbal persuasion and speaks to the notion that a strong sense of self-efficacy 

can be acquired through being persuaded by prominent people in one’s life, that one possesses 

competence in a particular area or activity. The fourth source of efficacy belief is emotional 

and somatic or physiological states. This factor explains in simple terms that your state of mind 

and body determines the perception of your self-efficacy. Hence, if an individual is a 

melancholy frame of mind or is physically rundown, this could affect his/her confidence in 

their abilities, ultimately weakening their self-belief. 

 

Given the discussion above, it is important that students’ perceptions of their capabilities in 

regard to competencies required for employability are investigated. In the context of this study, 

one of the main goals is to assess the perceptions that a select group of undergraduate students 

has concerning their level of competence in a particular set of generic employability 

competencies. Their self-efficacy or efficacy beliefs will provide an insight into how they view 

themselves and their abilities in relation to the competencies they regard in varying degrees of 

importance for employability. Whilst self-efficacy and employability are differing concepts, 

they do bare relation and overlap in that self-efficacy is able to increase employability and 
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therefore becomes crucial in the discussion around employability and the investigation thereof 

(Berntson et al., 2008; Boswell et al., 2003; Potgieter, 2012).  

 

2.4.1 STUDENTS’ SELF-PERCEIVED LEVEL OF COMPETENCE IN 

COMPETENCIES REQUIRED FOR EMPLOYABILITY 

Although a wealth of studies does not exist in terms of perceptions of students’ level of self-

perceived competence. In this vein, very few studies were found within the South African 

context, which highlights how students view their capabilities in terms of their level of 

competence, which suggests that more research may need to be done in this area in addition to 

the studies below. That said, some of the available literature will be alluded to below. 

 

A study conducted by Alibaygi, Barani, Karamidehkordi, and Pouya (2013) assesses the 

employability determinants of senior students in agricultural studies across five different 

universities west of Iran. One of the objectives of their study was to investigate the self-

perceived level of competence of the students in regards to 25 skills. A five-point Likert scale 

was used ranging from (1) not at all competent to (5) extremely competent. The following skills 

are amongst the top 15 in terms of students’ perceived level of competence: order and accuracy; 

interpersonal communication; mutual understanding; flexibility; self-confidence; lifelong 

learning; and participation as a team member. Further to this, students rate themselves with the 

least competence in the following skills: written communication, organisational commitment, 

critical thinking, and computer literacy, with computer literacy being rated with a mean of 2.88, 

which indicated only a slightly competent perceived level of competence in this skill. Overall, 

the results demonstrate that on average, students interpret themselves as being moderately 

competent in the skills required for employability with an overall mean score of 3.30 and a 

standard deviation of 0.70, which indicates that responses do not deviate too much from the 

overall mean score.  

 

Furthermore, Smith and Kruger (2008) conducted a study that assesses the generic skill levels 

of final year Business Management students at Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University in 

South Africa. The study investigated the self-perceived competence levels in terms of the 

following seven skills dimension: basic; communication; management; environmental 

awareness; intellectual; self and career management; and interpersonal skills. The findings of 

this study show that most final year students regarded themselves as being least competent in 

communication skills (conflict resolution, presentation and negotiation skills); interpersonal 



 

49 

 

skills (networking, assertiveness, working in a team); management skills (planning, organising, 

leading, controlling and decision-making skills); and intellectual skills (analysing, problem-

solving and critical reasoning skills). Skills that are perceived as least lacking relates to the 

following skills dimensions: basic skills such as IT literacy, numeracy and literacy; 

environmental awareness skills such as business awareness and ethical awareness; and self and 

career management skills – flexibility and self-confidence. Further to this, the study also 

examines differences in these perceptions based on gender, age, and full-time employment 

status. The findings suggest the following significant relationships: full-time employment and 

basic skills level; gender of students and interpersonal skills level; and level of communication 

skills and age.  

 

Jackson (2012) investigates the perceptions of Business Management undergraduates at a West 

Australian university, with regard to their capabilities in employability skills. Students rate 

their perceptions in terms of ten skills sets with some of the following corresponding 

behaviours: (1) working effectively with others (team-working, collaboration, social 

intelligence, influencing others and conflict resolution); (2) communicating effectively (verbal 

and written communication); (3) self-awareness (lifelong learning); (4) thinking critically 

(conceptualisation and evaluation); (5) analysing data and using technology (numeracy, 

technology and information management); (6) problem-solving (analysing and diagnosing, 

decision-making); (7) developing initiative and enterprise (initiative, change management); (8) 

self-management (self-efficacy, stress tolerance, self-regulation); (9) social responsibility and 

accountability (organisational awareness); and (10) developing professionalism (time 

management and goal and task management). The findings of the study suggest that the entire 

sample of students regard themselves as fairly capable in the ten skills areas. Social 

responsibility and accountability, developing professionalism, working effectively with others, 

self-management and problem-solving are skill sets in which students rate themselves most 

competent. Even though mean differences between the top and bottom five skill sets do not 

differ too significantly, students perceive themselves as less capable in critical thinking, 

developing initiative and enterprise, self-awareness, communicating effectively and analysing 

data and using technology. Additionally, the study also illustrates that first-year students rate 

themselves significantly lower than second and third-year students with regards to problem-

solving, analysing data and using technology, as well as communicating effectively. In addition 

to this, third-year students consider themselves higher in the area of self-management. 
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Another study conducted by Atfield and Purcell (2010) examines at the skills that final year 

students at the University of Warwick in England, have to offer and the skills employers seek 

and assesses in part, the self-perceived competence of said students in relation to the following 

skills: written and spoken communication, ability to work in a team, computer literacy, 

creativity, leadership skills, self-confidence, self-discipline and numeracy skills. The results 

show that students rate their competence highly in the areas of written communication, 

teamwork and computer literacy. Conversely, students’ competence is rated substantially lower 

in terms of self-confidence and self-discipline. The study findings further reveal that female 

students rate themselves lower than their male counterparts in the areas of numeracy skills, 

self-confidence, leadership, and computer literacy, whilst they regard themselves higher in 

terms of self-discipline. In terms of ethnic group and age group differences, the study cites no 

clear differences between ratings based on ethnicity and this is the same for age group 

differences, however, the older students are more inclined to rate their level of self-discipline 

higher than younger students. 

 

In a study undertaken by Saunders and Zuzel (2010) in the United Kingdom, as previously 

mentioned, the perceptions of students are examined in regard to their level of competence in 

said skills for employability. The framework entails three dimensions with corresponding skills 

namely, personal qualities, core skills, and subject knowledge, where personal qualities and 

core skills comprised of generic-type skills and qualities. Some of the skills akin to personal 

qualities are as follows: adaptability, attention to detail, commitment, cooperation, 

decisiveness, initiative, self-awareness, tolerance to stress and enthusiasm/willingness to learn. 

Additionally, some skills highlighted in the core skills dimension were written communication, 

questioning/listening, commercial/business awareness, IT, interpersonal, networking, 

planning/organising, problem-solving, self-management, team-working, and technical skills. 

That said, the study findings reveal that most of the students consider their competence as 

average or good. Competence in terms of networking, negotiation, leadership, creativity and 

commercial awareness are rated the lowest, with commercial awareness being the area of least 

competence overall. Further to this, findings also indicate that there are no notable differences 

in terms of these perceptions based on the year level of study. However, students in their third 

year of study rate themselves higher than first and second level students in terms of most of the 

skills, with the exception of tolerance to stress.  
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In another study conducted by Cavanagh, Burston, Southcombe, and Bartram (2015), 

Australian students’ perceptions concerning their employability are investigated. A select 

group of students are asked about  how work-ready or employable they are based on the 

following skills: (1) writing; (2) speaking; (3) inquiry/research; (4) critical thinking; (5) 

creative problem-solving; and (6) teamwork. The students generally feel that between their first 

year as students to their third year, there has been an improvement in terms of their ability to 

write well. Additionally, students feel that they lack courses specifically dealing with writing, 

especially in the way that employers expect. With regard to speaking skills, most of the students 

note that they want to acquire speaking skills at university that has a greater focus on work-

related scenarios, however, students generally consider themselves relatively confident about 

their speaking abilities. With regard to critical thinking, the students unequivocally believe that 

they are not work-ready in terms of the acquisition of this skill. Some students vehemently 

suggest that university teachings are not equipping them with this skill. Similarly, students also 

perceive a lack of preparedness for work situations in terms of problem-solving abilities or 

skills. They indicate that they have not received enough exposure in the development of this 

skill and would feel more confident if they develop this from their first year as students. 

 

2.5 THE RESEARCH SITE: UNIVERSITY OF THE WESTERN CAPE 

2.5.1 HISTORY AND BACKGROUND OF UWC 

The University of the Western Cape has fought with great inspiration to combat oppression, 

discrimination as well as disadvantage. The institution has been at the forefront of historical 

change in South Africa, particularly in academia, playing a unique role in aiding to develop a 

nation that is not only equitable but vibrant as well. The university’s all-encompassing, hands-

on commitment to assisting those previously disadvantaged to wholly contribute to the life of 

South Africa, birthed its primary concerns with access, equity, and quality in higher education 

(“UWC history,” 2013).  

 

UWC was first established in 1959, named the University College of the Western Cape at the 

time and was a branch of the University of South Africa for the “Coloured” population. Its first 

group of students enrolled in 1960 and by 1970, the institution officially became recognised as 

a university and was thus able to confer its own diplomas and degrees. In 1975, UWC’s first 

black Rector was appointed resulting from protest action undertaken by students and black 

academic staff alike. The institution further vetoed the apartheid ideology in its 1982 mission 

statement, an ideology on which the university was established and by 1983 UWC acquired its 
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autonomy on the same grounds as the “white” institutes. By 1987, UWC had aligned itself with 

the greater democratic movement and space for renewed curriculum, advanced research, as 

well as outreach projects, was created. In this time, the “open” admissions policy was also 

formalised which afforded an increasing number of African students with access to the 

institution and further geared it toward swift growth (“UWC history,” 2013). 

 

Subsequently, the 1990s saw UWC being typified by rich achievement as it played a significant 

role in providing opportunities to a multitude of individuals in preparing them for a broad range 

of higher-level careers; as well as in the research and development of policies in the face of the 

newfound democracy in South Africa. Additionally, in this decade, UWC was also 

characterised by its robust alignment with the future, which encompasses more attentiveness 

to excellence in the areas of teaching and learning; a renewed place alongside the upper groups 

of universities and technikons in South Africa for its research produce; as well as the onset of 

the evaluation of academic programmes and structures. These actions ultimately geared the 

institution toward the establishment of academic programmes, which provide both enhanced 

access to the working world and demonstrate an unequivocal response to nationally significant 

matters (“UWC history,” 2013). 

 

Demonstrating the capability to contend with the best and play a leading role in the social, 

economic, and intellectual life of South Africa as a nation, is a continuous challenge for UWC 

as it looks to the future. In this vein, the university as three fundamental concerns for the future: 

(1) to practise its obligation to develop and maintain a feeling of hope whilst aiding in the 

shaping of a society that is equitable and dynamic; (2) unwavering commitment to developing, 

preserving and spreading dynamic and relevant knowledge to that of a modern and ever-

changing society; and (3) the determination and capacity to act represent and enact change. It 

is UWC’s belief that its capacity to offer a nurturing space of development for both its staff 

and students and to produce and disseminate knowledge to guide intervention, is its strong suit. 

In regards to the face of UWC today, it has grown and developed exponentially since its 

inception with over twenty thousand students and staff who perform and produce first-rate 

research. The institution is home to seven faculties that provide a multitude of courses and 

programmes and in turn tertiary education ranging from certificates to doctoral degrees 

(“University of the Western Cape,” 2019). In addition to the above, UWC has achieved a rating 

again within the top one thousand universities globally in 2019; and has recently also become 

the only South African university to be recognised for its academic freedom policies, 
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interventions regarding climate change and its gender equality endeavours, obtaining rank in 

the top two hundred of the first-ever Times Higher Education University Impact Rankings 2019 

(Kruger, 2019a; Kruger, 2019b; “University of the Western Cape,” 2019). 

 

2.5.2 UWC GRADUATE ATTRIBUTES 

Graduate attributes are defined as those qualities, attitudes, values, skills, and understandings 

that a given university deems as necessary for students to develop by the time they graduate. 

These attributes extend beyond technical expertise or knowledge. They are further described 

as characteristics that aid in preparing graduates as representatives for social good or otherwise 

critical and dependable citizens who are able to contribute to the economic and social welfare 

of society (Bowden et al., 2000; Sproken-Smith et al., 2015). Broadly, graduate attributes speak 

to what employers and the world of work expects from graduates in regards to skills, 

knowledge and attitudes/dispositions, as well as the role and purpose that higher education 

plays in grooming graduates for the expectations of the working world (“Guide to embedding 

graduate attributes,” n.d.). 

 

Barrie (2004) proposes that graduate attributes consist of two tiers of which the first one 

encompasses complex interrelated elements of human capacity, and the second consisting of 

personal skills and abilities clusters. As suggested in “Guide to embedding graduate attributes” 

(n.d.), in regard to UWC, tier-one relates to generic attributes such as scholarship; citizenship 

and the social good; and lifelong learning. Tier two comprises of attributes relating to having 

or being: knowledgeable and inquiry-focused; aptly and critically literate; collaborative and 

independent; environmentally, ethically and socially active and aware; skilled at 

communicating; confident to engage across difference and interpersonally flexible. That said, 

the UWC Charter of Graduates Attributes delineates its nine respective graduate attributes in 

terms of what students should be able to do and demonstrate upon exiting the university, as 

follows: 

 Graduate Attribute 1: Scholarship 

 Graduate Attribute 2: Critical citizenship and the social good 

 Graduate Attribute 3: Lifelong Learning 

 Graduate Attribute 4: Knowledgeable and inquiry-focused 

 Graduate Attribute 5: Aptly and critically literate 

 Graduate Attribute 6: Collaborative and independent 

 Graduate Attribute 7: Environmentally, ethically and socially aware and active 
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 Graduate Attribute 8: Skilful communicators 

 Graduate Attribute 9: Confident to engage across difference and interpersonally flexible 

 

2.6 CONCLUDING REMARKS 

In conclusion, the aim of chapter 2 was to conceptualise the construct of competencies, 

employability as well as the perceptions related to employability. The concept of competencies 

was discussed in detail and placed particular emphasis on the work of Spencer and Spencer 

(1993) which will be used as the basis of measuring the perceptions of students in terms of 

competencies they regard as important for employability as well the self-perceived level of 

competence in these competencies. 

 

What became evident is the importance of understanding the construct of employability, 

considering the various schools of thought around this concept. As such, the evolution of the 

theoretical approaches was discussed at length, zooming in on literature by Gazier (2001) as 

well as de Grip et al. (2004). This highlighted the progression of the employability concept 

through several stages during the last century, namely, dichotomic employability socio-medico 

employability, manpower policy employability, flow employability, labour market 

performance employability, initiative employability and lastly, interactive employability. In 

this regard, it was pointed out that the construct of employability has many facets and no 

‘golden rule’ in terms of how it may be defined. 

 

Subsequently, the focus then shifted towards enhancing the understanding of employability by 

means of presenting various employability models. Numerous individual-level employability 

models were discussed such as Fugate et al. (2004), Fugate and Kinicki (2008), Pool and Sewell 

(2007) and Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006). The employability model established 

by Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden was of particular interest due to its competency-based 

approach to employability as the present study focuses on the use of Spencer and Spencer’s 

(1993) generic competencies to measure the perceptions of important competencies for 

employability. Following this, the rationale behind the use of Spencer and Spencer’s (1993) set 

of competencies was discussed, illustrating why the researcher chose this set of competencies 

as opposed to those provided in the Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden (2006) model.  

 

Further to this, the concept of self-perceived competence was discussed, and a theoretical 

background was provided on self-efficacy, which further frames this research study. In 
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addition, previous studies were discussed which highlighted the perceptions of students in 

terms of important competencies for employability. Lastly, studies conducted in line with 

students' self-perceived level of competence in certain employability skills and competencies 

were also discussed. These studies provided further indication of how factors such as age, 

gender, and level of study impacted the perceptions of students.  

 

In the chapter that follows, the research design and methodology by which the current study is 

informed will be delineated. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter provides an in-depth discussion of the research design and methodology of the 

study.  Firstly, the underlying research philosophy and approach will be discussed. Thereafter, 

the techniques and procedures employed in the research will be delineated i.e. description of 

the population and sample; the measurement instrument; the data collection procedure as well 

as the data analyses employed within the research. At the end of this chapter, the ethical 

considerations undertaken in the research will also be discussed and the chapter concludes with 

a summary. 

 

3.2 RESEARCH PARADIGM 

Paradigms play an important role in providing an overall framework for research and are 

otherwise regarded as the philosophical approaches to research. As purported by Creswell 

(2013) the process of research design starts with researchers making philosophical assumptions 

when choosing to conduct a study. The term “paradigm” was initially used by Thomas Kuhn 

in 1963 (Hall, 2013), who defined a paradigm as a system of beliefs, values and techniques 

shared by parties of the scientific community which provides a map influencing what kinds of 

problems scientists should tackle and the kinds of delineations that are appropriate to them. 

This definition has been expanded upon in later years and has been referred to by various 

authors as a worldview, a ‘mental model’, a view of the world in conjunction with various 

philosophical assumptions (Bryman, 2012; Creswell & Plano Clarke, 2007; Green, 2007; Hall, 

2013; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Additionally, Neuman (2011) defines a paradigm in simple 

terms as a complete system of thinking. Other authors also purport that a paradigm would 

comprise of the accepted theories, traditions, approaches, frame of reference, body of research 

and methodologies, and is also regarded as a model or framework of observation and 

understanding (Babbie, 2012; Babbie, 2011; Creswell, 2007; Rubin & Babbie, 2011). Simply 

put, a paradigm underpins research providing a foundation that encompasses the sum of beliefs 

that direct action, henceforth playing a crucial role in research.  Often, paradigms for human 

investigation are typified with regard to the ways in which they respond to two fundamental 

philosophical questions concerning the nature of reality and the nature of the relationship 

between the researcher or inquirer and who is being studied (Polit & Beck, 2012).  
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There are several types of paradigms that are commonly agreed to namely: positivism, post-

positivism, interpretivism and pragmatism (Creswell, 2007; Fisher, 2010; Hall, 2013; Myers & 

Avison, 2002). Each of these paradigms has been associated with quantitative, qualitative 

and/or mixed methodologies. For example, qualitative studies would be underpinned by the 

interpretivism philosophy and quantitative studies by the positivist philosophy. Interpretivism 

and positivism are two of the foremost paradigms used as philosophical foundations in research 

studies (Creswell, 2013; Polit & Beck, 2012). However, Bryman (2012) asserts that researchers 

be vigilant as these relationships are not rigid. Research paradigms are comprised of particular 

stances or philosophical assumptions that define and distinguish the worldviews from each 

other and they are as follows: ontology, epistemology, axiology and methodology. The 

ontological assumption refers to the nature of reality and the characteristics thereof; 

epistemology relates to the relationship that researcher is to have with the research participant; 

axiology refers to the role that the researcher’s personal values play within the research process; 

and lastly, the methodological assumption entails the process and procedures of the research 

(Hall, 2013; Ponterotto, 2002).  

 

That said, this research study was underpinned by the positivist paradigm. Positivism is a 

philosophy that subscribes to the view that only knowledge that is factual and is acquired 

through observation and measurement is deemed trustworthy (Dudovskiy, 2018). In studies 

that are philosophically positivistic, the role of the researcher is restricted to that of data 

collection and interpretation in an objective manner and the inclination of research findings in 

these studies tend to be observable and quantifiable (Collins, 2010; Dudovskiy, 2018). 

Subsequently, positivism is dependent on observations that are quantifiable and geared towards 

statistical analyses (Collins, 2010; Gill & Johnson, 2010).  Moreover, this approach to research 

has been seen as philosophy that coincides with the view of empiricism, which holds that 

knowledge is rooted in human experience (Collins, 2010). Further to this, in studies based on 

the positivistic paradigm, there are no provisions made for human interest and the researcher 

assumes an independent role in the study. In other words, in the interpretivism approach there 

is significance placed on the researcher valuing the differences between people, whereas the 

positivist approach is value-free (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016), Saunders et al. (2016) 

further purport that due to its value-free nature, the positivist approach allows the researcher to 

remain impartial to the study to the subject of the research. To add to this point, Collis and 

Hussey (2009) and Saunders et al. (2016) note that given its nature, research is likely to be 

conducted in a way similar to that of a natural scientist by viewing the data collected in an 



 

58 

 

objective, unbiased manner. Furthermore, it opined that that a general rule of positivist studies 

is to employ a deductive approach to research, given its basis in the natural sciences and 

scientific theories and the provision and generation of hypotheses to be subjected to empirical 

testing (Crowther & Lancaster, 2014; De Vos et al., 2011). This again opposes the 

phenomenology or interpretivism philosophies, which adopts an inductive approach to 

research. 

