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Abstract

Employability skills are important skills that employers emphasis on graduates. Lack of these skills will cause
the career development of an individual as well as the industry productivity. This study aim was to elicit views of
30 employers in the manufacturing industries on employability skills individuals in the workplace focusing on
the future needs. This research used individual interviews with employers and discussions of focus group. A
comprehensive, open-ended questionnaire used was developed after discussions with the panel of experts in the
focus group. Findings from the interviews indicated that employers emphasis different levels of skills for
different jobs. Employers need employees with strong interpersonal skills such as communication skill, problem
solving skills, team work and entrepreneur skills which related to the context of working environment.
Employers also suggest that project oriented and work process oriented is the best method to inculcate these
skills.
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1. Introduction

Advancement in technology requires workforce with higher talent and skills from industry. According to Taylor
(2005), when the total number of low skilled workers is very big in a developing country, the country is not
ready to have an industrial-based economy. The needed changes also would influence the demand for skilled
workers.

The theory of human capital define, “employability” is an individual ability and to success in career and develop
one career beside his/her special skills (Fugate et al., 2004).Human capital development is an effort to achieve
cost savings and improve the performance of the industry. Schultz (1963) defined human capital as an important
element for upgrading company performance and to improve productivity of employees and sustainability to be
more competitive. However, the cost of developing human capital is increasing; with these, employers expect
educational institutions to developed graduates employability skills as required by the labor market to reduce
additional training on graduates’ employability skills by industry.

Last two decades, studies underscores them criticality (Askov & Gordon, 1999) and are transferable skill that
enabling knowledge, skills, and attitudes required in the work place of 21st century (SCANS, 1991).

Therefore, graduates with employability skills will have an advantage in getting jobs in the industry. The
institutions of education must produce graduates with high non-technical skills (Husain, Mokhtar, Ahmad, &
Mustapha, 2010).Therefore identifying indicators for employability skills from the employer’s perspective is
crucial for instructors and student to understand and inculcate the employability skills.

An impact study on teaching and learning employability skills showed that the skills is hard to be developed in
classrooms (Cranmer, 2006). Recent developments in competence-based showed that learning and teaching in
workplace is the best practices to develop graduates employability skills but then it has been a problem for
decades to link between learning and work. (Wesselink, Jong, & Biemans, 2009).

1.1 Problem Statement

Employability skills issue is something that has not been settled. Employability skill is the ability of
non-technical and occupational skills that are just as important as technical skills (Ramlee, 1999). In 2008
Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE, 2009), identified that 35 percent (4,616) out of 13,002
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technical undergraduates were unemployed. Meanwhile issues in UK from study on the impact of employability
skills teaching and learning on graduate labour market prospects showed that a “mismatch” of the skills acquired
at university and the skills needed by employers Cranmer (2006).

Ramlee (2002) on his research on Malaysian graduates and Kathleen (2005) on her research in United States
found that employers dissatisfied with the graduates interpersonal skills. So as Fitrisehara et al. (2009) regarding
the employability skill of graduates, showed moderate level and more importance is that there is a significant
differences of the skills inculcated with the students’ field of studies. Zaini (2005) found that 80.000 technical
graduates who are still unemployed, are too depending on academic qualifications and less of the non-technical
ability which employers required most.

To ensure opportunities to get employment and sustainability of work graduates should able to development new
skills and adaptation to changes (Australian Council for Educational Research, 2008; Kearns, 2001). Appropriate
curriculum design to integrate employability skills in institutions is a key factor to improve graduates
employability skills ability. Mismatch of employability skills will occur when the integration is not done
appropriately. Thus, this study would like to explore the skills needed from employer’s perspective to provide the
indicator for instructors and student to understand and emphasis employability skills.

2. Methodology

This research used focus group discussions and interviews with employers. A comprehensive, open-ended
questionnaire used was developed after discussions with the panel of experts in the focus group. 30 employers
were selected from different type of manufacturing industry and grouped into five type of manufacturing
industry which was: transport equipment (TE), machinery and equipment (ME), metal based products (MB),
electrical and electronic product (E & E), and other product based industry (OT). Employers participating in this
research were Operational Manager, Supervisor and Chief Executive.

