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Abstract 

  

Perceptions of employability in academia are largely shaped by influences and 

personal experiences. As a substantial amount of a student’s university life is 

curriculum-based, the issue of whether the university is the ideal place to prepare 

students for employability is worth examining. This research investigated 

employability perceptions of an undergraduate science department, along with the 

influences and approaches taken by the University to address employability. The 

research questions aimed to determine perceptions of employability by students, 

graduates, and lecturers, and current strategies being used by the University to 

improve perceptions of employability. This study applied the pragmatic approach 

and a mixed-methods design through the use of questionnaires and semi-

structured interviews. Qualitative data was analysed using the following themes: 

perceptions, influences, strategies, and outlook, while wuantitative data was 

analysed using chi-squared analysis. The results demonstrated that robust methods 

for enhancing employability should be implemented to produce a more skilled or 

equipped workforce, such as providing opportunities for internship, networking, 

and short-courses. Further research was recommended to investigate perceptions 

of employability at other University departments to gain a more holistic 

understanding of the issues and employ best methods and practices that would 

benefit all graduates. Such a study would also contribute to greater understanding 

of the evolving role of universities in enhancing employability. 
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1. Introduction 

Employability is an issue of concern, especially among students and graduates who look forward 

to using their skills to obtain and maintain suitable employment at the culmination of their studies.  

However, perceptions of employability vary widely. The wider issue is how to prepare graduates 

with all the skills they need in order to ensure graduate employability. The question therefore 
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arises: ‘Is the university doing enough to prepare students for employability?’ In fact, the definition 

of employability has long been the subject of several interpretations. These range from being able 

to get and keep a job (Hillage & Pollard, 1998), to being perceived as a set of attributes (Bhola et 

al., 2013), and as being recognised as a set of achievements (Knight & Yorke, 2004). Poole and 

Sewell (2007) and Hinchcliffe and Jolly (2001) also alluded to similar definitions, indicating that 

attributes and achievements should be able to be applied to a variety of settings. Yorke (2006) 

disagreed that these attributes were desirable skills since desirability could vary according to 

occupation. Criticisms to definitions have stemmed from the fact that there are external factors 

that affect employability (Harvey, 2001). Though there is no single universally acceptable 

definition, a collective interpretation of definitions has often been referred to where the term is 

used to mean a multi-faceted graduate who requires skills, with a working knowledge of the 

labour market and the economy, bearing subject-specific knowledge, having personal attributes, 

and a knowledge and awareness of these skills and their personal ability (Singh et al., 2008). In 

some cases, however, some graduates turn to portfolio careers which are non-traditional forms 

of work, where a portfolio of work activity is created (Beckstead & Gellatly, 2003). 

 

Theories of employability presented by Paadi (2004) included the Consensus Theory, Conflict 

Theory, and Human Capital Theory. These theories stress the importance of several different 

stakeholders, including one’s own self, in improving employability. The UESM Model of 

employability examines what a graduate should learn from his or her course of study to be able 

to take into the world of employment (Yorke & Knight, 2004). The subsequent employability 

after graduation is therefore limited to the outcomes of learning (Finch et al., 2013). To be fully 

prepared for the world of employment, the student should have understanding (subject 

knowledge and practical application), skills (soft-skill development), self-efficacy and 

metacognition (Winch, 2006). Furthermore, employability skills refer to those sets of skills that 

are necessary to gain and maintain employment (Overtoom, 2000). These encompass, but are 

not limited to, relationship and management skills, cognitive and problem solving skills, and 

creative and innovative skills (Sarfraz et al., 2018).   

 

Perceptions of employability have often been shaped by internal and external factors including 

the role of academic leaders (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2014), one’s own individual 

behaviour (Fugate & Ashforth, 2003), whether or not the university is the ideal place for preparing 

graduates for employment (McCowan, 2015), and the impact of course related content (Winch, 

2006). Individual behaviours and roles are an important part of shaping career success (Fugate & 

Ashford, 2003; Somerville et al., 2015). In some cases, those with increased academic 

performance have high levels of perceived employability (Wittekind et al., 2010).  

