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Abstract

The purpose of this research is to determine: What are the generic skills and traits of entmelgob seekers
considered important by employers, and (ii) whettraployers’ prefer foreign trained graduates (Fi3)avrvis
local graduates (LG) and graduates from local twigrprogrammes (TG). Data was collected from Human
Resource Managers, Administrative Managers, Chiecktive Officers, Managing Directors and Managsrs
public listed companies as well as from Small anddMm Enterprises (SMES) in the northern region of
Malaysia (Penang, Kedah, Perlis and northern Perakhe six generic skills and traits considered tmos
important by employers are: communication skillerpal and written); confidence/positive self-image;
honesty/integrity; dependability/responsibility;neputer/IT skills and flexibility/adaptability. Theesults also
supported proposition (ii) with employers’ percetyi foreign graduates to be superior in terms of:
communication skills (verbal and written); confiderself-image; computer/IT skills; creative/innavatskills;
analytical research skills and flexibility/adapiéhicompared to their local counterparts (LG) agréhduates
from local twinning programmes (TG). The implicatgoand directions for future research are alsadssed.
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INTRODUCTION

Based on a JobStreet.com survey conducted in Malaygolving more than 100,000 JobStreet.com member
who hold a bachelor's degree, “graduates from @aauniversities earn about 12 percent more theal lo
graduates” (New Sunday Times, 2008b). The studyded on three most popular destinations for tgrtia
studies — Britain, Australia, and the United Stated included twinning programmes. JobStreet.corggonal
communications head, Simon Si stated that “therpaliference between local and overseas graduates
Malaysia is mainly due to the communication skdfsthe latter” (New Sunday Times, 2008b). Malagsia
Employers Federation’s (MEF) executive directora@buddin Barhan confirmed the survey’s findingsgit
that overseas graduates performed much betterldlcahgraduates. He further mentioned that aspthete
sector is being driven primarily by performance andductivity, overseas graduates tend to commahnidtzer
salary (New Sunday Times, 2008b). According to,lirerseas education system focused more on styét sk
For instance, when an overseas graduate encoymtétems in the office, he or she is better equipipesolve
them (New Sunday Times, 2008b). This view is sthdng the Malaysian Association of Private Colleges
Universities’ President, Dr. Parmjit Singh, whotsththat “the crux of the matter was mastery of IEhg
language. This is the biggest difference betwearseas and local graduates. Overseas gradudtedwaiys
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be perceived to have a better command of the |laygguzoth written and oral, which is a big issueresped by
employers in relation to local graduates” (New Sandimes, 2008b). He further reiterated that oxass
graduates are perceived to have a broader outlw@k lbcal graduates, thus making them more adaptaid

having better ability to manage relationships, ey with the international community.

“A qualification which focuses solely on academidlls is just not attractive enough to today’s eoydrs.
Employers want graduates who have excellent acadaemiwell as “rounded” qualifications” (New Sunday
Times, 2008c). This view is shared by Aseambankensity Research’s head, Vincent Khoo who stated th
they look for graduates who can analyze facts dsasepossess the human touch (New Sunday Tim&8c20
He tends to favour graduates from UK whom he dbedrias “generally good”. Hence, until we modife th
prevailing perception that local graduates are nmgetent, the issue of quality and academic excetlan
higher education will forever be criticized to thetent that public universities may never be peagtito be at
par with their foreign counterparts (New Straitsn€s, 2006).

As such, this study attempts to empirically explereat are the generic skills and traits of entryelejob
seekers most sought after by would be employeid,vdrether employers do indeed prefer foreign gratua
over local graduates by analyzing their perceptiomgards the generic competencies of fresh graduatéhe
northern region of peninsular Malaysia, compristhg states of Penang, Kedah, Perlis and northetnopa
Perak.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Studies on graduate employment have defined gememcepetencies as skills, abilities and attributiest t
complement the field of specialization of employémswork performance. Employers favour employeds
possess generic competencies like inter-persoiitd, s&adership skills (Mason, 1992; Quek 1996ee12000),
teamwork (Ball, 1989; Kanapathy, 2001; Boud and di&tbn, 2003), and oral and written skills (Schmpde
1989; Jacobsen, 1993; Lee et al, 2001). Besidemitive skills which include numerical skills, iovative
skills, problem-solving skills, research skills (Da988; Lam, 1994; Sear, 1994) and computer siitlseah
and Yu, 1996; Lee, 2000; Eighth Malaysia Plan,122@wen and Bound, 2001) are also considered asrigen
competencies for work performance.

