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Abstract: Industrial revolution and globalization expect graduates to be skilled and equipped before getting into the 
workplace. However, engineering graduates often find it hard to explore their career due to their skill deficiencies, 
as well as low self-belief. In fact, the difficulties graduates face at the entry level of career negatively affects their 
level of confidence. The present study discusses several employability skill sets from existing studies and proposes a 
conceptual framework that integrates engineering graduates’ work readiness skills, career self-efficacy and career 
exploration. More specifically, the objective of this study is to conceptualize the interrelationship between work 
readiness skills, career self-efficacy and career exploration. Recommendations for future research are also proposed. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Malaysia is well on its way towards attaining the 

status of a developed nation (Leong et al., 2010). High 
skilled workers with appropriate employability skills 
are needed to fulfill the workforce demand of the 
country. Individuals who update themselves with the 
current knowledge and have the competency to develop 
new expertise can survive in today’s complex labor 
market (Thijssen et al., 2008). However, Malaysia is 
currently facing a shortage of skilled labor force among 
local graduates, mainly due to the lack of appropriate 
job skills (Leong et al., 2010). There has been concern 
that a large segment of today’s workforce does not have 
the required skills as desired by employers (Clark, 
2013).  

In addition, employers today are concerned about 
finding workers who not only have basic academic 
skills but also higher order thinking skills (learning, 
reasoning, thinking creatively, decision making, 
problem solving), self-confidence, self-control, team 
spirit, health and safety habits, management skills, 
conflict resolution skills and many more (Holmes, 
2001; Nayan, 2010; Smith and Krüger, 2011; Warn and 
Tranter, 2001). Employers give preferential attention to 
employability skills above specific occupational skills 
or technical knowledge (Abas-Mastura et al., 2013). 
Hence, Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) play a 
significant role in meeting employers’ expectations by 
producing graduates that attain the requirements of 
industry (Abas-Mastura et al., 2013; Robinson et al., 
2007; Valo, 2000). 

According to Bandura (1977), one can be 
employed only if he has belief and confidence on 
different possibilities to get employed, which is related 
to self-efficacy. In this context, career self-efficacy is 
the individual’s judgment about their capabilities on 
how they perform their career behaviors (Anderson and 
Betz, 2001). Thus, self-efficacy has a great impact on 
career-related activities. Several studies have reported 
significant relationship between career self-efficacy 
beliefs and career exploration activities (Betz and 
Voyten, 1997; Dawes et al., 2000; Foltz and Luzzo, 
1998). Past research also claimed that career 
exploration activities are one of the ways to support 
students’ success in higher education (Blair, 2012).  

The present study discusses several employability 
skill sets from existing studies and proposes a 
conceptual framework that integrates engineering 
graduates’ work readiness skills, career self-efficacy 
and career exploration. Specifically, the objective of 
this study is to conceptualize the interrelationship 
between work readiness skills, career self-efficacy and 
career exploration. A brief discussion on the constructs 
is provided in the next Section. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Employability skills: Employability refers to the 
ability and capability to gain initial employment, 
maintain employment and obtain new employment, if 
required (Hillage and Pollard, 1998). Employability 
skills are referred to as knowledge, skills and the ability 
to enter workplace and retain the job (Rosenberg et al., 
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2012). The Conference Board of Canada (CBC) divided 
employability skills into five categories, namely; 
transferable, general, essential, generic and core 
competencies (Carner-Lotto and Barrington, 2006). On 
the other hand, Shukla (2012) separated employability 
skills into three skill sets; basic academic skills, high-
order thinking skills and personal qualities. According 
to Smith and Krüger (2011), personal qualities, 
problem-solving, decision-making skills, relationship 
with others, communication skills, task-related skills, 
maturity, health and safety habits as well as 
commitment to the job, are the competency areas of 
employability skills. Zinser (2003) considered 
communication, interpersonal skills and effective 
management of resources, teamwork, problem-solving 
skills along with the acquisition and retention of a job 
as the most important elements of employability skills. 
Another study indicated that employability skills 
consist of basic skills, thinking skills, resource skills, 
informational skills, interpersonal skills, system and 
technology and personal quality skills (Omar et al., 
2012).  

