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Abstract

Background: Graduate employability is an increasing concern for higher education institutions (HEIs), employers and students.

Objectives: Guided by the assumptions of sociological institutional theory, this study explored employers’ perceptions of research psychology graduates’ generic skills, with the intention of addressing skills which contribute to the employability of these graduates in the South African labour market.

Methods: A qualitative research approach was employed, utilising a generic qualitative design and snowball sampling. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 10 representatives from organisations, transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis.

Results: The findings revealed that research psychology graduates who possess a range of generic and transferable skills that complement their academic qualifications enhance their ability to perform effectively and become employable.

Conclusion: The study highlights the need to bridge the gap between academic training and labour market demands by aligning educational outcomes with employers’ expectations.

Contribution: This study offers practical recommendations for employers, psychology departments in HEIs and curriculum developers.

Keywords: graduate employability; research psychology; employers’ perceptions; generic skills; higher education.

*Corresponding author: Asanda Nogqala, nogqaa@unisa.ac.za
How to cite this article: Nogqala, A. (2026). Enhancing graduate employability: Employers’ perceptions of research psychology graduates’ generic skills. African Journal of Career Development, 8(1), a202. https://doi.org/10.4102/ajcd.v8i1.202

Copyright: © 2026. The Author. Licensee: AOSIS. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0) license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


Received: 04 November 2025; Accepted: 04 February 2026; Published: 30 June 2026

Introduction

Graduate employment has emerged as a growing concern for higher education institutions (HEIs), employers and students (Adebakin et al., 2015; Sarkar et al., 2020; Tran et al., 2021). Despite increasing attention given to graduate employability, a persistent misalignment remains between the skills demanded by employers and those graduates acquire during their university education (Nogqala, 2023). This skills gap has raised critical questions about the relevance of current academic training in preparing graduates, particularly in specialised fields such as research psychology, for contemporary labour market’s demands. Research has revealed that many university graduates are either underemployed or unemployed (Adebakin et al., 2015; Tran et al., 2021). Accordingly, there is an increased demand for HEIs to incorporate employers’ needs to address the gap between required skills and graduate attributes (Steward, 2021). Despite higher education stakeholders’ enhancements to address the issue, the skills and qualifications acquired are not in accordance with employers’ needs (Department of Higher Education and Training [DHET], 2024). Therefore, it is crucial to engage in discussions about enhancing the employment of graduates and ensuring effective graduateness. Consequently, there has been increased demands for HEIs to indicate how they support graduate employability and facilitate graduates to transition into the work-world (Steward, 2021).

The function of HEIs is not only to provide knowledge and skills for the work-world, but also includes qualification, socialisation and subjectification (Biesta, 2015). The qualification function focuses on the transmission and acquisition of knowledge, skills and attributes (Biesta, 2015; Biesta et al., 2017). This function makes a distinction between graduates and ordinary citizens, which places the former in an enhanced position when searching for employment (Biesta, 2015; Biesta et al., 2017). In the South African context, higher education is intended to educate and equip individuals with high-level skills to satisfy public and private sectors’ employment needs (DHET, 2019).

The socialisation function introduces graduates to the traditional ways of being and doing, which includes cultural, professional, political and religious traditions (Biesta, 2015; Biesta et al., 2017). This function promotes awareness of social surroundings and enables graduates to conduct themselves in an appropriate manner in various social circumstances to enable graduates to understand workplace expectations and accordingly, become responsible for their actions (Biesta, 2015; Biesta et al., 2017). One of the higher education intentions in the South African context is to afford opportunities for social mobility, while strengthening equity, social justice and democracy to deal with the injustices of the post-apartheid system (DHET, 2019).

The subjectification function focuses on the way graduates come to exist as subjects of creativity and accountability rather than as objects of others’ actions (Biesta, 2015; Biesta et al., 2017). This function endorses the importance of what knowledge is, what it means and how it is acquired by individuals (Biesta, 2015). Similarly, in the South African context, one of the functions of higher education involves the production of new knowledge as well as assessing and finding new applications for existing knowledge (DHET, 2019). Accordingly, graduateness encompasses the quality of personal growth and intellectual development of the graduates produced by HEIs (Crespí & Garcia-Ramos, 2021).

