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Abstract  

This study examines the development of generic skills in the Saudi Arabian accounting 

education. The lack of generic skills among accounting graduates is an issue of ongoing 

concern as the gaps between the needs of employers and the skills of graduates hinders the 

economic development in Saudi Arabia. This concern over the development of generic skills 

in accounting education in Saudi Arabia provided the motivation for this study. 

Based on International Education Standards (IES) 3 and 4, this study examined five categories 

of generic skills: intellectual, personal, organizational and business management, interpersonal 

and communication, and ethics. Further, using Bui and Porter’s (2010) theoretical framework, 

the study assessed within-group constraints gap of three stakeholder groups (final year students, 

accounting graduates and educators), and the factors hindering the development of generic 

skills (i.e. constraining factors). The within-group expectation-performance gap of employers 

and between-group comparisons of the expectation gap and performance gap (educators vs. 

employers) were also explored. Finally, this study compared the expectation gap and 

performance gap between groups (students, graduates, employers, educators). Interviews and 

survey questionnaires were used to collect the data for the perceptions of the four stakeholder 

groups in Saudi Arabia. 

The results show that all stakeholders considered all generic skills as important for accounting 

graduates to be successful in employment with ethical skills being rated as most important. In 

addition, they perceived that graduates should acquire a reasonably high level of competence 

in all five skills categories. The stakeholder groups believed the level of competence that have 

been acquired by graduates is lower than the level of competence that should be acquired 

suggesting that there were constraints gap and expectation-performance gap. This finding 

indicates that accounting education in Saudi Arabia is not producing graduates with the 

competencies needed in the workplaces. A number of constraints were found to have hindered 

the development of generic skills in accounting education and they were mostly institutional 

related (e.g., content oriented curriculum; large class sizes and insufficient time), and student 

related (e.g., students’ own motivation and lack of ability). 

This study contributes to the literature on generic skills in non-western nations, where not much 

of the current literature is focused on. The results provided evidence of skills gaps, highlighted 
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areas of concern in the Saudi graduates’ skill development in accounting education and had 

implications for the human capital of the nation. Some suggestions for improving graduates’ 

skills development were provided.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



III 

 

Acknowledgements  

In the name of Allah, the Most Gracious and the Most Merciful 

Firstly, I thank Allah (God) for giving me the strength, ability and opportunity to carry out 

and complete this research project.  

I also thank and acknowledge all the people who helped me and supported me, making this 

research possible. Without their help, I would not have been able to write this doctorate thesis 

without their very kind help. A lot of people have been involved in this project, and I am only 

able to mention a few in particular here for space reasons. Thank you to everyone, all the same. 

Firstly, I would not have been able to write this thesis without the very patient support and 

guidance of my supervisors, Professor Fawzi Laswad (principal supervisor) and Associate 

Professor Lin Mei Tan (second supervisor). Their input, advice and guidance have been 

essential. 

Many thanks also to my family, especially Ali, my Dad, who has been behind me ever since I 

began my studies. I am also grateful to the rest of my family: my mother Maryam, and my 

brothers and sisters. They have always been there for me and supported me throughout my 

studies. Thanks also to my wife Fatimah for her continual patience and ongoing support and 

advice throughout this research project. 

I addition, I gratefully acknowledge Dr Sayeeda Bano for all the encouragement to do my best 

in study and in life.  

This thesis would not have been possible without the assistance and support of my friends, both 

in New Zealand and in Saudi Arabia, for whom I am very grateful.  

Finally, my heartfelt thanks and blessings to everyone who helped me complete this research, 

from the survey participants and interviewees who gave up their time to provide data, to those 

of you who offered advice and good ideas that helped shape this research.  

 

 



IV 

 

Table of Contents 

Abstract ...................................................................................................................................... I 

Acknowledgements .................................................................................................................. III 

Table of Contents ..................................................................................................................... IV 

List of Tables ........................................................................................................................... XI 

List of Figures ....................................................................................................................... XIV 

List of Appendixes ................................................................................................................. XV 

List of Acronyms ................................................................................................................ XVII 

Chapter One: Introduction ......................................................................................................... 1 

1.1 Background ................................................................................................................. 1 

1.2 Problem Statement ...................................................................................................... 3 

1.3 Aim and Objectives ..................................................................................................... 6 

1.4 Method ........................................................................................................................ 8 

1.5 Significance of the Research ....................................................................................... 9 

1.6 Scope of the Study..................................................................................................... 10 

