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Abstract 
 

This study seeks responses to the following research questions: How do 

international business students understand employability skills? How do they perceive 

their employability? How do they perceive the university’s role in enhancing their 

employability?  

Graduate employability is a highly contested topic amongst the stakeholders of 

higher education involved in educating international students including education 

providers, international students, employers and the government (Gribble, 2015). The 

responsibility of universities to support students in adapting to employment is also 

debated. The Australian Government’s strategy to enhance graduate employability is 

based on three pillars: strengthening Australia’s education system, creating 

transformative relationships between people, institutions and governments, and 

competing globally for a solid reputation (Department of Education and Training, 

2016). International students, however, need to overcome a number of barriers to be 

deemed employable. These barriers include lack of workplace skills and experience in 

an Australian workplace context, shortage of work-integrated learning (WIL) 

opportunities, and industry reluctance to employ international students. Universities 

have increasingly introduced WIL opportunities as part of degree programs to more 

optimally integrate theory with practice. In applied programs such as education, 

engineering and medicine, practicums are a crucial part of the degree. Increasingly, WIL 

placements are also being incorporated into business degrees.  

The literature review of this thesis presents the changing context of higher 

education in Australia, challenges in business education, and a discussion of 

employability skills. The Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT), with its core 

concepts of self-efficacy and career efficacy, constitutes the theoretical framework of 

this study. SCCT considers how academic and career interests are developed, how 

academic and career choices are formed, and how academic and career successes are 

achieved. 

The qualitative, exploratory methodology of the study focusses on international 

undergraduate business students’ perceptions of their employability and universities’ 

perceived role in enhancing employability. Using a phenomenographic approach, and 

purposive sampling, focus group discussions were conducted with all the students in 
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the last of the three year levels of the undergraduate business degree offered at a small 

urban campus of an Australian university. The business degree program run by the 

case university caters almost entirely for international students. A survey was designed 

to collect participants’ demographic data. 

The key findings of the study included: (1) participants were unable to 

differentiate between employability skills, personality traits and job-specific skills; 

(2) Chinese participants raised the importance of social skills and networking; (3) 

students who had previous work experience reported higher perceived levels of work-

readiness; (4) curriculum review was needed to ensure inclusion of more practical 

WIL components in the degree program; and (5) the provision of opportunities where 

knowledge gained in courses could be applied in professional contexts was considered 

to be highly desirable.  

A major limitation of this study was the small sample size. Other limitations are 

that the data collection took place in a single university and with students in the same 

year level – the final year of the Bachelor of Business program. The cross-sectional 

study provided the basis for future longitudinal research on the factors that impact on 

and promote international students’ perceptions of their employability. The current 

study aimed to contribute to development of SCCT and the concept of career self-

efficacy. The research also made an applied contribution in terms of recommendations 

for curriculum change within business degrees offered by Australian universities. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

 

This thesis explores international undergraduate business students’ perceptions 

of employability. It also seeks to explore their understanding of employability skills 

and their perceptions of the role of universities in enhancing their employability.  

The introductory chapter begins in Section 1.1 by identifying the research 

problem, then follows onto establishing the framework of this study, and addressing 

the global, national and personal contexts (Section 1.2). This is followed by the 

significance of the study along with the research questions (Section 1.3). The chapter 

ends with an outline of the entire thesis structure (Section 1.4).  

 

1.1 The Research Problem 
 

The study aims to explore international students’ perceptions of employability, their 

understanding of employability skills, and the perceived roles of universities in preparing 

students for employment. By the term ‘international student’, this study means full-fee paying 

students from overseas countries enrolled in a degree program at an Australian higher education 

institution. These students come from diverse geographical locations with distinct individual 

experiences and need for support systems in place (Barton, Hartwig & Cain, 2016). In this study, 

the term ‘perception’ refers to how students interpret their own employability potential and seeks 

to elicit information about their understanding of employability. Employability is defined by 

Nilsson (2010, p. 547) as the ability to “successfully manage a job” and “control one’s individual 

career path, thus creating opportunities for mobility and self-efficacy”. As individuals are 

developing their employability skills, they are making themselves ready for working life 

(Nilsson, 2010). Work-readiness is explained through Yorke’s (2006) definition: an employee’s 

attributes to fulfil the needs of a job. Similarly, Caballero and Walker (2010, p. 14) find that 

work-readiness is the extent to which graduate applicants possess the skills and attributes 

that make them “prepared” or “ready” for success in the work environment. By the term 

employability skills, this study refers to the skills demanded by employers for successful 

employment, notably: communication skills, team-work skills, problem solving skills, 

planning and organising skills, self-management skills and digital literacy, ability to 

work with protocols, decision making skills, creative thinking, being flexible, and the 

ability to work with diverse points of views (Archer & Davison, 2008; Department of 

Education and Training, 2009; Department of Industry, Innovation, Climate Change, 
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Science, Research and Tertiary Education and Department of Education, Employment 

and Workplace Relations, [Dept IICCSRTE and Dept EEWR], 2013; Shah & Nair, 

2011).  

The terms employability and work-readiness are often used interchangeably, 

given the similar contexts in which they are applied. However, as Lambert and Herbert 

(2017) argue, employability does not necessarily supply work-ready skills, so the term 

employability should not be used synonymously with work-readiness. They justify this 

distinction stating that universities are not in the position of replicating workplace-type 

experiential learning in the classrooms, and that some work-readiness skills might not be 

consistent with the universities’ roles, behaviours and cultures. Further, Lambert and 

Herbert (2017) assert that work-readiness skills might not be as complex as employability 

skills. For these reasons, this study distinguishes between the terms work-readiness and 

employability and consistently focuses on participants’ perceptions of employability. 

The topics of work-readiness and employability are further detailed in Chapter 2 

Literature Review. 

As employers increasingly express their concerns about graduates’ aptitudes for the 

dynamic labour market, insight is needed into how international students relate to work-

readiness: what it means to them, what they see as the most important skills needed for 

employment in the area of their studies; their career aspirations, and how confident they are to 

enter the workforce. Certain questions relate to the case institution’s performance, to 

find out students’ perceptions of the extent to which the University supports students 

to achieve their career goals, and what else the institution could do to further assist 

students in preparing for employment.  

This study includes the students’ voice to gain an understanding of their perceptions 

as primary stakeholders in the learning process. The concept of ‘listening to the student 

voice’ also supports the notion of students as change agents and active collaborators 

(Dunne & Zandstra, 2011; Green, 2018; Healey, Flint, Harrington & van Dam, 2016). 

The findings may provide universities with guidance in designing courses in ways that 

students would perceive as enhancing their employability. Further, the research process 

of listening to students’ reflections may also raise their awareness of what they have gained 

through their studies, their career aspirations and their capabilities as they prepare to transition 

beyond their tertiary education into the workforce. 
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1.2 Context 
 

Contemporary global business employers demand graduate applicants show 

evidence of work-readiness (Ahmad & Pesch, 2017; Ausman, 2008; Dörfler, & van de 

Werfhorst, 2009; Edwards Perkins, Pearce, & Hong, 2015). In response, universities are 

increasingly incorporating Work Integrated Learning (WIL) components into their 

degree programs (Barton & Hartwig, 2017; Jackson, Rowbottom, Ferns, & McLaren, 

2017). The following subsections position the over-arching research problem within 

global, national, and local contexts. 

 

1.2.1 The global context 

Influenced by the forces of globalisation, the higher education sector has undergone 

rapid changes over the last two decades. Globalisation is referred to as the process of 

deterritorialisation, that is, the intensification of long-distance connections and the 

accompanying shrinkage of time (Tomlinson, 1999), in which the flow of ideas, labour, 

capital, goods and services from location to location is easier and quicker (Ball, Goodson, 

&, Maguire, 2007). Higher education institutions are important generators of the global 

flow of knowledge, technologies and people. The pursuit of knowledge is becoming a driver 

of economic growth and global competitiveness (Marginson & van der Wende, 2007). The 

commodification and marketisation of higher education (Bendixen & Jacobsen, 2017) 

implies the application of economic theory of the market in the provision of higher 

education. Institutions are now displaying behaviours typical of for-profit companies in 

their operations to become more competitive (Hall, 2018). The marketisation of higher 

education shifts the student’s role from being a citizen to being a customer, which, in turn, 

reshapes institutions’ professional practices (Singh, 2015) as knowledge becomes a 

commodity exchanged for money in the form of tuition fees (Naidoo, 2003). The higher 

education industry is expected to improve a country’s competitive advantage in the 

global marketplace by producing a more knowledgeable workforce (Naidoo, 2003). With 

ever-rising tuition fees, there is increased pressure on higher education institutions 

around the globe to produce work-ready graduates (Lambert & Herbert, 2017).  

For over two decades, employers have expressed concerns that graduates lack 

personal transferable skills (Industry in Education, 2001; Paisey & Paisey, 2010), and 

universities have responded by seeking ways to improve graduates’ skills. Work 
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Integrated Learning (WIL) opportunities and government initiatives aimed at enhancing 

job-specific and personal transferable skills are seen as important strategies. WIL is a 

form of learning whereby classroom study is alternated with industry work placements. 

This process provides students with opportunities to integrate the theories they learn at 

university with the practices and the responsibilities of the workplace (Bowen & 

Drysdale, 2017; Eames & Cates, 2011; Nica & Popescu, 2010). The inclusion of WIL 

components in the academic curriculum dates back more than 100 years in higher 

education institutions in Britain and the United States, with the most widely-used 

methods of work experience in the degree program considered to be internships, practica, 

or field work (Rowe, 2017). Further, Rowe (2017) claims that because recruiters consider 

work experience a prerequisite for employment, mandatory WIL programs are important 

curricular inclusions in secondary and higher education.  

The public sector also expects universities to develop more employable graduates 

(Tran, 2016). For example, in a study prepared for the Higher Education Funding Council 

for England, Cranmer (2006) recommended that the development of employability skills 

should be one of the aims of higher education. Earlier, in a curriculum study conducted 

by Knight and Yorke (2002), UK government policies required the implementation of 

employment performance indicators to increase the accountability of educational 

institutions. In response, institutions began introducing performance and accountability 

indicators such as: rates of access to higher education measured in enrolment numbers; 

non-completion rates; outcome and efficiencies for learning and teaching; employment 

of graduates, and research output (Knight & Yorke, 2002). The pressure placed on 

universities from employers and government contributes to the complexity of higher 

education in the twenty-first century.  

 

1.2.2 The Australian context 

A recent national, two-year, multi-disciplinary project, the Work Placement for 

International Student Programs (WISP), was conducted with academic staff members from 

six Australian universities (Barton & Hartwig, 2017a). The following theoretical concepts 

informed the study: internationalisation/ interculturalisation, socialisation and 

acculturalisation and reflective practice (Barton et al., 2017; Barton, Hartwig & Le, 2018). 

Through the process of internationalisation, intercultural and international approaches are 

included in the curriculum through study abroad programs, enrolment of international 

students and undertaking international projects. While international students are on work 
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placements they learn to adapt to the professional environment where they can socialise 

among co-workers, supervisors, peers, communities and families. This experience is 

particularly important for international students to understand the contexts of the workplace 

and the culture. The authors refer to this as the multisocialisation process. The WISP project 

developed recommendations in relation to international students, university staff and 

workplace staff (Barton, et al., 2016). The key recommendations relevant to international 

students were about their need to make use of support services available to them and the 

importance of seeking feedback from supervisors. University staff were encouraged to 

conduct meetings to familiarise students with the workplace settings and requirements, to 

promote volunteering opportunities, to engage in a range of teaching and learning practices 

with the aim of preparing students for work placements and to engage with students regularly 

through multimedia tools. Recommendations for workplace staff included the creation of a 

welcoming environment, the encouragement of using international students’ unique cultural 

knowledge, the use of a diverse range of communication techniques and the promotion of a 

wider workplace community within which students could be potentially involved. Out of this 

national project came the book titled ‘Professional Learning in the Work Place for 

International Students: Exploring Theory and Practice’ (Barton & Hartwig, 2017) that this 

study extensively draws on.  

My research study is specifically concerned with international business students’ 

perceptions of employability in the Australian context. As such, it is important to refer to the 

findings of the above book, and to the guidelines of government, industry and educational 

stakeholders and peak bodies including: the Department of Education and Training (2016); 

the Australian Collaborative Education Network (2016); PricewaterhouseCoopers 

(2016); the Department of Industry, Innovation and Science (2015); and the Business 

Council of Australia (2016). There are common themes in these documents which identify 

the importance of industry-ready graduates, and the potential of international education and 

collaboration (Australian Collaborative Education Network, 2016; Business Council of 

Australia, 2016). Similarly, the Department of Education and Training (2016) recognises 

that the education of industry-ready graduates positions Australia as a high-quality 

international education destination. The Government provides a three-pillar framework to 

grow this sector: strengthening Australia’s education system; creating transformative 

relationships between people, institutions and governments; and competing globally for a 

solid reputation (Department of Education and Training, 2016). Compared to local 

(domestic) students, international students encounter multiple barriers, due to having 
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different access to employment because of potential issues around visas, language 

barriers, or cultural knowledge gaps. They need to overcome a number of barriers to be 

deemed a work-ready graduate (Barton & Hartwig, 2017). These barriers may include: a 

lack of workplace skills (technical and soft skills) and experience, a shortage of work-

integrated learning opportunities (practice-based learning opportunities offered for 

university students during or after their formal education), as well as industry 

reluctance to employ international students (Gribble, 2015). These challenges suggest that 

universities need to consider how they can best assist international students in gaining 

experience and work-integrated opportunities. 

As a response to the change in demands being placed on Australian universities, 

PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC) Australia issued a report (2016) commissioned by the 

Australian Higher Education Industrial Association (AHEIA) to investigate options for 

universities to shape their future workforce. AHEIA is an employer association of the 

higher education sector comprising universities and other higher education providers 

(Australian Higher Education Industrial Association, 2018). The key themes identified 

in the document are: environmental impact of rapid international market growth and 

slower domestic market growth; the changing nature of work (need for a more flexible, 

career driven workforce); changing business models (universities to adapt to the new 

needs); students’ expectations (more diverse expectations coming from international, 

mature age, low socio-economic status and part time students enrolling to universities); 

and future workforce needs (graduates are expected to apply for jobs that may not 

currently exist). The PwC document describes a ‘work-ready’ graduate as an individual 

who possesses ample skills in problem-solving, digital literacy, critical thinking and 

emotional intelligence. The Department of Education and Training (2009) defines 

problem-solving as the identification and implementation of solutions in the Core Skills 

for Work Framework. The same document explains digital literacy skills as the capacity 

to connect with people and information using technology. Critical thinking is about 

constructing arguments from objective evaluations of an issue and providing a reason to 

act or believe based on that argument (Bowel & Kemp, 2014). Goleman (2004) defines 

emotional intelligence as the ability to identify, express and manage feelings, and 

understand viewpoints. The PwC report (2016) claims that there is a disconnect between 

what some universities equip their students with, and what industry expects from a work-

ready graduate. In addition to the content knowledge, graduates are expected to be 

equipped with a range of transferable skills because they are more likely to have multiple 
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career shifts across disciplines and industries. Contemporary young people are forecasted 

to have up to seventeen different jobs, in five different careers, over the course of their 

working lives (Department of Industry, Innovation and Science, 2015), so having the 

capacity to transfer skills through career progression is a necessity.  

A somewhat similar guide based on employers’ needs for work-readiness has been 

compiled by the Business Council of Australia (BCA) (2016). It outlines and defines 

a specific set of attributes and values that a work-ready individual needs to develop and 

demonstrate, including: the values of accountability (a responsibility for actions), 

continuous improvement (setting high standards and working to continuously 

improve them), honesty (straightforward and trustworthy behaviour), knowledge 

(understanding the skills and expertise needed) , as well as respect, tolerance and 

a work ethic. A respectful employee takes into account other people’s feelings, 

wishes and ideas. Tolerance is about the recognition of diverse beliefs, ideas and 

practices. Finally, work ethic is defined as a diligent and committed approach of the 

employee (BCA, 2016, p. 3). The BCA document (2016, p. 3) also identifies certain 

behaviours that need to be demonstrated soon after starting a job. Employees are 

expected to be adaptable, authentic, business-minded, collaborative, customer-focused, 

flexible, globally aware, self-aware and resilient (BCA, 2016, p. 3). Adaptability is about 

being open to new ideas and authenticity is about being true to someone’s own values. A 

business-minded employee understands business success and constantly seeks business 

development opportunities. Collaboration is about sharing knowledge and co-operating 

with others. A customer-focused employee understands customer profiles and customer 

needs and seeks ways to improve their experience. Flexibility refers to the ability to 

handle unexpected situations and manage changes. A globally aware employee has an 

overall understanding of the global issues and interactions while a self-aware employee 

knows their own strengths and weaknesses and they have an understanding of their role 

in the business. Resilience is about the ability to bounce back, learn from mistakes and 

move forward when unplanned things happen. Finally, as outlined in the BCA 

document (2016), skills that need to be acquired by a work-ready individual are: 

business literacy, critical analysis, data analysis, digital technology, literacy, numeracy, 

problem solving, and technical skills specific to the job. Business literacy is defined as 

the ability to apply business knowledge to manage situations. Critical analysis is 

defined as an evaluation of a situation with identification of possible outcomes and 

determination of the right approach, whereas data analysis is about collection and 
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review of data to identify trends, answer questions and test assumptions. Digital 

technology refers to the ability to use the means of information and communication 

technology. The BCA guide (2016) refers to literacy as the ability of learning, writing, 

speaking and reading, while numeracy is about reasoning using numerical concepts and 

calculations. Problem solving refers to finding solutions to complex issues. Finally, 

technical skills are defined in the guide as job-specific skills that are gained through 

formal education. The document (BCA, 2016) highlights that businesses have clear 

viewpoints regarding the various stakeholders who are responsible for ensuring 

graduates attain these qualities, including: the individuals entering the world of work, 

their families, the employing business, schools, vocational education and training 

providers (VET), higher education providers, and the government.  

In addition to equipping students with job-specific technical skills and general 

business concepts, the BCA (2016) document also argues that higher education 

providers need to reinforce in their programs the specified values, such as expected work 

behaviours, to ensure that students can meet the standards outlined in the Australian 

Qualification Framework (AQF) Council (2013). The AQF Council clarifies the purpose 

of undertaking a higher degree. At a bachelor’s degree level, this purpose is to gain broad 

and coherent knowledge (specifically, the key concepts and principles of the discipline), 

and skills in multiple contexts to undertake professional work or further studies 

(Australian Qualification Framework Council (2013). The skills outlined here cover a 

range of areas, such as cognitive (being able to analyse and evaluate information to 

complete a range of activities), technical (necessary for professional work) and 

communication (transmitting knowledge, skills and ideas to others and presenting a clear, 

coherent and independent exposition of knowledge). Together, the knowledge and skills 

should enable the student to be able to analyse, critically review, and synthesise 

knowledge, to identify and solve problems and to communicate knowledge and ideas. 

The AQF Council’s (2013) document corresponds with the list of skills compiled by 

the BCA (2016) to educate work-ready individuals in the business discipline. 

Universities identify these skills in their course learning outcomes and graduate 

outcomes.  

Education in Australia is the third largest export with a value of $30.9 billion 

(Universities Australia, 2018). International education is not a new phenomenon in 

Australia: courses for international students have been offered since the 1950s 

through small-scale programs. Notable government reviews from the 1980s meant 
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that universities could charge international students fees for courses (Dawkins, 1988;  

Nelson, 2003). Today Australia hosts a great number of international students: 

624,000 students, representing 194 nationalities, in 2017 (Universities Australia, 

2018). According to the data from the Department of Education and Training (2018) 

the number of international students enrolling in Australian courses will be closer to 

645,064 in 2018. The majority of these students are enrolled in universities (323,948), 

followed by the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector (170,418), and 

English Language Intensive Courses for Overseas Students (ELICOS) (95,929). As 

illustrated in the Austrade (2018) report, the top two source countries are China and 

India, followed by Nepal, Malaysia, Brazil, Korea, Vietnam, Indonesia, Japan, 

Thailand, Japan and Singapore.  

Public investment in higher education in Australia is lower than that of other 

industrialised economies (Rea, 2016). As Rea concludes, deregulated international and 

postgraduate course fees become a significant source of income. This, however, impacts 

the role of both institutions and students. Through the process of marketisation, Rae 

(2016) suggests that vice chancellors are becoming chief executive officers. while fee-

paying students are becoming clients or customers. Moreover, the fact that governments 

now measure student satisfaction instead of student learning, justifies the students’ new 

position as ‘consumer’ (Ryan, 2014). The privatisation of higher education opens up the 

market for transnational private providers. Rea (2016) raises concerns about the 

implications of privatisation for institutions. Australian universities are more likely to 

outsource their staff to private companies and fixed-term contract are prevalent in the 

arenas of research-only and teaching positions. Significantly, Rea indicates that the 

results of such uncertainty and lack of continuity in these roles can be seen to hinder 

innovation in teaching and research. Innovation is the generation of new ideas 

(Thompson, 1965) and new knowledge (Plessis, 2007), both of which operate as driving 

forces for universities to be able to produce more knowledgeable individuals (Razak, 

Murray & Roberts, 2014).  

Universities are also continuously influenced by the forces in the external 

environment (political, economic, technological and other environmental changes) (Ma 

& Todorovic, 2011). Accordingly, some institutions are reaching out for industry 

connections to facilitate knowledge transfer, and to better equip students with skills that 

employers are seeking (Ma & Todorovic, 2011). This concept of collaboration between 

institutions and industry is noted in the report published by Innovation and Science 
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Australia (Department of Industry, Innovation and Science, 2017). The report sees the 

educational, government, industry and research and development effort as imperative to 

creating a culture that boosts innovation in the country. These varying stakeholders are 

expected to work together to seize strategic opportunities. Ma and Todorovic (2011) also 

suggest that as universities’ budgets are cut, they turn increasingly to the international 

market to recruit students, thereby introducing yet another stakeholder. New technologies 

must be introduced to survive the competitive pressure, and new courses are developed 

to meet the changing demands. It is argued that international student fees may help offset 

some of these high costs (Gribble & McRae, 2017).  

 Industry peak bodies are another key stakeholder. They are organisations or 

advocacy groups which try to influence the policy agendas of governments by 

disseminating information within the industry, supporting and coordinating their 

members, acting as an advocate for their members and engaging in research and policy 

development (Quixley, 2006). They hold regular consultations and provide advice. Peak 

organisations have a history in the community sector but, more recently, the term has 

come to refer to trade associations and associations of industries. They can act as a bridge 

between governments and industry participants (Melville, 2001). Gifford, Howe and 

Mitschow (2011) posit that universities need to help students to integrate academic and 

professional skills in order to prepare students for entering their desired career field. 

Chang and Daly (2016) propose that the transition from student to graduate can be a 

stressful process for multiple reasons, including increased expectations around becoming 

an active member of the work-force, and fears about whether they are work-ready or 

employable. A graduate can be defined as any university student who exited the 

university after the completion of the degree program (Kinght & Yorke, 2002). The 

student’s role as a learner in university settings ends and their role as a member of the 

workforce begins. Graduates become part of the society, applying knowledge gained 

from studying in Higher Education institutions in their new roles in their employing 

organisations. 