Higher education institutions have a significant responsibility to produce quality graduates that are equipped with attributes needed to address priority skills shortages (Tran, 2018). However, this responsibility does not only rest with HEIs alone, but also includes key stakeholders such as government, organisations and individuals who also play a vital role in ensuring graduate employability (Tran et al., 2021). It is imperative that these stakeholders work together to implement effective programmes that equip graduates with the practical skills demanded by the labour market (Nogqala, 2023). Addressing the skills gap requires a collaborative effort (Tran, 2018).

In the current competitive job market, subject-specific knowledge alone is not sufficient for graduates to fulfil employers’ expectations (Nogqala, 2023). Rather, employers seek candidates who also possess transferable skills as these enhance their employability prospects significantly (Tran et al., 2021). In accordance with the need to match graduates’ skills with employers’ needs and promote graduate employability, the purpose of this study was to explore employers’ perceptions of research psychology graduates’ generic skills through the assumptions of sociological institutional theory.

It is envisaged that the study might benefit departments of psychology in HEIs to equip research psychology graduates with contemporary and relevant employability skills. In addition, employers of research psychology graduates could also benefit from outlining clear expectations of graduates. Moreover, it is deemed that this study could contribute to addressing the gaps between research psychology graduates’ skills and employment requirements. Of significant importance, this study will enable organisations to inform curriculum developers to ensure that training aligns with employers’ needs.

Literature review

Field of research psychology

Research psychology is one of the categories of psychology recognised by the Health Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA). This field of psychology focuses on the development and application of psychological research methodologies (HPCSA, 2023; Rascher, 2016). Although the profession of research psychology is regulated by the legislation governing the practice of psychology, it does not provide therapeutic services (HPCSA, 2023). This category encompasses the scientific exploration of various societal and human issues (Long & Fourie, 2016). It is scientific in nature as students are equipped in the traditional scientist-practitioner style and are exposed to both the practical and research aspects thereof (Rascher, 2016).

The HPCSA has defined the scope of practice for research psychologists and outlined the professional activities in which they are permitted to engage and to what they must adhere when applying their knowledge and skills (HPCSA, 2023). Accordingly, research psychologists are competent, ethical and professional practitioners that are equipped to address mental health needs in the South African context (HPCSA, 2023). Furthermore, research psychology graduates may work in diverse public and private sectors. These sectors may include academia, health and social research, financial accounting, marketing research, corporate research, monitoring and evaluation, and psychometrics or testing (Rascher, 2016). One may deduce that research psychology is a specialist registration category that focuses on specialist skills in research, test development, validation, translation and adaptation (HPCSA, 2023). Consequently, research psychologists are qualified to conduct psychological research on psychological constructs, research knowledge, test development and employ psychological assessments in various sectors (HPCSA, 2023).

The concept of employability

Employability is related to work and the ability to become employed (Crespí & Garcia-Ramos, 2021). Moreover, it is not limited to acquiring a job but is concerned with learning that affords graduates the ability to comprehend work (Sin et al., 2017). In addition, employability involves possessing various achievements, including the skills and personal attributes that enable an individual to realise employment, safeguard it and achieve success in their preferred occupations (Römgens et al., 2020; Yorke & Knight, 2006). Employability comprises far more than merely possessing generic skills to attract employment but rather encompasses being proactive in steering the work-world (Bridgstock et al., 2019). In addition, employability does not warranty employment but enhances an individual’s likelihood of acquiring employment (Fugate et al., 2004; Succi & Canovi, 2020). Moreover, employability is a psychosocial construct that demonstrates individual characteristics to promote adaptive reasoning and behaviour to develop and intensify the individual-work interface (Fugate et al., 2004; Succi & Canovi, 2020). Individuals are primarily responsible for acquiring the knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics current and/or prospective employers value (Fugate et al., 2004; Succi & Canovi, 2020).