 

As mentioned previously, the present study is situated within the positivist paradigm and as 

such, was underpinned by this philosophy. That said, in terms of ontology, the researcher’s 

purpose in conducting the study was to describe, explain and compare the perceptions that 

undergraduate students hold in relation to important competencies for employability and 

further describe the level of self-perceived competence amongst these students. To this end, 

the study assumes an objective view in relation to the perceptions of undergraduate students 

and how these compare. The researcher further acknowledged that even though views of 

individuals are subjective, these views are the reality of each individual and can be objectively 

described and studied. In regards to the epistemological assumption utilised within this study, 

the researcher decided that given the purpose, objectives as well as how other previous studies 

were conducted on the subject matter, would adopt an impersonal relationship with the research 

participants, with particular regard to the way in which data was collected. Furthermore, in 

terms of the axiological assumption of positivism, the researcher subscribed to an objective 

stance in conducting the research, attaching no personal values to what is being researched, as 

the focus of the study was on the perceptions of undergraduate students. Lastly, with reference 

to the methodological assumption employed in this research, the researcher decided to make 

use of the quantitative approach which is closely linked to positivism studies, when it came to 

processes and procedures to follow in the research. To this end, the researcher utilised the 

quantitative method of administering questionnaires to elicit information from a sample of 

undergraduate students, subsequently playing the role of an investigator. Further to this, in 

order to answer the research questions posed within this study, the researcher employed the use 

of statistical analyses to interpret the quantified data and provide findings.  

 

To conclude, the researcher applied the positivist paradigm to support the inquiry into the 

researcher problem and to answer the research questions of the study. Even though explicit 

hypotheses were not set for this study given its descriptive nature, the overall processes and 

procedures used in conducting the research was quantitative and thus founded upon the 
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positivist paradigm. Moreover, the nature of this philosophy allows the researcher to remain 

objective and employ scientific rigour in the way in which the empirical study was conducted. 

Lastly, the positivist paradigm was appropriate for the study as it allowed the researcher to 

make better generalisations and comparison with the use of observations, measurements and 

numbers. 

 

3.3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Walliman and Walliman (2011) define research as an activity that encompasses determining 

that which we do not know in a systematic fashion. In defining the term methodology, Brown 

(2006) asserts that it is the philosophical framework within which research is conducted or 

founded upon. Similarly, methodology is also viewed as a framework that is connected to a 

certain set of paradigmatic assumptions that will be employed in conducting the research (O’ 

Leary, 2004). There are three types of research methodologies: quantitative; qualitative; and 

mixed methods. In contrast to the quantitative research approach, qualitative research 

methodologies emphasize gathering data through the use of a narrative approach, inductive 

reasoning and further consists of data collected by the researcher, that it is open-ended 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). Qualitative studies are founded upon the interpretivism 

paradigm (Creswell, 2013). 

 

The mixed methods approach to research entails the combination of quantitative and qualitative 

methods to collect and analyse data within a single study (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). This 

method is founded upon the pragmatic philosophical framework which opines that using both 

methods in conjunction with each other enables a better understanding of the research problem 

at hand (Bergman, 2008; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Delport & Fouche, 2011). Although 

the mixed methods approach provides enhanced, deeper understanding of a phenomenon, the 

researcher considered that in spite of its value, the approach is more time consuming and 

expensive as asserted by Foss and Ellefson (2002) and was ultimately not best suited for the 

current study. 

 

With regards to the present study, given its nature, purpose, objectives and research questions, 

data was collected in a systematic, controlled, objective and empirical manner using the 

quantitative research methodology (Burns & Grove, 2009). The quantitative approach to 

research methodology places emphasis on numerical values produced by means of statistical 

analysis and includes comparisons of means, correlations, as well as the statistical significance 
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of finds (Sekaran, 2010). Further to this, Gabriel (2013) and Babbie (2011) also states that 

quantitative research uses deductive or convergent reasoning, which means that such research 

aims to generate various ideas concerned with the research problem. Teddlie and Tashakkori 

(2009) define quantitative research as the collection of numerical data by utilising statistically 

reliable and valid instruments to gain insight into a given topic, an approach originating from 

the natural sciences (2009). As purported by Babbie (2011), the quantitative approach can be 

descriptive or experimental in nature. In a descriptive study the researcher would typically only 

determine the relationship between variables, whilst in experimental studies, causality would 

be determined.  

 

As with the aforementioned methodologies, the quantitative research approach has its pros and 

cons. As purported by Foxcroft and Roodt (2013), quantitative studies are cost effective and 

less time-consuming and given that sample sizes are larger is such studies, it allows for greater 

generalisations to be made. On the other hand, a key disadvantage to quantitative research is 

that it does not probe and seek to find deeper meaning as instruments used in this type of 

research consists of closed-ended questions. 

 

Furthermore, with reference to the current study, the objective was to assess the perceptions of 

Industrial Psychology undergraduate students within the Department of Industrial Psychology 

as the University of the Western Cape in terms of two aspects: (1) the competencies they regard 

as important for employability; and (2) their self-perceived competence in relation to the 

competencies. This was done through the use of a questionnaire instrument. The questionnaire 

instrument used was derived from literature (Rainsbury et al., 2002), particularly a previous 

study which used the same competencies as a basis for measurement of perceptions relating to 

their importance in regards to employability and the extent of their possession by students.  

The rationale behind following the quantitative methodology in this study was to examine the 

phenomenon appropriately and in a manner that is quantifiable, systematic and would result in 

finings that are surface a variety of ideas and are generalisable.  

 

3.4 RESEARCH DESIGN 

According to Bergh and Theron (2003), research design may be defined as a precise, focused 

and well-reasoned plan to guide a given research project so as to deem its results significant 

and valid. This definition is corroborated by authors such as Creswell (2008) who explains that 

research designs are regarded as the plans and procedures utilised for research, which narrows 
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down broad assumptions to a more detailed view of the methods of data collection and analysis. 

In addition to these definitions, Moule and Goodman (2014) delineate a research design as a 

plan relating to the way in which the research aims, objectives, hypothesis and research 

questions will be addressed in the study. Essentially, it is the architectural spine of the study as 

opined by Polit and Beck (2012). Further to this, Moule and Goodman (2014) purport that a 

research design may also provide direction in terms of the choice of paradigm to be used. 

 

There are various types of research designs including but not limited to: such as exploratory, 

causal, descriptive designs and cross-sectional survey designs (Bryman, 2012; Zikmund, 

Babin, Carr & Griffin, 2013). Each of these designs has their own set of identifying and 

distinguishing characteristics. Zikmund et al. (2013) differentiate between exploratory, causal 

and descriptive research designs on the basis of the following characteristics: the amount of 

uncertainty encompassing the decision situation; the main research statement; when the 

research is conducted; and the research approach used in terms of its degree of structure. Table 

3.1 on the next page outlines the characteristics of the three aforementioned types of research 

designs based on these features: 

 

Table 3.1  

Main differences between exploratory, causal and descriptive research designs 

 Exploratory 

research 

Causal research Descriptive 

research 

Amount of 

uncertainty 

encompassing the 

decision situation 

Highly degree of 

ambiguity 

Clearly defined Partially defined 

Main research 

statement 

Research question(s) Research hypotheses Research question(s) 

When the research is 

conducted 

Early stages of 

decision making 

Later stages of 

decision making 

Later stages of 

decision making 

Approach to research 

structurally 

Unstructured Highly structured Structured 

Note. Adapted from “Business research methods” by Zikmund, et al., 2012, Mason, Ohio: 

South-Western Cengage Learning. Copyright 2013 by Cengage Learning.   
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With reference to the present study, its research design was descriptive in nature making use 

of a questionnaire-based survey approach as a means of collecting data. Descriptive research 

aids in answering the research questions in a study of who, what, where and how related to a 

particular research problem (Burns & Bush, 2012). Singh (2006), further purports that 

descriptive research involves dealing with the present study and attempts to ascertain the 

significance of the phenomenon being investigated. A similar definition corroborates this view 

and further adds that the phenomenon being measured is done with no involvement from the 

researcher (Singh, 2007). Further to this, Aaker, Kumar and George (2013) opines that 

descriptive research accounts for a substantial amount of social sciences research, with the aim 

of describing a certain aspect of the researched environment in a precise and accurate manner.  

 

In light of the current study, it comprised of the administration of questionnaires to a sample 

of undergraduate students, which according to Singh (2006) and Dudovskiy (2018), forms part 

of the various types of descriptive research. Furthermore, given the study’s purpose, objectives 

and research questions, the researcher aimed to gain an accurate depiction of the perceptions 

of undergraduate students following a quantitative approach in. This approach was used as a 

means of illustrating their perceptions in terms of important competencies for employability as 

well as the extent to which they felt they possessed these competencies. This further coincides 

with the nature of descriptive research in that it attempts to cast light on present issues or 

challenges by employing a data collection process which allows the situation to be delineated 

more holistically than would otherwise be the case (Fox & Bayat, 2007). Moreover, as 

suggested by Dudovskiy (2018), the key purpose of descriptive research can be to describe, 

explain and validate research findings. That said, this coincided with the purpose of the present 

study as it aimed to describe, explain and validate the perceptions of undergraduate students 

both empirically through the use of data collection and statistical analyses, as well as by means 

of conducting and providing an extensive review of literature. Additionally, the aim of this 

study was to try to describe and determine what is as opposed to why it is and how came about, 

which according to Ethridge (2004), further characterises research that is descriptive in nature. 

 

As mentioned previously, the present study was also followed a questionnaire-based survey 

design in its approach. Jackson (2011) describes the survey method as asking individuals 

questions relating to a topic or topics and thereafter delineating their responses. Survey research 

as a strategy is generally connected with the deductive approach and is most often utilised to 

answer questions such as: who, what, where, how much and how many. As such, this strategy 
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is inclined to be employed in exploratory and descriptive research (Saunders et al., 2016). In 

the context of the current study and as mentioned previously, descriptive research was 

conducted to meet the aims of the study. Surveys allow the researcher to collect data from a 

considerable population in a particularly economical manner. Given the tendency to collect, 

questionnaire-based data, from a sample, data is distinctively standardised which results in 

drawing comparisons easily. That said, given the questionnaire-based approach used in the 

current study, it allowed the researcher to collect standardised data through administering a 

questionnaire and further enabled the researcher to derive comparisons and generalisations 

from the results (Dudovskiy, 2018; Kelley, Clark, Brown & Sitzia, 2003; Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

Saunders et al. (2016) also contends that surveys are generally viewed as authoritative in that 

it is easily understood and explained. This provided further justification for the use of this 

research strategy and design. Furthermore, authors Denscombe (2010) and Saunders et al. 

(2016) further notes that using the survey method to collect data fosters more control over the 

research process and with the use of sampling, it becomes possible to produce findings that are 

representative of the population as a whole. They further add that data collected in this manner 

is both cost-effective and can be done with a contracted period. Additionally, Salkind (2012) 

purports that this type of research strategy can yield accurate results if done appropriately and 

with minimized sampling error. Further to this, Denscombe (2010) notes that another distinct 

advantage to the use of the questionnaire-based survey method, is that it enables respondents 

from the sample group to remain anonymous. 

 

It is however, also important to note the limitations or shortcomings of survey research. 

Dudovskiy (2018) opines that one disadvantage of the survey method or strategy is that 

respondents may be unwilling to unable to provide the required information. Another 

shortcoming of the survey method is that it lends itself to human bias in that respondents may 

provide inaccurate information by conforming to socially acceptable responses (Dudovskiy, 

2018; Salkind, 2012). In addition, Mouton (2011) and Denscombe (2010) contends that a 

significant limitation of survey research lies in the fact that the data yielded is likely to be void 

of depth or detail with regards to the topic being under investigation. In other words and with 

particular reference to this current study, the researcher was able to ascertain what the 

perceptions of Industrial Psychology undergraduate students are in terms of important 

competencies for employability and their self-perceived level of competence in those 

competencies. However, knowledge of why and how those perceptions are and came about was 



 

64 

 

not obtained in the study; hence translating into the lack of depth alluded to. Other limitations 

pertain to the time spent on pilot-testing the questionnaire, data analysis, limitations regarding 

the number of questions a questionnaire can contain, and varying understanding of the 

questions asked (Dudovskiy, 2018).  

 

In light of the above limitations, the researcher aimed to minimise some of these by planning 

thoroughly and implementing the required rigour in conducting the research. In challenging the 

issue of human bias, the researcher placed emphasis on responses being strictly confidential 

and this was further addressed by respondents’ remaining completely anonymous by not 

providing their names in completing the questionnaire. Additionally, the questionnaire used 

within the study was easy to understand and could be swiftly completed. Finally, in addressing 

the limitation of respondents’ differences in understanding questions, the questionnaire 

document contained competency descriptors for each of the listed competencies in the 

questionnaire. This was used to ensure that the competencies were understood in the same 

manner by the research participants.  

 

To conclude, the study utilised a descriptive, questionnaire-based survey approach to the 

research. Based on the discussion above and given the aims, purpose and research questions 

akin to the study at hand, it justified and coincided with the use of this type of research design. 

It allowed the researcher to conduct the research in a cost-effective manner in terms of 

monetary and time resources and enabled the researcher to effectively ascertain what 

undergraduate students’ perceptions are.  

 

3.4.1 POPULATION, SAMPLE AND SAMPLING TECHNIQUES 

The aim of conducting research is to acquire information concerning the parameters of the 

population (Geel, 2012). As stated by Malhotra (2010) information concerning a population 

may be obtained by doing a consensus or a sample. A consensus considers the entire 

population, whereas sampling involves extracting information and drawing conclusions based 

on the assessment of a select group of subjects from the larger population (Burns & Bush, 2010; 

Yount, 2006; Zikmund & Babin, 2013).  

 

3.4.1.1 POPULATION 

A population is considered to be the persons, objects or events that constitute a known whole 

(Lacobucci & Churchill, 2010; Polit & Beck, 2012; Yount, 2006) and is also denoted as the 
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target population. When conducting quantitative research, it is neither practical nor possible to 

investigate all individuals within a particular population, thus requiring researchers to examine 

a sample or subset of the population. It is important to note that prior sampling, researchers 

need to take cognisance of who the population is (Geel, 2012), as this plays an important role 

in sampling (Neuman, 2011). For this study, the target population was all registered Industrial 

Psychology (IPS) undergraduate students in the Department of the Industrial Psychology at the 

University of the Western Cape. 

 

3.4.1.2 SAMPLING AND SAMPLING TECHNIQUES 

The sample of this study consisted of all first, second and final year undergraduate IPS students 

at the University of the Western Cape who participated in the study. According to Neuman 

(2011), a sample is regarded as the subset of cases chosen by the researcher from the greater 

population. Further to this, Yount (2006) and Hair, Celsi, Ortinau and Bush (as cited in Geel, 

2012) describe sampling as the process whereby the individual selected, represents the larger 

group from which they were selected, this allowing for accurate conclusions to be drawn 

concerning the larger pool. Moule and Goodman (2014) purports that the process of selecting 

a sample is important as the use of inappropriate sampling techniques tend to negatively impact 

the findings of research. There are two broad categories of sampling namely, probability and 

non-probability sampling. With the probability sampling, each member of a population has a 

known chance of being participating member in a study, chance being a key element of this 

sampling technique. Probability sampling is highly intricate in its process and is substantially 

time-consuming. Additionally, probability sampling consists of the following sampling 

techniques: simple random sampling, stratified random sampling, systematic random sampling, 

multistage random sampling, and cluster sampling (Dudovskiy, 2018). Conversely, non-

probability sampling is characterised by non-randomisation, with only select members of a 

population having a chance of participating in a study (Creswell, 2013; Dudovskiy, 2018). This 

type of sampling is regarded as more cost- and time-effective in comparison to probability 

sampling, however, it does not allow for whole population representation given its non-random, 

selective nature, thus also leading to a decreased level of generalisability in terms of the 

research findings. Some of the sampling techniques akin to non-probability sampling are: 

purposive sampling, quota sampling, snowball sampling and convenience sampling (Creswell, 

2013; Dudovskiy, 2018; Neuman, 2011; Saunders et al., 2016).   
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With reference to this study, the non-probability sampling technique was chosen using the 

convenience sampling method. Non-probability sampling is a convenient way for a researcher 

to pull together a sample which also minimises costs and time for the researcher as well 

(Latham, 2007). Dudovskiy (2018) further suggests that the convenience sample technique 

comprises of participants who are readily available and who would agree to participate in the 

study. Convenience sampling may include going to a place of business and questioning or 

surveying those subjects who agree to participate. In the context of this study, the researcher 

approached the members of the sample during their lectures. It is further noted that even though 

convenience sampling comprises of those who are readily available and accessible, the 

researcher still needs to ensure that the sample selected will represent the population the 

researcher is interested in (Latham, 2007). In terms of the present study, a convenience sample 

was gained through the accessible population, the aim being to provide a reflection of the whole 

population of interest (Babbie & Mouton, 2011). However, it is important to note that given 

the nature of non-probability sampling, research findings may not be generalisable to the entire 

population. 

 

3.5 DATA COLLECTION METHOD 

In quantitative research, research objectives are examined be means of empirical assessment 

that comprise of analytical approaches and numerical measurement (Zikmund & Babin, 2013). 

The method of data collection used in this study was the survey method, specifically 

questionnaires. This method was used to investigate the perceptions of Industrial Psychology 

undergraduate students regarding important competencies for employability as well as the 

perceived extent of possession of these competencies. 

 

A study of literature provided a foundation for the researcher to conduct the study 

quantitatively by means of a previously used list of competencies. The questionnaire instrument 

comprised of this list of competencies which required that respondents indicate their point of 

view in terms of the importance of each competency, as well as the extent to which they felt 

they possess these competencies. Further to this, the questionnaire also comprised of 

definitions or descriptions of each competency to enable the respondent to better interpret and 

understand certain competencies. The questionnaire was self-administered and was provided 

to the respondents during one of their lecture periods. The researcher considered sending the 

questionnaires to respondents via email, however, felt that the best way to reach and enhance 
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response rates, would be to hand out the questionnaires to respondents at a designated time 

within one of their lecture slots. 

 

3.5.1 QUESTIONNAIRE INSTRUMENT DESIGN AND FORMAT 

The questionnaire utilised in this study was adapted from a study undertaken by Rainsbury et 

al. (2002), which assessed the way students and graduates ranked workplace competencies. 

The workplace competencies listed in their questionnaire were derived from the works of 

Spencer and Spencer (1993) who provided a set of generic competencies; as well as from other 

literature, such as computer literacy and written communication (See Appendix B). The use of 

Spencer and Spencer’s (1993) competencies in the Rainsbury et al. (2002) study was deemed 

applicable given its generic nature and relevance to the topic of employability and 

competencies pertinent thereto. The present study made use of the Rainsbury et al. (2002) 

questionnaire as it spoke to competencies directly and encompassed the competencies relevant 

to and in line with literature around the issue of employability. Furthermore, for purposes of 

this study, the questionnaire was adapted slightly so as to allow the researcher better answer 

the research questions pertinent to the current study. Firstly, the rating scale used in the present 

study comprised of a five-point itemised rating scale as opposed to the seven-point Likert scale 

used in the aforementioned study. Secondly, the researcher added an additional question to the 

questionnaire, which assessed respondents’ level of competence in the competencies listed in 

the questionnaire. Thirdly, the researcher included the following demographic variables to 

specifically answer the researcher questions of the study: gender, age, faculty enrolment, work 

experience and year level of study; and ethnicity and first language spoken were also included 

but not related to the research questions. This adaptation enabled the researcher to further meet 

the objectives of the study and answer the corresponding research questions. 

 

3.5.2 PILOT STUDY 

A pilot study is one which is conducted at a smaller scale, prior to that of the main study. The 

use of a pilot study allows for ascertaining the feasibility of conducting a study; the 

appropriateness of the sampling frame; the suitability of the measuring instrument to the actual 

field conditions; identification of any complications or unforeseen issues with the instrument; 

the examination of the accuracy and applicability of the instrument; as well as for the 

determination of the adequacy and applicability of the methodology (Babbie & Mouton, 2010; 

McDaniel & Gates, 2010; Singh, 2007; Welman, Kruger & Mitchell, 2005). The questionnaire 

used by Rainsbury et al. (2002) did not report on any reliability and validity statistics. That 
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said, the researcher conducted a pilot study to determine the appropriateness of the measuring 

instrument that was used as a quantitative means of data collection for this study and to test it 

statistically as well. As previously stated, the measuring instrument utilised within this study 

was adapted from a study previously done by Rainsbury et al. (2002). The instrument used 

comprised of a list of 24 competencies as reflected in table 3.2 below: 

 

Table 3.2  

List of competencies provided by the Rainsbury et al. (2002) study  

1. Teamwork & Cooperation 

2. Developing others 

3. Flexibility 

4. Directiveness 

5. Relationship building 

6. Team leadership 

7. Conceptual thinking 

8. Analytical thinking 

9. Technical expertise 

10. Self-control 

11. Organisational awareness 

12. Organisational 

commitment 

13. Concern for order, quality 

and accuracy 

14. Interpersonal 

understanding 

15. Impact and influence on 

others 

16. Self-confidence 

17. Initiative 

18. Information seeking 

19. Customer service 

orientation 

20. Achievement orientation 

21. Ability and willingness 

to learn 

22. Written communication 

23. Computer literacy 

24. Personal planning & 

organising skills 

 

The pilot study included second year industrial psychology students enrolled in the Department 

of Industrial Psychology at the University of the Western Cape. The questionnaire was 

administered to 20 students (N=20). Each respondent was requested to also provide 

commentary and suggestions regarding the format and wording of the questionnaire. They had 

a clear understanding of what was expected of them in and throughout the questionnaire and 

mentioned that they appreciated the descriptors provided for each competency. Furthermore, 

the researcher decided to test the reliability of the scores of this employability scale instrument, 

to determine its adequacy for use within this study, by means of testing its internal consistency. 

