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Abstract: This article is based on a cross-sectional study 

conducted towards 150 third-year undergraduate students in a 

local public university. The study was conducted mainly to 

investigate the students’ perceptions of the importance of a set of 

employability skill and their perceived level of competence at 

performing these skills.  The skills are categorized into five 

groups, namely: (1) problem-solving and analytic skills; (2) time 

management skills; (3) creativity, innovation, and change skills; 

(4) learning skills; and (5) personal strength. Data was collected 

using questionnaires. The findings revealed a mismatch between 

the students’ perception of the importance of the skills and their 

level of competency for these skills. In specific, they perceived that 

this set of employability skills is highly important, however, their 

level of competency is at a moderate level. This finding signifies 

the need for the university to embed these skills into the 

curriculum, as well as to conduct more programmes in order to 

prepare these future graduates for the job market. 

 
Keywords: employability skills, undergraduate students, public 

university, perceived importance, perceived competence. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The competitiveness of the local job market is 

ever-increasing as a result of globalization which allows 

companies to expand their search for talent beyond the 

boundaries. As a result, our local talents such as fresh 

graduates from public universities have to compete for jobs 

not only among themselves but also with other graduates from 

other public and private universities, as well as against 

international graduates who are seeking for jobs in our 

country. Therefore, having the right skills are crucial in order 

to increase a student’s employability success rate [3,6,12]. 

 
Revised Manuscript Received on October15, 2019.  

* Correspondence Author 

Mohamad Arsyhad Rosdi, Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, 

Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, Johor Bahru, Malaysia. Email: 

marsyhadr@gmail.com 

Rabeatul Husna Abdull Rahman, Faculty of Social Sciences and 

Humanities, Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, Johor Bahru, Malaysia. Email: 

rabeatulhusna@utm.my 

Salwa Abdul Patah*, Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, 

Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, Johor Bahru, Malaysia. Email: 

salwaaf@utm.my 

Wan Mohd Azam Wan Mohd Yunus, Faculty of Social Sciences and 

Humanities, Universiti Teknologi Malaysia, Johor Bahru, Malaysia. Email: 

wmohdazam@utm.my 

Nurul Labanihuda Abdull Rahman, Faculty of Business and 

Management, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Kedah, Malaysia. Email: 

labanihuda@gmail.com 

 

 

 

Yahya [22] defines employability skills as an overview of a 

person’s character which includes attitudes, behaviour, 

communication style, problem-solving and decision making. 

Overtoom [12] on the other hand indicated that employability 

skills refer to a set of skills which encompasses various 

aspects such as knowledge, skills, and attitudes that are 

considered necessary to achieve success at all levels of one’s 

career. Whereas Yorke [23] argued that although 

employability requires a set of skills, it is insufficient to 

guarantee employment. Instead, the author suggests that 

readiness to work is the prerequisite to starting any job. 

Regardless, Sachs, Rowe and Wilson [16] stated that both 

factors – readiness and employability skills are important to 

increase the chances of getting employed.  

Among the skills that are considered important to be 

employable are communication skill, team working skill, 

problem-solving skill [20], academic skill, self-management 

skill [22], analyzing, synthesizing, thinking skill [13], being 

responsible, self-control, social skill, integrity, adaptability 

and flexibility, cooperativeness, self-motivation [19], and 

leadership skill [11]. 

Employability skills such as analytical and 

problem-solving skill are crucial not only to compete in the 

labour market but also to meet the country’s demands [17].  

Employers favour graduates who possess the ability to think 

critically and creatively in completing their job tasks [15] as 

they no longer have to explain the tasks in detail [21]. 

Besides, learning skills is also important as it enables 

graduates to adapt and change more easily [5]. Graduates are 

also expected to demonstrate the willingness and the ability to 

learn in order to succeed in their job search [4]. 

Nevertheless, past studies have shown that there are 

various factors that impede Malaysian graduates from getting 

hired. These factors are – lack of creativity [10], unrealistic 

salary [18], and lack of soft skills such as creativity and 

critical thinking skill [2]. Thus, Shafie and Surina [19] 

suggested that the university, in specific, the lecturers to play 

a role in preparing the students for employment, such as by 

ensuring that the students possess the skills that are required 

by the industries. They also highlight the mismatch between 

the classroom learning at the university and the employers’ 

actual expectation – which students are unaware of.  
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Therefore this study was conducted mainly to investigate 

the students’ perceptions of the importance of a set of 

employability skill and also their perceived level of 

competence at performing these skills.  The skills are 

categorized into five groups, namely: (1) problem-solving and 

analytic skills; (2) time management skills; (3) creativity, 

innovation, and change skills; (4) learning skills; and (5) 

personal strength. 