The elements of employability

In this study, the work of Pool and Sewell (2007) was built on, by emphasising the importance of graduate employability through the CareerEDGE – the key to employability model. This model includes five essential elements: career development learning, life and work experience, degree subject knowledge, understanding and skills, generic skills and emotional intelligence (Pool & Sewell, 2007; Steward, 2021). The model posits that graduates’ skills development opportunities not only enable access to improvement, but also cultivate essential aspects towards becoming employable (Pool & Sewell, 2007). Hence, developing required generic skills is crucial for graduate employability.

The five elements of employability of the key to employability model are important to realise successful employment for graduates. In this study, the focus was on the generic skills element. Generic skills are fundamental skills and capabilities transferred to a range of contexts beyond higher education or in the work environment (Pool & Sewell, 2007; Sarkar et al., 2020; Tsitskari et al., 2017). Generic skills may also be referred to as core skills, key skills, transferable skills, soft skills, employability skills and generic competencies (Pool & Sewell, 2007; Suleman, 2017; Tsitskari et al., 2017). Generic skills encompass the development of certain common skills, acquired from multiple elements that recruiters and potential employers expect, including time management, attention to detail, decision-making, effective communication, teamwork, problem-solving, adaptability and ability to work with others (De Dios Alija et al., 2024; Pool & Sewell, 2007; Tsitskari et al., 2017).

Health Professions Council of South Africa has stipulated that research psychologists’ generic skills include problem-solving, critical and creative thinking, cultural and aesthetic sensitivity, interactions with other psychologists and professionals, effective communication, entrepreneurial abilities, self-management and collecting, analysing, organising and critically evaluating information (HPCSA, 2023). An understanding of these generic skills is imperative because these are crucial skills unique to this profession, which also enable graduates’ competencies in work settings. Accordingly, a comprehension thereof is important to enhance the employability of these graduates for diverse sectors. Moreover, research psychology graduates possess a range of skills that are sought across sectors.

Roles and responsibilities in developing employability skills

Employability skills of graduates may be regarded as a shared responsibility among major stakeholders, including graduates, employers, HEIs and curriculum developers (Steward, 2021). For instance, graduates should ensure that they acquire education and training towards a relevant qualification for their employability skills to satisfy employers’ needs (Suleman, 2017). Even when graduates are employed, they need to work on their employability skills continuously to sustain employment (Römgens et al., 2020).

Despite the notion that graduates should obtain relevant skills to secure employment, realistically, it is exceptional for graduates to possess all the required skills prior to joining the work-world (Sarkar et al., 2020). Hence, it is employers’ responsibility to communicate the required skills graduates need effectively (Nogqala, 2023). Accordingly, it is important that employers are involved in curriculum design to share and have access to suitably skilled graduates (Steward, 2021).

Higher education institutions, educators and curriculum developers should be aware of potential employers’ expectations, develop and assess relevant employability skills when preparing graduates for the work-world (Nogqala, 2023; Sarkar et al., 2020; Steward, 2021). The programmes offered should be embedded with identified industry-related skills required from graduates by including exchange programmes, work-integrated learning and internships or placements (Steward, 2021).

Theoretical framework

To understand the decision-making in organisations, the sociological institutional theory was adopted in this study, which is based on the origins of Weber and Durkheim in the early 1980s (Hogan, 2019). Weber’s perspective from 1981, recognises that reality is socially constructed, shaping how cultural rules are internalised and interpreted to influence human behaviour (Lawrence & Shadnam, 2008; Swart, 2019). Weber adopted an interpretive approach, arguing that action becomes social when individuals attach subjective meaning to it. He highlighted how cultural rules underpin collective action across contexts (Hogan, 2019; Peters, 2012; Serrat, 2017). In Durkheim’s view, institutions operate as symbolic systems composed of shared knowledge, beliefs and moral authority that give meaning to social life (Hogan, 2019; Peters, 2012). Although these symbolic systems are created through human interaction, people experience them as objective realities (Lawrence & Shadnam, 2008; Swart, 2019). Durkheim highlights the central role of symbols in shaping human behaviour within and beyond formal institutions, helping explain how individuals interact, make decisions and interpret one another’s actions (Lawrence & Shadnam, 2008; Swart, 2019).