Given that the questionnaire was measuring perceptions of importance and self-perceived level 

of competence in two separate questions, both questions’ scores were measured for internal 

consistency. That said, the researcher conducted a reliability test via Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences (SPSS) version 25, using the Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient indicator. Given 

the nature of the questionnaire being that of a list of competencies, subscales could not be 

demonstrated and tested for. In other words, the question related to perceptions of important 
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competencies for employability, could be seen as an entire employability scale consisting of 

24 competencies; and the question related to self-perceived level of competence, could be seen 

as an entire scale in that regard, measuring levels of competence. The reliability test for the 

question measuring perceptions of importance yielded an overall Cronbach alpha coefficient 

of 0.87. It is recommended that the Cronbach alpha coefficient of a scale should be 0.7 and 

above to be regarded as acceptable (DeVellis, 2003), hence the instrument used within this 

study indicated a good coherence of items amongst each other. Likewise, the reliability test 

conducted on the question related to levels of self-perceived competence yielded an overall 

Cronbach alpha coefficient of 0.88, also indicating a good sense of internal consistency. 

 

The aim of the pilot study was only to measure the internal consistency, but also to ascertain 

whether the content in the way that it was asked and structured, was coherent, easily understood 

and relevant. This meant that the pilot study aided in determining and improving the content 

validity of the instrument. As a means of further improving the content validity of the 

questionnaire, the researcher provided a list of competency descriptors that described each 

competency listed within the questionnaire. Feedback obtained suggested that the competency 

definitions provided at beginning of Section B of the questionnaire facilitated a better 

understanding and enabled a more accurate response based on enhanced understanding of the 

competency item.  

 

That said, the pilot study demonstrated that the study and its concepts as a whole had merit and 

that the quantitative measuring instrument used to elicit information from research participants, 

was adequate, clearly understood and applicable to the context of the study. 

 

3.5.3 QUESTIONNAIRE FORMAT 

The questionnaire comprised of two sections. Section A required the respondents to elicit 

certain biographical details such as: age, gender, faculty enrolment, ethnicity, work experience, 

year level of study and first language spoken. The intention behind these questions, with the 

exception of ethnicity and first language spoken, was to determine whether there were 

variances in responses based on these designations, to ultimately be able to answer research 

questions pertaining to this aspect. Thereafter, Section B comprised of two questions essential 

to the answering of the research objectives: (1) the importance of each competency for 

employability; and (2) the extent to which respondents felt they possessed these competencies. 

Additionally, Section B started with a competency descriptor dictionary (see Appendix B). This 
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dictionary served the purpose of enabling the respondents to better understanding a particular 

competency if they were unclear of its exact meaning. For example, conceptual thinking was 

described as pattern recognition, insight, critical thinking, problem definition, can generate 

hypotheses, linking. This descriptor served to enable the respondent to better understand what 

conceptual thinking as a competency entails. 

 

In terms of the interpretation of the instrument, a rating scale was used to assess the data 

obtained from the questionnaires. Items were rated on a five-point itemised rating scale to 

determine the students’ perceptions of both the important competencies for employability and 

the extent to which they felt they possessed these competencies. The ratings for each subsection 

of Section B ranged as depicted in table 3.3 below: 

 

Table 3.3  

Rating scales for section B1 and B2 of the questionnaire  

SECTION B1:  

PERCEIVED IMPORTANCE OF EACH 

COMPETENCY FOR EMPLOYABILITY 

SECTION B2:  

PERCEIVED LEVEL OF POSSESSION OF 

THESE COMPETENCIES 

1 = Not at all important 1 = very poor 

2 = slightly important 2 = below average 

3 = moderately important 3 = average 

4 = quite important 4 = above average 

5 = critically important 5 = excellent 

 

Respondents were required to indicate one rating per item be means marking their answer with 

an “X”. The use of this type of scale allowed the researcher collect and analyse data in an 

organised, efficient manner and given its nature, it enabled item responses to be coded 

accordingly without the need to develop specific codes for responses. The responses provided 

in Section B by the research participants, allowed the researcher to insight into the opinions of 

students regarding what they felt were important competencies to possess upon entering the 

workplace, as well as how they viewed the level of their possession of these competencies.  
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3.5.4 QUESTIONNAIRE ADMINISTRATION 

There are two main approaches to conducting surveys: (1) Personal approach and (2) Self-

administered approach. The researcher anticipated that the self-administered approach would 

be best suited in collecting the quantitative data for this study. The paper-and-pencil technique 

in the self-administered approach was used as the researcher expected the target respondents 

to be easily accessible in and during their lecture times. Prior to the administration of the 

questionnaire, the researcher approached the respective lecturers to obtain permission to hand-

out the questionnaires to students on a specified date and time. During the administration 

session, clear instructions were provided, and these instructions were referred to once again in 

the questionnaire to ensure that respondents knew exactly what was expected of them. Even 

though this approach to conducting the survey was more expensive than the costs associated 

with email administration of questionnaires, the researcher knew that in order to increase the 

chances of obtaining the desired responses, the best way was to administer the questionnaire 

during a lecture period.  

 

The respondents were asked to complete sections A and B. In section A they had to provide 

some demographic information and in section B they were asked two questions: (1) to rate the 

importance of each listed competency for employability; and (2) to rate each listed competency 

in terms of their perceived level of possession of these competencies. Respondents were asked 

to rate the competencies on the five-point itemised rating scale, on the basis of their 

perceptions. Any and all incomplete questionnaires were excluded, this meaning that only 

completed questionnaires were utilised in the research study. 

 

3.6 DATA ANALYSIS 

The responses obtained from the various methods employed in the study were analysed by the 

researcher in conjunction with an expert in the field of statistical analysis to ensure that data 

analysis was done as accurately as possible. The information obtained was numerically coded. 

For purposes of coding the data, the researcher made use of Microsoft excel to record the 

quantitative data and export it to SPSS (version 25 by IBM). Once the data had been exported 

to Microsoft excel, it was then coded by assigning number values to the responses provided in 

section A of the questionnaire, and then categorising the data obtained from section B based 

on the itemised rating scales used.  
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The data collected was analysed with the use of the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

programme (SPSS - version 25). As the programme dictates, each questionnaire was allocated 

a number as well as each question within the questionnaire. As mentioned above, responses in 

section B of the questionnaire were coded and analysed according to their itemised rating scale 

ranges which were from 1 to 5. The data analysis process entails breaking down the data as a 

means of attaining answers to the research questions asked and further aids in providing 

appropriate and pertinent recommendations and conclusions (Geel, 2012).  

 

Descriptive statistics was used as one means of analysing the quantitative data obtained. 

Zikmund and Babbin (2013) assert that even though descriptive statistics are simple in nature, 

they provide a powerful means of summarising responses from a large pool of respondents in 

several simple statistics. The researcher made use of descriptive methods to describe, analyse 

and summarise the numerical data in order to make the information more manageable as well 

as to make inferences concerning the characteristics of the entire population of interest (Babbie 

& Mouton, 2011; Fouche and Bratley, 2011; Zikmund & Babbin, 2013). Further to this, the 

data was demonstrated in tabular and graphic form. Firstly, the researcher made use of means, 

standard deviations and minimum and maximum ranges to attach value and meaning to the 

data and thereafter reported on the relationships between the study findings and what literature 

had pointed out that either supported or opposed these findings.  

 

In addition to the above, the researcher assessed the mean scores of the competencies regarded 

as most important for employability as well as the mean scores of the perceived level of the 

possession of these competencies, by means of providing a ranking of the ratings. The intention 

behind this was to provide further explanation of the research findings. 

 

Additionally, inferential statistics were also used to enable the researcher to make certain 

inferences and to specifically test for significant differences in the means. The use of inferential 

statistics further enabled the researcher to answer pertinent questions pertaining to this 

research. As such, to compare mean differences, t-tests are used (Field, 2013; Pallant, 2011). 

In the case of this research, Welch’s t-test was used to compare the mean differences between 

two independent groups. This statistic is robust to unequal variances as well as homogeneity 

of variance violations and Delacre, Lakens and Leys (2017) argue that given the robustness of 

the Welch’s t-test to these violations and that equal variances are not often retained in 

psychological research, it should be used as a default. Delacre et al. (2017) and Lakens (2015) 
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further purport that assumptions of normality are not of particular concern when using the 

Welch t-test if the sample is big enough and would be preferable to use over non-parametric 

tests such as the Mann-Whitney-U test, as these tests assume that group would have the same 

distribution. Therefore, when conducting the data analysis and running the independent 

samples t-test in SPSS, the “equal variances not assumed” numerical data were referred to for 

analysis, reporting and interpretation. Furthermore, this test was used in assessing whether 

significant differences exist in groups of respondents based on their gender or in the event that 

an independent variable had only two categories from which to draw conclusions based on too 

few samples being available for that category. 

 

In addition, to compare the mean scores of groups with three or more levels, one-way analysis 

of variance (ANOVA) tests were used as suggested by Pallant (2011). More specifically, the 

Welch’s ANOVA was used in determining whether statistically significant differences were 

present. Welch’s ANOVA was used as it does not assume that variances are equal and further 

accounts for unequal group sizes (Frost, 2019). Additionally, the test is also robust to non-

normal data distributions provided that sample sizes per group meet certain requirements 

(Frost, 2019). Frost (2019) suggests that in using the one-way ANOVA parametric analysis for 

data that is not normally distributed, if there are 2 to 9 categorical groups being compared, each 

group should have more than 15 observations. Additionally, in order to further assess whether 

the use of the Welch ANOVA was appropriate, a Kruskal-Wallis test was run to consider any 

discrepancies, particularly in terms of results which indicated statistically significant 

differences. In light of the above, the researcher chose to use the Welch ANOVA as a method 

of statistical analysis as it possesses good statistical power in lieu of the aforementioned 

situations, providing that the respective conditions were met and warranted for its use.  

 

Furthermore, to identify statistically significant differences between specific groups, the 

Games- Howell post-hoc test was used. As suggested by Field (2013) in research that has no 

set hypotheses, post-hoc tests are ideal and used to further describe exactly where the 

significant differences lie. That said the researcher made use of the Games-Howell post-hoc as 

it coincides with the use of the Welch’s ANOVA; does not require equal variances, equal 

samples sizes or normality (Field, 2013; Frost, 2019).  

 

Concerning the use of the Welch t-test as well as the Welch ANOVA test, it was not necessary 

to consider Levene’s test results as both tests account for unequal variances in the sample. If 
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this study did consider the Levene’s test results then if the assumption of homogeneity of 

variances were violated, the unequal variances assumed t-test for equality of means p-value 

would be used for interpretation, and likewise, when the assumption was not violated, the equal 

variances assumed t-test for equality of means p-value would be used for interpretation. 

However, for the present study this was not necessary.   

 In terms of statistical significance, the value was set at a 95% confidence interval for the 

present study, where findings of p ≤ 0.05, were regarded as statistically significant. 

Additionally, effect sizes were calculated to determine practical significance. Pallant (2011) 

cautioned that just because a statistically significance is found, does not make it a practical one, 

hence the need to account for practical significance when interpreting the research findings. 

Two types of effect sizes were calculated namely: Cohen’s d (d) and omega-squared (ώ2). 

Cohen’s d was used to measure the effect sizes of the t-tests used for statistical analysis and 

conversely, the omega-squared estimator was used to measure the effect sizes in regards to the 

ANOVA tests utilised.  

 

Further to the above, Cohen (1988) cautiously suggested the following benchmarks for 

interpreting the size of these effects: d = 0.2 (indicates a small effect size); d = 0.5 (indicates a 

moderate effect size); and d = 0.8 (indicates a large effect size). That said, for purposes of this 

study d values of 0.5 and higher were regarded as practically significant when assessing the t-

tests results. 

 

As mentioned above, the omega-squared estimate was calculated as opposed to the eta squared 

estimate, when measuring the effect sizes of the findings from the Welch ANOVA tests. Some 

authors have suggested this as the less biased statistic to use in measuring effect sizes which 

corrects for the eta-squared estimator which tends to be biased towards population parameter 

miscalculation (Glen, 2016; Lakens, 2013; Yigit & Mendes, 2018). Additionally, Levine and 

Hullet (2002) further added proposed that the omega-squared estimates tend to demonstrate 

less bias particularly in situations where for instance, the size of the sample is small or when 

there are too many group levels in the independent variables. Given the above, the researcher 

chose to use this estimate within the present study. That said, the omega-squared formula 

utilised within in this study was derived from Carroll and Nordholm in 1975 (as cited in Lakens, 

2015; Troncoso Skidmore & Thompson, 2013) and provided a simple means of finding ώ2 and 

is as follows: 
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ώ2 = 
𝐹−1

𝐹+ 
𝑁−𝐽+1

𝐽−1

   

 

where:  

F = the F statistic 

N = the total sample size 

J = the number of groups 

 

In regards to the benchmarks for interpreting the effect sizes for the ANOVA, Cohen cautiously 

prudently proposed the following: ώ2 = 0.01(illustrates a small effect); ώ2 = 0.06 (illustrates a 

medium/average effect); and ώ2 = 0.0138 (illustrates a large effect). For the purposes of this 

study, ώ2 values of ώ2 ≤ 0.06 was seen as being substantially or practically significant. 

   

3.7 RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY OF THE INSTRUMENT 

In order for the interpretations of data collected to be deemed valuable, the measuring 

instruments used to collect the data must be both valid and reliable (Gay, Mills & Airasian, 

2009). As such, subsections 3.6.1 to 3.6.3 below, will discuss these concepts as they relate to 

the quantitative and qualitative data collection instruments used in this study. 

 

3.7.1 RELIABILITY 

The term reliability refers to the consistency of a measurement and denotes the extent to which 

results obtained over different forms of the same instrument or occasions of the data collection 

are consistent (Creswell, 2009; Lacobucci & Churchill, 2010; Zikmund & Babbin, 2013). 

Further to this, Zikmund & Babbin (2013) purport that reliability is indicative of the internal 

consistency of a measure. Internal consistency is utilised to examine the reliability of a scale 

whose items are summed to establish a total score. According to Malhotra (2010) internal 

consistency can be measured by means of split-half reliability and alpha coefficient or 

otherwise referred to as Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (α). With split-half reliability, items on 

the scale are split into two halves and these resultant scores are then correlated. With regards 

to the coefficient alpha, this illustrates the variability of different items. Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient may be used to assess internal consistency when items are not scored with the use 

of dichotomous ratings, for instance by answering ‘yes or no’ or ‘true or false’ (Geel, 2012). 

Cronbach Alpha is a measure of reliability that ranges from 0 to 1, where scales that illustrating 

alpha coefficients equal to or greater than 0.7 are seen as having good or acceptable reliability. 
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Conversely, scales with alpha coefficient values less than or equal to that of 0.6 are regarded 

as having poor reliability (Field, 2005; Zikmund & Babin, 2013).  

 

According to Delport (2005) there are four potential ways in which to enhance the reliability 

of instruments and they are as follows: 

 Creating an unambiguous, clear theoretical delineation for each construct and ensuring that 

each measure is indicative of only one particular concept; 

 Adding to the level of measurement indicators, making it an enhanced and accurate level of 

measurement; 

 Making use of several variable indicators for instance using two or more to measure each 

facet of the variables’ facets; and 

 Employing pilot studies, replications and pre-tests. 

 

In the current research study, the researcher performed a pilot study of the questionnaire 

instrument to establish whether the questions were worded correctly and clearly understood 

and to establish internal consistency of the measuring instrument. As mentioned previously, 

internal consistency can be measured by means of split-half reliability and Cronbach’s alpha 

coefficient (α), and in the present study, the latter was used to ascertain internal consistency.  

 

Given the nature of the questionnaire being similar to that of a “checklist”, there was no need 

to test for the reliability of scores according to subscales, however, the overall internal 

consistency of item scores were measured. This provided the researcher with an overall 

depiction of the reliability of the instrument. A computed total score of 24 items yielded an α 

of 0.87, indicating an acceptable reliability of the measuring instrument. 

 

3.7.2 VALIDITY 

Validity is concerned with the degree to which an instrument accurately depicts a construct and 

whether it measures what it is intended to measure (Gay et al., 2009; Zikmund and Babbin, 

2013). The concept of validity is also described as the extent to which conclusions drawn from 

the scores of a measure are supported by evidence. Further to this, it is also regarded as the 

degree to which the general research design is both satisfactorily executed and scientifically 

sound (Cascio & Aguinis, 2005; Struwig & Stead, 2001). As asserted by Hair et al., (2013), 

validity is important as scales that are considered reliable are not automatically regarded as 

valid. Although it is not possible to prove the true validity of a measuring instrument, it could 
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be agreed upon and the accuracy thereof may be deduced by means of methods such as face 

validity, content validity, construct validity and internal and external validity. In the present 

study, the researcher used a combination of face validity and content validity to ensure the 

overall validity of the questionnaire and assessed the overall internal and external validity as 

well. However, definitions of the other forms of validity are provided as well. 

 

3.7.2.1 FACE VALIDITY 

Face validity is described as a means of verifying hat instrument provides the appearance of 

measuring a construct of a particular study (Grove, Burns & Gray, 2013). This type of validity 

is not generally viewed as a technical form of validity in that it determines whether an 

instrument measures what it appears to measure (Brink, 2006; Delport, 2002; Foxcroft & 

Roodt, 2005). It is further referred to as where the measuring instrument being used is 

measuring the target construct (Polit & Beck, 2012). Parahoo (2006) also denote face validity 

as a form of content validity which encompasses providing a questionnaire to anyone, even 

those not necessarily experts on the subject matter, who then browses through the instrument 

to determine if the instrument seems to measure the phenomenon under investigation. Even 

though this form of validity is not technical in nature, it is however a desirable attribute for a 

measuring instrument to possess. Put simply, face validity is an assessment of whether an 

instrument measures what it is intended to measure, at first glance. With regards to the current 

study, a questionnaire was used to ascertain data for the quantitative portion of the study. As 

such, the face validity of the questionnaire was assessed and ensured by seeking the opinions 

of three individuals, one of whom was familiar with the subject matter and two of whom were 

not. These individuals were asked to provide feedback on the overall layout of the 

questionnaire, assessing whether questions and instructions were clearly understandable.   

 

3.7.2.2 CONTENT VALIDITY 

Babbie and Mouton (2011) describe content validity as the extent to which the tools of 

measurement covers the scope of meanings encompassed within the concept. Content validity 

is further defined as an assessment of the extent to which the tool of measurement includes all 

of the major elements of the concept being measures (Burns & Grove, 2009). In terms of 

measuring content validity, Burns and Grove (as cited in Yaghmale, 2003) states that content 

validity can be obtained by means of literature, population representatives and experts. With 

regards to the current study, an extensive literature review was conducted by the researcher to 

ensure that the competencies listed in the questionnaire were relevant to the topic of 
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employability. Furthermore, three individuals who are adept in the concepts of competencies 

and how they relate to employability were also consulted. Lastly, in order to determine and 

ensure the validity of the questionnaire and its content, a pilot study was conducted as 

mentioned in section 3.5.2. The pilot study enabled the researcher to assess and enhance the 

content validity of the study. 

 

3.7.2.3 CONSTRUCT VALIDITY 

As according to Polit and Beck (2012), constructs are abstractions or concepts deliberately 

invented by researchers for a specific scientific purpose. That said, construct validity is 

regarded as an assessment of whether the instrument actually measures the theoretical construct 

that it purports to measure (Burns & Grove, 2009). Given the checklist-type nature of the 

questionnaire, statistical determination in terms of ascertaining factors that exist, was not 

conducted. The competency items being used to measure perceptions of critical competencies 

for employability, do not belong to a particular dimension, they are merely listed and required 

to be rated accordingly.  

 

3.8 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Ethical considerations of the research pertain to critical aspects such as anonymity, 

confidentiality, and informed consent. In making sure that the questionnaires are ethical in 

nature, participants will not be asked to provide their names and/or student numbers. Prior to 

distributing the questionnaires, the quantitative phase participants were informed that all their 

responses would remain anonymous and all results produced would only be analysed for 

purposes of the study. In respect of the respondents who participated in the qualitative phase 

of the study, their complete anonymity could not be guaranteed due to the fact that they were 

interviewed. The issue around confidentiality may be linked to two philosophical principles 

around ethics known as autonomy and respect for the dignity of others, as well as non-

maleficence.  

 

The principle of autonomy and respect for dignity of others forms the philosophical background 

to the notion of “informed consent” and speaks to the right to anonymity and confidentiality 

for the participant. Non-maleficence entails the obligation to do no harm or engage in behaviour 

that may adversely affect others (Wassenaar, 2006). Hence, in adhering to these principles, 

participants within the quantitative phase of the study were ensured in writing and during the 

administration session of the questionnaire, that their views and information would be held 
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under strict confidentiality and it was further disclosed that for the sake of the research and 

adding value to it, the researcher would use a summation of their results in developing a set of 

interview questions to ask a small group of research participants who were also party to the 

research. On this note, students were informed that they would not be subjected to undue harm. 

