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ABSTRACT

Orientation — The world of work is changing dramatically due to technological changes,
digitalization, robotics, automation etc. Organisations need employees who will be competent to
deal with these labour market changes, meet the organisations’ set standards, and perform tasks

competently by contributing to their success, growth and sustainability.

Research Purpose — The study aims to determine which competencies will enhance the
employability of human resource management (HRM) graduates.

Motivation for the study — The study is motivated by the researcher’s personal experience and
her observation on how HRM graduates usually take longer or struggle to find employment,

compared to graduates from other disciplines.

Research Design — A gualitative descriptive strategy was adopted to give a rich description of
which competencies are required for sustainable employability. Semi-structured interviews were

conducted with HRM professionals who have been in the industry for more than five years.

Main Findings — The findings reveal that HRM graduates struggle to find employment due to a
variety of factors such as lack of skills or work experience, their own job preferences or lack of
preparation, and employers’ perceptions, among others. HRM professionals define graduate
employability in different ways, and this informs the competencies they require from graduates
seeking employment in their organisations. Generic skills are not universal, as different industries

require different skills for competence.

Practical/Managerial implications — HRM graduates can identify which competencies that they
need to enter the labour market, how they can acquire and how they can enhance them for current
and future employment. South African organisations can use competency models to carry out
HRM functions and identify measures they can use to develop graduates, prospective, and
existing employees. Higher education institutions can incorporate the competency model into their

curriculum and use it to develop employable graduates.

Contribution/value add — The study contributes to the HRM graduates, organisations, higher

education institutions, graduate employability, and HRM literature.

Keywords - Competencies, competency model, employability, graduate competencies, graduate

employability, human resource management, HR competencies
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CHAPTER 1 ORIENTATION

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The success and growth of most organisations has been largely attributed or dependant on
the effectiveness of its employees, and for the employees to meet the set standards of the
organisation and perform their tasks competently they need to possess relevant competencies
that match the job’s requirements (Warnich et al., 2018). SHRM defines competencies as a
combination of interrelated characteristics that are required for effective performance in any
job (Society for Human Resource Management [SHRM], 02 February 2022). Competencies
are defined as capabilities that help an organisation in attaining both its business and strategic
objectives (Albino, 2018) and these include knowledge (information about a specific discipline
that can be acquired through formal education and training), skills (the aptitude to perform the
job at a certain level), abilities (capacity to engage in a specific behaviour) and other
characteristics (these include different personalities, interests and experience), which together
are known as KSAOs (Roythorne & Coetzee, 2021).

Employers require employees to have both soft, or non-technical skills, and technical skills (El
Mansour & Dean, 2016). Industries may have different soft skills but common ones include
knowing how to learn, communication skills, creativity, problem-solving, interpersonal skills,
leadership (El Mansour & Dean, 2016), self-management, teamwork skills, ability to work
under pressure, critical thinking, attention to detail, taking responsibility, planning and
organising skills, insight, maturity, professionalism, and emotional intelligence (Teng et al.,
2019). Additionally, a study that was conducted with bank officers in Pakistan identified self-
management, adaptability and critical thinking skills as common skills required in different
industries (Abbasi et al., 2018). Managers also consider the following soft skills of strategic
planning, customer management, and change management as essential, and in addition to

information technology and information management skills (El Mansour & Dean, 2016).

Competing in the modern global economy challenges the HRM function to create an
environment where one must create and sustain competitive advantages (Long & Ismail,
2011). Human Resource Management (HRM) traditionally (in the past) was more of an
administrative function; however, due to recent technological advancements, concern for

people, community impact, ethical behaviour, and customer service, the HRM function should



add value to the organisation and its employees by making a visible contribution and
purposefully carrying out the HRM functions towards realising the objectives of the
organisation (Werner, 2017).

HRM as an essential function within an organisation contributes towards its sustainability
(Dwivedi et al.,, 2021). HRM enables organisations to identify current and future Human
Resources needs, by retaining staff and attracting more talented potential employees who can
contribute to the bottom line of the organisation. An organisation can also lose or gain talented
employees to other industries or competitors, based on the way HRM manages its function
(Jowah & Beretu, 2019). Furthermore, Armstrong and Taylor (2020) mention that HRM
departments do not operate in silos, and as business partners, they need to have the ability
to analyse external trends and analyse the impact they can have in an organisation, and then
develop appropriate interventions to deal with them. The Human Resource Management

(HRM) profession is not entirely regarded as a scarce skill but rather as a critical skill.

According to Boxall and Purcell (2003), as citied by Paka et al. (2019), HRM is all the activities
that are associated with managing people. HRM includes the following tasks: HRM
preparation, managing human resources, recruiting strategically, training, employee growth,
compensation management, efficiency, employee relations, health care, employee
satisfaction, and provision of employee services (Anwar & Abdullah, 2021). These activities
include introducing policies and practices that are set to improve efficiency in the organisation,

employee engagement, and the quality of work (Anwar & Abdullah, 2021).