1.7 Outline of the Thesis ................................................................................................. 11 

1.8 Summary ................................................................................................................... 13 

Chapter Two: Human Capital, Stakeholder Theory and Accounting Education in Saudi 

Arabia ....................................................................................................................................... 14 

2.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................... 14 

2.2 Human Capital and Education................................................................................... 14 

2.3 Stakeholder Theory and Education ........................................................................... 17 

2.4 The Saudi Arabia Context ......................................................................................... 19 

2.4.1 Background ........................................................................................................ 19 

2.4.2 The Labour Market and Unemployment ............................................................ 20 

2.5   The Saudi Education System ....................................................................................... 22 



V 

 

2.5.1 Background ........................................................................................................ 22 

2.5.2 Accounting Education in Saudi Arabia.............................................................. 24 

2.6   Accounting and the Auditing Profession in Saudi Arabia ........................................... 26 

2.7   Summary ...................................................................................................................... 28 

Chapter Three: Literature Review ......................................................................................... 30 

3.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................... 30 

3.2 Calls for Inclusion of Generic Skills in Accounting Education ................................ 30 

3.3 Important Generic Skills ........................................................................................... 32 

3.3.1 Educators’ Perceptions....................................................................................... 32 

3.3.2 Students’ Perceptions ......................................................................................... 34 

3.3.3   Graduates’ Perceptions ......................................................................................... 35 

3.3.4 Employers’ Perceptions ..................................................................................... 36 

3.4 Constraints Gap ......................................................................................................... 38 

3.4.1 Educators............................................................................................................ 38 

3.4.2   Students ................................................................................................................. 39 

3.4.3 Graduates ........................................................................................................... 40 

3.5 Expectation-performance Gap................................................................................... 41 

3.6   Expectation Gap ........................................................................................................... 43 

3.6.1 Expectation Gap between Educators and Employers ........................................ 43 

3.6.2 Expectation Gap between Employers and Students/Graduates ......................... 45 

3.6.3 Expectation Gap between Educators and Students/Graduates ........................... 47 

3.7   Performance Gap ......................................................................................................... 47 

3.7.1   Performance Gap between Educators and Employers .......................................... 47 

3.7.2   Performance Gap between Employers and Students/Graduates ........................... 49 

3.7.3   Performance Gap between Educators and Students/Graduates ............................ 49 

3.8 Constraining Factors ................................................................................................. 51 

3.8.1 Student-related Constraints ................................................................................ 51 



VI 

 

3.8.2 Institutional Constraints ..................................................................................... 54 

3.8.3 Teacher-related Constraints ............................................................................... 56 

3.9 Summary ................................................................................................................... 58 

Chapter Four: Conceptual Framework .................................................................................. 62 

4.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................... 62 

4.2 Classification of Generic Skills ................................................................................. 62 

4.3 Bui and Porter’s (2010) Gaps Framework ................................................................ 68 

4.3.1   The Expectation Gap............................................................................................. 69 

4.3.2   The Performance Gap ........................................................................................... 69 

4.3.3   The Constraints Gap ............................................................................................. 69 

4.4 The Framework of This Research ............................................................................. 70 

4.4.1 The Skills Classification Framework ................................................................. 70 

4.4.2 The Gaps Framework ......................................................................................... 71 

4.5 Summary ................................................................................................................... 76 

Chapter Five: Methodology ..................................................................................................... 77 

5.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................... 77 

5.2 Research Stance, Philosophy and Paradigm ............................................................. 77 

5.2.1   Ontology, Epistemology and Methodology  ......................................................... 77 

5.2.2   The Approach of this Study .................................................................................. 80 

5.3 The Research Objective and Research Questions ..................................................... 82 

5.4 Research Strategy ...................................................................................................... 83 

5.5 Research Questionnaire Design ................................................................................ 84 

5.5.1   Survey Design ....................................................................................................... 84 

5.5.2   Pilot Test ............................................................................................................... 88 

5.5.3   Translation ............................................................................................................ 89 

5.5.4   Sampling Frame .................................................................................................... 89 

5.5.5   Data Collection Techniques .................................................................................. 92 



VII 

 

5.5.6   Data Analysis ........................................................................................................ 93 

5.6   Research Interview Design .......................................................................................... 94 

5.6.1   Interview Questions and Samples ......................................................................... 94 

5.6.2   Data Collection ..................................................................................................... 95 