The late Kathleen Cotton of the American NorthwiRegional Laboratory in her School Improvement Sgrie
entitled Developing Employability Skills divided @hoyability skills (or generic competencies) intasic
skills, higher order thinking skills, and affectigkills and traits (The Sun 2006). Typically, thasiz skills
include oral communications (speaking, listenimgading, especially understanding and followingrirtions,
basic arithmetic and writing. Higher-order thingirskills encompass problem-solving, learning skills
creativity, innovative thinking, and decision makin The affective skills and traits are
dependability/responsibility, positive attitude ®nds work, conscientiousness, punctuality, -efficyen
interpersonal skills, cooperation, working in a neaself-confidence, proactive, self-image, adafitsbi
flexibility, enthusiasm, motivation, self-discipén self-management, appropriate dress, groomingesiyp,
integrity and ability to work without supervisiofilfe Sun, 2006).

Raymond, McNabb, and Matthaei (1993) surveyed Istaidents and employers for perceptions of the most
important skills for entry-level employees. Empoy ranked (in order of relative importance) oralls
dependability, interpersonal skills, written skilend self-starter/motivation as the top five skéind abilities
essential for success. Interestingly, studentporeded similarly, perceiving oral skills, interpenal skills,
dependability, motivation, and written skills ag timost important.

Quek (2005) attempted to empirically address threeot state of generic competencies regarded toribeal
for successful work performance among Malaysiamgase employees. Using the survey method, theystud
identified interpersonal skills, knowledge-acquirirskills and flexibility as being highly importann
contributing towards the success in work performeanén addition, the graduate employees expresakev
acquiring skills, practical orientation skills armbgnitive skills as being important for successfubrk
performance. In 2006, Quah and Lim examined whepgwerceived skills and abilities of 180 final year
accounting and management students in Malaysiaini&ar to those of prospective employers. Thigidihgs
revealed that both employers and students shaeedatfme perceptions on the most sought after skijsired

of entry-level job seekers. Interpersonal skiliel averbal communication skills were rated highegtbth
employers and students. Employers perceived eiagmsand self-starter to be the most importanitedslthey
sought from entry-level job seekers. On the ottaard, students indicated that the ability to maéXiafluence
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and make decisions were the most important alsifiellowed by the ability to organize and plan,naging
projects, self-starter and managing people.

Attributes associated with flexibility like adapthty and resourcefulness that graduates indicatedbeing
important for successful work performance are iast with several other studies (Quek and So0®9;10ee

et al, 2001; Singh, 2001). According to Quek adr5(1999), flexible employees are sought by engioy
since they are able to learn faster and adaptyeasila member of a workgroup to perform effectivielya
changing work environment. It could also be argtleat flexibility facilitates relearning in the wkplace as
work systems change to meet new market demandsg&sith Lim, 2000; Shah, 2001). In addition, compute
skills and cognitive skills like numerical evaluatiand research skills are highlighted as beingonapt for
successful work performance among graduate empdoyee

Based on the literature reviewed, this study defigeneric skills and generic traits as encompastieg
following:

Generic Skills: include attributes like analytical/research ski{lsevenburg, 1996; Tanyel, Mitchell and
McAlum, 1999); computer/IT skills (Verville, 1995;evenburg, 1996; Kryder, 1997; Thornburg, 1997);
interpersonal/teamwork skills (Raymond, McNabb awdtthaei, 1993; Theeke, Sprague and Como, 1993;
Verville, 1995; Sheetz, 1995; Levenburg, 1996; Knydl997; Messmer, 1997; Tanyel, Mitchell and MaAju
1996; Quek, 2005; Quah and Lim, 2006); communicaskills, both verbal and written (Raymond, McNabb
and Matthaei, 1993; Theeke, Sprague and Como, 18&&n, Martin and Paolillo, 1994; Sheetz, 1995;
Levenburg, 1996; Kryder, 1997; Messmer, 1997; Thorg, 1997; Tanyel, Mitchell and McAlum, 1999; Quah
and Lim, 2006); leadership/problem-solving skill&iken, Martin and Paolillo, 1994; Levenburg, 1996;
Thornburg, 1997); and creative/innovative skillsikgn, Martin and Paolillo, 1994; Tanyel, Mitchelha
McAlum, 1999).

