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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



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.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Every year, graduates leave universities having gained their accounting degrees, with the hope
that what they have learned through their degree programme will have equipped them with the
skills they need to be successful accountants. Similarly, the employers seeking to hire new
graduates for their firms look for new recruits that have the necessary skills. This chapter
provides some background on generic skills in accounting education and why this topic has
been of high interest for several decades. Following this background, this chapter will then
outline the problem statement, aims of the study, methods used, and the significance and scope

of this research.

1.1 Background

The issue of generic skills in accounting education has been controversial for many years. A
frequent comment that arises is that graduates are inadequate in the skills required in the
workplace (Jackson & Chapman, 2012). Numerous studies (e.g., Jackling & de Lange, 2009;
Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Low, Botes, De La Rue, & Allen, 2016) have explored the issue
of the “expectation gap” that occurs when accounting graduates complete their degrees without

having acquired the level of competence in generic skills expected by employers.

Generic skills are those skills that are applicable socially, professionally and educationally.
These skills include personal attributes that help to improve a person’s social interactions and
job performance (e.g., communication and interpersonal skills) (Parsons, 2008). These skills
are also called “soft skills” and they are thought to complement the “hard” skill or technical
skills of a particular discipline such as accounting. Although some generic skills can be
developed at the workplace or be learned “on the job” (AC Nielsen Research Services
(ACNRS), 2000; Bennett, Dunne, & Carre, 2000; Bolles, 2002), it has been argued that these
skills can also be developed during a student’s university studies. Gilbert, Balatti, Turner and
Whitehouse (2004) suggest that good training in generic skills is possible if students get

involved in holistic learning situations that integrate skills, knowledge, values and attitudes.

In accounting, professional bodies, employers and researchers have all criticised tertiary-level

accounting courses for not helping graduates develop an adequate level of competence in



generic skills for today’s business world, which is constantly changing (e.g., Albrecht & Sack,
2000; American Institute of Certified Public Accountants (AICPA), 1998). With globalisation,
increased competition and the rapid development in information technology and
communication facilitated by the internet (de Lange, Jackling, & Gut, 2006; Howieson, 2003;
Pan & Perera, 2012), professional accountants are expected to be competent in a variety of
generic skills as well as the traditional competencies of accountants, such as technical skills,
values, ethics and attitudes (Hancock, Howieson, Kavanagh, Kent, Tempone, & Segal, 2009;
Kavanagh, Hancock, Howieson, Kent, & Tempone, 2009; Paisey & Paisey, 2010; Sin, Reid, &
Jones, 2012). During recruitment, employers often consider the applicant’s generic skills rather
than just the grades achieved (Harvey, 2000). This can be seen in the criteria listed in
accounting job advertisements, which often include generic skills alongside formal
qualifications. This means that when several graduates apply for the same position, those with
a higher level of competence in generic skills are more likely to be successful. Accounting
graduates who are highly competent in a diverse range of generic skills are perceived as more
able to perform well in the dynamic and complicated business environment than those who are

less competent (Bowden, Hart, King, Trigwell, & Watts, 2000).

The discussion on generic skills in accounting internationally has suggested that university
policy-makers and educators need to adapt their curricula so that their graduates can acquire
and develop competence in the generic skills needed by the modern workplace (Bunney,
Sharplin, & Howitt, 2014). Over 20 years ago, the Australian Society of Certified Practicing
Accountants (ASCPA) and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia (ICAA)
(ASCPA and ICAA, 1996)* had stressed the need for educators to provide programmes that
teach a range of generic skills alongside traditional accounting skills. Similarly, the AICPA
(1999) indicated that Certified Public Accountants (CPAs) should be competent in leadership
and communication skills as well as technical accounting skills. Later, Albrecht and Sack
(2000) and Howieson (2003) also suggested that the development of generic skills should be a
necessary part of accounting programmes. Furthermore, accreditation bodies now require
universities to include generic skills in their accounting curricula as part of the quality
assurance process (ICAA & CPA, 2012).

1 Since 2000, the ASCPA has been called CPA Australia. Since 2013, ASCPA has been merged with the New
Zealand Institute of Chartered Accountants and is now called Chartered Accountants Australia and New
Zealand.



Some studies suggest that accounting faculties should educate students about the need for
generic skills as well as improving their students’ level of competence in these skills (Usoff &
Feldmann, 1998). However, including generic skills in accounting degree programmes may
require widespread and fundamental curriculum changes (Abayadeera & Watty, 2014).
Consequently, providers of accounting courses have been put under pressure to consider ways
to bridge the gap between what is taught at tertiary institutions and what is required in the
workplace. Some universities in countries like the United States (US), Australia, the United
Kingdom (UK) and New Zealand have reviewed their accounting degree programmes so they
can improve their graduates’ level of competence in generic skills and meet the standards
expected of a professional accountant (Keneley & Jackling, 2011). With many calls for
education providers to address this gap (e.g., Bui & Porter, 2010; Hancock et al., 2009;
Willcoxson, Wynder, & Laing, 2010), universities have attempted to improve graduates’ level
of generic skills (Hassall, Joyce, Montano, & Anes, 2005). However, to date, the literature

suggests that accounting graduates’ lack of competence in generic skills is still a concern.

1.2 Problem Statement

The literature has often compared the perspectives of different stakeholder groups about which
skills are important for success, as well as the levels of competence that should be acquired at
university and the level of competence that graduates acquired (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty,
2016; Ameen, Jackson, & Malgwi, 2010; Hawkes, Fowler, & Tan, 2003; Jones & Abraham,
2007; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008). Frequently, these studies find that graduates have basic
accounting and analytical skills but lack sufficient competence in other important generic skills
(Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Tempone, Kavanagh, Segal, Hancock, Howieson, & Kent, 2012;
Wells, Gerbic, Kranenburg, & Bygrave, 2009), and graduates are becoming aware that their
education has not allowed them to develop these skills (Jackling, Naidoo, Oliver & Prokofieva,
2013). Employers also report that many essential generic skills are not being developed
sufficiently in degree courses (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2016; Hassall et al., 2005; Jackling
& de Lange, 2009; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008). Different stakeholder groups also have
different perceptions. For example, Tan, Fowler and Hawkes (2004) found that management-
level accountants and educators differed regarding which generic skills are important. Other
studies showed that employers and educators agreed on the importance of certain generic skills,
and agreed that graduates are not achieving an adequate level of competence in these skills
(Jackling et al., 2013; Oliver, Whelan, Hunt, & Hammer, 2011). Recent studies have even
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found a “negative expectation gap”, where employers’ expectations are actually lower than
those of other groups such as educators and graduates (e.g., Anis, 2017; Ngoo, Tiong, & Pok,
2015).

Although the issue of generic skills has been discussed for over 30 years, the literature appears
to suggest that not enough has been done to bridge the skills gap (Bui & Porter, 2010). It
appears that accounting course structure may be to blame, with employers believing that many
tertiary-level accounting courses focus more on technical skills rather than providing
opportunities for students to develop generic skills (Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Jackson &
Chapman, 2012; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008). However, employers may have raised their
expectations to impossible levels for a university course to cover in degree programmes (Gati,
1998).

The reasons why education fails to help students develop generic skills were explored by Bui
and Porter (2010) and they identified four factors: “differences in the expectations of
accounting academics and employers; students’ perceptions of accounting programmes and the
profession, and their ability and aptitude; institutional constraints; and the ineffectiveness of
university teaching” (Bui & Porter, 2010, p.27). The nature of university education is often a
constraint (Bui & Porter, 2010; Hassall et al., 2005) as educators may not have the confidence
in teaching certain generic skills (Abayadeera & Watty, 2014) or they may believe that they
are not suited to helping students acquire these skills (Keevy, 2013). Time can also be a
constraint hindering the development of the generic skills in class (Bui & Porter, 2010;
Kavanagh & Drennan, 2007; Millner & Hill, 2008).

The situation is complicated by the lack of a standard list of generic skills or any agreement
about how to define the different skills (Albrecht & Sack, 2000; IFAC, 2008; Jackling &
Keneley, 2009; Jones & Sin, 2003). The perceived importance of specific skills can also be
subjective (Yuan, 2013). As pointed out by Fallows and Stevens (2000), generic skills are hard
to define because of their metacognitive nature. Accounting graduates and students do not often
understand what generic skills are, or which generic skills they need to develop (Barrie, 2006).
At times, graduates believe that they have acquired an adequate level of competence but the
employers’ standards and expectations, as mentioned earlier, seem to be higher (e.g., Hakim,
2016). The lack of communication between the business world and education providers further

widens the expectation gap (Leveson, 2000).



In summary, the accounting literature contains much research that draws attention to the lack
of generic skills within accounting degree courses. Numerous studies have indicated
employer’s disappointment with graduates’ level of competence (e.g., AC Nielsen Research
Services, 2000; Albrecht & Sack, 2000). Research undertaken in a range of countries has
considered which skills are important for graduates to develop in order to be employable and
the gap between the level of competence that graduates should acquire at university and the
level they manage to acquire. However, the question of which generic skills should be
developed during university courses is still unclear. What constitutes a sufficient level of

competence in different generic skills also remains to be defined.

Furthermore, the majority of studies into the importance of generic skills in the accounting
profession have predominantly been carried out in Western and/or developed nations such as
the UK, Australia, New Zealand, the US, and Canada (Albrecht & Sack, 2000; Bui & Porter,
2010; Crawford, Helliar, & Monk, 2011; de Lange et al., 2006; Harvey & Bowers-Brown,
2004; Jackling & Keneley, 2009; Jones & Sin, 2003; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2007; Kavanagh
et al., 2009; Milner & Hill, 2008; Montano, Donoso, Hassall, & Joyce, 2001; Tempone et al.,
2012). However, the expectation gap is not unique to the developed western countries as a few
studies have also found gaps in non-Western and developing nations such as Lebanon (Hakim,
2016), Sri Lanka, (Abayadeera & Watty, 2014, 2016), Pakistan (Parvaiz, Mufti, & Wahab,
2017), Malaysia (Muda, Che-Hassan, & Abdul-Samad, 2009), and Egypt (Anis, 2017).

In Saudi Arabia, the gap between the generic skills needed in the workplace and what is
provided by accounting educators has also been raised in recent years (Zureigat, 2015). Job
advertisements often specify a number of generic skills required of the applicant suggesting
that employers placed those skills as important criteria in their selection of candidates for
employment in Saudi Arabia, indicating the importance of generic skills. A few studies to date
(e.g., Igbal & Zenchenkov, 2014; Yavas, 1997; Zureigat, 2015) have investigated the
expectation-performance gap (i.e. the gap between graduates’ skills and employers’
expectations) and the importance of different generic skills in Saudi Arabia. The earliest studies
to address the expectation-performance gap in Saudi Arabia were those by Al-Dosary (1991),
which indicated a mismatch between graduates’ skills and employers’ requirements and the
study by Usoff and Feldmann (1998), which called for Saudi Arabian universities to include
generic skills in their accounting curricula. Over 20 years later, other studies (e.g., AlMotairy,

2016; AlMotairy & Altorky, 2012) found that the expectation-performance gap was still not



addressed. Al-Dosary (1991) had highlighted employers’ preference for employing foreigners
over local applicants as they have a higher level of generic skills. The expectation —
performance gap therefore has ramifications for Saudi Arabia’s human capital, as investments
in education by the government have not brought the expected payoffs i.e. the recruitment of

locals over foreigners.

The lack of generic skills is therefore an issue of ongoing concern as the gap between the needs
of employers and the skills of graduates hinders economic diversification in Saudi Arabia
(Ghaban et al., 2002). Al-Shammari (2009) indicated that the perceived labour supply—demand
mismatch in Saudi Arabia has been created by three factors: inadequate coordination between
the workplace and educational institutions, a lack of specialisation of workforce skills and a
lack of relevant workplace experience (employment practice) in potential employees. Although
opportunities for education and training have increased in Saudi Arabia, unemployment among
Saudi nationals has risen rather than fallen, largely because of the skills mismatch (Alsarhani,
2005).

Despite these concerns, very few comprehensive studies on generic skills have been carried
out in Saudi Arabia. The concerns over generic skills in Saudi Arabia therefore provided the
motivation for this study. This study is a comprehensive study to shed more light into whether
the expectation performance problem as indicated in earlier studies (some of which were
carried out more than 20 years ago) still exists and if so what are some of the causes of the
expectation performance gap problem. The findings of this study will help to fill the gap in the
literature as well as providing useful insights that may help guide the development of skills in
accounting education. Furthermore, it also helps to address the national goal of Saudisation

which is improving the human capital of Saudi Arabia.

1.3  Aim and Objectives

The literature review prompted several questions related to the overall aim of exploring the
existence and nature of gaps in generic skills in accounting education in Saudi Arabia.
Specifically, the objectives of this study are to examine the generic skills which are considered
to be important for accounting and the level of competence required of accounting graduates,
whether or not accounting education in Saudi Arabia is currently producing graduates with the

expected level of competence and, if not, what are the constraining factors hindering



development of generic skill. These findings will provide useful insights as to whether the
current university-level accounting education system in Saudi Arabia is helping graduates

develop their competences in generic skills.

This study aims to fill a gap in the literature on generic skills by examining the expectation gap
and performance gap between different groups, constraints gap and the constraints factors that
hinder the development of generic skills as well as the expectation-performance gap perceived
by employers in Saudi Arabia. A comparison of the level of competence that graduates should
acquire and the level of competence graduates have acquired in a range of generic skills will
be made to see whether certain generic skills are valued over others in the workplace and how
they are perceived by the different groups. In addition, this study will also explore perceptions
of the importance of generic skills for accountants in Saudi Arabia, a non-western country
which is much less influenced by the professional bodies.

The framework used for this study is drawn from Bui and Porter’s (2010) expectation-
performance gap framework. This framework affirms that there are four gaps related to skills
development and skills acquisition. This study adopted the same terminology of gaps as used
in Bui and Porter’s (2010) expectation-performance gap framework and they are: the
expectation gap i.e. the differences between the expectations of different stakeholder groups
(final year students vs educators, final year students vs graduates, final year students vs
employers, graduates vs educators, employers vs educators, and graduates vs educators)
regarding the level of competence that graduates should acquire during their degree
programme; the performance gap i.e. the differences between the perceptions of different
stakeholder groups (final year students vs educators, final year students vs graduates, final year
students vs employers, graduates vs educators, employers vs educators, and graduates vs
educators) regarding the level of competence that graduates have acquired upon completion of
their university education (or the level of competence they expect to acquire, in the case of the
final year students); the constraints gap i.e. the differences between the level of competence
that should be acquired versus the level that has been (or is expected to be) acquired according
to three stakeholder groups (final year accounting students, recent accounting graduates and
educators); and the expectation-performance gap i.e. the differences between the perceptions
of employers regarding the level of competence that graduates should acquire versus the level

that they have possessed.

More specifically, the research questions examined in this study are as follows:
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Research Question 1: Which generic skills do final year accounting students, graduates,

educators and employers perceive as important or necessary for successful employment?

Research Question 2: Whether there are any constraints gap between the level of
competence graduates should acquire (expectation) and the level of competence that
graduates have acquired or possess by the end of their degree (performance) as perceived

by educators, students and graduates and what are the contributing factors?

Research Question 3: Whether there are any expectation-performance gap between the
level of competence graduates should acquire (expectation) and the level of competence that
graduates have acquired or possess by the end of their degree (performance) as perceived

by employers?

Research Question 4: Whether there are any expectation gap (i.e. level of competence
graduates should acquire at university) and any performance gap (i.e. level of competence
graduates have acquired or possess at university) between educators and employers’

perceptions?

Research Question 5: Whether there are also expectation gap (i.e. level of competence
graduates should acquire at university) between other groups (students and graduates,
students and educators, students and employers, graduates and educators, graduates and

employers)?

Research Question 6: Whether there are also performance gap (i.e. level of competence
graduates have acquired or possess at university) between other groups (students and
graduates, students and educators, students and employers, graduates and educators,

graduates and employers)?

1.4  Method

The samples used for this study are the final year accounting students, graduates, accounting
university educators and employers in Saudi Arabia. Questionnaires were used to obtain
qualitative and quantitative responses from the participants which were complemented by
interviews. The questionnaires were pilot tested before being used in the main phase of the

study. Based on the literature, the study focused on the 49 generic skills classified into five



categories which were drawn from the International Education Standard (IES) 3-4 framework
(IES 3, 2014; IES 4, 2014). This framework in presented in Figure 4.1 in chapter four.

The standard Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) was used to examine
frequencies, cross-tabulations, normality, associations, groupings (Cronbach's alpha (o)
coefficient) and significant differences (e.g., independent sample t-test and paired sample t-
tests).

1.5 Significance of the Research

This study can be justified on several grounds. Firstly, few studies have researched generic
skills in non-western developing countries. This study focussed on one developing/emerging
country: Saudi Arabia. This research will therefore fill the massive gap in the Saudi Arabian
generic skills literature on the expectation gap, performance gap, constraints gap and
expectation—performance gap. To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, this is the first
comprehensive study on generic skills carried out in Saudi Arabia as it elicited the perceptions
of four different groups: final year students, graduates, educators and employers. It will be of
great value and interest to researchers and educators, especially those with an interest in
accounting education, and will provide a valuable body of literature which future studies can
draw on. As pointed out by McLean (2010, p.7),

“considerable research opportunities exist in the Gulf Cooperation Council
countries in terms of research involving ‘ideal’ or ‘employable’ graduate
attributes.”

The study is also useful and informative for students, graduates, educators and employers, as
well as society in general. The findings of the study will provide some insights for accounting
educators in Saudi Arabia in facilitating the development of skills in terms of the market needs
of important generic skills required of accountants. As Bowden et al. (2000) indicated,
universities have traditionally acted as agents of reform and social change in the countries
where they are located. Accounting students require generic skills to help them gain
employment and to carry out their future work effectively and efficiently. Educators certainly
play an important role in helping students develop the important skills required in the
workplace. The findings gained from this study will provide insights into the important skills
required in the Saudi Arabian workplace and the constraints that give rise to gaps in

expectations and performances of graduates’ competency levels. Possible reformation in the

9



university accounting education could be made by drawing on these insights so that their local

graduates possessed the required skills to successfully gain employment in Saudi Arabia.

Secondly, it extends Bui and Porter’s (2010) study by adapting their expectation-performance
gap framework for this study in a Saudi Arabian context. As they only carried out a small scale
interviews with different stakeholder groups, this study further extends their work by using a
combination of interviews, and a questionnaire survey to collect data from a bigger sample of
universities and employers in Saudi Arabia. In addition, no prior studies have compared the
views of four sample groups to investigate the levels of competence achieved as well as the

levels of competence expected.

1.6  Scope of the Study

This study examined the perceptions of final year accounting students, graduates, educators
and employers regarding generic skills in accounting education in Saudi Arabia. Specifically,
the study sought to discover which generic skills are considered to be important for successful
employment, and examined perceptions about the level of competence that graduates should
acquire and the level of competence that they have acquired upon completion of academic
study. These perceptions were used for within-group and between-group comparisons to
explore expectation and performance gaps. In addition, the perceptions of final year students,
graduates and educators regarding the constraints hindering the development of generic skills

at Saudi universities were also examined.

Generic skills are referred to by a range of terms in the literature, mostly reflecting their
subjective nature and their ability to be applied in a range of contexts. Some of the terms used
in the literature include soft skills, basic skills, employability skills, key skills, core skills and
essential skills, personal competencies, personal skills, transferrable skills, among others
(Bennett et al., 2000; Holmes, 2002; Jones, 2010). These terms can be used interchangeably
(Holmes, 2002) but the diverse range of terms used has added to the debate because they can
cause confusion among researchers. In the present study, the skills referred to by a range of
connotations in the literature are termed as “generic skills” and these will be discussed in more
detail in Chapter 4.

This study focused only on Saudi Arabia and a sample population that was representative of

the wider population of final year students, graduates and educators from nine universities
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providing degrees in accounting, as well as employers from a range of organisations. In
selecting the employers, the intention was to represent as wide as possible a selection of
business types (government, private, financial) in order to make the results generalizable.
“Educators” were defined as lecturers and professors who taught accounting degree courses at
Saudi universities (the full demographic details and the positions held by the respondents are
provided in Chapter 6 of the results). Other stakeholder groups such as professional accounting
bodies (e.g., the Saudi Organization for Certified Public Accountants, SOCPA) and
government departments were not included. Most studies on generic skills consider only the
perceptions of one or two stakeholder groups, but this research considers four groups to gives
a more detail picture of the development of generic skills in accounting education in Saudi
Arabia. To include other stakeholder groups in addition to the four groups would not be feasible
due to time and budget constraints.

Although a number of methods have been used to classify the different generic skills that are
important in accounting, this study adopted the skills classifications used in the IES 3 and IES
4 standards issued by International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) because (as discussed in
Chapter 4) Saudi Arabia’s main accounting body, SOCPA, is an IFAC member. Similarly,
although other gaps frameworks have been used in the literature to examine and contrasts the
perceptions of different study groups, this study draws on the expectation performance
framework of Bui and Porter (2010) because the framework allows the consideration of not
only “what” are the gaps but also “why” there are gaps.

1.7 Outline of the Thesis

The remainder of the thesis is structured as follows:

Chapter 2 details the current situation in Saudi Arabia, along with a brief overview of human
capital theory and the rationale behind the selection of the different stakeholder groups. This
includes a discussion of the role generic skills play in increasing human capital. To provide
some perspective of the Saudi Arabian economy and culture, an overview of its economy and

culture, including a brief history of education and accounting as a profession, are discussed.

Chapter 3 provides a review of the literature on the expectation, performance, constraints and
expectation-performance gaps as it applies to generic skills in accounting education. This

review aimed to include studies from Western and non-Western contexts, including Saudi
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Arabia, regarding calls for including generic skills in accounting degree courses. The
importance of generic skills as perceived by different key stakeholders, expectations of each
group regarding the level of competence that graduates should achieve, the level of competence
in generic skills graduates have achieved according to the different stakeholders and constraints

are discussed.

Chapter 4 presents the conceptual framework of the study. This chapter begins with a
discussion of the different frameworks used to classify generic skills, and then justifies the
adoption of the IFAC IES 3 and 4 standards as the study framework. The chapter also provides
an outline of the expectation-performance framework of Bui and Porter (2010) used to analyse
the different types of gaps. This chapter ends with the research questions that arise from the

literature review and the framework.

Chapter 5 presents the methodology used in this thesis. This covers the ontology and
epistemology of the research stance that led to the choice of a mixed methods survey design.
This is followed by a description of the process of developing and administering the
questionnaires, as well as the interview process and the steps used to transcribe and analyse the

interview data.
Chapters 6-8 present the results as follows:

Chapters 6 provides the first section of the results, providing the demographic details of the
respondents and presents the findings relating to Research Question 1 on the skills considered
to be important for success as an accountant by the different groups, and provides between-

group comparisons.

Chapter 7 considers the findings relating to Research Question 2 regarding the level of
competence in generic skills of those graduating with an accounting degree, as well as the
constraints hindering the development of generic skills (constraints gap and constraints

factors).

Chapter 8 is divided into four parts answering Research Questions 3—-6. The first part covers
the perceptions of employers regarding the level of competence graduates should acquire and
have acquired (expectation-performance gap). The second and third parts present between-
group comparisons of the perceptions of employers and educators regarding the level of

competence that graduates should acquire (expectation gap) and the level of competence that
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they have acquired (performance gap). The final part of Chapter 8 presents other between-

group comparisons considering all four stakeholder groups.

Chapter 9 brings the results of the previous three chapters together to draw conclusions and
presents the implications of this research. It also covers the limitations of the study and possible

directions for future research.

1.8 Summary

A number of studies have investigated the gaps between the level of competence in generic
skills needed by the accounting marketplace and the level of competence in these skills that
graduates are able to acquire as part of their degree courses. This research aims to examine and
explore this issue in the context of Saudi Arabia. The data collected by means of a mail
questionnaire and interviews was used to examine the perceptions of final year students,
graduates, employers in the workforce and educators regarding the importance of generic skills,
the level of competence that graduates should acquire and the level of competence that
graduates have acquired upon completion of academic study, and the constraining factors.
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Chapter Two: Human Capital, Stakeholder Theory and Accounting

Education in Saudi Arabia

2.1 Introduction

This study investigates the importance of generic skills as perceived by accounting educators,
employers, and graduated and graduating students in Saudi Arabia, and the level of competence
that should be and has been acquired by accounting graduates. Skills development through
education is important for a country’s economic growth and this premise is drawn from the
human capital theory. It is also an issue that is certainly of paramount interest to several

stakeholders such as graduates and employers.

This chapter provides an overview of the human capital theory and stakeholder theory. A
literature review of the human capital and education, including accounting education, in Saudi

Arabia then follows.

2.2 Human Capital and Education

Human capital theory looks at the sum of skills, knowledge and characteristics that are
economically useful (Cania, 2014). The theory states that earnings are dictated by an
individual’s productive ability, which is dictated, in turn, by their skills and knowledge. In the
context of education, human capital theory has replaced the older “curriculum theory”.
Curriculum theory focussed more on what is taught, how and by whom, and did not consider

the wider implications for society and the economy as a whole (McGee, 1997).

Human capital considers not only a person’s technical skills required for a particular role (such
as an accounting role, in the context of this thesis) but also the generic skills that are more
broad-based and applicable in a range of roles within the workforce. Other terms such as
transferable skills, soft skills, basic skills, employability skills, key skills, core skills, essential
skills, personal competencies, and personal skills, have been used interchangeably to denote
generic skills (Bancino & Zevalkink, 2007; Jones, 2010; Nicolescu & Paun, 2009).

Therefore, according to human capital theory, the skill set and level of competence of

employees or potential employees are important resources that are just as important, if not more
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so, than other forms of capital (e.g., infrastructure and natural resources). Some researchers
have considered human capital into two divisions: mental and physical (Gardner & Gardner,
2012). The former division of human capital is colloquially referred to as the “white collar”
labour pool and the latter as the “blue collar” labour pool. This view of human capital
recognises the value of both types of skill within the economy and has fewer connotations than
using the terms “skilled” and “unskilled.” For instance, more physical jobs such as engineering,
mechanics and farming require their own skill set that tend to be more physical in nature, and
car mechanics and chefs are by no means “unskilled”. However, in the modern world, greater
emphasis has been placed on mental human capital, as jobs that require a significant amount
of physical skills also require mental skills. In the context of accounting work, it requires more
mental capital rather than physical capital — it is a “white collar” job that requires very little
physical strength.

One of the primary concepts of human capital theory is that earnings are dictated by an
individual’s productive ability, which is dictated, in turn, by their skills and knowledge
(Becker, 2009; Sidorkin, 2007). Skills are economically useful to the employer, as they play
an important role in helping the organisation function profitably (Kwon, 2009). Skills (and
employability) of potential employees are also economically useful at the national level, as a
low unemployment rate is beneficial for the state as a whole. A more educated and skilled
workforce is more productive on a national level and thus contributes to national economic
growth and improvement (Knight & Yorke, 2002). Johnes and Johnes (2004) found that a 1%
increase in investment into higher education results in a 0.35% increase in gross domestic
product. In Canada, Dougherty and Jorgenson (1997) found that a 0.74% improvement in the
education of the labour pool made a contribution of 0.50% to growth and a 2.95% increase in
GDP, with similar results being seen for other developed nations. Furthermore, if education is
able to provide graduates with the right skill mix for their chosen career, thus maximising

human capital, unemployment is likely to decrease and productivity is likely to increase.