 

1.2.3 The context of personal experience 

I am employed as an academic at a university in Australia. I work at a campus 

where most of the student population are international, predominantly from Asian 

countries such as China and India, Nepal, Vietnam, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Thailand or 

Bhutan which corresponds with Austrade’s list of top source countries (2018). English is 
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not the first language for many of the students. I am responsible for curriculum 

considerations about embedding employability skills into the undergraduate program 

to prepare students for their Work Integrated Learning (WIL) experience at the end 

of their degree. I coordinate a program that was initiated in 2015. For confidentiality 

purposes, the program has been given the pseudonym Student WILLINGNESS Program. 

The structure of the Student WILLINGNESS Program, including the compulsory WIL 

subjects, is presented in Appendix A.  

The University where I work constitutes the case study of this research study. The 

case University lists the following as course learning outcomes for the Bachelor of 

Business program: demonstration of essential knowledge, synthesising principles and 

concepts, critically analysing professional obligations, critically evaluating information, 

applying critical thinking, conveying information clearly, demonstrating presentation 

skills, collaboration, applying technical skills, being aware of ethical and social 

responsibility and self-improvement. There are discrepancies between the knowledge 

and skills recommended by BCA (2016) and AQF (2013) and those of the case 

university. This ignited my research project to explore international students’ 

employability studying at an Australian university.  

My role in the case University requires me to research the skills that industry 

professionals expect from university graduates and devise activities for students and 

faculty members to enhance these skills. WIL initiatives in the form of internships and 

industry projects have been introduced to bridge the gap between studies and employment. 

There are internships, work placement opportunities and projects offered at the case 

university as compulsory WIL elements of the degree. In order for students to qualify 

for an internship, they must have a minimum Grade Point Average (GPA) as a measure 

of academic progress, good conduct and preferably a minimum work experience 

(although this component is not a necessity). Despite having met these minimal 

requirements, students are often incapable of performing their Internship program as a 

WIL experience. The Student WILLINGNESS Program intends to prepare students for 

their capstone experience and assists them in gaining confidence to apply for jobs, secure 

employment and successfully enter the workforce. My employment in the Student 

WILLINGNESS Program is what led me to design a research study about international 

undergraduate students’ perceptions of employability. It is important to clarify, however, 

that the participants in the current research are not enrolled in the Student 

WILLINGNESS Program. This research decision was made to minimise bias and the 
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unequal power relations between my role as a staff member and researcher. I was not 

responsible for teaching any of the students who agreed to be interviewed for this 

research study.  

I work with a population that predominantly comprises international undergraduate 

students. They undertake their studies in an urban campus of the case university in the 

Bachelor of Business program. Students are enrolled in the majors of Accounting, 

Hospitality and Tourism, International Business, Management or Marketing. The degree 

program is scaffolded along three year levels. Students in the first year of the degree 

program are newly admitted to university. Year Two students are in their fifth study 

period and have completed the core subjects and moved onto major-specific content 

discussion and application. Year Three students are in their final trimester when they 

interact with the world of work through their so-called capstone subject. The capstone 

subject requires they integrate everything they have studied throughout their entire 

degree program and apply it in practice in the form of an internship or project work in 

which students are required to interact with industry professionals under real or 

simulated circumstances. For instance, they may carry out projects prescribed by their 

industry supervisor or participate in board room meetings or other business discussions. 

This constitutes the compulsory WIL component of the degree. The feedback received 

from industry professionals to the case University indicated that students have 

difficulties applying what they have learnt in their coursework to assigned tasks in the 

workplace. 

Similarly, students report anecdotally that they struggle to gauge the knowledge 

and skills they have acquired during their degree program. They find it difficult to recall 

and apply the theories and concepts while undertaking complex real-world problem-

solving activities assigned by the industry professionals. To better understand students’ 

perceptions and actual preparedness of their employability while accumulating more 

knowledge and skills in their degree, this study focuses on third year students’ 

experiences. Moreover, this study aims to discover recommendations for support 

mechanisms that will better enable these students to become more employable. That is 

the reason why the study focuses on students in their third-year level.  

 

1.3 Significance of the Thesis 

 

The importance of this study is justified by the increasing need for universities to 
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support students in preparing for employment (Bridgstock, 2009; Kelly, 2017). The topics 

of students’ employability and career aspirations and universities’ perceived role in 

enhancing the employability of their students’ needs to be explored to better understand the 

acquisition of knowledge, skills and attitudes within a university context. Zeegers (2004) 

suggested that in order to improve the quality of learning outcomes, one needs to 

understand what happens in the process from the learners’ perspective. Barton, Hartwig 

and Cain (2015) also acknowledge the distinct individual needs of international students. 

That is the premise of the current study. It proposes to focus on the learner’s 

understanding and perceptions. The research study will have implications for theory 

development, and it will have an applied focus in that it will inform academics and 

university professional staff to more effectively assist students while undertaking their 

university programs (Cavanagh, Burston, Southcombe & Bartram, 2015).  

 

1.3.1 Research Questions 

The research aim is to find out how work-ready international students perceive themselves 

and how they interpret employability skills. The research also seeks ways of how universities 

could assist students in the acquisitions of employability skills. This thesis addresses the 

following research questions:  

1. How do international business students understand employability skills? 

2. How do they perceive their employability?  

3. How do they perceive the University’s role in enhancing their employability? 

 

1.4 Structure of the thesis 

 

The general plan of this thesis is as follows. After the introduction, Chapter Two 

contains the literature review. It introduces the issues of globalisation and 

internationalisation and higher education institutions’ response to external pressure. That 

section also refers to sources about work-readiness and employability along with the 

introduction of employability skills. The theoretical framework is discussed in Chapter 

Three. Chapter Four outlines the research design with consideration of method, research 

timeline and research participants, while Chapter Five presents the findings. Chapter Six 

moves on to the discussion of these findings and limitations of the study. The thesis 

concludes with discussion of the implications of this study and offers for consideration 
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future research possibilities. 

Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 

 

The focus of my research investigation is international business students’ perceptions 

of employability. It also seeks to explore students’ understanding of their own employability 

skills, and their perceptions of the role of universities in enhancing their employability. 

Specifically, I am interested in the notions of employability skills and students’ 

perceptions of their employability. Accordingly, I have organised this chapter into three areas. 

In the first section, I review the literature about the changing environment of Higher 

Education (HE) (Sections 2.1 and 2.2). These are followed by HE institutions’ response 

(Section 2.3) then an exploration of literature follows on the challenges of business education 

and on the role of work integrated learning (WIL) (Section 2.4). In the final section, I discuss 

work-readiness, work-preparedness and employability (Section 2.5).  

 

2.1 Globalisation and Australia’s Changing Higher Education 

 

It will be recalled from Chapter One, that there are approximately 645,064 international 

students enrolled in HE institutions in Australia currently (Department of Education and 

Training (2018). My own work in an Australian university has indicated that many of these 

students travel to Australia not only to study and obtain a qualification, but also to ensure they 

can make use of this qualification either in their home country, or in the host country after 

graduation (Sorlin & Vessuri 2011). This trend is not unique to Australia, but occurs across 

the globe, particularly with the increasing flows of students from countries such as China and 

India to study in English- speaking nations, such as the US, UK, Canada (Canadian Bureau 

for International Education, 2018; Study in UK, 2018; Zong & Batalova, 2018). This 

phenomenon has been boosted by cross-border mobility and students’ desire for settling in 

an economically more stable country. Initially, institutions regarded international students’ 

enrolment as a remedy for the declining local student population (White, 2008), but 

soon it became the driver of skilled migration and innovation (Stuen, Mobarak and 

Maskus, 2012). This has been aided by the openness of labour markets and the ever-

changing visa policies to enable skilled migration (The National Academies of Sciences, 

Engineering and Medicine, 2015). 

In the post-World War II period, knowledge became the fundamental driver of 
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human actions, giving rise to the so-called knowledge economy (Drucker, 1969) where 

knowledge is part of production and service provision. Indeed, the growth of knowledge is 

one of the key themes in economic change. In the context of a global knowledge society, 

higher education institutions often become part of the market and construct students as 

consumers of knowledge, and the institution as business, which has to compete with other 

businesses to provide knowledge commodities (Karpov, 2013; Mokyr, 2002; 

Molesworth, Nixon & Scullion, 2009; Trow, 1973). This leads universities to design their 

offerings based on consumer demand. Some researchers, such as Hrubos (2002) argue 

that marketisation and commodification of knowledge have led to homogenisation of the 

higher education sector, for the sake of efficiency, measurability, control and 

predictability (Hrubos, 2002). Finally, the technology of education has been 

differentiated with the proliferation of new initiatives such as virtual learning, distance 

learning, or electronic communications and learning management systems (Hrubos, 

2002).  

Scholars such as Brown and Hesketh (2004) and Rooney, Hearn and Kastelle (2012) 

argue that the emergence of the knowledge economy and the intense flow of migrants and 

international students have induced competition among higher education institutions, 

engaging them in war for skilled employees.  

 

2.2 Internationalisation in the Australian Higher Education 

 

Through the process of internationalisation careers are becoming boundaryless 

with employment opportunities seized around the globe (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996). 

Hartwig et al. (2017) identify the components of internationalisation of higher education 

as enrolment of international students, development of international campuses, exchange 

programs for students and staff, internationalisation of the curriculum, global research 

projects and global competition for talents. Another powerful force is multiculturalism, 

a postmodern construct that promotes cultural diversity and social equality across nations 

(Foster, 2013).  

The Australian Government Department of Education and Training (2016) set out 

a plan to develop the country’s role in education while responding to global trends. The 

‘National Strategy for International Education 2025’ is built on three pillars aiming to 

strengthen education, student experience and quality assurance, to establish 

transformative partnerships within and outside of the country and finally to compete 
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globally to grow international education. This report places emphasis on work-integrated 

opportunities on top of the acquisition of industry-specific skills as employability is a 

key driver for students undertaking a degree course. Work-integrated learning is 

understood by this report as purposeful training opportunities that bring educators and 

industry professionals together with the aim of preparing students for work. According 

to this report, Australia’s chief competitors are the United States and United Kingdom. 

Canada, Germany and Japan are also closely watched followed by the emerging player, 

China. Respectively, new visa arrangements have been introduced to foster the 

movement of international students and open the gates to skilled workers (U. S. 

Citizenship and Immigration Services, n.d.; Citizenship and Immigration Canada, 2015; 

GOV. UK, n.d.; House of Commons, 2015; New Zealand Now, 2016). 

Australia’s visa options are in line with those of the above competitors. Australia has 

introduced several visa options to promote the transition from international student to 

skilled migrant. Work visa options by themselves are, however, not sufficient. As a result 

of employer pressure, the Australian Government proposed a major change in the skilled 

migration program with an updated and more targeted Skilled Occupations List that 

replaced the previously known Critical Skills List (Department of Immigration and Border 

Protection, n.d., a). In addition to these measures, the student visa process was streamlined 

in 2011 and new post-degree work visas were introduced so international students can gain 

work experience (Knight, 2011). From July 2016, Australia’s simplified international 

student visa framework (SSVF) aims to support the education sector with increased 

emphasis on immigration risk frameworks and immigration integrity, along with a more 

targeted and simplified approach (Department of Immigration and Border Protection, n.d., 

b). These measures granted ample opportunities to discover the quantity and motivation of 

international students wanting to gain residency and skilled employment in the host country 

(Kato & Sparber, 2013; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2013; 

Shih, 2016). As Blackmore et al., (2014) indicate, many international students consider their 

studies abroad as a pathway to permanent residency or a guarantee to better employment 

opportunities.  

To be a successful employee in an Australian workplace, visa options are just the 

first step to consider. The most important sought-after skills employers are looking for in 

their candidates are English language competency and employability skills on top of 

technical skills (Gribble and Blackmore, 2012). Another study suggests that teamwork 

skills are the highest priority skill set, nominated by 66% of employers who 
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responded, followed by communication skills (59%) (Lawrence, 2015). Besides 

employability skills, Arkoudis et al. (2009) highlight the understanding of job application 

process and the employer-sponsored migration as a  necessity in an Australian workplace. 

As Murray et al. (2011) suggest, universities should expand on their practical work 

experience and work integrated learning components. Even though there is a view that the 

role of the university sector is to engage students in rigorous and challenging academic 

pursuits, rather than teaching employability skills (Williams, 2012), there is a pressing 

expectation that institutions assist students in mastering important graduate skills that 

prepare them for employment while undertaking their academic studies (Bridgstock, 2009). 

 

2.3 Higher Education Institutions’ Response to the Demand of Developing 

Employable Graduates 

 

The pressure on institutions offering business education programs to provide 

work-ready graduates is increasing. The Career Outlook guide published by the U.S. 

Bureau of Labour Statistics (Torpey, 2018) makes employment projections and assesses 

what education is needed to enter particular occupations. The six career-fields with the 

most openings for graduates are community and social service; legal, education, and 

library; medical, dental, and nursing; other healthcare; postsecondary teaching; science, 

technology, engineering, and math and social science. In the Employment Projections 

report, the greatest decline in required roles include the following: administrative 

assistants, office clerks, bookkeepers, accountants and clerks. In addition, employment 

for chief executives, financial managers, buyers and purchasing agents, wholesale and 

retail buyers, advertising sales agents, travel agents, accommodation desk clerks, and 

human resource assistants is projected to decline (U.S. Bureau of Labour Statistics, 

2018). 

Similar to Australia, most universities in the UK offer career advice to their 

students, along with other programs or awards they can opt into to tangibly demonstrate 

the personal transferable skills they learnt in their degree program. Personal transferable 

skills are skills that enable a person to be a more effective learner and to be more readily 

employable (Haigh & Kilmartin, 1999). Bennett (2006) ranked the most important 

personal transferable skills after analysing a thousand job advertisements. These are in 

order of importance: communication skills (oral, written and interpersonal), 

teamworking (ability to work in teams, collaborate and problem solve), information 
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technology (awareness and ability to use technology) and organisation skills (ability to 

manage self, time and tasks). 

Universities also strive to enhance their global competitiveness and educate 

graduates who better meet employers’ and the changing world’s expectations (Department 

of Education and Training, 2016; Gribble, n.d.). International graduates may apply their 

skills and knowledge in different countries, which adds to the complexity of work-

readiness. Tertiary institutions place their promises in their graduate statements that might 

be called graduate capabilities, graduate qualities, or graduate attributes that summarise 

what learners are expected to know after completion of learning (Thomas & Day, 2014). 

The focus of graduate outcomes in Australian universities revolves around the qualities of 

being an ethically informed citizen who is knowledgeable and is able to apply their 

knowledge, and who possesses generic, technical and intellectual skills. Most universities 

have introduced some employability skills in their graduate statements., including: digital 

literacy, leadership and teamwork (Bond University, 2016; Deakin University, 2016; 

University of Adelaide, 2016; University of New England, 2016; University of Notre 

Dame, 2016), communication and interpersonal skills (Bond University, 2016; Flinders 

University, 2016; Macquarie University, 2015; University of New England, 2016; 

University of South Australia, 2012), recognising and working in culturally diverse 

environment (Griffith University, 2014), commitment to sustainability (James Cook 

University, 2016c), lifelong learning (Murdoch University, 2016; Southern Cross 

University, 2015; University of Canberra, n.d.; University of New England, 2016; 

University of New South Wales, 2015; University of Notre Dame, 2016; University of 

South Australia, 2012), emotional intelligence (University of Adelaide, 2016). Institutions 

also place higher emphasis on the design of more authentic assessment pieces in the 

degree program. Authentic assessments allow students to demonstrate their ability to 

perform tasks, express their knowledge and solve problems as required outside of the 

classroom (Hymes, Chafin & Gondor, 1991; Ormiston, 2011; Wiggins, 1993). This 

involves simulated situations that assess students’ capabilities, problem-solving ad 

thinking skills (Berger &Wild, 2017). 

To be employable, Yorke (2006) suggests that graduates need more than the 

acquisition of the above listed skills and carefully planned assessment pieces. Beyond 

cognitive skills, an ethical, responsible and employable graduate needs to possess social 

and emotional skills (Yorke, 2006) to respond to global and local challenges (Lilley, Barker 

and Harris, 2016). According to Krahn, Lowe and Lehmann (2002), the affective domains 
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of skills are highly sought by employers yet infrequently taught by universities. 

Paradoxically, these skills are necessary to bridge the gap between graduation and 

employment. Employability is defined by Hillage and Pollard (1998) as the gaining, 

retaining and fulfilment of work. Harvey (2001) criticised this statement as it entails that it 

is measured by the outcomes of employment rate reflecting an institutional achievement, 

rather than the capability of an individual. Employability is defined differently among 

Australian domestic and international students. Lawrence (2015) came up with a comparison in 

a study suggesting that Australian students define employability as the sum of qualifications, 

skills, competencies and experience that enable them to gain and maintain employment 

anywhere in the world. International students, on the other hand, interpret employability as a 

result of acquiring a recognised degree and competencies which provide access to employment. 

While Australian students have an on-going focus on building a professional identity with a 

showcase of a portfolio, international students focus on the end result in the form of a resume. 

In the context of global and dynamic higher education, it is time to revisit the curriculum, 

along with the graduate outcomes, with special regards to employability skills. In doing so, 

tertiary institutions can better target their teaching experience preparing their graduates for 

responsible citizenship and work.  

 

2.4 The Challenges of Business Education – Employability and WIL 

 

Higher education institutions have increasingly introduced WIL opportunities in their 

degree programs. It is suggested by Bennett and Ferns (2017) that, in order to learn skills for 

work, students should be in a workplace setting and engage in a range of activities that 

integrate learning and practice. Universities are introducing WIL opportunities into the 

curriculum to enhance graduate employability. It is, however, important to include industry 

and community in the student learning to design an authentic and current degree program. In 

Helyer and Lee’s (2014) analysis of the impact of internships on graduates, they scrutinised 

electronic data collections from universities, as well as collected feedback from interns and 

host employers. Helyer and Lee (2014) suggest that employers find it difficult to predict the 

skills needed in the future, so graduates need to be adaptable in the process of new jobs 

emerging in the labour market. Jackson (2015) also looks at the impacts of WIL opportunities 

in the curriculum. Her focus is on the process of how the skills are developed so she 

investigates classroom and placement best practice through online surveys of 131 
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undergraduates. Jackson (2015) proposes that — beyond the general attributes — universities 

now need to develop an entrepreneurial mindset. As a response to this need de Villiers 

Scheepers Barnes, Clements and Stubbs (2018) created an experiential entrepreneurship 

WIL model at the University of the Sunshine Coast. This model is designed to prepare 

students for self-employment through the increased application of short-term projects and it 

has been trialled. A strong entrepreneurial pedagogy underpins the assessment design and 

entrepreneurial experiences throughout the degree to produce work-ready graduates. It is 

important to mention the context of this study. The University of the Sunshine Coast is located 

in a regional area with a low number of large employers. The majority of population is self-

employed, so an entrepreneurial mindset might be more sought after by the students.  

The Work Placement for International Student Programs (WISP), a project funded 

by the Office for Learning and Teaching (an Australian funding body), aimed to identify 

challenges of WIL opportunities for international students, identifying current 

procedures and working models for success (Barton, Hartwig, Bennett, et al., 2017). The 

WISP project examined work placement documents, student assessment reports and 

interview data from international students, academic supervisors, support staff and 

workplace supervisors and mentors. The challenges identified prior to placements 

included new cultural, educational and work contexts which might invoke unclear 

expectations for students. During the work placements, international students reported 

several communication issues, including the lack of usual home country support, as well 

as financial concerns.  

The WISP project also identified strategies to improve university support practices 

related to international students undertaking work experience, including effective ways 

of engagement by staff, students and industry partners to design and manage meaningful 

WIL programs for international students. The engagement process is proposed to start 

with stakeholders understanding each other. They advocate for a learner-centred 

curriculum approach that takes students’ needs into consideration. They also urge for 

optimising learning outcomes and using approaches that foster intercultural 

understanding. Intercultural perspectives need to be integrated in academic and career-

related activities in order to engage international students and industry mentors in 

socially authentic practices. These practices could potentially lead to a reciprocated 

learning and teaching connection where students and industry partners can learn from 

each other. By looking at students’ approach to learning the industries’ nuances, Barton, 

Hartwig, Bennett, et al. (2017) developed recommendations regarding curriculum and 
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pedagogic considerations, as well as strategies to enhance student engagement. For a 

positive WIL experience, a strong commitment is recommended from each stakeholder’s 

part. Education institutions are urged to consider international students’ needs and level 

of support required, while undertaking work placements. These could potentially be done 

through admission and orientation processes, and also through the assessment of 

students’ readiness.  

Barton, Hartwig and Le (2018) suggested that thorough preparation is necessary to 

prepare students for their assessments. As reflections and self-evaluations are widely 

used assessment forms, they advocated for scaffolded tasks and modelling of such 

assessments. The authors also mentioned the importance of post-placement collaboration 

to assist students in transitioning to employment. Barton, Hartwig, Bennett, et al. (2017) 

also made recommendations about programs and content. The authors suggest that 

programs could be designed with international perspectives built in, where appropriate, 

to support a rich learning experience. Further, intercultural perspectives are suggested to 

be included in the WIL programs to develop cultural sensitivities and enhance cultural 

awareness. And finally, they also recommend to carefully identify pedagogic practices 

that can be productive before and during students engage in WIL experience. Gribble 

and McRae (2017) argue the importance of foreign work experience in the same book. 

They looked at international students participating in work experience in Australia and 

Canada with the following purpose: the barriers that international students face when 

participate in WIL at Australian and Canadian universities, students’ perception of their 

WIL experience and the WIL program’s contribution to attaining graduate outcomes. 

Focus group discussions were held in one Australian and one Canadian university. The 

findings informed a list of benefits and challenges. The benefits of the program were 

exposure to local work culture, increased level of confidence, the application of theory 

to practice, identifying pathways to migration and the establishment of professional 

networks. The challenges identified included language barriers, limited understanding of 

the job-seeking process, lengthy travel between students’ accommodation and host 

organisation, employers’ preference for local students, workplace discrimination and 

managing students’ unrealistic expectations about the type of work they wish to 

undertake during the placement.  

Hartwig (2017) also identifies similar benefits and challenges of the study abroad 

program. The qualitative data originated from three study abroad programs in an 

Australian university. Data was collected pre- and post-program in the form of surveys, 
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reflections and interviews. Participants reported a positive transformation on their 

personal and professional identities. They opened their mind to new cultures and ideas, 

and they believed that this experience would contribute to their employability. However, 

students also needed to overcome certain language barriers and communication issues. 

The findings of the WISP project above pose challenges for students and educators 

alike. There is a growing criticism about the widening gap between higher education and 

work-readiness (Bennett & Bridgstock, 2014; Cranmer, 2006; Tomlinson, 2009), as 

institutions are less proficient in preparing students for the world of work (Bridgstock, 2016; 

Harvey & Shahjahan, 2013; Walter & Radcliffe, 2007). Harvey and Shahjahan’s study (2013) 

drawing on online student surveys and case study interviews found that over 40 percent of 

students reported career awareness, 30 percent thought they were able to interact with others 

and 19 percent believed that they could guide their own professional and personal 

development. It also investigated students’ strategies to enhance their employability. The 

strategies deemed important included: knowledge acquisition through studies (27 percent of 

participants), practicing skills (17.4%), undertaking work experience (10.7%), liaising with 

professionals (4.3%), participating in professional development (2.4%), engaging in 

personal reflection (2%) and using university resources (0.3%). Finally, two pressing 

questions emerged from this study whether higher education institutions are able to meet 

the demands of industry and scholarly research and whether they are willing to develop 

employability. The report focussed on the disciplines of performing and visual arts, life 

sciences and humanities while my study wishes to explore similar questions in the 

business discipline. 

