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Abstract

Purpose — The purpose of this paper is to outline four separate studies undertaken in two Australian
universities between 2003 and 2012 on employer feedback on the quality of university graduates. Higher
education has expanded significantly in the past decade. The expansion has been in student enrolments with
a focus on increasing the participation of disadvantaged students; the emergence of new kinds of providers
other than universities; new modes of education delivery; and the internationalisation of higher education.
The diversity of higher education institutions and quality issues require the assessment of graduate quality
based on feedback from employers. The lack of such assessment on graduate quality based on employer
voice risks the production of graduates with focus on success (quantity) rather than excellence (quality). It
also disconnects the engagement between higher education institutions and employers to assess trends and
changes in various industries and professions that require employer input in course development and
renewal to meet the changing needs of the industries.

Design/methodology/approach — A quantitative method using online survey to gather feedback from
employers of university graduates was used. The survey tool has been previously used in other studies.
Findings — A decade of study using quantitative and qualitative methods with different employers in
two different geographic locations clearly shows that employer views on the quality of university
graduates in a range of capabilities have remained consistent. The study also outlines the challenges in
gathering feedback from employers and how data are used in curriculum reviews and enhancements.
Research limitations/implications — The study has a number of limitations, including gathering
up-to-date employer data, and engagement of employers in the survey.

Practical implications — Practical implications could include the use of survey data in new course
developments, review of courses and further enhancement to ensure course relevance.
Originality/value — This is the first longitudinal study undertaken using the same survey instrument
in two universities. The study engaged 485 employers.

Keywords Quality assurance, Feedback, Employers, Employer survey,

Employer perception of university graduates, Graduate quality, Employer satisfaction

Paper type Research paper

Introduction

Higher education has experienced massive expansion in terms of student enrolments
and the emergence of new kinds of providers (Shah and Jarzabkowski, 2013). The
increased flexibility, new kinds of providers and new modes of education delivery all
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underline the need to assess the quality of graduates based on feedback from employers
and industry bodies representing different professions. There are concerns worldwide
that existing undergraduate programmes are not producing graduates with the kinds of
lifelong learning skills and professional skills which they need to be successful in their
professions (AAGE, 2011; AGR, 1995; BHERT, 2002; Candy and Crebert, 1991; Candy
et al., 1994; Harvey, 1993; Harvey and Green, 1994; ICAA, 1994; NBEET, 1992; Nair and
Patil, 2011). Articles in the media (for example, The Australian) have also highlighted
the views of various professional accrediting bodies in relation to the gap between
employability skills attained by graduates and what employers want in professions
including accounting, finance and economics. Also, the most recent study undertaken in
Australia by the prominent business industry group (Australian Industry Group, 2009)
suggests that employers recognise employability skills, a positive attitude and work
experience as the most important factors when recruiting graduates. The same study
also showed employer dissatisfaction in some specific areas which included teamwork
skills, business and customer awareness and the lack of relevant work experience. A
large-scale study funded by the Commonwealth Government with 1,105 graduate
employers in Australia found that employers rated five skills as most important:
creativity and flair; enthusiasm; capacity for independent and critical thinking; and
flexibility and adaptability (Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs,
2000). Most recent study in Australia with graduates and their supervisors found the
following strengths in graduates: specific knowledge and skills suitable for the field;
teamwork and interpersonal skills; written and oral communication skills; research
skills; autonomy, self-organisation and flexibility; and critical thinking and analytical
skills (Workplace Research Centre, University of Sydney, 2014, p. 72).

Previous studies in various contexts suggest concerns raised by employers and
industries about the quality of university graduates. De la Harpe et al. (2000) in Australia
suggested that undergraduate programmes are failing to provide graduates with the
necessary skills for their careers. Shah and Nair’s (2011) research with 400 graduate
employers from different industries in Australia found the following graduate
capabilities rated by employers as high on importance and low on satisfaction:

¢ being able to communicate effectively;

- ability to organise work and manage time effectively;

 being willing to face and learn from errors and listen openly to feedback;

« ability to set and justify priorities;

 being flexible and adaptable; and

 a willingness to listen to different points of views before coming to a decision.