Technique used to probe the future indicators of the employability skills needed from the employers are using
Delphi Technique. There are four phase; 1) Identify the future employability skills indicators from employers by
interviews; 2) Developed an instrument (questionnaire) by extracting from the interviews transcribe and discuss
what’s important and what’s not important with expert panel; 3) Improve the indicators and test it out again and 4)
Full consensus acquired.

Throughout the Delphi Technique, a thematic data analysis was carried out to identify the employability skills
indicators from the employers’ comments. A constant thematic analysis was done to code the skills before
creating the basic theme and main theme of the employability skills.

3. Findings

In this section of paper, result from the employer’s interviews will be presented. From the employer’s interviews,
emphasis on employability skills should be based on the different level of jobs.

3.1 Personal Values

Through this study, it was found that emphasis was given to the following personal values by the employers:

Responsibility to job.

Self-esteem and maintain positive.
Sociability.

Honesty and high integrity.

Commitment and work hard towards goal.
Adaptability to working environment.

Employers expressed the need to have a range of personal values, irrespective of their academic qualifications or
experience. These values are considered as a contribution to create a harmonize and productive workplace
environment which in turn will encourage good relations with clients. As for the aspect of “adaptability and
flexibility”, the ability to adapt the workplace situation is essential because it involved so many person in the
organization (Clarke, 1997); Verhaar and Smulders (1999) stated that employers need flexible workers which
able to cooperate and work with different cultures.

The main personal qualities that were mentioned by employers are good personal values beside their technical
skills. Employers are looking for employees who can be trusted, featuring standards of ethical conduct in
organizations, themselves and others. Highlighted certain personal attitudes and required by companies, such as
working hard towards the goal of achieving and displaying a high level of concentration. Employers see that
students with high self-esteem are important. Many employers in the manufacturing industry mentioned that
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assert themselves in social situations is important. Employees must show friendliness, understanding empathy
and decency in group work. Contextual changes, such as adaptability, loyalty, purity, reliability and physical
fitness also affects personal qualities. For example, a manager of the company noted that new employees must be
open to change and new information and unexpected obstacles. The industry needs people who are loyal to the
industry, have the desire to work and be reliable.

3.2 Interpersonal Skills

Among the employability skills, interpersonal is considered as the most important skills. It consist of
communication, teamwork skills and problem solving skills.

3.2.1 Communication Skill

Research done by Field (2001) and McLeish (2002) stated that communication skills in technical context are
different from the non-technical communication skills. Employees need to communicate through a wide variety
of communication skills such as presentations, reporting to project teams, and ensuring team members
understand the projects delivered is very important.

The overall concept of communication can be verbal and non-verbal depending on situation of work process.
From the interviews employers sees communication skills as:

Able to read and interpret written information in documents (etc. manuals, graphs, and schedules).
Able to write to communicate messages, thoughts, ideas, and information.

Able to listen and respond to verbal messages and body language.

Able to speak and participate in conversation, discussion, and group meeting.

Results from these studies shown that in many manufacturing industry contexts, communication is aimed to
support everyday operations and team development. The capacity to establish rapport, involve close personal
contact between customers. Employees who have good ideas need to be able to communicate them effectively or
else there is no value. In some cases of communication skill, report writing is most necessary where employers
mentioned that we need employees that can write a good report that can convince others. Young engineers must
acquire high skills in producing documentation for tender. Another important aspect of communication skills are
interpret manuals and written information such as graphs, manuals, and schedules to perform tasks and relaying
information via writing. To be able to interpret information from supervisors or boss is very important and
necessary as one of the employers mentioned. More generally, employers across a range of manufacturing
industries mention that employees without adequate communication skills are difficult to do their jobs.
According to one employer ‘communication in project team and everyday operations team is what we want’ and
‘graduates are advice to talk to a all range of employees in the company’.