The sociological theory is constructivist and emphasises the way in which institutions create meaning for individuals, defining the nature of organisations and individual behaviour within symbolic structures (Hogan, 2019). This theory is rooted in compliance with aspects of life and operates to produce common understandings about what is appropriate and meaningful behaviour within organisations (Kent et al., 2022). Thus, employees’ behaviour is established and motivated to comply with the requirements employers impose (De la Torre-Castro & Lindström, 2010; Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Scott, 1987). Accordingly, employers impose specific requirements on graduates and/or potential employees (Nogqala, 2023). Furthermore, in accordance with the functions of higher education, it is assumed that graduates should understand their position in the work-world to connect and perform effectively.

Sociological institutional theory delineates three interrelated pillars that underpin and stabilise social behaviour: the regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive pillars (De la Torre-Castro & Lindström, 2010; Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Scott, 2008). The regulative pillar encompasses formal mechanisms such as rule-setting, monitoring and sanctioning, which constrain and guide behaviour through legal or administrative means. The regulative pillar of sociological institutional theory emphasises the role of rules and regulations in promoting stability within organisations (De la Torre-Castro & Lindström, 2010; Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Scott, 2008). These rules, whether formal or informal, serve as prescribed mechanisms for establishing, monitoring, and sanctioning organisational activities (Hanson, 2001; Kent et al., 2022). Moreover, regulatory processes encompass both the capacity to formulate rules and the authority to enforce compliance, thereby ensuring that organisational actors conform to established expectations (De la Torre-Castro & Lindström, 2010; Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Scott, 2008).

The normative pillar introduces value-based expectations by prescribing appropriate conduct and establishing standards of legitimacy through evaluative and obligatory norms. This pillar of sociological institutional theory arises from the standards and cognitive frameworks that shape and regulate professions and other bodies involved in the creation of moral guidelines (Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Smith & Hitt, 2005). The normative pillar is closely linked to processes of professionalisation, through which universities and professional certification or accreditation agencies impose values, codes of conduct and performance standards (Hanson, 2001; Kent et al., 2022). These agencies also function as gatekeepers by determining entry into the profession, thereby reinforcing and perpetuating the expected norms and standards (Hanson, 2001; Kent et al., 2022).

On the contrary, the cultural-cognitive pillar reflects the shared symbols, beliefs and interpretive frameworks through which individuals understand social reality and construct meaning. This pillar reflects the shared understandings of compliance and the culturally supported structures that guide behaviour (Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Smith & Hitt, 2005). These shared values and beliefs act as interpretive filters that individuals and organisations use to make sense of reality and understand their environment (Hanson, 2001; Kent et al., 2022). The cultural-cognitive pillar is also evident when organisations experience uncertainty and respond by imitating the practices of more successful counterparts (Cai, 2012; Nwinyokpugi & Omunakwe, 2019). Thus, when organisations are unsure how to perform certain activities, they tend to model themselves on similar organisations, and this imitation is embedded within their belief and meaning-making frameworks (De la Torre-Castro & Lindström, 2010; Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Scott, 2008).

These pillars function through distinct processes; they contribute collectively to the institutionalisation and persistence of social practices. To understand employers’ perceptions of research psychology graduates’ generic skills, this study focused on the regulative pillar, as it controls decision-making by setting rules that guide the requirements for good operation. The regulative pillar focuses on the notion that institutions are enforcers of moral authority, with central aspects such as force, fear and appropriateness (De la Torre-Castro & Lindström, 2010; Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Scott, 2008; Swart, 2019). The specific rules and regulations of an organisation normally guide desired conduct in an organisation, and the application of such rules determines favourable outcomes for the organisation (De la Torre-Castro & Lindström, 2010; Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Scott, 1987). Accordingly, desired conduct from graduates is associated with the generic skills set in which they are expected to perform tasks in an endeavour to achieve anticipated outcomes. Hence, the regulative pillar emphasises the appropriate basis of compliance with regulatory rules and coercive mechanisms (Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Smith & Hitt, 2005). For instance, employers implement specific regulations to recruit targeted skills and promote behaviours that enhance productivity in organisations (Swart, 2019). Thus, the regulative pillar serves as a guide for employers, helping them align their perceptions and actions with the organisation’s framework during recruitment and task execution (Kent et al., 2022).