 

Leaders, too, are considered as very important in shaping employability. For example, 

transformational leaders inspire and empower (Hackman, 2013), while transactional leaders 

enhance student learning and performance, which serve as a sound basis for employability 

(Shatzer et al., 2013; Harrison et al., 2011; and Bogler et al., 2013). Leaders also influence career 

behaviours including networking behaviour, career planning, and skill development (Wayne & 

Green, 1993).  However, the researcher’s observations over the years have actually shown that 

persons who rarely performed well academically, had an equal or sometimes better chance of 

being employed over an academically talented person. Perhaps then, the individual may have 

presented themselves to the potential employer as a ‘good sell’ possessing the generic skills 
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necessary for overall job success, or it could be due to strong ties with relevant personnel in the 

job network. This could be what Stevenson et al. (2011) referred to when they wrote that 

students want to stand apart from the rest when applying for jobs.  

 

The university is therefore faced with the task of ensuring, at least to a manageable degree, that 

its graduates are well prepared for employability. Conversely, it has been argued that the 

university is not to be seen as a machine that facilitates employability. On the contrary, this 

feature is seen as a product of the attitudes of the attendees themselves (Oakeshott, 1989). In 

applying the principle of value for money to higher education institutions, students are seen as 

consumers of higher education – which is itself seen as a consumer service or product. Students 

then bring consumer entitlements into a traditionally insulated environment. Fee-paying students 

view their studies as a commodity that is purchased and brings economic value (Tomlinson, 2017). 

Science graduates are not exempt from this preparedness. In a report compiled on Australian 

university graduates, it was found that those who pursued undergraduate Science purported a 

large disparity between what was learnt in the undergraduate programmes and what was 

necessary for the real-world (Sarkar et al., 2016). Generic skills were found to be more useful 

than discipline-specific skills, which were not developed in the degree programme.  

 

In the department under study for this research, graduates usually informally relate to academic 

staff that they have not been employed for up to a year after graduation. Graduates assume that 

having more than basic science knowledge is required. Currently, a perusal of department 

documentation reflects that there are no special provisions that enhance or tackle employability 

skills. Though jobs are available, employers often report (through personal conversation) that 

graduates are not very employable. Against this background, this research investigated the topic 

“Students, graduates and lecturers’ perceptions of employability at a university: A case study to 

define current strategies and recommend improvements”. These perceptions gave a clear gauge 

on employability readiness or preparedness of the undergraduate science students under study, 

and how a holistic approach could be taken to imbue students with the relevant skills and prepare 

students to obtain and maintain employment. The inclusion of graduates as research participants 

added crucial information about students who have already passed through the system and what 

their experiences were in gaining employment. Research questions considered were ‘What are 

current students’ perceptions of employability?’, ‘What are recent graduates’ perceptions of 

employability?’, ‘What are the lecturers’ perceptions of employability?’, and ‘What strategies are 

currently in place to enhance employability of graduates in the department?’ 

 

 

 
2. Methodology 

  

Study Population and Sample 

The study population consisted of graduates and present students of the university under study, 

along with lecturers of the same Science department. From these three (3) groups, there were 

eighty (80) students, twenty (20) graduates and fifteen (15) lecturers. The graduates all graduated 

from the department within the last five (5) years, while lecturers’ years of employment varied 

from one (1) year to fifteen (15) years. 
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Data Collection Instruments 

Data was collected using mixed-methods, where the use of questionnaires and semi-structured 

interviews were employed for the study. Questionnaires were used for current students while 

semi-structured interviews were used for graduates and lecturers. This was a triangulated 

multilevel research (Teddlie & Yu, 1998) where different methods (qualitative and quantitative) 

are used to address different levels within a system and are then merged into a single 

interpretation.   

 

Research Approach 

The paradigm used for this research was the Pragmatic Paradigm which works well for mixed 

methods research (Creswell, 2009; Johnson et al., 2010). Morgan (2014) states that pragmatism 

is non-theoretical and non-philosophical in nature, and is action oriented (Mertens, 2015).  In the 

pragmatic approach, there are multiple views of reality. This is based on the epistemology that 

there is no single view or way of learning (Cohen, 2011). Multiple realities are examined through 

a mixed-methods approach, so use of pragmatism as a paradigm was suitable (Cresswell et al., 

2011). Mixed methods therefore led to a more balanced conclusion of the research problem. 