Employees in manufacturing industry should also work and respond appropriately under considerable time and
determine what the requirements are quickly. Employers stressed that the need of employees to have good
listening skills together with their verbal skills. Listening in manufacturing industry is important for giving and
receiving feedback, in order to understand the requirements. One needs to listen in order to find out the best way
to fulfill the assignment required.

3.2.2 Team Work

Employers felt that team work were extremely important. It is mentioned that no position in the industry that did
not require elements of teamwork. Team work is also considered as a critical success factor for an employee. To
understand age factors, gender, culture is the best way to achieve an effective team working (Alston et al., 2009).

From the analysis, the following team work skills should be emphasized by graduates:

e Play a part as a team member: Works supportively with others and contributes with suggestion, ideas,
and effort to others.

e  Guiding/Coaching team members: help others in learning necessary knowledge and skills.

e Discussion: Discuss with team members and exchanging specific resources.

o  Work with variety cultural: Works fine with multi-ethnic, different social or educational backgrounds.

Some employers from the interviewed emphasized that employees must perform the following teamwork skills,
always take an active part and be able to work with others and consistently provide information, suggestions and
ideas to contribute to the team. Employees must also be able to share knowledge and skills with team members
and always respect and encourage each other as group discussions conducted almost every day and focus on the
development of the project. As multi-racial country employers mentioned that they need employees who can
work effectively and harmoniously with diverse racial, social or educational background is different.
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Employers also mentioned that employees in manufacturing industry are expected to be collaborative and
participative. New employee normally will work with seniors in a project. It is important for them to be able to
cooperate as a team. Most of the production work is a teamwork project. A typical team usually consists of senior
manager, and several technicians who involve senior and junior who execute the work.

3.2.3 Problem Solving Skills

Problem solving skills were the knowledge gained from useful information to enable a person to discuss certain
topics and to make conclusion. Problem solving skills required would vary according to types of problem and the
complexity of the job that employees would encounter (Emery, 1999).

From the interviewed, employers indicated problem solving skills were essential for both entry level and existing
employees. An employee with sound problem solving skills according to the employers could demonstrate:

e Creative/Innovative Thinking to Generates new ideas.

e Decision making in choosing best alternatives.

e Problem solving in able to identify and analyses problems.

e Seeing Things in the Mind’s Eye which being able to visualize and interpret various type of
information.

Comments made by the employer, including many workers have difficulty in identifying new ideas and make
connections between related ideas or reshaping goals. Employers really need someone who is creative and
recognizing problems as it is important in the manufacturing industry. Employees must have the skills and
planning and develop alternative ideas to correct these problems. Employer are always looking for employees
who can demonstrate the ability to organize and interpret the symbols, pictures, graphs, objects, and other
information accurately.

Employees who can evaluate alternative ideas carefully and propose solutions are an employer of choice.
Initiative in problem solving must be shown by employees rather than rely on others. All employers need
employees that can resolve problems and create a good outcome.

3.3 Entrepreneurial Skills

Entrepreneurial Skills’ encompasses such things as business opportunity to achieve goals, work independently,
assembling resources, negotiates, time management, and adapting to cope with unanticipated circumstances
(McLeish, 2002). Employers gave the following examples of these skills set:

e  Able to identify business opportunity.
e  Ability to work with minimal or without supervision.
e  Managing resources.

For industries to grow in the new market is the reason to identify this area of skill. New services and products
need to be produced in order to compete in current markets. In developing the business or new approaches from
the employers interviewed suggested that industries relied not only on managers and specialists. The initiative
should be taken by collective effort from everyone in the industry.

According to Godfrey (1997) student should be exposed to the entrepreneur skill (financial management and
business studies) these skills should be included in program to encourage students involved in business.
Comment on entrepreneurial skills employers is that they require an employee can contribute more than a
potential business idea and can work with minimal supervision but perform. Managers and employees need to
manage time effectively and reduce the process time and how to save money. Employees also must have
initiative to be able to work independently and without constant supervision. They need employees that can work
independently and can complete projects given on time as well as save budget but quality standards and priorities
to achieve project outcomes must be well kept.