As pointed out by Walters (2004), education plays an important role in enriching a nation’s
“natural resources” in the form of the labour pool. This has certainly been the view of
governments and other organisations across the world that mental human capacity can be
developed through education (Rastogi, 2002). Education providers such as universities and
polytechnics have capitalised on human capital theory to attract students. Educators often

emphasise the importance of tertiary education for improving career prospects, and maximising
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an individual’s human capital. This induces individuals to invest their time, money and effort
for several years in a university education program, on the understanding that this investment
will pay dividends in the form of a job with a higher pay packet (after graduation e.g., an
accountant) compared to a position that does not require the same level of skills and knowledge
(e.g., a checkout operator at a supermarket). Therefore, according to human capital theory,
individuals will continue to invest in their own education until the cost of doing so exceeds the
potential benefits that are likely to result from a future career (Walters, 2004). For example, a
person may choose to continue to postgraduate education in a field such as medicine or science,
as a higher level of knowledge in these areas is likely to result in a high-paying role in a research
institution or similar organisation. However, very few may choose to pursue postgraduate
training in a field such as philosophy, art or history, if they perceived that these fields have
fewer career prospects and unlikely to result in sufficient economic return. It could, however,
be of great personal benefit and emotional return, but these intangible and subjective measures

are beyond the scope of human capital theory.

It can therefore be seen that it is reasonable to expect that graduates will have received
education that helps them meet these goals: they should be competent in the skills needed to
get a job and that their skills can help to “add value” to an organisation. So apart from
knowledge, the skills required include generic skills (or soft skills, transferrable skills).
Although some of the skills may be inherent in a person (e.g., a naturally friendly person is
likely to have good teamwork and interpersonal skills, or a naturally logical person is likely to
have good problem-solving and analytical skills), many skills can be developed via formal
education and training. If a particular course, such as a university-based accounting degree
course, fails to provide graduates with the necessary skills, then the goal of education will not
have been met, thus creating a gap between what has been provided and what should have been
provided by that university course program according to human capital theory. This forms the
basis of the commonly noted expectation gap and the expectation—performance gap in the
education literature. The wider the gap the more it implies that education has not maximised
the potential human capital of students and that the graduates is a failed investment both on the

individual and the national level.

Drawing from the human capital theory, generic skills are indeed an important part of
education. In the context of accounting education, the issue of developing various skills at
universities has been debated and scrutinised for many years in countries like the US (AECC,
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1990; AICPA, 1999; Albrecht & Sack, 2000) and Australia (Birkett, 1993; ICAA, 2001,
Mathews, Jackson, & Brown, 1990). It has become a human capital issue due to ongoing
changes in the nature of accounting and technology and the evidence of mismatch between the
expectations and needs of employers, and the skills taught in accounting degree courses in
universities worldwide. Accountants trained the old way are unlikely to provide the human
capital needed by the modern business world (i.e. the level of competence that should be
acquired), thus creating labour pool shortages particularly in less developed countries like
Saudi Arabia. The extant literature suggests that investment in accounting education, either by
governments and organisations or by individuals has not been getting effective results due to
the gap in expectations by the employers of the applicants or recruits (i.e. graduates have not
acquired the level of generic skills that they should have). As has been noted by numerous
researchers, accounting education need to help students develop generic skills to make the
investment by the government and individuals in accounting education worthwhile, and this
often requires educational bodies to change the accounting curriculum and use effective
teaching methods (e.g., Fortin & Legault, 2010; Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Kavanagh &
Drennan, 2008).

Although a number of studies have been conducted in the developed western countries on the
mismatch between the human capital requirements of employers and the skills of graduates
from tertiary institutions, very little is known about the development of skills in Saudi Arabia
accounting education, and in particular whether the skills the employers expect graduates to

possess matches what the graduates actually possess.

2.3  Stakeholder Theory and Education

In any study of the generic skills gap in accounting education, it is important to consider the
perspectives of the most appropriate stakeholders. A stakeholder is defined as any individual
person or group that is either affected by or has the ability to affect a certain process, company
or organisation (Freeman, 1984). Stakeholder theory maintains that all the perceptions of all
stakeholders thus defined are valid and that all stakeholders should “have a say” in how a group
or organisation is operated (Clarkson, 1995; Hill & Jones, 1992; Savage, Nix, Whitehead, &
Blair, 1991).
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In the context of education, several stakeholders have been identified in the literature as having
legitimate perceptions and viewpoints but some of these stakeholders will be more important
than others, i.e. those stakeholders who are more affected by education and its outcomes will
be perceived as more important than less affected groups. For instance, out of the 10
stakeholder groups identified by Chapleo and Simms (2010) (i.e. students, local
employers/businesses, university staff, academic and research bodies, local government, local
community, local schools, governors, parents, and national employers and businesses), they
considered the main stakeholders of higher education to be employers, governing and

administration bodies of the university, academic staff and government regulators.

Although students were not identified by Chapleo and Simms (2010) as one of the main
stakeholders, they are obvious stakeholders within education, as they are most directly affected
by the process and they have legitimate expectations of the outcomes of education (Jackling &
de Lange, 2009). As noted earlier, most university students have invested several years of time,
effort and money into the process of education, with the expectation that their training will
provide them with what they need to get a better job. Any failure on the part of education to
help them develop the skills needed to join the labour force may give rise to the following
consequences: unemployment, employment in low-paying jobs, or inability to embark on their
intended career. However, the students’ personal characteristics such as motivation and
diligence many also play a part in their development of various skills. For example, a student
who is lazy, fails to complete assignments and does not put in much effort will not receive as
much benefit from education and will not gain as many skills. On the other hand, a student who
is motivated to do his or her best and puts in the effort to learn as much as they possibly can
from their course should be able to acquire the necessary skills if they are given the opportunity
to develop them.

Educators are also important stakeholders in education, primarily because they have the
greatest influence over the process. It is educators who have the final say as to what is taught
and how it is taught, although other stakeholders may influence this decision. At times, this
group of stakeholders may be constrained by the limits of the education system itself, which
may, in turn, be affected by the decisions of other stakeholders (e.g., funding from
governments, limiting the number of teachers or tutors that can be employed by the

government, restricting the types of resources that can be made available, university policies).
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A number of teacher-related and institutional-related constraints can therefore act as barriers

to the development of generic skills at university.

Employers are another important group of stakeholders, as they are the ones who need to be
able to benefit from the human capital of the graduates (e.g., Albrecht & Sack, 2000; Awayiga,
Onumah, & Tsamenyi, 2010; Bui & Porter, 2010; Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Kavanagh &
Drennan, 2008; Lin, 2008; Lin, Xiong, & Liu, 2005; Montano et al., 2001; Watty, 2005; Wells
et al., 2009). Employers have traditionally looked at qualifications as an indication of the skills
and experience of a graduate, with the expectation that these qualifications mean that a graduate
will be able to make a positive contribution in the workplace. Nowadays, employers have
placed a lot more emphasis on the importance of various skills in their recruitment process as
the skills of the graduates they employ will affect the productivity and success of their

organisation.

Drawing from the human capital and stakeholder theory, it is vital to consider the development
of skills in tertiary institutions by examining the views of four important stakeholder groups,
educators, students, graduates, and employers, on the importance and level of competence
required of graduating students.

2.4  The Saudi Arabia Context

This section provides some background information about the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia in
relation to its human capital, stakeholders and its education system (with a particular focus on
accounting education). This information will help to provide a background context for the

research.

2.4.1 Background

The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (commonly referred to as Saudi Arabia) is located in southwest
Asia (the Middle East), extending across 80% of the Arabian Peninsula. Modern Saudi Arabia
was founded in 1932 by Abd Al-Aziz bin Abd al-Rahman Al Saud (Ibn Saud) after a three-
decade campaign of unifying the Arabian Peninsula (Royal Embassy of Saudi Arabia (RESA),
2017). It is the largest Arab country by area and population in the Arabian Peninsula (Al-
Rasheed, 2002). Based on 2013 national census, Saudi Arabia had an estimated population of
26,939,583 including 20,958,428 Saudi citizens and about five million non-Saudi residents
(76% and 24%, respectively).
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Saudi Arabia is divided into 13 provinces: Al-Baha, Makkah, Northern Province, Medina, Hail,
Riyadh, Asir, Eastern Province, Al-Jouf, Najran, Jizan, Tabuk and Al-Qassim. The capital city
is Riyadh, the seat of the Al-Saud monarchy, which is the commercial capital. Islamic pilgrims
(hajj and umrah) entering the country mostly do so via Jeddah (Kattuah, 2013). The Saudi

government is a monarchy ruled by the male descendants of King Abdul-Aziz Al Saud.

Islam is the only religion officially permitted for open expression in Saudi Arabia and only
Muslims can be full Saudi citizens. Foreign workers are permitted to follow their own religions
but they must do so in private and proselytising is strictly forbidden. According to Kattuah
(2013), Islam is deeply embedded in the Saudi identity and way of life, and Shari’ah law
(Islamic law) is the source of all legal, political, social and economic legislation that does not
originate from a government source. It is also used as the basis of the country’s constitution
and laws. This is particularly relevant for studies into the skills needed for accounting in Saudi
Arabia, as Shari’ah law is used as the basis of accounting ethics (AAOIFI, 1999; Saleem,
1993). Nevertheless, international influences such as globalisation, urbanisation, the influx of
foreign workers and technology have influenced Saudi religion and culture (Kattuah, 2013).
The Saudi economy has been influenced by two main factors: (1) the level and growth of oil
revenues, and (2) the government’s fiscal policies. Government policies form the main link
between the oil sector and the rest of the economy (Alshammary, 2014). Understanding the
background and culture of Saudi Arabia is relevant to the aims of this study because it helps to

provide a background context for the research.

2.4.2 The Labour Market and Unemployment

Globalisation has greatly affected the job market in Saudi Arabia (Al Gahtani, 2002; Madhi &
Barrientos, 2003). In the Saudi Arabian context, there are two main components of the labour
pool: the private sector and the state sector (Reich, Gordon, & Edwards, 1973, cited in Kreckel,
1980). Within the state sector, the human capital seems to be sufficient, as Saudi workers rather
than expatriate workers (i.e. those born and trained in nations outside Saudi Arabia) tend to fill
these roles (Al-Shammari, 2009; Fakeeh, 2009). Within the private sector, however, the human
capital of Saudi Arabia appears to be inadequate, as many of these roles tend to be filled by
expatriate workers: 80% of the workforce in Saudi Arabia was made up of foreign employees
(World Fact Book, 2018). Frequently, the level of skill in Saudi nationals, especially younger

Saudis who have recently graduated from local universities, is perceived as being inadequate
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by employers, thus indicating that the graduates have not developed an adequate level of

competence (Fakeeh, 2009).

In recent years, there has been a great push on the part of the Saudi Arabian government to
increase the mental human capital of the nation by increasing the level of education. This is
motivated by the aim of aiding economic growth and relying less on the expatriate labour pool
(i.e. promote “Saudisation”) and moving towards the knowledge economy (Aldammas & Al-
Mudimigh, 2011). Al-Yahya (2008) commented that the Saudi Arabian government expects
that the education provided in national universities will produce the human capital needed, as
it will help to produce graduates with an adequate level of competence in the skills needed and
expected by employers, especially employers in the private sector. The Saudi education system
is therefore undergoing a process of modernisation that involves a shift from a highly
conservative didactic approach to an approach that emphasises general learning skills (i.e.
generic skills) and new technologies (Alebaikan & Troudi, 2010). In an attempt to rectify this
situation, Nitaqat, the authority that regulates private firms’ approach to employment, also
requires businesses to employ an increasing proportion of Saudi nationals every year.
Complying firms are given access to employee training and are provided with at least one year
of wage support to enable salaries to be SAR3000% ($NZ1173.34) per month (Ramady, 2013).

Although “Saudisation” has been introduced as a solution to this problem in attempts to shift
responsibility for job creation from the public sector of the market to the private sector
(Alserhan, 2013), it has not, in general been successful and the Saudi labour market is now
changing as a result of social pressure and the possible failure of Saudisation (Ramady, 2013).
Young nationals nowadays expect to enjoy a high standard of living reflecting their higher
status than non-nationals ‘irrespective of any personal contribution to the wealth and well-

being of society as a whole’ (Ramady, 2013, p.479).

Alongside problems arising from Saudi expectations, the large proportion of low-paid
expatriate workers and low private sector wages, the education system is also causing issues in
the Saudi labour market, as the traditional education does not seem to be producing “job-ready”
employees. Many employers in Saudi Arabia, especially in the private sector, are unwilling to
hire young Saudi graduates for this reason. This is because these employers often believe,

possibly through negative experiences, that the graduates from Saudi universities do not have

2 SAR (Saudi Arabian Riyal) is the currency of Saudi Arabia.
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a high enough level of competence in the required skills, especially generic skills, and that the
knowledge that they have managed to acquire through their education is inadequate, irrelevant
and insufficient (Mahdi, 2000). This criticism of lack of skills development was also made
about accounting education (Ramady, 2010). Thus, the investment into the human capital
potential by the individuals themselves and by the government does not appear to be working
well (Ramady, 2013).

The perceived inability of Saudi Arabian universities to help graduates develop the necessary
levels of generic skills thus contributes to the human capital problem of Saudi Arabia and has
an impact on a national level as well as at the company and individual level. As is the case in
other Gulf Cooperation Council nations, educational standards are seen as being insufficient
and are a major cause of the gap between the needs of employers and the skills of graduates
(Ramady, 2010).

The next section provides an overview of the current nature and structure of the education

system in Saudi Arabia.

2.5 The Saudi Education System

2.5.1 Background

In 1953 the Ministry of Education was established, with King Fahad Bin Abdul Aziz acting as
the first Minister of Education. Until the mid-1950s, formal education was conducted according
to Islamic tradition and was for males only (Al-Rehaily, 1992). Women's education was
formally established with "General Presidency of Girls' Education” of 1960 which aimed to
control and supervise the education of female students at all levels. The Saudi Ministry of
Higher Education was established in 1975, although colleges had already been established in
Makkah and Riyadh in 1949 and 1953, respectively. Graduates from these institutions were
teachers with religious, Arabic and social science qualifications (Algaber, 1995). In addition,
the first university in the Arabian Peninsula (i.e. for countries other than Saudi Arabia) was
established in 1957. Later, seven other universities were established, along with some colleges
and polytechnic colleges. The importance of higher education changed after the oil boom of
the 1970s, which boosted the Saudi economy even further (Alfahad, 2014).

Since 2000, the Saudi government has attempted to develop the nation’s tertiary education

sector. The number of universities in the country has grown from eight in 2000 to 34

22



universities at present. Academic staff within the higher education sector rose from around
26,000 in 2005 to 48,000 in 2011. The number of tertiary-level students has also increased
greatly from 573,000 in 2004 to around 1.5 million by 2011 (Saudi Arabian Monetary Agency
(SAMA), 2012). In addition, the number of tertiary-level Saudi students studying overseas
(sponsored by the government) increased from 14,283 to 171,651 between 2001 and 2011
(Ministry of High Education (MOHE), 2002, 2012). Following this trend, government
spending on the tertiary education sector rose from SR 105 billion in 2008 to SR 204 billion in
2012 (Arab News, 2013).

Higher education or tertiary education in Saudi Arabia is defined as any stage of education that
comes after completion of basic general education. General education covers elementary
(primary school) education and secondary school education. Tertiary or higher education is not
offered by schools but by the universities and by colleges of Girls' Education (Al-Nafea, 2005).
Enrolment in higher education is not compulsory, as is the case for lower levels of education,

although general education is free.

Saudi universities follow the usual degree structure found in most universities worldwide, with
the most common undergraduate level degrees being the Bachelor of Arts (BA) and Bachelor
of Science (BSc). The accounting courses usually fall under either the Bachelor of Arts degree
or Bachelor of Science degree. Subsequent degrees at the post-graduate level are the Master of
Arts (MA) or Master of Science (MSc), followed by the Doctor of Philosophy (PhD) degree
(Al-Nafea, 2005).

The results from secondary school examinations determine entry to Saudi universities, with
interviews and further examinations sometimes being required. The number of student
admissions depends on three factors: current demand for tertiary education, the need for a more
skilled or qualified workforce and the spaces available in the universities themselves (Al-
Nafea, 2005).

The government provides a large amount of assistance to Saudi university students such as free
tuition, a monthly allowance, a subsidy for meals at the university cafeteria, free textbooks and
accommodation as well as basic medical care (Alnamri, 1993). These incentives are part of the
move to increase the skilled workforce in the general population by increasing the number of
national graduates and thus contain the high unemployment rate. Nevertheless, as indicated

earlier, some concerns have been raised as to the level and quality of the education provided to
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graduates from Saudi universities and the level of competence acquired by graduates upon

completing their studies (Sharma, 2014).

Each university in Saudi Arabia has its own regulations and procedures for appointing
academic staff at all five levels (i.e. professors, associate professors, assistant professors,
lecturers and teaching assistants) (Al-Nafea, 2005). Undergraduate courses in Saudi
universities are similar to those offered in other universities around the world. Most courses
involve four years of study but degrees in medicine, dentistry and veterinary science take five
or even more years. The accounting degree is a 4-year degree programme. Again, as is the case
in other studies, different Saudi universities offer different programmes and differ in their
flexibility regarding course changes or the length of time needed by students to decide on a
major (Algaber, 1995).

2.5.2 Accounting Education in Saudi Arabia

The first Saudi tertiary institution to offer an accounting course was the College of
Administrative Sciences (initially known as the College of Commerce) at King Saud University
(KSU) in 1959. This was followed by the inauguration of the Business Colleges at King
Abdulaziz University (KAU) (1967) and King Faisal University (KFU) (1974), which offer
undergraduate level accounting and business study degrees. KAU and KSU use Arabic as their
language of instruction, but KFU teaches in English. Alongside these three important
government-sponsored institutions, a few other colleges have developed accounting
departments (Alnamri, 1993). Prior to 2004, there were only seven government universities
(AlMotairy & Stainbank, 2014). Since then, the number of universities offering this course has
increased dramatically. Currently, 24 universities offer accounting degree courses, with 10 of
these universities being private and the remainder being government-sponsored. Interestingly,
much of the growth in demand for tertiary level accounting education has come from an
increase in the number of women students matriculating in the university. Only three
universities — KFU, KAU and KSU - offer MA-level accounting degree programmes
(AlMotairy & Stainbank, 2014). To be admitted to the accounting degree programme, students
must have passed either their secondary general school certificate or their secondary
commercial school certificate. Students from commercial schools must also have passed with
excellent grades (Al-Rehaily, 1992).

Each university is free to develop its own approach to teaching accounting, with the college
council at each university deciding on the curriculum to be offered in the accounting degree
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course. Nevertheless, most accounting degree courses in Saudi universities are very similar and
cover more or less the same fundamental topics (AlMotairy & Stainbank, 2014). The primary
method of instruction is via traditional lectures using whiteboard demonstrations, and
textbooks. During the lectures, the student/lecturer ratio can be as high as 80 to 1, especially in
compulsory courses. Instruction can be in in Arabic alone or a mixture of Arabic and English
(Al-Rehaily, 1992). The course content chiefly focuses on accounting theory and very little
time is given to developing practical techniques. According to Al-Rehaily (1992), very little
emphasis is given to generic skills like critical analysis, reflective thinking and decision-
making skills; even basic research skills such as library or internet research are not required in

most undergraduate programmes.

Frequently, the direction taken by the academic staff who decides on the accounting curriculum
can be influenced by the conferences and workshops that are often held at these universities
(Alkhtani, 2010). These conferences aim to develop the accounting profession as a whole in
Saudi Arabia and influence more than just the content or direction of the accounting degree
course. For example, the Saudi Accounting Association was initiated as a result of these
conferences. The Saudi Accounting Association has the goals of (1) promoting and developing
accounting as an academic subject, (2) giving professionals the opportunity to contribute
towards developing and progressing accounting (3) enabling ideas and publications to be
shared among professionals and academics, and (4) carrying out the research needed to lift the
level of professional accounting performance in the workplace (Al-Angari, 1999).

This demand for improvements in accounting education has stemmed from the rapid economic
change in this nation over the past 30-40 years described in the previous section. As stated by
Agami and Alkafaji (1987),

"The need for broadly educated accountants is nowhere more important than in
the developing countries, such as those in the Arab world, where environments
change constantly” (p.161).

More recently, Sharma (2014) expressed the belief that a gap existed between the needs of the
accounting industry and the skills taught at the university. This perceived gap is addressed
somewhat by the aforementioned conferences and workshops, but the literature suggests that
further improvements are needed. Nataraja, Rasheed, Al-Aameri and Paracha (2011) stated that

improvements are needed because specific accounting skills are important within the unique
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Saudi context and because the accreditation standards in Saudi Arabia often fall short of

international norms such as the International Education Standards (IES) 3 and 4.

2.6 Accounting and the Auditing Profession in Saudi Arabia

The Saudi Arabian accounting and auditing profession has not been established for very long,
especially compared to other nations. The tax laws issued in 1950 saw simple accounting
practices being introduced (Jad Alha, 1993). During this initial period, domestic auditors and
accountants were scarce and accounting education was not available (Falgi, 2009). Later, in
1965, a new law (the Companies Law) was passed that required independent auditors to review
the financial statements of listed firms so that the shareholders’ interests could be protected
(SOCPA, 2012). Nevertheless, the profession lacked the accounting standards and the due
professional care required to fulfil this law adequately (Alangri, 2004). The established
Companies Law was later followed by the enactment of the Chartered Accountants’ Act of
1974, to help regulate the accountancy profession in Saudi Arabia. However, until the early
1990s, there was no independent body responsible for overseeing the improvement and
development of the accounting profession (Haniffa & Hudaib, 2007). According to Al-Angari
(2004), the lack of an organisation responsible for developing the profession, alongside
deficiencies in the accounting education system, meant that formal professional standards, rules
and regulations for accounting and auditing practices were lacking.

One of the reasons that affected the ability of Saudi Arabia to develop a sound framework for
professional accounting and auditing is due to the practices being influenced by diverse and
sometimes clashing sources. For example, although many of the accounting regulations and
practices have been derived from the UK and the US (i.e. Western) practices, they may not be
relevant in the Saudi context, as all financial transactions in this nation are governed by the
tenets of Islam, which, among other features, prohibits the use of interest (riba) as a means of
making a profit. In contrast, much of the banking and financial system in the West is founded
on the principle of interest. Islamic principles often clashes with Western accounting
regulations, leading to confusion, inconsistency and overall poor performance in the area of
accounting and auditing (Al-Angari, 2004). Furthermore, it is also possible that the unique
demands of working as an accountant in an Islamic nation are not covered in the translated
textbooks from the US used in many accounting degree courses, leading to further problems.
The Accounting and Auditing Organization for Islamic Financial Institutions (AAOIFI), an
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independent international body that outlines the standards of ethical principles for accounting,
specifically states that accounting ethics are based on the principles of the Islamic faith, such
as fairness (AAOIFI, 1999).

In an attempt to rectify the situation and regulate the accounting profession, the Saudi
Organization for Certified Public Accountants (SOCPA) was established in 1992 after the
Ministry of Commerce had issued the Objectives and Concepts of Financial Accounting
General Presentation and Disclosure standards (Halbouni, 2006). Prior to the establishment of
SOCPA, many firms adopted Generally Accepted Accounting Principles (GAAP), mostly from
the US and UK (The World Bank (WB), 2009). SOCPA was developed from the Saudi
Accounting Association (SAA), which was established previously in 1980, although SOCPA
is now an independent body. SOCPA focusses on professional development for practising
professional accountants, whereas the focus of the SAA is more on academics and accounting
education (Albader, 2015). The SAA provides input into accounting education bodies
regarding the adoption of the IFRSs, among other topics. SOCPA has close links with the SAA,
with some individuals being members of both professional bodies (Albader, 2015).

For graduates to become a member of SOCPA they must have a bachelor or higher degree in
accounting, and practical experience in an accounting firm for a minimum of three years. These
qualifications aim to ensure that those who work as a professional accountant are of high
competency (SOCPA, 2017).

SOCPA aims to promote and improve the profession of accounting and auditing in Saudi
Arabia. To achieve this aim, it is responsible for reorganising auditing firms, granting licenses,
and monitoring the quality of audit firms’ performance. SOCPA was recognised by IFAC in
2006 (SOCPA, 2012). According to Alsaeed (2006), SOCPA has enhanced the quality of
auditing firms and has boosted shareholder confidence in corporate annual reports. By
November 2006, based on IFRS, SOCPA had issued 17 accounting and 14 auditing standards
(Al-Dohaiman, 2008). The number of standards increased to 22 accounting and 15 auditing
standards in 2015 (SOCPA, 2015).

As well as its involvement in developing official auditing and accounting standards (including
proper presentation of financial statements and methods of measurement), and outlining a code
of professional conduct, SOCPA also undertakes quality review programmes to ensure that

CPAs comply with these professional standards and other SOCPA regulations. SOCPA is also
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responsible for organising many professional development programmes and continuing
education courses (i.e. further training) to improve professional standards in Saudi accounting.
Another current activity by SOCPA is to establish a specialised accounting library containing
not only books and research papers, but also databases of professional standards and rules from
around the world (SOCPA, 2004). These objectives lie alongside other goals in the areas of
research and international collaboration (SOCPA, 2004).

As SOCPA is an IFAC member, there is an obligation to ensure that any professional
development requirements and standards meet those standards outlined in the International
Education Standards (IES). IES 3 and IES 4 state that accounting education should cover skills
including intellectual skills, personal skills, interpersonal and communication skills,
organisational and Business Management (OBM) skills and ethical skills. However, as noted
by Ahern, Kuijl and Marrian (2007), these standards are not always followed in Saudi Arabia.
AlMotairy and Stainbank (2014) also noted that Saudi universities do not always cover the
skills outlined in the International Education Standards. They further pointed out that although
the regulations of SOCPA do allow for only two members of the teaching staff of all accounting
departments in all Saudi universities to be appointed by the Minister of Commerce, this is likely
to be insufficient in view of the number of universities in Saudi Arabia. Clearer and more
communication between SOCPA and the universities is needed. Nevertheless, they indicated
that SOCPA is now aware of the need to comply with the IES and have created an action plan
in order to achieve this goal. This action plan requires the involvement of all stakeholders so
that accounting degree courses meet the standards (AlMotairy & Stainbank, 2014). They also
drew attention to the sparse research on the adoption of International Financial Reporting

Standards (IFRS) and the adoption of IES in most Gulf nations, especially in Saudi Arabia.

2.7 Summary

This chapter provides an overview of the theories underpinning this research, namely human
capital theory and stakeholder theory, as well as the current situation in Saudi Arabia to provide
a context for this research.

Human capital theory states that education is (or should be) the primary way to help students
develop skills that will be useful in the workplace, and that employers, the state and individuals

will benefit from teaching programmes that produce employable graduates. Human capital
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theory shows how an education system that does not help graduates to develop an adequate
level of competence in the skills required for employment represents a bad investment with
little or no return at the state or individual level. As the government of Saudi Arabia has
invested heavily into education in the push towards creating a more skilled labour force and
towards “Saudisation”, this research examines the development of skill competencies based on
the perceptions and expectations of the different stakeholders of interest. Drawing from
stakeholder theory, the key stakeholders in accounting education selected for this study were
the final year accounting students, accounting graduates, employers and accounting educators.

This chapter also highlighted that accounting education in Saudi Arabia currently faces
significant change. This is not surprising, considering that this is a relatively young nation that
was established less than a century ago and the profession of accounting was only established
in the 1950s. Changes in the economy both as a result of the discovery of oil resources, the oil
boom and the push for economic diversification have led to further changes, including changes
in education as a whole as well as accounting education in particular. The government is
supportive both of increasing education, especially higher education, and for raising the
standards of the accounting profession as a whole, as this will help increase the human capital
of the nation. Nevertheless, many aspects of Saudi accounting education do not seem to have

kept pace with other changes, either in the field of education or in the field of accounting.

As the Saudi government wishes to increase the skill level and employability of nationals and
to bring its practices in the area of accounting in line with international standards, it is important
that the accounting degree programme should enable its graduates to acquire a level of
competence in the skills, both technical and generic, needed to cope with the rapidly changing
world of accounting, and specifically the unique demands of the Saudi accounting
environment. This thesis aims to evaluate the extent to which the Saudi universities are
achieving the government’s goal of skill competencies, based on the views of four

stakeholders: educators, employers, and graduating and graduated students.