A framework on Malaysian Engineering 

Employability Skills (MEES) has been proposed to 

align employability skills with engineering attributes 

and employment (Zaharim et al., 2010). This 

framework consists of personal attributes, personal 

qualities and skills to facilitate engineering graduates 

that join the workforce to have the package required by 

employers and a prospect of a progressive career path. 

However, each industrial sector is not similar in nature 

and may have its own preferences. Hence, different 

industries may not share mutual consensus on the skill 

sets graduates should possess (Pillai et al., 2012). 
In general, extensive literature is available on 

workplace skills. However, there is a disagreement 
among the scholars regarding the skills that a graduate 
must possess in order to attain and secure the entry 
level job. As proposed by Thijssen et al. (2008), the 
significance and development of employability skills 
will not lose its importance even if the terminology is 
replaced with any other term. Besides employability 
skills, different terminologies have been used to 
describe the skills demanded by employers, including 
transferable skills, career skills and work readiness 
skills (O’Neil et al., 1997; Smith and Krüger, 2011; 
Zinser, 2003). 
 

Work readiness skills: Employers place high 
importance  in  work  readiness.  According  to  Mason 
et al. (2009), work readiness is the possession of skills, 
knowledge,   attitudes   and  commercial  understanding 
that will enable new graduates to productively 
contribute towards the achievement of the 
organization’s objectives. Students’ achievements, 
skills and knowledge have been important elements in 
educational institutions with regard to work readiness 
(Grummon, 1997). The Work Readiness Standards and 
Benchmarks (ACT, 2013) presented a framework to 
line up education and training according to the 
requirement of existing jobs. In that framework, they 
indicated that individuals who are work-ready must 
have the initial skills as well as the minimum 
qualification for a specific occupation (ACT, 2013). 
Raftopoulos et al. (2009) asserted that employers and 
graduates should have consensus regarding work 
readiness skills on self-discipline, confidence, 
leadership, numeracy skills and problem solving skills. 
Workplace readiness inventory has been described 
through workplace readiness traits including adopting a 
new culture, acknowledging skills, working in a group, 
adopting new skills and change, good work ethics, 
attention towards health and meeting the expectations 
of the workplace. These traits consist of responsibility, 
flexibility, communication, self-view, health and safety 
habits (Brady, 2010). In European business schools, 
workplace readiness is also encouraged to enhance the 
mobility of their graduates and to produce flexible, 
skilled, qualified and employable individuals that fulfill 
the requirement of modern European businesses 
(Andrews and Higson, 2008).  

A 25-year research work in the University of 
Virginia shows that there is high demand for workplace 
readiness skills in the Commonwealth countries and as 
a result, they developed the Commonwealth workplace 
readiness skills. The Commonwealth work readiness 
skills represent the combination of three aspects which 
are personal qualities and people skills, professional 
knowledge and skills and technology knowledge and 
skills. These three sections have 21 skills detailed in 
Table 1. 

The Commonwealth work readiness skills set is 
comprehensive because it comprises of traits, 
employability skills: attributes, generic skills and 
technical skills. It is expected that the graduates who 
possess these skills will be more confident about their  

Table 1: Commonwealth work readiness skills 

Personal qualities and people skills Professional knowledge and skills Technology knowledge and skills 

• Positive work ethics  • Speaking and listening • Job specific technology 

• Integrity • Reading and writing • Information technology 

• Team work • Critical thinking and problem solving • Internet use and security 

• Self-representation • Health and safety • Telecommunication 

• Diversity awareness • Organization system and climate  

• Conflict resolution • Lifelong learning  

• Creativity and resourcefulness  • Job acquisition and advancement  

 • Time task and resource management  

 • Mathematics  

 • Customer services  
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Fig. 1: Proposed conceptual framework 

 
competencies and beliefs, leading them to have high 
self-efficacy. 
 