5.6.3 Data Analysis for Interview ............................................................................... 96 

5.7   Ethical Considerations ................................................................................................. 97 

5.8   Reliability, Validity and Generalisability .................................................................... 98 

5.9   Summary .................................................................................................................... 100 

Chapter Six: The Importance of Generic Skills ..................................................................... 101 

6.1   Introduction ................................................................................................................ 101 

6.2   Final Year Students .................................................................................................... 101 

6.2.1   Demographics ..................................................................................................... 101 

6.2.2 Importance of Generic Skills ........................................................................... 102 

6.2.3 Discussion ........................................................................................................ 106 

6.3 Graduates ................................................................................................................. 107 

6.3.1 Demographics .................................................................................................. 107 

6.3.2 Importance of Generic Skills ........................................................................... 108 

6.3.3 Discussion ........................................................................................................ 113 

6.4 Educators ................................................................................................................. 113 

6.4.1 Demographics .................................................................................................. 113 

6.4.2 Importance of Generic Skills ........................................................................... 115 

6.4.3 Discussion ........................................................................................................ 119 

6.5 Employers................................................................................................................ 120 

6.5.1   Demographics ..................................................................................................... 120 

6.5.2 Importance of Generic Skills ........................................................................... 121 

6.5.3 Discussion ........................................................................................................ 125 

6.6   Comparison between Groups ..................................................................................... 126 



VIII 

 

6.7 Summary ................................................................................................................. 128 

Chapter Seven: Level of Competence, Constraints Gap and Constraints Factors ................. 130 

7.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................. 130 

7.2 Final Year Students ................................................................................................. 131 

7.2.1 Introduction ...................................................................................................... 131 

7.2.2 The Level of Competence ................................................................................ 131 

7.2.3 Constraints Gap ................................................................................................ 133 

7.2.4   Interviews ............................................................................................................ 134 

7.2.5 Discussion of Constraints Gap Perceived By Students.................................... 135 

7.2.6 Constraints Factors........................................................................................... 137 

7.3 Graduates ................................................................................................................. 146 

7.3.1 Introduction ...................................................................................................... 146 

7.3.2 The Level of Competence ................................................................................ 146 

7.3.3 Constraints Gap ................................................................................................ 147 

7.3.4 Interviews ......................................................................................................... 148 

7.3.5 Discussion of Constraints Gap ......................................................................... 150 

7.3.6 Constraints Factors........................................................................................... 152 

7.4 Educators ................................................................................................................. 159 

7.4.1 Introduction ...................................................................................................... 159 

7.4.2 The Level of Competence ................................................................................ 160 

7.4.3 Constraints Gap ................................................................................................ 161 

7.4.4   Interviews ............................................................................................................ 161 

7.4.5   Discussion of Constraints Gap ............................................................................ 163 

7.4.6 Constraints Factors........................................................................................... 163 

7.5 Summary ................................................................................................................. 172 

Chapter Eight: Results of Expectation-performance Gap, Expectation Gap and Performance 

Gap ......................................................................................................................................... 175 



IX 

 

8.1   Introduction ................................................................................................................ 175 

8.2 Employers................................................................................................................ 175 

8.2.1 The Level of Competence ................................................................................ 176 

8.2.2 Expectation-performance Gap: Employers ...................................................... 176 

8.3   Expectation Gap: Employers versus Educators ......................................................... 181 

8.3.1 Discussion ........................................................................................................ 181 

8.4 Performance Gap: Employers versus Educators ..................................................... 183 

8.4.1 Discussion ........................................................................................................ 183 

8.5   Expectation Gap and Performance Gap between Other Groups ................................ 184 

8.5.1 Expectation Gap ............................................................................................... 184 

8.5.2 Performance Gap ............................................................................................. 188 

8.6 Summary ................................................................................................................. 191 

Chapter Nine: Summary and Conclusion .............................................................................. 196 

9.1 Introduction ............................................................................................................. 196 

9.2 Main research findings ............................................................................................ 197 

9.2.1 Research Question 1: Importance of Generic Skills ........................................ 197 

9.2.2 Research Question 2: Within-Group Constraints Gaps ................................... 198 

9.2.3 Research Question 3: Within-Group Expectation-Performance Gaps ............. 199 

9.2.4 Research Question 4: Between-Group Expectation Gaps and Performance Gaps

 ………………………………………………………………………………..199 

9.2.5 Research Question 5: Between-Group Expectation Gaps ............................... 200 

9.2.6 Research Question 6: Between-group Performance Gaps ............................... 201 

9.3 Contribution ............................................................................................................ 201 