Recently, Macquarie University (2018) established business relationships with 

industry professionals to enhance their students’ employability skills. Singtel Optus hosts 

students in the full duration of their degree program as part of their cadetship initiative. 

Johnson & Johnson has had numerous initiatives in the partnership, among which they 

organise training programs, hosting interns and supporting scholarships, as well as work 

placements with Konika Minolta. Overall, Macquarie’s aim has been to build long-term, 

mutually beneficial university-corporate partnerships. In another study, Billet, Cain and Le 

(2016) undertook surveys with 365 healthcare students to measure their level of interest in 

various post-practicum activities and interventions. Their findings included students’ desire 

to gain feedback, guidance and reassurance about their performance. They also wished to be 

guided how to secure employment while connecting their studies with practice. Students 

generally desired guidance, clarification and creating links back to their courses not teaching 
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which wold entail a level of teacher engagement. Peer assistance, on the other hand, was not 

valued by participating students. 

These initiatives introduce meaningful connections to students in the form of 

professional mentorship. The increasing number of enterprises requires the establishment of 

business networks (Australian Council of Learned Academies, 2016). Business networks 

shape collaboration between enterprises with positive effects on organisational success 

(Schoonjans, Van Cauwenberge, & Vander Bauwhede, 2013), particularly in Small and 

Medium Enterprises (SMEs). Business networking can offset the lack of sufficient resources 

available in smaller enterprises and can enable the organisation to stay competitive (Watson, 

2007). To build lasting collaborative networks, what is required from individuals need to be 

understood. Individuals use networking skills to form human capital to build and maintain 

interpersonal relationships. There are multiple benefits of networking. It enables individuals 

to access resources and it facilitates adjustments to academic or work life. It also contributes 

to psychological well-being and promotions (Lee & Chen, 2017). Networking creates 

valuable social capital including advocacy, mentoring and access to career management 

resources that enhance employability (Batistic & Tymon, 2017). It may also develop 

reciprocal relationships for mutual benefits, especially when it comes to finding employment 

opportunities (Bridgstock, Jackson, Lloyd, & Tofa, 2019). These authors claim that career 

development is influenced by social connectedness and therefore it is advisable that 

institutions facilitate engagements between students and informal and formal communities 

such as professional associations and clubs. This engagement could facilitate student 

understanding of norms, beliefs and values of their profession which can develop their pre-

professional identity (Jackson, 2016).  

 

 

2.5 Work-readiness, Employability and the Evolving Learner 

 

Higher education institutions have always sought to equip graduates for professional 

careers. With the introduction of tuition fees, students have also raised their expectations that 

their degree will make them more competitive on the job market (Mark, 2013). In a study 

Tymon (2013) reports students’ expectation to be employable by the end of their 

degrees and that they are becoming aware of the need for additional skills and 

attributes for career success. 
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It is difficult to define work-readiness as there are multiple definitions and an 

extensive list of credentials (Cavanagh, 2005). Besides, stakeholders attribute different 

value to the skills making it even more difficult to unify the definition (Bridgstock, 2009; 

Green, Hammer & Star, 2009). Work-readiness is often explained with the terms of soft 

skills, employability or job-readiness (Wagner, 2006) or can be framed as personal 

transferable skills, key skills, core skills or generic skills (Watts, 2010). Even scholars tend 

to use the terms interchangeably (Yorke, 2006; McQuaid & Lindsay, 2005; Tymon, 2011). 

Yorke (2006, p. 7) defined work-readiness as “a set of necessary attributes that employers 

and employees agree to possess in order to fulfil the needs of a given job”. As Knight and 

Yorke (2004) summarised in their USEM-model (i.e. understanding, skills, efficacy beliefs 

and metacognition model), employability is the accumulation of skills, knowledge and 

personality traits. Caballero and Walker (2010) find that work-readiness is the extent to 

which a graduate perceives to possess the attribute s that prepares them for successful 

employment. Employability is more than qualification (Hillage & Pollard, 1998). Nilsson 

(2010) defines employability as being work-ready and being able to work in collaboration 

(Riebe, Roepen, Santarelli, & Marchioro, 2010). Harvey (2001) adds critical and reflective 

abilities to employability. This study uses work-readiness and employability synonymously to 

explore student’s self-perceived employability. Perceived work-readiness might vary 

depending on students’ age, gender, individual subject-related proficiency, former 

education, country of origin, familiarity with the concept, educators’ perspective of the 

concept and educators’ participation in professional development (De Bortoli, Buckley, 

Underwood, O’Grady, & Gebhardt, 2014). Understanding the personal attributes of an 

employable individual is even more complicated due to the following shift: the emphasis 

moved from the individual’s abilities to get a job to a set of attributes that makes someone 

appealing to a diverse range of employers (Boden & Nedeva, 2010).  

Employers are concerned about the following work-ready skills: higher order 

thinking skills (creative thinking, decision-making reasoning and problem- solving), self-

confidence, self-management, team-work skills, health and safety habits, leadership skills 

and conflict resolution skills (Holmes, 2001; Warn & Tranter, 2001). In the Graduate 

Outlook Report (Matthews, Guthrie & Lindsay (2016), employers ranked 

communication skills as the most important selection criteria (58.3%). Cultural 

alignment and values fit were the second key selection criteria at 34.3%. Emotional 

intelligence ranked as the third criterion with its 26.2% and the reasoning and problem-

solving skills scored at 22.6%. Only 19.6% of survey respondents indicated that 
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academic skills are important when it comes to selection. 

At this point, it is important to differentiate work-readiness from work-preparedness. 

Manakil and George (2012) suggest that work-preparedness is a process student undertake 

while studying and it is assessed through examinations and evaluations. If the analogy from 

Transform (n.d.) is followed, readiness comprises preparedness, a consequence that 

provides a basis for this study. Work-readiness is ideally a status achieved upon 

graduation, whereas work-preparedness refers to the skills set that needs to be enhanced 

throughout the degree program. 

Work-readiness is a complex phenomenon. The concept of emotional work-

readiness (Banadaranaike & Willision, 2014) is combination of cognitive and affective 

skills. Universities apply graduate attributes to identify the features of work-readiness. 

Graduate attributes are the knowledge, skills and qualities an institution’s students 

develop during their course of study making a contribution to the profession and 

society (Bridgstock, 2009). Daniels and Brooker (2014) suggested that graduate 

attributes are one of the qualifiers of universities for government funding and they also 

serve as a means of advertising degree courses. It is important to note, that clear guidelines 

are essential to make sure all stakeholders are on the same page from the institution’s vison 

through the teaching professionals’ teaching to students’ understanding (Barrie, 2006; 

Tymon, 2011). As Choy and Cheah (2009) noted, individuals’ conceptualisation might be 

influenced by educators’ understanding. Hence, this study looks into students’ perceptions 

of their work-readiness and understanding of employability skills along with the institutions’ 

role in the acquisition of such skills. 

There is a different career attitude proposed by Hall (1976) which steers away from 

the traditional organisation-centred view. This is called the protean career orientation 

(Hall, 1976). In the protean career model, the career is self-determined and values driven. 

The emphasis is on the person’s life purpose, rather than organisational goals and rewards 

(Hall, 2004). This concept complements Zidan’s (2001) Human Capital theory that views 

skills and knowledge of the workforce as part of the country’s capital. As the society is 

made up of individuals rather than organisations, it is the individual’s — not the 

organisation’s — responsibility to take care of their career. Individuals with protean 

career orientation direct their career paths autonomously through the development of 

unique goals and standards to achieve success.  

To qualify as a protean talent, the person has to be able to work with numerous 

organisations in their career, they need to develop transactional relationships and 



International Undergraduate Business Students Perceptions of Employability 34  

transferable skills with a mindset of continuous learning (Lin, 2015). Organisations, on 

the other hand, wish to clarify the ambiguity whether protean talents are likely to stay in 

an organisation or be re-employed elsewhere. For this, scholars are looking at 

distinguishing between internal and external employability. Internal employability 

regards the internal labour market, i.e. the organisation an employee works for. External 

employability, on the other hand, is relevant to the external labour market (Direnzo & 

Greenhaur, 2011). These two types of employability need to be looked at in order to 

understand a person’s perceptions of employability (Emmerik, Schreurs, De Cuyper, 

Jawahar & Peeters, 2012; Vanhercke, De Cuyper, Peeters, & De Witte, 2014). Perceived 

employability is also an important construct in the protean career orientation. It refers to 

a person’s perception of their employment possibilities within the current organisation 

or with another employer (De Cuyper & De Witte, 2010; Rothwell & Arnold, 2007). 

There are numerous studies conducted on the relationship between protean career 

orientation and employability. Lin (2015) looked at the learning-goal orientation and how 

it is related to employability in a Taiwanese context among 527 respondents. The study 

hypothesised that staff with protean talents who focus on the value of learning rather than 

the value of performing were more likely to increase their employability prospects. The 

hypothesis supported that the learning-goal orientation was positively related to 

employability. An Italian study surveying 425 freelancers confirmed the hypothesis 

stating that self-directed career management and protean career orientation predicts 

higher employability (Lo Presti, Pluviano & Briscoe 2018). It is highly relevant for 

organisations to create ways to enhance perceived employability among its workforce 

(De Cuyper & De Witte, 2011). A study, commissioned in the Netherlands with 1346 

respondents, examined whether employees’ willingness for training and development 

had an impact on their perceived employability. This hypothesis was confirmed 

suggesting it is highly relevant for a person to take responsibility for their own personal 

development (Veld Semeijn, & Vuuren, 2015). The idea of employee "willingness" as 

part of employability (Fugate & Kinicki, 2008) echoed in this study. 

New ways of viewing careers require new ways of educating for the future 

workforce (Briscoe, Hall, Frautschy & Rachel, 2006). Institutions hold the responsibility to 

graduate only those students who possess self- and career awareness, complex reasoning 

skills, critical thinking and communication skills (Arum & Roska, 2011). Barton and 

Hartwig (2017, p. 5) add to this list when they discuss the Graduate employability 

framework (Kinash, et al, 2015). The framework includes ten elements that are 
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necessary for graduate employment: degree, high grades, knowledge, goals, identity, 

matching employment and degrees, skills, attributes, internship/work experience and 

co-curricular activities to engage in sport, volunteer work, or student leadership 

positions. This raises the question whether institutions are attuned to assisting students to 

develop and embrace the protean and boundaryless mindsets and engage students in 

programs that address all the above ten elements. Institutions are responsible for creating 

conditions that promote and facilitate development of employability, reflective learning and 

career education (Confederation of British Industry, 2009). Additionally, since continuous 

employability took over the role of continuous employment (Bridgstock, 2005), it has 

become the educators’ responsibility to prepare students for the student-to-employee 

transition rather than the organisation's responsibility to create employment. 

Transitioning from being a university student to a chartered accountant or a 

marketing intern can be both exciting and daunting. Thus, many factors need to be analysed 

in the transitioning period. As Deasy, Doody and Tuohy (2011) suggest, these factors are 

students’ perception of preparedness, confidence in technical skills and support. The 

importance of creating a sustainable and mindful society that constitutes the new knowledge 

economy have increased expectations of business students to overcome the challenges of 

the profession and the changing demands of the global business environment. Experiential 

learning or work-based learning, therefore, on top of the formal qualification is an inevitable 

component of tertiary education (Billett, 2009). As Yardley, Teunissen, and Dornan 

(2012) suggest, experiential learning is about knowledge construction from real-life 

experience which brings the learner into context of professional application of the 

curriculum theories. This can take many forms: internships, unpaid work experience or 

volunteer work at an organisation. Dunlap (2005) suggested that problem-centred 

environments, where students act as professionals, can increase self-efficacy. 

These practice-based learning scenarios are increasingly built into the curriculum 

as a so-called capstone experience. Capstone subjects are usually conducted at the 

end of the degree with the aim of applying the accumulated knowledge and skills 

of the program.  

There is ample literature suggesting that internship experience is important for 

students to connect their studies to workplace applications (Alderman & Milne, 2005; 

Bastian & Webber, 2008; Holmes, 2006). Hoy’s study (2011) also found that internships 

are essential elements for applying theory to practice. Although work-based learning brings 

benefits to students, educators and employers, there is a challenge to find host institutions. 
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Academic research tends to identify positive employment prospects for students 

undertaking internship (Lain et al., 2014). Internships mean a huge potential for both 

students and employers. Students are given the opportunity to gain understanding on the 

labour market operation and develop skills and experience (Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development, 2010). Employers are granted direct access to skilled and 

experienced young workers and they can also reduce hiring costs and risks (Smith, 

Comyn, Brennan Kammis, & Smith, 2009). However, The European Parliament (2010) 

and the UN World Youth Report (2007) argued that there is a dark side to work-integrated 

learning experiences in that they can constitute exploitative unpaid or low paid jobs and 

act as a waiting stage for those who cannot find suitable employment. 

In the context of ever-rising unemployment levels among young graduates, the work-

integrated learning experience has gained prominence in policy-making to address this 

issue. Tight governance is necessary for all the stakeholders to engage in work-integrated 

learning planning and management. Lain et al. (2014) suggested that WIL experiences need 

to be monitored at three levels: a contract that sets out the work to be done along with training 

opportunities, the duration of internship that enables all parties to make the most benefit of 

the learning experience and a partnership that oversees and monitors the whole experience. 

There is no doubt about the importance of work-integrated learning and the learning 

experience that leads up to it. However, more research is needed to explore what 

institutions can do to prepare their students for work-based learning. Practical experience 

embedded in the degree program requires skills beyond academic understanding. It is 

necessary for students to have an awareness and comprehension about their 

capabilities to be able to apply them in context.  

 

2.6 Summary 

 

This chapter discussed the reports of government and industry bodies in the 

context of a rapidly changing higher education sector. It also introduced the definitions 

of employability, work readiness and work preparedness as the core of my research 

project. Also, the chapter introduced literature about the different types of work 

integrated learning. In the next chapter, the theoretical framework is introduced. 
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Chapter Three: Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 

 

After reviewing the literature, this chapter presents the theoretical framework of 

Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) (Lent, Brown & Hackett, 1994) which is used in 

this study to understand the research problem: namely, international business students’ 

understanding of employability skills, the perceptions of their own employability and the 

university’s role in enhancing their employability. The chapter begins by presenting a 

rationale for the use of SCCT. Anchored in Bandura’s (1977) Social Cognitive Theory, 

the core concept of self-efficacy is explained, followed by a fuller description of SCCT 

and the SCCT model.  

 

3.1 Rationale for Choice of SCCT 
 

SCCT is considered an appropriate theoretical framework to understand the 

research problem because it can be applied to international students’ academic and career 

choice options. Developed out of a need to create an integrative framework for the career 

development process, SCCT integrates the concept of self-efficacy with the formation 

and elaboration of career-related interests, the selection of academic and career choices, 

as well as the notions of performance and persistence in education and occupation. My 

study of international students responds to Brown and Lent’s (2016) call to extend the 

application of the theory to new ethnic and cultural contexts.  

The concept of self-efficacy facilitates the development of understanding 

students’ perceived levels of confidence about their employability and work-readiness, 

or, as van Dinther, Dochy and Segers (2011) explain, the study of competent behaviour. 

In other words, being able to understand one’s belief in one’s ability to achieve 

something (self-efficacy) is related to understanding one’s competency levels in work-

readiness. If students understand the concept of self-efficacy, it can help them to reflect 

on their knowledge and skills development, how these can be used, and for what purpose. 

Further, if academic staff understand students’ judgement about their competencies, they 

can better support their students’ acquisition of the knowledge and skills necessary for 

future employability. Therefore, this concept is a building block for the current study that 

in part investigates students’ perceptions about universities’ role in enhancing students’ 

employability and careers. 
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3.1.1 The concept of self-efficacy 

The concept of self-efficacy is attributed to Bandura (1977) whose conceptions of 

social learning later evolved to Social Cognitive Theory. Self-efficacy is an individual’s 

belief or judgement in their capabilities to execute certain actions to produce attainment 

(Bandura, 1977). A high sense of affective self-efficacy helps individuals combat 

stress, helplessness, and depression. A strong sense of cognitive self-efficacy boosts 

performance (Bandura, 1995). This sense of self can change behaviour and influence 

an individual’s  choice of action. For instance, individuals with high self-efficacy tend 

to approach difficult tasks as challenges, that in turn, increases their level of motivation. 

According to Bandura (1989), self-efficacy beliefs constitute a set of determinants 

of human motivation, affect and action. It is noteworthy that the literature uses 

perceived self-efficacy and self-efficacy interchangeably (Zulkosky, 2009).  

An identified gap in Bandura’s theory is the potential discrepancy between being 

evaluated independently as effective or competent, and an individual’s judgement of 

their own competencies. In other words, reporting high levels of self-efficacy does not 

necessarily equate with high levels of competence (Kardong-Edgren, 2013). Perceived 

competence also mediates intrinsic motivation whereby a person seeks out challenges to 

explore, to learn and to extend their capacities (Ryan & Deci, 2000). 

To fully understand self-efficacy, the issues of motivation, outcome expectancy, 

confidence, self-worth and locus of control need to be discussed. Motivation is primarily 

concerned with activation and maintenance of certain behaviour. It can be achieved 

through cognitive representation of anticipated benefits leading to the reinforcement of 

operations and behaviour (Bolles, 1972). The outcome expectancy estimates a given 

behaviour and predicts what outcomes it may leads to. Efficacy expectations go beyond 

this and determine the volume of effort put into persistence, even in the face of 

obstacles. Bandura (1977) made an important distinction in this regard: while 

individuals may believe that a particular course of action leads to certain outcomes, if 

doubt occurs about whether or not they can perform the activities, the input (actions and 

expectations) does not influence their behaviour. Doubt, therefore, is a powerful 

variable. The conceptual system of self-efficacy entails both initiation and persistence of 

behaviour; therefore, it is not concerned with an individual’s hopes about particular 

outcomes, but instead with an individual’s sense of personal mastery. 

The concept of mastery fosters a feeling of confidence and thus, relates directly 
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to self-efficacy. Success raises mastery expectations, whereas failure lowers them. When 

strong efficacy expectations are developed through (repeated) success, negative impacts 

are likely to be reduced. Enhanced self-efficacy likely leads to improvement in 

behavioural functioning (Bandura, Jeffrey & Gajdos, 1975) and increased levels of 

confidence. Bandura (1982) defined confidence as an individual’s perception of how 

competent they are in fulfilling expectations. Self-confidence, accordingly, means one’s 

confidence in one’s own abilities and qualities leading to motivation to act (Bénabou and 

Tirole, 2002), or the ability to make things happen (Ferguson, 1996). This has an 

influence on an individual’s behaviour and on their self-efficacy. Similarly, self-esteem 

impacts on behaviour as it impacts confidence and respect in the individual’s own 

abilities (Bandura, 1997; Leary & Baumeister, 2000). Self-efficacy, along with self-

confidence and self-esteem, affect an individual’s choice of activities, behaviour and 

the effort they expend to achieve their goals (Bandura & Adams, 1977). However, self-

efficacy is not concerned with what an individual thinks about himself/herself, rather 

their judgement of their ability to attain goals (Zulkosky, 2009). An individual with a 

high level of self-efficacy believes more in their ability to obtain the desired outcome. 

Similarly, an individual with internal locus of control believes more in the value of their 

own effort and personal decisions (Judge & Bono, 2001). Thus, there are similarities 

between the notions of self-efficacy and locus of control. The locus of control is an 

individual’s perception regarding the causes of events in their life (Judge & Bono, 

2001). In other words, a person with an external locus of control tends to believe that 

external factors, like fate, impacts their life, while someone with an internal locus of 

control believes in their own capabilities to control outcomes (Lefcourt, 1966; Rotter, 

1966).  

In many countries, academic achievement is highly valued and considered to be 

the key indicator of capability (Khan, Hamdan, Ahmad, & Mustaffa, 2014). The 

implications of the concepts of self-efficacy, locus of control and self-confidence in 

educational settings are seen in relation to goal setting, the level of students’ confidence, 

their academic achievement and their employability potential. Students with high self-

efficacy for academic requirements tend to achieve higher grades (Lent, Brown & Larkin, 

1984; Zeegers, 2004), and higher levels of persistence with their majors (Harder, 

Czyzewski, & Sherwood, 2015). The higher the level of self-efficacy, the higher the level 

of goals students set for themselves (Bandura, 1989). Self-perceived preparedness and 

expectations affect students’ adjustment to the work environment (Byrne & Flood, 2005). 
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Self-efficacy and self-confidence impact employability through both skills and self-

understanding. It could be implied — even if high levels of self-efficacy do not 

necessarily lead to success — the extent to which students believe that they can make a 

difference and they can positively and responsibly contribute to the global economy are 

of key importance. Besides the level of Grade Point Average (GPA), there are other 

important factors predicting the level of confidence in employability: academic standing 

(length of studies), university reputation, and the acquisition of certain technical and 

generic skills (Quenani, MacDougall & Sexton, 2014). Self-efficacy, being a 

fundamental basis of human motivation, has a particularly prominent role in international 

students’ socio-cultural adjustment because they have such a broad range of challenges 

with which to contend (Barton & Hartwig, 2017a; Kelly, 2017). Possessing a strong sense 

of self-efficacy may enable international students to overcome difficulties like 

homesickness and cultural or linguistic differences. Yusoff’s (2011) study of the 

relationship between social support, self-efficacy, and socio-cultural adjustment amongst 

international students, for example, found a positive and significant relationship between 

self-efficacy and cultural empathy. With the application of the different instruments 

measuring self-efficacy, social support and socio-cultural adjustment, Yusoff’s (2011) 

study concluded that self-efficacy is especially important in cross-cultural interactions. 

It was noted that employees with a high level of cross-cultural efficacy were more 

confident in their interactions with people from different cultures. Those employees who 

showed increased self-awareness, had a positive work attitude and used effective 

communication, were seen to have the most desirable attributes, which in turn, led to the 

most successful cross-cultural interactions (Dollwet & Reichard, 2014).  

Self-efficacy can also be seen to be connected to the concept of emotional 

intelligence. As Mayer, Richard and Barsade (2008) suggest, emotional intelligence is 

the ability to combine intelligence with empathy and emotions to enhance understanding 

or interpersonal dynamics. According to Hen and Goroshit (2012), higher levels of 

emotional intelligence are associated with more self-efficacy beliefs. Consequently, 

heightened emotional intelligence leads to student success through the mastery of 

different emotions (Gorgens-Ekermans, Delport & du Preez, 2015). This section has 

discussed many facets that are implicitly linked to the possession of self-efficacy, which 

is a potential predictor of student success; further, self-efficacy can be seen to impact on 

a student’s likelihood to be successful at work. 