Scott et al’s (2010) study in two public hospitals in Australia reported ten skills rated as
most important by graduate nurses:

(1) clinical practice;

(2) ability to organise work and manage time effectively;
(3) understanding personal strengths and limitations;

(4) ability to set and justify priorities;

(5) wanting to produce as good a job as possible;
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(6) being able to develop and use networks of colleagues to help solve key
workplace problems;

(7) the ability to remain calm under pressure or when things go wrong;

(8) the ability to use previous experience to figure out what is going on when a
current situation takes an unexpected turn;

(9) the ability to empathise with and work productively with people from a wide
range of backgrounds; and

(10) being able to work with senior staff without being intimidated.

Other attributes were highlighted in an employer survey undertaken at the University of
South Australia that found the following skills and attributes rated high on importance
and low on performance — written skills and oral communications; ability to apply
knowledge; and solve problems (UniSA, 2009). Similar studies undertaken in Australia
by Graduate Careers Australia between 2009-2012 found that interpersonal and
communication skills (written/oral); passion/knowledge of industry/drive/commitment/
attitude; critical reasoning and analytical skills/problem solving/technical skills; lateral
thinking; calibre of academic results; and cultural alignment/values fit as the top six
criteria used in graduate recruitment in Australia (Graduate Career Australia, 2012).

Similar findings are reported in a number of international studies. For example,
studies in the UK by Hesketh (2000) with 372 employers suggest the five most important
skills used by employers to recruit graduates were verbal communication, ongoing
learning, written communication, problem solving and teamwork. The study also
reported clear evidence that employers are well aware of the quality of graduates from
various universities based on previous recruitment experience and target recruitment
from universities with a reputation of producing high-quality graduates. Murray and
Robinson (2001) added there is strong evidence that large-scale graduate recruiters in
UK target a limited number of universities primarily because of the quality of graduates.

Harvey’s (1993) earlier studies in the UK found that apart from communication skills,
employers sought graduates who had interpersonal skills, intelligence and personality.
The Dearing Report (National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (NCIHE,
1997) in the UK recommended the development of communication, numeracy,
information technology and learning how to learn at a higher level within all subjects.
Cranmer (2006) concluded in her study in the UK that there was a “mismatch” with some
graduates between the skills acquired at university and the skills they are required to
use in employment. A study in the UK with the country’s biggest businesses found three
in four bosses believe graduate skills are poor with the research, suggesting that
thousands of young people arrive at interviews without the “vital employability skills”
required by employers such as having a suitable grasp of English (The Telegraph,
2011).

In the European context, a large-scale survey on employers’ perception of graduate
employability in 27 European countries with 7,036 graduate employers found that
graduate recruiters were most likely to highlight the importance of teamwork,
sector-specific skills, written and oral communication skills, computer literacy, the
ability to adapt to new situations and analytical and problem-solving skills as important
attributes when recruiting (European Commission, 2010). A study in Spain with 872
employers found willingness to work; ability to learn; ability to work as part of a team;
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oral communication skills; and time management as key skills required by employers
(Hernandez-March et al., 2009).

A study by PricewaterhouseCoopers (2011) with 1,201 chief executive officers from
69 countries supported the notion that there is a skills mismatch between graduate skills
and the skills required in large organisations. Studies undertaken around the world
show similarities in the findings. In Vietnam, the study also found graduates lacking the
necessary skills required by the contemporary workplace (Tran, 2012; Nguyen, 2009a;
2009b). Studies in Romania suggest that employers recognise professional knowledge;
foreign languages; knowledge of technology; written and oral communication skills; and
problem-solving skills as most important in early career graduates (Nicolescu and
Placaron]un, 2009). A recent study in China found that employers regard the following
qualities as most important when recruiting:

 positive attitudes and behaviours and being responsible, adaptable and working
safely;

e acommitment to learning and growing continuously;
 an ability to think creatively and solve problems; and
o the ability to work cooperatively with others (Velde, 2009).

The assessment of employer feedback on university graduates is important for a
number of reasons. They include:

* to ensure that university courses and curriculum are relevant to the changing
needs of employers and industry;

* to assess the trends and changes in the external operating environment, which
may impact the labour market;

e to identify the extent to which graduates in university and non-university
providers (e.g. private providers) have the skills and attributes which employers
identify as high importance and low satisfaction in early career graduates; and

 to enhance the engagement between employers and the education providers.