Christensen (2014) indicated that pragmatic researchers appreciate all types of realities and their 

interactions, so the focus was not on generalising or theories but hinged on deduction from data 

collected. The researcher’s role in this type of paradigm was active, since perception is not a 

passive constructive process of production (Flick, 2004; Grix, 2004). Real life experiences of the 

researcher included previous experience as a student, followed by eight years of experience as a 

lecturer. The philosophical basis for using pragmatism in this research was supported by Morgan 

(2007) where the researcher was freely able to relate to both the results of the quantitative and 

qualitative designs.   

 

Data Analysis 

Qualitative data was analysed using thematic analysis as presented by Braun et al. (2006). This 

analysis focused on emergent themes that were generated from the collected data.  Quantitative 

data collected was analysed using Chi-squared analysis, which is non-parametric and does not 

have the rigours associated with sample sizes.  

 

Limitations 

Due to the difference in sample numbers in the sample groups, it could be hard to compare and 

interpret findings. Secondly, merging different sets of data could be difficult, along with giving 

meaningful thought to the results (Cresswell, 2006). However, the researcher was able to 

overcome these limitations by ensuring that both data collection instruments addressed the same 

concepts. One methodological concern of this study could be that the researcher could have 

influenced the way the research was conducted. To counteract this limitation, the researcher 

ensured that the inquiries in this research were in line with information gleaned from the 

literature and that the research issue was clearly understood. Also, the use of several perspectives 

from the sample groups assisted in striking the balance between the researcher’s feelings and the 

results of the study. 

 

Ethics  

The ethical guidelines provided for educational researchers, published by the British Educational 

Research Association (2018), was used in this study. Voluntary informed consent to be involved 
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in the study was sought from all research participants. They were informed why their participation 

was necessary, what was required of them, what the information would be used for, how this 

information would be recorded, and to whom it would be reported. They were also informed 

that they could withdraw at any time without needing to provide an explanation. Data that was 

accessed online and from books was for public use and was available for researchers without 

consent. In cases where the full-text of published research was unavailable, consent was sought 

from the author or authors in the form of an email which requested access to a full copy of the 

research. Data collected was always anonymous since no names were attached to the completed 

questionnaire form. The use of pseudonyms was not employed. Rather, participants were only 

named by using alphabet letters according to the research group. The identity of the university 

used in the study was concealed and not referred to by name in any part of the research. 

Additionally, the names of graduates and lecturers were excluded in the data analysis process.  

There was openness and transparency with the study participants. Since the researcher was 

employed in the setting, there were no issues with approval for non-disclosure. Participants were 

informed about their right to withdraw from the research at any time. Contact details for the 

researcher were provided. In the case of semi-structured interviews, no persons withdrew from 

the research. Both groups of participants – graduates and undergraduates, and the lecturers 

involved in the study – were accorded the rights to confidentiality and anonymity. Therefore, 

data gathered from them was stored on a secure, password protected computer that was only 

accessible by the researcher.

 

3. Results 
 

The results are presented separately by research instrument. The results from the questionnaire 

are discussed quantitatively while through the use of emergent themes, the results of the semi-

structured interviews are discussed qualitatively. The overall results of the study are thereafter 

compared and discussed collectively to determine levels of convergence and divergence, in 

answer to research questions. The themes for the quantitative data were categorised as: 

Perceptions, Influences, Strategies, and Outlook. 

 

Students’ Questionnaires Results on Employability Perceptions 

These results contain findings from a range of data analysis employed including descriptive 

statistics, and qualitative results which were thematically examined. The results from this section 

are in answer to the first research question: What are current students’ perceptions of 

employability? 

 

Student Respondent Demographics 

In total, there were 80 respondents with 100% of responses between the age of 16 and 24 years. 

Additionally, in terms of year of study, 20% of respondents were in the second year of study, 

while the majority 80% was in the final year of study. The large figure of final year respondents 

was not surprising since it is in the final year of study that undergraduate students tend to have 

a heightened sense of employability awareness and its importance becomes more prominent. 