There are several instruments used to measure self-efficacy. The Motivated 
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Strategies for Learning Questionnaire (Pintrich, 1991), assesses students’ motivational 

orientation and their use of different strategies. Using a Likert scale (1 = not at all true 

of me, to 7 = very true of me), it measures factors including values, goals, expectancies, 

learning beliefs, self-efficacy, cognitive and metacognitive strategies. Another 

instrument, the Learning and Study Strategies Inventory (Weinstein, Palmer & Schulte, 

1987), uses a five-point scale and 77 items to assess students’ awareness about their 

learning strategies in the domains of information processing, selecting ideas and test 

strategies. Since these instruments can help to develop students’ awareness of their 

individual strengths and weaknesses in studying, they are widely used tools in 

researching self-regulation (Magno, 2011). Other instruments are designed to measure 

self- efficacy specifically. For example, Solberg, O’Brien, Villarreal, Kennel and Davis 

(1993) developed the College Self-Efficacy Inventory, which consists of 22 items that 

address courses, social situations, and other matters, such as time management. In 

particular, it assesses students’ sense of perceived self-efficacy on a nine-point Likert-

scale. Another instrument, the Scale of Perceived Self-Efficacy (Smith & Betz, 2000), 

uses 25 items to assess social self-efficacy and confidence on five-point scales.  

The General Self-Efficacy Scale (GSE) the most favoured scale (DeWitz, Woolsey 

& Walsh, 2009) is included in this study. Developed by Schwarzer and Jerusalem 

(1995, 2010) in Germany, the ten-item psychometric scale has since been translated into 

28 different languages. It generalises across various domains in which individuals judge 

how efficacious they are (Luszczynska, Scholz, & Schwarzer, 2005). The GSE is 

frequently used in educational and psychological research (Schwarzer, 2014). However, 

as Bandura (1977) cautions, the scale should be applied to research into social-cognitive 

constructs. This criterion relates directly to the current study. The reliability and validity 

of the GSE was confirmed through earlier studies (Schwarzer, Mueller, & Greenglass, 

1999; Scholz, Guiterrez-Dona, Sud, & Schwarzer, 2002). Bandura (2006) constructed a 

guide for self-efficacy scales with concepts, indications on the application of scales, 

sampling issues and pre-tests. In summary, given the GSE is the preferred measure of 

self-efficacy, it has been selected to be adapted for use in focus group discussions 

with international students in this study.  

 

3.1.2 Building on the concept of self-efficacy: Social Cognitive Career 

Theory 

The SCCT (Lent et al., 1994) is based on Bandura’s (1977) social cognitive 
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theory, which has long captured the interest of career researchers. SCCT was developed 

with the aim of summarising and organising existing career-related findings on self-

efficacy, while incorporating other social cognitive concepts and predictions. SCCT 

aimed to explain the factors that shape educational and vocational interests. It was also 

the catalyst for further enquiry on career development from a social cognitive perspective. 

SCCT originally consisted of three models that aimed to: explain the processes through 

which people foster academic and career-related interests; understand how they make 

educational choices; and explain how they achieve performances in the academic and 

career domains. Lent and Brown (2006) later added a fourth model, which measured 

educational and work satisfaction.  

Early research on social cognitive theory in career psychology by Hackett and 

Betz (1981) focussed mainly on the role of self-efficacy beliefs in academic interest, 

choice and performance. They also investigated women’s under-representation in male-

dominated career fields. Lent et al., (1994) enquired about other socio-cognitive 

mechanisms and examined the link between cognitive and contextual factors. In doing 

so, Lent et al., (1994) integrated conceptually-related constructs (such as self-efficacy) 

with outcomes of career theories (like interests and abilities) to outline the relationships 

that exist amongst these constructs. Further, Lent et al., (1994) created a conceptual 

framework to explain mechanisms through which a career and academic interests 

develop, career-related choices are enacted, and performance outcomes are achieved, 

with an emphasis on learning and cognitive phenomena. Since their conceptual 

framework focussed primarily on developmental tasks occurring before, during and after 

career entry, Lent et al., (1994) suggested their model could be extended to in-depth 

segments of work adjustment themes. Thus, their study brought about a re-

conceptualisation of self-efficacy, outcome expectations and goals. 

Scholars have been adding new variables to the SCCT models in different ethnic, 

racial and cultural contexts. For example, Byars-Winston (2006) examined the concept 

of racial ideology as it related to self-efficacy variables, outcome expectations, career 

interests, and perceived career barriers among 141 Black undergraduates enrolled at a 

historically Black university. Incorporating the racial ideology into the SCCT model 

identified a correlation between racial group membership and an aspect of individual 

difference that could affect academic and career-related cognitions. This study built on 

Lent et al.’s research (1994), positing that personal variables like racial development and 

racial socialisation have a potentially significant impact on career behaviour. The 
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variables included academic self-efficacy, coping self-efficacy, construction of career-

related measures, career self-efficacy, career interests, career consideration, outcome 

expectations, perceived career barriers and racial ideology. These variables looked at how 

participants believe in their potential to succeed with academic tasks, life changes, career 

related decisions and progress. The results of this study suggested that one’s racial 

referent group is relevant to some aspects of their career behaviour. Similarly, Tang, 

Fouad and Smith (1999) examined factors influencing Asian-Americans’ career choice. 

They found that the original SCCT model (Lent et al., 1994) provided a useful theoretical 

framework that helped to explain the career choices of Asian-Americans, although some 

paths in the model were not supported. The main theme of the SCCT model was the 

mediating role of self-efficacy in career choice performance and the results of the study 

supported this proposition. Self-efficacy was found to be strongly influenced by 

acculturation and it was also shown to have a powerful influence on interest and career 

choice. 

Researchers also utilised the SCCT model in different disciplines, thereby 

showing its useful application in various fields. Blanco (2011) tested the SCCT model in 

statistics for non-mathematical university students. The Spanish psychology students 

were reported to encounter more difficulties in their statistics subject when they held 

negative attitudes and beliefs towards the subject. The study aimed at examining 

predictions about self-efficacy, outcome expectations, interests and goals. The results of 

this study revealed that psychology students were more likely to form positive statistics-

related outcomes and were interested in statistics when they believed in their statistical 

abilities. A similar study conducted by Bishop and Bieschke (1998) among psychology 

students revealed the most important factors on students’ interest in research. These 

factors were found to include: research outcome expectations, research self-efficacy 

beliefs, investigative interests, artistic interests and age. Bishop and Bieschke (1998) 

found that the training environment affected research interest indirectly, while research 

self-efficacy directly affected research interest. In other words, the outcome expectations 

directly affected research interest, while artistic interest and investigative interest 

appeared to be minor direct predictors. As in the previous studies discussed, the results 

of both studies again supported the original form of the SCCT model (Lent et al., 1994).  

Adding to the myriad disciplines using Lent et al.’s (1994) model, math and 

science-intensive fields have also been analysed. Ferry, Fouad, and Smith (2000) 

examined the effects of family context and person input variables on learning experiences, 
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self-efficacy, outcome expectancies, interests, and goals. They looked at the following 

qualities: math/science self-efficacy, math/science outcome expectancies, math/science 

interests, math/science goals, learning experiences and family context. The confirmation 

of the causal ordering of the above variables added empirical validity to the determining 

influence of personal inputs, parental encouragement, and math/science-related learning 

experiences on the development of math/science-related cognitive processes. This 

illuminated important avenues through which parents can influence their children’s 

math/science-related career interests. Lapan, Shaughnessy and Boggs (1996) integrated 

the math self-efficacy/math vocational interest relation within a more comprehensive path 

model including artistic interests and an extroverted or introverted personality orientation. 

Their aim was to increase understanding of the processes involved in the choice of a 

math/science college major. Their longitudinal study provided empirical support for the 

propositions advanced by Lent et al. (1994) to explain the interconnected links between 

interest development, career decision-making, and career entry behaviours. Evidence 

showed how vocational interests carry the effects of efficacy expectations and gender 

differences to impact future career behaviours. Gainor and Lent (1998) extended the 

SCCT to math-related interests and academic choice intentions of Black college students. 

They found that Black students, as well as Caucasians, were more likely to develop 

positive math outcome beliefs and interests when they felt efficacious at math tasks. They 

also concluded that self-efficacy served as a cognitive bridge linking ability or past 

performance indicators to interests. 

In addition to studying SCCT in relation to math-related interests, Lent et al. 

(2008) looked at the area of computing. They investigated the reasons for the declining 

enrolment of undergraduate computing students despite the need for such professionals. 

They were also concerned about the under-representation of women and minority groups 

in the computing disciplines. Their findings suggested that the utility of the SCCT choice 

model generalised the variables of gender, educational level, and university type 

reasonably well, so these variables could help explain the interests and major choice goals 

of female, male, more experienced and less experienced students. These findings firmly 

supported the diverse use of the SCCT model. 

SCCT can also be used effectively in studies involving different age groups. 

Rogers, Creed and Glendon (2008) designed a study on adolescents’ career planning. To 

explore Australian high school students’ career decision-making process, the following 

three variables of career planning were integrated: personality, SCCT, and career 
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readiness. They extended the SCCT model to the domain of career decision-making and 

tested how personality and social support contributed to the career readiness actions of 

planning and exploration. Their results indicated that personality and support were related 

to the career choice process. This links to the current study that aims to explore students’ 

perceptions of their employability, their understanding of employability skills and 

universities’ role in enhancing their employability. The current study, however, puts 

international students in tertiary education at the forefront of its enquiry. 

Kaminsky and Behrend (2014) explored an individual’s sense of purpose and 

tested the extent to which calling is related to career outcome expectations, interests and 

goals. For this, they integrated SCCT and the theory of calling (i.e. a meaningful passion 

towards a domain of work) (Dobrow & Tosti-Kharas, 2011). Their measurement system 

included career self-efficacy, outcome expectations, calling, interests and goals that led 

to interesting findings. Evidence suggested that calling was even more strongly related to 

outcome expectations and career interests than self-efficacy. Calling also moderated self-

efficacy, such that self-efficacy was less related to outcome expectations when calling 

was high. These findings built on previous research about career success and its 

relationship to student preparedness, however, they highlighted the importance of the 

calling factor in the career choice process.  

Later research attempted to look beyond job choice, person-organisation fit and 

career transitions. Foley and Lytle (2015) extended the age group of research participants 

to adults who were past the traditional retirement age. They employed SCCT and the 

theory of work adjustment to understand the unique needs of adults beyond retirement 

age. They investigated variables such as job stressors, job satisfaction, life satisfaction, 

personality traits, self-efficacy and discrimination to carry out their research. This study 

contributed to areas of counselling and vocational psychology.  

Similarly, Wöhrmann, Deller and Wang (2014) designed a study to respond to 

the challenges of demographic change. They looked at employees of diverse industries in 

Germany who fell in the age bracket of 49 to 65. They posited that post-retirement work 

could help counter these challenges, as it might be beneficial for politics, organisations 

and individuals. As such, the purpose of their study was to develop and test a model for 

the planning of career activities after retirement. Their findings showed that individuals 

with low occupational self-efficacy and outcome expectations were more likely to retire 

at pension eligibility age. Participants with high occupational self-efficacy and outcome 

expectations, on the other hand, were more likely to continue to work after retirement. 
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Job loss and job recovery after the global economic recession of 2007-2009 came 

to the focal point of career research in Europe and in the United States of America 

(Thompson Dahling, Chin & Melloy, 2016). Their contemporary studies sought a way to 

understand how people experience job loss and job recovery rather than merely listing 

the outcomes of unemployment. Since SCCT organizes the cognitive, motivational, and 

environmental factors together, it was well-suited as the foundation for their research. 

They extended the theory from understanding what forms one’s career interests, choices, 

performance and satisfaction to understanding how people psychologically react to job 

loss and recovery. SCCT has been well applied in other qualitative studies, notably in 

Carrico, Matosovich and Paretti’s (2017) work on career choices. The authors were 

analysing pathways to career choices of Central Appalachian high-school students in an 

interview setting. They revealed that environmental influences, such as family and 

rurality may be key drivers for career choices. 

This overview presented the varied contexts and areas of application in which 

the SCCT model was tested and used successfully in a wide range of previous research 

projects. The current study employs the theory in the capacity of exploring international 

undergraduate students’ perceived employability in the business field. It is conducted 

through an investigation of perceived self-efficacy, goals and interests. 

 

3.1.3 The model of SCCT 

Lent et al.’s (1994, 2000) SCCT model incorporates the variables of self-efficacy 

beliefs, outcome expectations, and goals. These building blocks of SCCT are depicted in 

the model which indicates how the variables impact on one another. Figure 3.1 presents 

a single model that incorporates three SCCT models, namely: interest model, choice 

model and performance model (Lent et al., 1994).  
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Figure 3.1. Model of person, contextual and experiential factors affecting career-related 

choice behaviour. Adapted from “Model of person, contextual, and experiential factors 

affecting career-related choice behaviour” by R. W. Lent, S. D. Brown, & G. Hackett, 

1993, Journal of Vocational Behavior, 45, p.93. Reprinted with permission. 

 

Person inputs (predispositions, gender, race or ethnicity, disability and health 

status) and background environmental influences impact on learning experiences which 

in turn influence an individuals’ self-efficacy and outcome expectations about their 

careers. This suggests that individuals form interests in activities when they consider 

themselves competent at performing them and when they expect the activities to yield 

valued outcomes. Perceived capabilities and outcome expectations are crucial links to 

abilities and interests. Moving on to the next components the choice model is also 

embedded in the SCCT model. Career-related interests foster choice goals—for instance, 

selecting the institution, the degree course, the subjects and career goals. Choice goals 

can also be influenced by self-efficacy beliefs or outcome expectations. Person input, 

along with cultural values and other contextual affordances such as socioeconomic status, 

physical events in one’s life, family financial and emotional support, constitute the distal 

influences. These are considered to be either barriers or opportunities to the individual. 

The performance model focuses on the influences of ability, self-efficacy, outcome 

expectations and performance goals. In this model self-efficacy plays a complementing, 

rather than substituting role. It is also important to highlight the differences between 

outcome expectations and goals. Outcome expectations are one’s beliefs about the 

consequences of actions, whereas goals are one’s determination to undertake particular 

activities to produce a particular outcome. This model is used to target intervention 

strategies, build competencies, strengthen self-efficacy beliefs, address unrealistic 
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outcome expectations, minimise barriers or enhance facilitators, and clarify academic 

and career goals (Lent et al., 1994).  

 

3.2 Summary 

 

This chapter has discussed the conceptual framework that underpins the research 

study. The SCCT derived from the social cognitive theory with a focus on an individual’s 

career development. It considers how academic and career interests are developed, how 

academic and career choices are formed, and how academic and career successes are 

achieved. Next, Chapter 4 presents the research design of the study. It will be recalled 

that the research questions of this study seek to explore the complexity of students’ 

understanding about employability skills, their perceptions of employability, and how 

universities prepare them for employment. A qualitative methodology, using a 

phenomenographic approach, was used to address the research questions. 
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Chapter Four: Research Design 

  

 This chapter provides details about the methods and methodology of this study. 

The research design, research approach and data collection instruments were carefully 

selected to address the research questions of this study and to achieve the goals set out in 

Chapter 1, notably to explore international students’ perceptions about their 

employability and how they perceive the university’s role in developing their 

employability skills.  

The chapter is organised into six sections. The first section, Section 3.1, discusses 

the methodology to be used to address the above enquiry; Section 3.2 describes the 

participants of the study; Section 3.3 introduces the instrument to be used in the study, 

along with the justification of its use; Section 3.4 outlines the procedure and timeline for 

completion of this study; Section 3.5 details how the data were analysed; and lastly, 

Section 3.6 discusses the ethical considerations of the research.  

  

4.1 Methodology  
 

 This section outlines the research method and design, and provides an overview of 

the approach applied. This study used qualitative methods—specifically, focus group 

interviews—to explore international students’ understanding of employability skills, as 

well as their perceptions of their own employability, including their perceptions of 

universities’ roles in enhancing their employability. Focus groups suited this study as they 

enabled me to explore students’ perceptions while going through the discussion points. 

These groups allowed me to carry out rich conversations in a time-efficient manner, as 

opposed to the fixed sets of questions that a survey instrument can hold. Questions had 

been sent prior to the group interview so participants could familiarise themselves with 

the discussion points. As participants were conversing not only with me but with other 

participants in the group, the discussions flowed well; this provided opportunities for 

them to compare their input and provoked new ideas amongst themselves. Participants 

also helped each other invoke memories as they were reflecting on their experiences 

related to learning and working. One significant advantage of focus group interviews with 

culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) students was the students’ assistance in 

translation from mother tongue to English. For example, participants helped clarify 

questions for each other. This would not have happened in an individual interview setting. 
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A further advantage of holding qualitative interviews, as discussed in Liamputtong’s 

(2008) work, could also be seen in this setting: it allowed me to be sensitive to the 

communication styles of students from different cultural groups. For instance, some 

students were more task-oriented and wished to get to the point. In contrast, other students 

preferred to spend some time chatting as a means of relationship building before moving 

on to the task at hand. These differences were challenging at the beginning, but they raised 

my awareness in facilitating culturally-diverse focus group discussions.  

Numerous other studies that examined similar topics made use of this methodology 

for the same reasons. Verma et al’s, (2018) research looked at an issue similar to this 

research: it compared stakeholder perceptions of graduate work-readiness challenges. 

They also chose interview and focus group design to gain deep, meaningful responses 

from participants across three Asia Pacific countries. In another study, Chavan and Carter 

(2018) looked at management students’ perceptions of work-readiness through focus 

group interviews. They used this data collection strategy to obtain culturally-specific 

information about values and behaviour. Jenkinson and Benson (2016) chose focus 

groups to explore what work-readiness skills that mentors would expect to develop from 

participating in a mentor program. They claimed that this design enriched their 

understanding of perceived benefits. Cavanagh et al., (2015) investigated how business 

students in their undergraduate degree discern work-readiness. They conducted focus 

group discussions, to avoid limiting students’ responses to quantified measures. Rather, 

they wished to reveal nuanced opinions through rich discussions. This array of studies 

justified the suitability of focus group settings when investigating students’ perceptions 

of work-readiness.  

Since the emphasis was on participants’ perceptions of employability, the most 

suited approach to this study was the phenomenographic research. Marton (1986) defined 

phenomenography as an empirical approach that aims to identify ways in which different 

people experience, perceive, construct and understand various phenomena. Marton 

(1988) suggested that there are a limited number of ways to understand something 

distinctively and that understanding is a critical element of knowledge. Further, he noted 

that the changes in understanding comprise a significant element of learning. Marton 

worked out this method while studying students’ learning outcomes: his goal was to 

describe not only the differences among students’ learning but also the different levels of 

processing that occurred in student learning (Marton, 1975; Richardson, 1999). Bowden 

and Walsh (2000) also agreed that phenomenographic methods can be used to study 
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approaches to learning and teaching. They used this method to study students’ 

understanding of physics concepts and their perceptions of these concepts. In the teaching 

and learning context, phenomenography may look at what students learn and what they 

understand as their perception of the subject matter. It also looks at how they go about 

studying the subject matter. Similarly, the phenomenographic method may focus on 

teachers’ perceptions of contexts, their approaches to teaching and the perceived 

outcomes of their teaching (Bowden & Walsh, 2000). Phenomenography is also 

frequently used for research projects about organisational change, but that focus is not 

relevant to the context of the current study. Phenomenographic interview data is usually 

analysed with the aim of identifying categories within descriptions. Phenomenographers 

need to focus on the relationship between the participant and the phenomenon. However, 

in order to avoid constructing the relationship, researchers, instead, need to look into the 

data to discover the ways in which participants understand the topic in question (Bowden 

& Walsh, 2000). To overcome this challenge and potentially overlaying students’ 

categorisation of phenomena with my own categorisations, I followed Webber and 

Johnson’s suggestions (2015) and included participants’ verbatim comments illustrate 

students’ category constructions. 

Phenomenographic research differs from the phenomenological research approach. 

Phenomenographers aim to describe the variation in understanding while 

phenomenologists aim to clarify experiential foundations. Phenomenography emphasises 

collective meaning as opposed to the individual experience, which is emphasised by 

phenomenology. In phenomenography, experience remains at a descriptive level and the 

analysis leads to the identification of conceptions whereas phenomenology analyses the 

meaning. Phenomenology takes a dualistic ontology where object and subject are separate 

and independent. Phenomenography, however, has a non-dualistic ontological 

perspective in which object and subject are inseparable (Barnard, McCosker & Gerber, 

1999). Phenomenographers also differ from ethnographers because they do not adopt a 

sceptical attitude towards respondents’ statements and they are not involved in the social 

processes (Richardson, 1999).  

In later research, Marton (1986) realised that the conceptual basis was missing from 

his original work. In studying the epistemology of phenomenographic research, however, 

the evolution and ever-increasing use of this aspect became apparent. The initial 

definition of research that was aimed at describing, analysing and understanding an 

experience (Marton, 1981) was complemented with the inferences of researchers’ 
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subjects (Marton and Booth, 1997). Typical phenomenographic research reports employ 

semi-structured, individual, oral interviews using open-ended questions, which are 

possibly accompanied by group interviews, observations, drawings and historical 

documents (Husen & Postlethwaite, 1994).  

Phenomenographic research was beneficial to this study as I intended to understand 

participants’ perceptions. This approach tried to characterise how things appeared or were 

perceived by different people. To explore these qualities, a focus group design was chosen 

to gain rich data from respondents and to develop an awareness of their own reasoning 

and possible contradictions within the logic of their reasoning (Marton, 1986). As 

students reflected on their reasoning strategies, they may have developed alternative 

ideas, and ways of thinking about issues. It is, therefore, expected that the data collection 

process may have potentially raised participants’ awareness of their work-readiness and 

employability skills, and also challenged participants to think differently about work-

readiness matters.  

  

4.2 Participants  
 

The total cohort for this study comprised all students undertaking the Bachelor of 

Business degree (N=202) in one case study at an urban Australian university in 2016. Out 

of this number, eighteen students were interviewed. Data collection took place on two 

occasions with students enrolled in their final study period. The academic calendar is 

divided into three trimesters. Data were collected in the last study period of 2016 and in 

the first study period of 2017. Figure 4.1 illustrates the sequence of data collection. Study 

period 3 2016, and study period 1 2017 constituted the timeframe in which the data 

collection took place. The participants were all in the final study period of their degree. 

Based on my experience, first year students’ work-readiness is mostly about 

managing expectations, as they are less aware of the meaning and significance of 

employability skills. Their desired career objectives are not usually congruent with their 

skills and abilities. They also often feel overwhelmed by the drastic change in lifestyle, 

education system and culture. It can be assumed that as students’ knowledge and skills 

are accumulating in second and third year, their level of work-readiness is perceived more 

positively. By the third year, students gain an understanding of their career field and of 

their capabilities to land in their desired job. However, from the institution’s point of 
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view, there is limited insight as to what makes students more confident and aware of their 

work-readiness. The particular research design was selected because I had proposed to 

explore students’ understanding of employability skills, their perceptions of work-

readiness and the universities’ roles in enhancing their work-readiness.  

  

       Study period 3, 2016       Study period 1, 2017  

March  

April  

May  

     1 focus group    

  

  

4 focus groups  

 1 focus group  

  

Figure 4.1 Sequence of data collection  

 

 Each focus group discussion ran with three participants. So, in the first study period 

there were three participants interviewed along with the pilot interviews, in the second 

study period there were fifteen participants interviewed. Participants were from Brazil, 

China, Colombia, India, Papua New Guinea, and South Korea. 

The participants of this current study were not influenced by the Student 

WILLINGNESS Program as they were not involved in the activities. Therefore, their 

responses were reflecting their own awareness, not the teaching of the Student 

WILLINGNESS Program. As discussed in Chapter 1, the Student WILLINGNESS 

Program is a program used to better prepare students for work related activities upon 

graduation. However, students interviewed in this research were not enrolled in this 

program. This choice was intentional, as my research aimed to determine how work-ready 

the general international student population perceived themselves to be, as opposed to 

those who were perhaps differently motivated and had taken on extra workplace 

preparation that the SWP provides. A future longitudinal research study will investigate 

the impact of a pedagogical intervention such as the Student Willingness Program on 

students’ confidence in relation to employability. This was not the intent of the current 

study.  