The literature review for the study is discussed in the next chapter.
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Chapter Three: Literature Review

3.1 Introduction

This chapter reviews the literature that examines generic skills in the context of accounting
education, and the generic skill gaps perceived by different stakeholders. The chapter is

structured according to the themes relating to:

calls for inclusion of generic skills in accounting degree courses at university;

- the perception of different key stakeholder groups (final year students, graduates,

educators and employers) regarding the importance of generic skills;

- the expectations of each group (final year students, graduates, educators and employers)
regarding the levels of competence that graduates should acquire and have acquired
(constraints gap / expectation-performance gap);

- previous findings about how the expectation gap and performance gap perceived by

different groups differ from each other; and

- previous findings about the constraining factors.

3.2 Calls for Inclusion of Generic Skills in Accounting Education

Various groups of stakeholders have continuously stressed the importance of generic skills
development in accounting education. Over the last 20 or so years, many accounting bodies
from around the world have called for entry-level accountants to be equipped with generic
skills when they graduate (Accounting Education Change Commission (AECC), 1990; AICPA,
1998; Albrecht & Sack, 2000; Birkett, 1993). The earliest calls were made in 1978 by the
American Institute of Chartered Accountants, which indicates that insufficient attention was
being given to professional skills in accounting education not only in the US but also in
countries like Scotland, England and Wales (Crawford et al., 2011). The emphasis on skills
came about partly due to many employers who have expressed disappointment in the graduates
they recruited as many lacked generic skills to work in their chosen profession (Mathews,
2000). Albrecht and Sack (2000) highlighted the need for ongoing curriculum reform so that
accounting education could keep pace with the rapid proliferation of telecommunications,

globalisation and increased technology. They also noted that high-profile corporate failures
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have changed the modern accounting profession, spurring the need for universities to change
to meet the new needs of employers (Albrecht & Sack, 2000). Many other studies, before and
after the landmark study of Albrecht and Sack (2000) also called for curriculum reform (e.g.,
Burnett, 2003; Siegel & Sorensen, 1994).

Other calls to increase the level of generic skills taught in the university as part of the
curriculum have come from government-level bodies, such as the Dearing Commission for the
National Committee of Inquiry in Higher Education in the UK (Dearing Commission, 1997)
and the Secretary’s Commission on Achieving Necessary Skills (2000) in the US. Governments
have a strong focus on employability because of the importance of a skilled workforce to the
national economy (Higher Education Council (HEC), 1992; Hillage & Pollard, 1998). The
employment rate after graduation is often used in developed countries to measure
employability and to evaluate whether or not a programme has or has not been successful.
However, as pointed out by Knight and Yorke’s (2003) study, the rate of employment is not
always a reliable measure, as other factors can influence whether or not graduates can find a

job, not just their employability (i.e. their level of generic skills).

Many of the calls for change in university curricula have focussed on the employability of the
graduates and most stakeholders believe that education providers should have the responsibility
for ensuring that accounting students learn the skills that will help to make them employable
(Kavanagh et al., 2009). As noted by Bowden et al. (2000), employability has thus become one
of the key concerns of universities wishing to implement a change in the accounting curriculum

from a more content-focussed approach towards a focus on skill-based outcomes.

Although these calls for reform in the accounting curriculum were first made in Western and
developed nations, they have also been made in developing and non-Western countries such as
Thailand (Uyar & Gungormus, 2011). In Saudi Arabia, calls have also been made in recent
years for better dialogue between the industry and business education bodies so that the core
competencies of all subjects include accounting can be identified and the curricula can be
revised accordingly (Igbal & Zenchenkov, 2014). A recent study carried out in Saudi Arabia
(Shahid, Alexander, & Abdalla, 2018) found that some accounting degree providers were in
favour of helping students not only learn accounting theory but also develop interpersonal and
communication skills, intellectual skills and information technology skills required for the

marketplace.
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Although many universities have modified their accounting curricula to include some
development of generic skills, it is still debatable as to whether they have done so adequately
or successfully. The question therefore arises as to whether the different stakeholders have
different expectations of skills or level of competency required to be developed at university.
The following sections review the literature on the expectation and performance gaps in generic

skills in the context of accounting education.

3.3 Important Generic Skills

Given the debate over the type of generic skills that need to be covered in accounting degree
programmes, it is useful to consider the viewpoints of various interested parties (i.e.
stakeholders). As pointed out by Abayadeera and Watty (2014), looking at the perceptions of
all stakeholder groups is an important first step as different stakeholder groups will probably
have different expectations. Exploring the perspectives of the different stakeholders will thus
provide a better understanding of where the gap lies. This first part considers the important
generic skills as perceived by the different groups.

Within the literature, many researchers have looked at employers’ expectations of the skills
that are needed in the accounting workplace (e.g., Hassall, Joyce, Montano, & Anes, 2003,
2005; Montano et al., 2001; Zaid & Abraham, 1994). Other researchers have considered the
perspectives of both employers and students, considering them to be the key stakeholders
(Hassall et al., 2003; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Klibi & Oussii, 2013; Montano et al., 2001).
On the other hand, a study like AC Neilsen (2000) considered the viewpoints of employers and
accounting practitioners when discussing the generic skills needed in the accounting
workplace. Another group of studies have looked at skills requirement from the perspectives
of accounting graduates (de Lange et al., 2006), graduates who have had some professional
experience as accounting practitioners (Carr, Chua, & Perera, 2006), accounting students (Reed
& Kratchman, 1989; Tempone & Martin, 2003; Usoff & Feldman, 1998), and academics
(Kavanagh & Drennan, 2007). The perceptions of the key stakeholders, educators, graduates
and students and employers regarding the importance of generic skills and the level of

competency (should acquire and acquired) are reviewed in the next section.

3.3.1 Educators’ Perceptions
Previous studies into perceptions of generic skills from the perspective of educators have come
up with a range of findings. Earlier studies tend to show that educators believed that accounting

education should focus primarily on technical skills (e.g., Armitage, 1991; Francis &
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Minchington, 1999; Milner & Hill, 2008; Morgan, 1997). Milner and Hill’s (2008) study
showed that accounting educators in the UK did not seem to place as much importance on
communication skills as did funding bodies and those in the accounting workforce. Taking a
slightly different approach, Watty (2005) in a study of 30 universities in Australia, indicated
that educators considered that most of the courses they provided tended to be largely dictated
by what was required by professional accounting bodies, implying that the views of educators
about course content and the skills to be acquired were not reflected in curriculum content.
Some academics considered the list of generic skills that should be addressed by tertiary-level
accounting degree courses, as suggested by the ICAA and the ASCPA, was too broad and that

technical accounting skills should still be the main focus (Boreham, 1995).

Across the board throughout the literature, problem-solving skills, analytical skills and
communication skills appeared to be important (e.g., see Callan, 2004). Albrecht and Sack
(2000) indicated that accounting educators in the US listed analytical skills and critical thinking
as being the most important out of a list of 22 generic skills. The findings of Tan et al. (2004)
showed that academics in New Zealand agreed that problem-solving, thinking skills and
communication skills were the most important generic skills. Similarly, Morgan (1997) found
that educators in UK considered communication skills highly. Studies have also shown that
accounting educators do not seem to put much emphasis on ethical skills or leadership skills
(Bui & Porter, 2010; Russell & Smith, 2003). In relation to leadership skills, Bui and Porter
(2010) in New Zealand suggested that perhaps those providing accounting education see
leadership skills as being more important for senior accountants rather than entry-level

accountants, and thus did not rate this skill highly.

Although there are not many studies conducted in non-Western countries, those studies that
did showed different findings of educators’ perceptions between Western and non-Western
nations. Albrecht and Sack (2000) indicated that educators in Western nations tend to rate
communication more highly than their counterparts in Japan. This result is consistent with the
findings of Sugahara and Coman (2010) who showed that the faculty members of the
Accounting/Commerce department of one university in Japan rated interpersonal skills as being
less important. However, they rated information skills as being the most important and
behavioural skills as being the second most important. In China, Lin et al.’s (2005) study

showed that Chinese educators in the area of accounting rated one branch of analytical skills
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and interpersonal skills as being the most important that an accountant needed to have whereas

decision-making skills were considered as less important.

3.3.2 Students’ Perceptions
In general, the findings of the various studies on students’ perceptions have been mixed, with
some studies showing that students believed that most of the generic skills are important for

job success in accounting.

Several studies have looked at the generic skills that accounting students perceive as being
important, often to contrast the students’ views with those of other groups. Earlier studies found
that accounting students tend to rate technical accounting skills and spoken communication
skills above other generic skills (Rebele, Apostolou, Buckless, Hassell, Paquette, & Stout,
1998; Usoff & Feldmann, 1998). These studies were however undertaken before calls for
change in accounting curricula became widespread. More recent studies supported the
contention that students believed that technical skills are not sufficient for job success in
accounting (Mohamed & Lashine, 2003; Usoff & Feldmann, 1998) and that students gained a
better understanding of important generic skills as they progressed through their courses (Reed
& Kratchman, 1989).

Gabric and McFadden (2001) found that students in the US listed verbal communication,
problem-solving and listening skills as the three most important generic skills in the workplace.
An Australian study by Jones and Sin (2003) showed that the skills listed by students as being
the most important for success in their chosen career were: personal skills and communication
skills (e.g., self-motivation, spoken and written communication, professional attitude,
teamwork skills and personal values), analytical or thinking skills (e.g., problem-solving
skills), appreciative skills (e.g., critical thinking and decision-making skills), and leadership
and interpersonal skills. Weil, Oyelere, Yeoh and Firer (2001), in a study investigating the
perceptions of accounting students in New Zealand and South Africa, found that students rated
real-world decision-making skills and the ability to find several solutions to business problems
(i.e. problem-solving skills) most highly or most. In Australia, Kavanagh and Drennan (2008)
found students identified problem-solving and teamwork skills to be the most important for
getting a job in today’s accounting marketplace. They indicated that their results showed that
accounting students in Australia are becoming more aware of what their employers are likely
to expect. Interestingly, only a handful of studies (e.g., Kerr & Smith, 1995) found that
accounting students believe ethical skills to be important in the workplace.
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Similar perceptions about generic skills in general have been reported in non-Western and
developing nations. For example, the study by Abayadeera and Watty (2016) undertaken in Sri
Lanka found that the generic skills that accounting students believed to be important were
intellectual skills and personal skills, followed by management skills, communication skills
and analytical skills. Similarly, in Tunisia, Klibi and Oussii (2013) found that accounting
students considered communication skills and other generic skills to be important for success

in the workplace.

3.3.3 Graduates’ Perceptions

Several studies have focussed on graduates regarding the generic skills that they consider to be
important. The New Zealand study by Carr et al. (2006) showed that graduates listed the
important skills to be technical accounting techniques, communication, problem-solving and
critical thinking skills, a professional attitude, and having a global and local perspective. They
also found that graduates rated analytical skills, technical skills, communication skills and
problem-solving skills as being equally vital for career success. Low’s (2007) study found that
accounting graduates in New Zealand believed that their university courses had not shaped
their ethical beliefs and thinking, and therefore did not consider ethical skills as important for

career progression.

Other studies carried out by de Lange et al. (2006), in Australia, and Sugahara and Coman
(2010) in Japan showed that accounting graduates tended to perceive communication skills as
being more important than technical accounting skills. A South African study by Barac’s
(2009) and an Australian study by Jackling et al. (2013) found that graduates rated skills such
as communication, time management, interpersonal skills and analytical skills as being

important for success as an accountant.

Some studies were also carried out non-western countries. Kim, Ghosh and Meng (1993) found
that accounting graduates in Singapore seem to believe that grades (i.e. technical accounting
skills), personal qualities and communications skills were the most important criteria for job
success. The study in Ghana by Awayiga et al. (2010) showed that graduates rated analytical
skills as one of the most important professional skills and stated that good leadership skills are
needed in accounting graduates, along with a global outlook and political awareness. Similarly,
graduates in Lebanon rated technical and functional skills (presumably OBM skills) as the most

important skills for accountants (Hakim, 2016).
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3.3.4 Employers’ Perceptions

Employers are important stakeholders in the process of accounting education and their views
are often solicited in studies on generic skills. Indeed, it was the contrast between the
perceptions and expectations of employers and those of other stakeholders that spurred calls
for generic skills to be included in accounting degree courses because of their importance as
perceived by employers. This literature review found a wide range of studies that considered
the perceptions of employers regarding which generic skills are important in accounting as well
as the expectation-performance gap they perceived.

A range of generic skills are valued or considered to be important by employers, and this has
been the focus of numerous studies since the 1990s or even earlier. The important skills
identified by employers include communication, stress management, teamwork, business
awareness, problem solving, analytical, planning, self-management, and use of business
information systems (Australian Association of Graduate Employers (AAGE), 2011; Bennett
et al., 2000; Bui & Porter, 2010; Crawford et al., 2011; Gray & Murray, 2011; Krause, 2007;
Low et al., 2016; Montano et al., 2001; Tan & Laswad, 2017; Tempone et al., 2012; Wells et
al., 2009).

Some studies have considered the relative importance of generic versus technical skills in the
eyes of employers. Kavanagh and Drennan’s (2008) study showed that employers in Australia
consider technical accounting skills and generic skills to be equally important in the accounting
workplace. On the other hand, the work by Jackling and de Lange (2009), and Gabric and
McFadden (2001) suggested that employers tend to value generic skills over technical skills.
Hancock, Segal, Howieson, Tempone, Kavanagh and Kent (2010) found that communication
skills were just as important as technical skills when employers decide whether or not to hire a
new graduate although employers find that a lack of communication skills is highly undesirable
in a prospective employee. They viewed the different role played by the two skill sets (technical
and interpersonal) in securing employment as follows: technical skills will secure an interview
for a prospective accounting employee but it is the interpersonal skills demonstrated in the

interview that will influence the employers’ final decision.

Studies carried out in non—western countries on the employers’ expectations regarding the
generic skills that they expect graduates to have acquired also showed a number of important
skills. In Singapore, Kim et al. ‘s (1993) work showed the three most important generic skills

employers look for when interviewing accounting graduates were enthusiasm or job

36



motivation, personal traits and communication skills. A later study by Towers-Clark (2016)
compared employers’ views in Singapore, the UK and Australia, and found that the most
important generic skills were analysis and critical evaluation, time management, interpersonal
skills, problem-solving skills, communication skills and information technology skills. In
Vietnam, employers expect graduates to have good communication skills, which included
English language proficiency, good problem-solving skills and the ability to use information
technology (e.g., the Internet) (Duoc & Metzger, 2007). Hakim’s (2016) study on employers
in Lebanon found that although employers considered technical skills to be the most important
for entry-level accountants, they also valued teamwork skills, interpersonal and communication
skills, and leadership skills; personal skills were rated as being the least important. Abayadeera
and Watty (2016), who looked at the perceptions of employers in Sri Lanka, indicated that the
skills believed to be important by employers were managing deadlines; work attitudes, ethics
and values; the ability to acquire targets and intellectual skills; and self-motivation. In Tunisia,
Klibi and Oussii (2013) showed that employers considered interpersonal, personal and
intellectual skills, and information technology skills as the most important generic skills
accountants should have. In Thailand Thatong (2016) found that communication, problem-
solving and good technological skills were among the most important general skills desired or
sought by employers, alongside integrity and ethics skills, and the ability to organize workflow.
Sithole’s (2015) work in Swaziland showed that employers value ethical skills as well as
problem-solving and computer skills.

In Saudi Arabia, Zureigat’s (2015) study on Saudi employers showed that they rated generic
skills in the following order of importance: critical thinking, problem-solving and decision-
making (analysis), oral presentation and communication, teamwork, business ethics, time
management, negotiation, written communications, computer, planning and leadership.
Employers in the area of auditing also rated the different generic skill categories differently
from employers in the “pure” accounting sector. Other studies looking into the Saudi Arabian
context have also found that employers consider interpersonal and communication skills to be
the most important for career success (e.g., Igbal & Zenchenkov, 2014). Another study carried
out in the Saudi context (Yavas, 1997) revealed that Saudi employers considered personal skills
(especially management and leadership skills) were the most important skills in the workplace,

followed by interpersonal and communication skills (particularly negotiation skills).
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The literature also shows that a number of studies have been carried out to examine expectation
gap as perceived by different stakeholder. However, fewer studies were focused on empirically
identifying the full spectrum of gap in accounting education (i.e. the constraints gap, the
performance gap and the expectation-performance gap) (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Bui

& Porter, 2010). The following sections provide an overview of the literature on the different

gaps.

3.4 Constraints Gap

The constraints gap is a termed coined by Bui and Porter (2010) and it describes the differences
between the level of competence that should be acquired versus the level that has been (or is
expected to be) acquired based on the perceptions of each of the three stakeholder groups
(accounting students, accounting graduates and educators). Constraints gap therefore arises
from within group comparisons. This part of the literature review looks at studies that have

compared the various constraints gap perceived by the three key stakeholder groups.

3.4.1 Educators
Several studies have looked at the views of educators regarding the gap between the level of
competence that could or should be acquired by accounting students at university and the level

of competence that these students are actually achieving.

In Australia, Jackling et al. (2013) study on how well accounting graduates’ education
contributed to their development of generic skills show that educators believed that accounting
students were failing to acquire the level of competence that they should acquire upon
completion of their accounting degree course. This was verified by an earlier Australian study
by Kavanagh and Drennan (2007). Other studies indicated that some educators believed that
students did not need to graduate with a very high level of competence in organisational and

business management (OBM) skills as they can be learned in the workplace (e.g., Doh, 2003).

Regarding the perceptions of educators, Howcroft (2017) found that although the level of
competence that graduates should acquire and the level of competence that they actually
acquired tended to be similar overall for most gaps, a gap appeared for intellectual skills.

Similar gaps have also been found in non-Western and developing nations. Some of the more

notable studies are those of Abayadeera and Watty (2014, 2011), which were carried out in Sri
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Lanka. These studies reported that educators felt that their students were not able to reach a
high level of competence in the area of intellectual, interpersonal and communication, personal,
OBM skills except ethical skills as they did not feel confident about teaching these skills. In
addition, the Malaysian study by Karim, Embi, Din and Shah (2010) found that educators
perceived a gap between the level of competence that should be achieved and the level of
competence that was achieved in the areas of intellectual skills. Similarly, the study by Anis
(2017) in Egypt showed that educators perceived a notable gap between the level of
competence that should be achieved and the level of competence that was achieved, especially
in the areas of intellectual skills (especially analytical skills), personal skills such as lifelong
learning, OBM skills and interpersonal and communication skills, particularly English
language skills. The findings of Anis (2017) are particularly relevant to the present study, as
Egypt and Saudi Arabia are both Arab nations and have a very similar culture.

3.4.2 Students

Discrepancies between the level to which generic skills had been acquired and the importance
given to those same skills as perceived by accounting students were evident in several studies
(e.g., Borzi & Mills, 2001; Hassall et al., 2003; Jackling & Keneley, 2009; Keneley & Jackling,
2011). It appeared that students felt frustrated as universities were not enabling them to develop
an adequate level of the generic skills they believed to be important for the workplace
(Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008). Although the students in Kavanagh and Drennan’s (2008) study
believed that the level to which written communication skills had been developed, they also
believed that they had not acquired a sufficient level of accounting software skills. Students

further perceived gap in the development of decision-making and oral communication skills.

However, there were also studies which showed that accounting students believed that their
degree course had enabled them to develop an adequate level of generic skills (e.g., Donelan
& Reed, 1992). For example, Ballantine and McCourt-Larres (2007) found that the students
they surveyed in UK believed that their communication skills had improved during their studies
and had enabled them to reach the level of communication skills necessary for a job. Other
studies in Australia (e.g., Farrell & Farrell, 2008; Jackling & Keneley, 2009; Sugahara, Suzuki,
& Boland, 2010) also showed that accounting students have a high level of “self-efficacy”
regarding interpersonal skills including team work skills, indicating that they believed that they
had acquired the level of competence they felt that they should have. Interestingly, Sawyer,

Tomlinson and Maples (2000) in fact found that some accounting students believed that their
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courses put too much emphasis on certain generic skills (e.g., oral presentation skills and
teamwork skills) and they were acquiring a higher level of competence in these skills than they

believed they should acquire.

Studies carried out in non-western countries also showed that many skills were developed at
universities. For example, Abayadeera and Watty (2011) showed that accounting
undergraduates in Sri Lanka believed that their course work had addressed the area of
interpersonal skills and teamwork skills adequately. Another study carried out very recently in
Malaysia found that accounting students were able to acquire their desired level of competence
(i.e. the level of competence that was acquired matched the level of competence that should be
acquired) in the areas of critical thinking skills, problem-solving skills, teambuilding skills,
information management skills, communication skills, ethical skills and leadership skills, but
not “entrepreneur skills” (Mohamad, Muhammad, Hussin, & Habidin, 2017). In Saudi Arabia,
Al-Mallak’s (2012) study showed that accounting students believed that a high level of
interpersonal skills are needed in the accounting workplace. The accounting students also

believed that communication skills had been covered adequately as part of their degree course.

3.4.3 Graduates

Often, the experiences of recent accounting graduates as they transition from the university to
the workplace may make them realise the skills gap relating to employability. Because of this,
some researchers have investigated graduates’ perceptions about the level to which generic
skills are developed within accounting education programmes. On the whole, graduates tend
to perceive a gap between the level they felt they should have acquired and the level they have
actually acquired (e.g., Jackling et al., 2013), particularly so in the category of communication
skills (e.g., Bui & Porter, 2010; de Lange et al., 2006; Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Jackling et
al., 2013; Mathews et al., 1990).

Some studies in Australia showed that graduates perceived the need for more emphasis on
interpersonal skills at university (de Lange et al., 2006; Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Mathews
et al., 1990), communication skills (Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Mathews et al., 1990),
teamwork skills (Jackling & de Lange, 2009), leadership skills (Jackling & de Lange, 2009).
As pointed out by de Lange et al. (2006, p. 382), although

“generic skills development is being undertaken in undergraduate courses, it is
failing to meet the expectations of graduates when they enter the workforce ”.
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The gap between the level of skill that should be acquired in the university versus what was
actually acquired was also found in the New Zealand context (Bui & Porter, 2010; Davis, 1999;
Wells et al., 2009). Wells et al. (2009) for instance, found large gap in the area of personal
skills.

A number of studies on the gap perceived by graduates carried out in non-Western nations
show that graduates believed that their university course had enabled them to acquire the level
of competence in generic skills that they felt they should have acquired. For example, studies
in Swaziland (Sithole, 2015), Kazakhstan (Chaker & Abdullah, 2011), Gulf (McLean, 2010)
and Lebanon (Hakim, 2016) indicated that accounting graduates believed that they had
acquired the desired level of competence (i.e. they did not perceive any gap) in a number of
generic skills. In contrast, the Malaysian study by Jusoh, Simun and Chong (2011) found
constraints gap and the biggest constraints gap was in communication skills. Similarly, the
Saudi Arabian’s study by Al-Rehaily (1992) and Yavas (1997) found that the accounting
degree programmes do not often emphasise or help graduates to acquire the desired level of
competence in generic skills such as reflective thinking, critical analysis and research skills.
These studies were however conducted more than twenty years ago.

3.5 Expectation-performance Gap

The expectation-performance gap describes the differences between the perceptions of
employers regarding the level of competence that graduates should acquire versus the level that

they have acquired.

A range of studies have investigated the deficiencies perceived by employers. If an employer
perceives that recent graduates are deficient in a particular skill area, this can be interpreted as
meaning that they believed the level of competence in that generic skill that accounting
graduates have acquired at university is lower than the level they should acquire. This gap is

an area that is widely debated (Johnson, 2006).

Earlier studies by Theuri and Gunn (1998) and Siegel and Sorenson (1999) highlighted that
employers in the US believed that university courses were not providing accounting graduates
with the necessary level of skills, especially communication skills, technical accounting skills,

interpersonal skills, business analysis, analytical skills and knowledge of business operations.
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Overall, employers often highlighted the lack of communication and interpersonal skills, and
problem-solving skills (Albrecht & Sack, 2000; Bowden et al., 2000; Bridgstock, 2009; Hassall
et al., 2005; Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Yu, Churyk, & Chang,
2013). Many employers appeared to believe that accounting graduates are not “work-ready”
because they have not acquired a sufficient level of communication skills through their
accounting degree programmes (see Albrecht & Sack 2000; Birrell, 2006, Bui & Porter, 2010).
Similarly, Howcroft (2017) found that employers perceived a gap between the level that should
be acquired and the level graduates have achieved for most skill categories. Nevertheless, some
studies, particularly those undertaken after 2004, found that the expectation—performance gap

that relates to communication skills is narrowing (e.g., Howcroft, 2017).

In the non-western studies Abayadeera and Watty (2014) found that the expectations—
performance gap was particularly noticeable in the areas of business ethics, attitudes and
values; dedication and motivation; leadership and decision-making skills; the ability to meet
deadlines; problem-solving and similar intellectual skills (e.g., critical thinking); proficiency
in spoken and written English language skills, lifelong learning (i.e. a commitment to
professional development), communication skills such as listening and negotiating skills; and
resource management skills. However, employers were satisfied with graduates’ competency
in the area of technical skills (e.g., computer literacy, bookkeeping and similar technical
accounting skills) and a select sample of generic skills (personal presentation (i.e. physical
appearance and maintaining dress codes in the workplace), research skills and the ability to
acquire targets set by the management. In Pakistan, Parvaiz (2014) found the gap was in
personal skills. In Vietnam, Ha, Hanh and Bouilheres (2012) revealed a large expectation
performance gap in the areas of English language skills and computer skills. Hakim and Bizri’s
(2015) study found expectation performance gap in a range of areas, such as decision-making
skills, interpreting data, prioritising, managing limited resources, problem-solving skills and
familiarity with technology. A follow-up study by Hakim (2016) shows there were not much
improvement in level of competency. Altrawneh’s (2015) work carried out in Jordan also found
gap in the areas of communication (particularly foreign language skills), problem-solving skills
and analytical skills. The study in Malaysia by Sawani, Abdillah, Rahmat, Noyem and Sirat
(2016) found that employers believed that recent graduates did not have a satisfactory level of
competence in communication skills as compared to teamwork skills. Interestingly, Sithole
(2015) indicated that employers in Swaziland did not perceive an expectation-performance gap

in the level of competence acquired by recent accounting graduates. Anis (2017) showed that
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Egyptian employers perceive a significant expectation-performance gap in the areas of
intellectual skills (especially critical thinking skills), interpersonal and communication skills

such as presentation, personal skills, OBM skills and ethical skills.

Studies in Saudi Arabia (e.g., Yavas, 1997; Zureigat, 2015) also highlighted the existence of
an expectation-performance gap. For example, Yavas (1997) found that Saudi employers,
especially those trained in the US, perceived a significant gap in the areas of personal skills
(particularly managerial skills such as planning skills) and interpersonal and communication
skills such as negotiation skills. Zureigat (2015) explored Saudi employers’ perceptions of the
expectations-performance gap and there were wider gaps in most areas of skills such as

intellectual, personal, interpersonal and communication, OBM, and ethics.

3.6 Expectation Gap

The expectation gap describes the differences between the perceptions of different stakeholder
groups regarding the level of competence that graduates should acquire upon completion of
their university education. This gap therefore arises from between groups comparisons. This
part of the literature review looks at studies that have compared the various expectations gap
perceived by the four key stakeholder groups. As most studies studied either students or
graduates’ perceptions, in comparison with other groups, they were grouped together as

students/graduates for the purpose of the review below.