There were no responses emerging from first year and third year students. 
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Employability Perceptions and Understanding of Employability Skills 

The first part of the questionnaire examined what participants understood by the term 

‘employability’. Employability skills were also presented in list format in the questionnaire to 

solicit specific thoughts on which skills were thought to be important. A majority of the 

respondents (75%, n = 60) perceived employability to be a set of skills and attributes suitable for 

the workforce that aids in gaining employment, while equal percentages of 12.5% each (n = 10 in 

each category respectively), perceived employability to be the ability to only get a job, and to 

keep and maintain a job. The majority of responses therefore alluded to the awareness of students 

that there was a deeper notion of employability in relation to acquiring a job. This showed a level 

of academic, personal and professional awareness and engagement on their part. Figure I shows 

that the majority of respondents agreed that employability is deeper than simply getting a job, 

but is rather related to the development of one’s own self. 

 
Figure 1 

Student’s Perceptions of the Meaning of Employability 

 
 

Respondents were then asked to choose from a list of employability skills the ones they felt that 

were actually necessary in order to obtain a job. The responses that were chosen demonstrated 

that students understood that there were a basic set of skills that were essential for employability. 

For ease of discussion, these skills were addressed in terms of soft skills and hard skills, since 

some transferable skills entail both. The results for the importance of the hard skills listed showed 

that only 50% (n=40) and 35% (n=28) of students believed that theoretical knowledge from 

course content and practical skills from course content, respectively, were important to 

employability. 

 
This could be a reflection that students did not necessarily feel that course knowledge is all that 

is involved in employability. There were 100% positive responses for interpersonal skills, personal 

management skills, and professional attitudes and ethics, as important employability skills.  
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Figure 2 

Students’ Identification of Hard Skills Necessary for Employability 

 
 

There were 75% (n=60) positive responses for cognitive skills as important employability skills. 

These cognitive skills were basic skills that required the use of their own developed thought 

processes; for instance, in terms of thinking, reading, and reasoning. 

 

Influences 

Forty-five percent of the respondents agreed that their influences on employability came from 

lecturers only. Fifty-five percent of the respondents felt that influences on employability were 

dependent on their own selves, which is indicative of self-perception or belief in one’s own self. 

None of the respondents felt that influences on employability came from the workplace, or from 

another source. 

 

University Strategies 

Students were asked to select the ways in which the department adequately prepares students 

for employability. The provided options covered a range of skills including discipline-specific 

knowledge, use of digital technologies, internship, critical thinking assessments, in depth analysis, 

and use of evaluation. All of the respondents believed that discipline-specific knowledge was fully 

used to prepare students for employability and 87.5% of respondents selected assessment that 

required critical thinking, in depth analysis, and use of evaluation as methods for employability 

preparedness. The number of responses for internship was the lowest (25%, n=20). Twenty-five 

percent of students selected ‘other’ and listed theoretical skills and group work as other ways of 

preparedness. The full results for this question are provided in the following graph. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



8 

 

Figure 3 

Students’ responses to ways in which the department prepares them for employability 

 
 

None of the students believed that the university or the department adequately prepares 

students through the use of the strategies that were provided. The same held true when asked 

whether they believed that they would be employed in a preferred area of their qualifications. 

 

Chi-Squared Analysis 

This analysis was done using the data from students’ indications of important employability skills. 

The data was categorised into Year 2 results and Year 4 results, and was based on how often 

that listed skill set was selected as an important employability skill. The results were not 

statistically significant. 

 

Outlook 

When asked to state ways in which the university can enhance the preparedness of graduates in 

the future, 100 % of the respondents stated that internships were the best way to achieve this. 

All respondents felt that more could be done to directly enhance their employability through the 

taught curriculum and the integration of short courses. 

 

Graduate Interview Responses 

The section on graduates’ interview responses presents the results from the semi-structured 

interviews conducted with graduates, and provides the answer to the research question, ‘What 

are graduates’ perceptions of employability?’ 

 

Graduates Demographics 

There were 20 participants in this group. All graduated from the undergraduate department of 

the same programme within the last five years (2015-2020). All respondents were employed at 

the time of the interview. Five (5) of the respondents benefited from agency placements since 

they entered the University on a government scholarship. 

 

Employability Perceptions and Employability Skills 

Graduates demonstrated that they had an appreciation of employability by expounding on an 

appreciation for what employability means, and expounding on employability skills. The 
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perceptions of employability by graduates were split evenly along two lines: (1) simply being able 

to get a job and (2) being able to get a job in their area of qualification in a short time after 

graduation. On prompting, graduates also expressed their ideas of employability skills, which were 

focused on interpersonal skills, and several transferable skills. Practical and technical skills were 

also discussed. 