In terms of the respondents who participated in the qualitative phase of this study, 

confidentiality of the results was also ensured both in writing and verbally at the beginning of 

the interviews.  

 

Further to this, participants were also informed that their responses would be noted and seen 

only by the researcher and that the information they provide will be held in complete 

confidence. Along with this, the voluntary nature of this process was also communicated, 

indicating that completion of/or participation in the study was fully voluntary and that the 

researcher would only allow participation based on complete and informed consent. The aspect 

of informed consent speaks to the ethical principle of beneficence. Beneficence as a principle 

suggests the act of ensuring that the study undertaken is beneficial to not only the participants 

but society as well and is also denotes displaying acts of ‘goodness’ to others (Kinsinger, 2010). 

When participants give their consent to participate in a study, they are assuming a risk, and the 

duty of the researcher is to then ensure that the risk coincides with the benefits of the research, 

at the very least. That said, participants were enlightened as to why the research is being 

conducted and what is hoped to be achieved through the study.  This was communicated in the 

form of an information sheet that was distributed to all participants in the study. 

 

Additionally, the researcher aimed at all times to remain objective and to report on both the 

quantitative and qualitative data, as it was provided. To reduce the possible bias of the 

researcher and how this may have influenced the research findings, the researcher decided to 

involve certain individuals who were experts in working with data analysis and had experience 

of the topic at hand. The reporting of the data was done anonymously, wherein of the 

questionnaire respondents, their responses would be coded and interpreted in that way.  

 

3.9 CONCLUSION 

To conclude this chapter delineated the research methodology and design that was utilised in 

this study. The methodology and design of this research was guided by the positivist paradigm. 

Quantitative research was conducted with the aim of meeting the objectives of the study and 

answering the research questions. A questionnaire instrument was used to measure the 
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perceptions of undergraduate IPS students in terms of important competencies for 

employability and their level of self-perceived competence in relation to these competencies. 

Statistical techniques were used to analyse the quantitative data that was obtained.  

 

Further to this, to validity of the questionnaire instrument, content validity on the items and 

overall content of the questionnaire was done. In addition to this, Cronbach alpha coefficients 

were used to determine the internal consistency of the measurement of the instrument and this 

result was obtained through the piloting of the questionnaire instrument. The chapter drew to a 

close with a discussion around the ethical considerations that were acknowledged in and during 

the process of this research study. As a final point, the research methodology and design has 

attended to pertinent questions relating to how this research was executed as well as the 

rationale behind the choice of these methods. Chapter 4 subsequently follows this chapter and 

delineates the results and findings obtained from this research.  
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CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION OF RESULTS 

  

4.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents the results of the research study obtained by means of an analysis of the 

data. As mentioned previously, the research design was descriptive and quantitative, making 

use of a questionnaire instrument as a means of collecting the data. The use of the questionnaire 

instrument enabled the researcher to meet the objectives of the study and answer the research 

questions thereof as well. The results are presented by means of descriptive and inferential 

statistics.  

 

4.2 DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS ANALYSIS  

4.2.1 DEMOGRAPHIC VARIABLES  

This section illustrates the descriptive information of the demographic variables of the sample 

of 151 respondents who participated in the research study and completed section A of the 

questionnaire instrument. The sample profile is delineated by means of the following 

demographic variables: gender, age, faculty enrolled in, ethnicity, work experience, year level 

and first language. The rationale behind the use of these variables was to firstly profile the 

sample and secondly, to examine how some of these variables influenced the perceptions of 

important competencies required for employability as well as the levels of self-perceived 

competence. The respective tables and figures that follow, illustrate the demographic profile of 

the sample of IPS undergraduate students. 
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4.2.1.1 Gender profile of sample 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As can be seen from figure 4.1, males constituted 32.5% of the sample, whilst females 

comprised of 67.5% of the sample (n=151).  

 

4.2.1.2 Age distribution of the sample 

Table 4.1  

Age profile of IPS undergraduate students 

Age groups Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

Under 20 37 24.5 24.5 24.5 

20-25 years 106 70.2 70.2 94.7 

26-30 years 5 3.3 3.3 98.0 

Over 30 years 3 2.0 2.0 100.0 

Total 151 100.0 100.0  

 

In terms of the age profile of the sample, of the questionnaires obtained, 24.5% were under 20 

years of age. Additionally, respondents between the ages of 20-25 years accounted for 70.2% 

of the sample (n=151). Respondents between the ages of 26-30 years comprised of 3.3%, whilst 

respondents over the age of 30 years comprised of only 2%. Overall, it can be seen that the 

sample consisted of respondents predominantly between the ages of 20-25 years. 

Figure 4.1. Gender profile of IPS undergraduates students 
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4.2.1.3 Faculty enrolment profile of the sample 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Furthermore, the figure above also depicts the composition of IPS undergraduate student 

enrolled in the Faculty of Arts and Economic and Management Sciences. It further illustrates 

that 70.9% of the respondents were registered in the EMS faculty, whilst only 29.1% of the 

sample comprised of Arts faculty enrolment. 

 

4.2.1.4 Ethnicity profile of the sample 

 

 

Figure 4.2. Faculty Enrolment of the sample 

Figure 4.3. Ethnicity profile of the sample 
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In addition, the ethnicity profile of the respondents was categorised based on the ethnic 

groupings pertaining to the South African context. Respondents were asked to specify the 

ethnic group to which they belonged with the following options: Black African, Coloured, 

Indian, Asian and White. Figure 4.3 provides a profile of the ethnicity of the respondents. Of 

the 151 respondents, 55 (36.4%) of the respondents indicated that they were Black African, 

whilst 88 (58.3%) of the respondents that they were of Coloured ethnicity. Respondents of 

Indian ethnicity comprised of 2.6%, 1.3% of the sample indicated Asian ethnicity and this was 

the same for respondents of White ethnicity. 

 

4.2.1.5 Work experience profile of the sample 

 

 

The work experience variable was categorised by full-time, part-time and no work experience. 

Of the questionnaires obtained, 32.5% of respondents noted that they have no work experience. 

Additionally, 22.5% of respondents specified having full-time work experience and 45% 

indicated having part-time work experience. Overall, it can be seen 67.5% of the sample of IPS 

undergraduate students have work experience in either full-time and/or part-time capacities. 

 

Figure 4.4. IPS undergraduates’ work experience profile 
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4.2.1.6 Year level of study profile of the sample 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The profile of the sample based on the year level of study is also depicted in figure 4.5. 

Respondents fell into one of three categories namely, first year, second year or third year. As 

the table and figure suggests, 29.8% of the respondents were in their first year of study, 26.5% 

were at the second year level and 43.7% were in their third year level of study. First and second 

year level students proved most difficult to reach, whilst third year students were more easily 

reachable, this due to class attendance and hence the varying amounts in this profile. 

 

4.2.1.7 First language spoken profile of the sample 

Table 4.2 

First language profile of the IPS undergraduate students  

Language Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 

English  87 57.6 57.6 57.6 

isiXhosa 32 21.2 21.2 78.8 

isiZulu 8 5.3 5.3 84.1 

Afrikaans 17 11.3 11.3 95.4 

Sesotho 2 1.3 1.3 96.7 

Siswati 1 .7 .7 97.4 

Xitsonga 2 1.3 1.3 98.7 

Northern Sotho 2 1.3 .3 100.0 

Total 151 100.0 100.0  

 

Figure 4.5. Year level of study description of the sample 
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The last demographic question asked respondents to specify their first language spoken 

pertaining to the eleven official languages of South Africa. As suggested in table 4.2, English, 

isiXhosa, Afrikaans and isiZulu were the four most indicated first languages, comprising of 

57.6%, 21.2%, 11.3% and 5.3% respectively, with a cumulative percentage of 95.4%. In 

addition to this, Sesotho, Xitsonga and Northern Sotho comprised of 1.3% respectively, whilst 

Siswati comprised 0.7% of the sample. 

 

4.2.2 ITEM DESCRIPTIVES ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

This section illustrates the descriptive information of the item variables reflected in questions 

one and two of section B in the questionnaire instrument. The descriptive statistics are 

delineated by means of the mean, mode, standard deviation and minimum and maximum 

scores. The rationale behind the use of these descriptive statistics were to give meaning to the 

data collected and aid in answering the research questions of the study pertaining to the 

perceptions of important competencies required for employability and the levels of self-

perceived competence in these competencies. 

 

4.2.2.1 RESEARCH QUESTION 1: WHAT ARE THE PERCEPTIONS OF IPS 

UNDERGRADUATES STUDENTS REGARDING IMPORTANT 

COMPETENCIES TO POSSESS FOR EMPLOYABILITY?   

Question B.1 of the questionnaire asked the sample of IPS undergraduate students to rate 24 

listed competencies in terms of their importance for employability based on the following 

categories: not at important (1); slightly important (2); moderately important (3); quite 

important (4); and critically important (5). The 24 competencies listed are seen as the items for 

the important competencies for employability scale and they were denoted by the letters IMP 

which reflects that they were being considered in terms of its importance. Table 4.3 highlights 

the mean, standard deviation and minimum and maximum scores obtained for each of the 

competencies, based on an analysis done through SPSS. An additional column named overall 

mean rank was also included with the help of excel where each item was sorted in descending 

order to assign a rank to each of the competencies, this further assisted in answering the above 

research question.    
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Table 4.3 

Item Descriptives for Important Competencies for Employability Scale Items (N = 151) 

Competencies N Min Max M SD Mode 
Overall 

mean rank 

IMP_Teamwork & 

Cooperation 

151 3 5 4.44 .649 5 3 

IMP_Flexibility 151 2 5 4.18 .758 4 10 

IMP_Relationship building 151 2 5 4.12 .871 5 14 

IMP_Computer literacy 151 2 5 4.26 .752 4 7 

IMP_Conceptual thinking 151 2 5 3.97 .824 4 17 

IMP_Technical expertise 151 1 5 3.72 .896 4 22 

IMP_Organisational 

awareness 

151 2 5 3.97 .808 4 18 

IMP_Concern for order, 

quality & accuracy 

151 2 5 4.13 .838 5 13 

IMP_Impact & influence on 

others 

151 2 5 3.66 .872 4 23 

IMP_Initiative 151 2 5 4.06 .835 4 16 

IMP_Customer service 

orientation 

151 2 5 4.17 .743 4 11 

IMP_Developing others 151 2 5 3.75 .909 3 21 

IMP_Directiveness 151 2 5 3.56 .950 3 24 

IMP_Team leadership 151 1 5 3.89 .918 4 20 

IMP_Analytical thinking 151 2 5 4.21 .676 4 9 

IMP_Self-control 151 1 5 4.50 .711 5 2 

IMP_Organisational 

commitment 

151 2 5 4.12 .832 5 15 

IMP_Ability & willingness 

to learn 

151 2 5 4.64 .615 5 1 

IMP_Interpersonal 

understanding 

151 2 5 4.23 .787 5 8 

IMP_Self-confidence 151 2 5 4.40 .722 5 4 
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IMP_Personal planning & 

organisational skills 

151 3 5 4.38 .651 5 5 

IMP_Written 

communication 

151 2 5 4.17 .883 5 12 

IMP_Information seeking 151 2 5 3.91 .803 4 19 

IMP_Achievement 

orientation 

151 2 5 4.34 .740 5 6 

Valid N (listwise) 151 
 

Overall mean: 

4.12 
 

  

 

Findings: 

Descriptive statistics were used in answering RQ1 (Research Question 1) of this study. Table 

4.3 illustrates the results for the question related to the perceptions of IPS undergraduate 

students with regards important competencies for employability. It can be seen that the means 

scores ranged from M = 3.56 to M = 4.64. A mean of less than 3 was interpreted as being not 

that important or least important in relation to mean scores of 4 and above which were 

considered quite to critically important as per the rating scale used. As the above table 

indicated, mean scores showed that all competencies listed were perceived to be at the very 

least, moderately important, none being regarded overall with little importance, all 

competencies being generally viewed as quite important. That said, some competencies were 

considered more important than others by comparison. The five competencies perceived as 

least important were as follows: team leadership (M = 3.89, SD = 0.92), developing others (M 

= 3.75, SD = 0.91), technical expertise (M = 3.72, SD = 0.896), impact and influence on others 

(M = 3.66, SD = 0.87), and directiveness (M = 3.56, SD = 0.95) which was regarded as the 

overall least important competency was as perceived by respondents.  

 

In addition to the above, the present study findings revealed the following ten competencies to 

be the most important with regards to employability: (1) ability and willingness to learn (M = 

4.64, SD = 0.62); (2) self-control (M = 4.50, SD = 0.71); (3) teamwork and cooperation (M = 

4.44, SD = 0.65); (4) self-confidence (M = 4.40, SD = 0.72); (5) planning and organisational 

skills (M = 4.38, SD = 0.65); (6) achievement orientation (M = 4.34, SD = 0.74); (7) computer 

literacy (M = 4.26, SD = 0.75); (8) interpersonal understanding (M = 4.23, SD = 0.79); (9) 

analytical thinking (M = 4.21, SD = 0.68); and (10) flexibility (M = 4.18, SD = 0.76). As the 

table indicated, the aforementioned top ten competencies were all viewed as critically 
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important to employability by most students with exception of computer literacy, analytical 

thinking and flexibility which was seen as quite important nonetheless. Other competencies 

also found quite important were customer service orientation, written communication, concern 

for order, quality and accuracy, relationship building and organisational commitment, means 

ranging from 4.12 to 4.17.       

 

4.2.2.2 RESEARCH QUESTION 2: WHAT ARE THE EFFICACY BELIEFS OF IPS 

UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS CONCERNING THEIR PERCEIVED 

LEVEL OF COMPETENCE IN THESE COMPETENCIES? 

Question B. 2 of the questionnaire asked respondents to indicate the level at which they feel 

they possess the competencies listed, in other words, the question rated their self-perceived 

level of competence. These responses were categorised as follows: very poor (1); below 

average (2); average (3); above average (4); and excellent (5). Further to this, each of the listed 

competencies were denoted by the letters LSP which highlighted that they were being measured 

in terms of levels of self-perceived competence.  Table 4.4 illustrates the minimum, maximum, 

mean, standard deviation and mode as computed by SPSS. Additionally, excel was used to 

assist in ranking the means for each competency in terms of the level of competence rating 

given, to further explain the data obtained and aid in answering the research question.  

 

Table 4.4 

Item descriptives for Self-Perceived Level of Competence Scale Items (N = 151) 

Competencies N Min Max M SD Mode 
Overall 

rank 

LSP_Teamwork & 

Cooperation 

151 2 5 3.96 .756 4 5 

LSP_Flexibility 151 2 5 3.70 .808 4 14 

LSP_Relationship 

building 

151 1 5 3.59 .904 4 19 

LSP_Computer literacy 151 2 5 3.85 .844 4 7 

LSP_Conceptual 

thinking 

151 2 5 3.66 .807 4 17 

LSP_Technical 

expertise 

151 1 5 3.11 .994 3 24 
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LSP_Organisational 

awareness 

151 1 5 3.38 .907 4 23 

LSP_Concern for order, 

quality & accuracy 

151 2 5 4.05 .811 4 3 

LSP_Impact & 

influence on others 

151 1 5 3.50 .944 3 21 

LSP_Initiative 151 1 5 3.79 .904 4 9 

LSP_Customer service 

orientation 

151 1 5 3.73 .993 4 12 

LSP_Developing others 151 1 5 3.47 .951 3 22 

LSP_Directiveness 151 1 5 3.58 1.016 3 20 

LSP_Team leadership 151 1 5 3.74 .985 4 10 

LSP_Analytical 

thinking 

151 2 5 3.74 .789 3 11 

LSP_Self-control 151 2 5 3.99 .852 3 4 

LSP_Organisational 

commitment 

151 2 5 3.70 .894 3 15 

LSP_Ability & 

willingness to learn 

151 3 5 4.48 .682 5 1 

LSP_Interpersonal 

understanding 

151 1 5 3.96 .848 4 6 

LSP_Self-confidence 151 1 5 3.66 .965 4 18 

LSP_Personal planning 

& organisational skills 

151 1 5 3.67 .900 3 16 

LSP_Written 

communication 

151 2 5 3.81 .820 4 8 

LSP_Information 

seeking 

151 1 5 3.71 .805 4 13 

LSP_Achievement 

orientation 

151 2 5 4.09 .824 5 2 

Valid N (listwise) 151 
 

Overall mean: 

3.75 
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Findings: 

As with RQ1, descriptive statistics were used to answer RQ2 of the study. The results found in 

terms of IPS undergraduates’ perceptions of their level of competence in the competencies 

listed are shown in table 4.4. As reflected, students generally regarded their level of competence 

as average to above average as indicated by the overall mean score (M = 3.75). Present research 

findings further illustrated mean scores ranging from M = 3.11 (SD= 0.99) to M = 4.48 (SD= 

0.68), evidencing the average to above average overall rating of competence. Interestingly, in 

response to each competency, minimum scores of 1 and 2 were found, which suggested that 

some respondents perceived their level of competence to be very poor and/or below average in 

comparison to those who indicated average to excellent competence levels. The exception to 

this finding was that of the ability and willingness to learn competency which had minimum 

and maximum scores of 3 and 5 respectively, which meant that no student regarded their 

competence to be below average or very poor in this competency.  

 

In spite of the overall average to above average level of self-perceived competence found, there 

were competencies in which students considered themselves as more competent in comparison 

to others. The ten competencies students considered themselves as most competent in were as 

follows: ability and willingness to learn (M = 4.48, SD = 0.68); achievement orientation (M = 

4.09, SD = 0.85); concern for order, quality and accuracy (M = 4.05, SD = 0.81); self-control 

(M = 3.99, SD = 0.85); teamwork and cooperation (M = 3.96, SD = 0.84); interpersonal 

understanding (M = 3.96, SD = 0.85); computer literacy (M= 3.85, SD = 0.84); written 

communication (M = 3.81, SD = 0.82); initiative (M = 3.79, SD = 0.90); and team leadership 

(M = 3.74, SD = 0.96). Based on the above and upon inspection of the mean scores indicated, 

it can be seen that the first three competencies were regarded with above average levels of 

competence in that their mean scores are above 4. However, the other seven competencies 

reflected in the top ten highest perceived levels of competence all had mean scores with high 

3-values which indicated competence levels leaning towards above average as well.  

 

In terms of competencies with lower levels of self-perceived competence, the following were 

amongst the five lowest: directiveness (M = 3.58, SD = 1.02); impact and influence on others 

(M = 3.50, SD = 0.94); developing others (M = 3.47, SD = 0.95); organisational awareness (M 

= 3.38, SD = 0.91); and technical expertise (M = 3.11, SD = 0.99) – which was rated as with 

the lowest level of competence, ranking 20th to 24th respectively. Relationship building (M = 
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3.59, SD = 0.90) and self-confidence (M = 3.66, SD = 0.97) ranked and 19th and 18th 

respectively as well.  

 

4.3 INFERENTIAL STATISTICS ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS  

As mentioned in section 3.5, inferential statistics analysis was conducted to assess differences 

in means scores, where t-tests and ANOVAs were used. Welch’s t-test values or otherwise, 

equal variances not assumed values were consulted in the case of the independent samples t-

test. In the case of the ANOVA tests, the Welch’s ANOVA was consulted and if any 

statistically significant results were found, the Games-Howell post-hoc test was consulted to 

determine between which groups the differences occurred. With regards to practical 

significance, for the purpose of this study, d values of higher than 0.5 were deemed as 

practically significant for t-tests and likewise, ώ2 values equal to and exceeding 0.06 were 

considered practically significant for ANOVA tests. Practically significant would indicate that 

the magnitude of the differences between the means were big enough to be considered 

particularly important. 

 

4.3.1 RESEARCH QUESTION 3: IS THERE A DIFFERENCE IN THE 

PERCEPTIONS OF IMPORTANT COMPETENCIES REQUIRED FOR 

EMPLOYABILITY BETWEEN MALE AND FEMALE IPS 

UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS? 

An independent samples t-test was performed where Welch’s t-test (equal variances not 

assumed) values were used to assess the mean differences in the perceptions of male and female 

undergraduate IPS students regarding important competencies for employability. As mentioned 

earlier, d values higher than 0.5 were regarded as practically significant for the purposes of this 

study and set alpha values of 0.05 were used.  