3.6.1 Expectation Gap between Educators and Employers

The expectations gap between educators and employers has been widely investigated in the
literature. As stressed by Craig and Amernic (2001), the many differences between academia
and the professional world may arise from the fundamental aims and goals of the two groups
and how they perceive education in general. According to them, employers want universities
to produce employable students who have the skills needed for success in the workplace.
However, it appears that some academics believe that tertiary education is as much about
encouraging independent thought and developing intellectual capacity as it is about acquiring
the skills that are needed in the workplace, if not more so. Bui and Porter’s (2010) study is
interesting in this regard, as the educators in New Zealand interviewed in their study believed
that graduates should acquire at least a moderate level of competence in analytical and problem
skills (higher order thinking skills), but only one of the employers believed that graduates
should acquire a strong level of competence in thinking skills upon graduation. Similarly,
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Montano et al. (2001) suggested that employers may give higher priority to skills that the

majority of accounting degree programs do not or are not able to develop.

However, several studies found no significant differences in certain specific skills (Crebert,
2000; Hancock et al., 2010; Kavanagh et al., 2009; Tan et al., 2004). For example Tan et al.’s
(2004) study did not find any significant differences between the views of employers and
educators in some generic skills such as problem-solving, thinking skills, intellectual and

communication skills. Hancock et al.’s (2010) study showed no differences in OBM skills.

Howcroft’s (2017) study carried out in the UK and Ireland found a clear difference between
the perceptions of educators and those of employers. They revealed that educators believed that
intellectual skills were the skills graduates should achieve the highest level of competence, but
the expectations of employers were lower. On the other hand, employers had very high
expectations regarding the level of competence in interpersonal and communication skills, but
the educators had lower expectations regarding these generic skills. Howcroft (2017) dubbed

this type of mismatch as an “importance expectation” gap.

The gap between the perceptions and expectations of employers versus educators is also found
in studies carried out in non-Western nations. For example, in Lebanon, Hakim (2016) found
that the employers were dissatisfied with the level of skill that accounting graduates had
managed to acquire by the end of their degree programme, and the views of the employers did
not agree with those of the educators. Parvaiz et al. (2017) found similar differences between

employers and educators in Pakistan.

Usually, the mismatch between the perceptions of employers and educators tends to suggest
that the level of competence that employers believe accounting graduates should acquire is
higher than the level of competence that educators think the accounting graduates should
acquire. However, the reverse situation was found in Sri Lanka by Abayadeera and Watty
(2014). For a number of skills (e.g., communication skills, personal skills), the educators
expected that accounting graduates should acquire a higher level of skill compared with the
expectations of employers, thus creating a negative expectation-performance gap for these
generic skills. In Pakistan, Parvaiz (2014) also found a negative gap or no gap for some generic
skills (management skills, information technology skills, listening skills effectively, written
communication, problem-solving skills, independent thinking, critical thinking, financial risk

analysis and ethical skills). However, there were expectation gap for other generic skill
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categories, such as negotiation skills, the ability to work in multicultural settings, English
language skills, leadership skills, project management and personal skills such as lifelong

learning.

The mismatch between the perceptions of employers and educators were also evident in a few
studies in Saudi Arabia. Igbal and Zenchenkov’s (2014) study shows differences between the
beliefs of employers and educators, and also called for increased communication between the
industry and the universities in Saudi Arabia so the accounting curriculum can be developed
appropriately to meet the demands of the industry. The study of Anis (2017) in Egypt, another
Arab nation like Saudi Arabia, found a significant expectation gap between educators and
employers regarding the level of competence that graduates should acquire in OBM skills such
as leadership skills, personal skills (e.g., understanding group dynamics) and interpersonal and

communication skills such as negotiation skills.

3.6.2 Expectation Gap between Employers and Students/Graduates

An expectation gap between accounting students and employers occurs when there is a
mismatch between what the students want or expect to acquire as part of their accounting
degree programme in terms of the set and level of generic skills, and what employers would

expect them to acquire.

Various gaps of this type have been discussed in the literature. For example, the mismatch
between the beliefs of students and those of their prospective employers regarding the
importance of communication skills has been highlighted by Ameen et al. (2010) in the US.
Similarly, some studies have indicated a mismatch between students and employers regarding
the level of competence with some generic skills (such as Jackling & de Lange, 2009) which
is consistent with the findings of Kavanagh and Drennan (2008) in Australia. Kavanagh and
Drennan (2008) found gap between the beliefs and perceptions of accounting students and

employers regarding ethical skills (e.g., professionalism, issues to do with fraud, etc.).

Other studies have found that both employers and students believed that graduates should
acquire a reasonably high level of competence in generic skills, which indicated that there is
no gap between the beliefs of these groups (e.g., Gabric & McFadden, 2001; Hassall et al.,
2003).
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The clash between the perceptions of graduates and those of employers regarding how
important generic skills are and the level to which these should be acquired as part of the degree
course has also been widely noted throughout this branch of the literature in different contexts
and countries (AC Neilsen Research Services, 2000; Bui & Porter, 2010; Gammie et al., 2002;
Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Kim et al., 1993). Studies have found that employers expect that
accounting graduates should acquire a higher level of competence in generic skills (or certain
sets of generic skills) compared with the level of competence that graduates expect to graduate
with. For example, Jackling and de Lange (2009) found that employers in Australia expected
graduates to have acquired a good level of competence in teamwork skills, whereas the
graduates did not believe that they needed to have acquired a high level of competence in this

skill area.

One of the more comprehensive studies that contrast the perceptions of students and graduates
versus employers in non-western nations was that of Abayadeera and Watty (2016), which was
carried out in Sri Lanka. This recent study found that the perceptions of employers and
accounting students regarding the level of competence that should be acquired at university
were not significantly different, except for some areas like work ethics, attitudes and values,
and personal attributes like the ability to meet tight deadlines, dedication and self-motivation.
Similarly, Awayiga et al. (2010) reported that in Ghana, employers and graduates tended to
agree about the importance of generic skills in the accounting workplace, especially regarding
analytical and critical thinking skills. Their results also show that the graduates tend to consider
technical and functional skills to be least important, whereas the employers considered
interpersonal skills to be the least important. Gurcharan-Singh and Garib-Singh (2008)
compared the expectations of Malaysian graduates and employers and found that the views of
the two groups had a significant overlap in many areas with no statistically significant gap
appearing between the perceptions of the two groups. Other studies carried out in Tunisia (Klibi
& Oussii, 2013), Lebanon (Hakim, 2016) also reported that accounting students/ graduates,
and employers did not agree about the level of competence that should be acquired upon
graduation, with the expectations of the employers being higher than those of students/
graduates. A Malaysian study by Ngoo et al. (2015) found an expectation gap in intellectual

skills but not communication skills.
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3.6.3 Expectation Gap between Educators and Students/Graduates

Very few studies, to the author’s knowledge, have directly compared the perceptions of
educators and accounting students to discover if there were any differences in views about the
expected level of competencies.

Baker and McGregor (2000) contrasted the views of various stakeholder groups, which
included both educators and postgraduate students (among other groups such as accounting
professionals and business practitioners), regarding generic skills in the US and found that the
educators’ perceptions differed from those of all other stakeholder groups, especially regarding

the importance of communications skills.

Some research into the perceptions of graduates and students versus the perceptions of
educators has also been carried out in non-Western nations. For example, the study by Lin et
al. (2005) carried out in China showed that there is no expectation gap between these groups
as students and educators tended to agree that apart from technical accounting skills,
accounting students should acquire a reasonably to moderately high level of skill in

communication skills and critical thinking skills.

3.7 Performance Gap

The performance gap describes the differences between the perceptions of different stakeholder
groups regarding the level of competence that graduates have acquired upon completion of
their university education. This gap therefore arises from between group comparisons. This
part of the literature review looks at studies that have compared the various performance gap
perceived by the four key stakeholder groups. As above, the students and graduates are

discussed under students/graduates group.

3.7.1 Performance Gap between Educators and Employers

A performance gap appears when an educator believes that a student has acquired the
competencies required for but the employers believe that students do not have the necessary
competencies. The performance gap can be a consequence of the expectation gap. However,
the expectation gap does not always explain the performance gap, as revealed by the landmark

study of Bui and Porter (2010) in New Zealand due to constraints factors.
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A few studies have shown the existence of performance gap (e.g., Parvaiz et al, 2017). For
example, Bui and Porter (2010) found that the perceptions of employers and the perceptions of
educators regarding the level of competence that accounting graduates have acquired tended to
match. Similarly, Oliver et al. (2011) indicated that in Australia, the perceptions of employers
and educators regarding the level of competence that graduates had acquired were very similar,
except for certain skills like clear and effective written and spoken communication skills,
critical thinking critically, analytical thinking, and the ability to analyse and solve complicated
problems in real life contexts. In the UK and Ireland, Howcroft (2017) found some interesting
performance gap as perceived by employers and educators. The educators believed that the
graduates had achieved a high level of competence in interpersonal and communication skills,
but the graduates’ level of competence perceived by employers was lower. However, the
employers perceived that graduates had acquired a moderately high level of competence in

personal skills, but the educators perceived that they had achieved a lower level of these skills.

Some studies were also carried out in non-western nations. For example, in Pakistan, Parvaiz
(2014) found that employers believed that graduates had not graduated with an adequate level
of competence in a number of generic skills (e.g., like thinking and behaving ethically,
considering problems from multiple perspectives, leadership, skills, financial risk analysis,
fluency in the English language, spoken communication). However, the educators believed that
the graduates had acquired a good level of these generic skills as part of their degree course.
Nevertheless, his study also shows that employers and educators agreed that graduates had
acquired an adequate level of competence in financial accounting, written communication
statistics, thinking critically, being outcome-focused, the ability to take a legal regulatory
perspective, information technology, strategic management, cost and management accounting
(a technical accounting skill), having an international perspective and problem-solving. In Sri
Lanka, Abayadeera and Watty (2014) found that these two stakeholder groups tended to agree
about the level of competence that accounting graduates had managed to acquire. Their study
also found that this match was closest when educators felt confident about teaching certain
generic skills, with the exception of English language fluency and research skills. In Egypt,
Anis (2017) found performance gap between the perceptions of employers and educators in
intellectual and OBM skills.

48



3.7.2 Performance Gap between Employers and Students/Graduates

An important performance gap to consider is the mismatch between students/graduates, and
employers regarding the level of competence that accounting graduates have acquired or
achieved through their degree programme. In general, the level of competence in generic skills
that graduates and students thought that they have acquired tends to be lower than the level of
competence that employers thought graduates have acquired (Bui & Porter, 2010; de Lange et
al., 2006; Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Tempone et al., 2012). Jackling and de Lange’s (2009)
study found that employers in Australia believed that graduates did not have a high enough
level of competence in leadership skills, verbal communication, teamwork skills, and
interpersonal skills, although the graduates appeared to believe that they had acquired a good
enough level of competence in these areas. On the other hand, a study by Kavanagh and
Drennan (2008) found that there were performance gap between students and employers in

several skills (e.g., intellectual, interpersonal and communication skills and ethical skills).

As highlighted by Velasco (2012) and Montano et al., (2001) this may be because graduates
believed that employers are more concerned with grades, but the reality is that employers
looked for a good level of competence in generic skills in new employees. As indicated by
Keneley and Jackling (2011), the performance gap helps to explain why recent accounting

graduates have not been able to find work in their chosen field.

In the non-western nations, much research into performance gap between the perceptions of
employers and graduates (and students) regarding the level of competence that has been
acquired at university has been carried out by Abayadeera and Watty (2016) in Sri Lanka. Their
study shows performance gap in a number of areas (e.g., ethical skills, problem-solving skills,
attitudes, the ability to be motivated and meet deadlines, English language skills, critical
thinking skills, decision-making skills, written and oral communication skills, commitment to
lifelong learning, language skills and resource management skills). They also noted, however,
that in the area of technical accounting skills (e.g., bookkeeping) and in some generic skills

(research skills, computer literacy), the performance gap did not exist.

3.7.3 Performance Gap between Educators and Students/Graduates

It is harder to examine performance gap from expectations gap for students because they have
not yet graduated and thus their final performance is not known. However, some studies have
been carried out on students, although not all of these have contrasted the views of educators
and students, and thus this gap need to be inferred. Bui and Porter (2010), for example, showed
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that some accounting students in New Zealand were dissatisfied with the generic skills they
had acquired because their accounting courses were too theoretical in content; educators,

however, presumably did not perceive their curricula to be inadequate.

In contrast, the performance gap from the perspective of graduates and educators is more
apparent and has been investigated to some extent in the literature. A performance gap that
focuses on the contrast between the perceptions of graduates and those of educators often
becomes apparent if or when a graduate tries to find employment as an accountant but discovers
that the skills needed by employers were not covered by their degree course. For example,
Mathews et al. (1990), Mclsaac and Sepe (1996), and de Lange et al. (2006) in Australia all
revealed that graduates stated that certain skills should have been given more emphasis in their
degree course. This desire for more emphasis suggests a mismatch between the views of
graduates and educators. Other studies (e.g., Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Jackling et al., 2013)
explicitly found a performance gap as accounting graduates perceived that their degree
programme had not adequately addressed the generic skills they needed in the workplace.
Similarly, a subsequent study by de Lange et al. (2006) in Australia, discovered a performance
gap in the area of communication skills, particularly written communication skills, as
accounting graduates seemed to feel that communication skills were not emphasised to an
adequate degree in their accounting degree course. Other studies, however, have also found
that accounting students believed that they have acquired a “good to high” level of competence
in generic skills (e.g., Farrell & Farrell, 2008; Montano, Cardoso, & Joyce, 2004; Sawyer et
al., 2000; Sugahara et al., 2010) and thus it can be inferred that their perceptions were similar

to those of the educators who provided their degree programmes.

The issue of a performance gap appearing between the perceptions of educators and graduates
regarding the level of competence that graduates have achieved is also found in non-Western
and developing nations. An earlier study by Abayadeera and Watty (2011), for example,
showed that in the Sri Lankan context, graduates and final year accounting students expressed
dissatisfaction with how the generic skills that they perceived to be important in the workplace
were covered in their degree programme (i.e. the graduates and final-year accounting students
perceived a performance gap to exist). A follow-up study by Abayadeera and Watty (2014),
again in Sri Lanka, and McLean (2010) in the Gulf nations, showed that educators believed

that graduates had been able to acquire a good level of competence in some generic skills at
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university, which indicates a reduced performance gap. In China Lin et al. (2005), however,

did not find any performance gap between educators and students.

3.8  Constraining Factors

A number of constraints that hinder students’ acquisition of generic skills have been identified
in the literature (e.g., Bui & Porter, 2010; Hassall et al., 2005; Milner & Hill, 2008; Parvaiz,
2014, etc.). For instance, Bui and Porter (2010) identified constraints as student-related or
institutional-related. They also critiqued teacher’s ability and performance as possible reasons
why accounting graduates are not acquiring the competencies in various skills. Drawing from
the literature, the constraints were grouped into three main categories: student-related,
institutional-related and teacher-related constraints (see Figure 3.1) and a brief discussion of

each of the constraints is provided below.

3.8.1 Student-related Constraints

() Students’ motivation

Students’ motivation plays a role in constraining students’ development of generic skills. As
shown in the study by Marriott and Marriott (2003), students’ motivation in pursuing
accounting as a profession and as an area of study in the UK changed from being positive in
their first few years of study to more negative as they reached the final year of their studies.
This finding suggests that boredom, negative perceptions of accounting and dissatisfaction may
lead to poor motivation in achieving a high level of skill competences upon graduation. Bui
and Porter (2010) also indicated that boredom leads to low levels of motivation in students,
which results in a lower level of generic skills being acquired at university. The demands of
long course hours and the time required for studying may also affect the level of motivation
and enthusiasm of the students. In addition, a very demanding course could also lead students
to have a low level of energy, which, in turn, could lower their ability to engage with new
material and learn properly. Some educators found students to have better attitudes toward
learning than others in a study carried out in Pakistan (Parvaiz, 2014) suggesting that
motivational attitude differs between students.

Although students’ attitudes are mostly a student-related constraint that hinders the
development of generic skills, it can also be linked to teacher-related constraint (which is

discussed below).
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Figure 3.1: The constraints factors limiting the development of generic skills
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(i) Pre-university Teaching Culture

Very few studies focused on how well schools prepared students to enter university. Ha et al.
(2012), who focused on accounting education in Vietnam, stated that students’ lack of maturity
contributed to their low level of development in generic skills, in contrast to technical skills.

They suggested that the schooling system in Vietnam (i.e. primary and secondary school), has
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little focus on soft skills, and the Vietnamese culture is very protective of children. As a result,
many university students (who are aged 18 years old upon entering university) do not have the
maturity needed to develop skills such as communication, teamwork and leadership, even
though they have the mental capacity needed to acquire technical skills in a classroom context.
A student’s pre-university teaching culture and the culture of a society may therefore help to

explain the extent of students’ development of generic skills at university.

Bui and Porter (2010) also noted that students enrolled in university had a low level of
knowledge and skills, and as a result educators had to spend time in helping them with basic
skills (e.g., mathematics, problem-solving) during the accounting degree course. They
suggested that increasing the entry-level academic requirements for accounting students is

perhaps one way to address this constraint.

(i) Aptitude and Ability

The lack of students’ ability is another constraint and is related to prior university education
discussed above (Bui & Porter, 2010). In their study of first-year accounting students Stoner
and Milner (2010) found that many students were not able to engage with and develop many
of the generic skills focused on in the course, suggesting that students may have lacked the
ability to develop these skills, although their earlier school experiences may also play a role in
shaping student’s ability. Parvaiz (2014) also found that the majority of educators in their study
believed that one of the key constraints was the poor aptitude or academic level of the students
enrolling in accounting degree programmes. This meant they were less able or less focused on
developing generic skills, as they had to also work more on acquiring the technical skills in
order to cope with tertiary-level studies in accounting. Students’ ability and aptitude therefore

create a barrier to acquiring or developing generic skills.

(i) Importance of Generic Skills

At times, it is not so much the students’ ability or level of motivation that creates a barrier to
developing generic skills during an accounting degree course. Abayadeera and Watty (2016)
in their study on Sri Lankan accounting students show that the students were more focussed
and placed more importance on achieving high grades and in acquiring professional accounting
qualifications rather than generic skills. This is an example of a student-related constraint that
relates to the undergraduates not valuing or seeing how important generic skills are for
accountants. As pointed out by Bui and Porter (2010) students may fail to make the most of
opportunities to develop their skills, even though educators may have put a lot of time and
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effort into designing courses that will allow them to develop generic skills. Therefore, students’
perceptions of the need to acquire certain generic skills may also constrain the development of

generic skills.

3.8.2 Institutional Constraints

(i) University Priority

Often, universities need or want to maximise revenue by accepting as many students into the
accounting courses as possible. This can result in accepting students with low abilities and
increasing class sizes. Having higher standards for entry into accounting degree courses is
likely to overcome these student-related constraints but this means the university will earn less
revenue. Therefore if universities prioritise the quantity rather than quality of students, this has
repercussions for the development and acquisition of generic skills because of large class sizes
and because some students may not have the ability to develop a high level of competence in

generic skills. Thus university priority may cause some of the other constraints.

Universities may also not prioritise generic skills as they may not see the development of
generic skills as being their role or responsibility. Instead they may view internships, or
summer work programmes as better ways for students to acquire non-technical skills (Gracia,
2010; Haet al., 2012).

However, some universities appeared to be prioritising the development of generic skills as
part of the accounting degree programme. The study by Abayadeera and Watty (2011) shows
that some generic skills like teamwork and computer literacy were developed in the accounting
degree programmes. Similarly, Parvaiz (2014) found that because the Pakistani educators did
prioritise curriculum development and address generic skills. This means that university
priorities were not seen as a constraint as some studies in the developed countries have

indicated.

(iv) Rewarding Research

The demands on lecturers and academics to undertake research often creates a strong
institutional constraint that puts extra workload on educators. A number of other researchers
(e.g., Bui & Porter, 2010; Dominelli & Hoogvelt, 1996; Green, Hammer, & Star, 2009;
Howieson, 2003; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2007) pointed out that universities tend to recognise
and reward research and publication, rather than developing new methods of teaching to

incorporate generic skills within the accounting curriculum (Barrett & Milbourne, 2012; Bui
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& Porter, 2010; Serow, 2000). As a result, educators who have only limited time and energy,

tend to prioritise research activities over teaching.

If graduate employability is not a priority, educators may also be less motivated in keeping up
to date with the required skills needed by employers and the accounting profession. The lack
of communication between educators and the accounting profession was highlighted by
Leveson (2000).

However, the pressure to publish appeared less intense in the non-western countries. As
indicated earlier, Parvaiz (2014), focusing on academics in Pakistan, found that they did not
perceive workload and the demands to undertake research as a barrier. Interestingly, research

was perceived by the academics as an activity undertaken out of personal desire and interest.

@ii)  Class Size/Time

Accounting degree courses tend to be one of the popular choices for those entering tertiary
education. As a result, class sizes can be very large and is perceived as a barrier to developing
generic skills (Bui & Porter, 2010; Hassall et al. 2005; Lindsay & Campbell, 1995; Manakyan
& Tanner, 1994; Milner & Hill, 2008; Murdoch & Guy, 2002; Street, Baril, & Benke, 1993).

Large class sizes create a barrier because of the logistical problems of presenting and using
various techniques to help students develop generic skills. Healy and McCutcheon (2010)
indicated that some educators found it difficult to use case studies (a good way to help students
develop a range of generic skills) in larger classroom settings with 100 or more students. This
was particularly seen as a problem in first-year accounting classes (Graham, Hampton, &
Willett, 2010), as large class size makes it difficult for educators to present tasks to help

students develop generic skills.

Lack of time also affects and exacerbates the effect of student ability on the level of generic
skills acquired, as the stress and exhaustion created by a hectic class schedule is known to affect
the capacity to learn (Conrad, 2011).

Educators are also affected by time constraints, as indicated by Milner and Hill (2008), among
others. Studies show that educators often lack the time needed to revise and rewrite curriculum
content, improve their own level of generic skills such as English fluency and computer skills,
and develop their teaching methods and/or skills, as the responsibilities of teaching and

research take up much of their time already. This means that even if they believe that the
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accounting course should include more opportunities to help students develop generic skills,
they may not have the time to adapt the curriculum without sacrificing their personal spare time
outside the workplace. In addition, as pointed out by Kavanagh and Drennan (2007), academics
need to meet and work with accounting practitioners to adapt the curriculum appropriately, and

it can be difficult for them to find the time or interest to do this.

(iv)  Curriculum

The nature of university education can also be a constraint in the development of generic skills.
The universities’ curriculum may prioritise the teaching of concepts and theories rather than
non-technical accounting skills. Watty (2005), in her study of 30 universities in Australia,
found the accounting curriculum with overly theoretical course content. She also commented
that the educators revealed that though they considered generic skills to be important, the actual
material they covered in lectures and tutorials was not determined by them but by the
professional accounting bodies. The constraint created by the lack of time mentioned above
also meant that there was not much time available in the curriculum to help students develop

generic skills.

In light of all these findings, it is apparent that introducing more courses that specifically focus
on development of generic skills like computing and communication into the curriculum may
be difficult as more courses would demand even more hours for students and educators, who

already have to manage heavy schedules.

3.8.3 Teacher-related Constraints

(i) Educators' abilities and attitudes

According to Hassall et al. (2005), employers consider the abilities and attitudes of educators
as being one of the key constraints hindering accounting graduates from developing a good
level of generic skill. Bui and Porter (2010) also noted that institutional constraints gap can
arise from factors relating to the educators themselves (i.e. the lecturers and tutors who deliver
the content of accounting degree courses) and factors that they can control, such as teaching
methods and the attitude of the educators towards different skills and institution pressure to
research. The workload and other demands faced by educators often create a constraint,
because educators may lack the time to develop or adapt their teaching style to provide their

students with opportunities to develop generic skills, or they may lack motivation to do so.
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The ability and attitudes of lecturers to teach is important as it can affect how well students are
able to acquire various competencies (Bui & Porter, 2010; Hassall et al., 2005). If lecturers are
boring and do not use practical learning material, students often lose motivation and thus affect
their skills development. In Bui and Porter’s (2010) study, students often expressed that if a
lecturer or tutor was not enthusiastic about a certain topic or even about accounting in general,
it would dampen their enthusiasm for the topic and discourage them from asking questions to
improve their understanding and developing their problem-solving skills. Their study also
showed that students often wondered what they were learning could be applied in the real world

and they tend to lose interest when too much focused is placed on theoretical concepts.

Apart from educators’ ability, many educators believed that their teaching should primarily
focus on technical accounting skills, as the generic skills were seen as being too broad to be
covered properly by an accounting degree course (Boreham, 1995). Many academics tend to
see themselves as experts in technical accounting skills rather than generic skills, and/or do not
their role is to teach generic skills (Sloan & Porter, 2009). In particular, some accounting
educators do not consider themselves as being the best people to teach communication skills,
especially English language skills. Rather it should be the responsibility of the English and
language faculty rather than the accounting faculty (Sloan & Porter, 2009). In the area of ethics,
Adkins and Radtke (2004) pointed out that the faculty staff of most accounting departments in
the US were not been formally trained in ethics. So it is not easy for them to help students
develop such skills. Many educators also believed that other means of allowing students to
develop their generic skills such as internships, field work and work experience might be better
to help students develop various workplace skills. (Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Gracia, 2010;
Haetal., 2012).

This constraint of educator inexperience is also found in non-western countries (Parvaiz, 2014).
For instance, Abayadeera and Watty’s (2014) study showed that some educators in Sri Lanka
had a low level of computer literacy and were not familiar with some modern accounting
software. Thus they were unable to teach their students these skills, even though they are vital
in the modern accounting workplace. They also found that although many educators believed
skills like critical thinking, interpersonal, listening, communication were important, they did
not know how to teach these skills to their accounting students or did not feel confident about

their ability to teach these skills. Furthermore, some educators did not believe that it was their
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responsibility to teach students generic skills; presumably, these educators believed that these

skills were best learned outside the university (e.g., on the job or at home).

In Saudi Arabia, most studies or discussions on constraints were carried out in other disciplines
rather than accounting. In many cases, the constraints were implied from the results and
discussions by researchers and the constraining factors discussed focused on institutional
constraints rather than student-related or teacher-related (Algabbaa, 2015; Alhudaithy, 2014;
AlMotairy, 2016; Alsharari & Almadani, 2016; Igbal & Zenchenkov, 2014). The discussions
generally noted that class size, and curriculum content hinders students’ development of
generic skills. Alwehaibi (2012) suggested that at least some of these institutional constraints
could be overcome if educators changed their strategies so that the students had more
opportunity to develop their competence in generic skills. However, it is important to note that
Saudi Arabia as a Muslim-majority country where Shari’ah law applies requires accountants
to know the theory of Shari’ah-compliant accounting and financial products as well as
accounting theory in general to be successful in the workplace in Saudi Arabia (Hussain,
Shahmoradi, & Turk, 2015; Kammer, Norat, Pinon, Prasad, Towe, & Zeidane, 2015; Karim,
2001). The need for more theory coverage in the accounting degree programme in Saudi

Arabia, meant that even less time can be devoted to the development of generic skills.

3.9 Summary

The literature review has shown that since the 1980s, the problem of the expectation and
performance gap in accounting education has been discussed and debated widely in a range of
contexts and cultures. The calls for accounting education reform reflect the changing needs of
the accounting workplace due to advanced technologies and globalisation. Notably, many
studies have pointed out the need for accounting students — and accountants in the workplace
— to be lifelong learners who have “learned how to learn” and who are open to acquiring more
skills and increasing their level of competency. However, as the literature indicates, the
academic world has been slow to respond to these calls from the accounting industry and
employers still expressed concerns over the graduates they recruit.