 

4.2.1 Sampling 

Purposive sampling was used to select the participants in their final study period of 

the Bachelor of Business Degree. Purposive sampling is based on the judgement as to 

who can provide the best information to answer the research questions (Kumar, 2014). 

Due to time constraints, this study used a combination of sampling methods. Participants 
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used their social networks to refer other students who could potentially participate. This 

snowball sampling method enabled me to access hidden populations—such as students 

who are less responsive to recruitment. Purposive sampling has advantages and 

disadvantages. Representation is the main issue to address when it comes to sampling. 

Purposive sampling is critiqued due to the potential bias it can entail and issues with 

reliability. If, however, the sample characteristics approximate the population values, 

purposive strategies can lead to representative samples (van Hoeven, Janssen, Roes & 

Koffijberg, 2015). The population targeted by this study was fairly homogenous in terms 

of their characteristics and purpose of studies. The top four countries of origin were China 

(42.7%), India (38%), Vietnam (12%) and Papua New Guinea (5%) in 2016 (data from 

case university, 2016). Purposive sampling allowed me to make strategic choices as to 

whom would be involved, as well as where and how the research should be done. It also 

permitted a detailed analysis resulting in rich and individualised data (Given, 2008).  

The recruitment strategy needed to consider the characteristics of the population so 

that students would amply understand what the study was about and what was expected 

of them (Mack, Woodsong, MacQueen, Guest & Namey, 2005). To satisfy these criteria, 

an information sheet and an informed consent form was presented for and signed by all 

participants. Recruitment was done through emails, social media sites and posters.  

  

4.3 Instruments  
 

This study used a focus group interview protocol and a short survey in data 

collection. The survey was completed by participants at the beginning of the focus group 

discussions with the aim of collecting demographic information about each participant 

(Appendix E). Questions included participants’ age, gender, country of origin, major of 

their studies, previous education, any work experience, their interest in gaining 

employment and their confidence in gaining employment with justification. After each 

participant filled in the questionnaire, the focus group discussion began. Focus group is 

a personal, face-to-face, verbal interchange (Kumar, 2014) which suits the 

phenomenographic method (Bowen & Walsh, 2000). Bowen and Walsh also argue that 

interviewees should be encouraged to reveal their understanding and perception through 

discussion, so focus group protocol seemed to support this argument. In-depth interviews 

were optimal for collecting data on students’ perspectives, and experiences regarding 
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work-readiness (Mack et al, 2005). The semi-structured interviews granted me control 

over the questioning, while allowing participants to provide rich data (Creswell, 2014). 

Interviews conducted in focus groups allowed participants to share attitudes, opinions 

and perceptions about an issue in a group setting where the discussion was facilitated by 

the researcher (Kumar, 2014). Since there were more than one interviewee, group 

interviews could be well stimulated and less time-consuming than the one-on-one 

interview approach. The questions under discussion were divided into three parts. The 

first set of questions aimed to explore participants’ understanding of employability skills 

along with a ranking of their personal importance of these skills to undertake jobs in their 

desired career field. The second part focussed on participants’ career goals and how they 

envisaged these in the future. And the third section enquired about universities’ perceived 

roles in enhancing students’ employability along with potential recommendations. These 

questions were sent to participants prior to the focus group interviews so they could 

familiarise themselves with the topic in discussion and to help avoid misunderstandings. 

(The full list of questions is located in Appendix B).  

Phenomenographic research requires the explicit use of ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions 

to explore respondents’ perceptions of practice and awareness (Akerlind, 2005); 

therefore, focus group design was deemed appropriate. Bowden and Walsh (2000) 

suggested that it is a common practice to commence the discussions with planned 

questions about the phenomenon or given situation. So, the focus group interviews began 

by asking participants to define and explain their understanding of employability skills. 

Then the discussion moved on to explore their perceptions of employability, and finally 

moved on to the institutions’ role in enhancing students’ employability (questions are 

listed in Appendix B). Although focus groups proved to be highly beneficial way of 

gathering qualitative data, some of the drawbacks needed to be considered. As the 

researcher’s presence might have biased the responses and certain people could be less 

articulate, perceptive and detailed (Creswell, 2014), interviews were recorded while I was 

taking handwritten notes during interviews to record the circumstances, facial 

expressions and body language.  

 Choosing this primary data collection approach was based on Kumar’s (2014) 

considerations regarding the topic in question and availability of research participants. 

The topic of this study was about education and employment, which did not ask for any 

sensitive or harmful information. Even if there was a negligible risk of anxiety or distress 

provoked by the interview questions, participants did not feel reluctant to answer these 
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questions. Participants did not raise any issues about the questions, topics to be covered, 

interview settings or the interviewer as a person. The only area of concern was in the 

clarification of questions and comments, which was managed instantaneously in 

collaboration with other participants. Misunderstandings were eradicated during the 

conversation as the researcher and fellow participants aided in offering further 

explanation of questions. The focussed geographical distribution facilitated the process 

of interviewing. Conducting the interviews in a meeting room within the familiar 

university setting allowed for a convenient meeting location for all. Since the study 

population comprised international students who studied at the same institution, it was an 

efficient way of reaching diverse focus group participants. 

While the benefits of group interviews are multifarious, there are also a number of 

disadvantages of group interviews. It is a more time-consuming technique than a 

questionnaire or survey method (Kumar, 2014). Therefore, it was important for me to 

allow enough time for data collection and analysis in order to ensure timely completion 

of the research project. Further, the quality of data depends on the interaction and the 

people involved. So, it was imperative that I was culturally aware and maintained rapport 

with the participants. Having been living and working in numerous countries, I have 

learnt how to interpret body language and how to decode language nuances. I have been 

teaching international students from the countries where the research participants 

originate from. These helped me to judge when and how I needed to ask for further details 

or rephrase the questions. Because the interviewer’s ability to conduct the session 

effectively is a crucial component for the success of the project, it is recommended that 

the interviewer find opportunities to practice and improve their interviewing skills 

(Kumar, 2014). Therefore, I ran mock interviews with co-workers and peers to practice 

my interviewing skills and to seek feedback for improvement. For example, I was advised 

to take the time to explain the purpose of the research to engage the participants and focus 

their thinking on the topic in exploration. Researchers may also introduce bias that calls 

for awareness. Thus, to eliminate bias while framing the questions, I consulted with chief 

investigators and fellow researchers for impartial feedback and assistance in posing 

questions in a neutral manner. I included my reflections in Appendix C; these reflections 

were undertaken after each focus group discussion to evaluate the communication 

elements and overall scenario, and to expose the areas that needed to be strengthened.  
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4.4 Procedure and Timeline  
 

 Data collection took place in a natural setting where participants experienced the 

matters being studied (Creswell, 2014). The focus group discussions were conducted on 

campus where participants undertook their tertiary education studies. It was a cross-

sectional study with data collection scheduled to take place in two study periods with 

students in their final study period of their degree. Cross-sectional study design allowed 

me to collect data as a snapshot of the population to reveal the differences among the 

individuals (Levin, 2014) and it happened in one point in time (Lavrakas, 2008). In this 

case, the focus group discussions ran across two study periods with undergraduate 

students in their final study period. Data collection and analysis ran simultaneously to 

allow me to set the sample size and monitor saturation. Three students were interviewed 

in each focus group interview. 

Data collection was based on volunteer participation through recruitment emails 

sent to students in their final trimester. Students who volunteered for the research project 

were invited to a focus group discussion conducted on campus. The information sheet, 

consent form and interview questions were emailed to research participants in advance, 

so they could familiarise themselves with the context and prepare for signing the Informed 

Consent form (Appendix D).  

The researcher, as a key instrument in the study, is another aspect that needs to be 

discussed. Qualitative researchers collect data themselves (Creswell, 2014). Since the 

situation in which data is collected might entail informality that increases the so-called 

‘power-gap’ (Kumar, 2014), the researcher must take necessary precautions. To provide 

a solution to the power issue, I secured an additional interviewer who could conduct the 

data collection after a thorough induction. This is key to gathering unbiased data from 

students. If I had ever taught or had the outlook to teach any of the interviewees, or if the 

recruits had felt uncomfortable being interviewed by me, the assistant interviewer could 

have taken over this duty. The assistant interviewer is an experienced lecturer who has 

conducted multiple research projects and is a highly-skilled interviewer. To test the 

questions and my interviewing skills, a pilot data collection was administered prior to the 

focus group discussions starting in March 2016. A debriefing session provided me with 

valuable feedback from the pilot participants. The questions were straightforward, and 

the structure was easy to follow. However, some participants avoided responding to every 

question. This raised my awareness as to the importance of following up on each question 
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with each participant to avoid the loss of any rich data. Rephrasing the question seemed 

to be a good strategy to engage every participant. 

 

  

4.5 Data Management and Analysis  
 

 There is an important step between data collection and data analysis. Data 

organisation and management are highly challenging and important processes (Mack et 

al., 2005). The in-depth interviews were transcribed verbatim shortly after the interview 

and stored in computer files and folders. The corresponding handwritten notes were added 

to the transcriptions to provide contextual information that could enhance understanding 

of the participants’ stance. I developed a transcribing protocol for uniformity and 

consistency and allocated pseudo-names to each participant. Physical documents—for 

instance, notes about non-linguistic observations or signed Informed Consent Forms—

were stored electronically as well as filed in folders.  

There are two schools of data analysis in phenomenography. One is the ‘Marton 

method’ that reduces the transcripts into quotes with distinct meanings. These quotes are 

brought together based on similarities to construct categories. The other is the ‘Akerlind 

method’ which manages transcripts and categories as one set to understand the collective 

experience. The main difference between the two methods is in the approach to 

transcripts. The ‘Marton method’ does not consider the transcript as a data unit, while the 

‘Akerlind method’ treats the transcript as a significant unit of data (Forster, 2013). This 

study follows Marton’s approach. While the wider context is important, the researcher 

sees the need for the identification of distinct individual categories to discern clear and 

meaningful implications of the study. A further reason for selecting this approach is the 

need for focusing on the group, as opposed to the individual interviewees. Lastly, the 

researcher can foresee a high degree of error in the data analysis process if transcripts are 

analysed collectively, especially given the researcher’s limited experience. Since a 

possible disadvantage of Marton’s approach is that it might pose difficulties to extract 

relevant categories, the researcher consulted regularly with the study’s chief 

investigators.  

The transcription is part of the research activity that precedes data analysis 

(Atkinson & Heritage, 1984). Since speech elision, grammatical mistakes, slang, 
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mispronunciation and non-verbal sounds might cause issues in transcription, it was my 

responsibility to try to clarify everything during the interview and to note if something 

was incomplete in the transcription (McLellan, MacQueen & Neidig, 2003). To avoid 

misunderstandings, I kept asking questions until the respondent agreed with my 

interpretation of their words. In a few instances, I also asked for assistance from fellow-

participants who could translate the questions and responses into their mother tongue. For 

efficiency purposes, data analysis occurred in conjunction with data collection to inform 

purposive sampling and to enable me to determine whether the new data might bring 

additional insights to the research questions.  

Data organisation was done manually. I decided to use manual coding to enhance 

the learning experience and to ensure fidelity of the data obtained. The analytical 

differences in qualitative research methods called for different approaches to data 

analysis. Since phenomenographers try to create meaning and analyse significant 

statements about personal experiences, a rich description was desired to capture reality 

as experienced by the participants (Creswell, 2014). This is called essence description 

and is used by phenomenological researchers (Moustakas, 1994). Coding refers to the 

identification of concepts (Given, 2008) and it should take the form of a systematic 

process to better satisfy a phenomenographic approach. I intended to allow codes to 

emerge naturally from data. Phenomenography focuses on investigating variation in 

understanding of a phenomenon, so there was no need for predetermined themes. 

Phenomenographers place categories into descriptive structures for use in developing 

educational interventions (Forster, 2013). Consequently, it was imperative for me to 

refrain from any rigid, predetermined style of data analysis. 

  

4.6 Ethics and Limitations  
 

 Qualitative research methods have their own limitations regarding credibility, 

validity and reliability. The distribution of power is a main issue that imposes 

considerable responsibility upon the interviewer if the interviewer has a position of status 

within the participants’ organisation (Gubrium & Silverman, 1989; Kimmel, 1988). This 

problem was addressed by a suggestion presented in Section 1.4, notably by involving an 

independent interviewer in cases where a power relationship might have been detected.  

The issue of credibility in a phenomenographic study relates to the relationship 

between data collected and the categories for describing the ways in which participants 
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experience a certain phenomenon (Ornek, 2008). The researcher holds the responsibility 

to demonstrate how similarities and differences are defined with the aid of excerpts from 

the interviews. To adhere to this responsibility, I used participants’ verbatim comments 

and expressions, even if they were grammatically or conceptually incorrect. 

Validity in phenomenography is a complex issue because of the logic of the system 

in which the categories emerge from the analysis (Ornek, 2008). I discussed the 

plausibility of categories with fellow professionals who are involved in WIL initiatives 

to understand the extent to which these categories represented an actual human 

experience (Dahlin, 1999).  

The issue of reliability and communicability of data can be addressed with a co-

judge procedure (Dahlin, 1999). As Bowden et al. (2000) suggested, two or more 

researchers can analyse the same data independently. Close interaction and active 

involvement with chief investigators were necessary to address this issue and to cross-

check the interpretation process.  

Questions and topics were strictly related to: employability skills and their 

perceived importance, career planning and perceptions of confidence in being 

employable. Ethical clearance (reference number 2016/659) was obtained for this study 

as it is outlined in Griffith University’s Human Research Ethics guidelines (Griffith 

University, 2016; see Appendix F). An approval from the case university where the 

research took place was also obtained (see Appendix G). 

 

4.7 Summary 

 

This chapter presented the research design of my study. To explore the possible 

responses to the research questions, a qualitative design, specifically phenomenography, 

was used. This chapter presented information about the research participants, procedures 

of data collection and management and ethical considerations. Next, the findings are 

presented in Chapter Five. 
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Chapter Five: Findings 

 

This chapter presents the findings of the six focus group discussions conducted in 

the third study period of 2016 and the first study period of 2017 in the case university 

along with the results of the pre-focus group surveys. Each focus group consisted of three 

participants who were undergraduate students enrolled in the final study period of their 

business degree. From the survey administered at the beginning of the focus group 

discussion, the following background information emerged: six participants were 

studying accounting, five undertook hospitality and tourism studies, one student majored 

in international business, three students studied marketing, and three studied 

management. The total number of students enrolled in the two study periods was 33, out 

of which 18 volunteered to take part in this research project. The focus group participants 

were asked 10 questions categorised in three topics: employability skills, career goals, 

and the university’s role in career enhancement. In addition, a questionnaire about 

demographics was completed by all the participants prior to the focus group discussion.  

Of the 18 research participants, 10 were aged between 21-24 years, five were in 

the 25-28 age group, two were aged between 29-32, and one was in the 37-40 age group. 

Six participants were female and twelve were male students. The country of origin of 

participants were: one student from Brazil, eight from China, one from Colombia, five 

from India, two from Papua New Guinea, and one from South Korea. The majority of 

students (13) had undertaken tertiary studies before they enrolled in the Bachelor of 

Business course. Four students had completed a Certificate-level education, seven had 

finished a Diploma course, and six had gained a Bachelor award before they commenced 

the degree at the case university. 

Participants were asked to give background information on their employment 

prior to and during their degree program. Fourteen of the 18 participants worked while 

undertaking their studies in Australia, and nine students worked before enrolling in their 

current degree. Participants’ length of employment varied between zero and seven years. 

Nine participants gained the longest employment of their career history in Australia, 

while eight students’ work experience was the longest in their home country. Four 

students had gained experience at a supervisory or team leader level, seven students 

worked in the hospitality industry, four worked in retail, one in logistics, one in education 

and one in military. The full break-down of ‘Demographic profile of participants’ is 



International Undergraduate Business Students Perceptions of Employability 62  

reported in Appendix H. 

Students shared their responses about how interested they were to undertake 

employment in their field of studies after graduation. They also reflected on their level of 

confidence in undertaking employment post-graduation. Both these questions were based 

on a zero to five scale, where zero meant the student was ‘not at all ready’, and five 

indicated the student was ‘extremely ready’. Generally, students reported a high level of 

interest in undertaking employment. Only four participants responded they were 

interested, while the others were either very interested or extremely interested (seven 

students in each of the two categories). Participants’ confidence rate was more varied and 

lower than their stated level of interest, overall. Four students reported they were 

extremely confident about gaining employment after graduation, three were very 

confident and six were confident. Of the remaining five students, three were somewhat 

confident, one reported slight confidence and one rated himself at a not at all confident 

about undertaking employment. 

 

5.1 Focus Group Discussion Topics 

 

This section outlines students’ responses to the questions about employability 

skills. Participants were asked to provide their perception of what constituted 

employability skills. They were also asked to name three of the most important skills that 

could help them gain employment in their field of studies. These skills were listed and 

ranked. Then, participants shared their experience about how they could enhance their 

employability. Next, students were asked to reflect on how confident they felt about their 

potential employability on a scale of zero to five (where zero was ‘not at all confident’ 

and five was ‘absolutely confident’ Finally, they were asked to share their perceptions 

about the University’s role in enhancing their employability, along with suggestions and 

recommendations about what the University could do to enhance students’ employability. 

The following tables list the categorised responses of participants who were able to give 

more than one response to a question.  
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5.1.1 Students’ understanding of employability skills and of the importance 

of these skills to become employable 

Participant’s responses to the question about the meaning of employability skills 

varied widely. The most frequently provided answer (5) was about the “employer’s 

expectations”. The second most frequently mentioned response (4) referred to skills that 

students achieved before employment. Three participants suggested that employability 

skills are “experience relevant to the job”. The other three participants interpreted 

employability skills as the “ability and skills to put into work”. Further responses 

considered the “abilities that can help graduates get a job”; “skills to replace employees 

at an organisation”; “the way skills are practised”; and “personality”. Participants could 

come up with multiple definitions of their own to this question.  

 

5.1.2 The most important employability skills 

The next discussion point directed participants to name and rate the most 

important employability skills. Appendix I contains ‘The three most important 

employability skills’. This lists the participants’ answers in order of how they name and 

rank the importance of the given skills (1 equals the most important). It is noted that some 

skills mentioned were not considered to be employability skills. 

To find out which employability skills were considered to be the most important 

for participants to get a job in the field of their studies, the overall ranking was collated. 

Communication skills followed by team work skills and problem-solving skills ranked 

the highest. Digital skills, organisational and time-management skills were ranked as 

equally important based on the frequency mentioned and the position on the one to three 

individual ranking. Interpersonal skills, leadership skills and initiative scored the lowest. 

This table is inclusive of only the employability skills; no personality traits and technical 

skills are included here. 

 

5.1.3 Participants’ effort to enhance employability 

Participants were asked to think of all the extra-curricular activities they engaged 

in to enhance their employability. Seven of the 18 participants volunteered to get exposure 

to the Australian workplace. Six participants undertook paid part-time work where they 
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received support in the form of mentors and colleagues, while four worked part-time 

without any mentoring in the field. Three participants had work experience from their 

home country. Another participant had engaged in learning a language other than English, 

project participation, networking and military service.  

 

5.1.4 Participants’ perceived level of employability 

Next, the participants rated their level of confidence in being employable on a 

scale of zero to five (where zero was ‘not at all confident’ and five was ‘absolutely 

confident’). Figure 5.1 presents participants’ perceived level of employability. 

Interestingly, four students, Justin, Dylan, Danna and Barron, indicated they were 

‘absolutely ready’ for work. Nick reported level four while Archie gave himself only one 

score. The rest of the participants (12) scored around the middle. To understand 

participants’ judgement on this matter, reasons needed to be indicated. Participants who 

indicated level 5 had all gained work experience. As indicated in the demographic 

surveys, these participants had worked for over a year both overseas and in Australia. 

Archie lacked practical experience in the field of his studies. This may explain why he 

scored himself lower on the scale in this area. The rest of the participants reported 

different issues resulting in a self-score of three. Tammy mentioned visa constraints: 

“They want someone who is a permanent resident, someone they can rely on”. Harrison 

referred to family reasons: “My situation is dependent on my family. If they want me 

back to China and work, I can because I already have a degree. If they say I don’t need 

to go back, I just keep studying”. Tammy wished to pursue further studies to become 

work-ready: “I plan to do Master degree and I don’t have any certification like CPA or 

CA”. The remaining participants indicated that they self-scored around the middle of the 

scale due to their lack of work experience in the field of their desired career. The 

explanations provided by these participants for self-scoring in this way were similar, with 

all of them agreeing that they gained enough theoretical knowledge from their university 

studies, but lacked practical work experience. Henry, an accounting student, provided the 

following reason: 

I have a broad understanding in almost all the subjects but if I want to work in a particular 

field such as taxation, there was only one subject. … I need a lot of more practical 

experience to start working as a taxation agent. 

Cherry, a hospitality major, explained her mid-score with the following statement: 
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“Hospitality major need a lot of work experience. I just learn some theory, I don’t think 

it’s enough for the future job”. Finally, Jacob a management studies major, expressed his 

worries in the following words:  

We learnt the knowledge in university, but we haven’t learnt the experience from 

university. Experience and knowledge could work together very well but if you don’t have 

experience, you cannot work in any place. That’s what I saw. 

 

Figure 5.1 Participants’ perceived level of confidence about employability  

 

5.1.5 Participants’ career goals 

In this section, participants shared their career goals and proposed their desired 

career in different future timeframes. These questions helped the researcher understand 

participants’ career aspirations. It was also an opportunity for participants to articulate 

their goals. Four participants expressed their wishes to become business owners in the 

areas of finance, taxation, design and hospitality. Another four participants indicated 

banking, taxation or accountancy as their desired career goal. Five participants wished for 

employment as a manager in hotels, human resources or construction projects. Three 

participants were dreaming of becoming front-line staff in hotels, airport and in transport 

and logistics operations. One participant aimed for marketing officer positions and one 

for a tour guide position. 