 

As mentioned in chapter 3, given the use of Welch’s t-test values to determine whether 

statistically significant differences exist, Levene’s test for the equality of variances was not 

required. Tests for normality showed that data distribution was not normal. However, given 

that the sample size requirements were met for use of the test with non-normal data (n = 49 and 

n = 102), the researcher chose to continue with the parametric t-test analysis. Table 4.6 below 

reflects the significant differences that were found. 
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Table 4.5 

T-test for Gender Mean Score Differences in Perceptions of Important Competencies for 

Employability 

Competency item 

Males Females 
 

n M SD n M SD t(df) p 95% CI 

Cohen’s 

d 

Teamwork & 

cooperation 

49 4.49 0.65 102 4.42 0.65 (95.07) 

= 0.60 

.547 [-0.16, 0.29] 
 

Flexibility  49 4.14 0.82 102 4.20 0.73 (86.09) 

= - 0.39 

.699 [-0.33, -0.22] 
 

Relationship 

building 

49 4.04 0.94 102 4.16 0.84 (86.43) 

= -0.74 

.463 [-0.43, -0.20] 
 

Computer literacy 49 4.08 0.89 102 4.34 0.67 (75.09) 

= -1.83 

.071 [-0.55, -0.02] 
 

Conceptual 

thinking 

49 3.94 0.83 102 3.99 0.83 (94.76) 

= -0.36 

.721 [-0.34, -0.23] 
 

Technical 

expertise 

49 3.65 0.90 102 3.75 0.90 (94.07) 

= -0.65 

.517 [-0.41, 0.21] 
 

Organisational 

awareness 

49 3.88 0.83 102 4.02 0.80 (91.05) 

= -1.00 

.322 [-0.43, 0.14] 
 

Concern for 

order, quality & 

accuracy 

49 4.16 0.85 102 4.12 0.84 (93.38) 

= 0.31 

.757 [-0.25, -0.34] 
 

Impact & 

influence on 

others 

49 3.65 0.83 102 3.66 0.90 (101.54) 

= -0.03 

.980 [-0.30, -0.29] 
 

Initiative  49 3.98 0.88 102 4.10 0.82 (88.72) 

= -0.79 

.429 [-0.42, 0.18] 
 

Customer service 

orientation 

49 4.18 0.81 102 4.16 0.71 (85.07) 

= 0.20 

.843 [-0.24, -0.30] 
 

Developing others 49 3.65 0.90 102 3.80 0.91 (95.73) 

= -0.96 

.340 [-0.46, 0.16] 
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Directiveness  49 3.24 0.90 102 3.71 0.94 (98.38) 

= -2.90 

.005* [-0.78, -0.15] 0.51 

Team leadership 49 3.80 0.89 102 3.94 0.93 (98.89) 

= -0.93 

.357 [-0.46, 0.17] 
 

Analytical 

thinking 

49 4.20 0.65 102 4.21 0.69 (101.39) 

= -0.017 

.988 [-0.23, 0.23] 
 

Self-control 49 4.29 0.91 102 4.61 0.57 (66.27) 

= -2.27 

.026* [-0.61, -0.39] 0.42 

Organisational 

commitment 

49 3.94 0.90 102 4.21 0.79 (84.46) 

= -1.78 

.079 [-0.57, 0.03] 
 

Ability & 

willingness to 

learn 

49 4.67 0.63 102 4.63 0.61 (92.98) 

= 0.43 

.671 [-0.17, 0.26] 
 

Interpersonal 

understanding 

49 4.02 0.90 102 4.33 0.71 (77.47) 

= -2.14 

.036* [-0.61, -0.02] 0.40 

Self-confidence 49 4.55 0.58 102 4.32 0.77 (122.54) 

= 2.02 

.046* [0.004, 

0.045] 

0.34 

Personal planning 

and organisational 

skills 

49 4.27 0.67 102 4.43 0.64 (90.65) 

= -1.45 

.151 [-0.39, 0.06]  

Written 

communication 

49 4.02 0.90 102 4.24 0.87 (91.81) 

= -1.39 

.169 [-0.52, 0.09]  

Information 

seeking 

49 3.80 0.82 102 3.96 0.80 (92.61) 

= -1.17 

.244 [-0.44, 0.11]  

Achievement 

orientation 

49 4.33 0.83 102 4.35 0.70 (82.03) 

= -0.19 

.847 [-0.30, 0.25]  

Note. *p ≤ .05 

 

Findings: 

Table 4.5 shows that of the twenty-four competencies, no statistically significant differences 

existed for twenty of the competencies. That said, four competency items contained mean 

scores with statistically significant differences between male and female IPS undergraduate 

students. These competency items as well as the respective mean scores of the two groups were 

as follows: 
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 Directiveness: males (M = 3.24, females (M = 3.71); 

 Self-control: males (M = 4.29), females (M = 4.61); 

 Interpersonal understanding: males (M = 4.02), females (M = 4.33); and  

 Self-confidence: males (M = 4.55), females (M = 4.32) 

 

The above results revealed that male students obtained lower mean scores than female students 

in terms of directiveness, self-control and interpersonal understanding. In other words, males 

considered these competencies of lesser importance than their female counterparts. Conversely, 

it was also found that male students viewed self-confidence as slightly more important than 

female students, for employability. Further to this, relatively small effect sizes were explained 

for all of the mean differences for each competency with values of d < 0.5. However, the mean 

difference between males and females for directiveness was d = 0.51 and this was considered 

a practically significant finding. In addition, both male and female students regarded ability 

and willingness to learn as the most important. 

 

Overall, the afore-mentioned findings indicated that although statistically significant 

differences were found between male and female IPS undergraduate students, in terms of the 

importance they attached to directiveness, self-control, interpersonal understanding and self-

confidence; these differences were seen to have no practical significance with the exception of 

the mean differences associated with interpersonal understanding. Additionally, it was also 

found that male students obtained slightly higher mean scores than females in terms of: 

teamwork and cooperation, concern for order, quality and accuracy, customer service 

orientation and ability and willingness to learn. An additional finding obtained illustrated that 

whilst males within the sample considered directiveness as least important, females deemed 

impact and influence as the least important for employability in comparison to the other 

competencies. The findings demonstrated that male and female IPS undergraduates’ 

perceptions regarding the importance of certain competencies for employability, generally 

coincided, with the exception of four of the competencies. 

 

4.3.2 RESEARCH QUESTION 4: IS THERE A DIFFERENCE IN THE SELF-

PERCEIVED LEVEL OF COMPETENCE BETWEEN MALE AND FEMALE 

IPS UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS? 

In answering research question 4, an independent samples t-test, specifically Welch’s ‘equal 

variances not assumed’ values were used to assess whether significant differences exist in the 
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means scores of male and female IPS undergraduate students with regards to their self-

perceived level of competence in the listed competences. A summarised version of the results 

found is highlighted in table 4.6. 

 

Table 4.6 

T-test for Gender Mean Score Differences in Self-Perceived Level of Competence 

Competency item 

Males Females 
 

n M SD n M SD t(df) p 95% CI 

Cohen’s 

d 

Teamwork & 

cooperation 

49 3.94 0.72 102 3.97 0.78 (101.69) 

= -0.25 

.805 [-0.29, 0.22] 
 

Flexibility 49 3.65 0.66 102 3.72 0.87 (121.13) 

= -0.49 

.626 [-0.32, 0.19] 
 

Relationship 

building 

49 3.41 0.93 102 3.68 0.88 (89.99) = 

-1.68 

.096 [-0.59, 0.05] 
 

Computer literacy 49 3.96 0.94 102 3.80 0.80 (82.57) = 

1.00 

.320 [-0.15, 0.46] 
 

Conceptual 

thinking 

49 3.61 0.73 102 3.69 0.84 (108.14) 

= -0.55 

.581 [-0.34, 0.19] 
 

Technical expertise 49 3.12 0.67 102 3.10 1.12 (142.36) 

= 0.17 

.868 [-0.27, 0.31] 
 

Organisational 

awareness 

49 3.33 0.88 102 3.40 0.93 (99.74) = 

-0.49 

.628 [-0.38, 0.23] 
 

Concern for order, 

quality & accuracy 

49 3.94 0.90 102 4.10 0.76 (82.39) = 

-1.07 

.289 [-0.46, 0.14] 
 

Impact & influence 

on others 

49 3.33 1.03 102 3.58 0.90 (83.98) = 

-1.47 

.146 [-0.59, 0.09] 
 

Initiative  49 3.71 0.76 102 3.83 0.97 (117.18) 

= -0.82 

.414 [-0.41, 0.17] 
 

Customer service 

orientation 

49 3.53 1.02 102 3.82 0.97 (90.34) = 

-1.68 

.097 [-0.64, 0.05] 
 

Developing others 49 3.20 1.04 102 3.60 0.88 (82.19) = 

-2.29 

.025* [-0.74, -

0.05] 

0.42 
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Directiveness  49 
3.55 1.06 102 3.60 1.00 

(89.67) = 

-0.26 
.796 

[-0.41, 0.31] 
 

Team leadership 49 
3.61 1.04 102 3.79 0.96 

(88.34) = 

-1.03 
.304 

[-0.53, 0.17] 
 

Analytical thinking 49 
3.67 0.77 102 3.76 0.80 

(97.46) = 

-0.67 
.504 [-0.36, 0.18]  

Self-control 49 
3.90 0.80 102 4.04 0.88 

(103.55) 

= -0.99 

.326 
[-0.43, 0.14]  

Organisational 

commitment 

49 
3.53 0.84 102 3.77 0.91 

(101.62) 

= -1.62 

.108 [-0.54, 0.06] 
 

Ability & 

willingness to learn 

49 
4.43 0.65 102 4.50 0.70 

(102.08) 

= -0.62 

.537 [-0.30, 0.16] 
 

Interpersonal 

understanding 

49 3.63 0.97 102 4.12 0.74 (75.28) = 

-3.09 

.003* [-0.80, -

0.17] 

0.57 

Self-confidence 49 3.41 1.00 102 3.78 0.93 (88.97) = 

-2.22 

.029* [-0.71, -

0.04] 

0.39 

Personal planning 

and organisational 

skills 

49 3.41 0.81 102 3.79 0.92 (105.50) 

= -2.62 

.010* [-0.68, -

0.09] 

0.44 

Written 

communication 

49 3.69 0.80 102 3.87 0.83 (98.33) = 

-1.27 

.206 [-0.46, 0.10] 
 

Information 

seeking 

49 3.82 0.70 102 3.66 0.85 (113.50) 

= 1.22 

.224 [-0.10, 0.42] 
 

Achievement 

orientation 

49 4.04 0.84 102 4.11 0.82 (92.65) = 

-0.46 

.645 [-0.36, 0.22] 
 

Note. *p ≤ .05 

 

Findings: 

As reflected in Table 4.6, it can be that male and female IPS undergraduate students’ mean 

scores differed statistically significantly in terms of four competencies: developing others, 

interpersonal understanding, self-confidence and personal planning and organisational skills. 

The mean scores of each of these competencies are provided below: 

 Developing others: males (M = 3.20), females (M = 3.60) 

 Interpersonal understanding: males (M = 3.63), females (M = 4.12) 
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 Self-confidence: males (M = 3.41), females (M = 3.78) 

 Personal planning and organisational skills: males (M = 3.41), females (M = 3.79)  

 

From the reported mean scores, it was found that female students considered themselves 

significantly more competent than male students with regards to the above mentioned 

competencies. In terms of the actual significance of the mean differences, analysis revealed 

that males considered themselves considerably less competent than females in the area of 

interpersonal understanding. This was evident in that d = 0.57 which accounted for the highest 

effect size in comparison with the others.   

  

Overall, the findings suggested that male IPS students in comparison with female IPS students 

viewed themselves as less competent than females in most of the competency items. The 

competencies that males obtained slightly higher mean scores than females were as follows: 

computer literacy, technical expertise and information seeking.     

 

4.3.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 5: ARE THERE DIFFERENCES IN THE 

PERCEPTIONS OF IPS UNDERGRADUATES IN RELATION TO 

IMPORTANT COMPETENCIES, BASED ON AGE? 

The age profile of the IPS undergraduate students consisted of four categories namely, below 

20, 20 – 25 years, 26 – 30 years and above 30 years. The results obtained and reflected in Table 

3.1 showed that 5.3% of the sample was between the categories of 26 – 30 years and above 30 

years, whilst 94.7% of the sample ranged between under 20 years to 20 – 25 years of age. Given 

these figures, the researcher used only the categories which represented 94.7% of the sample’s 

responses for the purpose for drawing inferences, reporting findings and answering the research 

question. Importantly, even though the researcher aimed to assess differences between all four 

categories, it was not practical, but this did provide a limitation in the reporting on the research 

findings. That said, Welch’s t-test, was used to ascertain whether differences exist between the 

two age groups (below 20 & 20 -25 years) in terms of perceptions of important competencies 

for employability.   

 

Tests for normality showed that data distribution was not normal. However, given that the 

sample size requirements were met for use of the test with non-normal data (n = 37 and n = 

106), the researcher chose to continue with the parametric t-test analysis. The unequal sample 

sizes warranted the use of the more robust Welch t-test values. 



 

99 

 

Table 4.7 

T-test for Age Mean Score Differences in Perceptions of Important Competencies for 

Employability 

Competency item 

Below 20 years 20 – 25 years 
 

n M SD n M SD t(df) p 95% CI 

Cohen’s 

d 

Teamwork & 

cooperation 

37 4.41 0.64 106 4.46 0.64 (62.16) 

= -0.46 

.644 [-0.30, 0.19] 
 

Flexibility  37 4.19 0.81 106 4.15 0.75 (59.11) 

= 0.25 

.802 [-0.27, 0.34] 
 

Relationship 

building 

37 4.16 0.83 106 4.14 0.87 (65.10) 

= 0.13 

.898 [-0.30, 0.34] 
 

Computer literacy 37 4.19 0.70 106 4.27 0.75 (66.88) 

= -0.62 

.538 [-0.36, 0.19] 
 

Conceptual 

thinking 

37 3.61 0.79 106 4.11 0.80 (63.07) 

= -3.24 

.002* [-0.80, -

0.19] 

0.62 

Technical 

expertise 

37 3.51 0.80 106 3.78 0.92 (71.02) 

= -1.69 

.095 [-0.59, 0.05] 
 

Organisational 

awareness 

37 3.84 0.76 106 4.04 0.80 (65.81) 

= -1.35 

.181 [-0.50, 0.10] 
 

Concern for 

order, quality & 

accuracy 

37 3.87 0.81 106 4.25 0.81 (63.25) 

= -2.28 

.026* [-0.66, -

0.04] 

 

0.47 

Impact & 

influence on 

others 

37 3.51 0.87 106 3.71 0.87 (63.06) 

= -1.17 

.248 [-0.53, 0.14] 
 

Initiative  37 4.19 0.66 106 4.05 0.87 (83.23) 

= 1.03 

.306 [-0.13, 0.42] 
 

Customer service 

orientation 

37 3.95 0.66 106 4.23 0.75 (70.08) 

= -2.14 

.036* [-0.54, -

0.02] 

0.40 

Developing others 37 3.59 0.80 106 3.81 0.94 (73.20) 

= -1.36 

.179 [-0.54, 0.10] 
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Directiveness  37 3.27 0.90 106 3.67 0.95 (66.10) 

= -2.29 

.026* [-0.75, -

0.05] 

0.43 

Team leadership 37 3.81 0.81 106 3.95 0.94 (72.23) 

= -0.88 

.382 [-0.46, 0.18] 
 

Analytical 

thinking 

37 4.11 0.57 106 4.23 0.68 (74.79) 

= -1.04 

.304 [-0.35, 0.11] 
 

Self-control 37 4.51 0.61 106 4.48 0.76 (78.09) 

= 0.26 

.795 [-0.21, 0.28] 
 

Organisational 

commitment 

37 3.89 0.88 106 4.20 0.81 (58.93) 

= -1.87 

.067 [-0.63, 0.02] 
 

Ability & 

willingness to 

learn 

37 4.70 0.46 106 4.63 0.62 (84.15) 

= 0.73 

.470 [-0.12, 0.26] 
 

Interpersonal 

understanding 

37 4.41 0.80 106 4.17 0.79 (62.11) 

= 1.55 

.126 [-0.07, 0.54] 
 

Self-confidence 37 4.38 0.64 106 4.42 0.73 (71.06) 

= -0.29 

.773 [-0.29, 0.22] 
 

Personal planning 

& organisational 

skills 

37 4.38 0.59 106 4.38 0.65 (68.69) 

= 0.01 

.993 [-0.23, 0.23] 
 

Written 

communication 

37 4.16 0.96 106 4.14 0.87 (57.90) 

= 0.12 

.908 [-0.34, 0.34] 
 

Information 

seeking 

37 3.68 0.78 106 3.98 0.81 (67.24) 

= -2.10 

.040* [-0.60, -

0.02] 

0.38 

Achievement 

orientation 

37 4.43 0.56 106 4.31 0.80 (90.47) 

= 1.01 

.314 [-0.12, 0.36] 
 

Note. *p ≤ .05 

 

Findings:  

Of the twenty-four competency items, nineteen had values of p > .05 which indicated that no 

statistically significant differences existed between age groups below 20 and between 20 to 25 

years of age in terms of the level of importance assigned to those competencies. That said, five 

competency items were found with statistically significant differences at the 5% level of 

significance. It was also found that in each of these competencies, students aged between 20 
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and 25 years, achieved mean scores higher than that of students below 20 years of age. These 

competencies and their respective means scores obtained are as follows: 

 Conceptual thinking: below 20 years (M = 3.61), 20 to 25 years (M = 4.11) 

 Concern for order, quality and accuracy: below 20 years (M = 3.87), 20 to 25 years (M = 

4.25) 

 Customer service orientation: below 20 years (M = 3.95), 20 to 25 years (M = 4.23) 

 Directiveness: below 20 years (M = 3.27), 20 to 25 years (M = 3.67) 

 Information seeking: below 20 years (M = 3.68), 20 to 25 years (M = 3.98) 

 

In terms of effect sizes and practical significance, it was found that the mean differences related 

to conceptual thinking were of practical significance at d = 0.62. However, the significant 

differences within the mean scores associated with the other competencies, were not of 

practical significance even though the findings were statistically significant.  Furthermore, of 

the competency items where no statistically significant differences existed between the two 

groups, it was found that the mean scores for students below 20 years of age were higher than 

students between ages 20 and 25 years for the following competencies: flexibility, relationship 

building, initiative, ability and willingness to learn, interpersonal understanding, written 

communication and achievement orientation.  

 

4.3.4 RESEARCH QUESTION 6: DO THE EFFICACY BELIEFS OF IPS 

UNDERGRADUATES DIFFER IN RELATION TO THEIR PERCEIVED 

LEVEL OF COMPETENCE, BASED ON AGE? 

Welch’s t-test was used to examine whether significant differences exist in the means scores 

of IPS undergraduate students aged below 20 years and between 20 and 25 years with regard 

to their self-perceived level of competence in the listed competences. The Welch t-test or ‘equal 

variances not assumed’ values were considered for the analysis of these results. A summarised 

version of the results is highlighted in table 4.8. 

 

Table 4.8 

T-test for Age Mean Score Differences in Self-Perceived Level of Competence 

Competency 

item 

Below 20 years 20 – 25 years 
 

n M SD n M SD t(df) p 95% CI 

Cohen’s 

d 
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Teamwork & 

cooperation 

37 3.73 0.77 106 4.01 0.74 (60.62) 

= -1.93 

.059 [-0.57, 0.01] 
 

Flexibility  37 3.46 0.77 106 3.73 0.80 (65.23) 

= -1.80 

.076 [-0.56, 0.03] 
 

Relationship 

building 

37 3.57 0.77 106 3.59 0.93 (76.10) 

= -0.17 

.863 [-0.34, 0.28] 
 

Computer 

literacy 

37 3.70 0.81 106 3.92 0.85 (65.68) 

= -1.35 

.181 [-0.53, 0.10] 
 

Conceptual 

thinking 

37 3.24 0.68 106 3.78 0.82 (74.48) 

= -3.93 

.001* [-0.84, -0.24] 0.72 

Technical 

expertise 

37 2.92 0.72 106 3.15 1.04 (90.75) 

= -1.49 

.140 [-0.54, 0.08] 
 

Organisational 

awareness 

37 3.08 0.80 106 3.44 0.92 (72.63) 

= -2.28 

.025* [-0.70, -0.03] 0.42 

Concern for 

order, quality & 

accuracy 

37 3.44 0.83 106 3.62 0.74 (57.36) 

= -3.62 

.001* [-0.85, -0.25] 0.23 

Impact & 

influence on 

others 

37 3.27 0.80 106 3.54 0.94 (72.65) 

= -1.67 

.100 [-0.59, 0.05] 
 

Initiative  37 3.68 0.82 106 3.80 0.89 (67.77) 

= -0.79 

.432 [-0.45, 0.19] 
 

Customer 

service 

orientation 

37 3.41 0.73 106 3.78 1.05 (91.36) 

= -2.41 

.018* [-0.69, -0.07] 0.41 

Developing 

others 

37 3.14 0.82 106 3.57 0.94 (70.96) 

= -2.34 

.010* [-0.76, -0.11] 0.49 

Directiveness  37 3.27 0.90 106 3.69 1.03 (70.95) 

= -2.34 

.022* [-0.78, -0.06] 0.43 

Team leadership 37 3.65 0.95 106 3.77 0.99 (65.20) 

= -0.68 

.498 [-0.49, 0.24] 
 

Analytical 

thinking 

37 3.54 0.73 106 3.78 0.79 (67.80) 

= -1.70 

.094 [-0.53, 0.04] 
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Self-control 37 3.84 0.80 106 4.05 0.87 (67.62) 

= -1.34 

.184 [-0.52, 0.10] 
 

Organisational 

commitment 

37 3.43 0.90 106 3.78 0.89 (62.63) 

= -2.05 

.045* [-0.69, -0.01] 0.39 

Ability & 

willingness to 

learn 

37 4.24 0.76 106 4.54 0.65 (55.47) 

= -2.10 

.040* [-0.58, -0.01] 0.42 

Interpersonal 

understanding 

37 3.89 0.91 106 3.93 0.83 (58.51) 

= -0.25 

.805 [-0.38, 0.30] 
 

Self-confidence 37 3.62 0.92 106 3.64 0.98 (66.21) 

= -0.11 

.912 [-0.38, 0.34] 
 

Personal 

planning and 

organisational 

skills 

37 3.59 0.87 106 3.67 0.90 (65.31) 

= -0.45 

.654 [-0.41, 0.26] 
 

Written 

communication 

37 3.65 0.72 106 3.84 0.85 (74.24) 

= -1.33 

.188 [-0.48, 0.10] 
 

Information 

seeking 

37 3.35 0.63 106 3.80 0.82 (81.12) 

= -3.44 

.001* [-0.71, -0.19] 0.62 

Achievement 

orientation 

37 3.97 0.90 106 4.11 0.80 (57.07) 

= -0.84 

.403 [-0.47, 0.19] 
 

Note. *p ≤ .05 

 

Findings: 

Table 4.8 indicates that statistically significant differences in the mean scores were found in 

terms of nine of the competencies with respect to self-perceived levels of competence. 