The literature review has also shown that the importance of generic skills often arises from
differences in perceptions according to different stakeholder groups. Overall, it appears that

the skills generally considered to be important by educators include technical (e.g., Armitage,
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1991; Francis & Minchington, 1999; Milner & Hill, 2008; Morgan, 1997), problem-solving
(e.g., Callan, 2004; Tan et al., 2004), analytical (Albrecht & Sack, 2000; Callan, 2004),
communication (e.g., Callan, 2004; Morgan, 1997; Tan et al., 2004) and critical thinking (e.qg.,
Albrecht & Sack, 2000; Tan et al., 2004). The skills perceived to be important by students
include communication (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2016; Gabric & McFadden, 2001; Jones
& Sin, 2003; Klibi & Oussii, 2013), problem-solving (e.g., Gabric & McFadden, 2001;
Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Weil et al, 2001), analytical and personal (e.g., Abayadeera &
Watty, 2016; Jones & Sin, 2003), interpersonal (e.g., Jones & Sin, 2003), intellectual and
management (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2016). According to graduates, the most important
skills include technical (e.g., Carr et al., 2006; Hakim, 2016), followed by communications
(e.g., Barac, 2009; Carr et al., 2006; de Lange et al., 2006; Jackling et al., 2013; Kim, Ghosh,
& Meng, 1993; Sugahara & Coman, 2010), analytical (e.g., Awayiga et al., 2010; Barac, 2009;
Jackling et al., 2013), time management and interpersonal (e.g., Barac, 2009; Jackling et al.,
2013), problem-solving and critical thinking, a professional attitude, and having a global and
local perspective (e.g., Carr et al., 2006). For employers, however, the skills considered to be
the most important for career success as an accountant include communication, stress
management, teamwork, business awareness, problem solving, analytical, planning, self-
management, and use of business information systems (Australian Association of Graduate
Employers (AAGE), 2011; Bennett et al., 2000; Bui & Porter, 2010; Crawford et al., 2011,
Gray & Murray, 2011; Krause, 2007; Low et al., 2016; Montano et al., 2001; Tan & Laswad,
2017; Tempone et al., 2012; Wells et al., 2009).

Expectations and performance gaps have been explored in numerous studies, which showed
that all gaps are wide, although some are narrowing (e.g., the expectations gap between
employers and graduates, and the performance and expectations gaps between employers and
educators regarding some skills). A few studies (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Bui & Porter,
2010) have found a “negative” expectation gap, i.e. where employers’ expectations of the level
of competence that graduates should acquire as part of their accounting degree course is lower
than the level of competence expected by other stakeholder groups such as graduates or
educators. Studies that have focused on performance gap usually contrast graduates, educators
and employers, with fewer studies considering students. These studies often find performance
gap between different groups, particularly between employers and educators. However, gaps
are not always found between the perceptions of employers and the perceptions of other groups
like graduates (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2016).
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The literature has also identified a number of factors that constrained skills development.
Student-related factors include motivation, pre-university education, aptitude and ability, and
awareness of the importance of generic skills. Institutional factors are quite broad and they
include university priority, a university culture that focuses on and rewards research rather than
good teaching, class sizes, time and the curriculum. However, the constraint of rewarding
research is possibly less applicable to non-western countries like Pakistan or Saudi Arabia
(Alsharari & Almadani, 2016; Parvaiz, 2014). The final type of constraint focused on
educators. Educators may lack the motivation or the time to alter their curriculum or their
teaching style due to the university’s reward system and large class sizes. They may also lack
the expertise or real-world experience to help students develop generic skills. All the
constraints identified in the literature are in a way interrelated and affect each other, sometimes
creating a vicious cycle that could widen the expectations-performance gap further. Part of the
problem may also arise from inconsistency in the type of generic skills required or demanded
by employers, although there are some skills (e.g., communication skills) which are more

consistently listed as being important in the accounting workplace.

The literature also reveals that majority of studies have been carried out in Western nations
such as the US, the UK, New Zealand and Australia. Comparatively, there are fewer similar
studies that focussed on non-Western countries. The work of Hakim (2016) in Lebanon,
Abayadeera and Watty (2014) in Sri Lanka, Ngoo et al. (2015) in Malaysia, Lin et al. (2005)
in China, Ha et al. (2012) in Vietnam, and Parvaiz (2014) in Pakistan Anis (2017) in Egypt are

examples of recent studies carried out in non-western countries.

Comparatively, the literature on generic skills in Saudi Arabia is sparse (see e.g., Al-Mallak
2012; AlMotairy, 2016; AlMotairy & Altorky, 2012; Igbal & Zenchenkov, 2014; Yavas, 1997;
Zureigat, 2015). Generic skills is an important issue that needs to be considered given that the
nation has been undertaking a programme of widespread educational reform in response to
government initiatives, with the aim that Saudi universities will be able to provide the country
with the human capital required and thus reduce dependence on immigrant workers (Al-Yaha,
2008). The rate of unemployment seems to arise from problems in the private sector, where
employers are not satisfied with the level of competence in generic skills acquired by young
Saudi accounting graduates, and instead preferred to hire foreign workers (Fakeeh, 2009;
Mahdi, 2000). The gap between employers’ expectations and the level of skills actually
acquired by Saudi accounting graduates upon completion of their university degree course are
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considered to be the major barriers hindering the national goal of “Saudisation” (Ghaban et al.,
2002). Some insights about generic skills development in Saudi Arabia were gained from Al-
Mallak’s (2012) study on accounting students and accountants’ perceptions of expectations and
performances, Alsaad’s (2013) study on educators’ perceptions about important generic skills,
Zureigat’s (2015) study on employers’ perceptions of expectation-performance gap and

Almotairy’s (2016) study on students’ perceptions of the constraints gap.

In summary, the vast majority of research was carried out in western countries and most studies
investigated the perspectives of one or two stakeholders groups (i.e. educators, students,
graduates and employers) regarding generic skills in the accounting curriculum (Jones & Sin,
2002; Sneed & Morgan, 1999; Zaid & Abraham, 1994). Very few studies have been carried
out on all four stakeholder groups and in the Saudi context. This study is an extension of prior
studies conducted in Saudi Arabia and aims to provide further insights into the different gaps
in generic skills of accounting graduates in Saudi Arabian universities by drawing on the
perceptions of students, graduates, educators and employers. As very few studies have
specifically looked at the constraints causing the expectation-performance gap in the Saudi
Arabian accounting discipline, this study also examines the constraining factors that may

hinder the development of generic skills of Saudi accounting graduates.

The conceptual framework for the study is discussed in the next chapter.
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Chapter Four: Conceptual Framework

4.1 Introduction

As there are many different ways of classifying generic skills and different types of gaps have
been identified in the literature, it is necessary to set out a suitable framework for the study.
This chapter describes the conceptual frameworks adopted in this study, drawing on some of

the findings of the literature review presented in Chapter 3.

First, this chapter briefly discusses the different classifications of generic skills identified in

the literature and outlines the framework used for categorizing generic skills.

Secondly, the framework used to examine the issue of gaps in generic skills in accounting
education for this study is presented. The most useful framework for addressing differences in
the perceptions of the different stakeholder groups as well as the types of gaps is that of Bui
and Porters’ (2010) expectation-performance framework, which was also used by other
researchers (e.g., Abayadeera and Watty, 2014 in Sri Lanka, Anis, 2017 in Egypt, Ha et al.,
2012 in Vietnam, Howcroft, 2017 in UK, Jackling et al., 2013 in Australia, and Parvaiz et al.,
2014 in Pakistan). This study’s framework, which is an adaptation of Bui and Porter’s (2010)

framework, is then presented.

4.2 Classification of Generic Skills

The issue of accounting graduates’ lack of generic skills and the mismatch between the
expectations of employers and the skill set provided by typical accounting courses in tertiary

education has been addressed via a range of classifications or frameworks.

As discussed in Chapter 3, many different researchers in the field of accounting education have
identified and/or listed a wide range of generic skills that are relevant to accounting education.
Many of the findings were drawn from the perspectives of different stakeholders such as
employers, academics, graduates and students (Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Anis, 2017; Bui &
Porter, 2010; de Lange et al., 2006; Hassall et al., 2005; Howcroft, 2017; Jackling & de Lange,
2009; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Kavanagh et al., 2009; Montano et al., 2004; Morgan,
1997).
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As the literature suggests, there is no one correct way of classifying different generic skills
required of accounting graduates. Some examples of the types of skills and the range of
categories that have been used in the literature are shown in Appendix A. The examples are
drawn from the works of Jones and Sin (2003), AICPA Core Competency Framework (1999),
Hassall et al. (2005), and New Zealand Institute of Chartered Accountants® (NZICA) (2007).

Jones and Sin’s classification (2003) is based on Birkett’s (1993) competency framework
which was later adopted by the largest accounting bodies in Australia (ICAA/CPAA, 2009)
and New Zealand (NZICA). Birkett’s generic skill framework identified two main categories
(cognitive skills and behavioural skills) and five subcategories (routine skills, analytic skills,
appreciative skills under the cognitive skills category, and personal skills, and interpersonal
skills under the behavioural skills category). Routine skills relate to computer literacy and
writing ability, analytical covering problem-solving and ability to interpret data; appreciative
skills include the ability to think and act critically and to make complex decisions; personal
skills involve the knowledge of how to behave in different situations and the ability to focus
on outcomes; and interpersonal skills relate to listening and communication, empathy and the
ability to understand group dynamics. This classification has also been adopted or adapted by
other researchers in their examination of accounting graduates”’ skills (e.g., Nunan, Rigmor, &
McCausland, 2000; Tan & Laswad, 2017).

The AICPA core competency framework (AICPA, 1999) was developed to make the transition
from school and university to the workplace smoother and easier (Strobel, 2001). In this
framework, the focus is on skills and competencies rather than traditional accounting subjects.
This US framework provides educators with tools that can be used for assessment (i.e.
evaluating students) or curriculum planning and review (i.e. evaluating themselves). Three
broad categories of skill are set out in this framework: functional, broad business and personal.
Functional skills are those needed to carry out a specific function. In the context of accounting,
they refer to the technical accounting skills (e.g., how to prepare a balance sheet or calculate
equity). Broad business skills are generic skills, but are those that are most applicable in the
workplace and can help an individual carry out a range of roles within an organisation, such as
analytical skills, communication skills and problem-solving skills. Personal skills are able to

be applied both within and outside the business world and are more person-oriented than task-

3 NZICA has now merged with the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia to form the Institute of Chartered Accountants Australia
and New Zealand.
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oriented. Personal skills may include teamwork skills and leadership skills. The advantage of
this framework is that it places the expectations of employers at the forefront of the drivers of
accounting curriculum change. Often, employers and professional accounting bodies have
developed competency frameworks similar to that of the AICPA. Furthermore, this framework
or others of a similar nature are very useful to educators as they attempt to update the

accounting curriculum to make it more relevant to the modern business world.

Another comprehensive list of skills is that provided by IFAC which was published after the
International Accounting Education Standards Board (IAESB) of IFAC revised its standard on
skills in IES 3 and IES 4 (see Appendix B). The breadth of generic skills listed in these IES
reflects the increased focus that has been given to the role of generic skills within accounting
education over the past ten or more years (Cargill, Gammie, & Hamilton, 2010). The revised
standards — IES 3 and IES 4 — were adopted by IFAC in 1 July 2015.

Figure 4.1 Skills classification framework
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IES 3and IES 4 are distributed to IFAC member bodies to ensure that all qualified accountants
meet the standards. They are also presented as guidelines to other stakeholder groups like
educational providers (to help them with curriculum development), employers and government

officials.
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The skills outlined by IES 3 include 4 categories: intellectual, personal, interpersonal and
communication, and organisational and Business Management (OBM) skills (IES 3, 2014).

IES 3 defines these skills as follows:

e Intellectual skills describe the ability to solve problems, use professional judgement
and make decisions.

e Interpersonal and communication skills are the generic skills that relate to the ability
to work and interact efficiently, effectively and appropriately with others in the
professional arena.

e Personal skills are those that describe an individual’s attitudes, beliefs and behaviour.

e OBM skills are those that allow an accountant to work efficiently and effectively to

acquire the best outcomes possible with the resources available.

The IES 3 classifications of skills have also been used in some studies investigating gaps in
accounting education in Western and developed nations, as well as in developing and/or non-
Western nations (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2016; Ballantine & McCourt-Larres, 2009;
Hussein, 2017; Tan, & Laswad, 2017).

IES 4 defines the ethical standards and skills required of a professional accountant. Some of
these skills include the ability to use professional judgement, commitment to the public interest,
professional scepticism, integrity, objectivity, professional conduct (e.g., respect, due care,
politeness, punctuality and responsibility), confidentiality and the pursuit of excellence. IES 4
specifies that these standards apply to all business activities carried out by a professional
accountant. IES 4 also specifies that practising these skills outside the setting of accounting
education and/or the workplace helps beginning and aspiring accountants (e.g., accounting

students and recent graduates) to develop competence in ethical skills.

Under IES 4 ethics in accounting/business, the learning outcomes are set out as follows:
e The ability to explain the nature of ethics;

e The ability to explain the pros and cons of rule-based and principle-based ethical

approaches;

e Identifying ethical issues and determining when particular ethical principles apply;
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e Analysing possible alternative actions and determining their ethical consequences.

e Applying the basic ethical principles (objectivity, integrity, confidentiality,
professional competence and due care, and professional behaviour) to ethical

problems of dilemmas and determining an appropriate approach;

e Applying relevant ethical requirements to professional behaviour in accordance with

official standards (e.g., auditing standards, accounting standards, etc.).

As can be seen from some of the examples of skills classifications in Appendix A and B,
generic skills are not labelled and categorised in a consistent manner although several
commonalities can be observed. For example, all studies, except Hassall et al. (2005), identified
interpersonal skills as a separate category. Instead, Hassall et al. (2005) grouped them under
group working skills. Also all studies except that of Jones and Sin (2003), specifically
identified communication as a separate category of important generic skill. It is important to
note that although Jones and Sin (2003) did not explicitly mention communication, some of
the skills mentioned in their list imply the requirement of communication skills (e.g., writing
and effective listening). Similarly, Jones and Sin (2003) used the term “appreciative skills”
which were not used by others. However, “appreciative skills” category is presented by the
other researchers under different category. For example, lifelong learning is considered to be
an “appreciative skill” by Jones and Sin (2003), but the IES 3 (2014) lists lifelong learning as
a “personal skill”. Interestingly, even when same category label is used, the skills that fall
within that category may differ between or among studies. For example, under the category of
communication and interpersonal skills, NZICA (2007) lists the following skills: the ability to
“communicate ideas and information effectively and efficiently, verbally and in writing;
demonstrate effective negotiation skills; and identify and meet the needs of internal and
external clients or stakeholders™ as “communication and interpersonal skills.” The IES 3 (2014)
on the other hand, in their “interpersonal and communication” category list the following skill

set:

e “Display cooperation and teamwork when working towards organizational goals;

e Communicate clearly and concisely when presenting, discussing and reporting in
formal and informal situations, both in writing and orally;

e Demonstrate awareness of cultural and language differences in all communication;

o Apply active listening and effective interviewing techniques;
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e Apply negotiation skills to reach solutions and agreements;
e Apply consultative skills to minimize or resolve conflict, solve problems and maximize
opportunities;

e Present ideas and influence others to provide support and commitment.

Apart from those classifications of skills shown in Appendix A, there are other ways of
classification in other studies. For instance, Conrad and Leigh (1999) used four main categories
of generic skills: problem-solving and similar cognitive, oral communication, personal
qualities and work ethic, and interpersonal and teamwork in their US study. Gibb’s (2004)
study in Australia used six general skills categories: basic or fundamental, people-related,
conceptual and thinking, personal and/or attributes, business, and community. Wilson, Ariffian
and Abu Zarin (2012) in Malaysia categorise generic skills into seven skills classes:
communication, critical thinking and problem-solving, teamwork, lifelong learning and
information management, entrepreneurial, moral and professional ethics, and leadership. On
the other hand, McQuaid (2006) in Taiwan used three categories of generic or “transferable”

skills. They are:

Q) basic transferable skills (which relate to skills like numeracy, writing and verbal/oral

presentation);

(i) key transferable skills (which include reasoning, problem-solving, adaptability, team-
working, personal task; and time management, basic computing i.e. information and
communication technology, interpersonal and communication, emotional and aesthetic, and

customer service) and

(iii)  high-level transferable skills (which were more job-specific and relate to skills in the

areas of business thinking, commercial awareness, lifelong learning, vision, and enterprise).

To summarise, most generic skill frameworks have some elements in common that relate to
basic or fundamental skills, people-focused skills, conceptual and thinking skills, personal

skills and attributes, and skills related to the work place.
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4.3  Bui and Porter’s (2010) Gaps Framework

As indicated in chapter 3, a number of studies have been carried out on the development of
generic skills at universities. Different studies (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2014, 2016, Ha et
al., 2012, Howcroft, 2017, Jackling et al., 2013, and Parvaiz et al., 2014) explored different
types of gaps (e.g., expectation gap, performance gap, constraints gap and expectation-
performance gap). It is clear that in some studies, only certain gaps were explored and only
certain stakeholders’ perceptions were elicited. Most of the research also did not have a gap
framework to guide their studies, as they tended to focus on the “what” (i.e. the skills needed

in the workplace) rather than the “why” (i.e. graduates not having acquired the skills).

Bui and Porter (2010) took the initiative to develop a framework that was specifically designed
for analysing the mismatch between the expectations of employers and the skill set of
accounting graduates. Their framework was used to guide the examination of questions about
the skills needed by accounting graduates and the reasons why graduates were not being
provided with these skills as part of their accounting course.

As mentioned above, Bui and Porter’s framework considered the full expectation—performance
gap under three components: the expectation gap, the constraints gap and the performance gap.
Each of these key components of the expectation—performance gap has been explored in the
literature review chapter. An overview of the gaps is provided below.

A diagram of Bui and Porter’s breakdown of the different gaps is shown in Figure 4.2.

Figure 4.2: Breakdown of the expectation—performance gap (Bui and Porter 2010)
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4.3.1 The Expectation Gap

The expectation gap is defined by Bui and Porter as “differences in the expectations of
accounting employers and educators regarding the competencies accounting graduates should
acquire” (Bui & Porter, 2010, p. 31). Examination of the expectation gap allows researchers to
discover the nature of employers’ expectations and the skills and competencies desired by
employers. It also looks at the expectations and competencies that educators believe to be
important, and if different from employers’ expectations results in a mismatch in priorities to
be discovered. The expectation gap can be used to discover how well informed educators and
those responsible for designing the accounting curriculum are regarding the needs of
employers. It can also be used to help direct and shape new curricula that aim to provide modern

accounting graduates with the skills that they will need as accountants in the workplace.

As pointed out in the literature review chapter, the expectation gap is the cause of the debate
between academics and employers regarding the skills that needs to be covered by the degree
course (e.g., Armitage, 1991; Francis & Minchington, 1999). Expectation gap also exists
between graduates and employers (Bui & Porter, 2010; de Lange et al., 2006; Francisco &
Kelly, 2002; Gammie et al., 2002; Lin et al., 2005).

4.3.2 The Performance Gap

Bui and Porter (2010, p. 31) defined the performance gap as “differences in the competencies
accounting educators can reasonably expect accounting graduates to acquire (given the
constraints) and what those employers perceive that the graduates possess when they enter the
workforce.” This performance gap measures how well skills have been covered in the course,

among other factors.

A number of reasons have been put forward as causes of the performance gap. These include
the between-group expectation gap (i.e. the disagreement between employers and educators
regarding the level of competence that should be achieved), although other factors described
as constraints may be involved (e.g., disagreements about the best programme or techniques
that will allow accounting students to develop these skills at university) (Armitage, 1991,
Simons & Higgins, 1993).

4.3.3 The Constraints Gap
The constraints gap is a form of expectation-performance gap as it compares the competencies

reasonably expected by educators and those desired by educators. However Bui and Porter
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termed them as constraints gap as there are: “constraints on the effectiveness of accounting
education (‘constraints gap’) resulting from (a) institutional factors; and (b) accounting
students’ ability and aptitude” (Bui & Porter, 2010, p. 31). The constraints gap acknowledges
that there may be barriers preventing educators from developing a sufficient level of generic
skill in accounting students, either because of the nature of university education or because of

factors related to the students themselves.

There are a few studies (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Ha et al., 2012; Howcroft, 2017;
Jackling et al., 2013; Parvaiz et al., 2017) that have researched gaps using different aspects of
Bui and Porter’s (2010) framework. Most studies either examine the perceptions of one

stakeholder, if not two and not all types of gaps are compared and contrasted.

The greatest advantage of the framework of Bui and Porter is that it directly addresses the major
issue regarding generic skills (and other skills) in accounting education, namely how employers
are expressing dissatisfaction with the level of skills in recent graduates from university-based
accounting programmes. It acknowledges that there are multiple facets and several
stakeholders in the process of education, and recognises that each can play a part in creating
the expectation—performance gap. Other frameworks, on the other hand, merely offer a
breakdown of different types of generic skill but not the causes of the mismatch noted in the
literature, although they may offer tools for addressing the gap. Bui and Porter’s framework
acknowledges that the gaps problem is complicated and that simplistic solutions — such as
professional accounting bodies presenting educators with a list of skills that have to be covered

in the degree course, regardless of how difficult doing so may be — may not necessarily work.

Because this framework takes multiple viewpoints into consideration, it has been adopted and

adapted for this study.

4.4 The Framework of This Research

4.4.1 The Skills Classification Framework

As indicated in Section 4.2, many different frameworks have been used in the literature for
classifying generic skills. For the purpose of this study, because Saudi Arabia is an IFAC
member, the IFAC framework will be adopted for defining the classes of generic skills needed
by accountants. Many educators in Saudi Arabian universities have agreed that the IFAC
standards should be adopted (AlMotairy & Altorky, 2012), although they have not been
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complied with by many providers of accounting education in Saudi Arabia (Ahern et al., 2007).
In addition, the Saudi Organization for Certified Public Accountants’ (SOCPA) has also made
a commitment to adopt the IFAC IES standards by 2017 (SOCPA, 2012).

The IFAC framework, as outlined in IES 3 and IES 4, breaks generic skills into five broad
categories and they are intellectual skills, personal skills, interpersonal and communication
skills, OBM skills and ethical skills. These five categories are used in the questionnaire design
discussed in Chapter 5. As numerous prior studies tend to focus on important generic skills
rather than level of competency, this study also initially examined skills considered to be

important by the different stakeholders

4.4.2 The Gaps Framework

As indicated earlier, this study draws on Bui and Porter’s (2010) expectations—performance
framework by examining several gaps more intensively and by focusing on four important
stakeholder groups. Figure 4.3 shows the framework developed for this study which focused

on the four key gaps:
1. Expectation gap
2. Performance gap
3. Constraints gap
4. Expectation—performance gap

However, unlike the study by Bui and Porter (2010) which did not classify the different generic
skills, this study considers the different generic skill under the five broad categories mentioned
above. This will show more clearly where skills gaps appear. In addition, this present study
apart from exploring the perceptions of educators, employers and students, also explores the
perceptions of accounting graduates. The views of graduates are included as they are also
important stakeholders in accounting education and may have different views from students

who have not graduated.

For this study, the framework of Bui and Porter (2010) was modified so that the perceptions of
multiple stakeholders could be considered, which was one of the goals of this research.
Specifically, the views of employers, graduates, educators and final-year students were

incorporated into the framework to examine the expectations and performance gaps. Having
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multiple viewpoints also permitted this study to compare and contrast the constraints perceived
by the stakeholder groups directly involved in the accounting education system (educators,
final-year students and graduates). The researcher also included an evaluation of generic skills
as perceived by the different groups to give an initial indication of the similarities and
differences between and among the different stakeholder groups, and possibly to give an
indication of why certain expectation and performance gaps were arising (e.g. if employers
considered personal skills to be highly important but educators did not, this would provide an
immediate explanation as to why educators were not providing students with opportunities to
develop these skills). By extending the original framework of Bui and Porter (2010) allows the
examination of the level of competency accounting graduates have acquired and achieved as

perceived by the different stakeholder groups.

Therefore, this study’s exploration of expectation gap will look at the expectations of final year
students and graduates, accounting educators and employers in Saudi Arabia, comparing and

contrasting their perceptions.
Key questions relating to expectation gap include:

(1) Is there a gap between the perceptions of final year students and educators regarding
the level of different generic skills graduates should acquire upon completion of

academic study?

(2) Is there a gap between the perceptions of final year students and graduates regarding
the level of different generic skills graduates should acquire upon completion of

academic study?

(3) Is there a gap between the perceptions of final year students and employers regarding
the level of different generic skills graduates should acquire upon completion of
academic study?

(4) Is there a gap between the perceptions of graduates and accounting educators regarding
the level of different generic skills graduates should acquire upon completion of

academic study?

(5) Is there a gap between the perceptions of educators and employers regarding the level

of different generic skills graduates should acquire upon completion of academic study?
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(6) Is there a gap the perceptions of graduates and employers regarding the level of

different generic skills graduates should acquire upon completion of academic study?

For performance gap, this study compares final year students’ and graduates’ perceptions, as
well as how their perceptions compare with the perceptions of accounting educators and

employers. Questions that will be explored include:

(1) Is there a gap between educators’ beliefs about the level of generic skills accounting
graduates have acquired upon completion of academic study, and final year students’
self-perceptions about the level of generic skills they expect to acquire upon completion

of their academic study?

(2) Is there a gap between final year students’ self-perceptions about the level of generic
skills they expect to acquire upon completion of their academic study and graduates’
beliefs about the level of generic skills accounting graduates have acquired upon

completion of academic study?

(3) Is there a gap between employers’ perceptions of the level of generic skills acquired by
the accounting graduates (entry level) they have hired and final year students’ self-
perceptions about the level of generic skills they expect to acquire upon completion of

their academic study?

(4) Is there a gap between educators’ beliefs about the level of generic skills accounting
graduates have acquired upon completion of academic study, and graduates’ self-
perceptions about the level of generic skills they have acquired upon completion of

their academic study?

(5) Is there a gap between employers’ perceptions of the level of generic skills acquired by
the accounting graduates (entry level) they have hired and educators’ perceptions about
the level of generic skills that accounting graduates have acquired upon completion of

academic study?

(6) Is there a gap between employers’ perceptions of the level of generic skills acquired by
the accounting graduates (entry level) they have hired and graduates’ self-perceptions
about the level of generic skills they have acquired upon completion of academic study?
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The constraints gaps are explored by examining the views of final year students and graduates

and accounting educators. Here, the key questions focus on:

(1) Are there any differences between final year students’ perceptions of the level of
generic skills that should be acquired upon completion of academic study and the self-
perceived level of generic skills they expect to acquire upon completion of their

academic study?

(2) Are there any differences between graduates’ perceptions of the level of generic skills
that should be acquired upon completion of academic study and the self-perceived level

of generic skills they acquired upon completion of their academic study?

(3) Are there any differences between the perceptions of accounting educators regarding
the level of different generic skills that should be acquired upon completion of academic
study and the self-perceived level of generic skills accounting graduates have acquired

upon completion of academic study?
(4) What are the constraining factors perceived by these three groups?
The question relating to expectation—performance gap as perceived by employers focus on:

(1) Are there any differences between the perceptions of employers regarding the level of
different generic skills that should be acquired upon completion of academic study and the

level of generic skills acquired by the accounting graduates (entry level) they have hired?
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Figure 4.3: Modified Bui and Porter (2010) framework used in this study
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45 Summary

To classify the different generic skills and thus allow them to be explored in more specific
detail, this study uses the IFAC framework based on the standards outlined in IES 3 and IES
4, namely intellectual skills, personal skills, interpersonal and communication skills, OBM

skills and ethical skills.

This study adopted the framework of Bui and Porter (2010) with a few modifications to allow
the exploration of differences in the beliefs, expectations and perceptions of the different
stakeholder groups. This framework also allows the identification of the reasons graduates are
failing to acquire the necessary skills for the workplace. The extension of Bui and Porter’s
original framework provides the opportunity to evaluate the effectiveness of skills development
in accounting education by exploring the views and expectations of final year students and
graduates in addition to employers and accounting educators’ views. This is a necessary
extension, given that students and graduates have chosen to invest in accounting education and

thus expect a return from their degree course in the form being employable.