9.4 Implications of the Study ........................................................................................ 201 

9.5 Recommendations ................................................................................................... 204 

9.6 Research limitations ................................................................................................ 207 

9.7 Future research ........................................................................................................ 208 



X 

 

References .............................................................................................................................. 210 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



XI 

 

List of Tables 

Table 5.1: Approaches and features of the two main epistemological paradigms ................... 80 

Table 5.2: Constraints factors .................................................................................................. 87 

Table 5.3: List of universities sample ...................................................................................... 91 

Table 5.4: Type and number of organisations represented in the study .................................. 92 

Table 5.5: Interviews conducted .............................................................................................. 95 

Table 6.1: Demographics of final year accounting students .................................................. 101 

Table 6.2: Descriptive statistics of the importance of generic skills ..................................... 102 

Table 6.3: Number of items, cronbach α, means and standard deviation for importance for the 

five skills groups: students ..................................................................................................... 105 

Table 6.4: Demographics of graduates .................................................................................. 107 

Table 6.5: Descriptive statistics of the importance of generic skills ..................................... 108 

Table 6.6: Number of items, cronbach α, means and standard deviation for importance for the 

five skills groups: graduates................................................................................................... 112 

Table 6.7: Demographics of educators .................................................................................. 113 

Table 6.8: Descriptive statistics of the importance of generic skills ..................................... 116 

Table 6.9: Number of items, cronbach α, means and standard deviation for importance for the 

five skills groups: educators................................................................................................... 118 

Table 6.10: Demographics of employers ............................................................................... 120 

Table 6.11: Descriptive statistics of the importance of generic skills ................................... 122 

Table 6.12: Number of items, cronbach α, means and standard deviation for importance for 

the five skills groups: employers ........................................................................................... 125 

Table 6.13: Comparison of important skills between different groups ................................. 127 

Table 6.14: Important skills - Independent sample t-tests results for different groups.......... 127 

Table 7.1: Level of competence accounting graduates should acquire and the level of 

competence they expected to have acquired: students ........................................................... 133 

Table 7.2: Paired sample t- tests for should acquire and expect to acquire for students ....... 133 



XII 

 

Table 7.3: Constraints factors as perceived by final year students ........................................ 137 

Table 7.4: Constraints revealed in the responses to the open-ended question ....................... 138 

Table 7.5: Level of competence accounting graduates should acquire and the level they 

actually have acquired: graduates .......................................................................................... 147 

Table 7.6: Paired sample t- tests for should acquire and expect to acquire for graduates ..... 148 

Table 7.7: Constraints factors as perceived by graduates ...................................................... 152 

Table 7.8: Constraints revealed in the responses to the open-ended question ....................... 153 

Table 7.9: Level of competence accounting graduates should acquire and the level they have 

acquired: educators ................................................................................................................ 160 

Table 7.10: Paired sample t- tests for should acquire and expect to acquire for educators ... 161 

Table 7.11: Constraints factors as perceived by educators .................................................... 164 

Table 7.12: Constraints revealed in the responses to the open-ended question ..................... 165 

Table 7.13: Within-group constraints gaps for the five generic skill categories for three 

different stakeholder groups .................................................................................................. 172 

Table 7.14: List of constraining factors that have limited the development of generic skills 

according to students, graduates and educators. .................................................................... 173 

Table 8.1: Employers’ perceptions of the level of competence ............................................. 176 

Table 8.2: Paired sample t- tests for should acquire and expect to acquire for employers .... 177 

Table 8.3: Expectation gap: employers versus educators ...................................................... 181 

Table 8.4: Performance gap: employers versus educators ..................................................... 183 

Table 8.5: Level of competence that should be acquired for different groups ...................... 184 

Table 8.6: Expectation gap - Independent sample t-test results for different groups ............ 185 

Table 8.7: Level of competence that graduates have acquired for different groups .............. 188 

Table 8.8: Performance gap - Independent sample t-test results for different groups ........... 189 

Table 8.9: Expectation-performance gap: employers ............................................................ 192 

Table 8.10: Expectation gaps: educators and employers ....................................................... 192 

Table 8.11: Expectation gaps between different groups’ perceptions ................................... 193 

Table 8.12: Between-group performance gaps for different generic skill categories ............ 194



XIV 

 

List of Figures 

Figure 3.1: The constraints factors limiting the development of generic skills ....................... 52 