 

Some of the expressed thoughts were related to acquiring a job consistent with their area of 

qualification, as stated below: 

 

“Employability is finding a job in your area of qualification within a month after graduation. 

In order to be employable, there should be a balance between technical skills and 

interpersonal skills. I don’t think either is more important than the other.” - Graduate A 

 

“Employability is getting a job in your area of qualification and this getting a job is dependent 

on practical and theoretical skills and knowledge, along with your own self-worth and the 

innate qualities you possess like honesty, self-confidence, self-motivation and adaptability.” - 

Graduate G 

 

“To me employability is getting a job based on the skills you learned during theory and practice 

in your years of study. But you cannot isolate other skills that can be used across the board 

meaning in any field of work.” - Graduate P 

 

Some respondents expressed that a time period should be attached to how soon after graduation 

one becomes employed: 

 

“Employability is getting a job very fast….like in a month or two after you graduate. And the 

job should be close to what you got your qualifications in. It is not just academic qualifications 

but character values. Character values can limit the potential of the job. Important aspects 

are integrity and accountability. Like at an interview, for example, you have to be confident 

and show why the job is yours.” - Graduate C 

 

Other responses demonstrated that getting a job was a key feature of employability, and some 

expressed indifference regarding the type of job obtained after graduation: 

 

“I would say it means getting a job. It does not have to be Science. Science is mainstream 

and most of the good posts are already taken…so...whatever comes along.” - Graduate H 

 

Influences 

All graduate participants expressed that they felt that lecturers substantially influenced their 

employability. In fact, they agreed that lecturers were doing their best despite resource 

limitations. 

 

‘My biggest influence came from the lecturers. They were supportive at all times and some 

even encouraged me to take things like short courses so I had a better chance at 

employability.’ - Graduate B 

 



10 

 

‘I was mostly influenced by things my lecturers said and did.  Sometimes we did not have all 

that we needed to complete our work but they made a way.’ - Graduate D 

 

My lecturers had a strong and supportive effect on my outcome. There were quite a few 

notable supportive lecturers.’ - Graduate F 

 

The graduates who entered the University as scholarship awardees viewed their awards as 

advantages in employability. Though some were not necessarily satisfied with their job 

placements, they did indicate that having to consider their own employability was not a major 

issue. 

 

‘I am not sure if I can say that lecturers alone influenced my employability. I would much 

rather say my scholarship caused my employability in the sense that I was hired because that 

is just the natural thing to do in these parts when you come to the university and graduate 

as a scholarship student.’ - Graduate L 

 

University Strategies 

Most of the graduates indicated that the university had not prepared them for employability. The 

general consensus was that outside experience was necessary to foster strong ties with external 

agencies, ministries and other institutions. Several sentiments suggested that internship 

opportunities were lacking. 

 

“The university has not prepared me for employability.  The emphasis was mostly on subject 

specific knowledge but once you were near completion of your programme you found that 

issues like Grade Point Average (GPA) were not that important. You actually need volunteer 

experience or something like that.” - Graduate I 

 

Many believed that the university was doing well in terms of theoretical knowledge and content 

disposal, but also believed that there was a more practical aspect that was lacking: 

 

“The theory was good but it did not prepare you for employability. More practical experience 

would have been needed.’ - Graduate C 

 

“We focused a lot on reading and writing but the university did not prepare me for 

employability. I prepared myself during my first job meaning that I had to learn employability 

as I went along.” - Graduate G 

 

Other graduates agreed that the University prepared them for employability through a variety of 

ways. This was discussed through ways of engagement by the use of individual assignments and 

group work that required skills like communication, teamwork, analysis, and social skills. Some 

of the graduates expressed themselves: 

 

“I do think that the university prepared me for employability. I learnt a lot about research 

skills, and teamwork. Yes, more could have been done but it wasn’t a bad experience.” - 

Graduate N 
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“The university prepared me for employability through a number of ways. These are problem 

solving, limited resources...we learnt to get by on a little…….innovation, developing 

communication skills and social skills, group work, critical thinking skills, analysis, writing and 

technical communications.” - Graduate P 

 

Outlook 

There were several extensive outlooks and suggestions for the University to enhance 

employability among its graduates. They were focused on networking during studies, internships, 

and post-graduation networking. 