Sociological institutional theory was deemed relevant for this study as it assists in understanding and making sense of employers’ beliefs and values, which directly influence employees’ actions towards a specific conduct in a particular work environment (De la Torre-Castro & Lindström, 2010; Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Scott, 1987). Hence, employers make decisions about recruitment based on the organisation’s regulations, in accordance with the assumptions of the sociological institutional theory (Cai, 2012; Nwinyokpugi & Omunakwe, 2019). More importantly, by focusing on the regulative pillar of this theory, the desired research psychology skills for effective outcomes for various organisations emerged. Hence, the application of this theory in this study was to identify patterns to support effective training initiatives. The study seeks to verify the application of the theory and to highlight the importance of generic skills in training programmes, particularly in preparing research psychology graduates for employment.

Research methods and design

Research approach and design

Considering the study’s aim, a qualitative research approach was adopted. This approach is applicable when there are multiple realities constructed by different individuals and is effective for understanding the meanings people ascribe to their experiences (Motulsky, 2021; Ugur, 2020). To explore the subjective perceptions of employers, a generic qualitative design was employed. This approach was appropriate to elicit and interpret participants’ perspectives, allowing for a rich, descriptive understanding of their experiences and viewpoints (Motulsky, 2021).

Participation and selection method

The participants comprised managers and recruiters from organisations that employ research psychology graduates in Gauteng Province, South Africa. The sample included 10 participants, specifically, one representative recruited from 10 different companies. A small but highly informed participation is deemed sufficient to provide rich information about the topic (Percy et al., 2015; Ugur, 2020). This sample was difficult to locate, and thus snowball sampling was employed in which initial participants referred the researcher to additional eligible organisations. This approach proved effective in identifying and accessing relevant participants with direct insight and/or targeted characteristics (Johnson et al., 2020).

Research questions and objectives

The study aimed to explore employers’ perceptions of research psychology students’ generic skills to highlight important skills that contribute to the potential employment of these graduates. The objectives of this study included:


	To explore the employers’ perceptions of their expectations from research psychology graduates.

	To explore the gap between employers’ expectations and the research psychology graduates’ skills.



The central question of this study was:


	What skills do employers require for research psychology graduates to be employable in the South African labour market?



This research question is in accordance with the assumptions of sociological institutional theory, which posits that employers tend to recruit individuals who meet the established norms, expectations and requirements of their organisations.

Data collection and analysis

Data were collected through individual semi-structured interviews that were conducted with 10 company representatives. This method was selected to facilitate in-depth engagement while allowing participants the flexibility to express their subjective views. The details of the participants are captured in Table 1.
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The interview questions were developed with reference to existing literature and informed by the theoretical framework of social institutional theory. During the interviews, an interview schedule was used to guide the discussions in accordance with the regulative pillar dimensions of the theory. An interview schedule is presented in Box 1.
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The collected data were transcribed verbatim and analysed using thematic analysis. A deductive approach was adopted, which is deemed appropriate when the researcher has prior theoretical understanding and predefined categories to explore during analysis (Percy et al., 2015; Ugur, 2020). This approach begins with a set of anticipated themes derived from existing theory and literature, which guide the identification and interpretation of patterns within the data (Ugur, 2020). In this study, the analysis was informed by sociological institutional theory and insights from the reviewed literature, which provided a conceptual framework for coding and theme development. The researcher identified themes derived from the literature, analysed them, and linked them to the research question. These themes were then reported to demonstrate their relevance in addressing the research question. The use of ATLAS.ti software supported systematic organisation and in-depth analysis, enabling the generation of rich, detailed qualitative findings.