The literature suggests that studies across the world with employers have found a
number of generic skills seen as important with early career graduates. They include
written and oral communication, teamwork, critical thinking and problem solving,
sector-specific skills, flexibility and adaptability and the ability to apply knowledge at
work.

Drivers for ongoing assessment

A number of key drivers require ongoing assessment of graduate quality. First, the
emergence of new kinds of non-university education providers offering fast track
courses in online mode requires the assessment of graduate quality from such providers.
Second, in countries such as Australia, UK, New Zealand, South Africa and USA,
governments have introduced policies to increase the participation of diverse groups of
students. Thus, studies on graduate quality are important in an environment of higher
education expansion. Third, in the past few years, higher education has witnessed
diversity in education delivery such as online, partnership and offshore. Fourth, the
dynamic of education delivery is unpredictable with the emergence of massive open
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online course where courses of study are undertaken by millions of students with
different providers with credits offered. Fifth, governments in countries such as
Australia are planning to introduce employer surveys at the national level to assess the
quality of graduates as part of quality assurance and, finally, the disconnection between
employers and education providers in course development and ongoing renewal.
Another important driver for ongoing assessment is increased mobility of graduates
and their ability to work in international context.

The increased internationalisation of higher education with graduate mobility
requires institutions to develop international courses which enable portability of
degrees and its recognition in other countries. Harvey and Bowers-Brown (2004); Arnold
et al. (2005); and Baruch (2004) have pointed out that with increased mobility across
national borders, there is a growing need for a model of generic skills that is recognised
internationally. Such trend is evident in Europe with the introduction of the Bologna
declaration (Bologna declaration, 1999). The expansion of higher education in terms of
student population, different providers and modes of education delivery will no doubt
require the assessment of graduate quality from employers in a Systematic manner.
Such assessment will be demanded by the government and employer groups with the
aim to ensure that higher education is meeting the social, economic and environmental
needs of the broader society (Little, 2003), and higher education is contributing to the
productivity (Curtis and McKenzie, 2001; Foray and Lundvall, 1996).

In Australia, for example, the engagement of employers and the university on course
or curriculum development is via the course development process where most
universities include employer representatives in course advisory committees. The new
national regulator in Australia — Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency
requires evidence of industry engagement in course development (TEQSA, 2012, p. 22).
While the quality assurance process in course development requires employer
engagement, the process has a number of flaws. Anecdotal evidence suggests that in
some universities, the employer representatives in course advisory committees are close
allies of individual academics, which limits rigour in course development and external
mput. There is a view in some universities which suggests that new courses approved
by various committees are without a proper academic and business case, costing, risk
analysis and market needs and intelligence with evidence of courses approved without
any student demand. Some scholars have argued the need to ensure that academic
programmes are relevant, high quality and financially viable (Massy, 2003; Nelson and
Hevert, 1992; and Swift, 2012) before approval. Australian universities have for many
years embedded graduates attributes into the curriculum (Bridgstock, 2005; Hager et al.,
2002; Precision Consultancy, 2007). However, limited attempts have been made to find
out if graduates are actually attaining those attributes using employer feedback.

An area of limited research is employer feedback on the quality of graduates from
private providers. Earlier studies by Edwards et al. (2010) suggest that private provider
graduates are more satisfied compared to university graduates on the course experience
questionnaire in two scales and the overall satisfaction item. Shah and Brown (2009)
found that graduate employment in private higher education is higher than the national
average in universities.

The 2003 Lambert Review in the UK observed: “work experience was universally
regarded as an important way of developing employability skills and business
awareness”. A review of student internship programmes as part of an undergraduate
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degree in the UK showed over 82 per cent of the interns surveyed felt more confident
about their future employability as a result of the internship experience. The top five
areas which the interns reported that they have developed work-related skills included:
time management; communication skills; problem solving; teamwork; and IT skills
(Oakleigh Consulting Limited, 2011).