The next question asked participants to share what their desired job in the field of 
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their studies might look like in the future (in 12 months’ time, in 5 years’ time and in 10 

years). While 13 of the 16 participants stayed loyal to their career goals, five students 

indicated a desired position that differed from their career goals. Table 5.1 shows the 

career aspirations in three different time-frames. It is interesting to note that some 

participants commented they were uncertain about the location of where they could work 

in the future. Some noted that they did not have control over whether they could 

successfully obtain a work visa in Australia. Other students mentioned that they plan to 

return to their home country and either help their families with running their business, or 

set up their own businesses. During the focus group discussions participants demonstrated 

a protean career mindset. None of the participants desired to stay in the same position, 

organisation or industry in the three time periods.  
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Table 5.1 

Desired Jobs in Three Different Time-Frames 

Participant 1 year 5 years 10 years 

Archie Administrator Banker Business owner in 

recycling industry and 

house owner 

Garry No idea Invest in stock Business owner in 

textile industry 

Henry Taxation agent in Sydney Investment specialist Social worker 

Tammy Work in family business Banker Bank manager 

Cherry Hotel worker Manager’s assistant Manager in events 

Bobby Intern in IT No idea Senior manager of 

software engineering 

company 

Nick Tour guide working with 

Asian tourists 

Tour guide working 

with Caucasian 

tourists 

Same job as a tour 

guide 

Harrison Studying Master’s 

degree 

Completed a project 

in family business 

Completed his own 

project 

Justin Start up a business in 

hospitality industry 

Open new stores Same job as a business 

owner 

Dylan Receptionist Front office 

manager, married 

General manager of a 

hotel 

Kirk Work for an online tour 

operator 

Gain experience in 

the same company 

Start up a business 

combining tourism and 

design 

Jacob Marketing officer Marketing officer CEO of the same 

company 

Vivienne Wait staff, receptionist or 

concierge staff in a hotel 

Front office 

employee 

Hotel manager 

Karina Flight Centre Travel 

Sales Consultant 

Airport Ground Staff Upgrade studies in 

banking 

Tyson Team Leader in a 

logistics company 

Upgrade studies in 

Economics 

Government position in 

Transport  

Pandora Junior Accountant Accounting in a 

multinational 

company 

Unsure 

Danna Banking services Start a family Business ownership in 

real estate 

Barron Taxation agent Taxation agent Business ownership in 

taxation 
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While reviewing the focus group transcripts, a curious finding emerged, namely 

that international students have visa goals they did not express explicitly during the 

research project. When devising their career plans for the future, they made a distinction 

between scenarios of desired career in Australia and in their home country. Seven 

participants were planning their future career in their home country while five participants 

expressed their wish to find employment in Australia. The remaining six participants were 

content with either location. It was evident from the discussions that visa expectations 

shape their career goals, but this study did not focus on such issues.  

 

5.1.6 The University’s role in students’ future employment 

The last section of the focus group discussions explored students’ perceptions of 

the role played by the University in enhancing students’ employability. Participants 

presented varied results about the extent to which their university courses prepared them 

for future employment. Two reported they received good foundations through 

“understanding the basics” and “gaining knowledge and background”. Kirk felt the team-

work component in the degree was helpful in this regard: “We learn how to work with 

someone. You can get feedback from the other guys. I feel very good”. Tyson also 

suggested that he had gained confidence through his university course, and in particular 

developed critical thinking and team work skills. 

Five participants reported that even though their degree prepared them well, 

additional practical experience would have improved their qualifications. Henry shared 

his frustration about putting theory in practice: “when I try to do it practically there’s a 

lot of mismatch”. Bobby thought “we actually need something to practice, to understand 

what industry, companies are actually work”. Vivienne, Karina and Pandora felt the 

university prepared them in terms of the theoretical foundations, but they would also like 

to gain more practical understandings while undertaking their tertiary education. Five 

participants reported that their university degree had not prepared them very well for 

future employment. The responses from Nick, Harrison, Justin, Dylan and Jacob were 

about the lack of practical experience within the course. Both groups of students raised 

the need for more practical experience to be included in the degree program.  

Similarly, Cherry and Barron appreciated when “real world” examples were 

brought into classroom discussions. They both agreed that those lecturers who possessed 
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work experience in the field could better prepare them for the world of employment. 

Tammy highlighted the importance of assessments that help students gain proficiency in 

the area of their studies.  

Danna reported some content problems. She found the classes repetitive and the 

content less applicable:  

So we have a lot of theory behind books and many repetitive classes. I had 28 classes, I’m 

not sure how many, but I would say 14 have the same content with different words. I’m 

tired to hear the same things. Many many books just change the word but the topics are the 

same.  

Danna went on to comment: 

…I didn’t find many important things that I can apply. I’ve been working since the 

beginning in manager position. Of course there are many important things that help me like 

time management, team cooperation, leadership skills, but I would say that’s about it. Even 

though my country spends five years to give you bachelor degree and Australia spends 

three years, there’s still many things you can get rid of and include more practical activities. 

I don’t like to be harsh but I think that’s the truth. I have to say something very important. 

All my teachers are very experienced, they have a very good attitude, they want to teach 

but the material is not perfect. I believe they are limited what content they can teach.  

The next question was investigating participants’ accounts about how the 

university prepares them for future employment. Six participants valued the on-campus 

career services which not only matches students with employers but also conducts a range 

of workshops for job application and preparation. Dylan, however, noted that “university 

services [career services] are not preparing, they help to get a job”. Archie, Garry and 

Henry thought that their university experience prepared them with the basics. They said 

to have received “the foundation” for their future career with an “understanding of the 

business” without the “real setting”. Kirk and Jacob found that the University equipped 

them with the necessary technical skills for their employment. Harrison and Justin 

preferred the “classes outside of the classroom” while Karina enjoyed the talks from 

“guest speakers”. Tammy and Cherry found that volunteering was a great opportunity to 

prepare them for employment, but Tammy found that volunteering opportunities were not 

evenly offered in all the majors: “University does a lot to support you but not for 

accounting major. They don’t have any volunteer or other kind of work experience for 
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accounting students”. Vivienne pointed out that “when we do critical thinking, we have 

to look at positives, negatives and recommendations and it gets us thinking”. Pandora 

valued the course structure, team assignments and the learning and resource centre. Tyson 

thought “case studies are good”. Nick valued the “project experience” — a real industry 

project that students in the last study period had to work on. Lastly, Dylan discovered the 

value in “networking”. 

The last question investigated students’ perceptions about the University’s role in 

enhancing their employability. Five participants nominated internships as the most 

effective way to prepare them for their future employment. Pandora expressed her desire 

for internships to be provided as part of the degree program during the degree not just at 

the end:  

Placement internship is a good thing to get some experience before graduating but if we 

would have the chance in between [during] the degree that might be a good idea and that 

provides us with more employability skills. Then we would be encouraged to work in the 

related field, apply the theory we learnt. 

Jacob highlighted the need for preparing for the so called ‘capstone subjects’ so 

students could make more of that experience. Vivienne voted for ‘compulsory 

volunteering’ to be introduced as part of the capstone subject, and Harrison would have 

appreciated being able to go on workplace site visits. Barron and Dylan wanted more 

“observations” to meet the professionals in their work environment to see “who is that 

person in the company, how he got his job, what is his aim inside the job, inside the 

company”. Justin would have liked to prepare for employment through simulations. 

Tyson and Barron made the suggestion of inviting more “guest speakers” who “work in 

the field to give us some experience”. Archie and Henry would have liked to participate 

in more job-specific extra-curricular workshops.  

In terms of the importance of building professional networks, Nick, Tammy and 

Danna reported that more “social activities” would be really helpful. Similarly, Danna 

mentioned wanting to be involved in career expos or “conferences where companies and 

consultancies they go and show their portfolio, so students can get in love with the 

company and apply”. Garry and Kirk suggested more projects with industry involvement 

would be useful to prepare for employment. Tammy and Karina found that student 

presentations are extremely important to raise confidence through the practice of public 

speaking and language: “More important is speaking like speak up. They are afraid that 
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they might speak wrong English”. Cherry expressed her need for psychological assistance 

through “encouraging lecturers’. Finally, Danna summed up with a succinct statement 

wishing for a more practical approach to prepare students for employment: “Stop using 

Power Point slides. Less theory, more practice”. 

In summary, participants identified several different ways in which the University 

prepares students for employment and what else could be done to enhance their 

employability. These discussion points were categorised into two major areas: the 

components of employability and the supporting factors of employability (Table 5.2 and 

Table 5.3). The three components of preparedness were a strong academic foundation, 

practical additives and employability skills. Participants considered the research, case 

studies, assessments and course structure as the components of academic foundation. 

They highlighted career services, volunteering opportunities, industry projects and 

networking options as opportunities for practice. Finally, the employability skills 

mentioned by them were team work, prioritisation and organisational skills.  

 

Table 5.2  

Components of Employability 
Finding Code 

basic understanding and background knowledge academic foundation 

research 
 

case studies 
 

assignments 
 

course structure 
 

career services opportunities for 

practice 

volunteering opportunities 
 

projects 
 

networking opportunities 
 

team work skills employability skills 

prioritisation skills 
 

organisational skills 
 

 

 

The supporting factors of employability identified by participants were 

categorised as academic support, engagement with industry professionals and social 

activities. Academic support in presentations, internships (in-course and end-course), 

English classes, compulsory workshops on cultural sensitivity and a curriculum shift 

towards small and medium enterprises were desired. Participants listed industry 

engagement through projects, workshops, seminars, field trips, company visits and 
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observations, simulations and on-campus career expos. These additives were coded as 

engagement with industry professionals. Lastly, barbecues and entertainment were 

desired social activities. 

Table 5.3 

Supporting Factors of Employability 
Finding Code 

presentations academic support 

English classes 
 

internships (in-course and end-course) 
 

compulsory workshops on cultural sensitivity 
 

curriculum shift towards SMEs 
 

projects engagement with 

industry 

professionals 

workshops and seminars 
 

field trips 
 

company visits and observations 
 

simulations 
 

career expos on campus 
 

barbecue  social activities 

entertainment 
 

 

 

5.2 Major Themes Emerging from Data Collection 
 

The major themes emerging from data collection link back to the main topics of 

the literature review. The differentiation of employability skills, WIL opportunities and 

networking were reviewed as contemporary issues in higher education. They also 

constituted the key findings of this study. Five themes emerged from the focus group 

discussions that this section wishes to present. These themes are the inability to 

differentiate employability skills from technical skills and from personality traits; the 

importance of social skills for Chinese students; the role of previous work-experience on 

the perception of work-readiness; the inclusion of more practical components in the 

degree and the importance of establishing relationships between the classroom and the 

world of work. These themes need to be looked at from the different participants’ points 

of view. 

The inability to differentiate employability skills from personality attributes and 

technical skills was evident in Table 5.2: Participants’ interpretations of employability 
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skills. Participants noted skills that were relevant to their field of study and future career, 

for instance “software skills”, “databases”, “professional skills” or “basic concepts of 

finance or accounting”. Kirk found that one’s “personality” is the most important 

employability skill, whereas Bobby highlighted “confidence” as the first on his list. Garry 

mentioned “research about the job, about the company”, but also about “how you present 

yourself”. Archie recounted that “good writing skills” are the most important 

employability skills as “you are making reports”, as well as “presentation skills”. Cherry, 

who wished to work in the hospitality industry, voted for “customer service skills” and 

“friendliness”. For Harrison, “logical planning skill” is a significant employability skill 

as he is preparing to work in the real estate industry. Similarly, “logical thinking” was 

mentioned by Kirk whose career aspirations lie in the event industry. As these accounts 

show, participants were struggling to differentiate employability skills from job-specific 

technical skills and personality traits and attributes. In general, participants needed 

guidance on the different categories of skills in order to be able to rank the most important 

employability skills required by their future professions. By the end of the focus group 

discussions, participants reported increased levels of awareness about employability 

skills.  

The role of previous work experience had an impact on participants’ perception 

of employability. Generally, participants with prior work experience reported higher 

levels of confidence in their employability than students who had no work experience 

prior to their studies. The level of confidence in employability among those participants 

who did not have previous work-experience varied between zero and five – on a scale of 

five. Justin and Danna rated their confidence on the higher end of the scale, despite the 

lack of work experience before their undergraduate studies. Both of them had gained work 

experience during their studies. The reasoning behind such high scores was the fact that 

they were already offered a job after graduation. Justin laid out his plans during the 

discussion: “I rate myself at five. There are two points. If I stay in Australia, I have already 

got a job in a restaurant. After I graduate if I cannot find any other desired employment, 

I keep working in the restaurant. But if I went back China, my family already prepared a 

job for me”. Danna expressed her anticipation of finishing the degree and getting started 

in her desired career: “I’ve been waiting for this since I started, thinking when that thing 

will come. I was just going down in my calendar, and that time is here. I was counting 

down for graduation”. She showed her confidence by giving her a score of “five or ten” 

– out of five. Curiously, Henry and Harrison gave themselves a fairly low score of 
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employabiltiy in spite of gaining work experience. Henry was still unsure of his abilities 

saying “I need to collect information … I need a lot of more practical experience to start 

working as a taxation agent”. Harrison had his career path already outlined by his parents 

who considered him as an appropriate employee in the family business as he “can” take 

on employment after graduation.  

All the participants from China talked about the importance of social skills. Bobby 

summarised the discussion with Cherry and Tammy, in the following statement:  

This is the situation in China. It’s the personal relationship that’s important in China. If you’re doing 

business with Chinese people, you have to know them first, then doing the business. You get to 

know the people, maybe they introduce you to other people. Be friend with the person. If someone 

knows the manager, they can successful go into the company because they know each other. How 

to build a relation with someone it’s like ‘oh I like your shoes’. It’s for girls. For boys, they just 

drink alcohol. That’s true. Drinking is a skill. We should have some drinking manners subject or 

social skills. In some Confucian countries, drinking is the first to get into business. A lot of contracts 

are finished on the table during dinner. Drink first, then talking about business and sign the contract. 

Bobby also added that in relation to his case, his parents’ network was probably 

more important than his personal employability skills. This is because parents play a large 

role in finding employment for their children after graduation. Bobby said: “They want 

me to finish a business degree, go back to China, then they will find a job for me. That’s 

what I said, the personal connection is important in China”. Harrison and Justin 

constructed two career plans; one for Australian and one for Chinese employment. In case 

of a favourable visa situation they wanted to pursue their dream career in Australia. If, 

however, they had to go back to their home country, they were likely to rely on their 

parents’ career support. Harrison depicted a clear idea about his career aspirations and he 

rated his work-readiness level higher without the need of family support. At first he 

marked himself “at three [out of 5]. My situation is dependent on my family. If they want 

me back to China and work, I can because I already have a degree. If they say I don’t 

need to go back, I just keep studying”. Then he changed the rating indicating that he felt 

more work-ready, and that he believed that his future was in his own hands: 

I think it’s five for me because there’s no confusion anymore. I just focus on my work, that’s the 

only way I’ve got. I also think I’ve got better personal abilities than others. So that’s why I changed 

to five. At the moment, I’m confused because of my parents. If no more that [family decision], I feel 

absolutely ready.  
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The theme related to the inclusion of more practical components in the degree 

emerged from the discussions about what universities are offering to students, what 

students are trying to do to enhance their employability and how the universities can better 

prepare students for employment. The most commonly mentioned practical components 

were internships and industry-projects undertaken as an in-class activity. The problem 

was clearly outlined by Dylan who suggested that “in class we learn specific topics in 

specific subjects, could be related in the future. In the project subject we meet with client, 

debate”. Nick reinforced the previous message: “The project class is really really 

important. It is a really practical thing we do. It prepares for employment. This is a really 

good experience”. Bobby, Dylan, Garry, Jacob and Tammy voted for internships as an 

introduction of more practical components in the degree program and Dylan expressed 

his intentions to do in-house internships. Garry added that he would welcome “easier 

entry requirements” for internship applications and Dylan, Pandora, Vivienne and Tyson 

expressed their need for in-course internships: “in between the degree there should be a 

subject that we learnt all of the skills we can apply there”. Jacob articulated his need for 

undertaking subjects which are preparing students for the project experience and 

internship to bridge the gap between theory and application. Barron, Dylan, Garry and 

Harrison wished to go for site visits to “see if you want to work in management 

accounting, you’re gonna work in some environment like this” and they suggested that 

“the subject can be in the office, the manger can show you how to do it so this is a practical 

exercise”. Barron, Karina and Tyson wished to welcome more guest speakers on campus 

to introduce their profession, to help students familiarise themselves with job 

specifications and to establish industry relevance within the subject and to “see how they 

do things professionally, how the actual organisation work, how the professionals do their 

job”. Barron expressed his frustration about the lack of subject relevant to industry 

application: “For example Performance Management Accounting, there’s a lot of theory, 

but I never met anybody who works with it. I don’t know what the person would do with 

it, who is that person in the company, how he got his job, what is his aim inside the job, 

inside the company”. The next idea of integrating practical components into the degree 

program was volunteering. Vivienne thought the solution is “making it compulsory or 

something that students have to do a certain amount of hours of volunteering or working” 

as she would have loved to experience more in-course work placements and volunteering 

opportunities. Kirk and Tyson agreed to welcome more case studies for practical and 

assessment purposes. Only one person nominated simulation exercise as a good way of 
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introducing application into subject theory. An argument was raised about subject 

content. Barron voiced out his frustration about subjects with over-emphasis on large 

organisation. He suggested that subjects should focus on smaller organisations as they are 

more likely become the target employers: 

It’s always related to big companies. It’s not the real situation, not what we are preparing for. Even 

Carlos, who had almost all high distinction, even he cannot find a job in a big company with many 

years of experience. Instead of studying dividends, mergers, shareholders, it’s not the real world.[…] 

All the subjects should be directed to small business, the real life, the real world, what you gonna 

do, where you gonna work, you have to do this tax, book-keeping, they have these assets and these 

liabilities, they are not like those huge world-wide companies. To be honest, it’s not my world. 

The last theme identified is closely related to the previous one. Participants 

expressed their desire for a learning experience that emphasizes professional application 

of the subject matter. This was suggested to be achieved through the establishment of 

links between subject theories and industry application. Henry summarized this problem 

during the discussion: 

When somebody asks you can you do this work, as a fresh university graduate you don’t know 

because you don’t know the real settings, you never seen that. I studied the types of companies, 

limitation, but I was never told how to really set up a company, what software to use, what website 

to visit, where to pay the fees, so I think the practical aspect is missing somewhere. 

Tammy found university studies “quite boring” with an over-emphasis on theories 

and the monotone style of delivery and assessments: “always like read the book then do 

the questions, then just exam”. Vivienne, conversely, found the assessment structure 

useful for employment through the application of critical thinking: “when we do critical 

thinking, we have to look at positives, negatives and recommendations and it gets us 

thinking”. She also added: “We already have the theory. We just need to practice”. 

Pandora preferred the team work component in the assessments: “there were so many 

assignments that were based on group. It’s a good point because it made us work together 

doesn’t matter we know each other or we don’t. In a workplace we don’t know each other 

but we have to work with each other”. Danna echoed this statement in another focus group 

discussion: “stop using Power Point slides. Less theory, more practice”. Archie, Garry 

and Henry established the argument of including industry relevance in the subject is key 

to their understanding. So instead of “just doing the case study in the tutorial or exam”, 

participants “need something to practice, to understand what industry, companies are 
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actually work on”. They valued lecturers who “talk about actual experience so we can 

learn how it happens in the real world”. 

 

5.3 Summary 

 

Overall, the findings indicate that the research participants did not have a full 

understanding of employability skills. This calls for curriculum considerations to raise 

students’ awareness of such skills. Second, in general, the perceived level of 

employability was higher amongst those participants who had gained prior work 

experience. In some other cases, however, students’ confidence levels were dependent, 

not just on previous experience, but also on networking, socialising events and visa 

considerations. Finally, the University was perceived as the provider of theory and 

knowledge that enabled students to gain a solid foundation in business theory. 

Participants, however, would welcome more practical components in the degree program 

in the forms of internships during and at the end of the degree, career counselling after 

graduation, guest speakers, industry visits and networking and career events during the 

degree. Next, these themes will be discussed in of the context of the literature presented 

in Chapters One and Two. The limitations of the present study and recommendations for 

future research will also be outlined in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Six: Discussion 

 

This chapter discusses the major themes that emerged from an analysis of the 

empirical data collected for the study. It also considers the theoretical and practical 

contributions of the study to the research field. The study aimed to explore international 

students’ understanding of employability skills, their perception of employability and 

universities’ perceived role in enhancing student’s employability. The research questions 

addressed are as follows: 

1. How do international business students understand employability skills? 

2. How do they perceive their employability?  

3. How do they perceive the University’s role in enhancing their 

employability? 

These will be answered as I discuss each theme in this chapter. The literature 

review examined the changing environment of higher education, the challenges of business 

education, the notions of work-readiness, work-preparedness, employability, and the role of 

work integrated learning. The five major themes evident in the analysis of the data 

generated from international students participating in the research study were: inability 

to differentiate employability skills; importance of social skills; the role of previous work 

experience; inclusion of more practical components in the degree program, and 

professional application of the subject matter. These themes are discussed in separate 

sub-sections of this chapter.  

The study was grounded in the social cognitive career theory (SCCT) (Lent, et 

al.,1994) as an application of Bandura’s (1977) social cognitive theory. The critical 

elements of SCCT focused on in this study (see Figure 6.1 for highlighted sections of the 

model) were: person input, background environmental influences, learning experiences, 

self-efficacy expectations, outcome expectations and choice goals. Person inputs and 

background environmental influences are detailed in the section about demographics, 

namely the participants’ age, gender, country of origin, previous studies and previous 

work-experience. Participants’ learning experiences varied, depending on the extra-

curricular activities they engaged in, and their experiences while undertaking the degree. 

Self-efficacy expectations were discussed when participants reported on their level of 

confidence about their employability. Outcome expectations were detailed by 
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participants in three different time-frames: in one-, five-, and ten-years’ time. Choice 

goals in relation to their future career were outlined by all participants, including, in 

certain instances, their parents’ choice goals for them. 

 

 

 

Figure 6.1. Applied SCCT model. Adapted from Lent et al., (1994).  

 

The next section discusses each theme individually in the context of the SCCT model. 

 

6.1 The Inability to Differentiate Employability Skills and Personal Attributes 
 

The first research question sought students’ understanding of employability skills. 

The response to this question revealed students’ inability to differentiate employability 

skills from personal attributes and personality traits. Interestingly, Lawrence’s (2015) 

study found that international students tend to interpret the term employability differently 

from domestic students as their main focus is on employment outcomes. Participants 

explained the term employability skills by referring to skills, experience, ability or 

personality descriptors that one would use in the workplace, and as expected by the 

employer. Participants’ definitions were similar to that articulated by the Department of 

Education, Science and Training (2002), namely the ability to perform tasks at the 

workplace. Interestingly, personality traits and attributes were listed by participants when 

defining employability skills. By contrast, the research literature tends to categorise 
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attributes as the capabilities or non-skill-based behaviour of an individual. While skills 

and attributes are important for employers when it comes to selecting and promoting their 

employees, the literature differentiates between the two terms (Nilsson, 2010; Yorke, 

2006). Participants’ confusion became evident when they were asked to list the most 

important employability skills to gain and keep a job in the area of their studies. It is 

possible that the confusion originated from the terms employability skills and work-

readiness skills being used interchangeably in the literature. Work-readiness skills tend 

to include attributes such as honesty, strong work ethic, creativity, flexibility as well as 

skills, for instance, interpersonal skills, team work skills or technology skills (Ahmad & 

Pesch, 2017). Employability skills, on the other hand, are more focused on competencies 

as outlined by the Core Skills for Work Framework (Dept IICCSRTE and Dept EEWR, 

2013). 

