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Abstract 

 
The competencies of Malaysian graduates are consistently a concern to the universities, industry partners, and other 

stakeholders. Previous studies have given limited evidence regarding the existence of a set of competencies for 

graduates of the profession. Accordingly, this paper aims to propose a conceptual framework for Malaysian 

graduates’ competencies. The proposed framework contains five competencies for Malaysian graduates namely 

threshold competencies, distinguishing competencies, task requirements competencies, communication and 

language competencies, and creativity and innovation competencies. The framework presents practical implications, 

particularly for higher education institutions and educators. This framework can broadly be adapted to guide 

university education in designing academic programs by incorporating a balance of skills and personal qualities to 

accommodate the current and future job market requirements. An empirical investigation should be conducted by 

future researchers to verify the proposed framework for Malaysian graduates’ competencies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the present day, higher education is one of the institutions that is extensively acknowledged as 

an essential contributor to a country's economic growth. The higher education sector has produced 

graduates who possess certain skills that are necessary for industry and lead them to carry out 

many research and development activities. This is important for the continuous growth of 

businesses and the development of the country. In today's global world, frequent changes happen 

from time to time have become more difficult to keep up with current trends (Mokhtar et al., 

2022). 

Graduates should possess a diverse of accomplishments, such as skills, knowledge, and 

other attributes to enhance their employment and achieve success in their work. These advantages 

themselves, the organization in which they are employed, and the economy of the country as a 
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whole. According to Hosain et al. (2021), it is important and mandatory for universities and 

graduates to learn and acquire new skills in order to get the job they expect. 

The unemployment rate for graduates in Malaysia is more than three times the national 

unemployment rate (Khan et al., 2021). This issue raises concerns about whether education 

systems are meeting industry needs (Baqutayan et al., 2019). Consequently, the industry is 

attempting to develop measures that bridge the skills gap (Nadarajah, 2021; Kannan et al., 2020), 

while academics and policymakers are calling for further research to pinpoint the causes of 

graduate unemployment. 

The shift toward Industrial Revolution 4.0 (IR 4.0) requires the teaching of advanced 

technical skills and abilities to graduates (Azmi et al., 2018). Acquiring sufficient skills to 

facilitate the implementation of IR 4.0 in the Malaysian labor market is a challenge. According 

to the Malaysian Ministry of Education, the lack of these skills is the main cause of 

unemployment among graduates. There is a mismatch between the skills acquired in higher 

education and those required in the labor market (Ahmed Waham & Lestari, 2019; Azevedo et 

al., 2012; Mason et al., 2003), thus reskilling and upskilling become necessary to increase 

employability (Owebvbiugie & Egbri, 2020).  

The employability of graduates has become a significant topic for both Higher Education 

Institutions and organizations. Studies have linked graduate employability with success in the 

labor market and identified essential competencies to enhance it (Bethell-Fox, 1997; Kiong-

Hock, 1986; Le’vy-Leboyer, 1992; Stasz, 2001). Despite numerous studies on the issue, there is 

no agreement on the optimal combination of skills to improve labor market success (Craps et al, 

2022; Teijeiro et al., 2013; Ashton & Green, 1996; Barth, Godeman, Rieckmann, & Stoltenberg, 

2007; Biesma, Pavlova, Van Merode, & Groot, 2007; Kelly et al., 2010; OECD, 2008; Stasz, 

2001; Strauss & Sawyer, 1986). 

As individuals pursue higher education, they gain a greater understanding of various 

subjects and concepts. This knowledge enables them to make informed decisions when selecting 

a career path that aligns with their strengths and abilities. Therefore, there is a need to establish a 

set of competency standards based on professions to guide the university, industry partners, and 

other stakeholders. Accordingly, this study aims to review past studies to propose a conceptual 

framework for Malaysian graduates’ competencies. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Over the past decade, various definitions of competence have been suggested by scholars. 

However, it is generally defined as a set of personal characteristics, attitudes, knowledge, and 

skills that lead to high-quality performance. Many studies do not provide clear definitions of 

competencies, making it difficult for future research to build upon their findings (Craps et al. 

2020; Cruz et al., 2020). Employers may not be satisfied with essential generic competencies like 

non-technical or soft skills (Azevedo, Apfelthaler, & Hurst, 2012; Malec, & Kiráľová, 2018) 

because each profession requires different sets of competencies to achieve better efficiency and 

productivity. 

Competence models are used by employers to select employees who possess the necessary 

skills and abilities required for a specific job. By doing so, overall efficiency can be improved. 

This approach saves both time and money by eliminating the need for employees to undergo 

training in areas that are not relevant to their roles. Employers can identify the necessary 

competencies for a specific job by understanding competence models, which then allows them to 

plan on-the-job training effectively (Husain et al., 2010). From an employee's perspective, 

competence models serve as guidelines and requirements of the labor market, helping to enhance 
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their employability, increase their wages, and reduce job search costs. 

Competency-based human resources are considered in the following areas: task 

requirements, thresholds, and distinguishing competency which have sources of competitive 

advantage for the organization. These ideas are essential for understanding the needs of a task or 

role, including the level of performance. Threshold competencies are imperative for all job 

holders to achieve a minimum skill level. Threshold competence or basic competence is the 

minimum set of skills, knowledge, abilities, and personal behaviors required to perform a job 

(Rosman et al., 2022; Nagata, 2010) 

Some competencies distinguish outstanding from average performance as reported in 

various countries (Boyatzis, 1982; Spencer & Spencer, 1993) as distinguish competencies. 