Generic traits: encompass attributes such as dependability/redglitys{Davison, Brown and Davison, 1993;

Aiken, Martin and Paolillo, 1994; Levenburg, 199Banyel, Mitchell and McAlum, 1999; Quek, 2005);

enthusiasm/motivation (Raymond, McNabb and Matthd&l93; Sheetz, 1995; Quah and Lim, 2006);
honesty/integrity (Davison, Brown and Davison, 1988venburg, 1996); dedication/commitment (Vervyille

1995); confidence/positive self-image (The Sun,8)pand flexibility/adaptability (Quek and Soon, 989 Lee,

et al, 2001; Singh, 2001; Quek, 2005).

PROPOSITIONS
Based on the above discussion, this study progos@samine the following propositions:

P1. What are the generic skills and traits of efdmgl job seekers considered most important by
employers? Have foreign graduates (FG), twinniraglgates (TG) and local graduates (LG)
met these skills and traits?

P2. From the perspective of employers, local gretuélG), graduates with twinning degrees
(TG), and foreign graduates (FG) differ in termghadir generic competencies.

METHODOLOGY
I nstrument Development

The survey questionnaire comprises of four sectaafollows:

() Section A measured the importance of generic skilisl generic traits as perceived by
employers, using a five point ordinal scale, with being “extremely unimportant” to (5)
being “extremely important”;

(i) Section B measured employers’ perceptions towaetkeric skills and generic traits of local
graduates, graduates with twinning degrees, arelgiorgraduates using a five point ordinal
scale with (1) being “strongly disagree” to (5jrze“strongly agree”;

(iii) Section C measured employers’ perceptionsoweérall job performance of local graduates,
graduates with twinning degrees, and foreign greduasing a five category ordinal scale,
with (1) being “truly terrible” to (5) being “trulexceptional” . A ranking scale ranging from
“most preferred”, “my second choice”, and “if pdssi | don’t want to hire” was used to
measure respondents’ preferences for their preféype of graduates, and
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(iv) Section D captured data on employers’ profile.
Pilot Test

Prior to the distribution of the actual questiomeaithe questionnaire was pilot tested on seventdvaof
Business Administration (MBA) students, holding {hest of Middle Management and above. The pilst te
was to ensure that the questions were clear arity eaglerstood by the respondents. In generalyas
observed that the selected respondents had no diffjoulties in filling out the questionnaire. K@ver, a few
minor changes were made to the questionnaire toowepts format and to facilitate analysis. Theditaken to
complete the questionnaire ranged from 10 to 15utem To avoid biasness, the seven respondertlvéu/in
the pilot test were excluded from the final survey.

Sampling

Data was collected via online survey using a stmgct questionnaire. Human Resource Managers,
Administrative Managers of Public listed comparaesl Chief Executive Officers (CEOs), Managing Diioes

and Managers of Small and Medium Enterprises (SME&ghe northern region of Malaysia (consisting of
Penang, Kedah, Perlis and northern Perak) weralaskespond to the online survey.

This sample was chosen for the specific reasonithrapresented employers’ of both sectors in thghern
region of Malaysia. The public listed companiést Was obtained from the Malaysian Employers’ Fatien
of Malaysia. This directory listed 20Mmembers, with their corresponding e-mail addressébe SMEs
directory, consisting of 47inembersand their e-mail addresses was obtained from thellSand Medium
Industries Development Corporation (SMIDEC). Thenbined list totaled 67Bersons.The number of usable
responses received was 56, representing an%.26turn rate. Owing to the sensitive nature & shibject
matter, respondents were promised complete anopymit

Analysis

The survey data were analyzed using the Statidfiaakage for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 1@/aatto
churn out the required descriptive and infererdiatistics.