Technical and behavioural competencies, or social competencies (Gawrycka et al., 2020), are
expected to make employees successful in any organisation (Albino, 2018). Technical
competencies are concerned with the know-how (Albino, 2018), that is; knowledge of the
employee’s skills or abilities required to perform a specific task (Dhanpat et al., 2020).
Technical competencies are therefore job-specific (Gawrycka et al., 2020). For example;
knowledge that HRM professionals, accountants, educators, or lawyers should have.
Behavioural competencies, such as communication or problem-solving skills, describe social
and psychological abilities that influence how employees behave in the workplace or how they

apply the technical knowledge they possess (Gawrycka et al., 2020). Competency models will



then go further to describe the specific and relevant competencies that are required for

effective performance in that job (van der Westhuizen, 2018).

A competency model is seen as an effective measurement tool that enables managers to
agree on a common language in translating the organisation’s strategies, goals, and values
into a specific context. HRM competency models contribute to improving the performance of
HRM practitioners by specifying the significant competencies (Bin Abdullah, 2014). Using
competency models to improve the skill sets of HRM practitioners is common in the USA, but
is not common in the context of South Africa (Schutte et al., 2016). A national survey has
shown that only 20% of companies in South Africa have an HRM competence model in place.
Competence models developed in the USA may not be applicable to other countries because
of cultural diversity aspects. Thus, studies are needed on HRM competencies in countries that

are developing or emerging, such as South Africa (Schutte et al., 2016).

HRM competencies are vital for successful performance and should therefore add value and
help the organisation’s success. A HRM professional should be a credible activist, steward of
culture and change, talent manager or organisational designer, strategy architect, operational
executor, and business ally. HRM professionals should have personal skills to give
management, employees and other stakeholder expert advice and excellent service (Dessler
et al.,, 2011). The Chartered Institute of Personnel Development (CIPD) conducted an HRM
survey and identified the following key skills a practitioner should have; be innovative, integrity,
negotiating skills, business knowledge, ability to deliver targets, strategic thinking, leadership
ability, empathy/ communication/ listening skills, understanding HRM practices and

influencing/ political skills (Dessler et al., 2011).

The South African Board for People Practices (SABPP) was set up as a self-governing body
of standards and professional registration for the HR profession. The world’s first national
HRM standards were developed by this professional body in 2013. In 2014, SABPP developed
the HRM Competency Model, which provides a clear description of the competencies HRM
professionals need. The following core competencies were identified; leadership & personal
credibility, organisational capability, solution creation and implementation, interpersonal &
communication, and citizenship for future innovation, technology, and sustainability. This

competency model is linked to the Standard, and describes the knowledge, skills and



behaviour HRM professionals need to possess in order to implement the Standard (South
African Board for People Practices, 2021). There is a heed to explore HRM competencies that
are key for HRM graduates, specifically because Gawrycka et al. (2020) mention that it is
impossible to define a single and final set of generic competencies as they are applied
differently in various professional contexts and beyond the field of study.

The following six competency domains were identified — strategic positioner, capability builder,
change champion, HR innovator and integrator, technology proponent, and credible activist
(Ulrich et al., 2012; Grobler et al., 2012):

e The strategic positioner, as HRM professionals are acting and thinking outside in, and
they should be able to translate external business trends into internal decisions and
actions.

e HRM professionals as capability builders should be able to enhance individual abilities
into an effective and strong organisation by building capabilities of the organisation.
Consistent audit and investment in creating organisational capabilities can enable this
process.

e HRM professionals as change champions should be able to initiate the need for
change and sustain that change through organisational resources.

¢ HRM professionals as HR innovators and integrators should know historical HRM
research that enables them to innovate and integrate HRM practices that help them
solve future business problems. HRM professionals should keep abreast of HRM
trends in various HRM activities.

e Technology proponent means that HRM professionals need to be able to use
technology efficiently to deliver various HRM administrative systems. The HRM
professional must also be able to connect with people better, through technology, both
within the organisation, and outside with customers.

e Credible activist means that HRM professionals must build their personal trust through
the business’s judgement. This can be achieved through communicating clear and
consistent messages with integrity. They should also be able to influence others

positively.