Methodology
Both qualitative and quantitative methodologies were used to collect employer
feedback on university graduates. In one university (named as University A), the
survey was conducted in 2003, 2007 and in 2012 with large- and medium size
organisations that recruit graduates on an annual basis in various disciplines. In the
second university located in another state (named as University B), the same survey
instrument was administered in 2011 with different employers. The diversity of
employers in two geographic locations provides the depth in terms of employer
representativeness, and enables comparative analysis of employer importance and
satisfaction on a range of graduate capabilities.

Online survey methodology was used in Universities A and B. Employer details were
collected from a range of sources including:

 graduate destination surveys;

 university careers and employment database;

« individual contacts in schools and faculties;

¢ a list maintained by schools where students undertake work-placements;

« list of employers working closely with the university’s engagement office; and

 alist maintained by individual units/departments providing short courses to
employers.

A total of 950 employers where contacted in both universities. The 950 employers
represented various disciplinary areas of course offering in both universities.

The methodology employed is modified, though similar to those reported by Nair
and Mertova (2009). Employers were first contacted via phone to find out the
appropriate person in the best position to assess graduate quality. In most cases,
they include graduate recruitment managers, or immediate supervisors of graduates
in various disciplinary areas. The phone contact enabled the collection of the contact
name, email address and an assessment of a willingness to participate in the survey.
A cover email with the link to the online survey was immediately sent to the contact.
A follow up was also undertaken three weeks after the initial email with
non-respondents. A total of 485 (51 per cent) employers participated in the study in
two universities. The response sample was representative of various disciplinary
areas of course offering in both universities.

Both universities offer courses in a wide range of discipline areas including business,
education, arts, humanities, health and nursing, sciences, pharmacy, various areas in
engineering, construction, etc. Employers from all disciplinary areas were part of the sample.

Survey instrument
The employer survey questionnaire used in Universities A and B has been used since 2003.
The survey uses both importance and performance rating using a five-point Likert
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Table 1.

Top ten skills and
attributes rated by
employers as most
important in
university A and B in
four separate studies

scale. The survey items are based on extensive research on graduate capabilities highlighted
as important by employers in early careers in various professions in Australia.

Findings

The employer survey asked graduate employers to rate the skills and capabilities they
see as most important in early career graduates. The findings suggest that the
importance ratings have remained consistent in four separate studies, between 2003 and
2012, in University A and University B with different employers in two geographic
locations. The top ten graduate capabilities seen as most important in the four separate
studies in Universities A and B in rank order are listed in Table 1.

The only two items outside the top ten in University B study include, a willingness to
pitch in and undertake menial tasks when needed and the ability to remain calm under
pressure or when things go wrong. While these two items were outside the top ten in the
study at University B, they were within the top 20 in University A studies. Full details
of the ratings on both importance and performance on each capability in four separate
studies for Universities A and B are presented in Table II. The data presented in Table II
are based on the mean for each item on importance and performance, and they were
ranked from high to low. The item with highest mean received a rank of 1 and the lowest
ranked item received the rank of 44.

The employer survey enabled respondents to rate both importance and performance,
for each graduate capability. The use of both ratings allows the identification of:

 high importance, and high performance areas which universities need to build on
in curriculum reviews;

 high importance, and low performance areas which require immediate attention;
» low importance, and high performance; and
 low importance, and low performance.

The graduate capabilities where employers rated high on importance with mean > 4.00
and high on performance > 3.50 in all four studies include the following.

High importance and high performance
Three areas received consistent high importance and high performance ratings in four
separate studies in two different universities. These three items were:

Rank Universities A and B

1 Being able to communicate effectively

2 A commitment to ethical practice

3 Being flexible and adaptable

4 Being able to organise work and manage time effectively

5 Being willing to face and learn from errors and listen openly to feedback

6 Wanting to produce as good a job as possible

7 The ability to empathise with and work productively with people from a wide range

of backgrounds
8 A willingness to listen to different point of views before coming to a decision
9 Being able to set and justify priorities

10 Being able to develop and contribute positively to team-based projects
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(1) acommitment to ethical practice (> 4.60 mean on importance and > 3.75 mean
on performance);

(2) wanting to produce as good a job as possible (> 4.50 mean on importance and >
3.63 mean on performance); and

(3) awillingness to listen to different points of view before coming to a decision (>
4.37 mean on importance and > 3.54 mean on performance).