Differences for each of the mean scores were as follows: 

 Conceptual thinking: below 20 years (M = 3.24), 20 to 25 years (M = 3.78); 

 Organisational awareness: below 20 years (M = 3.08), 20 to 25 years (M = 3.44); 

 Concern for order, quality and accuracy: below 20 years (M = 3.44), 20 to 25 years (M = 

3.62); 

 Customer service orientation: below 20 years (M = 3.41), 20 to 25 years (M = 3.78);  

 Developing others: below 20 years (M = 3.14), 20 to 25 years (M = 3.57); 

 Directiveness: (M = 3.27), 20 to 25 years (M = 3.69); 
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 Organisational commitment: (M = 3.43), 20 to 25 years (M = 3.78); 

 Ability and willingness to learn: (M = 4.24), 20 to 25 years (M = 4.54); and 

 Information seeking: (M = 3.35), 20 to 25 years (M = 3.80) 

 

In general, it was further found that although there were statistically significant differences 

found between these age groups in terms of the perceived level of competence in these 

competencies, not all these differences were of practical importance. Practically significant 

differences between the mean scores of the two age groups were only found with regards to 

competence in conceptual thinking (d = 0.72), and information seeking (d = 0.62). The results 

also revealed that in terms of self-perceived level of competence, students between 20 and 25 

years of age scored higher mean scores than those below 20 years of age in each of the 

competency items with varying degrees of mean differences, some being significant and others 

not. 

 

4.3.5 RESEARCH QUESTION 7: DO THE PERCEPTIONS OF IPS 

UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS DIFFER IN REGARDS TO ESSENTIAL 

COMPETENCIES FOR EMPLOYABILITY, BASED ON THEIR WORK 

EXPERIENCE? 

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) test was used to address the question of whether 

students’ perceptions of important competencies differed with respect to varying degrees of 

work experience namely: full-time, part-time and no work experience. Tests for normality 

indicated that the data was not normally distributed, and it was further found that sample sizes 

were unequal. However, given that the sample size requirements were met for use of the test 

with non-normal data (n = 34; n = 68 and n = 49), the researcher chose to continue with the 

parametric ANOVA test analysis. Additionally, the researcher ran a Kruskal-Wallis test on the 

data to determine whether there were any discrepancies between the two tests (Kruskal-Wallis 

and One-Way ANOVA) in terms of significant findings. The Kruskal-Wallis test revealed the 

same significant differences and this provided further reason to use the parametric analyses 

instead. Furthermore, as mentioned previously, Welch’s ANOVA was used for to determine 

significant differences and post-hoc comparisons using the Games-Howell post-hoc procedure 

was conducted.  
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That said, table 4.9 below reflects a summary of the significant differences that were found and 

reports the means, standard deviations, degrees of freedom, F-ratios, p values and omega-

squared (ώ2) values for each of the statistically significant findings.   

 

Table 4.9 

One-Way ANOVA for Significant Differences between Work Experience and Perceptions of 

Important Competencies 

 Full-timea Part-timeb No Work 

Experiencec 

    

Competency item M SD M SD M SD Df F p ώ2 

Teamwork & 

Cooperation 

4.56 0.71 4.53c 0.61 4.24b 0.63 2, 79.56 3.53 .034 0.03 

Computer 

literacy 

4.32 0.77 4.40c 0.69 4.02b 0.78 2, 80.14 3.72 .029 0.04 

Concern for 

order, quality & 

accuracy 

4.24 0.74 4.26c 0.80 3.88b 0.90 2, 84.33 3.12 .050 0.03 

Directiveness  3.44 0.93 3.84c 0.84 3.24b 1.01 2, 79.74 6.21 .003 0.07 

Team leadership 3.79 0.95 4.13c 0.75 3.63b 1.04 2, 75.90 4.72 .012 0.05 

Analytical 

thinking 

4.35c 0.54 4.29c 0.73 3.98ab 0.63 2, 89.77 4.87 .010 0.05 

Note. Differing alphabet superscripts between group means, denotes significant differences at 

p ≤ .05 using the Games-Howell post-hoc test procedure. Mean scores without superscripts 

denotes no statistically significant differences between the groups. Superscripts a, b, c denotes 

full-time, part-time and no work experience categories respectively. 

 

Findings: 

The table 4.9 above shows that statistically significant differences in the means scores for the 

above competency items were found. Post-hoc comparisons using the Games-Howell test 

revealed that mean scores between students with part-time and no work experience differed 

significantly in respect of the following competencies: teamwork and cooperation, computer 

literacy, concern for order, quality and accuracy, directiveness and team leadership. Despite 

reaching statistical significance, the actual mean differences were relatively small and 

impractical for each of these competencies with the exception of directiveness (ώ2 = 0.07) 

whose mean difference was considered practically significant. The results further illustrated 
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that in general, students with part-time work experience obtained higher mean scores that those 

with full-time and no work experience. 

 

In terms of analytical thinking and differences in its perceived importance based on varying 

levels of work experience, post-hoc comparisons found that the mean score for students with 

no experience was significantly different from both those with full-time and part-time work 

experience. No significant differences were noted between students with full-time work 

experience and those with part-time experience. 

 

4.3.6 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 8: DO THE EFFICACY BELIEFS OF IPS 

UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS DIFFER IN REGARDS TO THEIR LEVEL 

OF COMPETENCE, BASED ON THEIR WORK EXPERIENCE? 

A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) test was used to determine whether IPS 

undergraduate students’ perceptions of their level of competence differed with respect to 

varying degrees of work experience namely: full-time, part-time and no work experience. 

Welch’s ANOVA was used for to determine significant differences and post-hoc comparisons 

using the Games-Howell post-hoc procedure was conducted.  

 

Table 4.10 

One-Way ANOVA for Significant Differences between Work Experience and Self-Perceived 

Level of Competence 

 Full-timea Part-timeb No Work 

Experiencec 

    

Competency item M SD M SD M SD df F p ώ2 

Teamwork & 

cooperation 

4.29c 0.68 4.00 0.71 3.67a 0.77 2, 83.81 7.48 .001 0.08 

Flexibility  4.06bc 0.65 3.63a 0.81 3.53a 0.84 2, 87.94 6.17 .030 0.06 

Relationship 

building 

3.85c 0.99 3.71c 0.85 3.24ab 0.83 2, 79.50 5.98 .004 0.06 

Computer literacy 4.18c 0.76 3.96c 0.78 3.49ab 0.87 2, 83.17 7.80 .001 0.08 
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Note. Differing alphabet superscripts between group means, denotes significant differences at 

p < .05 using the Games-Howell post-hoc test procedure. Mean scores without superscripts 

denotes no statistically significant differences between the groups. Superscripts a, b, c denotes 

full-time, part-time and no work experience categories respectively. 

 

Findings: 

As suggested in table 4.10, significant differences were found in the mean scores of fourteen 

of the competency items in terms of self-perceived levels of competence and work experience 

gained.  

 

The Games-Howell post-hoc test indicated that the mean differences of students with full-time 

and part-time work experience differed significantly from those with no work experience, in 

respect of the following competencies: relationship building, computer literacy, conceptual 

Conceptual 

thinking 

3.82c 0.72 3.81c 0.83 3.35ab 0.75 2, 86.35 6.17 .003 0.06 

Technical 

expertise 

3.44c 0.86 3.24c 0.93 2.69ab 1.05 2, 84.36 6.85 .002 0.07 

Organisational 

awareness 

3.79c 0.81 3.47c 0.80 2.96ab 0.96 2, 81.86 9.39 .001 0.10 

Concern for 

order, quality & 

accuracy 

4.15 0.82 4.18c 0.73 3.80b 0.87 2, 79.50 3.30 .042 0.03 

Impact & 

influence on 

others 

3.56 1.21 3.66c 0.86 3.22b 0.80 2, 76.20 4.08 .021 0.04 

Initiative  4.03c 0.90 3.96c 0.87 3.41ab 0.84 2, 82.01 7.42 .001 0.08 

Analytical 

thinking 

3.94c 0.81 3.81 0.80 3.49a 0.71 2, 82.30 4.21 .018 0.04 

Ability & 

willingness to 

learn 

4.71c 0.46 4.57c 0.63 4.18ab 0.78 2, 89.11 7.30 .001 0.08 

Information 

seeking 

3.97c 0.67 3.74 0.84 3.71a 0.79 2, 88.07 4.38 .015 0.04 

Achievement 

orientation 

4.44c 0.82 4.13c 0.81 3.78ab 0.74 2, 82.42 7.44 .001 0.08 
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thinking, technical expertise, organisational awareness, initiative, ability and willingness to 

learn and achievement orientation. The actual difference in the means was medium in nature, 

however, for purposes of this study, were considered to be of practical significance as each of 

the aforementioned competencies had a ώ2 ≥ 0.06; the difference between full-time and no 

work experience being particularly relevant in terms of organisational awareness as ώ2 = 0.10.  

Additionally, there were no significant mean differences between students with full-time and 

part-time work experience, in terms of these competencies, with the exception of flexibility. 

 

In terms of perceived competence in teamwork and cooperation, information seeking and 

analytical thinking, significant mean differences were found between students with no work 

experience and those with full-time work experience. For teamwork and cooperation, the effect 

size of ώ2 = 0.08 indicated that the mean difference was practically significant. Conversely, the 

effect size for information seeking and analytical thinking (ώ2 = 0.04) showed that although the 

mean difference was statistically significant, it was not of practical or substantial significance.    

 

Post-hoc comparisons also showed that the mean difference in self-perceived competence in 

concern for order, quality and accuracy as well as impact and influence on others was 

significantly different between IPS undergraduates with part-time work experience and those 

with no work experience. However, despite the statistical difference in the mean scores of the 

two groups, these differences were not of actual or practical significance. 

 

Further to the above, findings also showed that mean scores for self-perceived competence in 

flexibility was significantly higher in students with full-time work experience than in those 

with part-time and work experience. The calculated effect size of the difference (ώ2 = 0.06) 

suggested practical significance. In addition to this, the mean scores of students with full-time 

and part-time work experience, was non-significant with regards to perceived competence in 

flexibility. 

 

4.3.7 RESEARCH QUESTION 9: ARE THERE DIFFERENCES THAT EXIST WITH 

THE PERCEPTIONS OF REQUIRED COMPETENCIES FOR 

EMPLOYABILITY, BASED ON YEAR LEVEL OF STUDY? 

A one-way ANOVA using Welch’s ANOVA was used to investigate whether significant 

differences exist in IPS undergraduate students’ perceptions of important competencies based 

on their year level of study (1st year, 2nd year and 3rd year). The Games-Howell post-hoc test 
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was consulted in instances where significant differences were found in terms of particular 

competency items. Tests for normality revealed non-normal data distribution and samples were 

unequal (1st year: n = 45; 2nd year: n = 40 and 3rd year: n = 66). That said, given that sample 

size requirements to use the test were met, that sample sizes were not equal and that the data 

was not normally distributed, Welch’s ANOVA values were chosen for this analysis. In 

addition, the Kruskal-Wallis test was run to determine whether the same significant differences 

occurred as was found in the ANOVA test. The Kruskal-Wallis tests detected the same 

significant differences as Welch’s ANOVA and as such, better informed the decision to use 

and interpret the Welch ANOVA test results. Table 4.11 illustrates a summarised version of 

the ANOVA results that were found to be significantly different.  

 

Table 4.11 

One Way ANOVA for Significant Differences between Year Level of Study and Perceptions of 

Important Competencies 

 1st Yeara 2nd Yearb 3rd Yearc     

Competency item M SD M SD M SD Df F p ώ2 

Conceptual 

thinking 

3.76c 0.86 3.83c 0.75 4.24ab 0.80 2, 89.38 5.18 .007 0.05 

Interpersonal 

understanding  

4.44c 0.73 4.23 0.89 4.09a 0.74 2, 86.05 3.11 .049 0.03 

Note. Differing alphabet superscripts between group means, denotes significant differences at 

p < .05 using the Games-Howell post-hoc test procedure. Mean scores without superscripts 

denotes no statistically significant differences between the groups. Superscripts a, b, c denotes 1st 

year, 2nd year and 3rd year study level categories respectively. 

 

Findings: 

As indicated in table 4.11 above, a statistically significant difference was found in conceptual 

thinking mean scores for the three-year levels of study groups. Post-hoc comparisons using the 

Games-Howell test indicated that the mean score for 1st year students did not differ from 2nd 

year students. However, it was found that the mean scores for 3rd year students differed 

significantly from both 1st year and 2nd year students. The mean difference was not considered 

to be practically significant as ώ2 < 0.06 which was the cut-off for practical significance in the 

present study. 
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In addition to the above, a statistically significant difference in the mean scores of interpersonal 

understanding for the three-year levels of study was also found. Post-hoc comparisons revealed 

that the mean score for 2nd year students did not differ significantly from either 1st year or 3rd 

year students. However, a significant difference in mean scores between 1st year and 3rd year 

students was found. The actual mean score difference between the two groups was fairly small 

and considered not practically significant. 

 

4.3.8 RESEARCH QUESTION 10: ARE THERE DIFFERENCES IN THE 

EFFICACY BELIEFS OF IPS UNDERGRADUATES STUDENTS 

CONCERNING THEIR PERCEIVED LEVEL OF COMPETENCE, BASED ON 

YEAR LEVEL OF STUDY?   

A one-way ANOVA test was used to determine whether IPS undergraduate students’ 

perceptions of their level of competence differed with respect to differing year levels of study 

namely: 1st year, 2nd year and 3rd year. Welch’s ANOVA was used for to determine significant 

differences and post-hoc comparisons using the Games-Howell post-hoc procedure was 

conducted.  

 

Table 4.12 

One-way ANOVA for Significant Differences between Year Level of Study and Self-Perceived 

Level of Competence 

 1st Yeara 2nd Yearb 3rd Yearc     

Competency item M SD M SD M SD df F p ώ2 

Conceptual 

thinking 

3.40c 0.75 3.50c 0.82 3.94ab 0.76 2, 88.05 7.84 .001 0.08 

Technical 

expertise 

3.04 1.04 2.78c 1.00 3.35b 0.90 2, 85.89 4.57 .013 0.05 

Concern for 

order, quality & 

accuracy 

3.76c 0.86 4.08 0.76 4.23a 0.76 2, 87.84 4.41 .015 0.04 

Directiveness  3.27c 0.94 3.46c 1.15 3.91ab 0.89 2, 84.23 7.34 .001 0.08 

Information 

seeking 

3.58 0.72 3.55 0.85 3.89 0.81 2, 89.05 3.16 .047 0.02 
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Note. Differing alphabet superscripts between group means, denotes significant differences at 

p < .05 using the Games-Howell post-hoc test procedure. Mean scores without superscripts 

denotes no statistically significant differences between the groups. Superscripts a, b, c denotes 1st 

year, 2nd year and 3rd year study level categories respectively.  

 

Findings: 

Welch’s ANOVA test was conducted to explore the impact of year level of study on self-

perceived levels of competence in a set of competencies. As can be seen from the above table, 

there were statistically significant differences found in the mean scores of five of the 

competencies for the three year levels of study.  

 

With regard to both conceptual thinking and directiveness, the Games-Howell post-hoc test 

indicated that mean scores for 3rd year students were significantly different from 1st year and 

2nd year students. The actual mean difference for on the case of both competencies were of 

practical significance given that ώ2 = 0.08. Additionally, no significant difference between 1st 

year and 2nd year students were found. 

 

In terms of technical expertise, post-hoc comparisons illustrated that 1st year students did not 

differ significantly from both 2nd and 3rd year students, however, the mean score for 2nd year 

students did differ significantly from that of the 3rd year students. It was further seen that 

students at the 3rd year level of study obtained higher mean scores for this competency; 

however, the mean difference was not of practical significance for this study as ώ2 < 0.06. 

 

In addition to the above, a statistically significant difference in the mean scores for concern for 

order, quality and accuracy for the three year levels of study was also found. Post-hoc 

comparisons revealed that the mean score for 2nd year students did not differ significantly from 

either 1st year or 3rd year students. However, a significant difference in mean scores between 

1st year and 3rd year students was found. The actual mean score difference between the two 

groups was fairly small and considered not practically significant.  In assessing the mean 

scores, it was also found that 2nd and 3rd year IPS undergraduates consider themselves more 

competent in this competency than 1st year IPS undergraduates. 

 

Overall, the findings revealed that even though statistically significant differences were found 

in respect to the mean scores of the competencies listed in table 4.12, only those associated 

with conceptual thinking and directiveness were considered to be of practical significance.  
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4.4 CONCLUSION 

The objective of the research was to investigate the perceptions of IPS undergraduate students 

regarding the importance of certain competencies for employability and to ascertain their self-

perceived level of competence in those competencies. A questionnaire was administered to IPS 

undergraduates and the data received from 151 students were utilised for the purposes of 

statistical analyses. The student sample was delineated based on the demographical information 

received from the questionnaires.  

 

Furthermore, the perceptions of IPS undergraduates concerning important competencies for 

employability as well as their perceived level of competence in the listed competencies were 

addressed. In addition to this, differences in these perceptions in terms of gender, age, work 

experience and year level of study were also investigated.  

 

In general, respondents regarded the list of competencies as quite important as a whole, notably 

considering eleven of the twenty-four competencies as critically important towards 

employability. In regard to their self-perceived level of competence in these competencies, it 

was found that the sample of students generally felt that they possessed a slightly above average 

level of competence in a number of competencies. They felt most competent in their ability 

and willingness to learn, achievement orientation, concern for order, quality and accuracy, self-

control and teamwork and cooperation. With regard to differences in perceptions of importance 

and competence based on gender, work experience and year level of study, the results revealed 

a number of statistically significant differences. In terms of gender differences, it was found 

that overall, female students considered all except for two of the competencies, more important 

the male students. However, male respondents regarded self-confidence as particularly more 

important than their female counterparts did. In terms of self-perceived competence, male 

respondents were found to consider themselves less competent than females in most of the 

competencies, with the exception of computer literacy, information seeking and technical 

expertise. 

 

When the IPS undergraduates’ age was considered in relation to their perceptions of importance 

and levels of competence, in the former it was found that students aged between twenty and 

twenty-five regarded most of the competencies as more important than those aged below 

twenty years. In terms of age and perceived levels of competence, the results indicated that 

students between the ages of twenty and twenty-five considered themselves more competent 



 

113 

 

than those aged below twenty, in respect to all the competencies, with several practically 

significant mean differences. 

 

Regarding work experience and importance given to the listed competencies, it was found 

overall that students with part-time work experience had higher means scores compared to 

those with full-time and no work experience. Additionally, of the fourteen statistically 

significant differences found in the means scores relating to work experience and self-

perceived levels of competence, the results illustrated that in these areas respondents with part-

time and full-time work experience generally felt more competent in comparison to those with 

no work experience. 

 

Finally, in assessing the differences in year level of study and the importance of each of the 

competencies, it was found that the sample of IPS undergraduate students were generally in 

agreement as to their perceived importance of these competencies for employability with the 

exception of significant differences in perceptions related to interpersonal understanding and 

conceptual thinking. With regard to self-perceived competence, perceptions differed 

significantly in respect to conceptual thinking, technical expertise, concern for order, quality 

and accuracy, directiveness and information seeking. However, of these, only differences 

relating to conceptual thinking and directiveness were noted as practically significant 

differences, where third-year students considered themselves particularly more competent than 

first- and second-year students.   

 

The subsequent chapter will conclude this thesis by providing a comparative discussion on the 

results obtained in this research in relation to previous studies, recommendations and 

limitations concerning this study. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION OF RESULTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents a discussion of the findings as it relates to the research questions of the 

study and with reference to previous research. Further to this, this chapter also provides the 

limitations as well as implications of the current study, as it relates to universities as well as 

future research.  