As stated in Chapter Two, the Core Skills for Work Framework (Dept IICCSRTE 

and Dept EEWR, 2013) identifies the following as employability skills: communicate for 

work, connect and work with others, recognise and utilise diverse perspectives, identify 

and solve problems, create and innovate, make decisions, plan and organise, work in a 

digital world and manage career and work life. The document lists attributes like loyalty, 

commitment, honesty, reliability, adaptability, personal presentation – to mention a few 

from the list disclosed in the literature review. This list corresponds with the attributes 

outlined in the Employability Skills for the Future document (Department of Education, 

Science and Training, 2002). Participants listed the following skills as the most important 

to get a job in the area of their interest: communication skills, team work skills, problem-

solving skills, digital skills, organisational skills, time management skills, interpersonal 

skills, leadership skills and taking initiative. They also included attributes like honesty, 

positivity, motivation and adaptability when listing employability skills. As evidenced in 

Matthew et al.’s (2016) study, employers ranked communication skills as the most 

important selection criteria, followed by cultural alignment and values fit, then emotional 

intelligence. Reasoning and problem-solving skills and academic skills were also 

considered important when it came to gaining employability success. This list differs 

slightly from the one articulated by the research participants of this study. It is also 

different from the ranking constructed by Archer and Davison (2008), where 

communication skills (86%) were followed by team work skills (85%) and integrity 

(83%). These elements were followed by intellectual ability, confidence, character or 

personality, planning and organisational skills, literacy, numeracy, finally analysis and 
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decision-making skills. Clearly, the list included not only employability skills, but also 

capabilities. When thinking of employability skills, participants tend to think about all the 

elements that may be important for them to gain employment in the desired position. This 

includes both skills and attributes. 

 

6.2 The Role of Previous Work Experience 
 

The second research question focussed on participants’ perceptions of their 

employability. This question corresponds with the self-efficacy expectations component 

of the SCCT model. Participants indicated varied levels of confidence when asked about 

their perceived level of employability. Those participants who ranked themselves higher 

compared to others, reported previous work experience, and they also had employment 

secured after graduation. Those participants who ranked their confidence in employability 

lower, indicated diverse reasons such as the dominance of theoretical knowledge over 

practical application, the desire to pursue further education, and the lack of work 

experience. It seems from the findings that participants gave high importance to work 

experience and putting their knowledge into practice. This finding is in contrast to the 

findings of the Graduate Outlook Report (Matthews et al, 2016). Here, work experience 

received a lower rank (19.1%) on the list of the most important selection criteria suggested 

by the employers surveyed. Matthews et al., (2016) found that the criterion of work 

experience ranks far behind other criteria, such as communication skills or team work 

skills that employers seek in candidates. Employers were also asked to rate their own 

graduate recruits. Similar to the selection criteria results, prior work experience was one 

of the lowest rated areas, along with knowledge of the organisation. The perception of 

employability may be dependent on many factors other than previous work experience 

(De Bertoli et al., 2014). It can vary depending on students’ age, gender, country of origin, 

education and subject proficiency, just to name a few of the components listed in the 

literature review in Chapter Two.  

Based on the findings of my study, the second research question about students’ 

perception of their employability can be answered in two ways. Previous work experience 

played an important role in how students perceived their employability. The sub-group of 

Chinese participants, however, attributed more importance to their social networks, also 

known as guanxi. 
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6.3 The Importance of Social Skills Among Chinese Participants 
 

The focus group discussions revealed an interesting phenomenon among 

international students from China. Eight of the eighteen participants were from China. 

They claimed personal relationships to be an important factor in entering and staying in 

the workforce. Therefore, social skills were reported to be useful for their future 

employability. Chinese participants reported that it is more important who they know than 

what they know when it comes to gaining and maintaining employment. This might have 

been the reason why they favoured social events, whereby they could get to know other 

students in an informal setting. Their successful progression was said to be attributed to 

the people they knew and how they were related to those key people. Two participants 

further explained that their career progression was not only dependent on who they knew, 

but also on their parents’ professional circle. Undoubtedly, networking and getting to 

know fellow students were reported to be beneficial activities. However, these 

participants also expressed their uncertainty in networking in a Western context. They 

preferred to socialise with fellow students in different student associations. They 

expressed their disappointment in the lack of social activities organized on campus of the 

case university. By social activities, they meant games and entertainment provided for 

them with the purpose of getting to know one another. The importance of social activities 

for the Chinese participants found in this current study is in contrast to the findings of 

previous research suggesting that members of the Chinese culture seek less social support 

than do people from Western countries (Mortenson, 2009). Further, Mortenson (2009) 

suggested that people with effective social skills tend to develop a more extensive social 

network. This network is important when it comes to making decisions. It is, however, 

interpersonal, rather than social skills, that predicted how appropriate Chinese 

participants felt it was to turn to their social networks for assistance. 

Career decisions might be influenced by cultural differences. As Guan et al. 

(2015) found, Chinese tend to consult with each other when it comes to decisions about 

their career. This may be based on the norm of collectivism whereby Chinese remain 

committed to each other on a long-term basis through expectations about reciprocity and 

exchange of favours (Luo & Chen, 1997). They do this through the development of 

guanxi, meaning a personal relationship network with an informal social bond to facilitate 

exchange of favours (Ambler, Styles & Wang, 1999; Lovett, Lee & Raja, 1999). This 

notion of guanxi might explain the importance of social activities and connections 
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expressed by the Chinese participants of the study. These serve as an interesting addition 

to the SCCT model’s component of contextual influences. Indeed, social support plays a 

moderating role in formulating interests and managing relationships between interest and 

goals and between goals and actions (Lent, Brown & Hackett, 2000). 

To understand these participants’ perceptions, the implications of social capital 

and employability need to be discussed. Networking is an individual behaviour that helps 

shape social capital (Wolff & Moser, 2009) and access information through new social 

ties (Adler & Kwon, 2002). It also creates an interconnected and cooperative system 

(Luthans, Hodgetts, & Rosenkrantz, 1998) which is particularly important for 

international students who are far from their usual support system they have benefitted 

from in their home country. As Bridgstock et al. (2019, in press) and Batistic and Tymon 

(2017) note, networking also enhances capabilities and options for employability. The 

authors argue that networking helps with job search and with access to resources 

(introductions, mentoring, human and financial capital). This might be the reason why 

this sub-group of eight participants from China rated their confidence higher than the 

other participants without work experience. Those participants who had gained previous 

work experience generally reported average or higher confidence in their employability. 

Participants without prior work experience ranked themselves on the lower end of the 

scale. Chinese participants reported an average level of confidence in employability 

despite their lack of work experience. They ranked communication skills and team-work 

skills high when they were asked to list the most important skills to become employable. 

Both these skills are important for networking purposes. To build social capital, one needs 

to initiate and maintain personal connections while sharing resources (Pillai, Hodgkinson, 

Kalyanaram & Nair, 2017).  

 

6.4 The Inclusion of More Practical Components in the Degree Program 
 

The last research question was about the university’s perceived role in preparing 

students for future employment. This seeks responses to the third research question about 

universities’ role in enhancing students’ employability. While investigating this issue, 

participants reported the need for more practical components embedded in the degree 

program. Only four participants reported confidence about their future employment 

through the acquisition of required knowledge, team-work skills, peer learning and 
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critical thinking. Five participants expressed their need to put theory into practice, and 

they would have preferred more practical components to be included in the degree 

program. Further, five participants expressed their disappointment that their university 

program did not meet their expectations about preparing them for employment. These 

sentiments echo the research of Bridgstock (2009) and similar research discussed in the 

literature review. For example, Dunlap (2005) called for the creation of more problem-

based environments. Students would be able to act as professionals and solve complex 

business problems, while applying the knowledge gained in their university degree. This 

can increase their self-efficacy and promote life-long learning (Dunlap, 2005). Similarly, 

Yorke (2006) argued for the importance of purposefully designed assessments and work-

based learning in the curriculum. Billett (2009) reiterates that experiential learning (work-

based or problem-based learning) should be included in university degree programs. Not 

surprisingly, participants who expressed the need to equip their degree program with 

more practical components were already set on their career goals and started devising the 

path towards those goals. This is consistent with the elements of the SCCT model. The 

learning experience directly affects self-efficacy expectations and outcome expectations, 

which then influence choice goals. The WISP project (Barton, Hartwig & Cain, 2016) 

also emphasised the importance of work-integrated learning which is organised and 

managed in conjunction with the regulatory bodies and professional organisations to 

provide practical experience for students. For international students in particular, 

providing practical experience enables them to experience a multisocialisation process as 

they navigate through the contexts of the workplace and the host culture (Barton, Hartwig, 

Joseph & Podorova, 2017). The authors claim that positive intercultural exchange 

contributes to the acquisition of effective workplace practices. Barton et al., (2018) also 

highlighted the importance of post-placement assistance that was raised by participants 

of the current study. International students need specialised assistance in transitioning to 

work environments.  

Finally, it is important to note what participants reported about their extra-

curricular effort. In general, participants did not take the initiative to exert extra effort to 

enhance their employability. Most of them indicated that paid work (7) and casual work 

(2) have been contributing to their employability skills. Very few took on volunteering 

opportunities (5) or internships (2). Only one respondent initiated learning another foreign 

language, and another one sought involvement in social events. Yet, developing 

transactional relationships and transferable skills through networking and social 
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interactions are necessary for the acquisition of a protean mindset (Lin, 2015). As only 

two participants engaged in employment related to their career desires, it seems that 

participants did not engage in extra-curricular activities to develop their professional 

identity in their desired career. However, as highlighted by Veld, Semeijn and Vuuren 

(2015), a protean talent takes responsibility for their own personal development. These 

findings suggest there is a lack of what Hall (1976) refers to as protean career philosophy 

adopted by the research participants in this study. Briscoe, Hall, Frautschy and Rachel 

(2006) outlined the differences between a person with and without a protean career 

orientation. Participants in the present study were more likely to wait for the educational 

institution to initiate activities that would support their career goals, rather than the 

students taking the initiative themselves. These students expressed that they expect the 

institution to set goals in the form of subject and course learning outcomes and to equip 

them with valuable skill sets through the curriculum. Self-managing individuals strive to 

improve their skills and to move towards their desired career goals which make them feel 

more confident (Rahim & Siti-Rohaida, 2006). This might be one reason why participants 

perceived themselves less confident. Another reason could be attributed to the fact that 

international students (especially those from China and India) find it difficult to apply for 

work experience in the form of internships, while undertaking their studies. These 

students highlight the need for universities to organise work experience and internships 

for them (Sonnenschein, Barker, Hibbins & Cain, 2017). As Fugate and Kinicki (2008) 

noted, employability is about “willingness”. This willingness was somewhat missing 

from participants’ accounts. Enhancing student employability is a joint effort of all the 

stakeholders: education institution, industry, government, and the student. 

If university curricular is to address the points raised by the students, as well as 

provide the conditions for students to develop a protean career outlook, then it needs to 

be integrated around real business problems. Lyotard (1984) suggests a specialized 

delivery system that creates foundations for a problem-based and work-specific learning 

environment. Such a learning environment is outlined in the National Strategy of 

International Education 2025 document (Department of Education and Training, 2016).  

The emphasis on work-integrated learning opportunities is prioritised in different 

stakeholders’ views. Scholars, government officials and students have expressed their 

need for the inclusion of more practical components in the degree program. Universities 

have responded to these requests by introducing more work-integrated learning 

components such as placements, online projects, internships and workplace projects into 
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the design of curricula (Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency, 2017) to 

enhance their graduates’ competitiveness. The case university runs internships and 

workplace projects as part of the curriculum and it also assists students in finding 

voluntary placement and work experience options as extra-curricular activities. Even 

though extra-curricular options are available to students, participants still prefer to have 

work-integrated activities included as a core component of their program of study. This 

calls for further research to find out how the capstone experience in the case university is 

preparing students for employment, and what else could the university introduce to 

respond to this issue. The recommendations of the WISP project (Barton et al., 2017) 

could inform curriculum considerations for this further study. The current program is 

lacking adequate focus on assessing students’ readiness before undertaking WIL 

programs. More intercultural perspectives could be included as well, especially when 

planning networking events for students – given the findings about Chinese students’ 

need for social activities and interactions to build networks. 

 

6.5 Professional Application of the Subject Matter 
 

This section discusses the findings in relation to the third research question about 

universities’ perceived role in enhancing students’ employability. The suggestions 

focused on the practical application of subject matter in professional contexts through on- 

and off-campus engagements. In the order of frequency, the following desires were 

expressed: Most participants welcomed internships and projects with industry 

involvement. One of the participants noted in-course internships would enhance the 

application of theory to industry-specific practice. One participant found that preparing 

for the so-called capstone subject in the form of internship or project work would make 

the capstone experience more meaningful and beneficial. This finding supports the use of 

in-course internships. The comparative value of in-course internships versus end-course 

internships in preparing students for employment would be a fruitful area of research for 

future studies. Participants recommended on-site visits, observations, and guest-speakers 

from different industries would help participants understand the working environment 

and how their studies are applied by professionals. Job-specific extra-curricular 

workshops, social activities and the opportunities for improving presentation skills were 

mentioned by participants. They also expressed their need for improving public speaking, 
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networking and communication skills and their desire to practise these skills through 

networking and similar activities. The results of this study are in line with Harvey and 

Shahjahan’s (2013) recommendations. Similarly, the importance of internships and 

professional experiences in connecting university studies with workplace applications 

have been discussed repeatedly in the literature (see, for example, Alderman & Milne, 

2005; Bastian & Webber, 2008; Holmes, 2006; Hoy, 2011; Lain et al., 2014).  

The organisation of career expos and student conferences would further enhance 

these skills, as noted by one of the participants. Simulations and compulsory volunteering 

enable professional application of subject matter and they were proposed by participants 

to be introduced as subject components. Universities are increasingly introducing 

authentic assessments (Hymes, Chafin & Gondor, 1991; Ormiston, 2011; Wiggins, 1993) 

to meet their graduate employability and work-place ready targets. Finally, research 

participants suggested that supportive attitudes displayed by lecturing staff would be 

welcome. It seems from the findings that the need to provide opportunities for students 

to apply their theoretical learnings in the workplace is an area for close collaboration 

between academia and industry so that students’ technical-, social- and employability 

skills are enhanced. 

 

6.6 Practical Contributions of the study - Components and Supporting Factors of 

Employability 
 

The major areas of concern that participants raised in the discussions can be 

conceptualised in Figure 6.2: Components and supporting factors of employability in the 

university context. This figure represents the integration of Table 8: Components of 

employability and Table 9: Supporting factors of employability. The components of 

employability are employability skills which involve the application of interpersonal 

skills, practical activities which target industry-specific technical skills, and academic 

foundational knowledge that is acquired from university studies. The supporting factors 

include social activities for which students need to apply their soft skills, engagement 

with industry professionals for the application of industry-specific technical skills and 

academic support provided by the higher education institution. As illustrated in Figure 

6.2, interpersonal skills, industry-specific technical skills and academic skills and support 

the link between the components of work-readiness and the supporting factors. These 
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links constitute the major categories of participants’ work-readiness indicating that the 

education of work-ready graduates involves a joint effort from the students themselves, 

university staff and industry professionals. Various research projects focus on the 

potential collaborative strategies of key stakeholders discussing the representative groups 

of government, industry and educational institutions (Fleming, 2017; Jackson et al., 2016; 

Verma et al., 2018; Winchester-Seeto, Rowe & Mackaway, 2016). This current study 

brings the students in the forefront as key stakeholders to understand their perceptions 

and find ways of better supporting them in developing their employability. 

 

Figure 6.2. Components and supporting factors of employability in the university context 

 

 

 

Components of employability Supporting factors 
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6.7 Theoretical Contributions of the Study 

 

Overall, the SCCT model (Lent, et al., 1994) helped me understand international 

business students’ perceptions of their employability. The model was useful in 

highlighting the importance of person inputs, background influences and contextual 

influences impacting on career choices and outcome expectations. This study focussed 

on students’ learning experiences involving both academic and industry-based 

experiences. The emergent five themes suggest that several changes could be made to the 

SCCT model, especially to enhance its applicability to international student cohorts These 

changes are illustrated in Figure 6.3. 

 

 

Figure 6.3. Theoretical contribution to the SCCT model. Adapted from “Model of person, 

contextual, and experiential factors affecting career-related choice behaviour” by Lent, et 

al., 1994, Journal of Vocational Behavior, 45, p. 93. Reprinted with permission. 

 

First, the area of the model titled ‘person inputs’ could be complemented by the 

serendipitous finding of this study about participants’ visa considerations. Their learning 

experiences and perception of employability might be impacted on the basis of visa 

approvals. Second, since previous education and work experience played an important 

role in participants’ perceptions of their employability, background influences could 

highlight these issues. Third, students’ desire to include practical experiences in their 

university degree could be illustrated with the inclusion of ‘integration of academia and 
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industry’. Next, it is suggested that self-efficacy expectations and outcome expectations 

are combined and re-named as ‘self-confidence about employability’. In this study it 

seems more reasonable to link participants’ confidence specifically to their outcome 

expectations to find out how work-ready they feel they are. Lastly, even though the 

individual’s informal career contacts are included in the contextual environmental 

influences (Lent, et al. 2000), the importance of social connections and networking 

(guanxi, in particular for Chinese participants) needs to be highlighted in the model to 

include the findings of this current study on international students. 

 

6.8 Limitations 

 

The small-scale exploratory study looked at only one university year level, and 

the data collection took place in the same year level for every participant at the same 

university. This study did not look at comparisons between different year levels, nor 

comparisons within the same year level. It aimed to gather data on students’ current 

perceptions about employability. Since employment becomes a central question towards 

the end of the degree program, students in their last trimester were targeted in the data 

collection. 

Another limitation of this study is that it focussed solely on the student population.  

While it is important to hear the students’ voice, it would be valuable for educational 

institutions to explore other stakeholders’ perceptions. For example, a study that 

compared employers’ and international students’ perceptions of students’ employability 

skills could provide a more holistic perspective, and insightful implications for 

curriculum re-design.  

 

6.9 Implications for Further Research 

 

In addition to extending this research to a large-scale project, there are other 

potential research projects to consider for the future. This research could be replicated 

across different universities to engage with more international students in their business 

degree. More year levels could be introduced to allow for comparisons, instead of 

focusing only on students in their final year level. The data collection could also be 

designed pre and post- intervention, such as before and after the capstone experience to 

measure the effectiveness of the various subjects or courses aiming to enhance 
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employability. As noted in the previous section, the research could be enriched by inviting 

employers to share their views. Employers’ perspectives could benefit education 

institutions in their attempt to enhance students’ employability. 

This study could also be replicated among different groups of participants to see 

how their responses about employability, or the university’s responsibilities in relation to 

employment, varies by age, gender, country of origin and former education. This would 

allow researchers to see whether the response patterns change, and to explore the 

similarities and differences between cultures, genders, previous education and academic 

attainment. It is also worth further exploration to know why students place such high 

significance on work experience when defining their level of work-readiness, if 

employers rank it lower than other employability skills and capabilities. Since the market 

value of an individual is defined by their employability, adaptability, flexibility and 

trainability (Singh, 2015), institutions’ roles in equipping graduates with these qualities 

could be researched. 

The finding about Chinese participants and their focus on networking, calls for 

further research. Chinese participants unanimously raised the issue of networking and 

social activities in their job search and career advancement. It would be beneficial, 

therefore, to explore how this impacts Chinese graduates’ job search and employability. 

Further, it would be worthwhile to explore how universities could assist Chinese and other 

international students in the acquisition of such skills.  

The scope of this current study did not look at the country in which students seek 

employment. Instead, it looked at students’ understanding of employability, along with 

their perceptions of their own employability. An area for further research is whether the 

geographical location of graduates’ employment influences their perception of 

employability, and whether their employability is made up of different factors at different 

locations. Since communication and team-work skills are both highly ranked by Chinese 

participants, it would be interesting to know if they consider these skills as the most 

important for the purpose of employability or networking. 

Participants’ visa options were not discussed in relation to their career goals and 

aspirations. After revisiting the SCCT model (Lent, et al., 1994) and reflecting on the 

findings, it is evident that the contextual factors of the model need to encompass issues 

around participants’ visa attainment. Participants were not explicit about this issue, but it 

arose during the focus group discussions. The need to specifically address questions about 

visa options shaping career choice and perceptions of employability, emerged from this 
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current study. This could inform further studies about international students’ career 

aspirations. 

Since WIL activities were frequently mentioned by participants during the focus 

group discussions, it would be useful to see how such activities prepare students for future 

employment. Internships received particular attention among participants, and the need 

for more internships during the degree was raised. Research could explore whether in-

course internships would engage students more deeply and more meaningfully with the 

subject matter. To explore whether it helps to develop work-ready graduates, a 

comparative longitudinal study could be designed. The study could follow students 

undertaking their coursework and internship and the impact on their perceptions of their 

employability. Research could also fruitfully compare groups of participants who engage 

with internships during their coursework, compared with groups of participants who 

engage with internships only at the end of their degree. This recommendation supports 

the call for future research suggested by Barton et al. (2018) regarding strategies that 

could support international students in preparation for their work placements, including 

the discipline-specific assessment designs. 

Figure 6.2 presented the components and supporting factors of employability in 

the university context, based on participants’ responses. It would be helpful to determine 

how much importance students and other stakeholder place onto each component. Such 

research could inform educational institutions about programs that support students’ 

employability and provide a foundation for enhanced stakeholder collaboration. 

As identified earlier in the chapter, a further limitation is that this current study 

only focused on certain components of the SCCT model. The SCCT model is made up of 

several elements as shown in Figure 6.1. It did not explore interests, choice actions, 

performance domains and proximal environmental influences. Further research could be 

extended to the other components of the SCCT model in relation to international students. 

It would be interesting to understand how international students’ interests relate to their 

choice goals, actions and performances. It is particularly important to further clarify how 

different countries’ visa conditions might influence career choices, actions and 

performances.  
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6.10 Conclusion 

 

This chapter discussed the research findings of this study in light of the literature 

review and theoretical framework. It also explored the study’s contributions to theory and 

curriculum development, as well as the limitations of this research. The most appealing 

feature of this study to me was its student focus. It was important to find out whether 

students understood the notion of employability in the same way as it is defined in 

university policies and curricula. Further, finding ways of better supporting students to 

becoming more employable while they undertake their tertiary education. This practical 

research project opened avenues for assessment redesign, classroom activities with the 

involvement of industry professionals, and an increased level of awareness when it comes 

to supporting students on their internships. It also raised further considerations about the 

introduction of more internships during the degree program, along with social activities 

to allow students to boost their networking skills. Finally, the study provided me with 

valuable input to redesign the Student WILLINGNESS Program with more meaningful 

and relevant activities embedded in the degree program. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A: The structure of the Student WILLINGNESS Program with compulsory 

WIL components 
 

  

1 
 

 

 
 

YEAR 1 – predominantly on campus, low 

engagement  

guest speaker 

visit to business location in class 

mock interview 

mentoring 

YEAR 2 – on and off campus, medium 

engagement 

work shadowing  

visit to business location in class 

role play 

mentoring 

simulations using live data 

professional skills training 

case work for internal clients 

YEAR 3 – on and off campus, high 

engagement 

work placement 

project work 

professional skills training 

job readiness workshops by 

career services 

 

Student 

WILLINGNESS 

Subject 1 

 

Student 

WILLINGNESS 

Subject 2 

 

Student 

WILLINGNESS 

Subject 3 

 

Compulsory 

WIL 

Subject 4 or 5 

 

AIM 

Subject 4 or 5: 

undertaking either an 

internship or 

a project while working 

on real industry problems 

AIM 

Subject 1: introducing 

Personal Transferable 

Skills 

Subject 2: introducing 

employability skills, goal 

setting and vision 

AIM 

Subject 3: introducing and 

ensuring volunteering  

industry mentorship 

networking opportunities 

Ongoing support: 

Guest speakers, informal career discussions, career services and workshops, field trips 
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Appendix B: Sample Questions for Student Focus Groups 
 

Questions for Student Focus group interviews 

 

International Undergraduate Business Students’ 

Perceptions of Employability and Career Enhancement 

Overview: 

Focus group interviews will be conducted throughout the study period in Year Level 3 (final year of the 

degree program).  