The methods for the study are discussed in the next chapter.
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Chapter Five: Methodology

5.1 Introduction

This chapter discusses and explains the methodological approaches used to address the research
questions. In particular, it describes the research stance taken by the study, data collection
procedures (e.g., sampling techniques, methods of collecting data, questionnaires and
interviews), data analysis and ethical issues, and the overall reliability, validity, and
generalisability of the study.

5.2 Research Stance, Philosophy and Paradigm

Any social research, such as that presented in this study, needs to consider the philosophical
aspects of epistemology and ontology (Walliman, 2006). These terms represent conflicting
views on the nature of knowledge, the interactions between humans and the world, and ways
of thinking (Walliman, 2006). These notions, especially epistemology, are connected with
methodology. Therefore, it is important to understand them and their relationships with
methodology.

Ontology is the philosophy of being and asks questions about existence and the nature of
being.* Epistemology discusses the nature of knowledge and asks how we can “know that we
know” something. Methodology, however, is the practical outcome of these two concepts and
considers the steps and tools used to carry out a study (Creswell, 2013). Presented as key
questions, ontology asks, “What is real?” epistemology asks, “How do we know something is

real?”” and methodology asks, “What can we do to find out whether something is real?”

5.2.1 Ontology, Epistemology and Methodology
Any social research needs to consider the philosophical aspects of epistemology and ontology
(Walliman, 2006). These terms represent conflicting views on the nature of knowledge, the

interactions between humans and the world, and ways of thinking (Walliman, 2006). These

4 For example, the famous motto of philosopher René Descartes “I think; therefore, I am,” is an ontological
statement.
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notions, especially epistemology, are connected with methodology. Therefore, it is important

to understand them and their relationships with methodology.

Ontology is the philosophy of being and asks questions about existence and the nature of
being.> Epistemology discusses the nature of knowledge and asks how we can “know that we
know” something. Methodology, however, is the practical outcome of these two concepts and
considers the steps and tools used to carry out a study (Creswell, 2013). Presented as key
questions, ontology asks, “What is real?” epistemology asks, “How do we know something is

real?” and methodology asks, “What can we do to find out whether something is real?”

Ontology falls into two main schools of thought named “subjectivism” and
“objectivism”(Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2007). Subjectivists argue that something only
exists if it can be experienced or perceived; objectivists argue that reality is independent and
exists whether or not anyone observes or perceives it (Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006). In social
science, the subjectivist view is that “social phenomena are created from the perceptions and
consequent actions of those social actors concerned with their existence,” but the objectivist
viewpoint is that “social entities exist in reality external to social actors concerned with their
existence” (Saunders et al., 2007, p. 108). As noted by Remenyi, Williams, Money and Swartz
(1998), an objectivist researcher will prefer to study a social reality that can be observed to
provide results that can lead to broad generalizations; however, a subjectivist will investigate
the ““details of the situation to understand the reality or perhaps a reality working behind them”
(Remenyi et al., 1998, p. 35).

Epistemology considers the nature of knowledge and what can be considered to be accepted as
knowledge in a given field of study (Saunders et al. 2007). In general, epistemology considers
what would be the most appropriate way to go about finding out about reality. Epistemology
shapes methodology and also the way we determine whether a source of knowledge is good or
bad, whether knowledge is reliable and verifiable, and how we describe “reality” (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2003; Hatch & Cunliffe, 2006). Again, epistemology has two major schools of
thought, which are known as positivism and interpretivism.® In the context of social theory,

Burrell and Morgan (1979) further subdivided the two approaches by considering whether a

5 For example, the famous motto of philosopher René Descartes “I think; therefore, I am,” is an ontological
statement.

6 Other viewpoints like realism, pragmatism, etc. can also be found.
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study or school of thought is concerned with social change or social order, thus giving a four-
way division of paradigms. Positivism is objective in nature, taking an objectivist ontological
viewpoint, and is used to test theories and establish scientific laws (Walliman, 2006). A
positivist viewpoint is the guiding principle behind the classic scientific method of formulating
hypotheses, carrying out an experiment to test the hypotheses and drawing a conclusion from
the results. In the social context, positivism aims to understand the internal laws and governing
principles of society, and use these laws or principles to understand how and why people
behave in a certain manner (Walliman, 2006), and frequently makes use of quantitative data
collected via surveys and questionnaires, which are used to make deductions and draw
conclusions from the data (Saunders et al., 2007). With this approach, it is important that the
researcher remains fully objective and does not impose his/her values, interpretations or values
on the data (Sarantakos, 1997).

Interpretive approaches, on the other hand, arise from a subjectivist ontology (Bryman, 2001).
Interpretivism holds that “the view of the world that we see around us is the creation of [the]
mind” (Walliman, 2006, p. 20). It is commonly found in social research, as this approach argues
that society is created by those within it, and thus differs from “hard” science such as physics
and biology (Bryman, 2008). The aim is to understand how things take place in a given society,
and then to compare this to the situation in a different society (Cohen et al., 2000; Saunders et
al., 2007). According to Saunders et al. (2007), interpretivism requires a researcher to
understand the differences among different groups and how these shape perceptions. An
interpretive approach often tends to take a qualitative research methodology, as this allows

individual perceptions to be expressed more clearly (Cohen et al., 2000).

Methodology largely dictated by the epistemology and the ontology paradigms. A positivist
researcher will use deductions, analyse causes and effects, look for generalisations from which
to make predictions, and use a paradigm that is pre-determined before beginning the data
collection process (Creswell, 1998). With an interpretive approach, the researcher will identify
themes and categories as the data emerge, and will allow the findings to shape the theory, while
still guaranteeing reliability, accuracy and verifiability (Creswell, 1998).

The key differences between the epistemological systems are summarised in Table 5.1. It is
also important to note that positivism and interpretivism are the ends of a continuum and rather

than discrete categories (Figure 5.1).
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Table 5.1: Approaches and features of the two main epistemological paradigms

Positivism Approach Intepretivism Approach
Quantitative Qualitative
Objective Subjective
Traditionalist Phenomenological
Scientific Humanist
Large samples Small samples
Hypothesis testing Generating theories
High reliability but low validity results Low reliability but high validity results
Generalises from sample population Generalises from one setting to another

Source: Adopted from Collis and Hussey (2009)

Figure 5.1: The epistemological continuum

Source: Adopted from Collis and Hussey (2009)

5.2.2 The Approach of this Study

This study tends more towards the positivist end of the epistemological continuum, and has
been guided by the functionalist paradigm of Burrell and Morgan (1979), as this research is
mostly aimed towards examining the status quo of generic skills in accounting education in
Saudi Arabia, although this is moderated by the idea that examining the status quo can be used
as a platform for creating change. This paradigm suggests that humans are rational and that we
can understand the behaviour of an organisation by collecting quantitative data and analysing
the results. This comes from objectivist ontology, as the researcher believes that reality is
independent of humans and that research should seek to discover this independent reality.
Furthermore, the researcher also believes that we can regard phenomena that are observable
and measureable as knowledge or facts. In this research, the researcher has assumed that the
need for generic skills in the accounting workplace in Saudi Arabia is a real objective need.
The researcher aims to understand the need for generic skills by studying the responses of final
year accounting students, recent graduates, educators and employers in Saudi Arabia. This will
be done by identifying, classifying and measuring the key issues.
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Nevertheless, this study does not adopt a purely positivist stance, as the researcher wishes to
explore, understand and compare the responses and perceptions of different groups of people,
as stakeholder theory suggests that different stakeholders are likely to have different
perceptions of a phenomenon. In particular, the researcher wishes to explore the expectations
and priorities of the different groups. In addition, the researcher wishes to gather rich

qualitative data as well as quantitative data.

Based on the research ontology and epistemology, this study adopted a mixed methods
approach. Creswell and Plano (2007) stated that the mixed approach has many advantages.
First, a research can ask a wide range of questions rather than merely asking those that can take
discrete values as answers (i.e. Likert scales and yes/no questions) or just probing for opinions
and perceptions (interviews). Secondly, the mixed approach combines the strength of both
approaches. This allows for greater flexibility and permits respondents to express their

subjective views more fully (Van Tonder & Williams, 2009).

Lastly, with a mixed method approach, the qualitative and quantitative data can be used to
validate each other, thus allowing a more holistic picture to be drawn as the two types
complement each other (Creswell, 2009; Greene, 2008). In a mixed methods study, the order
in which the different data collection methods are used can vary. Quantitative and qualitative
methods can be carried out sequentially, in parallel (i.e. separate interviews carried out at the
same time as the questionnaires) or integrated throughout the study (Tashakkori & Teddlie,
2010). According to Creswell and Plano (2007), presenting the quantitative and qualitative data

collection tools simultaneously or near-simultaneously is ideal.

This paradigm guided the research design. The questionnaire used a combination of Likert-
type scale questions and open-ended questions to collect the responses of the different study
groups regarding the importance of different generic skills and the levels of competence
expected and acquired. The interviews were carried out after the questionnaire was
administered but the interview questions were not shaped by the results of the questionnaire.
This approach preserves a measure of objectivity and allows me to make some generalisations
about the need for generic skills in accounting education and in the accounting workplace, thus
making my research more likely to be useful for the stakeholders (e.g., students, graduates,

educators and employers).
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5.3  The Research Objective and Research Questions

The objective of this study is to examine the importance of generic skills and level of
competence that accounting graduates should acquire and have acquired at university as
perceived by four stakeholder groups students (final year), recent graduates, accounting

educators and employers. The research questions addressed in this study are as follows:

Research Question 1: Which generic skills do final year accounting students, graduates,

educators and employers perceive as important or necessary for successful employment?

Research Question 2: Whether there are any constraints gap between the level of
competence graduates should acquire (expectation) and the level of competence that
graduates have acquired or possess by the end of their degree (performance) as perceived

by educators, students and graduates and what are the contributing factors?

Research Question 3: Whether there are any expectation-performance gaps between the
level of competence graduates should acquire (expectation) and the level of competence that
graduates have acquired or possess by the end of their degree (performance) as perceived

by employers?

Research Question 4: Whether there are any expectation gap (i.e. level of competence
graduates should acquire at university) and any performance gap (i.e. level of competence
graduates have acquired or possess at university) between educators and employers’

perceptions?

Research Question 5: Whether there are also expectation gaps (i.e. level of competence
graduates should acquire at university) between other groups (students and graduates,
students and educators, students and employers, graduates and educators, graduates and

employers)?

Research Question 6: Whether there are also performance gaps (i.e. level of competence
graduates have acquired or possess at university) between other groups (students and
graduates, students and educators, students and employers, graduates and educators,

graduates and employers)?
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The Constraints gap describes the differences between the level of competence that should
be acquired versus the level that has been (or is expected to be) acquired according to three

stakeholder groups (final year accounting students, recent accounting graduates and educators).

The Expectation-performance gap describes the differences between the perceptions of
employers regarding the level of competence that graduates should acquire versus the level that

they possessed.

The Expectation gap describes the differences between the expectations of different
stakeholder groups (employers vs educators, final year students vs employers, graduates vs
employers, final year students vs educators, graduates vs educators, and final year students vs
graduates) regarding the level of competence that graduates should acquire during their degree

programme.

The Performance gap describes the differences between the perceptions of different
stakeholder groups (employers vs educators, final year students vs employers, graduates vs
employers, final year students vs educators, graduates vs educators, and final year students vs
graduates) regarding the level of competence that graduates have acquired upon completion of
their university education (or the level of competence they expect to acquire, in the case of the

final year students).

5.4 Research Strategy

Firstly, the researcher reviewed the literature on generic skills to establish the rationale for this
study and to help shape the research questions for the study. This review helped to determine
what is already known about the topic of interest, any patterns or trends that have already been

noted, and any areas that have not yet been explored or clarified.

The overall research strategy was determined after the literature review and after the research
questions had been formulated. A combination of a survey questionnaire and interview
questions was used as this allowed the collection of data from a larger population. Surveys are
useful when a study needs to test the concepts driving the research questions. Several
researchers have stated that as well as being useful for measuring and quantifying key concepts,
survey questionnaires also help in the discovery of new aspects of the topic (Rungtusanatham,
Choi, Hollingworth, Wu, & Forza, 2003). As stated by Wilson and Mclean (1994),

83



questionnaires are frequently used as a data collection instrument. They are suitable for
collecting quantitative data, as they are very specific (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006), and yield
numerical and structural data that are easy to analyse (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007).
Questionnaires of this nature have been used in other studies to collect information regarding
attitudes and perceptions of stakeholders (Brown, 2001). Alongside the other benefits of using
a questionnaire mentioned earlier, this type of survey instrument provides information that can
be followed up if this is required (Dillman, Smyth & Christian, 2008). Numerous studies on
development of generic skills in accounting also used surveys (Abayadeera & Watty, 2014,
2016; Anis, 2017; de Lange et al., 2006; Hassall et al., 2005; Howcroft, 2017; Jackling & de
Lange, 2009; Jackling et al., 2013; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Parvaiz et al., 2017).

The interview arm of the study (the qualitative section of the mixed method approach) was
selected to obtain richer data and also because qualitative approaches are very suitable for use
in situations where little is known about a particular phenomenon (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Currently, none of the studies have used Bui and Porter’ (2010) framework for evaluating the
expectation—performance gap between groups in the Saudi context, thus justifying the use of
interviews to explore this topic in greater depth.

Before administering and developing the questionnaires, the population of interest was
identified. For this research, the population of interest were final year accounting students,
graduates and educators at Saudi universities, and employers in different organisations in Saudi
Arabia. As surveying the full population of any of these groups was not feasible, a
representative sample was chosen for each group. Section 5.5.4 below provides more

information about the sample used for this study.

5.5 Research Questionnaire Design

5.5.1 Survey Design

Specifically, the questionnaire aimed to elicit the participants’ perceptions of the important
generic skills needed by entry-level accountants, their competency in those skills and constraint
(limiting) factors, as well as any comments they wished to make. The objective of the
questionnaires was to collect relevant data for addressing the research questions, so it was
crucial to develop questions that will yield appropriate and relevant data that can be analysed

readily.
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Bell (2005) asserts that if a question is structured more fully, it will be easier to analyse. Closed-
ended questions were therefore chosen, as this format reduces the time taken to complete the
questionnaire and thus encourages participation (Alreck & Settle, 2004). Closed-ended
questions are also more suited for a quantitative approach to data collection. Nevertheless, the
questionnaire contained some open-ended questions to allow participants to provide further

insights.

The Likert scale was chosen for the close-ended questions as it is the most common scale used
in survey design. It is relatively easy to use and facilitates the comparison of one individual’s
score with a distribution of scores from a well-defined sample group. Likert-type scales usually
use 3-10 points across a continuum of responses, which respondents select to match their
opinions. The number of points on the scale varies according to the needs of the research. The
majority of studies use an odd number of points, but some researchers prefer to use an even
number, as this type of scale eliminates the “uncertain” or “don’t know” category (Matell &
Jacoby, 1972). The 5-point Likert-type scale which is the most common type used in research
(Gwinder, 2006) was chosen for this study. The questionnaires were provided to the
participants in both Arabic and English, to make it easier for the participants to understand the

questions properly. A copy of the questionnaires is provided in Appendix D.

(i) Importance of Generic Skills

The first part of the questionnaire (Question 1) focussed on 49 generic skills. This question
addressed the expectations of final year students, graduates, educators and employers, and they
were asked to indicate how important each skill is for accounting graduates (i.e. whether this
skill is needed to be successful in employment after graduation). The questions were developed
following an extensive review of the literature to assess stakeholders’ perceptions on the
important generic skills required of accounting graduates. The five skills categories were
primarily drawn from the IFAC, IES 3-4 (2014) framework and they were intellectual,
personal, interpersonal and communication, organizational and business management, and
accounting or business ethics skills. Each category in turn identifies a set of skills that falls
under the umbrella of that category. The 49 generic skills that fall under the five skills

categories are shown in Appendix C.

All survey respondents (final year students, recent graduates, educators and employers) were

asked to use a Likert-type scale to rate each skill according to how important it is for accounting

85



graduates to be successful in employment after graduation. This scale ranged from 1 (not

important) to 5 (very important).

(i) Level of Competence

The second part of the questionnaire (Question 2) also contained the 49 generic skills but
considers the level of competence. Respondents were asked about the level of competence that
should be developed upon completion of academic study using a Likert-type scale ranging from
1 (not competent) to 5 (very competent). The responses to this part of the survey were later

analysed between groups to examine the expectation gap.

Respondents were further asked to indicate the level of competence in each skill area that
graduates actually have acquired, that students expect to acquire, that educators reasonably
expect accounting graduates to have acquired, or that employers viewed the accounting
graduates they have hired (entry level) possessed, as appropriate to the survey respondent. This
question also used a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (not competent) to 5 (very competent).
The responses to this part of the survey were evaluated between groups to evaluate the
performance gap.

(iii) Constraining Factors

The third part of the questionnaire (Question 3) presented to educators, students and graduates
considered the factors that may have constrained the development of generic skills in
accounting education at university. Employers were not asked this question, as it was felt that
since they were outside the university/education system they were less able than educators,

students and graduates to comment on the constraints within the system.

The constraints posed in the questionnaire were drawn from prior literature, principally the
work of Bui and Porter (2010) and Hassall et al. (2005). Eleven statements were included in
the questionnaire presented to educators, and ten were presented to the final year students and
recent graduates and they covered institutional constraints as well as students’ attitude and
aptitude constraints (see Table 5.2). Students and graduates were not asked about if “educators’
workload impede the desire to develop students’ generic skills”, because they might not be
aware about educators’ workload. Each constraint was presented as a statement and
respondents were asked to use a Likert-type scale to indicate their agreement using a scale of

1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

86



Table 5.2 Constraints factors

Constraints factors Educators  Students and
Graduates

Generic skills are not considered important by students 4 v
Generic skills are not considered important by academics 4 v
Large class sizes impede the development of generic skills v v
Our accounting curriculum tends to focus more on content and less on v v
generic skills
There is insufficient time for the development of generic skills 4 v
The development of students’ generic skills is not a priority at my 4 v
university
Educators lack expertise in helping students develop generic skills. v v
Graduates’ employability is not a priority at my university. v v
Educators’ workloads impede the desire to develop students’ generic v -
skills.
Students lack the ability to improve their generic skills v v

v 4

Students’ own motivation to develop these generic skills

(iv) Open-ended Questions

The fourth part of the questionnaire, Question 4 (for employers it is the third part, Question 3)
asked a range of more general questions relating to generic skills within the accounting degree
programme. Specifically, this section posed three questions that allowed respondents to
provide further insights about important generic skills, how generic skills could be developed
in accounting degree courses and any further comments they like to make.

(v) Demographic Questions

The final question involved the demographic details of the respondents. Each respondent was
asked about their age and gender. Final year accounting students were also asked to indicate
the university they were from and whether they had ever been employed. Recent graduates
were asked about the university they graduated from, their degree (postgraduate or
undergraduate), where (local or overseas) they completed their degree, whether they studied
on a part-time or full-time basis, whether or not they were employed, and the type of
organisation they worked for. Educators were asked about the university they were from, their
level of education, the country where they completed their most recent degree, the level taught
(undergraduate or postgraduate), the length of time in teaching, whether they taught on a full-
time or part-time basis, the title of their position and the accounting subject(s) taught.
Employers were asked about the type of their organisation, the title of their position within the
organisation, the number of employees in their organisation, the length of time in the

workforce, their level of education and the country where they completed their most recent

87



degree. Demographic questions, which may be sensitive for some participants, were placed at

the end of the questionnaire to avoid controversy.

5.5.2 Pilot Test

Most researchers advocate piloting the questionnaires (for example, Saunders et al., 2007;
Zikmund, 2003). The piloting process was designed to refine the questionnaire, and to avoid
errors that may affect the respondents’ willingness to participate or the process of analysis
(Saunders et al., 2007). Frequently, common mistakes are detected during the piloting stage,
such as spelling errors, inconsistent wording, overlapping questions, inappropriate requests for
demographic information, missing or incorrect instructions and problems with the length of the
survey (either too long or too short), as well as any lack of motivational techniques (Andrews,
Nonnecke, & Preece, 2003). The reliability of the measuring instrument is the ability of the

instrument to measure the variables consistently.

Therefore, several pilot tests were carried out to check the validity of the questionnaire. First,
a seminar/workshop about this research was presented to the faculty in an accounting
department at Massey University in New Zealand. Participants were asked to provide feedback
about the questionnaires provided. The questions were then refined and some errors were
corrected based on the feedback, suggestions and comments from the attendees. Second, the
pilot study was carried out on two educators from different universities in New Zealand to test
the questionnaire designed for educators. Another pilot test was also carried out on three Saudi
final year students who were in their third year of studies. This group was chosen because they
were very close to graduation and therefore their experience of the business accounting degree
was deemed to be relevant. The participants were asked to comment on the questionnaire in

terms of its clarity and design. More specifically, they were asked to provide comments on:

a) The ease of answering the questions (e.g., Can you change an option once it has been

selected? How easy is it to navigate between the pages?)

b) Are the terms easily and unambiguously understood or are they open to other possible

interpretations?
c) How long does it take to answer?

d) Any other comments?
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After receiving all of the feedback, the questions were further refined and corrected based on

the suggestions and comments received.

5.5.3 Translation

After the questionnaire had been designed and prepared, it was translated into Arabic, which
is the native language of the intended respondents of the survey (Saudi citizens). This was done
to ensure better understanding and a higher response rate. The translation process thus helped
to ensure the quality and efficiency of the research. The translation to Arabic was carried out
after confirming and updating the final version of the questionnaire (i.e. after the pilot tests
mentioned above). A pilot test for the Arabic version of the questionnaire was also carried out.
The translation was checked by sending both versions (English and Arabic) to two staff
members from the accounting faculty of two different universities in Saudi Arabia who
understood both languages. This ensured that the translation was clear and easy to understand,
and that all items had been presented appropriately. The questions were further refined based

on the feedback. All questionnaires in both English and Arabic are provided in Appendix E.

5.5.4 Sampling Frame

(i) Educators, Students and Graduates

According to Ghauri and Grgnhaug (2005), a sampling frame should be used when sampling a
representative population. A sampling frame contains a list of the whole population, and the
sample is drawn randomly from this list (Ghauri & Grgnhaug, 2005; Hair, Money, Samouel,
& Page, 2007).

At present, 34 universities in Saudi Arabia offer accounting degrees. Ten of these are private
universities and the remaining 24 are government-sponsored. All universities offer a BA
(Accounting) degree programme and two (KAU and KSU) offer both undergraduate and
postgraduate (MA) level degree (AlMotairy & Stainbank, 2014). Some examples of accounting

degree profiles in four different Saudi universities are provided in Appendix D.

For the purpose of this study, 14 universities were initially contacted for permission to collect
data from their students, graduates and educators. These universities were chosen because they
are big universities in Saudi Arabia with large number of students, graduates and educators.
However, only nine out of the 14 universities gave permission. As a result, the samples of
students, graduates and educators for this study were taken from nine universities: King Saud

University (KSU), King Faisal University (KFU), Imam Muhammad Bin Saud Islamic
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University (IMAMU), King Fahd University for Petroleum and Minerals (KFUPM), Princess
Nora bint Abdul Rahman University (PNU), King Abdulaziz University (KAU), University of
Dammam’, King Khalid University (KKU) and Prince Mohammad Bin Fahd University
(PMU) (see Table 5.3). Some of these universities had only male students whereas others had
both male and female. Only two of the nine universities teaches in English (i.e. KFUPM and
PMU) and one university is private (i.e. PMU). However, not all of the nine universities
allowed the collection of data from students, graduates and educators. For example, some
universities only gave permission to survey graduates and educators but not students as the
process of granting permission to survey students would take a longer time. The universities
did not state any other reasons why permission to collect survey data would not be granted.

The survey was carried out over a four month period.

The final year students were students who will graduate soon (i.e. within the next 12 months,
assuming that they meet all the course requirements) from tertiary-level accounting courses
provided by a tertiary educational institute. A total of 350 questionnaires were distributed and
256 students responded. They were selected randomly from the accounting department of only
four universities as these were the only universities that gave permission to collect data from
their students. As a few students who responded did not state their universities, they were

placed under “Not stated” university group.

The recent graduates were those who have successfully completed a programme of study and
been awarded a Bachelor degree or higher in accounting within the past 2 years from tertiary
education providers in Saudi Arabia. A total of 200 questionnaires were distributed and 109
graduates responded. The graduates sample was selected randomly from the accounting
departments of five universities as these were the universities that gave the permission to
collect data from this group. As some graduates who responded did not state their universities,

they were placed under the “Not stated” university group.

"In end of 2016, the name of university has been changed to Imam Abdulrahman Bin Faisal University
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Table 5.3: List of universities sample

Students Graduates Educators
Universities Distribution  Return ~ Response  Distribution  Return  Response Distribution ~ Return  Response
(%) (%) (%)
King Saud
University 50 23 46% 40 14 35% 10 _ 0%
King Faisal
University 200 165 82.5% 40 22 55% 20 12 60%
Imam
Muhammad 70 34 48.5% 20 8 40% 15 3 20%
Bin Saud
Islamic
University
King Fahd 30 15 50% 10 . 0% 10 3 30%
University for
Petroleum and
Minerals
Princess Nora Permission _ _ Permission _ _ 5 1 20%
bint Abdul not granted not granted
Rahman
University
King Abdulaziz ~ Permission _ _ 50 26 52% 10 2 20%
University not granted
University of Permission _ _ 30 13 43% 10 _ 0%
Dammam not granted
King Khalid Permission _ _ Permission _ _ 10 2 20%
University not granted not granted
Prince Permission _ _ Permission _ . 10 2 20%
Mohammad not granted not granted
Bin Fahd
University

Not stated in
questionnaire 19 26 8
by respondents

Total 350 256 73% 200 109 54.5% 100 33 33%

The educators’ sample consisted of academics who taught at tertiary educational institutes
providing accounting education. Five to twenty educators were selected at random, from the
accounting department of seven universities as these universities gave me permission to collect
data from their educators. A hundred questionnaires were distributed and only 33 educators
from seven universities responded, giving a response rate of 33%. As there were some
educators who did not state their universities, they were placed under the “Not stated”

university group.
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(ii) Employers

To obtain the perspectives of employers regarding generic skills, the sample was drawn from
employers from a diverse range of Saudi organisations, government companies and companies
listed on the Saudi stock exchange (see Table 5.4). A list of these organisations and their
contacts’ details was obtained from the Ministry of Labour and the respondents were chosen
via random sampling. As stated by Dawson (2002), simple random sampling means that all
members of the population have an equal probability of being selected, thus reducing bias and
subjectivity. Twenty companies from different organisations (government companies,
accounting firms, industry and commerce, construction and investment management) were
selected at random, so that a total of 100 companies were evenly spread among the different
organisation types. Larger organisations were targeted because it is difficult to collect data from
smaller organisations in Saudi Arabia. A response rate of 22% was achieved as many
employers did not respond due to perhaps lack of time or a lack of interest in the topic.

However, at least one employer from each organisation category participated in the survey.

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

Type of company Survey Distributed Return Response rate
(o)
Government 20 9 4(15{3/2)
Accounting firms 20 3 15%
Industry and commerce 20 7 35%
Construction 20 2 10%
Investment management 20 1 5%
Total 100 22 22%

5.5.5 Data Collection Techniques

The survey was conducted electronically using an online survey application presented via
Google’s survey tool (Google Forms). This tool was used to build the survey and the link was
sent via email to the target groups. The online survey was kept active for 4 months.