Figure 4.1: Skills classification framework ............................................................................. 64 

Figure 4.2: Breakdown of the expectation–performance gap (Bui and Porter 2010) .............. 68 

Figure 4.3: Modified Bui and Porter (2010) framework used in this study ............................. 75 

Figure 5.1: The epistemological continuum ............................................................................ 80 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



XV 

 

List of Appendixes 

Appendix A: Examples of Generic Skills Classification Frameworks .......................... 234 

Appendix B: List of generic skills identified in International Education Standard (IES) 

3-4 .......................................................................................................................... 237 

Appendix C: Generic Skills Categories ......................................................................... 238 

Appendix D: Examples of Accounting Degree Profiles in The Nine Different Saudi 

Universities .................................................................................................................... 240 

Appendix E1: Questionnaire For Final Year Students (English Version) ..................... 245 

Appendix E2: Questionnaire For Graduates (English Version) .................................... 256 

Appendix E3: Questionnaire For Educators (English Version) ..................................... 267 

Appendix E4: Questionnaire For Employers (English Version) ................................... 277 

Appendix E5: Translation of Questionnaire in Arabic Language For Final Year Students 

 .......................................................................................................................... 287 

Appendix E6: Translation of Questionnaire in Arabic Language For Graduates .......... 298 

Appendix E7: Translation of Questionnaire in Arabic Language For Educators .......... 309 

Appendix E8: Translation of Questionnaire in Arabic Language For Employers......... 320 

Appendix F1: Interview Questions For Final Year Students ......................................... 330 

Appendix F2: Interview Questions for Graduates ......................................................... 332 

Appendix F3: Interview Questions for Educators ......................................................... 333 

Appendix F4: Interview Questions for Employers ........................................................ 335 

Appendix F5: Translation of Interview Questions For Final Year Students ................. 336 

Appendix F6: Translation of Interview Questions For Graduates ................................. 337 

Appendix F7: Translation of Interview Questions For Educators ................................. 338 

Appendix F8: Translation of Interview Questions For Employers ................................ 340 

Appendix G: Cronbach’s α for the level of competence ............................................... 341 

Appendix H1. Normality Distribution (Students) .......................................................... 342 



XVI 

 

Appendix H2. Normality Distribution (Graduates) ....................................................... 343 

Appendix H3. Normality Distribution (Educators) ....................................................... 344 

Appendix H4. Normality Distribution (Employers) ...................................................... 345 

Appendix I1: Important Generic Skills (49-items) ........................................................ 346 

Appendix I2: Constraints Gap: Final Year Students...................................................... 351 

Appendix I3: Constraints Gap: Graduates ..................................................................... 356 

Appendix I4: Constraints Gap:Educators ...................................................................... 361 

Appendix I5: Expectation-performance Gap: Employers .............................................. 366 

Appendix I6: Expectation Gap: Between Groups .......................................................... 371 

Appendix I7: Performance Gap: Between Groups ........................................................ 376 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



XVII 

 

List of Acronyms 

AAOIFI Accounting and Auditing Organization for Islamic Financial Institutions 

AECC Accounting Education Change Commission 

ACNRS ACNielsen Research Services 

AICPA American Institute of Certified Public Accountants 

AACSB Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business 

AAGE Australian Association of Graduate Employers 

ASCPA Australian Society of Certified Practising Accountants 

CPA Certified Public Accountant 

GAAP 

KAU 

KFUPM 

KFU 

KKU 

KSU 

Generally Accepted Accounting Principles 

King Abdulaziz University 

King Fahd University for Petroleum and Minerals 

King Faisal University 

King Khalid University 

King Saud University 

HEC Higher Education Council 

ICAA Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia 

IAESB International Accounting Education Standards Board 

IES International Education Standard 

IFAC International Federation of Accountants 

IFRS 

IMAMU 

International Financial Reporting Standards 

Imam Muhammad Bin Saud Islamic University 

MOHE Ministry of Higher Education 



XVIII 

 

NZICA New Zealand Institute of Chartered Accountants 

OBM 

PMU 

PNU 

Organizational and Business Management 

Prince Mohammad Bin Fahd University 

Princess Nora bint Abdul Rahman University 

RESA Royal Embassy of Saudi Arabia 

SAA Saudi Accounting Association 

SAMA Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency 

SOCPA Saudi Organisation for Certified Public Accountants 

SPSS Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

WB World Bank 

WFB World Fact Book 

 

 

 

 

 

 