Research participants will be asked about their understanding of work-readiness (employability skills) 

and about their self-perceptions about employability.  

Research participants will be asked to discuss their perceptions of the role of the university in helping 

prepare them for employment and also discuss how the university can better help them acquire 

employability skills.  

Beginning/ middle of final Year level 3 trimester/ study period - sample questions: 

Category 1 – employability: (I’m curious about your understanding of employability and work-

readiness.) 

1. What does the term ‘employability skills’ mean to you?  

2. What do you think are the 3 skills that are the most important for you in terms of getting a job in 

the area of your studies? Why are these 3 skills so important? 

3. Other than studying what other things have you done to enhance your employability? Do you 

have casual work? What type of work, how many hours and how does this work improve your 

future employability skills? 

4. Having completed your degree, how work-ready do you feel you are on a scale of 0-5 where 0 is 

‘not at all ready’ and 5 is ‘absolutely ready’. Note: use the scale to point to. 

Category 2 – the future (I’d like to know what your desired career looks like and how you prepare for 

that.) 

1. What are your career goal(s) in relation to your undergraduate degree? 

2. What does your desired job in the field of your studies look like in the future? (12 months? 5 

years? 10 years?) 

Category 3 – the university (In the next set of questions I’d like to ask you about your perceptions of 

your university degree in terms of preparation for employment. I am also interested in hearing about how 

you think the University could improve what it does in relation to preparing students for employment.  

1. To what extent do you feel that your degree course is preparing you for your future 

employment?  

2. In what ways does the University prepare you/support you to become employable? 

3. How else can the university support you to be more confident about being employable in your 

field of studies?  

4. How else can the university support you to prepare for your desired position? 

Are there anything else I missed and you would like to add? 
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Appendix C: Researcher’s reflections on focus group discussions 

Reflections on Focus Group Discussion 1 

I need approximately an hour for transcribing 10 minutes. 

I’m unsure if I allow enough time for the participants to think when I ask the questions ‘what 

else’? I think I was afraid of silence. I need to erase this and don’t be afraid of downtime.  

It seems that the most important employability skills are the ones that the participants have 

previously mentioned in the general question about employability skills.  

I have to avoid yes/no questions!!! E.g. What about your understanding about setting up your 

own business. You all want to set up your all business Have you got a basic understanding of 

that? I started out well with an open question and this question generated from our previous 

discussion showing that I pay attention to what they say. However, I committed a mistake 

with limiting the space I opened up by asking a yes/no question.  

I need to take breaks to avoid loss of information. My attention level drops after half an hour. 

It’s a really tedious job that has to be broken up into manageable increments. 

It is great to do the reflections simultaneously. It breaks the process and I eliminate the 

possibility of losing valuable insight. 

Special attention needs to be paid to decode the questions as participants like to go on 

tangents and not answering the original question. 

Participants’ reflection (discussion after the recording): P3/1 thought it was repetitive as the 

questions were interrelated (skills, skills, skills). P1/1 said it got them think about the skills 

they need, they have not even thought about these but my questions raised awareness. Yesss!! 

☺ P3/1 said he was really shocked about Joblinx – they recently got him a job in the Greek 

Club, they were really helpful but after graduation it’s all over. Once he graduates Joblinx 

can’t help him. He is asking for help to get experience (not a paid job) after graduation. 

Reflections on Focus Group Discussion 2 

In terms of facilitating the discussions I was much more efficient than last time. It was, 

however, a big challenge this time to keep the conversation on track. Participants tended to 

go on tangents that did not seem to have relation to the topic. I say ‘did not seem to’ because 

at this stage I cannot see the relevance. I found it important to record them as I might need to 

use these findings in the later phase of data interpretation.  

As for the transcription process, I was able to transcribe 10-minute worth of speech within 45 

minutes. It can only happen in an unstimulating environment right after physical workout.  

I still cannot write more than about 20 minutes of the audio. I needed to go back and replay it 

towards the end because I lose concentration otherwise. With loss of concentration I lose 

valuable pieces of information that I cannot allow to happen. 

Students’ reflections: they found it ‘really good’. They were happy that they were allowed to 

express their opinion. They resented the fact that changes might not affect them as they have 

been graduated by the time changes will be in effect. They also noted they can only suggest 
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changes as they want it, they don’t know what the others want. As one of the participants said 

‘It has an expiry date.’ (58.14).  

They found it really good to have read the questions before the focus group discussion. They 

thought I gave them enough time to think and react to the questions. They were confused 

about their future as to what they want to do. Preparing for the interview, however, enabled 

them to think about their future. They feel it is ‘necessary’ to start thinking about what/who 

they want to become. So my goal of raising awareness was met with Focus Group discussion 

2 (more explicitly than in focus group discussion 1 where participants had been aware of their 

desired pathway before the interview took place). 

They found me polite and efficient during the interview. They though there is nothing I 

should change in terms of how I conduct the discussion. They all concluded that they wish to 

ponder on and learn about their goals.  

Reflections on Focus Group Discussion 3 

Facilitation of the discussion was really challenging. Participants preferred to respond to the 

questions very narrowly and they did not want to provide me with additional insights. I tried 

to ask my questions over and over again as I felt I did not get a response. Then I realized that 

they already responded to the question as they wished to. Probably I started to introduce 

expectations after the second focus group discussion and now I faced participants who did not 

respond to me as per my expectations. It was an amazing epiphany while I was conducting 

the focus group discussion. Next time I will be aware of this issue so I should not come to a 

conclusion too early.  

I learnt from my mistakes committed during focus group discussion 1. I make sure I clarify 

all the questions. This time I also got the students to follow the questions on their information 

sheet. They were reading the questions while I was asking it. This way the misunderstandings 

were completely eliminated. 

Teaching and clarification on the employability skills and work-readiness were crucial part of 

this discussion. The literature review proved to be really helpful in this process. Since I have 

done a thorough research about these concepts, I could easily step in and made things clear. 

With this, I achieved the subliminal goal of raising awareness of employability skills among 

students. 

As for the transcription process, I was able to transcribe 10-minute worth of speech within 40 

minutes. Last time I did it after physical exercise which helped me stay focused. It proved to 

be a good recipe so I acted similarly. 

I still cannot write more than about 20 minutes of the audio. I needed to go back and replay it 

towards the end because I lose concentration otherwise. With loss of concentration I lose 

valuable pieces of information that I cannot allow to happen. 

Students’ reflections: Participants found the discussion easy to follow and relevant to their 

lives. They felt empowered that they had a chance to speak about these topics and have their 

say and show their contribution. Overall, they had a positive expression about the process. 

They agreed that I had conduced myself professionally during this discussion and it was easy 
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to follow me, I gave them enough time to respond to the questions, and made everything 

clear. I learnt it form one of the lecturers that student participants used the questions and 

informed consent forms as models for assignment purposes so I managed to contribute to 

their studies, too. 

Reflections on Focus Group Discussion 4 

This was the most challenging discussion so far. When I think it can only get better with time 

and practice, something happens to prove the opposite. It was a linguistically challenging 

interview where empathy, patience and problem solving skills were intensively applied. It 

was really difficult to understand participants’ pronunciation so I needed to repeat my 

questions and participants’ answers multiple times. Non-verbal clues came really hand this 

time to see whether there is something additional not being told. When I received a certain 

type of giggles I knew, there is more to that question than what the participants shared with 

me. It was a great experience to see how many different things an interviewer has to pay 

attention to. Working with participants form international background also has its challenges. 

Many times I have to make sense of what they try to say. It might infuse my point of view or 

thinking which I do not wish to include as I am interested in the participants’ thinking. Body 

language and non-verbal cues play an important role in the decoding process. The strategy of 

allowing participants to help each other proved to be useful. It also turned out to be helpful to 

allow more time for the participants to think and respond. No wonder why it was the longest 

session. I have not been exhausted to this degree after any of the previous focus group 

discussions. This one was certainly difficult to get through but I learnt some great strategies. 

And I also learnt that the focus group interview is a very dynamic team effort. 

The transcription process was slower. It took me three days to transcribe this discussion and 

make sure data loss is minimal and data extraction is authentic. 

Students’ reflections: They were happy with the process. The whole discussion was high 

spirited but very difficult for me to facilitate. Participants did not pick up on that. I even had a 

question from P3/4 about thinking skills, critical thinking and what it means to me. They 

were really interested in the topic. They found that it was a great opportunity to brainstorm. 

They loved that they could contribute and not just listen. 

Reflections on Focus Group Discussion 5 

This was the slowest interview I have had during the data collection process. Participants 

took a long time to consider the responses and sometimes it was difficult to not push them. I 

found it challenging to guide them without manipulate their response. They worked well as a 

team helping each other formulate the response.  

The transcription was the quickest so far maybe because of the long silence, the text was not 

as rich as in case of the previous focus group discussions. I could almost do ‘real time’ 

typing, completing 10 minutes of discussion within 14 minutes. 

As per the participants’ reflection I gave them enough time to respond to the questions. I have 

to note here that I needed to overcome my ‘fear of silence’ and not to pressure participants to 

give me rich sentences as responses. They also liked that they had received the questions 

beforehand. Strangely, I did not feel they had prepared for the interview. They were 



International Undergraduate Business Students Perceptions of Employability 128  

comfortable and they found my conduct professional. 

Reflections on Focus Group Discussion 6 

This was the easiest discussion to transcribe. It was completed quickly. It was also easy to 

understand and follow. The minor confusions were clarified on the spot.  

The participants reflected positively on the interview experience. They did not have any 

suggestions for me to improve. They gave me a score of 10 out of 10. 😊 
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Appendix D: Informed consent form 

 
 

         
     Griffith Business School 

Department of International Business and Asian Studies 

 

Nathan campus, Griffith University 

     170 Kessels Road, Nathan, Queensland 4111 Australia 

Telephone +61 (0) 7 3735 7411 

Facsimile +61 (0) 7 3735 5111  

      www.griffith.edu.au 

 

Information and Consent Form 

Name of Project: International Undergraduate Business Students’ Conceptions of Work-

readiness in Australian Higher Education, Griffith University Reference Number: 2016/659. 

You are invited to participate in a study that aims to explore international students’ 

perceptions about their work-readiness in undergraduate business education. Although 

universities are endeavouring to understand students’ perspectives of employability, more 

information is needed from students’ own understanding and point of view. 

The research findings will contribute to universities’ understanding of how to embed 

employment development programs in an internationalised context in the business 

curriculum.  

The study is being conducted by Professors Michelle Barker and Parlo Singh Chief 

Investigators from Department of International Business and Asian Studies and from Griffith 

Institute for Educational Research, Griffith University, m.barker@griffith.edu.au and 

parlo.singh@griffith.edu.au Ms Eszter Kiss, Student Investigator, James Cook University, 

eszter.kiss@jcub.edu.au.  

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary: you are not obliged to participate and if you 

decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without having to give a reason and 

without consequence. However, once the interviews are transcribed all personal details will 

be removed for reporting the findings and the recordings destroyed. After that it is not possible 

to withdraw from the study, as it will be harder to identify individual interviews.  

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package and in 

particular have noted that: 

 



International Undergraduate Business Students Perceptions of Employability 130  

• Participation in this project includes participating in a semi-structured interview; 
 

• I understand the purpose, extent and possible effects of my involvement in this 
research project; 

 

• I understand that my interview will be audio-taped; and 
 

• I understand that only the research team will have access to this tape; and  
 

• I understand that the recording will be erased following transcription; 
 

• I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 
 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 
research; 

 

• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary and my participation 
will in no way impact on my student relationship with the university; 

 

• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team; 
 

• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without explanation or penalty; 
 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 
Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 4375 (or research-
ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 
project; and 

 

• I voluntarily agree to participate in the project. 
 

A summary report will be available to the participating individuals upon request at completion 

of the research project. Please email us at eszter.kiss@griffithuni.edu.au to receive a copy. The 

results of anonymous data analysis will be used to meet the requirements of a student’s 

honours thesis and may also be used in a future PhD study and be disseminated in scholarly 

journals at a later date. 

 

I,                                  have read and understand the information above and any questions I have 

asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in this research, knowing 

that I can withdraw from further participation in the research at any time without consequence.  

I have been given a copy of this form to keep. 

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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Participant’s Name:  

 

Participant’s Signature: _____________________________ Date:  

 

 

Investigator’s Name:  

 

Investigator’s Signature:_________________________Date:  

 

 

The ethical aspects of this study have been approved by the Griffith University Human Research 

Ethics Committee. If you have any complaints or reservations about any ethical aspect of your 

participation in this research, you may contact the Committee through the Director, Research 

Ethics research-ethics@griffith.edu.au and quote GU Ref No: 2016/659. Any complaint you 

make will be treated in confidence and investigated, and you will be informed of the outcome. 

(PARTICIPANTS’ COPY) 

  

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
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Appendix E: Survey on demographics and background questions 

Background information for the student focus group sessions 

 

International Undergraduate Business Students’ Perceptions of Work-readiness in Australian 

Higher Education 

Overview: 

In preparation for the focus group interviews, could you please respond to these 

questions in writing as part of the research process. I will collect the responses prior to 

conducting the focus group discussions. Thank you. 

1. What is your age? 

 17-20 

 21-24 

 25-28 

 29-32 

 33-36 

 37-40 

 

2. What is your gender? 

 Female 

 Male 

 

3. What is your country of origin? 

________________________________ 

4. Have you undertaken tertiary studies before you came to Australia?  

 Yes 

 No 

What level? 

 Certificate 

 Diploma 

 Undergraduate 

 

5. Did you work while undertaking your degree?  

 Yes 

 No 
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If yes, please indicate the arrangement and the field of wok experience in the 

table below: 

 
 Part 

time 

Full 

time 

Casual Internship Placement Volunteering Paid Unpaid 

Field 

1: 

 

        

Field 

2: 

 

        

Field 

3: 

 

        

Field 

4: 

 

        

Field 

5: 

 

        

Field 

6: 

 

        

Field 

7: 

 

        

Field 

8: 

 

        

 

 

6. Did you have any other sort of work experience prior to your studies?  

 Yes 

 No 

If yes, please indicate the arrangement and the field of wok experience in the 

table below: 

 

 Part 

time 

Full 

time 

Casual Internship Placement Volunteering Paid Unpaid 

Field 

1: 

 

        

Field 

2: 

 

        

Field 

3: 

 

        

Field 

4: 
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Field 

5: 

 

        

Field 

6: 

 

        

Field 

7: 

 

        

Field 

8: 

 

        

 

7. What was the longest period of time you worked for?  

 

__________ years __________months 

 

In which country? 

_________________________ 

 

In what role? 

_________________________ 

 

8. How interested are you to take on employment after graduation in your field of 

studies?  

 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

Not at all important   Extremely important 

 

Tell me why you ranked yourself there? Please comment on your reasons. 

________________________________________________________________

_____ 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

____________________ 

 

9. How confident are you to take on employment after graduation in your field of 

studies? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

Not at all confident   Extremely confident 

Tell me why you ranked yourself there? Please comment on your reasons. 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix F: Ethics Application Fully Approved 
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Appendix G: Approval from Case University to Conduct Research  
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Appendix H: Demographic profile of participants 
 

 

 Frequency Percent 

Gender   

Female 6 33.3 

Male 12 66.6 

   

Age   

21-24 10 55.5 

25-28 5 27.7 

29-32 2 11.1 

32-36 0 0 

37-40 1 5.5 

   

Country of origin   

Brazil 1 5.5 

China 8 44.4 

Colombia 1 5.5 

India 5 27.7 

Papua New Guinea 2 11.1 

South Korea 1 5.5 

   

Prior studies   

No 5 27.7 

Certificate 4 22.2 

Diploma 7 38.8 

Bachelor 6 33.3 

   

Work experience during studies   

Yes 14 77.7 

No 4 22.2 

   

Work experience prior to studies   

Yes 9 50.0 

No 9 50.0 
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Appendix I: The three most important employability skills 

 

 
 

Finding Participant Individual rank 

Problem solving skills Archie 1 

Communication skills  2 

Team work skills  3 

Computer skills Garry 1 

Managing your environment  2 

Leadership skills  3 

Excel skills (and other software skills) Henry 1 

Communication skills  2 

Team work skills  3 

Team work skills Tammy 1 

Communication skills  2 

Leadership skills  3 

Organisational skills Cherry 1 

Team work skill  2 

Customer service skills (not employability skill)  3 

Communication skills Bobby 1 

Critical thinking (not employability skill)  2 

Networking, build relationships  3 

Interpersonal skills Nick 1 

Communication skills  2 

Cultural sensitivity  3 

Communication skills Harrison 1 

Interpersonal skills  2 

Logical planning skill  3 

Communication skills Justin 1 

Social skills  2 

Interpersonal skills  3 



International Undergraduate Business Students Perceptions of Employability 139  

Problem-solving skills Dylan 1 

Time management skills  2 

Organizing skills  3 

Time management skills Kirk 1 

Communication skills  2 

Problem-solving skills  3 

Team work skills Jacob 1 

Professional skills (not employability skill)  2 

Communication skills  3 

Communication skills Vivienne 1 

Digital skills  2 

Team work skills  3 

Organisational skills Karina 1 

Digital skills  2 

Communication skills  3 

Problem-solving skills Tyson 1 

Team work skills  2 

Communication skills  3 

Databases Pandora 1 

Team work skills  2 

Communication skills  3 

Leadership skills Danna 1 

Time management skills  2 

Team work skills  3 

Team work skills Barron 1 

Software skills  2 

Initiative  3 
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Appendix J: Glossary 

 

Glossary 

 
 

Employability skills: The highly skilled workforce that enterprises are seeking 

has to possess generic and transferable skills broadly distributed within the 

organisation (Department of Education, Science and Training, 2002). On top of 

candidates’ technical skills (or specialist knowledge) employers are looking for 

employability skills and English language competency (Gribble and Blackmore, 2012). 

These employability skills are communication skills, team-work skills, problem solving 

skills, planning and organising skills, self- management skills and digital literacy, 

ability to work with protocols, decision making skills, creative thinking, being flexible, 

and the ability to work with diverse points of views (Archer and Davison, 2008; 

Department of Education and Training, 2009; Department of Industry, Innovation, 

Climate Change, Science, Research and Tertiary Education and Department of 

Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2013; Shah and Nair, 2011). 

Employability is not to be confused with employment rates (Yorke, 2004). The skills 

needed for successful employment are often referred to as soft skills, personal 

transferable skills or generic skills.  

 
Globalisation in higher education: The process of liberalisation of economies, 

the global mobility of citizens, and the increasing demand of skilled labour have led to 

the restructuring of higher education systems driven by unprecedented social and 

economic forces. Higher education systems and stakeholders are embedded in an 

extremely complex, dynamically interdependent environment (Kauppinen, 2014). This 

environment is formulated by the notions of the changing economic-, cultural-, 

technological- and political systems; capitalism and the social relations between capital 
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and labour; career advancement for women; cohesive and collaborative efforts in the 

geographically de-territorialized workplaces. Education institutions in the process of 

globalisation are facing the forces of internationalisation, multiculturalism, 

commodification, homogenisation, marketisation, restructuring, labour alterations, 

productivity and efficiency, electronic communication and state intervention. As 

education is a requirement of human welfare and is a right for everyone, education 

institutions have an outstanding role in the delivery of required knowledge to the 

individual of diverse background (Singh, 2004). The market value of the individual is 

proved by the person’s employability, adaptability, flexibility and trainability (Singh, 

2015). These indicators should receive higher recognition from institutions in term of 

designing their content delivery and graduate outcomes. 

 
Graduate outcomes: Tertiary institutions place their promises in their graduate 

statement that might be called graduate capabilities, graduate qualities, or graduate 

attributes that summarise what learners are expected to know after completion of a 

program of study (Thomas and Day, 2014). 

Innovation: Innovation is the generation of new ideas (Thompson, 1965) and new 

knowledge (Plessis, 2007), both of which operate as driving forces for universities to be 

able to produce more knowledgeable individuals (Razak, Murray & Roberts, 2014).  

 
Internationalisation of higher education: Knowledge and information have 

been the key source of productivity and power throughout the centuries. The scientific 

discoveries have led to the exponential growth of knowledge (Castells, 2004). The 

power of knowledge, however, is proportional to its use in any industrial or social 

activity (Racevskis, 1986) which calls for sensitivity and industry-specific application 

of knowledge from both education professionals and students all around the world. The 

emergence of the knowledge economy and the intense flow of migrants have induced 



International Undergraduate Business Students Perceptions of Employability 142  

competition among higher education institutions, engaging them in a global war of 

talent (Brown and Hesketh, 2004; Rooney, Hearn and Kastelle, 2012). Cross- border 

mobility and the desire for settling in an economically more stable country forced 

universities to fight for international enrolment (Castells, 1996). Initially, institutions 

regarded international students’ enrolment as a remedy for the declining local student 

population (White, 2008), but soon it became the driver of skilled migration and 

innovation (Stuen, Mobarak and Maskus, 2012). In Australia, the Department of 

Education and Training (2016) has set out a plan to develop the country’s role in 

education, while responding to the global trends. The National Strategy for International 

Education 2025 is built on three pillars aiming to strengthen education, student 

experience and quality assurance, to establish transformative partnerships within and 

outside of the country and finally to compete globally to grow international education. 

Information and innovation as an essential components and drivers of the knowledge 

economy (Castells, 2004) are in the focal point of education. As Singh and Doherty 

(2004) stated in their research, the internationalisation of the curricula and the 

introduction of pedagogy responsive to the globalized education have been on the 

agenda of higher education institutions. This raises a dilemma about the extent of 

modification of curricular design and the individualisation of content delivery. Singh et 

al. (2013) suggested to introduce new ways of knowing with developing trusting 

communicative relations while keeping the boundary between research and teaching. 

 
International students: International students are individuals enrolled in higher 

education in a foreign country of which they are neither citizens nor immigrants (Davis, 

1996). 

 
Protean career attitude: The new career attitude taking over the traditional, 

organisation- centred view is called the protean career (Hall, 1976). In the protean 



International Undergraduate Business Students Perceptions of Employability 143  

model the career is self- determined, and values-driven that serves the person’s life 

purpose, rather than organisational goals and rewards (Hall, 2004). The theory is 

relevant to this study as it is focusing on international students who opted for Australia 

as a study destination. Migrating to another country to complete tertiary education not 

only proves to be a career investment but also a step towards their boundariless career 

philosophy. 

 
Self-efficacy: The concept of self-efficacy is attributed to Bandura (1977) whose 

conceptions of social learning later evolved to social cognitive theory. Self-efficacy is 

a person’s belief or judgement in their capabilities in execution of certain actions to 

produce attainment (Bandura, 1997). 

 
Work-readiness: Yorke (2006, p.7) defined work-readiness as a set of necessary 

attributes that employers and employees agree to possess in order to fulfil the needs of 

a given job. Caballero and Walker (2010) find that work-readiness is the extent to which 

a graduate perceives to possess the attributes that prepares them for successful 

employment. Work-readiness is often explained with the terms of soft skills, 

employability or job-readiness (Wagner, 2006). Even scholars tend to use the terms 

interchangeably (Yorke, 2006; McQuaid and Lindsay, 2005; Tymon, 2011). This study 

uses the term work-readiness. 

 

 