In terms of descriptive statistics, the frequenog @ercentages of respondents checking the topx@sbeere
used to analyze the importance and employers’ p@ores of generic competencies of graduates. Non-
parametric tests of difference (Kruskal Wallis) waed to test proposition 2.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

As shown in Table 1, 60.7 percent of the resporsgdesetre Chinese, 64.3 percent of the respondents fn@m
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) and 67.9 pefoan manufacturing (including agro-based) sect®®.1
percent of the respondents reported that their emypemployed graduates with commercial degree
(accountancy, law, IT, Management, Engineering)etehilst 26.8 percent employed non-commercial degr
(fine arts, humanities, Islamic studies, sociaésces, education etc.) graduates.

When asked about the proportion of commercial amd-commercial degree holders being employed, 71.4
percent of the respondents reported their compamylayed more commercial than non-commercial degree
holders. Only 5.4 percent mentioned their compampleyed equal proportion of commercial and non-
commercial degree holders.

In terms of the type of graduates being employ&® ®ercent of the respondents reported that doeirpany

employed local graduates (LG), 85.7 percent, gresduevho obtained foreign degrees locally (TG) aid 8
percent, graduates who obtained foreign degreeseas (FG).

Table 1 : Respondents’ Profile

Frequency Per cent

Malay 21 37.5

Ethnicity Chinese 34 60.7
Indian 1 1.8

Public Listed 19 33.9
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Type of Company SMEs 36 64.3
Manufacturing 38 67.9
(including agro-based
Sector Services (including
ICT) 8 14.3
Others
8 14.3
Does your company employ ........
« Commercial degree (accounting, law,
IT, management, engineering etc.) Yes 37 66.1
holders only? No 18 32.1
* Non-commercial degree (fine arts,
social sciences, education, etc.)? Yes 15 26.8
No 40 71.4
Which is true about your company?
e Your company employs more
commercial than non-commercial Yes 40 71.4
degree holders No 16 28.6
e Your company employs equal
proportion of commercial and non- Yes 3 5.4
commercial degree holders No 51 91.1
Does your company employ .........
Frequency Per cent
e Graduates with local degrees? Yes a7 83.9
No 9 16.1
e Graduates who obtained foreign Yes 48 85.7
degrees locally? No 8 14.3
* Graduates who obtained foreign Yes 49 87.5
degrees overseas? No 6 10.7

Note: Some percentages may not amount to 100 percent due to missing responses

Of the 12 generic skills and traits measured (psdjpm 1), all were rated as important for entrydejob

seekers.

Communication skills and confidence/pasiself-image (both 100%) topped the list, follaviey

honesty/integrity (98.2 percent, dependability/cespbility (96.4 percent), computer/IT skills (94p@rcent),
flexibility/adaptability (91.1 percent), analyti¢edsearch skills (87.5 percent), interpersonal/teark skills
(85.7 percent), dedication/commitment (85.7 pefcetgadership/problem-solving skills (83.9 percent)

enthusiasm/motivation (83.9 percent), and creatimekative skills (76.8 percent) [Table 2].

LG were considered at par with their FG and TG tewparts in terms of computer/IT skills (75%). VéhiLG
scored higher in terms of interpersonal /teamwdikss(66.1%), they were considered lacking in terof
leadership/problem-solving skills (35.7 percerxibility/adaptability (37.5 percent), creativatiovative skills

(41.1 percent), communication

skills

(42.8 percentiependability/responsibility

(46.5 percent),

confidence/positive self-image (48.2 percent), antthusiasm/motivation (48.2 percent) (Table 2).

On the other hand, the results (Table 2) indida& majority of employers are satisfied with si¥ ¢t of the

twelve (12) generic competencies of FG as compacedlG and LG.

These competencies include:

communication skills (89.2%), confidence/positivelf$mage (83.9%), creative/innovative skills (75%)
analytical/research skills (73.2%), flexibility/gatability (69.7%) and leadership/problem-solvingillsk

(55.4%).