II.  METHOD 

This study employed quantitative research methodology 

using a cross-sectional survey to collect the data. It involved 

the third-year undergraduate students in one faculty in a 

public university in Malaysia. In total, the faculty has six 

programmes of study at bachelor degree level whereby all the 

third-year students were considered as the population for this 

study. The programmes of study include Human Resource 

Development, Accountancy, Psychology, Marketing, 

Management Technology (Operation), and Management 

Technology (Innovation). This study only surveyed the 

third-year students as at the time this study was conducted, the 

fourth-year students were undergoing internship in the 

industries and were hard to reach.  

Stratified and convenient sampling methods were then 

administered to select the respondents of this study. Upon 

obtaining the name list of all third-year students from the 

office administration, this study then determined the required 

sample. Based on the recommendation by Krejcie and 

Morgan [9], the number of acceptable samples required was 

160 students. This study used the following formula: 

Y=X(n)/N to determine the number of questionnaires to be 

distributed for each programmes of study. Table I shows the 

distribution of questionnaires by programmes of study.  

Table- I: Distribution of Questionnaires by 

Programmes of Study 
No Programmes Calculation No. of 

Questionnaires 

Distributed 

1 Bachelor Programmes Human 

Resource Development 

160 (52) / 

251 

33 

2 Bachelor Programmes 

Management Technology 

(Operation) 

160 (29) / 

251 

18 

3 Bachelor Programmes 

Management Technology 

(Innovation) 

160 (21) / 

251 

13 

4 Bachelor Programmes 

Management 

160 (51) / 

251 

33 

5 Bachelor Programmes 

Psychology 

160 (56) / 

251 

36 

6 Bachelor Programmes 

Accountancy 

160 (42) / 

251 

27 

Total 160 

The questionnaire was adapted from Rateau [14] which 

consisted of 24 items. Apart from the demographic section 

and the employability skills section, the survey also asked the 

students to indicate their participation in employability 

related programmes conducted by their university. As 

mentioned earlier, the students’ employability skills were 

measured by five dimensions namely problem-solving and 

analytic skill, time management skill, creativity, innovation, 

and change skill, learning skill, and personal strength. Likert 

scale in the range of 1 to 5 was used to measure both the 

perceived level of importance and the perceived level of 

competence, whereby 1 = not important and 5 = don’t know, 

and 1 = no competence and 5 = don’t know, respectively.  

The problem-solving and analytic skill dimension 

consisted of six items such as identifying problems and 

solving problems. Time management skill dimension is 

comprised of four items, for instance, setting priorities and 

allocating time efficiently. Whilst creativity, innovation, and 

change skill dimension were measured using five items, for 

example, adapting to situations of change and providing novel 

solutions to problems. The last two dimensions: learning skill 

and personal strength skill – sample items; gaining new 

knowledge from everyday experiences, and responding 

positively to constructive criticism respectively. 

This study also performed a reliability analysis to ensure 

that the questionnaire has high reliability. Approximately [41] 

students from a different faculty in the same university were 

involved in the pilot test. The following Table II presents the 

Cronbach alpha values for each dimension of employability 

skills, whereby the result suggests that the questionnaire is 

reliable for this study. 

Out of 160 questionnaires distributed, only 150 were 

returned and used for analysis (94% response rate). The data 

were then analyzed using Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences (SPSS) whereby descriptive statistical analysis were 

performed to answer the objectives of this study. 

Table- II: Reliability Test Result 
Employability Skill Dimensions  Cronbach 

Alpha 

Problem-solving and analytic 0.825 

Time management 0.789 

Creativity, innovation and change 0.760 

Learning 0.714 

Personal strength 0.835 

III. RESULT 

A. Demographics 

Majority of the respondents were female (86%), of Malay 

ethnic (78%), 22 years of age (44%), from the Psychology 

programme (22%), and with CGPA result between the range 

of 3.50 to 4.00 (47%). Besides, it was also found that 50 

percent of the students have participated in various 

employability related programmes in their university, for 

example, Career Development Programme, Interview 

Training Programme, Microsoft Excel Training Programme, 

and Soft Skills Training Programme. 