Most organisations in South Africa are concerned about the global economic situation,

attraction and retention of scarce and critical skills, poverty, ethics, crime, corruption, and



growing rates of unemployment (Werner, 2017). There is great concern about the rising
number of unemployed youths in the world; in this, South Africa is no exception, as most of its
youth are facing high unemployment rates. The inability to reduce the unemployment rate over
the past years has been a great concern to the country (Omarjee, 2021). 10.3 million young
people in South Africa are unemployed and as a result, the country is faced with high levels
of unemployment. The current unemployment rate is the highest since the start of the
Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS) in 2008. Some young people have been discouraged
and they are not building their skills base. This means that these young people are not in
employment, education or training (NEET), with the unemployment rate of graduates recorded
as 2.4% (Statistics South Africa [StatsSA], 2021).

Most research studies have cited lack of relevant competencies as the main reason, among
many others, why graduates take too long to get employment after completing their studies
(Jowah & Beretu, 2019). Employers’ dissatisfaction with the skills and competencies of
graduates they engage with is a global phenomenon (Winterton & Turner, 2019). There is a
serious disjuncture between what the industry requires and what students spend time
studying. The absence of this correspondence explains employers’ adamancy as they
demand experience from new entrants. Graduates are not ready for the environment of work,
as they do not possess the necessary level of adequate competencies (Abbasi et al., 2018).
Additionally, the industry is saying that universities do not supply relevant industry-ready
graduates because they take time learning how to apply theoretical concepts and incorporate
them into the tasks and requirements of real work-life (Jowah & Beretu, 2019). Equally, a study
conducted by Neale-Shutte and Nel (2013) in South Africa suggests that graduates believe
that they need more practical experience and being prepared for work before they graduate,

as they believe that this would significantly improve their employability (Dwesini, 2017).

The objective of HRM is to increase an individual’s well-being, productivity and the overall
performance of an organisation (Veth et al., 2019). In addition, Ulrich et al. (2012) state that
HRM professionals have the responsibility to enhance the performance of an organisation’s
talent, and to do this effectively they need certain competencies. Five global studies have
been conducted since 1987 looking into HRM competencies. The sixth global study was
conducted in 2012, and South Africa was part of it through the Institute for People

Management representatives.



This research study focuses on Human Resource Management (HRM) graduates from the
perspective of HR practitioners. HRM professionals say that academic preparation is still at
the top of the list, as future HRM professionals will be expected to have a university degree or
diploma, acquiring knowledge (mainly technical competencies) in HRM through higher
education institutions, and some of the behavioural competencies can be acquired outside
formal training (Warnich et al., 2018). On the other hand, HRM students and graduates often
ask about effective strategies they can use to access or enter the HRM profession, whether
someone with no work experience can enter the HRM profession and lastly, what are the most
sought-after competencies for success? (Warnich et al., 2018). There is a need to explore

specific HRM competencies that HRM graduates need to possess.

1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT

South Africa’s youth unemployment is caused by several factors, but one of the major causes
is skills mismatch (Harry & Chinyamurindi, 2020). Employers still seem to have difficulties
filling several of their existing vacancies despite the labour market's demand for competent
graduates. There are claims that a majority of the graduates in the developing world are not
employable and are often seen to be lacking the major skills that employers require (Okolie et
al., 2019). South Africa’s youth is the most vulnerable to unemployment because they lack the
relevant experience employers need (Mseleku, 2021), and many industries and business firms
have also openly complained that a majority of the graduates are not employable (Okolie et
al., 2019). For example, South Africa had the largest share of mismatched workers in 2019,
with more than 50% of skills mismatches, and the lowest levels of productivity in the labour

market compared with other 30 countries, including India and Russia (Mncayi, 2021).

There is a need for skills to evolve more rapidly than previously, and this is because of
globalisation, climate change mitigation, and digital transformation. These rapid economic
changes often create both skills shortages and mismatch in the labour market (DNA
Economics, 2020). There is a critical shortage of skill sets such as customer service or
awareness, ethical conduct at work, verbal communication, acceptance of responsibility,
attention to detail, ability to work under pressure, time management skills and motivation skills.
These are regarded as imperative skills in the labour market. The labour market also consists
of job seekers who lack relevant skills because of the poor education system in the country

(Harry & Chinyamurindi, 2020). Graham et al. (2019) argue that the education system does



not adequately prepare graduates for future employment and the demands of the market.
Hence, many graduates lack appropriate skills (Forster & Robson, 2019) that employers
require (Damoah et al., 2021). Graduates often remain underused in jobs when they do
become employed, or are employed in jobs for which they are not specifically qualified (Mncayi
& Dunga, 2016).