 

“The University should take on a more international role. Other universities prepare you for 

the world of work. On that note, they need to have systems in place like alumni programmes, 

resources, links to industry, mentorship and networking since the network builds net worth.” 

- Graduate A 

 

“They need to offer short courses or programmes specific to certain skills that could assist in 

employability. This would increase versatility in every area of work.” - Graduate S 

 

Lecturers’ Interviews 

This section presents the results of the semi-structured interviews that were conducted with 

lecturers. This section answers the third research question: ‘What are lecturers’ perceptions of 

employability?’  

 

Lecturers’ Demographics 

There were fifteen (15) participants in the lecturers’ interviews. Their years of employment within 

the department under study ranged between one (1) year and twenty-five (25) years.  

 

Perceptions of Employability and Employability Skills 

The perceptions of lecturers towards employability were shaped largely by the pedagogy and 

interactions with students over the years. Generally, their perceptions ranged from simply being 

able to get a job to the possession of a particular set of skills. This was demonstrated by the 

following definitions of employability: 

 

“It is the skill set from practical and theoretical engagement that helps a person to get a job.” 

- Lecturer B 

 

“It is the sum of the desired skills to get a job.” - Lecturer O 

 

A few lecturers provided more detailed definitions: 

 

“The interpretation of employability in the Science field is a bit different from the general 

definition of employment. The workforce is limited so employability in this field of work is the 

ability to get a job in the field of qualifications after completing a Master’s degree. This is 

necessary to outcompete others.”  - Lecturer E 
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“In my line of work, there is a lot of practical work such as doing projects. Therefore there 

needs to be hands-on training, good understanding of the student, communication, being 

observant and having a keen eye for detail.” - Lecturer G 

 

The lecturers that offered more detailed definitions of employability in their field were in the 

profession for 10 years and 14 years respectively. 

 

All lecturers, except one, agreed that employability was an important consideration in their work 

with students, and an innate part of their teaching practice, as expressed below. 

 

“It is worth exploring at year three before heading into their final year of study.” - Lecturer 

D 

 

“It is part of your job to ensure that the student is aware of employability…..including gaining 

employment, how to benefit from employability, how to prepare for employability etc.” - 

Lecturer J  

 

One lecturer, who had been employed for one (1) year at the time of the study, responded to 

the question: ‘To what extent do you feel employability is an important consideration for you in 

your work with students?’ as follows: 

 

‘Most students themselves are not concerned with employability. Several of them want to go 

on to medicine….while some are focused on their grades. They may not find themselves a 

job anyway.’  - Lecturer G 

 

When prompted to provide skill sets that were important to employability, the most popular 

combinations (in order of frequency mentioned) were: 1) adaptability and self-motivation; 2) 

interpersonal and communication skills; 3) innovation and self-motivation, computer skills, 

adaptability, theoretical skills; 4) computer skills, theoretical skills; 5) adaptability, theoretical 

knowledge; and 6) written and oral skills, theoretical and practical knowledge. 

 

There was a diverse range of skills that were mentioned by lecturers. The responses were very 

similar among lecturers and ranged from interpersonal skills, to subject skills and other soft 

transferable skills. The most popular responses were adaptability, communication, oral and 

written skills, and subject knowledge (theory and practice). 

 

Specific emphasis on interpersonal skills was reflected in their highlighted importance as a specific 

skill set. One of the viewpoints expressed included: 

 

“Self-motivation is most important. Without this, they would not get anything good.” - 

Lecturer A 

 

Only two respondents felt there was an equal weighting across skill sets. However, no one felt 

that subject knowledge (theory and practice) were more important employability skills. All 

lecturers agreed that employability perceptions would be similar to the perceptions of other 
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lecturers in their department. It could be assumed that these were shaped by workplace 

experiences. 

 

Influences 

When asked specifically about influences on employability, only one lecturer felt that they were 

in a leadership and mentorship position. The influences were on a personal level and presented 

the relations of confidants, encouragers, supporters, guides, and advisors. 