The key areas of concern in the employer survey findings are ratings with high
importance and low performance graduate capabilities. These items are defined in this
paper as those attributes with > 4.00 mean on importance, and < 3.50 mean on
performance. High importance and low performance areas require discussion on ways
such capabilities could be embedded in curriculum content, and assessments.

High importance and low performance

* being able to communicate effectively (> 4.56 mean on importance and < 3.38
mean on performance);

» being able to organise work and manage time effectively (> 4.35 mean on
importance and < 3.43 mean on performance);

 being willing to face and learn from errors and listen openly to feedback (> 4.50
mean on importance and < 3.46 on performance);

« the ability to empathise with and work productively with people from a wide
range of backgrounds (> 4.42 mean on importance and < 3.48 mean on
performance);

» being flexible and adaptable (> 4.59 mean on importance and < 3.37 mean on
performance); and

* being able to set and justify priorities (> 4.29 mean on importance and < 3.14
mean on performance).

Consistently up on importance and down on performance

The employer survey in University A, in 2003, 2007, 2012 showed patterns on graduate
capabilities which employers consistently rated of high importance; these had downward
trends in performance. Three areas rated with a downward trend in performance were:

(1) being able to organise work and manage time effectively (performance mean
3.351n 2003, 3.28 in 2007, 3.23 in 2012)

(2) Dbeing willing to face and learn from errors and listen openly to feedback
(performance mean 3.46 in 2003, 3.38 in 2007, 3.30 in 2012); and

(3) a willingness to listen to different points of views before coming to a decision
(performance mean 3.54 in 2003, 3.37 in 2007, 3.31 in 2012).

Qualitative findings

The employer surveys in two institutions enabled respondents to write open-ended
comments on most important skills and attributes needed by graduates based on the
trends and changes in the relevant industry. Almost every respondent wrote comments
on skills and attributes needed in graduates. Some of the recurring issues raised by
employers align with the quantitative findings. Employers from all industries identified
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oral and written communication as one of the most important attributes needed in
early career graduates. Being flexible and adaptable to different work environment
was another recurring theme that was found in the open-ended comments.
Respondents outlined the ongoing changes in organisations and the need for new
graduates to be flexible and adaptable to such changes which are driven by external
operating environments. Teamwork and the ability to work with different
personalities and people from diverse backgrounds were seen as an important
attribute. Some respondents stated the need for new graduates to recognise
workplace diversity and acknowledge cultural values and beliefs. This attribute
was strongly expressed in the health and engineering professions. Relationship
management skills were also identified as an important attribute in all professions.
Respondents wrote extensively about the need to gain and retain customers, and
having a good working relationship with diverse stakeholders. In the engineering
profession, respondents outlined the need for new graduates to be innovators and cultivators
of ideas which could gain new market opportunities. Knowledge and skills in using
technology was outlined in all professions and industries. An area where respondents in
business and health professions wrote extensively was related to setting priorities and
monitoring outcomes. Respondents suggested that new graduates lacked skills in planning
and monitoring outcomes. Problem-solving skills were mentioned in all professions with
strong emphasis in health professions.

The time series study through this employer survey of university graduates in two
different universities clearly suggests that the finding has been consistent despite
studies undertaken in different universities, with different employers at various
locations. The study confirms that the top ten graduate capabilities rated as most
important by employers has remained the same over the past 10 years, and they are
similar to the earlier studies in Australia and in the UK. The study also confirms that a
decade of employer feedback on the quality of university graduates has remained
consistent with high importance and high performance; and high importance and low
performance areas in all separate studies.

Discussions and implications

The graduate capabilities that have consistently shown high importance and low
performance in all four studies is consistent with the earlier studies (Australian Industry
Group, 2009; CBI, 2011; Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, 2000
European Commission, 2010; Graduate Career Australia, 2012; Harvey, 1993; Hesketh,
2000; Nicolescu and P[acaron]un, 2009; PricewaterhouseCoopers, 2011; Scott et al., 2010
Shah and Nair, 2011; UniSA, 2009).