3.4 Technology Skills

Technology in manufacturing industry is going through rapid changes with new technologies in all aspects of
production (Taylor, 2005). The application of technology to perform tasks among employees who serve in the
production field is very significant as contemporary industries used various latest technologies to simplify works.
Bunn and Stewart (1998) stated that technical board members agreed with the fact that the skills to use
technologies are crucial in the industry. Other than that, De Leon and Borchers (1998) noted that employers
mentioned that the application of technologies to carry out duties is highly required. Comments made by the
employer to give the impression that technology skills are crucial. Employer’s need workers at least understand
the procedures for operating machines, including computers and their programming. Employees also need to
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know how to choose the procedures, equipment and machinery to be used. Employees in a plant environment
may need to be familiar and specialised in preventative maintenance requirements because company emphasis
on maintaining technology to solve problems in machines and other equipment. It is an advantage if employees
have good or basic computer skills. Basic technology skills are fundamental to employment. Reliance on
technology is increasing. It is important to understand in order to maintain the system. This caused each
manufacturing process using current technology and it is constantly changing and workers need to find those
skills very quickly. Thus, employers insist on new and existing employee to use technology to benefit the
business. Employers suggest it would be necessary for employees to:

e Select and applies technology related to task.
e Have basic computer skills.
e  Maintain technology.

3.5 Informational Skills

Ability to organizes and maintains information are widely used in works. According to Zolingen, Streumer,
Klink, and Jong (2000) stated that the key to successful work is the ability to protect information.

Employers gave the following examples of these skills set:

Acquire relevant information from various sources.
Manage acquired information.

Share ideas and willing to share new ideas.

Learn Independently.

Employers explain that they need employees who have the ability and knowledge to obtain relevant information
from multiple sources, identifying the need for data, obtain it from the resources of the existing or create, and
evaluate the appropriateness and accuracy. Workers must constantly analyze and integrate information obtained
with its own ideas, organize, process, and maintain written or computerized records and other forms of
information in a systematic way. Choose and analyze information and communicate the results to others using
oral, written, graphic, image, or multi-media methods is necessary. Employees need to know how to show the
ability to learn independently with minimum supervision and does not require consistent monitoring. It is an
advantage for employees to develop this skill learns ways of keeping and protecting information.

3.6 Leadership Skills

Key leadership behaviors identified by employers were confidence, initiative and teamwork. Leadership is also
about full and ongoing accountability, the capacity to work autonomously. Behaviors that show this skill are:

Able to lead team members.

Able to motivate team members.

Able to resolve conflict.

Taking responsibility for themselves and others.

All of the employers emphasized the importance of leadership throughout the organization compared to
traditional organisations, where leadership is typically associated with people at senior levels. Many companies
reflected that the changes of the last decade that had led to flatter organisations and team approaches to work
meant the need for the individual employee to take on leadership roles throughout all levels of the enterprise.
Industries spoke of the desire for employees to show leadership skills both formally and informally in the
workplace.

When asked to describe the skill of leadership, many interviewees referred to such things as influencing others,
standing up to drive improvement, creating movement, challenging boundaries in the words of one interviewee,
‘a state of mind focused on going out and managing change’. Employees with good leadership skills are able to
assume leadership role in assigning tasks and have strongly influence, motivate and inspire an individual or a
team, and offer ample constructive solutions to resolve conflicts based on objective criteria. One of the most
leadership skills required by employers is that when an employee is given a task, they needs to see it though
from beginning to end, to take responsibility, and to be accountable.

4. Conclusion

The results of these findings can be useful as a guide for technical instructors or lecturer to plan which
employability skill should be emphasis, and considered important to be acquired by students before working in
the industry. The findings also can be useful to graduates or job seekers in the manufacturing industry to be
prepared at the expectation of these employers.
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In this study, the findings showed that employers from manufacturing industries place employability skills as a
must be owned by all new employees and graduates to enable them to compete in the global market. Therefore it
is suggested that the authorities of education institution should enhance the important employability skills either
through the professional development of lecturers, curriculum and co-curriculum. Apart from that, programs
should carry out real working environment for students to be able to understand employability skills better.
These will serve the purpose to make students realized that employability skill is very important to them to
perform.
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