Trustworthiness of the study

To ensure the trustworthiness of this study, participants with experience on the subject in question were involved. In addition, the credibility of this study was enhanced through the involvement of honest participants and the provision of relevant information on employability skills for research psychology graduates. Also, to promote the dependability of the study, the elements of the applied theory were utilised to deduct and identify themes towards addressing the research question. However, codes that emerged from the data were linked to the identified themes. For transferability, details of the applied research methods, context and participant characteristics are provided. Furthermore, confirmability was promoted by ensuring the integrity of findings aligned with applied research methods and theory.

Ethical considerations

Ethical clearance for this study was obtained from the University of South Africa, Department of Psychology Ethics Review Committee (Ref no: PERC-17037) on 16 October 2017. Informed consent was secured from all participants before their involvement in the study. The participants were assured their participation was voluntary and were informed about their right to withdraw from the study at any point. The researcher assured the participants of the confidentiality of the shared information and their anonymity. To ensure trustworthiness, data were collected from participants with direct knowledge and experience relevant to the research focus. In addition, the four criteria for trustworthiness as outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Motulsky (2021) were adhered to, namely, credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability to enhance the rigour and authenticity of the research process.

Results

In this section, the key themes and sub-themes that emerged from the deductive thematic analysis of the perceptions of employers related to the required generic skills of research psychology graduates are presented. The themes and sub-themes that emerged from thematic analysis are presented in Table 2 and subsequently discussed.
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Discussion

The implication of the regulative pillar

Regulatory processes involve the ability to establish rules and the authority to enforce conformity. In the regulative pillar of sociological institutional theory, conformity is encouraged through the promise of rewards and the use of regulatory rules and coercive mechanisms, which provide a legitimate basis for obedience (De la Torre-Castro & Lindström, 2010; Gohar & Arbar, 2022; Smith & Hitt, 2005). In the context of this study, employees’ behaviour is established and motivated to comply with the requirements employers impose. As indicated above, there is a need to address the gap between required skills and graduate attributes. Through the regulative pillar, the required generic skills of research psychology graduates are highlighted. These generic skills may help graduates transition into the work-world. Therefore, to promote appropriate conduct, the participants in this study emphasised that new entrants should meet the organisation’s basic expectations, specifically by demonstrating strong interpersonal skills to adapt effectively and work collaboratively as team players. The participants frequently referred to appropriate behaviour as part of a broader classification of regulatory rules and conformity standards.

Theme 1: Appropriate conduct

Most of the participants noted that appropriate conduct was one of the basic requirements for new entrants. Accordingly, to encourage it, they wanted new entrants to adhere to the organisation’s basic requirements. One participant thus explained:


‘You need to be able to take initiative, without ummhh without necessarily sort of working away from, or just doing your own thing. Let’s put it that way, so there’s a difference between taking initiative and just doing your own thing but be willing to help, willing to. … Be part of the team. That’s very important.’ (P01)



Another participant stated:


‘We will need someone who’s honest, someone who’s not gonna be getting involved in public space and sharing the information about our organisation and best be a very confidential person.’ (P07)