Career self-efficacy: Employability is also related with 
self-efficacy, the individual’s self-confidence in their 
capabilities for obtaining employment (Coetzee and 
Oosthuizen, 2012). The main concern of self-efficacy 
concept is one’s own belief in his or her competencies 
(Bandura, 1977). Self-efficacy encourages individual 
thinking, motivation and behavior (Bandura, 1993). 
Career self-efficacy theory was developed to describe 
the implication of self-efficacy towards career-related 
behaviors (Betz and Hackett, 1981). Career self-
efficacy is the individual’s judgment about their 
capabilities on how they perform in connection with 
career development and career choices (Anderson and 
Betz, 2001; Niles and Sowa, 1992). People who possess 
high career self-efficacy are more ambitious towards 
their career life and always speak with positive attitude 
and can as well visualize success for themselves 
(Bandura, 1993). Those who have low career self-
efficacy do not have the ability to make career-related 
decision, which usually leads to a delay in career 
decision-making (Betz, 1992).  

Career self-efficacy beliefs promote favorable 
career outcome expectations, encourage career choice 
actions or career behaviors and career exploration 
which are necessary to make progress towards career 
goals (Lent et al., 1994). As for job searching and other 
career behaviors, career self-efficacy is found to be the 
best predictor (Niles and Sowa, 1992). This is further 
supported by another study that showed job search and 
re-employment are positively correlated with career 
self-efficacy (McArdle et al., 2007). 
 
Career exploration: Career exploration is a purposive 
and cognitive behavior that allows access to 
information about occupations, jobs or organizations 
(Berlyne, 1966). Initially, career exploration concept 
was established as part of a development process of 
middle school youth. Nowadays, the concept is 
considered as a dynamic process for all developmental 
stages of career (Super, 1980). Career exploration 

activities such as informational interviews, career 
information sessions, job site tours and internship, 
expose graduates with career opportunities and options 
(Johnston, 2006). Career exploration is one of the 
stages in career development and the other stages are 
self-assessment, gaining professional experience and 
plan implementation (Prehar and Ignelzi, 2012). A 
recent study discovered that a low level of career 
exploration creates difficulties in search for a career 
thus many job categories remain unknown for the 
candidates (Forstenlechner et al., 2014). In summary, 
review of the literature suggested that acquiring 
adequate work readiness skills and individual’s beliefs 
in their capability and competency will lead to effective 
career exploration. 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Based on the literature review, a framework is 
proposed to integrate the workplace readiness skills, 
career self-efficacy and career exploration. It is 
believed that work readiness skills indirectly predict 
engineering graduates’ career exploration behavior via 
self-efficacy. Figure 1 shows the proposed framework 
of the study. 
The following hypotheses are proposed: 
 
H1: People qualities and people skills have a positive 

and significant impact on career self-efficacy. 
H2: Professional knowledge and skills have a positive 

and significant impact on career self-efficacy. 
H3: Technology knowledge and skills have a positive 

and significant impact on career self-efficacy. 
H4: Career self-efficacy has a positive and significant 

impact on career exploration.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Review of the literature has revealed that the 

current set of employability skills does not adequately 

address the needs of employers. Malaysian graduates 

have been considered lacking in confidence, positive 

attitudes and skills to prepare for a job search. 
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Graduates also seem to put below par efforts on career 

exploration. 
The proposed framework integrates workplace 

readiness skills, career self-efficacy and career 
exploration. This framework can be utilized as an 
assessment tool to evaluate the graduates’ level of work 
readiness skills. It will also be helpful in assisting 
graduates to enhance their skills as required by the 
labor market. Also, by acquiring work readiness skills, 
graduates’ confidence level will be enhanced and they 
can explore their career life more confidently. 
Practically, the framework can also be used as a guide 
for the higher educational institutions to design better 
curriculum in order to meet the industry’s requirements. 
It is therefore recommended that the framework be 
empirically measured to examine the proposed 
hypotheses. 
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