The online survey was selected because of its ability to reach a large population without having
to incur postage costs. They are cost-effective to conduct, usually have an attractive layout,
protect anonymity as much as possible, and speed the process of collecting and analysing data
(Bryman, 2008). The use of click options meant that respondents do not have to type in text
responses and thus makes it easier to respond. Using a format that is short, easy to answer and
simple to return generally encourages a higher participation rate (Selltiz, Wrightsman, & Cook,
1976).
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Alongside the online survey distributed via email link, paper copies of the questionnaire survey
were also handed out in person. This method complemented the online method and helped
increase participation, as the researcher was able to encourage participation and to answer any
of the respondents’ questions directly (Williams & May, 1996). For cultural and religious
reasons, male respondents received both the email and the paper hand-out versions. Female
respondents, however, received only the email survey, as Saudi Arabian culture and the
principles of Islam forbid a male researcher to physically interview female respondents.
Participants’ email addresses were drawn from the hard-copy list of all final year accounting
students, graduates and educators that were obtained from the universities’ Registrars’ records.
The cover sheet and the questionnaire as presented to the respondents are shown in Appendix
E.

5.5.6 Data Analysis

As indicated earlier, the questionnaires used 5-point Likert-type scales to quantify the
importance of generic skills, the level of competence that graduates should acquire, the level
of competence that graduates have acquired and constraints factors. After gathering the raw
data, the data were initially analysed to determine their symmetrical structure (i.e. whether the
distribution about the mean was normal). This was done by testing the kurtosis and skewness

of the quantitative data, with values lying between -1.0 and +1.0 indicating normality.

Data were first entered into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet after being screened and cleaned to
ensure accuracy and to identify missing or incomplete responses. This spreadsheet was then
entered into Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) for statistical analysis. SPSS is an
effective software platform to use when responses are drawn from several sample populations,
as is the case in this study, which considered the perspectives of four sample populations. For
all items in the questionnaire except the open-ended questions, the responses were expressed

as percentages, and the means and standard deviation were also computed.

The open-ended responses were subjected to thematic analysis using the research questions
and prior literature as guidelines to evaluate the respondents’ opinions, insights and

perceptions.

Cronbach's alpha (o) coefficient was calculated to examine the internal consistency of the
different items included in each of the five skills categories. This helped to provide

confirmation that they reflect those skills categories. A Cronbach’s a reliability coefficient of
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0.6 is usually considered to be acceptable and indicates good reliability (Coakes, Steed, & Ong,
2009).

All four groups’ responses were analysed for the importance of skills. The constraints gap
category and constraints factors only considered responses from educators, students and
graduates and the responses of employers were considered for the expectation—performance
gap category. The responses of all four groups were also considered for the expectation gap
and performance gap. Independent sample test and Paired-sample t-tests, were carried out to
test for significant differences. All the results of the data analysis are presented in the Results
Chapters 6, 7 and 8.

5.6 Research Interview Design

To obtain the qualitative data needed for a mixed-method design, the most widely used
instrument is the interview. Interviews allow for a less structured but more interpretive

approach, as this method permits

“the presence of the unscripted input, the steerage, and the personality,

background, and the motivations of the interviewer” (Miller & Crabtree, 1999, p.
135).
Two main interview formats can be used in social science research: structured and semi-

structured. In a structured interview, the interviewer leads the discussion by asking a planned
set of questions and presenting the same questions to all interviewees (Miles & Huberman,
1994). In an unstructured interview, however, the interview does not follow a set ordered list
of questions or a formal schedule but allows topics and themes to arise organically from the
interactions with the interviewee (Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1995). An
unstructured interview thus resembles a conversation between the interviewer and the
interviewee, and focuses on how the interviewee perceives themselves, their experiences and
their environment (Burns, 1994). Nevertheless, a structured interview still allows for great
freedom, and richer, more descriptive responses, which allows new information to emerge and
makes for deeper understanding. Interviews allow the researcher to understand the perspective

of the respondent more fully and learn how they see the world (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009).

5.6.1 Interview Questions and Samples
This study followed the structured approach to interviewing and questions asked are shown in

Appendix F.
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A few participants from each of the four different groups were interviewed (i.e. employers,
educators, final year students and graduates). Interviewees were solicited at the time of
collecting the paper surveys or after the online surveys were received. The researcher asked
participants face to face or by email, after they had filled in the questionnaire, if they would be
willing to participate in interviews. The researcher then collected the contact details of
participants who agreed. Those who agreed to be interviewed were contacted to set up
interview’s date and time. In total, 32 interviews were carried out (see Table 5.5). One
employers from each of five different organisations participated in the interview process. The
number of educators who agreed to be interviewed was eight. The number of the final year
students who agreed to participate in the interviews was 10 but two were dropped as there was
no responses from them when contacted, whereas 11 graduates agreed to participate in the

interviews.

Table 5.5 Interviews conducted

Respondents No. of interviewees
Employers S
Educators 8
Graduates 11
Final year students 8
Total 32

5.6.2 Data Collection

Out of the four possible interviews formats (face to face, video conferencing (e.g., Skype),
telephone and interactive email), face to face and telephone interviews were used. Although
this is the least cost-effective of the four, it yields the richest data and allows for subtle nuances
to be captured (e.g., by using a tape recorder), especially when the researcher establishes a
rapport with the interviewee (Irvine, Drew, & Sainsbury, 2012). Telephone interviews were
also considered, as these are inexpensive and allowed broader geographical reach (Sekaran &
Bougie, 2009).

The interview stage of the process took place from 15 November 2015 to 30 December 2015.
Arabic and English were used during the interviews. Prior to the actual interview, some
respondents wished to know the questions that would be asked, and these participants were
given a copy of the interview questions. There were a few difficulties when setting up the

interviews. Even though each interviewee were contacted an hour prior to the scheduled
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interview time, some respondents cancelled the appointment, requiring a new time to be

scheduled and those who did not respond when contacted were dropped.

At the outset of the interview, the interviewees were briefed on the aims of the study and
assured that their responses would remain confidential. Permission to tape record the interviews
was sought and was granted. The purpose of using the recording device was to have a “full
record of what the informant said and how they have said it” (Hall & Hall, 1996, p. 162), and
this was explained to each participant. Recording also ensured that researcher bias was
minimised due to the possibility of missing out or misinterpreting some information, translating
responses incorrectly, and using summaries rather than full information (Bless & Higson-
Smith, 1995).

The duration of the interviewees varied by sample type: employers’ interviews lasted about
25-30 minutes, educators’ interviews lasted about 30—60 minutes, graduates’ interviews lasted
about 30-45 minutes and final year students’ interviews took about 20-35 minutes. Different
interview times for the different groups were expected because of the list of questions that need

to be asked and the time taken depended on how much they wanted to discuss.

5.6.3 Data Analysis for Interview

The process of coding data is vital when dealing with qualitative data, as the methods of
analysing these data is not as standardised as the process of analysing quantitative data
(Neuman, 2006). According to Braun and Clarke (2006), thematic analysis and coding is a
useful method used to identify, analyse and report on qualitative data in a reliable and valid

format that can be used to answer the research questions.

The content analysis process of Henning, Van Rensburg and Smit (2004) was selected to
categories the qualitative data from the interview transcripts. This process involves the
following steps:

1. The main themes were identified and developed from the explanations and examples
given by the interviewees. This was done during the initial review and the transcription

process.

2. Codes were assigned to each of the main themes. Codes were in numeric form and the

number of times each theme emerged was counted.
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3. Related codes were categorized (e.g., all responses coded as relating to constraining
factors were grouped within the same category). Relationships between and among

categories were identified.

For the purpose of this study, a coding system was used to represent each participant groups’
responses as follows: S = student, G = graduate, Ed = educator and E = employer. Each
alphabetical code was followed by a number linked to that particular participant. For example,
G3 represents the third graduate who participated in the interviews. The respondents therefore

remained anonymous.
The data analysis process used in this study was as follows:

1. The recorded interviews were transcribed for analysis. After transcription, any
interviews conducted in Arabic were translated into English for subsequent analysis.
The notes from each interview session were reviewed to discover key themes relating
to generic skills. Responses in the interviewees’ own words were collated and

categorised according to the stakeholder group that the interviewee belonged to.

2. The audio recordings were transcribed and categorised in the same way (i.e. by
stakeholder group). Key phrases and explanations provided by the interviewees,
along with pertinent quotes relating to generic skills were noted. The data gleaned
via the transcription process and in the previous stage were entered into an Excel
spreadsheet according to the population category and the interview questions. This
allowed the researcher to explore the key concepts and to understand all the
dimensions of the topic. During this stage, links between and among the different
concepts and categories were drawn. The process of transcription, though time-
consuming, allowed the researcher to become familiar with the data and the emergent
themes.

3. Data were coded thematically for ease of analysis, using the research questions as
guidelines to shape these themes.
5.7 Ethical Considerations

Ethical issues were vital to consider in this research, as some of the topics could have been

viewed as sensitive (e.g., educators may have expressed opinions that differed from the official
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position of the faculty at their particular university). Preserving confidentiality was therefore
of the utmost importance. Four key principles that must always be adhered to in social research

are the following:
e Participants must not suffer harm.
e Informed consent must be given.
e Privacy must not be invaded.
e No deception should be involved (Diener & Grandall, 1978, cited in Bryman, 2001).

As this study was carried out as part of a doctorate degree from Massey University, this study
required ethical approval from the Massey Business School Research Ethics Committee.
Ethical approval was obtained prior to the questionnaire and interview process.

In the questionnaires, all participants were informed that their participation was voluntary.
Participants were free to decline to answer certain questions or to withdraw from the process
without providing a reason for doing so. Rewards or incentives or other forms of coercion were
not offered to encourage participation. All participants were fully informed of the purpose of
the study and the type of questions that would be presented in the questionnaire or the
interview. The researcher specifically explained that anonymity and confidentiality would be
preserved. Following standard procedures, participants were told that they had the right to
access all data collected from or about them. The estimated time required to complete the

questionnaire was also clearly stated.

Participation in the interviews was also voluntary. As previously stated, consent was sought to

record the interviews, and interviewees were free to decline to answer any question.

As the researcher is Arabic and shared the same culture and language as the participants, any

cross-cultural conflicts were minimised.

5.8 Reliability, Validity and Generalisability

All research needs to ensure that the results are reliable, valid and generalizable. Findings are
considered to be reliable if a repetition of the research process yielded the same or very similar

results. Validity describes how well the findings represent or describe the reality about the
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phenomenon and is particularly relevant for any study that takes or partly takes an objectivist

ontological approach (Collis & Hussey, 2009).

For this study, every effort was made to ensure that the results will have good validity and
reliability. This study also used an internationally acceptable skills classification framework as

well as a well-defined gaps framework to guide the study.

Other features of the questionnaire and interview that added to the validity of the study were

the following:
e The questions were worded so that they were neutral rather than loaded or leading;

e Questions were applicable to all respondents. This was ensured by having separate
questionnaires with slightly different wording to suit the different targeted population.

e A Likert-type scale was used in the questionnaire, which reduces fatigue and increases
the ease of response.

e The use of quantitative data and the process of coding the qualitative data made the data
easier to analyse.

e Anpilotstudy was carried out to ensure that the questions were not ambiguous, offensive

or difficult to understand.

Generalisability refers to whether or not or to what extent the findings can be applied to other
contexts or settings (Collis & Hussey, 2009). This study tried to use a large sample size to
increase the generalisability of the research. However, in reality, it was difficult to collect a
large amount of data from Saudi people, as unlike Western nations, people in this culture are
less exposed, willing or interested in completing surveys and participating in interviews. The
reluctance of those who had been approached to participate in this study limited the sample

size. Therefore, the samples collected may not be as representative as it would like to be.
The reliability of the results, which can be defined as

“the extent to which a test would give consistent results if applied by different
researchers more than once to the same people under standard conditions” (Hall
& Hall 1996, p. 44),
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needed to be confirmed. For this study the reliability of the 49 items that falls into the five main
skills categories were checked by calculating the Cronbach’s a (also known as the reliability
coefficient) in SPSS. Cronbach’s o was calculated separately for each group of respondents
and the results indicated acceptable reliability in all cases (see the results in Chapter 6 for more
details).

5.9 Summary

This study subscribes to the objectivist ontological paradigm and thus that phenomena have a
reality that is independent from and is not constructed by the individual observer. Furthermore,
the study also holds to an epistemological stance between the purely positivist and purely
interpretive positions, with more of a tendency towards the positivist position. The study also
had the flexibility to allow new themes to emerge from the data collection process, in a more
interpretive fashion. This ontological and epistemological stance drove the choice of a mixed
methods approach that gathered quantitative data via questionnaires, and qualitative data via

interviews.

The study population comprised final year accounting students, graduates and educators from
universities in Saudi Arabia, and employers from the different types of companies in Saudi
Arabia.

Drawing from the literature review, the questionnaires were developed for the four stakeholder
groups which all followed the same basic structure and design. Before conducting the study,
ethical approval was obtained. All questionnaires were provided in English and Arabic and
were delivered via email and on paper in person for all groups to the selected population after
a pilot study. Participation was voluntary and confidentiality was ensured throughout the

questionnaire and interview process.

Quantitative data collected through closed-ended questions and responses were based on a 5-
point Likert-type scale. The quantitative data were analysed using SPSS. Qualitative data were
obtained through the interviews, with all transcripts of the recorded interviews being processed
via thematic analysis and coded for further analysis.

The results of the analysis of the quantitative and qualitative data are presented in Chapters
6-8.
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Chapter Six: The Importance of Generic Skills

6.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the results pertaining to the importance of generic skills. It addresses
Research Question 1: Which generic skills do final year accounting students, graduates,
educators and employers perceive as important or necessary for successful employment?
Initially, the profiles and results of all the four samples (final year students, graduates,
educators and employers) were analysed and discussed separately. Later, the results of the four
samples were compared to see whether there were any significant differences between their

views.

6.2 Final Year Students

6.2.1 Demographics

Table 6.1: Demographics of final year accounting students

Demographic Category Code No. Response
Rate
Universities King Saud University KSU 23 9.0%
King Faisal University KFU 165 64.5%
Imam Muhammad ibn Saud Islamic University IMAMU 34 13.2%
King Fahd University of Petroleum & Minerals KFUPM 15 5.9%
Not stated Missing 19 7.4%
Total 256 100%
Gender Male 1 91 35.5%
Female 2 154 60.2%
Missing 11 4.3%
Total 256 100%
Age 21-29 Under 25 195 76.2%
25 or over 43 16.8%
Missing 18 7.0%
Total 256 100%
Work No 1 152 59.4%
experience Yes (part or full time) 2 83 32.4%
Missing 21 8.2%
Total 256 100%
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Table 6.1 shows the demographic details of the final year students. A total of 256 final year
students responded to the questionnaire. All final year student participants were from four main
universities; the majority (64%) were from King Faisal University (KFU), followed by 13%
from Imam Muhammad ibn Saud Islamic University (IMAMU), King Saud University (KSU,
9%) and a smaller percentage of participants were from King Fahd University of Petroleum
and Minerals (KFUPM, 6%). About 60% of the students were females. Most students were
under 25 (76%) and the majority of the students indicated they had no work experience (59%).

6.2.2 Importance of Generic Skills

The students were asked to indicate their perceptions of the important generic skills needed for
accounting graduates to be successful in employment using a five-point Likert-type scale that
ranged from 1= Not important to 5 = Very important. The skills were grouped under five main
categories: (1) intellectual, (2) personal, (3) interpersonal and communication, (4) OBM, and

(5) ethics in accounting/business.

The results presented in Table 6.2 show that all the mean scores were above 3, suggesting that

students recognised the importance of the various generic skills.

The means of the nine intellectual skills ranged from 3.663 to 4.000, indicating that students
perceived intellectual skills as important overall. The item that had a mean score of four and

above was: “apply professional judgement to reach well-reasoned conclusions” (M = 4.000).

The means of the 13 personal skills ranged from 3.267 to 4.024, indicating that students also
perceived personal skills as important overall. The two items that scored 4 and above were:
“open to new ideas and opportunities” (M = 4.024), “manage time to acquire professional

commitments” (M = 4.024).

The third category, interpersonal and communication skills covered 14 items. Again, students
perceived interpersonal and communication skills as important overall, as the mean ranged
from 3.364 to 4.071. The two items that had a mean score of 4 and above were: “work
effectively with others” (M =4.071), “work in harmony with others and contributing towards

common goals” (M = 4.047).

Table 6.2: Descriptive statistics of the importance of generic skills (Final year students)
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Panel A: Intellectual N M SD
1) Apply professional judgement to reach well- 250 4.000 1.025
reasoned conclusions
2) Apply logical and analytical thinking 254 3.976 1.074
3) Use innovative thinking to solve problems 253 3.854 1.090
4) Identify when it is appropriate to consult with 253 3.794 1.064
specialists to solve problems and reach
conclusions
5) Identify and evaluate alternatives 255 3.776 1.032
6) Able to locate, obtain, analyse and integrate 254 3.772 1.068
information from various sources and
perspectives
7) ldentify and solve multi-faceted problems 252 3.758 1.068
8) Identify and solve unstructured problems 253 3.688 1.084
9) Reason logically and critically analyse the 255 3.663 1.063
problem
Panel B: Personal N M SD
1) Open to new ideas and opportunities 254 4.024 1.067
2) Manage time to acquire professional 252 4.024 1.063
commitments
3) Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 254 3.913 1.190
4) Be flexible in new or different 255 3.898 1.089
situations/opportunities
5) Manage resources to acquire professional 255 3.890 1.106
commitments
6) Take responsibility for own work with minimum 253 3.814 1.055
direction
7) Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions 254 3.791 1.067
8) Manage own learning using available resources 255 3.788 1.024
9) Set high work standards 251 3.725 1.058
10) Identify opportunities not obvious to others 253 3.636 1.135
11) Evaluate and monitor own performance from 254 3.602 1.130
feedback and reflection
12) Apply professional scepticism through 254 3.307 1.085
questioning
13) Critically assess all information 255 3.267 1.167
Panel C: Interpersonal and communication N M SD
1) Work effectively with others 255 4.071 1.141
2) Work in harmony with others contributing 254 4.047 1.138
towards common goals
3) Engage effectively in discussion in a professional 255 3.910 1.033
manner
4) Interact effectively with others in a professional 245 3.894 1.085
manner
5) Negotiate with people from different backgrounds 254 3.894 1.067
6) Communicate effectively in writing and orally 255 3.886 1.030
appropriate to the situation
7) Apply active listening and understanding 253 3.877 1.068
8) Present ideas clearly and influence others to 245 3.873 1.111
provide support and commitment
9) Aware of cultural and language differences in all 252 3.742 1.185
communication
10) Fluency in English language 253 3.739 1.301
11) Apply effective interviewing techniques 254 3.681 1.116
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12) Communicate effectively information, ideas, 253 3.648 1.065
problems and solutions to specialist and non-
specialist audiences

13) Evaluate and present outcomes using oral 254 3.484 1.106
presentations

14) Negotiate and manage conflicts 247 3.364 1.178

Panel D: Organisational & business management N M SD

1) Apply tools and technology to increase efficiency 245 4.057 1.162
and effectiveness e.g., use of internet,
spreadsheet, word processing

2) Organise work to meet deadlines 245 4.033 1.090

3) Apply information technology as a management 244 4.020 1.156
tool e.g., computerised accounting systems

4) Able to review own work to determine whether it 245 3.890 1.075
complies with quality standards

5) Able to motivate and to develop others 245 3.771 1.100

6) Able to review the work of others to determine 244 3.713 1.062
whether it complies with quality standards

7) Apply leadership skills to influence others to 245 3.706 1.143
work towards common goals

8) Able to organise and delegate tasks 244 3.680 1.150

9) Able to select and assign priorities within 245 3.665 1.125
restricted resources

Panel E: Ethics in accounting/business N M SD

1) Apply the fundamental ethical principles of 245 4.171 1.140
integrity, objectivity, professional competence
and due care, confidentiality, and professional
behaviour to ethical dilemmas and determine an
appropriate approach

2) Understand the nature of ethics in 244 4.139 1.099
accounting/business

3) ldentify ethical issues and determine when ethical 244 4.098 1.099
principles apply

4) Analyse alternative courses of action and 245 3.980 1.065

determine the ethical consequences of these

1= “not important” to 5= ““very important.”

The fourth category, organisational and business management (OBM) skills, included nine
items. Like the previous three skill groups, the final year students perceived OBM skills as
being important overall, as indicated by the nine skills’ means, which ranged from 3.665 to
4.057. The top three skills had mean scores of over 4.00 and they were: “apply tools and
technology to increase efficiency and effectiveness” (M = 4.057), “organise work to meet

deadlines” (M = 4.033), and “apply information technology as a management tool” (M =

4.020).

In comparison, the category of ethics skills had the highest mean scores, indicating that final
year students perceived ethics in accounting/business skills to be very important in the

accounting world. The top three most important skills, which all had a mean of 4.00 and above,
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were: “apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity, objectivity, professional
competence, due care, confidentiality and professional behaviour to ethical dilemmas and
determine an appropriate approach” (M =4.171); “understand the nature of ethics in accounting
and business” (M = 4.139), and “identify ethical issues and determine when ethical principles

apply” (M =4.098).

Five students who responded to the open ended question, which related to any skills not
mentioned in the list provided, identified the following: tactful speaking, the application of
accounting skills to practical reality, preparing CVs and interview skills, and training students
to acquire work qualifications as other important skills. These students perhaps might not have
realised that “Communicate effectively” (under interpersonal and communication category)
would have covered tactful speaking and “Intellectual” skills would have covered application
of accounting skills to practical reality. Furthermore, the university’s career guidance or service
would be more appropriate in assisting students with the preparation of CVs and interview
skills, rather than including this in the accounting curriculum. Similarly, internships could give
students the exposure to practical work. However, by specifying these skills separately do
indicate their concerns about these skills.

To examine the internal consistency of the different items included in each of the five skill

categories, the Cronbach's alpha (a) coefficient was calculated.

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

five skills groups: students

Generic skills No.of  Cronbach’s a M SD
items
(skills)
Intellectual 9 0.87 3.805 0.747
Personal 13 0.88 3.761 0.707
Interpersonal/communication 14 0.89 3.799 0.725
OBM 9 0.90 3.848 0.830
Ethics 4 0.91 4.100 0.976

1= “not important” to 5= ““very important.”

Table 6.3 presents the Cronbach a coefficients for all five skill categories. A Cronbach’s o
reliability coefficient of 0.6 is usually considered to be acceptable and a score over 0.80 is
considered to indicate good reliability (Coakes et al., 2009). As the Cronbach’s a coefficients
for all the variables in this dataset were more than 0.80, the results suggest that all the different

skill items in each of the categories provided a good measure or indication of the category. A
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mean score (and standard deviation) was then calculated for each of the five categories i.e. the

items were summed and divided by the total number of scale items.

Table 6.3 shows that the most important skill category was the ethical skills category, which
had a mean 4.100. This was followed by OBM skills (M = 3.848), intellectual skills (M =
3.805), interpersonal and communication skills (M = 3.799), and personal skills (M = 3.761).

Further analyses of level of competence (discussed in next chapter) were carried out based on

these five skill categories.

6.2.3 Discussion
The findings that the majority of the generic skills were considered as being important are
generally consistent with a number of prior studies such as by Jones and Sin (2003), and

Kavanagh and Drennan (2008).

However, the rating of importance is in contrast to some studies. For instance, many researchers
have found that final year accounting students placed a high priority on communication skills
and listed it as the most important skill (or one of the three most important skills) to acquire to
be successful in the accounting workplace (e.g., Jones & Sin, 2003; Kavanagh & Drennan,
2008). Other studies showed that final year accounting students rated personal skills (Jones &
Sin, 2003) or intellectual skills (e.g., Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Weil et al., 2001) as one of
the most important generic skill categories. Very few studies (e.g., Kerr & Smith, 1995)
indicated that accounting students perceived ethical skills to be vital in the workplace. This
study shows that although the final year students perceived interpersonal and communication
skills as being important, they were not considered to be as important as ethical and OBM
skills.

The results of this study also contrasts with the findings of studies carried out in non-Western
and developing nations. For example, the Sri Lankan students surveyed by Abayadeera and
Watty (2016) showed intellectual and personal skills to be most important, and the Tunisian
students surveyed by Klibi and Oussii (2013) believed communication skills to be the most

important generic skills for workplace success.

The most likely explanation as to why ethical skills were considered to be of such high
importance in this sample of Saudi respondents is probably related to the deeply religious

nature of Saudi culture in general. The strong emphasis on Shari’ah law throughout Saudi
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society and its concern for fairness and strong ethics is likely to have affected the values and

beliefs of the final-year students.

6.3 Graduates

6.3.1 Demographics
Table 6.4: Demographics of graduates

Demographic Category Code No. Response
Rate
Universities  King Saud University KSU 14 12.8%
King Abdulaziz University KAU 26 23.9%
King Faisal University KFU 22 20.2%
Imam Muhammad ibn Saud Islamic University IMAMU 8 7.3%
University of Dammam Dammam 13 11.9%
Not stated Missing 26 23.9%
Total 109 100%
Gender Male 1 79 72.5%
Female 2 22 20.2%
Missing 8 7.3%
Total 109 100%
Age Under 25 1 13 11.9%
2510 29 2 51 46.8%
30 or over 3 31 28.4%
Missing 14 12.9%
Total 109 100%
Country Saudi Arabia 1 98 89.9%
complete your Missing 11 10.1%
degree Total 109 100%
Level study Undergraduate 1 77 70.6%
Missing 32 29.4%
Total 109 100%
Full-timeora Full-time 1 77 70.6%
part-time Missing 32 29.4%
study Total 109 100%
Are you No 1 20 18.3%
working? Yes 2 79 72.5%
Missing 10 9.2%
Total 109 100%
If yes, How  Under 5 years 1 54 68.4%
many years? 5 years or over 2 16 20.2%
Missing 9 11.4%
Total 79 100%
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Big 4 accounting firm 1 1 1.5%

Type of A public unlisted company 2 1 1.5%
organisation A public listed company 3 27 38.6%
A private company 4 21 30.0%

Public sector organisation 5 13 18.6%

Private sector not-for-profit entity 6 4 5.7%

Academia 7 1 1.5%

Missing 2 2.6%

Total 70 100%

A total of 109 graduates responded to the questionnaire. Table 6.4 shows the demographic
details. All graduates’ participants were from five main universities. King Abdulaziz
University (KAU) was the university that had the highest number of graduates responding to
this survey (24%), followed by 20% from King Faisal University (KFU), a smaller percentage
of participants came from King Saud University (KSU, 13%), University of Dammam
(Dammam, 12%) and Imam Muhammad ibn Saud Islamic University (IMAMU, 7%). About
73% of the graduates were males and most graduates were between 25 and 29 years old (47%),
followed by 28% aged 30 or over, and 12% aged under 25. The majority of graduates had
completed their study in Saudi Arabia (90%) and are working (73%). Out of these, 68% had
been working for less than 5 years. Most of these graduates are working in public listed
companies (38%), private companies (30%) or public sector organisations (18%). Therefore,
none of the graduates were postgraduate students, or had studied overseas or did part time

work.

6.3.2 Importance of Generic Skills

The graduates were asked to indicate their perceptions of the important generic skills needed
for accounting graduates to be successful in employment using a five-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 = Not important to 5 = Very important. The skills were grouped under five
main categories: (1) intellectual, (2) personal, (3) interpersonal and communication, (4) OBM
and (5) ethical skills.

The results presented in Table 6.5, show that all the mean scores were above 3, suggesting that

graduates, like students, recognised the importance of the various generic skills.