Sociological institutional theory emphasises the importance of establishing regulations to promote organisational stability, with specific rules guiding employee behaviour (Gohar & Arbar, 2022; Scott, 2008). The participating employers noted that graduates who demonstrated behaviours aligned with organisational values were considered more employable. These organisations valued appropriate conduct, which was reflected in a positive attitude, honesty, ethical and professional behaviour, independence and adaptability to change. As noted previously, the regulative pillar assists employers in setting rules and guiding the required conduct (Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Kent et al., 2022). Therefore, to enhance their employability, research psychology graduates are encouraged to conform to organisational rules and demonstrate behaviour that is appropriate to diverse workplace settings. Furthermore, as indicated by the regulating board, research psychologists are ethical professionals (HPCSA, 2023). Employers prefer graduates who uphold ethical standards and respect the principles governing research conduct. Organisational values are viewed as essential in shaping employee compliance and aligning individual behaviour with institutional expectations. Moreover, shared values and beliefs in the organisation help define its view of reality and give meaning to the research environment. Accordingly, graduates should be willing to embrace these internal values and beliefs to ensure a shared understanding and consistent application of research knowledge. Employers endorse a culturally aligned work environment, believing that organisational values and beliefs play a crucial role in establishing structures that promote compliance and cohesion among employees. This suggests that HEIs should strengthen the knowledge production process in their training to increase the employability of research psychology graduates and ensure they are suited for the various organisational contexts.

Theme 2: Skills

Although generic skills may vary across organisations, most of the participants emphasised the critical role thereof. One participant noted:


‘We would like to see that, graduates, at least, I think from their side are really great at problem-solving and they will be able to say I do apply my technical skills in … in the working environment. What are the interpersonal skills look like; would they be able to fit with our culture and fit with other teams.’ (P03)



Another participant explained:


‘We would like researchers to have the necessary interpersonal skills [inaudible] very strong understanding of ethics and what you can and what you can’t do in that particular space, I think that [inaudible] … technical skills.’ (P010)



Generic skills refer to a set of common competencies that are typically expected by recruiters and potential employers (Tsitskari et al., 2017). Among various competencies, the participants highlighted interpersonal skills, problem-solving, time management, communication and emotional intelligence as fundamental generic skills. Employers have highlighted the value of recruiting graduates with generic skills (Nogqala, 2023; Pool & Sewell, 2007; Tsitskari et al., 2017), which complement research psychology graduates’ qualifications and contribute towards effective performance in the work-world. Hence, research psychologists are required to be competent and professional practitioners (HPCSA, 2023). Accordingly, generic skills allow graduates to manage research projects effectively. These generic skills include communication skills, emotional regulation, understanding academic language, computer literacy, time management, interpersonal skills and self-management within research project management. In essence, graduates are expected to be well-versed in their application of generic skills and demonstrate the ability to apply these skills in the work context.

Theme 3: Knowledge and work activities

The participants stated that graduates should be able to translate their acquired knowledge and skills into practical actions so as to integrate effectively in organisations. One participant explained:


‘You need to be able to analyse the data. So, you need to know how to analyse quantitative data and qualitative data … right, and do the interpretation and interpret those data.’ (P02)



Another participant added:


‘Typically for us … eerr … it would be important, they would need to have … eerr … some familiarity with psychometric assessments and the kind of research that you would be using the assessments, so for us it’s definitely … the quantitative skills.’ (P01)



Graduates are expected to acquire knowledge, develop skills and cultivate positive attitudes because employers assess and reward these attributes differently in accordance with each graduate’s qualities and educational background (Nogqala, 2023). Employers also prefer graduates who possess relevant subject knowledge, skills and understanding (Omar et al., 2020; Pool & Sewell, 2007). Research psychologists are specialists in research, test development, validation, translation and adaptation (HPCSA, 2023). Therefore, graduates should acquire sufficient knowledge, skills and a composed, adaptable attitude to remain competitive in the global job market (Omar et al., 2020). Research psychology graduates are valued by organisations for their understanding of ethical conduct (Gohar & Abrar, 2022; Smith & Hitt, 2005), which enables them to uphold the ethical standards expected of researchers. These graduates are also expected to possess the ability to translate, transcribe, integrate information and apply a range of research skills in various contexts aligned with an organisation’s area of specialisation. In addition, the employability of research psychology graduates is linked to their ability to apply knowledge to various research activities, including data analysis, conducting and interpreting research, compiling literature reviews, data collection, proposal writing, project management, understanding mixed methods, applying appropriate methodologies and statistical techniques, and engaging in marketing research and social marketing. Employers appreciate candidates with a broad knowledge and solid understanding of diverse research methodologies. Accordingly, graduates should be exposed to practical research experiences before entering the workforce (Nogqala, 2023).