 

The lecturer who was only employed for one year stated: 

 

“I don’t think I influence graduate employability at all. They need space to figure things out 

themselves. I stick to teaching.” - Lecturer G 

 

Strategies 

All the lecturers candidly expressed that the University, specifically the department, was not 

doing enough to prepare students for employability. They felt that the curriculum didn’t 

sufficiently prepare students for employability. Some of the expressed thoughts were: 

 

“Some departments expose their students to technical skills through training  in the field of 

exploratory research. Some teach work related skills. However, our department does not 

prepare students for employability. For example, in terms of grant applications.” - Lecturer 

B 

 

“The curriculum needs to have embedded teachings like self-development programmes, 

management techniques, etc.” - Lecturer K 

 

Outlook 

A variety of suggestions were presented when lecturers were asked to comment on practical 

steps that the department could take to improve employability.  These ranged from personal 

intervention by lecturers, practical sessions facilitated by the university in line with employers, 

and more engagement with workplaces during students’ course of study.  All this was expressed 

in some way presented below: 

 

“Implement co-curricular services that equip students with the skills to produce CV, Cover 

letters, interviews, reports and write for grants. These services can also have practice sessions 

for students to reenact an interview session.” - Lecturer C 

“There should be interaction at the class level. For example, bring up different aspects of 

society about job and scope, and debunk the notion that no opportunity exists. Also, personal 

pep talks and bringing in former students working in different aspects of society. There should 

be counselling to boost self-esteem so as to bring out their thoughts about career choice and 

prospects. Field work should be updated to match programmes at other institutions etc. and 

build a platform for marketing themselves.” - Lecturer H 
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4. Discussion 

 

The results demonstrated that there were links in perceptions of employability, influences on 

employability, strategies used by the university, and the general outlook on the university in 

employability. Perceptions of employability that were found in this study all hinged on the 

definitions of employability that were presented by Harvey (2001), which is seen as a traditional 

approach to employability whereby it is viewed as the ability to secure a job. This was a popular 

consensus as was demonstrated by participants’ responses in the questionnaires and semi-

structured interviews. Several participants failed to consider external factors that could affect 

getting a job, such as nepotism on the job market, the available job types, or the scope of the job 

market. This could either be a somewhat poor reflection of what employability means to them, 

or it could be that based on their personal experiences, getting a job was most important; or, in 

the case of graduates, got in the way of securing a job.  

 

Many of the expressed thoughts also reflected that of Poole and Sewell’s (2007) definition where 

employability is seen as a transcendable set of skills of attributes across all job areas. With this in 

mind, it could be gleaned that students and graduates could be influenced to demonstrate a set 

of desired skills or attributes, thus contributing to the ‘tick-box mentality’ that Hinchcliffe and 

Jolly (2001) discussed. It is also noteworthy that several lecturers promoted the idea of these 

transferable skills, which signals that they could considerably influence the outlook of their 

students and graduates – whether actively or passively. It is not entirely incorrect to argue that 

some of the students and graduates could be their own influencers through their shaped 

experiences and thoughts of what employability is about. Some graduates expressed that they 

waited several months to over a year before securing their first job. They may have presented 

themselves as what they would consider as an ‘ideal fit’ in terms of desirable traits or qualities 

that would make them marketable (Yorke, 2006). However, the reality in many cases is that 

demonstrating the set of ‘preferred’ skills is what some companies look for when seeking a 

suitable employee. These skills and skill sets were quite similar to those provided by the global 

employability skills list by Sarfraz et al. (2018). Though some graduates supported the notion of 

a set of skills that were necessary regardless of the job, others did not express job preferences 

in relation to employability. This reflects the findings of Beckstead and Gellatly (2003), where 

some graduates will essentially accept any work opportunity, and this would contribute to 

building a diverse range of work-related assets and skills.  

 

Based on the theories presented by Paadi (2014), the Consensus Theory and Conflict Theory 

were seen as the basis for underlying principles of employability. Participants agreed that not only 

should aspects of employability be taught by lecturers and other academic members, but potential 

employers and other stakeholders should be involved. This would fit into the Career- Edge model 

(Winch, 2006) where having a high degree classification is not all that is required to be 

employable. This is indeed so, since employability in the local Science arena is not normally 

dependent on whether a student graduates with a high or low degree classification (Sarkar et al., 

2016). Based on related experiences by graduates in this discipline, most employers look for 

someone who is willing to learn and commit to the job. 