According to Werner (2017), HRM graduates are not prioritised, and this bold statement can
be supported by Mncayi and Dunga (2016), who conducted a study sampling graduates under
the age of 35. The study indicated that most unemployed graduates are in the human
resources, industrial psychology, and labour relations career category. The study also found
that graduates in that career category had to wait 10.5 months before finding a job. This can
be supported by Jowah and Beretu (2019), whose study indicated that HRM graduates
struggle to get employment after they graduate, and if they find employment, they are
employed in fields that do not use their expertise. The findings further indicated that only 38%
of employed HRM graduates work in a HRM-related environment, while 62% work in other
fields. Again, Jowah and Beretu (2019) suggest that HRM graduates are not often given
priority, or are sometimes not included in development and scholarship opportunities because
their curriculum is mostly theory-based. This however depends on the institution’s curriculum,
as it may not include work-integrated learning (WIL) components. WIL gives graduates a
certain degree of exposure to the real workplace so that they can acquire practical skills and

experience desired by employers (Jones et al., 2017).

Many studies on the employability of graduates and the skills they require to sustain
themselves in the labour market have been conducted by academics, graduates, and
employers alike. The focus has been on graduates in general. Table 1.1 below shows some
of the many studies that have been conducted; most are quantitative studies with university
graduates, final year students, employers, and academics as samples. The focus of this study

is specifically on exploring a competency model for human resource management graduates.



Table 1.1 Previous studies related to graduate employability.

Author Study Title Method Sample Findings
Damoah Does higher education Quantitative Employers  Findings reveal there are
et al. equip graduate students still gaps between what
(2021) with the employability higher education is offering

skills employers require? its students and what
The perceptions of industry requires from
employers in Ghana. graduates at the entry-
level.
Elrayah Can business ethics- Quantitative HR Graduates have positively
(2021) based education improve Graduates  perceived the importance
HR graduates’ of ethical skills for the job
employability, knowledge, market competition. Ethical
skills, and competence? skills might improve
graduates’ employability.
Hack- Are graduates as good as  Literature Overconfidence in basic
Polay they think? A discussion Review skills can hinder the
(2020) of overconfidence among development of the
graduates and its impact graduate both within the
on employability. university context and in
the workplace. It can
impair the graduate’s
ability and responsiveness
towards learning and
continuous professional
development.
Paadi Perceptions on Qualitative Academics  Generic skills are the most
(2014) employability skills sought after in the
necessary to enhance workplace; there are
human resource different levels to HRM
management graduates employability and different
prospects of securing a knowledge, competencies
relevant place in the and skills for each level.
labour market.
Pitan and  Student perspectives on Quantitative  Final year Universities must provide
Muller employability students support structures that
(2021) development in higher enable students to
education in South Africa. establish an appropriate
connection between theory
and practice.
Roos Development and Qualitative Career Graduates generally need
(2018) evaluation of a consultants  guidance and clarity in CV-

competence-based
curriculum vitae-writing
programme for new
graduates.

Graduate
recruiters

Graduate
students

writing. They should
anticipate and respond
appropriately to graduate
recruiters. CV presentation
and layout is important.



1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

1.3.1 General research question

Which competencies will enhance human resource management graduates’ employability?

1.3.2

Specific research questions

How are human resource management, graduate employability, and HRM
competencies conceptualised in literature?

What are the causes of HRM graduates’ delay in gaining employment after graduation?
Which competencies are key for a HRM graduate employability competency model?

What recommendations can be made for future research and practice?

1.4 RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

14.1

General objective

To determine which competencies will enhance human resource management graduates’

employability.

1.4.2

Specific objectives

To explore how human resource management, graduate employability, and HRM
competencies are conceptualised in literature.

To understand what are the causes of HRM graduates’ delay in gaining employment
after graduation.

To explore the key competencies for an HRM graduate employability competency
model.

To make possible recommendations for future research and practice.



1.5 EXPECTED CONTRIBUTION OF THE STUDY
1.5.1 Individual Contribution

The study will inform HRM graduates on competencies that they need to have in order to
successfully break entry into the labour market. HRM graduates will have the knowledge of
how they can be attractive to employers so that they can be recruited and retained in
organisations. HRM graduates will be advised on how they can acquire competencies that are
relevant for them to compete in the labour market and how they can keep improving or
updating those competencies so that they can still remain relevant, even when the labour

market changes because of trends and technological advancement.

1.5.2 Organisational Contribution

The study will enable South African organisations to incorporate competency models in their
organisations. Organisations will be enlightened about the measures they can employ so that
they can develop and sustain the employability of HRM graduates. Organisations will be able
to attract and retain HRM graduates who have the right competencies, are able to fit into the
organisation, execute their duties well, and contribute to the success of the organisation. An
HRM graduate competency model would be mutually beneficial to higher education
institutions, as they will have a model to incorporate into their curriculum and assist in

developing employable HRM graduates.

1.5.3 Literature Contribution

The study will contribute knowledge in the role that HRM professionals play in the
employability of HRM graduates, both in higher education and in the labour market. It will also
contribute knowledge of using competency models within the South African context — not only
in the workplace but also in higher education. To our knowledge, no known study has
investigated the role that HRM professi