 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the perceptions of Industrial Psychology 

undergraduate students in regards to what they consider important competencies to possess for 

employability and in relation to these competencies, the extent to which they feel competent in 

these competencies. Furthermore, the study aimed to address the issue of employability 

particularly amongst future graduates, a widely recognised topic which remains a major 

challenge particularly within the South African context. Against this backdrop, an extensive 

review of literature was presented to define the ambiguous concept of employability, 

competencies as well as that self-perceived competence.  

 

To recap, the objectives of the research were as follows: 

 To examine IPS undergraduate students’ perceptions of important competencies for 

employability; 

 To ascertain the efficacy beliefs of IPS undergraduates regarding their level of competence 

in these competencies; and 

 To examine differences that may exist in terms of perceived importance and levels of 

competence, based on gender, age, work experience and year level of study. 

 

5.2 OVERVIEW OF DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF THE SAMPLE 

The findings of the research comprised of two sub-sections namely; the descriptive statistics 

of the sample and the inferential statistics that aimed to answer each of the research questions. 

 

In regards to the description of the sample, the findings revealed that most of the respondents 

were female. The age profile of the sample consisted predominantly of students aged between 

twenty and twenty-five years and below twenty years of age. In terms of faculty enrolment, the 

sample comprised mostly of IPS undergraduates enrolled within the Faculty of Economic and 
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Management Sciences. Additionally, the majority of the respondents were of Black African 

and Coloured ethnicity and in terms of work experience, the sample consisted predominantly 

of IPS students with either full-time or part-time work experience. Further to the above, third-

year IPS undergraduates made up most of the sample, constituting 43.7% of the total sample, 

whilst forty-five students were first-years and forty were second-years. Lastly, in terms of the 

first languages spoken, majority of the sample indicated English, isiXhosa and Afrikaans as 

their primary spoken language. Interestingly, of the eleven official South African, the sample 

represented nine of them. 

 

5.3 INTERPRETATION AND DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH STUDY FINDINGS 

As mentioned previously, this study aimed to determine the perceptions that IPS undergraduate 

students hold in terms of the importance of a set of competencies as well as their perceived 

level of competence in these areas. These perceptions were analysed descriptively and through 

inferential statistics and the findings relating to each research question were presented in the 

preceding chapter. In the section that follows, these findings will be interpreted, discussed and 

assimilated with literature to establish a thorough understanding of the results obtained in this 

research study.  

 

5.3.1 RESEARCH QUESTION ONE: WHAT ARE THE PERCEPTIONS OF IPS 

UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS REGARDING IMPORTANT 

COMPETENCIES TO POSSESS FOR EMPLOYABILITY? 

In terms of the perceptions of this sample of IPS undergraduates regarding important 

competencies for employability, the findings point out that each of the listed competencies are 

considered as quite important in general. However, deeper analysis reveals that ability and 

willingness to learn, self-control, teamwork and cooperation, self-confidence, as well as 

planning and organising skills are considered the five most important competencies for 

employability, by this sample of IPS undergraduate students. In addition to these, other 

competencies such as achievement orientation, interpersonal understanding, computer literacy, 

analytical thinking, flexibility, customer service orientation, relationship building, 

organisational commitment and initiative, were all perceived to either quite important or of 

critical importance for employability. Various studies undertaken (Aluko, 2014; Andrews & 

Higson, 2008; Gabric & McFadden, 2000; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Knight & Yorke, 2004; 

Rainsbury et al., 2002; Saunders & Zuzel, 2010) have found similar results which support these 

findings. Interestingly, in the study conducted by Rainsbury et al. (2002), customer service 
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orientation is rated in the top five whereas in the present study it is ranked eleventh. Another 

study conducted by Coll and Zegwaard (2006) also reports similar results to the above 

concerning the perception of science and technology undergraduate students, with the 

exception of initiative, achievement orientation and analytical thinking which are considered 

more important by that sample of undergraduates, in relation to the current study sample. It is 

prudent to note that these differences could be attributed to the fact that the present study 

addresses the perceptions of IPS undergraduate students. On this note, it is interesting to note 

that even though the samples in previous studies reported on, consists of undergraduates from 

differing field of study, their views still coincide with that of IPS undergraduate students.  

 

In addition to the above, the results of the descriptive analysis also reveal that a trend with 

regards to each competency and how they are rated in terms of importance. Each competency, 

with the exception of teamwork and cooperation and personal planning and organisational 

skills, was given a minimum rating of either not at all important or slightly important. This 

indicates that whilst in general, the group of competencies were regarded as quite important 

for employability, some students within the sample shared vastly different perceptions.  

 

5.3.2 RESEARCH QUESTION TWO: WHAT ARE THE EFFICACY BELIEFS OF 

IPS UNDERGRDAUATES CONCERNING THEIR PERCEIVED LEVEL OF 

COMPETENCE IN THESE COMPETENCIES? 

The second research question in this study seeks to address the perceived level of competence 

of IPS undergraduate students pertaining to the given competencies. The findings of this 

research study indicate that this sample of IPS students largely feel an average to above average 

sense of self-efficacy in their competence. This finding lies in congruence with other study 

findings as well (Alibaygi et al., 2013; Jackson, 2013; Saunders & Zuzel, 2010) as in each of 

these studies, undergraduates felt an average sense of competence in the respective 

competencies they rated themselves on. Interestingly, in response to each competency, 

minimum scores of one and two are found which suggests that some respondents perceive their 

level of competence to be very poor or below average in comparison to others who express 

higher levels of competence. The exception to this finding however, is that of ability and 

willingness to learn which is the only competency where no students regard themselves as 

being very poorly competent or below average. In relation to this, a noteworthy finding is that 

in each competency, a rating of five is given, which means that some students felt they had 

excellent levels of competence in those competencies.  
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Furthermore, the research study findings reveal that the sample IPS undergraduates consider 

themselves being most proficient in their ability and willingness to learn, achievement 

orientation, concern for order, quality and accuracy, self-control, teamwork and cooperation, 

interpersonal understanding, computer literacy, written communication, initiative and team 

leadership. Other studies also report that undergraduate students feel most competent in these 

particular competency areas as well. (Alibaygi et al., 2013; Atfield & Purcell, 2010; Jackson, 

2012; Saunders & Zuzel, 2010; Smith & Kruger, 2008). Overall, the sample of IPS 

undergraduates perceived themselves to be fairly competent in the listed competencies. In 

addition, it is evident that their perceptions are congruent with those of other undergraduates 

in varying fields of study. Importantly, whilst these findings are compared to other literature, 

which tackles the issue of undergraduate students’ perceptions in relation to the perceived level 

of competence, none of these studies assesses the self-perceptions of IPS undergraduates 

regarding their level of competence in certain competencies.   

 

5.3.3 RESEARCH QUESTION THREE: IS THERE A DIFFERENCE IN THE 

PERCEPTIONS OF IMPORTANT COMPETENCIES REQUIRED FOR 

EMPLOYABILITY BETWEEN MALE AND FEMALE IPS 

UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS?  

The research findings indicate that male and female IPS undergraduates’ perceptions in this 

sample, differ significantly in respect to directiveness, interpersonal understanding, self-control 

and self-confidence. While differences in these areas are statistically significant, only those 

pertaining to directiveness is substantially different, where males regarded this competency has 

particularly more important than females within this sample. Additionally, findings also reveal 

that the sampled female IPS undergraduates rate all of the aforementioned competencies higher 

than their male counterparts, except for self-confidence. A study by Wickramasinghe and 

Perera (2010) supports this particular finding in that the male students within their study 

attached higher importance to self-confidence than the female students. On the contrary, the 

results in a study done by Aluko (2014) contradicts the present study findings in relation to the 

perceived importance attributed to self-confidence. Female undergraduates in Aluko’s (2014) 

study regard self-confidence as more important in comparison to their male peers. This 

difference may be attributed to varying contextual factors given that the study by Aluko (2014) 

was conducted in Nigeria, as well as other personal-related, social, and socio-economic factors. 

Further to the above, the present study findings makes evident that gender influences the 
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perceptions of this sample of IPS undergraduate students, in terms of the importance they attach 

to various competencies.  

 

5.3.4 RESEARCH QUESTION FOUR: IS THERE A DIFFERENCE IN THE SELF-

PERCEIVED LEVEL OF COMPETENCE BETWEEN MALE AND FEMALE 

STUDENTS? 

The findings related to self-perceived competence based on gender illustrate that the 

perceptions of this sample of IPS students do not differ significantly overall, with the exception 

of perceived competence in relation to developing others, interpersonal understanding, self-

confidence and personal planning and organisational skills. The results indicate that with regard 

to these competencies, male IPS students within this sample demonstrate lower efficacy beliefs 

than their female peers and interestingly, in respect to most of the other competencies as well. 

This finding is particularly interesting as it suggests that this sample of male students do not 

have as high a regard of their competence in comparison to the females. Literature points out 

that self-efficacy and self-perception are critical components of employability and that 

influences one’s employability (Qenani et al., 2014). With this in mind, the results may further 

suggest that the sampled male undergraduate students might potentially be less employable 

than the sample of females. This might mean that gender-sensitive approaches may need to be 

considered in cultivating some of these competencies from an academic and professional 

perspective. Furthermore, in terms of perceived competence in interpersonal understanding, 

male students within this sample rated themselves notably lower than their female peers. This 

suggests that they may not as adept in their ability to understand others’ feelings, thoughts and 

concerns - a competency considered to be quite important to possess in the world of work 

(Chetty, 2012; Coll & Zegwaard, 2006; Griesel & Parker, 2009).  

 

Further to the above, the study findings pertaining particularly to interpersonal understanding 

are consistent with a study conducted by Smith and Kruger (2008) which suggests that a 

significant relationship exists between the gender of undergraduate students and their 

interpersonal skills level. Contrary to this, a study done by Atfield and Purcell (2010) reports 

that in regards to self-confidence, male undergraduates regard themselves as more competent 

than the female undergraduates in the study. In general, it is evident that significant gender 

differences do exist in respect of certain competencies and perceived levels of competence in 

them. It is also evident that there is a limited amount of research that discusses the self-
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perceptions of undergraduates regarding their level of competence that specifically 

differentiates between male and female students.  

 

5.3.5 RESEARCH QUESTION FIVE: ARE THERE DIFFERENCES IN THE 

PERCEPTIONS OF IPS UNDERGRADUATES IN RELATION TO 

IMPORTANT COMPETENCIES, BASED ON THEIR AGE? 

Findings in the current study illustrate that the age of the sampled IPS undergraduates 

significantly affects their perceptions of important competencies for employability in respect 

to conceptual thinking, concern for order, quality and accuracy, customer service orientation, 

directiveness and information seeking. Findings in relation to the above competencies show 

that IPS students below the age of twenty considered them more important in comparison to 

those aged between twenty and twenty-five. This difference was particularly substantial with 

regards to conceptual thinking, as whilst the sampled students below twenty years of age view 

this competency as moderately important, those aged between twenty and twenty-five consider 

it to be quite important, which is evidenced by the higher average score attributed to this group 

of students. Overall, the undergraduate students sampled in this study generally regard most of 

the competencies with similar level of importance, indicating no real discrepancies, with the 

exception of the above varying perceptions. In the absence of specific literature which speaks 

to IPS undergraduates or undergraduates in general, and their ideas of important competencies 

for the workplace based on their age, the findings of the present study aims to provide some 

noteworthy insights in this regard.  

 

5.3.6 RESEARCH QUESTION SIX: DO THE EFFICACY BELIEFS OF IPS 

UNDERGRADUATES DIFFER IN RELATION TO THEIR PERCEIVED 

LEVEL OF COMPETENCE, BASED ON AGE? 

The findings produced in this study indicates that there are particularly different self-efficacy 

perceptions of competence levels held by the sampled IPS undegraduates aged below twenty 

and between twenty and twenty-five. These differences are seen in levels of competence related 

to conceptual thinking, organisational awareness, concern for order, quality and accuracy, 

customer service orientation, developing others, directiveness, organisational commitment, 

ability and willingness to learn and information seeking. Although significant differences are 

found concerning these competencies, the discrepant results relating to conceptual thinking and 

information seeking reveal that the sample of students below twenty years of age regarded 

themselves as significantly less competent to those between the ages of twenty and twenty-
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five. This finding is not that surprising given the potential that older students would have had 

more time to develop these competencies within an academic environment and perhaps 

externally as well, in relation to younger students. Another interesting finding illustrates that 

with regard to the competencies where significant differences are noted, all of the sampled 

students aged below twenty rated lower levels of competence in these areas in comparison with 

their older peers. Again, this could be attributed to the fact that older students have had more 

time to cultivate these competencies and therefore feel more competent in these areas.  

 

From a literary perspective, the findings of this study coincide in part with that of one 

conducted by Smith and Kruger (2008) which reports a meaningful relationship between age 

and level of communication. Although this study does not indicate a significant relationship 

between age and competencies relating to communication, the Smith and Kruger (2008) 

research does corroborate the age does have an impact on how levels of competence are 

perceived. Contrary to this, however, Atfield and Purcell (2010) in their study of 

undergraduates’ perceptions of competence in certain competencies, reveal that age does not 

affect how competence levels are perceived. This finding could be attributed to the sample used 

within the study which consisted exclusively of final year undergraduate students and whereas 

the present study focuses on sampled IPS undergraduates from all year-levels and this might 

explain the varying degrees of self-perceived competence versus no notable differences based 

on age in the study by Atfield and Purcell (2010).  

 

5.3.7 RESEARCH QUESTION SEVEN: DO THE PERCEPTIONS OF IPS 

UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS DIFFER IN REGARDS TO ESSENTIAL 

COMPETENCIES FOR EMPLOYABILITY, BASED ON THEIR WORK 

EXPERIENCE? 

In exploring whether the type of work experience influences how important the sampled 

students perceive certain competencies to be for employability, the study shows that whilst 

perceptions of sampled students with full-time and part-time work experience did not clearly 

differ, there are differences of opinion between those with part-time and no work experience. 

The sample of IPS undergraduates with no work experience view teamwork and cooperation, 

computer literacy, concern for order, quality and accuracy, directiveness, team leadership and 

analytical thinking as of lesser of importance in comparison to those with part-time work 

experience. Of particular significance is the degree of disparity in perspectives with regard to 

the importance of directiveness for employability. The results make very clear that exposure to 
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part-time working experience leads the sample of IPS undergraduate students to rate this 

competency substantially higher in terms of its importance towards being employable.  

 

Furthermore, the aforementioned disparities illustrate that competencies regarded as essential 

for employability may indeed be impacted by the level of work experience students possess 

and as the results also suggest, the sampled undergraduates with no work experience rated each 

of the above competencies lower by comparison to not only those with part-time work 

experience but those with full-time work experience as well. Exposure to the working 

environment provides insight into the various competencies that are crucial and those that are 

of lesser importance when entering or operating in the world of work. This therefore provides 

a reason as to why the discrepancies between students’ perspectives within this sample may 

exist, based on their level or type of work experience gained.  The finding of this study seeks 

to contribute to an understanding of the perceptions of IPS undergraduate students, especially 

in light of the fact that the researcher could not find current literature to compare the above 

results to and further explain them.  

 

5.3.8 RESEARCH QUESTION EIGHT: DO THE EFFICACY BELIEFS OF IPS 

UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS DIFFER IN REGARDS TO THEIR LEVEL 

OF COMPETENCE, BASED ON WORK EXPERIENCE? 

Findings in this study makes evident that work experience influences the efficacy beliefs 

regarding the level of competence that this group of IPS students feel they possess in terms of 

certain competencies required for employability. Noteworthy discrepancies exist in 

competence levels related to teamwork and cooperation, flexibility, relationship building, 

computer literacy, conceptual thinking, technical expertise, organisational awareness, 

initiative, ability and willingness to learn and achievement orientation. What these findings 

further suggest is that the sample of IPS undergraduates with no work experience rated 

themselves as less competent in comparison to their peers who have full-time and part-time 

work experience in the above competencies. The exception to this is that in terms of flexibility 

the sample of students with full-time work experience exhibit more perceived competence than 

those both part-time and no work experience and similarly, with regards to teamwork and 

cooperation, whilst students with full-time and part-time work experience express equal 

degrees of competence, those with no work experience felt markedly less competent compared 

to those with full-time work experience.  
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The above findings clearly indicate that the IPS undergraduates with no work experience did 

not consider themselves to be as competent in certain competencies by comparison with those 

that have both full-time and part-time work experience. This further suggests that work 

experience in general, increases this sample of undergraduatenstudents’ perceived level of 

competence which may be attributed to the fact that they are being exposed to various settings 

and tasks within a working environment in particular that allows them to acquire and further 

develop these competencies, this potentially adding to a greater sense of competence. As 

mentioned with the previous research question and its results, there currently is no research 

that exists to compare this sample’s views of their perceived level of competence based on 

work experience and so, this study hopes to provide some awareness in this regard. 

 

5.3.9 RESEARCH QUESTION NINE: ARE THERE DIFFERENCES THAT EXIST 

WITH THE PERCEPTIONS OF REQUIRED COMPETENCIES FOR 

EMPLOYABILITY, BASED ON YEAR LEVEL OF STUDY? 

Concerning differing perceptions of important competencies for employability based on year 

level of study, the study results reveal that overall; there is no definitive differences in the 

perceptions of this sample of IPS undergraduates with the exception of perceptions regarding 

the importance of conceptual thinking and interpersonal understanding. The results indicate 

that the third-year students within the sample deem conceptual thinking considerably more 

important than both first- and second-year students. Additionally, in regards to interpersonal 

understanding, a slightly significant difference is present in the perceptions of first-year 

students versus third-year undergraduate students. This finding is particularly interesting as it 

illustrates that first-year students view interpersonal understanding as more important for 

employability, than what the sample of third-years do. What makes this finding particularly 

noteworthy is that literature mentions the emphasis placed on competencies related to 

interpersonal understanding as ones which are expected by employers and in many cases 

lacking when graduates enter the workplace (Chetty, 2012; Hinchliffe & Jolly, 2010; John, 

2012; Saunders and Zuzel, 2010). In light of this, it may be of concern that third-year IPS 

students are found to deem interpersonal understanding as less important when compared to 

first-year IPS students, particularly because these are exiting undergraduates who would 

presumably enter the workplace upon completion of their undergraduate degrees.  Important to 

note, whilst the above differences do exist, they are not disproportionately large. In other 

words, the differences found do not indicate a vast enough discrepancy that would make it 
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particularly concerning, with the exception of differing views related to interpersonal 

understanding where views differed to a greater, more significant extent.   

 

5.3.10 RESEARCH QUESTION TEN: ARE THERE DIFFERENCES IN THE 

EFFICACY BELIEFS OF IPS UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS 

CONCERNING THEIR PERCEIVED LEVEL OF COMPETENCE, BASED ON 

THEIR YEAR LEVEL OF STUDY? 

Study findings show that there are significant differences in the self-perceived level of 

competence of IPS undergraduates based on their year level of study, in respect to their 

competence in conceptual thinking, technical expertise, concern for order, quality and 

accuracy, directiveness and information seeking. There are substantial differing efficacy beliefs 

of competence with particular regard to conceptual thinking and directiveness and findings 

further illustrate that in both cases, the sample of third-year IPS students rate themselves 

considerably higher than first- and second-year students. In respect to other aforementioned 

competencies, they are statistically significant but the degree of differences in the related 

perceptions are quite small and thus, not as significant as in the case of conceptual thinking and 

directiveness. Not too surprising, in terms of previous studies, the results of the current study 

is congruent with the findings of studies conducted by Jackson (2012) as well as Saunders and 

Zuzel (2010). In these studies, third-year students rate their level of competence in respect of 

specific competencies, higher than that of first- and second-year students, a trend which is 

generally seen in the current study as well. Third-year students are in their final year of their 

undergraduate degree course and having negotiated through their years as an undergraduate 

student would have been in situations where a variety of behaviours, knowledge and skills were 

acquired, and this may explain why they generally rate themselves higher than students in lower 

year levels do. 

 

5.3.11 SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS 

In general, it was found that the sampled IPS undergraduates considered the listed 

competencies as a whole, to be quite important for employability, whilst they regarded sixteen 

of them as critically important. The sixteen competencies regarded as critically important were 

as follows: ability and willingness to learn; self-control; teamwork and cooperation; self-

confidence; personal planning and organisational skills; achievement orientation; computer 

literacy; interpersonal understanding; analytical thinking; flexibility; customer service 
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orientation; written communication; concern for order, quality and accuracy; relationship 

building; organisational commitment; and initiative. Conversely, the present study also showed 

that IPS undergraduates regarded competencies such as team leadership; developing others; 

technical expertise; impact and influence on others; and directiveness, as least important for 

employability. These findings coincided with employers’ views regarding competencies that 

are most desirable and important, as well as least important for employability (Coll & 

Zegwaard, 2006; Wickramasinghe & Perera, 2010; Saunders & Zuzel, 2010).  