Distinguishing competencies are competencies that managers need to excel in their jobs. For 

example, a manager should have general competencies such as performance orientation, 

proactivity, and self-confidence (Boyatzis, 1982; Jackson, 2011). 

The task competencies required for university graduates have been consistent with in-depth 

studies of job descriptions by scholars for many years (Boyatzis, 1982; Jackson, 2011). In 

addition, they used the definition of competence in the discourse on employability as it 

encompasses attributes that contribute to meeting competition and job requirements. 

Communication aims to support daily operations, build relationships, gain commitment, 

and be persuasive in a highly valued environment. These skills are essential requirements for 

graduates and a necessary form of communication. Currently, English is widely used as the first, 

second, or third language in various countries worldwide. 

Creativity and innovation are skills that 21st-century industries need. These competencies 

are also essential to succeed academically, vocationally, and socially. Moreover, there is a great 

demand for graduates with 21st-century skills to compete globally. Therefore, higher education 

institutions in Malaysia face the constant challenge of providing 21st-century skills that will 

enable them to compete in today’s globalized knowledge-based society. 

Because of the broad perspective of competency, this study focuses on competency-based 

human resources and 21st-century competency. Competencies can be divided into five categories: 

threshold competencies, distinctive competencies, task requirements, communication and 

language skills, creativity, and innovation. However, there is a problem with the competency 

framework informing competencies in IR4.0 (Erol et al., 2016; Sima et al., 2020). Therefore, the 

right competencies need to be identified to maximize employee performance in the transition to 

IR4.0. 

 

Proposed Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework shown in Figure 1.1 is used to determine the dependent and 

independent variables of this study. The independent variables of this study are the domains of 

competency skills, which include threshold competencies, distinguishing competencies, task 

requirements, communication and language proficiency, and creativity and innovation. Each of 

these domains is represented by specific skills. 

The skills within the threshold competencies are categorized into three sets: decision 

management, self-awareness, and professional responsibility. In contrast, the distinguishing 

competencies consist of critical thinking, political skills, and self-discipline (Kelly et al., 2010). 

The task requirements include problem-solving, personal ethics, and leadership. The 
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communication and language proficiency domain primarily focuses on English language skills, 

formal communication, and oral communication. Lastly, the component of creativity and 

innovation comprises two elements: creative thinking and implementing innovation. 

 

Figure 1: Conceptual framework for Malaysian graduates’ competencies 

 
 

 

Past research has investigated the importance of the competency elements toward 

employability (Jackson, 2010; Jackson & Chapman 2012; Radwan, 2014). However, less 

research has been focused on the task requirement, threshold, and distinguishing competencies 

concerning employability. The domain of communication and language proficiency competency 

will be English language, formal communication, and written communication (Cheong et al., 

2016; Ting et al., 2017).  The lack of communication and English language proficiency skills has 

always been considered the reason for graduates' unemployment (Ting et al., 2012). Finally, 

creativity and innovation include elements such as thinking creatively, working creatively with 

others, and implementing innovation.  

Employers’ expectations about required competencies are higher than the graduates’, 

particularly in problem-solving, English language proficiency and communication, and 

leadership (Singh & Singh, 2008). Therefore, graduates should understand the employers’ 

requirements and develop skills before they enter the job market because Malaysia is actively 

cultivating a knowledge economy where jobs require independent and self-motivated workers 

(Cheong et al., 2018; Bee & Hie 2015).  However, there are contradicting findings regarding the 

competencies. The outcome is not always aligned with different research in different regions and 
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countries, however there is a common interest among all employers regarding employability 

(Freire-Seoane et al., 2019).  

Thus, this requires more studies to answer the question of which elements in the 

competency skills domain are more needed and relevant to determine employability. Moreover, 

there are limited studies that investigated the five competencies simultaneously. This study 

emulates the stance taken in past studies (Nakano et al., 2018; Jayasingam et al., 2016; Jackson 

& Chapman, 2012; Radwan, 2014; Cheong, 2016) leading to the adoption of the five competency 

skills domains in the context of Malaysia. Hence, as shown in Figure 1.3, a total of 14 competency 

skills spread across five domains related to employability are presented.  

The conceptual framework indicated in Figure 1.1 serves as the guideline to identify the 

dependent and independent variables of this study. The domains of competency skills, namely, 

threshold competencies, distinguishing competencies, task requirements, communication and 

language proficiency, and creativity and innovation, are regarded as independent variables of this 

study. Specific skills represent each of these domains.  

Threshold competencies are divided into three sets of skills – decision management, self-

awareness, and professional responsibility while distinguishing competencies presented by 

critical thinking, political skills, and self-discipline. Task requirements include problem-solving, 

personal ethics, and leadership. The communication and language proficiency focus mainly on 

English language, formal communication, and oral communication. The components of creativity 

and innovation include three elements, which are to think creatively, work creatively, and 

innovation implementation.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

In brief, the present study outlines a conceptual framework employed to develop a framework for 

Malaysian graduates’ competencies. The development of such a framework will establish a 

shared language among stakeholders with respect to the standards of performance expected of all 

graduates, specifically in the context of Malaysia. Based on the proposed framework, continuous 

expansion of knowledge is vital to develop the discipline and to differentiate the breadth and 

depth of professionals’ work (Dorst, 2008; Valencia et al., 2013). The findings of this study have 

straight and significant practical implications for curricula which are instantaneously voiced in 

the proposed conceptual framework. This framework can broadly be adapted to guide university 

education in the design of academic programs that need to incorporate a balance of skills and 

personal qualities to accommodate the current and future job market requirements.  
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