Limitations of this study

The sample comprised a small number of participants, although efforts were made to ensure diverse representation. The study focused exclusively on organisations based in Gauteng Province, South Africa, even though research psychology graduates are employed across the country and internationally. Despite the noted limitations, the integrity of the research process was maintained throughout. The data collection method was followed rigorously, ensuring that relevant information was gathered from participants without any manipulation.

Recommendations for future research

The participants in this study expressed interest in future research that could study the reasons for the emigration of psychology graduates in search of better employment opportunities. In addition, given the need to develop initiatives to address challenges affecting society’s betterment, participants raised concerns about the unemployment rate in the field of psychology, despite the demand for this profession in the country.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates the generic skills of research psychology graduates considered by employers to enhance the employability of these graduates. These generic skills complement the academic qualifications of research psychology graduates, which enable them to become employable, conduct themselves appropriately and perform effectively in different work environments. This study offers practical suggestions for different HEIs stakeholders. The findings may be beneficial for employers to understand the required generic skills. Psychology departments in HEIs may be afforded clarity to offer appropriate training. The findings may assist curriculum developers to develop curricula that include employability skills. In addition, research psychology graduates can benefit by understanding what is expected of them to be employable and as future employees. More importantly, this study highlights the need to bridge the gap between academic training and labour market demands by aligning educational outcomes with employers’ expectations.
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TABLE 2: Themes and sub-themes that emerged from thematic analysis: Regulative

Sub-themes

1. Appropriate conduct

2. Skills

3. Knowledge and
work activities

il

21

Being professional, possessing character, honest,
adaptable, flexible, good attitude, moral and ethical
independent

Communication skills, interpersonal skills,
self-management, emotional intelligence, academic
language, listening, computer literate and time
management

Qualitative, quantitative, analyse data, conduct
research, interpret data, literature review, collect
data, write proposal, project management,
psychometry, mixed methods, appropriate.
methodology, statistics, marketing research, social
marketing, psychology, HR, criminology and digital

Source: Adapted from Nogqala, A. (2023). Employer expectations of requisite skills of
graduates of the master’s in psychology with specialisation in research consultation (MARC)
graduates. University of South Africa

HR. human resources.





OPS/AJCD-8-202-T1.jpg
TABLE 1: Participants’ characteristics.

Participant code name  Race Gender Work experience (years)  Qualifications Role Industry

P1 White person Female >15 PhD Head of Department Psychometry

P2 Black person Male >5 PhD Manager Market research
P3 White person Male >15 PhD Head of Department Market research
P4 Black person Female >4 Degree Manager Non profit organisation
PS Black person Male >4 Honours Director Market research
P6 Black person Male >13 MBA Director Academia

P7 Black person Male >6 MBA Director Market research
P8 Black person Male >6 PhD Lecturer Academia

P9 Black person Female >7 PhD Research consultant Academia

P10 Black person Female >3 MA Research consultant Academia

Source: Adapted from Nogdala, A. (2023). Employer expectations of requisite skills of graduates of the master’s in psychology with specialisation in research consultation (MARC) graduates.

University of South Africa
PhD, Doctor of Philosoph:

A, Master of Arts; MBA, Master of Business Administration.
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BOX 1: Interview guide.

Question

What would you regard as being appropriate conduct for a research psychology
graduate within this organisation?

What are the standards and regulations of this organisation, which may assist
research psychology graduates to present an appropriate behaviour?

Do you expect specific skills for graduates to fit in this organisation?

What knowledge and skills do you consider important for research psychology
graduates to possess before working in this organisation?

What is the most relevant skill or skills research psychology graduates should
possess to continuously deliver on the expectations of this organisation?

How important do you consider the level of emotional intelligence to be from
research psychology graduates?

Source: Adapted from Nogqala, A. (2023). Employer expectations of requisite skills of
graduates of the master’s in psychology with specialisation in research consultation (MARC)
graduates. University of South Africa
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