 

In relation to their self-perceived competence or self-efficacy in these competencies, these IPS 

undergraduate students considered themselves to be fairly competent in all of the competencies, 

however, displaying stronger efficacy beliefs in their competence in regard to certain of the 

competencies. The competency areas that the sample of IPS undergraduates felt most 

competent in were: ability and willingness to learn; achievement orientation; concern for order, 

quality and accuracy; self-control; teamwork and cooperation; interpersonal understanding; 

computer literacy; written communication; initiative; and team leadership. Additionally, they 

considered themselves less competent in: directiveness; impact and influence on others; 

developing others; organisational awareness; technical expertise; relationship building and 

self-confidence.    

 

When the perceptions of importance and self-perceived competence were measured based on 

the variables of age, gender, work experience and year level of study, there were statistically 

significant differences found in light of a few competencies. Whilst these differences were 

noted from a statistical viewpoint, it was acknowledged and seen that not all of them were 

particularly discrepant enough to be considered very important from a research outcomes point 

of view. Females regarded most of the competencies more important than the males within the 

sample, except in terms of self-confidence and teamwork and cooperation. Additionally, the 

male students within the sample considered themselves particularly more competent in areas 

of computer literacy, information seeking and technical expertise, demonstrating a greater 

sense of self-efficacy in these competency areas. 

 

In regards to age, it was found that the younger group of IPS undergraduate students considered 

most of the competencies as less important when compared to their older peers and this trend 

was found in the perceptions of their competence in the set of competencies as well. 
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When work experience was used to determine differing perceptions of important competencies 

for employability and efficacy beliefs of competence, it was interestingly found that those with 

part-time work experience tended to view the competencies as more important in relation to 

those with full-time or no work experience. In terms of self-efficacy beliefs in levels of 

competence, the findings revealed that the sample of IPS undergraduates with no work 

experience, do not feel as component as those with both full-time and part-time work 

experience. This highlighted that work experience had a bearing on the self-efficacy views of 

this sample of IPS undergraduates, and that work experience positively influenced the self-

efficacy beliefs in the various areas of competencies.  

 

Lastly, when differences in perceptions associated with year level of study were investigated, 

it was found that this sample of IPS undergraduates differed only somewhat in their perceptions 

regarding important competencies for employability, with the exception of conceptual thinking 

and interpersonal understanding.  In regards to differing levels of competence based on the 

three year-levels, distinct differences were noted in terms of conceptual thinking and 

directiveness, where third-year students considered themselves particularly more proficient in 

comparison to the first- and second-year IPS undergraduates in this sample. In other words, 

third-year students in this sample displayed a stronger sense of self-efficacy pertaining 

conceptual thinking and directiveness, than the first- and second-years.  

 

5.4 LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

It is pertinent that the researcher considers the potential limitations of the study in order provide 

well-rounded perspective research. The current research study has several limitations, which 

should be both acknowledged and potentially attended to in future research. Two overarching 

limitations of this research stems from the manner in which the sample was approached to 

participate in the study, as well as the sample size. Given that students were visited within their 

respective lectures, this meant that only the views of those available and willing to participate 

in the study, were captured. Additionally, the size of the sample was relatively small in 

comparison to the population of IPS undergraduate students at UWC. The implication of the 

aforementioned limitations meant that generalisations could only be made to the sample of 

students within the study and not to entire the IPS undergraduate population. 

 

Another limitation that presented itself was related to the nature of quantitative data collection. 

This type of data collection does not allow the researcher to elicit a deeper sense of 
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understanding regarding the perceptions held by the sampled undergraduates, beyond the 

statistical means of analysis. In relation to the above limitation, a further limitation of the study 

was associated with the singular approach to the research. The present study followed a 

quantitative research methodology, which meant that it made use of numerical data that was 

statistically analysed, from which to draw inferences. Whilst this provides a substantial about 

of information, a mixed methods approach would have enabled the researcher to produce 

qualitative data from which to elicit a deeper understanding of the perceptions held by the IPS 

undergraduates within the study. 

 

Additionally, a potential fifth limitation revolves around the fact that questionnaires were self-

administered. There is a tendency for respondents to answer questions in a socially desirable 

manner in order to provide an elevated image of themselves. However, to aid in countering this 

limitation, the researcher reassured the participants of the anonymity of their responses as well 

as the confidentiality thereof.  

 

A possible sixth limitation may be attributed to how the participants viewed the confidentiality 

of their responses. In spite of each respondent being assured of the confidential nature of his or 

her information, it is possible that there might have been mistrust regardless. This is turn may 

have had an adverse effect on the way in which the participants chose to respond to the 

questionnaire items. 

 

Lastly, a seventh limitation of the present study is attributed to the study targeting only students 

in its research and data collection. In order to create greater value, delving into the perceptions 

of employees and professionals’ in industry regarding essential competencies for employability 

and the extent to which they feel graduates possess these competencies, may be essential. 

  

5.5 SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

The present study was limited to a sample of IPS undergraduate students from UWC. That said, 

one proposal for future research would be to expand the scope of study to include IPS 

undergraduates from other university institutions. This would also allow for more generalisable 

findings and conclusions. 

 

In addition, future studies could also consider using a mixed methods approach to data 

collection. This would facilitate gaining deeper, more meaningful insights into the perceptions 
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held in terms of competencies essential for employability and self-perceived competence in 

these competencies. These studies could make use of questionnaires that consist of a few open-

ended questions.  

 

Likewise, an additional measure such as focus group interviews could also be employed with 

a subset of the sample to conduct an in-depth inquiry into why certain perceptions are held and 

obtain richer information from the study participants. 

 

Furthermore, future research could also consider the manner in which the quantitative data is 

collected. In this study, participants were approached during their allotted lecture times. In 

order to potentially garner more responses and reach a wider sample, the questionnaire 

instrument could be adapted to a web-based format and dispersed to all IPS undergraduates via 

university communication systems. This coupled with regular reminders or invitations to 

participate in the research may result in a larger sample from which to elicit information and 

draw conclusions. 

 

In addition, it might be useful for future research to include the views of experts or 

professionals within the area of Industrial Psychology. This would provide a means of 

comparing the views of both professionals and IPS undergraduates and gain a sense of how 

congruent these perceptions are and add further substance to the research study.  

 

Lastly, it may be of interest to investigate the gender nuances further, of the perceptions held 

as it relates to the current research. The current research found that gender did play a role in 

regards to certain competency areas and if the sample of both females and males were larger 

and more or less equal, increased variances might have been obtained. As such, this may be 

worth exploring in future research as it could also influence the way in which learning and 

development should occur.     

   

5.6 PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS  

Overall, the research highlighted the perceptions that the sampled IPS undergraduates at UWC 

hold regarding how important certain competencies are for employability as well as their 

perceived level of proficiency or competence therein. These findings would enable academic 

institutions to gain insight into these perceptions and potentially use them as guidelines to aid 

in decisions regarding the relevance of certain course material in terms of how it being 
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delivered. Additionally, from an industry or professional viewpoint, the findings from this 

study may serve as a means of guiding the establishment or restructuring of various graduate 

development programmes and initiatives to aid in enhancing their employability. Further to 

this, industry as well as IPS professionals should become more involved at an undergraduate 

level. Practical workshops could be offered to interested IPS undergraduate students, where 

they would be given the opportunity to interact more informally with industry professionals, 

learn about the competencies required in the field and begin to develop some of the industry-

specific competencies within these workshops as well, by means of specifically designed 

activities. 

 

Additionally, these findings may also serve as a means of assisting academic departments, 

specifically the Department of Industrial Psychology at UWC, to address any apparent gaps or 

discrepancies that exist in the students’ perceptions versus what the world of work expects. 

This could be done by considering alternative ways of teaching and learning and developing 

extra-curricular activities that specifically focus on the cultivation of specific core 

competencies expected for these future graduates to possess. In terms of the Department of 

Industrial Psychology at UWC, these results, in conjunction with future studies into the 

perceptions of professionals and academics within the field of Industrial Psychology, may be 

of assistance in developing department-specific graduate attributes that incorporate the 

expectations and requirements of the profession as well. Furthermore, in relation to the above, 

the findings of this research may also aid in considering and perhaps reassessing the nature of 

the graduate attributes that UWC seeks to develop within its students, to create attributes that 

are more competency-based and geared towards workplace employability outcomes more 

explicitly.   

 

A significant contribution of this study is that it seeks to emphasise the perceptions of IPS 

undergraduates in particular, as literature has evidenced that previous studies have not done so. 

The results from this as well as future related studies, would aid in cultivating IPS graduates 

that are more ‘workplace ready’, more employable upon entering the labour market. 

Additionally, by investigating in which areas of competency these students consider 

themselves to be less competent in and assessing how his compares to the expectations of 

industry, it may lead to enhanced and better informed decision-making regarding measures 

could potentially be put in place to assist undergraduates in enriching their sense and level of 

employability. The results of this study shows that the views of this sample of IPS 
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undergraduates do not differ to vastly from employers’ views regarding competencies and 

skills important for employability (Coll & Zegwaard, 2006; Griesel & Parker, 2009; Hinchliffe 

& Jolly, 2010; Hodges & Burchell, 2003; Saunders & Zuzel, 2010). However, it must be noted 

that these are not the perspectives of employers or professionals specifically within the field of 

Industrial Psychology. Therefore, whilst some of the views of this sample of students concur 

with that of employers and certain professionals, it cannot be argued that this sample’s 

perspectives coincide with professionals or employers’ viewpoints from the field of Industrial 

Psychology. 

 

Lastly, the key objective of this research study is to add to an existing body of knowledge 

regarding employability perceptions, by particularly emphasising the views of IPS 

undergraduates in terms of how important they perceive certain competencies to be for 

employability as well as the extent to which they feel proficient in these competencies. 

 

5.7 CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this research study was to investigate the perceptions of undergraduate IPS 

students in connection with the level of importance they assign to a particular set of 

competencies as it relates to employability, and to gain insight into their self-perceived levels 

of competence in these areas. As literature suggests, the employability of graduates remains a 

significant concern, one that is shared nationally as well as globally, with employers stating 

that the competencies and skills that are essential to graduates finding success in the labour 

market, are lacking (Chetty, 2012; Griesel & Parker, 2009; John, 2012). Assessing the 

perceptions that IPS undergraduates have regarding the importance of certain competencies for 

employability and their perceived competence, provided insight not only into the extent of 

importance they associated with these competencies, but also elicited valuable information in 

regards to where they may possibly be at in terms of their development of these competencies. 

Literature points out that the level of one’s self-perceptions is a contributing factor to the 

employability (Berntson et al., 2006; Qenani et al., 2014; Rothwell et al., 2008) and this made 

it essential to investigate how IPS undergraduates perceive their level of competence. The 

findings related to the ten research questions that the study aimed to answer in order to meet 

its objectives, were discussed in this chapter. Results show that whilst generally, the sampled 

undergraduates regarded all of the competencies as important towards employability, there 

were competencies noted as particularly more important than others by comparison. 

Additionally, in investigating self-perceptions of competence related to these competencies, 
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findings indicated also indicated varying degrees of competence overall. Further to this, the 

study examined the extent to which variables such as gender, age, work experience and year 

level of study, had on perceived importance and perceived competence and it was found that 

these variables did in fact have an impact on these perceptions in regards to several respective 

competencies. It is important to note that whilst the results of this study was compared to the 

available body of literature related to this topic of research, this study was the first attempt at 

measuring the specific perceptions of IPS undergraduate students. Thus, this study expects to 

make a significant contribution not only to this area of knowledge, but also in enhancing the 

employability of IPS undergraduate students.   
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APPENDIX A 

INFORMATION AND CONSENT SHEET FOR UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS 

 

INFORMATION AND CONSENT SHEET FOR UNDERGRADUATE STUDENTS  

Dear participant, 

 

My name is Vashdi Smith (student number 3021386). I am a registered UWC Master’s student 

in the Industrial Psychology department. 

 

The title of my thesis is: A study into the perceptions of important competencies required 

for employability: case selected undergraduate students and professionals in industry 

 

Please take time to read through this information sheet carefully in order for you to be 

knowledgeable about what is required of you as a research participant in this study. 

As a participant who gives consent of your participation in this study, you will be required:  

 Complete a questionnaire (10 minutes) in which you will be asked to provide a few 

demographic details. Thereafter, you will be asked to rate a few competencies in terms of 

its importance for employability and then to indicate the extent to which you feel you 

possess these competencies. 

 

Your participation in this research project is voluntary and your responses will be treated as 

confidential.  It will assist me to achieve the objective of the study which is to identify which 

competencies are regarded as important for employability from the perspective of 

undergraduate students as well as their self-perceived competence. Should you have any 

questions regarding the study or wish to report any problems you have experienced related to 

the study, please contact me at 084-272-9217 or via e-mail at 3021386@myuwc.ac.za. You 

may also contact my supervisor: Prof. F Abrahams at fabrahams@uwc.ac.za, or alternatively, 

my Head of Department: Dr. Bright Mahembe at bmahembe@uwc.ac.za 

Research Participant Consent Please tick 
the box 

I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet explaining the 
above research project and I have had the opportunity to ask questions about the 
project. 

 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at 
any time without giving any reason and without there being any negative 
consequences. I addition, should I not wish to answer any particular question(s), I 
am free to decline. (The lead researcher (Vashdi) may be contacted at any time 
should I wish to decline) 

 

I understand that my responses and personal data will be kept strictly 
confidential. I give permission for members of the research team to have access 
to my anonymised responses. I understand that my name will not be linked with 
the research materials, and I will not be identified or identifiable in the reports or 
publications that result for the research. 

 

I agree for the data collected from me to be used in future research.  

I agree to take part in the above research project.  

mailto:3021386@myuwc.ac.za
mailto:fabrahams@uwc.ac.za
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APPENDIX B  

QUESTIONNAIRE INSTRUMENT 

 

 

 

The purpose of this questionnaire is to gain Industrial Psychology students’ perceptions of which 

competencies they feel are important and to what extent they feel they possess these skills and 

behaviours. All responses will be assessed and measured to elicit findings regarding perceptions of 

undergraduate Industrial Psychology students’.  

 

Instructions: 

- Please indicate your answer using an “X” 

- Where necessary, please write legibly. 

- Please respond to answers as honestly as possible. 

Section A: Demographic information 

 

A.1  Please indicate your gender (X): 

  Male    Female 

A.2 Please indicate your age (X): 

  Under 20    20-25 

 26-30    Over 30 

A.3     Please indicate which faculty you are enrolled in: 

 Economic and Management Sciences 

 Arts 

A.4     Please specify your ethnicity: 

  Black African  Coloured   Indian 

 Asian   White 

A.5 Please indicate whether you have work experience. Kindly indicate with an (X): 

  Full-time    Part-time   No work experience 

A.6  Please indicate your year level of study with an (X): 

  2nd year  

 3rd year 

A.7      Please specify which of the following your first language is: 

             English                Siswati (Swati)    

 isiXhosa (Xhosa)    Tshivenda (Venda) 

 isiZulu (Zulu)    Xitsonga (Tsonga) 

 Afrikaans    Setswana (Tswana) 

 Sesotho (Southern Sotho)    Northern Sotho (Sepedi) 

 isiNdebele (Ndebele) 

Department of Industrial Psychology 

 

Undergraduate Students’ Questionnaire 

 

Investigating the perceptions of important competencies for employability and self-perceived competence: 

case selected Industrial Psychology undergraduate students 
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SECTION B: 

COMPETENCY DESCRIPTIONS  

 

Below are descriptors of each competency. Please read them before completing question B.1 

  

  

Teamwork & cooperation (fosters group facilitation and management, conflict resolution, 

motivation of others, creating a good workplace environment) 

Flexibility (adaptability, perceptual objectivity, staying objective, resilience, behaviour dependent 

on situation) 

Relationship building (networking, establishing rapport, use of contacts, concern for stakeholders 

e.g clients) 

Computer literacy (able to operate a number of packages and has information management 

awareness) 

Conceptual thinking (pattern recognition, insight, critical thinking, problem definition, can 

generate hypotheses, linking) 

Technical expertise (job related technical knowledge and skills, depth and breadth, acquires 

expertise, donates expertise) 

Organisational awareness (understands organisation, knows constraints, power and political 

intelligence, cultural knowledge) 

Concern for order, quality and accuracy (monitoring, concern for clarity, reduces uncertainty, 

keeping track of events and issues) 

Impact & influence on others (strategic influence, impression management, showmanship, 

persuasion, collaborative influence) 

Initiative (bias for action, decisiveness, strategic orientation, proactive, seizes opportunities, self-

motivation, persistence) 

Customer service orientation (helping and service orientation, focus on client needs, actively 

solves client problems) 

Developing others (training, develop others, coaching, mentoring, providing support, positive 

regard) 

Directiveness (assertiveness, decisiveness, use of power, taking charge, firmness of standards, 

group control and discipline) 

Team leadership (being in charge, vision, concern for subordinates, builds a sense of group 

purpose) 

Analytical thinking (thinking for self, reasoning, practical intelligence, planning skills, problem 

and analysing, systematic) 

Self-control (stamina, resistance to stress, staying calm, high Emotional Quotient, resists 

temptation, not impulsive, can calm others) 

Organisational commitment (align self and others to organisational needs, business mindedness, 

self-sacrifice) 

Ability and willingness to learn (desire and aptitude for learning, learning as a basis for action) 

Interpersonal understanding (empathy, listening, sensitivity to others, diagnostic understanding, 

awareness of others’ feelings) 

Self-confidence (strong self-concept, internal locus of control, independence, positive ego 

strength, decisive, accepts responsibility) 

Personal planning and organisational skills 

Written communication 

Information seeking (problem definition, diagnostic focus, looking deeper, contextual sensitivity) 

Achievement orientation (task accomplishment, seeks results, employs innovation, has 

competitiveness, seeks impact, aims for standards and efficiency) 
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Section B: Competencies-related statements considered important for employability 

B1. Listed below are statements relating to certain competencies. Please complete the table 

below by indicating your perceptions of the importance of each competency required to 

be more employable when entering the workplace. Please circle your response. 

Competency 

Not at all 

Important 

(1) 

Slightly 

Important 

(2) 

Moderately 

Important 

(3) 

Quite 

Important 

(4) 

Critically 

Important 

(5) 

1. Teamwork & cooperation 1 2 3 4 5 

2. Flexibility  1 2 3 4 5 

3. Relationship building 1 2 3 4 5 

4. Computer literacy 1 2 3 4 5 

5. Conceptual thinking 1 2 3 4 5 

6. Technical expertise 1 2 3 4 5 

7. Organisation awareness 1 2 3 4 5 

8. Concern for order, quality and 

accuracy 
1 2 3 4 5 

9. Impact and influence on others 1 2 3 4 5 

10.  Initiative  1 2 3 4 5 

11.  Customer service orientation 1 2 3 4 5 

12.  Developing others 1 2 3 4 5 

13.  Directiveness  1 2 3 4 5 

14.  Team leadership 1 2 3 4 5 

15.  Analytical thinking 1 2 3 4 5 

16.  Self-control 1 2 3 4 5 

17.  Organisational commitment 1 2 3 4 5 

18.  Ability and willingness to 

learn 
1 2 3 4 5 

19.  Interpersonal understanding 1 2 3 4 5 

20.  Self-confidence 1 2 3 4 5 

21.  Personal planning and 

organisational skills 
1 2 3 4 5 

22.  Written communication 1 2 3 4 5 

23. Information seeking 1 2 3 4 5 

24.  Achievement orientation 1 2 3 4 5 

      

Please add others, if necessary:      

 1 2 3 4 5 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 1 2 3 4 5 
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B2. With reference to the above list of competencies, indicate the level at which you feel you 

possess each of these competencies (1= very poor; 2= below average; 3= average; 4= 

above average; 5= excellent). Please circle the option of your choice. Be as honest as 

possible and remember this information is strictly confidential. 

Competency 
Very Poor 

(1) 

Below 

Average 

(2) 

Average 

(3) 

Above 

average 

(4) 

Excellent 

(5) 

1. Teamwork & cooperation 1 2 3 4 5 

2. Flexibility  1 2 3 4 5 

3. Relationship building 1 2 3 4 5 

4. Computer literacy 1 2 3 4 5 

5. Conceptual thinking 1 2 3 4 5 

6. Technical expertise 1 2 3 4 5 

7. Organisation awareness 1 2 3 4 5 

8. Concern for order, quality and 

accuracy 
1 2 3 4 5 

9. Impact and influence on others 1 2 3 4 5 

10.  Initiative  1 2 3 4 5 

11.  Customer service orientation 1 2 3 4 5 

12.  Developing others 1 2 3 4 5 

13.  Directiveness  1 2 3 4 5 

14.  Team leadership 1 2 3 4 5 

15.  Analytical thinking 1 2 3 4 5 

16.  Self-control 1 2 3 4 5 

17.  Organisational commitment 1 2 3 4 5 

18.  Ability and willingness to 

learn 
1 2 3 4 5 

19.  Interpersonal understanding 1 2 3 4 5 

20.  Self-confidence 1 2 3 4 5 

21.  Personal planning and 

organisational skills 
1 2 3 4 5 

22.  Written communication 1 2 3 4 5 

23. Information seeking 1 2 3 4 5 

24.  Achievement orientation 1 2 3 4 5 

      

Other competencies stated, if any:      

 1 2 3 4 5 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 1 2 3 4 5 

 

Thank you for your willingness to participate in this questionnaire and remember, this 

information is confidential and will only be used for analysing and reporting on results 
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