Table 2 : Percentages of Respondents Checkingadhe€ Boxes for Importance and Employers’ Perception

Towards Generic Competencies of Graduate Employees

Satisfied (%)
Graduate with
Generic Competencies Importance Local Twinning Foreign
(%) Graduate Degree Graduate
Communication Skills (verbal and 100 (56) 42.8 (24 46.4 (26) 89.2 (50)
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written)

Confidence/Positive Self-image 100 (56)
Honesty/Integrity 98.2 (55)
Dependability/Responsibility 96.4 (54)
Computer/IT Skills 94.6 (53)
Flexibility/Adaptability 91.1 (51)
Analytical/Research Skills 87.5 (49)
Interpersonal/Teamwork Skills 85.7 (48)
Dedication/Commitment 85.7 (48)
Leadership/Problem-solving Skills 83.9 (47)
Enthusiasm/Motivation 83.9 (47)
Creative/lInnovative Skills 76.8 (43)

48.2 (27
58.9 (33)
46.5 (26)
75.0 (42)
37.5 (21)

57.2 (32)
66.1 (37)
57.2 (32)
35.0)(2

48.2 (27)
41.1 (23)

41.0 (23)

0.0528)
57.1(32)
5631)
78.6 (44)
50.2)
6(37)
0.05(28)
51.8 (29)

58.9 (33)
4€26)

83.9 (47)

H29)
48.2 (27)
&814)
69.7 (39)
73.2 (41)
50.0 (28)
42.9 (24)
55.4 (31)
58.9 (33)
75.0 (42)

Note Figures in parentheses denote frequency counts

The results (Table 3) indicate that employers aceensatisfied with foreign graduates as comparebbaal
graduates in terms of the following generic compeies: communication skills (chi-square value, T7a2p <
0.01), confidence/positive self-image (chi-squaatug, 12.52 at p < 0.01), leadership/problem-sgh\skills
(chi-square, 8.93 at p < 0.05), and creative/intisgaskills (chi-square, 18.07 at p < 0.01).

Table 3 : Kruskal Wallis Statistics of EmployePgrceptions of Generic Competencies of Graduates

Twinning
Local Degree Foreign Chi-square
Attributes Graduate Graduate Graduate Value
(Mean Rank) | (Mean Rank) (M ean Rank)
Communication skills (verbal and written) 75.03 73. 105.24 17.27*
Confidence/Positive Self-image 69.42 84.18 99.90 S5
Honesty/Integrity 86.53 85.04 81.94 0.31
Dependability/Responsibility 85.36 82.99 83.68 0.09
Computer/IT Skills 80.80 85.77 86.93 0.71
Flexibility/ Adaptability 77.38 83.36 92.77 3.63
Analytical/Research Skills 77.38 83.36 92.77 3.63
Interpersonal/Teamwork Skills 91.88 78.32 83.30 92.6
Dedication/Commitment 90.30 82.58 80.62 1.50
Leadership/Problem-solving Skills 74.61 80.13 98.76 8.93*
Enthusiasm/Motivation 78.80 85.21 88.06 1.26
Creative/Innovative Skills 69.68 79.13 104.69 1807

Note *p <0.05, **p<0.01

Overall, the survey results suggest that emploiyetise northern parts of Peninsular Malaysia indidahat all
the generic skills and generic traits in this stady important to them when recruiting fresh graelsifor entry-
level job as exemplified in Table 2. Top on thst lare communication skills (verbal and written)dan
confidence/positive self-image, followed by hondstegrity, dependability/responsibility, computar/iskills,

flexibility/adaptability, analytical/research sl interpersonal/teamwork skills,

dedication/connneint,

leadership/problem-solving skills, enthusiasm/metiitn, and creative/innovative skills as the ldagtortant
for hiring graduates. These findings are consistéth the previous studies and literature citddhe finding on
communication skills is consistent with the stugy@uah and Lim (2006), which showed both employerd
students rated verbal communication skills as thetraought after skills at entry level jobs in Masia, among

others.