 

From the participants’ responses, the influence on employability that dominated all three 

discussions was leadership. Students and graduates believed that the University had a significant 
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role, and in some cases the sole role of providing them with a type of leadership. This could be 

the transformational and transactional leadership that was presented by Hackman et al. (2013), 

Shatzer et al. (2013), Harrison et al. (2011), and Bogler et al. (2013). In these leadership types, 

leaders would contribute to developing employability by enhancing student learning and 

performance and inspire and create a vision for students.  In a practical sense, this could be done 

at the departmental level by tailoring the curriculum and curriculum-based assessments to 

enhance skills such as problem-solving, communication and integrity. Inspiring students to be their 

own best versions rather than a perceived ideal graduate could possibly work in favour of their 

own employability.  

 

Most lecturers reflected servant leadership qualities, where they saw themselves as serving in the 

capacity of leaders who serve followers, as proposed by Barbuto et al. (2006). The interviews 

with lecturers revealed a motivation to encourage employability among students that were under 

their care. Though Wayne et al. (2004) stated that career behaviours were likely to be developed 

through servant leadership, the opposite proved true in this study. Some of the focus on 

influences on employability as provided by students surprisingly indicated that they viewed 

themselves as being partially responsible for their own employability. Somerville et al. (2015) 

alluded to this, since individual behaviour has an effect on how one views employability. In 

comparing this to what graduates discussed during the interviews, much of their focus on 

employability showed that these students did not view themselves as being responsible for their 

own employability. Therefore, a lack of positive individual behaviours coupled with heavy reliance 

on leaders could affect the overall outcome of one’s own employability. From this researcher’s 

experience, it was indeed noted that many of the successfully employed graduates are those who 

demonstrated positive behaviours – they aimed for continuous improvement, were ready for a 

challenge, and willingly partook in extracurricular activities. 

 

Students and graduates believed that the University was lacking in the strategies used to support 

their employability. It was determined that these participants viewed the University as a blend of 

a public good and a private good, where the information provided by the University was accessible 

but also transactional, and expected to bring economic value (Tomlinson, 2007; Macfarlane, 

2011). As consumers of this good, students were not satisfied with the strategies related to 

employability. They believed that more should be done to improve the quality of the good in this 

regard. Lecturers’ views also reflected the ideas presented by Oakeshott (1989) and Winch 

(2006) that students and graduates need to demonstrate a positive attitude that would contribute 

to enhancing the University’s efforts. In fact, many of the graduates did not believe that their 

degree assisted them with employability, so their investment in education did not improve their 

human capital. Even those graduates who were granted government scholarships for their studies, 

though placed in agencies to work after graduation, felt that their investment of time at the 

University did not equal the quality of the job that they received. Many still appeared disgruntled, 

thereby supporting the narrative of McCowan (2015) where the actual role of the University in 

preparing graduates is still heavily scrutinised as there might be more suitable places where 

students could be prepared for employability. This would be worth examining in another study 

where employers' perceptions could serve to bridge the gap on how employability is considered 

by academia and industry. 
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5. Conclusion 

Four emergent themes were generated from the study: perceptions of employability, internal and 

external influences, strategies used by the University, and outlook of study participants. Research 

participants agreed that overall, the outlook for the University was one that could prompt 

improved networking through curriculum review and industry engagement. This could possibly 

lead to nurturing proactive career behaviours. Since most lecturers saw themselves as leaders, 

this should not be an indomitable task. The pressure, however, comes from engaging willing 

students who would first readily assume responsibility for their own employability, then accept 

the leadership of lecturers. Once this can be accomplished, the onus is on University personnel, 

employers, and industries, to facilitate internship activities or networking opportunities and 

events. It is recommended that future research should examine other University departments, 

before determining a holistic approach to remedying the shortcomings of preparing students for 

employability after graduation. Based on the substantive evidence emerging from this research, 

understanding the local context could secure the University’s interest in conducting similar 

research to fill a national and international knowledge gap, and establish improved strategies to 

enhance employability prospects for future graduates. 
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