B. Perceived Importance 

Based on our analysis, it was found that the students 

perceived that all five dimensions of employability skills were 

highly important. The result is shown in Table III. The highest 

mean score was for time management skills followed by 

problem-solving and analytic skill, learning skill, creativity, 

innovation and change skill, and personal strength skill.  
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Table- III: Level of Importance 
No Employability 

Skill Dimensions 

Total 

Mean 

Score 

Standard 

Deviation 

Level 

1 Problem-solving and 

analytic 

3.90 0.68 High 

2 Time management 3.97 0.62 High 

3 Creativity, innovation 

and change 

3.80 0.66 High 

4 Learning 3.88 0.65 High 

5 Personal strength 3.77 0.71 High 

C. Perceived Competence 

Our study also revealed that the students’ perceived 

competency level for all five dimensions of employability 

skills were at a moderate level. The result is shown in Table 

IV. This result implies that the students felt that they are 

moderately competent in all the skills especially for time 

management skills, problem-solving and analytic skills and 

learning skills. They are however less competent in creativity, 

innovation and change skills as well as in personal strength 

skills. 

Table- IV: Level of Competence 
No Employability 

Skill Dimensions 

Total 

Mean 

Score 

Standard 

Deviatio

n 

Level 

1 Problem-solving 

and analytic 

3.38 0.87 Moderate 

2 Time management 3.39 0.83 Moderate 

3 Creativity, 

innovation and 

change 

3.19 0.83 Moderate 

4 Learning 3.35 0.75 Moderate 

5 Personal strength 3.25 0.77 Moderate 

 

D.  Perceived Importance versus Perceived Competence 

 Figure 1 compares and ranks the students’ perceived level 

of importance and level of competence by mean scores. As 

shown in the figure, time management skill came top of the 

list for both importance and competence level. This result is 

also similar for problem-solving and analytic skills, and 

learning skill. However, the ranks for creativity, innovation 

and change skill, and personal strength skill were opposite to 

each other.  This means that although the students perceived 

creativity, innovation and change skills as important, they also 

believed that they are less competent in this skill as compared 

to other skills. 

IV. DISCUSSION 

A. Perceived Importance 

 The high mean score results for the level of importance 

signify that the students are well aware of the importance of 

these skills for employability. Nevertheless, it is interesting to 

note that the students considered time management skill as the 

most important skill than problem-solving and analytic skill. 

Past studies, however, tend to highlight the latter as one of the 

important employability skills [see 13, 20]. In fact, according 

to Aziz [2], Malaysian graduates are lacking critical thinking 

skill which impede them from getting hired. Except in one 

study by Ahmad and Yahya [1], the authors indicated that one 

of the four characteristics that employers are looking for is 

punctuality. This corroborates with the students’ perception 

of time management. Despite a small difference in the mean 

score, the result also appears to suggest that personal strength 

was perceived as the least important skill among other skills. 

Despite this, it is important to note that personal strength 

characters are in fact important in order to be employable 

[19]. Furthermore, Harvey [5] also indicated that personal 

strength is an important skill in job seeking.   

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Perceived Importance versus Perceived 

Competence 

B. Perceived Competence 

 The moderate mean score results for the level of 

competence suggest that the students are lacking in terms of 

competency in all the five dimensions of employability. The 

lack of creativity and critical thinking skills among Malaysian 

graduates are consistent with the findings from Majlis 

Penasihat Ekonomi Negara [10] and Aziz [2].  Interestingly, 

although this study appears to suggest that the students are 

moderately competent in problem-solving and analytic skill, 

Ismail 
7
 argued that there is a huge gap between employers’ 

expectations and graduates’ performance for analytical and 

problem-solving skills.  A similar result was also reported in 

an employability study towards technical and vocational 

students in Malaysia. In specific, Kazilan et al. [8] found that 

the students’ employability skills are also at a moderate level. 

V. CONCLUSION 

In summary, this study has highlighted several key findings 

which require serious attention from the university. In 

particular, this study has revealed a mismatch between 

perceived importance and perceived competence of all the 

five dimensions of employability skills - problem-solving and 

analytic skills, time management skill, creativity, innovation, 

and change skill, learning skill, and personal strength among 

undergraduate university students in a Malayian public 

university. Although the students are highly aware of the 

importance of all the skills, the results show that their level of 

competence is at a moderate level. Hence several actions can 

be taken by the university to improve the students’ 

competency level and increase their chances of getting hired. 

Through our survey, we also found that 50 percent of the 

students have attended several employability related 

programmes conducted by the university.  
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Nevertheless, as the result of this study suggests, those 

programmes appear to be inadequate, perhaps because the 

programmes are not tailored to the actual needs and skills 

gaps among the students. Hence it is suggested that the 

university plays a better role by ensuring that first, the needs 

of the students are properly identified, and second, to embed 

these skills into the curriculum and/or to develop and conduct 

additional skills enhancement programmes which are aligned 

with the needs of the students and the requirements of the 

industry. The findings of this study, however, are limited to 

third-year undergraduate students in one faculty in a public 

university in Malaysia. Thus the results are not generalizable 

as different universities may conduct various other 

employability related programmes which may yield different 

results. 
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