The finding of this study aligns with the research undertaken by the Council for
Industry and Higher Education (CIHE) in the UK which found that the five most
immportant skills and capabilities considered important when recruiting graduate
include: communication; teamwork; integrity; intellectual ability; and confidence. The
same study found the skills and capabilities employers have outlined as high
importance and low performance including: commercial awareness; analysis and
decision-making; communication; literacy (good writing skills); passion; and relevant
work experience (CIHE, 2008). A recent study by CIHE with focus on global graduates
found the following global competencies as most important based on employer feedback
in the UK. The five areas include:

Quality of
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(1) an ability to work collaboratively with teams of people from a range of
backgrounds and countries;

(2) excellent communication skills: both speaking and listening;

(3) ahigh degree of drive and resilience;

(4) an ability to embrace multiple perspectives and challenge thinking; and

(5) capacity to develop new skills and behaviours according to role requirements

(CIHE, 2012).

This study has a distinct advantage over other studies. That is the use of a single
instrument over a 10-year timeframe in two different geographic locations. This
advantage is reflected when the results suggest that employers have increased their
importance ratings on a number of graduate capabilities with their perception that
graduates are graduating with weaker capabilities (low performance rating). What is
interesting with the trend data is that though universities in general have used
strategies to embed employability skills into the curriculum, the perception from
employers suggest that graduates lack basic skills such as communication, time
management, willingness to face and learn from errors and listen openly to feedback,
ability to work in teams with people from different backgrounds and flexibility and
adaptability. These gaps question the quality of curriculum design, industry input in
course reviews and the extent to which universities assess students have achieved
learning outcomes.

Systematic use of employer surveys as part of quality assurance of academic courses
is important in ensuring that the courses are relevant to the changing needs of the
industry and professions. The engagement of graduate employers and relevant
organisations that represent various professions including professional accrediting
bodies is important in ensuring the quality and relevance of courses. The financial
viability, relevance and quality of academic programmes can only be achieved, if there
is genuine engagement between universities and employers or industry. The UK higher
education sector has undertaken numerous studies on a cyclical basis to engage
employers in providing feedback on graduate quality. Some Australian universities
have undertaken employer surveys as part of quality assurance framework; however,
the experience of the authors who have undertaken such studies in three universities
suggests that limited attempts have been made to use the results of the survey in
curriculum renewal. In most cases, institutional-based employer surveys are only used
to ensure compliance with the internal quality framework which requires undertaking
such surveys. As the Australian Government moves to implement a national employer
survey, it is worth debating the purpose of such a survey, and how the results will be
used to renew the curriculum. The introduction of such surveys places a number of
challenges on institutions:

o Furst, very few universities have well-maintained databases of employers who
employ their graduates with up-to-date contact details of key people responsible
for graduate recruitment. Such databases are maintained in many parts of the
university with different information for different purposes.

«  Second, it requires a lot of effort and resourcing to create such databases with
ongoing maintenance.
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e Third, graduate recruitment managers are not necessarily the right people to be
able to assess the quality of graduates in various disciplinary areas.

« Fourth, employers do not keep the details of how many graduates are from x and
y university. They are in a better position to rate the of quality graduates in
general rather than each university.

o Fifth, any effort to assess graduate quality must also engage industry bodies
representing employers and professional accrediting bodies who accredit
practitioners and courses.

o Sixth, almost all studies across the world have only focussed on assessing
university graduate quality — no attempt has been made to assess the quality of
graduates from private higher education providers.

 Seventh, conducting such surveys requires cost-benefit analysis to find out how
the findings will assist the university in enhancing its curriculum.

e FEight, requiring such surveys to be undertaken by each university is neither
feasible nor sustainable. A large-scale national study funded by the government
every three to five years is more relevant. The outcome of such a national study
could lead to the identification of national priorities funded by the government to
renew curricula with a focus on embedding the findings of employer feedback in
curriculum development, and renewal.

In a highly competitive higher education environment where student’s choice to study
with universities is based on reputation and ranking, the employer feedback on the
quality of university graduates is important. Such feedback is useful in course reviews
and enhancement, and developing sustained relationships with industry and the
professions. The results of this study show consistent findings on the skills that
employers see as most important in early career graduates. It could be argued that such
surveys are not required on a regular basis. However, research on the quality of
graduates in various professions is important on a cycle of five years to revisit
curriculum content based on the trends and changes in industry which may impact
course viability and relevance.
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