In addition, the survey results also suggest that perceived strengths of local graduates lieshiirt
computer/IT skills as well as interpersonal/teamigkills and honesty/integrity, while their criticaerceived

weaknesses are

leadership/problem-solving

skilliexibflity/adaptability,

creative/innovative

skills

communication skills (verbal and written), confiderpositive self-image, and enthusiasm/motivatidws for
the twinning degree holders, their perceived stitengclude computer/IT skills and analytical/rasbaskills,
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with leadership/problem-solving skills as their mesrious weakness followed by communication skilsl
creative/innovative skills.

Generally, the results imply that majority of then@oyers are satisfied with computer/IT skills asliwas
analytical/research skills of all the graduatestbecal, twinning degree or foreign graduates. e3é findings
are consistent with the government’s policy whichp@asizes the increasing importance of technoleggra
enabler for Malaysians to secure employment andenigncomes (Seventh Malaysia Plan, 1996 — 20Gfht&i
Malaysia Plan, 2001 — 2008w Sunday Times, 2002).

Foreign graduates seem to rank higher in the twemge competencies much sought after by employeestd
their communication skills (verbal and written) acohfidence/positive self-image. Hence, this aondi the
grave concerns of employers with regard to the fla@t local graduates are seriously lacking in bm#dl and
written communication skills in English language.

IMPLICATIONSAND RECOMMENDATIONS

The critical implication of the study is that inetleyes of employers, FG performed better than TG®Iin
terms of most of the generic competencies beindjeiu This is because these graduates are mdiieigndin
both oral and written English, in addition to passeg more self-confidence, a positive mindset el as being
more creative and innovative in their jobs. Thasethe factors that contribute to their successfidxemplary
job performance. Needless to say, this explaing gdnerally Malaysian employers tend to favour ifyme
overseas graduates over twinning or local graduatéeir recruitment drive.

In order for local graduates to close the gap eir floreign counterparts, it is recommended that:

. Local universities should continually review theirrriculum so that it is more student centered and
market relevant. Traditional modes of learning @axdmination (e.g. rote learning, spoon feeding)
should be replaced with alternative methods oftterand assessments.

. Local graduates should be encouraged to activalghie themselves in project work assignments
using English language as the medium of commuicatioth oral and written. This will not only
help them to improve their communication skillst blso boost their confidence, positive self-image
well as creativity and innovativeness;

Companies should focus on competency-based penfmenavaluation systems emphasizing on the
core competencies of communication, self-confidesuoe creativity and innovativeness among local
graduates employees so as to enable them to ackieemplary performance, not just good

performance; and

Lastly, training and development programmes in camgs should be designed and implemented
effectively to upgrade the communication skillsif-senfidence and creativity and innovativeness of

local graduate employees.

LIMITATIONSOF THE STUDY

Whilst this study has attempted to empirically pravhether employers’ do indeed prefer foreign gadeki to
local graduates, some limitations must be notetle generalizability of survey findings are alwaysaacern
and this study is no exception. Whilst we are ictmrft that the data portray the characteristicshef
population, the extent to which these findings bangeneralized to all employers should be inteepretith

caution owing to the low response rate. A highesponse rate would have permitted the results to be

generalized with greater confidence.

Another limitation concerns the sensitive naturéhid study. Some respondents, probably out ofeheof the
results being traced back to them might have pealisbcially desirable answers or have intentionathjtted
answering certain more sensitive questions, leaidimgsponse bias.

SOME SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

To ensure representativeness of the sample, tHg should be replicated to cover a larger samptiame and
the findings should be corroborated to those obthin this study.
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If this study is replicated, the research shouldu$oon identifying the relationships between theege
competencies and perceived overall job performafiggaduates for the purpose of determining thaiogant
“drivers” of perceived overall job performance saduates.

CONCLUSION

In the final analysis, this empirical research ketip shed some light on the competitive advantddgereign
overseas graduates over local graduates as petceywemployers from public listed companies and SME
This explains why employers are more willing tortéicforeign overseas graduates and pay them higgdaries
as compared to local graduates. Therefore, itbeaconcluded that employers’ preference for for@igarseas
graduates is not a myth, but a reality!
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