Table 6.5: Descriptive statistics of the importance of generic skills (Graduates)
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Panel A: Intellectual N M SD

1) Identify when it is appropriate to consult with
specialists to solve problems and reach 109 4.156 1.029
conclusions

2) Reason logically and critically analyse the 109 4138 0.897
problem

3) Apply logical and analytical thinking 108 4.074 1.030

4) Use innovative thinking to solve problems 108 4.065 1.061

5) Identify and evaluate alternatives 109 3.991 1.058

6) Apply professmn'al judgement to reach well- 106 3.981 0.975
reasoned conclusions

7) Able to locate, obtain, analyse and integrate
information from various sources and 107 3.953 1.144
perspectives

8) Identify and solve multi-faceted problems 107 3.869 1.141

9) Identify and solve unstructured problems 108 3.759 1.084

Panel B: Personal N M SD

1) Manage time to acquire professional 109 4394 0.793
commitments

2) Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 109 4.321 0.998

3) Open to new ideas and opportunities 105 4,181 1.072

4) Manage resources to acquire professional 104 4163 0.966
commitments

5) Be .erX|bIe in new or different 107 4075 0.968
situations/opportunities

6) Set high work standards 108 4.037 0.936

7) Antlglpate challenges and plan potential 107 4.000 1018
solutions

8) Ta_lk_e respc_)n3|b_|llty for own work with 107 3981 1.072
minimum direction

9) Manage own learning using available 107 3.925 1113
resources

10) Identify opportunities not obvious to others 104 3.827 1.109

11) Evaluate and monlto_r own performance from 107 3757 0.998
feedback and reflection

12) Critically assess all information 106 3.67 1.048

13) Apply _professmnal scepticism  through 109 3569 1157
questioning

Panel C: Interpersonal and communication N M SD

1) Work effectively with others 109 4.358 0.986

2) Work in harmony with others contributing 107 4.346 0.901
towards common goals

3) Present ideas clearly and influence others to 109 4211 0.913
provide support and commitment

4) Interact effectively with others in a 109 4.156 1.010
professional manner

5) Communicate effectively in writing and orally 109 4.119 0.920
appropriate to the situation

6) Engage effectively in discussion in a 109 4.119 0.940
professional manner

7) Apply active listening and understanding 109 4.083 0.944

8) Aware of cultural and language differences in 107 4.00 1.000
all communication

9) Negotiate with people from different 109 4.00 1.138
backgrounds

10) Negotiate and manage conflicts 109 3.972 1.058
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11) Apply effective interviewing techniques 108 3.935 1.007

12) Evaluate and present outcomes using oral 103 3.748 1.091
presentations

13) Fluency in English language 109 3.734 1.214

14) Communicate effectively information, ideas, 109 3.716 1.080

problems and solutions to specialist and non-
specialist audiences

Panel D: Organisational & business management N M SD
1) Organise work to meet deadlines 108 4.444 0.846
2) Apply tools and technology to increase

efficiency and effectiveness e.g., use of 109 4.376 0.879

internet, spreadsheet, word processing

3) Able to review own work to determine
whether it complies with quality standards

4) Apply information technology as a
management  tool e.g., computerised 109 4.303 0.887
accounting systems

5) Apply leadership skills to influence others to

109 4.33 0.839

109 4.101 0.902
work towards common goals
6) Able to organise and delegate tasks 108 4.083 1.005
7) Able_ to select and assign priorities within 109 4046 0.960
restricted resources
8) Able to motivate and to develop others 109 4.018 1.036
9) Ableto rgwewth_e Wor_k ofoth_ers to determine 108 3.861 0.941
whether it complies with quality standards
Panel E: Ethics in accounting/business N M SD
1) Understgnd t_he nature of ethics in 109 4413 0.862
accounting/business
2) Apply the fundamental ethical principles of
integrity, objectivity, professional
competence and due care, confidentiality, and 109 4.404 0.829
professional behaviour to ethical dilemmas
and determine an appropriate approach
3) Ide_ntlfy gthl_cal issues and determine when 109 4239 0.989
ethical principles apply
4) Analyse alternative courses of action and 109 4064 1.047

determine the ethical consequences of these
1= “not important” to 5= ““very important.”

The means of the nine skills under the intellectual category ranged from 3.759 to 4.156,
indicating that graduates perceived intellectual skills as important overall. The top four most
important intellectual skills with a mean score of 4 and above: “identify when it is appropriate
to consult with specialists to solve problems and reach conclusions” (M = 4.156), “reason
logically and critically analyse the problem” (M = 4.138); two skills had the same mean and
tied for third place: “apply logical and analytical thinking” (M = 4.074) and “use innovative
thinking to solve problems” (M = 4.065).

The means of the 13 skills under the personal category ranged 3.569 to 4.394, indicating that

graduates also perceived personal skills as important overall. The top seven most important
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skills with a mean score of 4 and above were: “manage time to acquire professional
commitments” (M = 4.394), “have enthusiasm for ongoing learning” (M = 4.321) and “open
to new ideas and opportunities” (M = 4.181), “Manage resources to acquire professional
commitments” (M = 4.163), “Be flexible in new or different situations/opportunities” (M =
4.075), “Set high work standards” (M = 4.037) and ‘“Anticipate challenges and plan potential
solutions” (M = 4.000).

The third category (interpersonal and communication skills) covered 14 skills. Again,
graduates perceived interpersonal and communication skills as important overall, as the mean
of the 14 skills ranged from 3.716 to 4.358. The top nine most important skills with scores of
4 and above were: “work effectively with others” (M = 4.358), “work in harmony with others
and contributing towards common goals” (M = 4.346) and “present ideas clearly and influence
others to provide support and commitment” (M = 4.211), “Interact effectively with others in a
professional manner” (M =4.156), “Communicate effectively in writing and orally appropriate
to the situation” and “Engage effectively in discussion in a professional manner” with same
mean score (M =4.119), “Apply active listening and understanding” (M = 4.083) and “Aware
of cultural and language differences in all communication” and “Negotiate with people from

different backgrounds” with same mean score (M = 4.000).

The fourth category, OBM skills included nine skills. Like the previous three skill groups,
graduates perceived OBM skills as being important overall, as indicated by the nine skills’
means, which ranged from 3.861 to 4.444. All but one (i.e. Able to review the work of others

to determine whether it complies with quality standards) had mean scores of 4 and above.

In comparison, the ethics skills had the highest mean scores, indicating that graduates like the
students also perceived ethical skills to be very important in the accounting workplace. All the
components of ethics had a mean of 4 and above.

Two graduates who responded to the open ended question relating to any skills not mentioned
in the questionnaire identified the following: reviewing and development skills, and
communication with others through the means of technology and how to use them. These
graduates perhaps might not have realised that the skills “able to motivate and to develop
others” and “able to review the work of others to determine whether it complies with quality
standards” (under the OBM category) should cover reviewing and development skills, whereas

“apply tools and technology to increase efficiency and effectiveness e.g., use of internet,

111



spreadsheet, word processing” (under the OBM category) and “communicate effectively
information, ideas, problems and solutions to specialist and non-specialist audiences” (under
the interpersonal and communication category) should cover communication with others
through the means of technology and how to use them. It could also be that they wanted to re-

emphasise the importance of these skills.

To examine the internal consistency of the different items included in each of the five

categories, Cronbach's a coefficient was calculated.

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

five skills groups: graduates

Generic skills No.of  Crombach’s M SD
items i}
(skills)
Intellectual 9 0.90 4.032 0.767
Personal 13 0.90 4.003 0.697
Interpersonal/communication 14 0.93 4.042 0.741
OBM 9 0.88 4.175 0.665
Ethics 4 0.88 4.279 0.808

1= “not important” to 5= “very important.”

Table 6.6 presents the Cronbach o coefficients for all five skill categories. As mentioned in
Section 6.2, a Cronbach’s a reliability coefficient of 0.6 is usually considered to be acceptable
and a score over 0.80 is considered to indicate good reliability. Similar to the final year
students, the Cronbach’s a coefficients for all the variables for graduates were more than 0.8,
suggesting that all the different skills items in each of the categories provided a good measure
or indication of the category. A mean score (and standard deviation) was then calculated for
each of the five categories i.e. the items were summed and divided by the total number of scale

items.

Table 6.6 shows that all skill categories were very important overall. The highest rating was
ethical skills, which had a mean over 4.279. This was followed by OBM skills (M = 4.175),
interpersonal and communication skills (M = 4.042), intellectual (M = 4.032), and personal
skills (M = 4.003). These five main categories were used for analysing the level of competence

in the next chapter.

112



6.3.3 Discussion

The skills perceived as being the most important for the accounting workplace by graduates,
rated in order of importance, were ethical skills, OBM skills, interpersonal and communication
skills, intellectual skills and personal skills. They were very similar to the final year students
ranking, other than for intellectual skills (which ranked third for students) and, interpersonal

and communication skills (which ranked fourth for students).

However, the ratings are in contrast to some prior studies. For instance, de Lange et al. (2006)
found that graduates felt that communication skills and problem-solving skills were the most
important for career success. Jackling et al. (2013) found that the skills perceived as being most
important for career success by graduates were intellectual skills, interpersonal skills and OBM
skills. Other studies (e.g., Carr et al., 2006; Low, 2007) show that a number of generic skills
were considered to be more or less equally important for career success, but ethical skills were

not rated as being among the most important skills in the workplace.

The results of this present study are also in contrast to others carried out in developing or non-
Western nations. For example, the study by Barac (2009) carried out in South Africa found that
accounting graduates considered interpersonal and communication skills, personal skills (such
as time management), and analytical skills as being the most important. Awayiga et al. (2010)
indicated that graduates in Ghana tended to rate analytical skills as the most important generic

skill for career success.

The reason that both students and graduates in this study ranked ethics in accounting/business
as most important as compared to prior studies could be due to the Saudi Arabia’s culture and
religion. In a country governed according to the principles of Shari’ak law, ethics and ethical

behaviour are considered important in all aspects of life, including the workplace.

6.4 Educators

6.4.1 Demographics

A total of 33 educators responded to the questionnaire. Table 6.7 shows the demographic
details of the educators. All educators were from seven main universities: King Faisal
University (KFU) was the university affiliated with the majority of educators with 36%,
followed by a smaller percentage of participants from Imam Muhammad ibn Saud Islamic
University (IMAMU, 9%) and King Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals (KFUPM,
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9%). The next smallest representation (6%) was from King Khalid University (KKA), King
Abdulaziz University (KAU) and Prince Mohammad bin Fahd University (PMU). The lowest
number of lecturers in this sample was from Princess Nora bint Abdul Rahman University
(PNU, 3%). About 82% of the educators were males and most educators were aged 40 years
or more (52%) and 15% of the educators were below 40 years of age. A high proportion (49%)
of educators had a doctorate degree, followed by 30% with a Master’s degree and 15% with a
Bachelor degree. The majority of educators completed their study overseas (70%) and only
24% of educators completed their study in Saudi Arabia. The majority of educators mainly
taught at undergraduate level (79%) and most of them were in full-time academic work (85%).
In this sample, 21% of educators had been teaching accounting courses for not more than10
years, whereas 61% of them had been teaching for more than 10 years. Most participants were
either lecturers (36%) or assistant professors (30%), followed by associate professors (15%),

assistant lecturers (6%) and senior lecturers (3%). None of the participants were professors.

Table 6.7: Demographics of educators

Demographic Category Code No. Response
Rate
Universities  King Khalid University KKA 2 6.1%
King Abdulaziz University KAU 2 6.1%
King Faisal University KFU 12 36.4%
Imam Muhammad ibn Saud Islamic University IMAMU 3 9.1%
King Fahd University of Petroleum and Minerals KFUPM 3 9.1%
Princess Nora bint Abdul Rahman University PNU 1 3.0%
Prince Mohammad bin Fahd University PMU 2 6.1%
Not stated Missing 8 24.1%
Total 33 100%
Gender Male 1 27 81.8%
Female 2 4 12.1%
Missing 2 6.1%
Total 33 100%
Age 251029 1 1 3.0%
30t0 39 2 4 12.1%
40 and more 3 17 51.5%
Missing 11 33.4%
Total 33 100%
Level of Bachelor 1 5 15.2%
education Master 2 10 30.3%
Doctorate 3 16 48.5%
Missing 2 6.1%
Total 33 100%
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Country Saudi Arabia 1 8 24.2%
complete your  Overseas 2 23 69.7%
most recent Missing 2 6.1%
degree Total 33 100%
Level mainly  Undergraduate 1 26 78.8%
teach Postgraduate 2 5 15.2%
Missing 2 6.1%

Total 33 100%

Full-time ora  Full-time 1 28 84.8%
part-time Part-time 2 2 6.1%
academic Missing 3 9.1%
Total 33 100%

How long 10 and below 1 7 21.2%
teaching more than 10 2 20 60.6%
accounting Missing 6 18.2%
courses Total 33 100%
Associate professor 1 5 15.2%

Title of Assistant professor 2 10 30.3%
position Senior lecturer 3 1 3.0%
Lecturer 4 12 36.4%

Assistant lecturer 5 2 6.1%

Missing 3 9.1%

Total 33 100%

6.4.2 Importance of Generic Skills

The educators were asked to indicate their perceptions of the important generic skills needed
for accounting graduates to be successful in employment using a five-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 = Not important to 5 = Very important. The skills were grouped under five
main categories: (1) intellectual, (2) personal, (3) interpersonal and communication, (4) OBM
and (5) ethical skills.

The results presented in Table 6.8, show that all the mean scores were above 3.5, suggesting

that educators recognised the importance of the various generic skills.

The means of the nine skills under the intellectual category ranged from 3.576 to 4.182,
indicating that educators perceived intellectual skills as important overall. The three most
important intellectual skills with mean scores of 4 and above were: “apply logical and
analytical thinking” (M = 4.182), “apply professional judgement to reach well-reasoned
conclusions” (M =4.091) and “identify and evaluate alternatives” (M =4.061).
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Table 6.8: Descriptive statistics of the importance of generic skills (Educators)

Panel A: Intellectual N M SD
1) Apply logical and analytical thinking 33 4.182 0.769
2) Apply professmngl judgement to reach well- 33 4.091 0.843

reasoned conclusions
3) Identify and evaluate alternatives 33 4.061 0.998
4) Reason logically and critically analyse the 33 3.970 0.883
problem
5) Able to locate, obtain, analyse and integrate
information from various sources and 33 3.909 1.234
perspectives
6) Identify when it is appropriate to consult with
specialists to solve problems and reach 33 3.879 1.083
conclusions
7) Use innovative thinking to solve problems 33 3.879 0.992
8) Identify and solve multi-faceted problems 33 3.667 0.957
9) Identify and solve unstructured problems 33 3.576 1.147

Panel B: Personal N M SD

1) Manage resources to acquire professional 32 4344 0.827
commitments

2) Manage time to acquire professional 33 4333 0.816
commitments

3) Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 33 4.303 0.918

4) T_ake (espon5|b|I|ty for own work with minimum 33 4152 0.939
direction

5) Manage own learning using available resources 33 4.061 0.9663

6) Be fIgX|bIe in new or different 33 3.970 0.769
situations/opportunities

7) Set high work standards 33 3.939 0.933

8) Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions 33 3.909 1.071

9) Evaluate and monitor own performance from 32 3750 1016
feedback and reflection

10) Open to new ideas and opportunities 32 3.656 0.901

11) Apply pr_ofessmnal scepticism through 33 3636 1945
questioning

12) Critically assess all information 33 3.636 0.962

13) Identify opportunities not obvious to others 33 3.515 1.064

Panel C: Interpersonal and communication N M )

1) Work in harmony with others contributing 32 4.469 0.841
towards common goals

2) Commu_nlcate effec_tlvel_y in writing and orally 33 4303 0.809
appropriate to the situation

3) Work effectively with others 33 4.303 0.918

4)  Apply active listening and understanding 33 4.242 0.969

5) Engage effectively in discussion in a professional 33 4.000 0.750
manner

6) Interact effectively with others in a professional 33 3.970 0.809
manner

7) Presgnt ideas clearly and m_fluence others to 33 3.909 0.879
provide support and commitment

8) Apply effective interviewing techniques 33 3.727 1.125

9) Evaluate and present outcomes using oral 32 3719 0.991

presentations
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10)

Communicate effectively information, ideas,

problems and solutions to specialist and non- 33 3.667 0.853
specialist audiences
11) Aware of_ cu!tural and language differences in all 33 3636 0.994
communication
12) Negotiate with people from different backgrounds 33 3.606 1.088
13) Negotiate and manage conflicts 33 3.606 0.863
14) Fluency in English language 33 3.545 1.033
Panel D: Organisational & business management N M SD
1) Apply mformatlon_technology asa management 33 4.455 0.711
tool e.g., computerised accounting systems
2) Apply tools and technology to increase efficiency
and effectiveness e.g., use of internet, 33 4.424 0.662
spreadsheet, word processing
3) Organise work to meet deadlines 33 4.303 0.769
4) Able tp review own work to determine whether it 33 4182 0.768
complies with quality standards
5) Able_to select and assign priorities within 33 3939 0.826
restricted resources
6) Able to review the work of others to determine
whether it complies with quality standards 33 3.788 0.927
7) Apply leadership skills to influence others to 33 3788 0.927
work towards common goals
8) Able to motivate and to develop others 32 3.781 1.007
9) Able to organise and delegate tasks 33 3.758 0.936
Panel E: Ethics in accounting/business N M SD
1) Apply the fundamental ethical principles of
integrity, objectivity, professional competence
and due care, confidentiality, and professional 33 4.667 0.595
behaviour to ethical dilemmas and determine an
appropriate approach
2) Understgnd the_nature of ethics in 33 4545 0.869
accounting/business
3) Analysg alternatl\_/e courses of action and 33 4.424 0.791
determine the ethical consequences of these
4) Identify ethical issues and determine when ethical 33 4364 0.962

principles apply

1= “not important” to 5= “very important.”

The means of the 13 skills under the personal category ranged from 3.515 to 4.344, indicating
that educators also perceived personal skills as important overall. The five most important skills
with mean scores of 4 and above were: “manage resources to acquire professional
commitments” (M = 4.344), “manage time to acquire professional commitments” (M = 4.333)
and “have enthusiasm for ongoing learning” (M = 4.303), “take responsibility for own work

with minimum direction” (M =4.152), “manage own learning using available resources” (M =

4.061).

The third category (interpersonal and communication skills) covered 14 skills. Again,

educators perceived interpersonal and communication skills as important overall, as the mean
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of the 14 skills ranged from 3.545 to 4.469. The five most important skills with mean scores of
4 and above were: “work in harmony with others contributing towards common goals” (M =
4.469); the second and third rated skills had equal scores: “communicate effectively in writing
and orally appropriate to the situation” (M = 4.303) and “work effectively with others” (M =
4.303), “Apply active listening and understanding” (M=4.242) and “Engage effectively in

discussion in a professional manner” (M=4.000).

The fourth category, OBM skills, included nine skills. Like the previous three skill groups,
educators perceived OBM skills as being important overall, as indicated by the nine skills’
means, which ranged from 3.758 to 4.455. The top four skills, which had scores of 4 and above
were: “apply information technology as a management tool e.g., computerised accounting
systems” (M = 4.455), “apply tools and technology to increase efficiency and effectiveness
e.g., use of internet, spreadsheet, and word processing” (M = 4.424) and “organise work to
meet deadlines” (M = 4.303) and “Able to review own work to determine whether it complies
with quality standards” (M=4.182).

In comparison, the scores for ethics of skills all had a mean of 4 and above indicating that
educators like students and graduates perceived ethical skills to be very important in the

accounting world.

When asked as to whether any other skills were not mentioned in the list provided, only one
educator identified the following: the ability to develop training programs. This educator
perhaps is suggesting that universities should assist students to undergo internships to gain

workplace experience.

To examine the internal consistency of the different items included in each of the five

categories, Cronbach's a coefficient was calculated.

Table 6.9 presents the Cronbach a coefficients for all five skill categories. As for the previous
groups discussed earlier (final year students and graduates), the Cronbach’s a coefficients for
all the variables in this dataset were more than 0.8, suggesting that all the different skills in
each of the categories provided a good measure or indication of the category. A mean score
(and standard deviation) was then calculated for each of the five categories.

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

five skills groups: educators
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Generic skills No. of Cronbach’s M SD

items a

(skills)
Intellectual 9 0.88 3.912 0.724
Personal 13 0.88 3.932 0.626
Interpersonal/communication 14 0.90 3.908 0.607
OBM 9 0.86 4.066 0.580
Ethics 4 0.90 4.500 0.720

1= “not important” to 5= “very important.”

Table 6.9 shows that the most important skill category was ethics in accounting and business,
which had a mean 4.500. This was followed by OBM skills (M = 4.066), personal skills (M =
3.932), intellectual (M = 3.912), and interpersonal and communication skills (M = 3.908).

6.4.3 Discussion

The results of this study are in contrast to the results of other studies. Few, if any, studies have
found that educators rated ethical skills as being the most important generic skill that is needed
for success in the workplace. Several studies have found that accounting educators were most
likely to rate intellectual skills as the most important generic skill (e.g., Albrecht & Sack, 2000;
Sugahara & Coman, 2010). For example, Callan (2004) found that accounting educators
considered problem-solving skills and analytical skills (both of which are under the intellectual
skills category) as being highly important. Other studies showed communication skills as being
most important for success in the workplace (e.g., Albrecht & Sack, 2000; Tan et al., 2004).
Accounting educators do not seem to put much emphasis on ethical skills or perceive them to
be important (such as Russell & Smith, 2003).

As indicated earlier, the difference between the findings of this study and prior studies may
stem from cultural factors, as the majority of prior studies were carried out in Western nations.
Some cross-cultural studies have in fact showed that educators in Western nations rated
important skills differently (e.g., Albrecht & Sack, 2000; Morgan, 1997). As indicated before,
the importance of ethical skills is likely to be related to the strong cultural and religious
traditions of Saudi Arabia, especially as many technical accounting practices are guided by the

tenets of Shari’ah law (e.g. the prohibition of riba or interest).
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6.5 Employers

6.5.1 Demographics

A total of 22 employers responded to the questionnaire. Table 6.10 shows the demographic
details of the employers. All employers were from different type of organisations and the
majority of employers were working in the government sector (41%), followed by industry and
commerce (32%), accounting firms (13%) and others (13%). About 73% of the employers were
males and most employers were aged 30 to 39 years (50%). The majority of employers had
qualifications at the Bachelors level (72%), followed by Masters level (13%) and diploma
degrees or qualifications (13%). Most employers completed their study in Saudi Arabia (59%)
and about 41% of employers completed their study overseas. Half (50%) of the employers in
this sample had been working for less than 10 years and the same percentage had been working
for up to 10 years. Most employers in the sample had more than 100 employees (46%),
followed by not more than 20 employees (32%), more than 20 (18%), not more than 50 (18%),
more than 50 (5%) and more than 100 employees (5%). Most employers worked as human

resources managers (36%), followed by managers (27%) and chief accountants (18%).

Table 6.10: Demographics of employers

Demographic Category Code No.  Response Rate
Type of Government 1 9 40.9%
organisation Industry and commerce 2 7 31.8%
Accounting firm 3 3 13.6%
Construction 4 2 9.1%
Investment management 5 1 4.6%
Total 22 100%
Gender Male 1 16 72.7%
Female 2 6 27.3%
Total 22 100%
Age Under 29 1 3 13.6%
30t0 39 2 11 50.0%
40 or over 3 7 31.8%
Missing 1 4.6%
Total 22 100%
Level of Diploma 1 3 13.6%
education Bachelor 2 16 72.7%
Master 3 3 13.6%
Total 22 100%
Country Saudi Arabia 1 13 59.1%
complete your ~ Overseas 2 9 40.9%
degree Total 22 100%
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How long Up to 10 years 1 11 50%

working? >10 years 2 11 50%
Total 22 100%

Number of Not >20 1 7 31.8%
employees 20 and not >50 2 4 18.2%
50 and not >100 3 1 4.50%

> 100 4 10 45.5%

Total 22 100%

Title of position ~ Manager 1 6 27.3%
Human Resources Manager 2 8 36.4%

Chief Accountants Organisational 3 4 18.2%

Development Director 4 1 4.5%

Chairman of the Finance Department 5 1 4.5%

Official of Training and Development 6 1 4.5%

Manager of Finance Department 7 1 4.5%

Total 22 100%

6.5.2 Importance of Generic Skills

The employers were asked to indicate their perceptions of the important generic skills needed
for accounting graduates to be successful in employment using a five-point Likert-type scale
ranging from 1 = Not important to 5 = Very important. The skills were grouped under five
main categories: (1) intellectual, (2) personal, (3) interpersonal and communication, (4) OBM,
and (5) ethical skills.

The results presented in Table 6.11, show that all the mean scores were above 3, suggesting

that employers recognised the importance of the various generic skills.

The means of the nine skills under the intellectual category ranged from 3.545 to 4.091,
indicating that employers perceived intellectual skills as being important overall. Five of the
nine skills that had a mean score of at least 4 and they were: “apply professional judgement to
reach well-reasoned conclusions” (M = 4.091), “identify when it is appropriate to consult with
specialists to solve problems and reach conclusions,” (M = 4.091) “identify and evaluate
alternatives,” (M = 4.091), “apply logical and analytical thinking,” (M = 4.045) and ““able to
locate, obtain, analyse and integrate information from various sources and perspectives” (M =

4.000).
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Table 6.11: Descriptive statistics of the importance of generic skills (Employers)

Panel A: Intellectual N M SD
1) Apply professmnal judgement to reach well-reasoned 29 4.091 0811
conclusions
2) Iden'.ufy when it is appropriate to consul_t with 29 4.091 0.921
specialists to solve problems and reach conclusions
3) Identify and evaluate alternatives 22 4.091 1.065
4)  Apply logical and analytical thinking 22 4.045 0.950
5) Able to locate, c_)btam, analyse and integrate 29 4.000 0816
information from various sources and perspectives
6) Reason logically and critically analyse the problem 22 3.909 0.971
7) Identify and solve multi-faceted problems 22 3.773 1.066
8) Use innovative thinking to solve problems 22 3.545 1.010
9) Identify and solve unstructured problems 22 3.545 1.056
Panel B: Personal N M SD
1) Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 22 4,727 0.550
2) Manage time to acquire professional commitments 22 4.455 0.738
3) Be flexible in new or different situations/opportunities 22 4.318 0.716
4) Open to new ideas and opportunities 22 4.182 0.906
5) Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions 22 4.136 0.710
6) Manage own learning using available resources 22 4.136 0.940
7 Tgke .respon3|b|I|ty for own work with minimum 29 4.091 1.019
direction
8) Manage resources to  acquire  professional 29 4045 1.045
commitments
9) Set high work standards 22 3.864 0.990
10) Identify opportunities not obvious to others 22 3.591 1.140
11) Evaluate a|_1d monitor own performance from feedback 29 3.409 1,959
and reflection
12) Apply professional scepticism through questioning 22 3.318 0.893
13) Critically assess all information 22 3.091 1.108
Panel C: Interpersonal and communication N M SD
1) Work in harmony with others contributing towards 29 4545 0.738
common goals
2) Work effectively with others 22 4.455 0.800
3) Interact effectively with others in a professional 29 4318 0.945
manner
4) Commu_nlcate effgcuv_ely in writing and orally 29 4997 0812
appropriate to the situation
5) Engage effectively in discussion in a professional 29 4.997 0.922
manner
6) Apply active listening and understanding 22 4.227 0.812
7) Present ideas clearly and influence others to provide 29 4045 0.898
support and commitment
8) Negotiate and manage conflicts 22 3.955 1.045
9) Apply effective interviewing techniques 22 3.864 1.082
10) Aware o_f c_ultural and language differences in all 29 3864 0.833
communication
11) Negotiate with people from different backgrounds 22 3.682 1.129
12) Fluency in English language 22 3.682 1.249
13) Communllcate effectl_ve_ly information, |_de_as, pro_blems 29 3545 0.962
and solutions to specialist and non-specialist audiences
14) Evaluate and present outcomes using oral presentations 22 3.500 1.011
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Panel D: Organisational & business management N M SD

1) Organise work to meet deadlines 22 4.591 0.796
2) Apply tools and technology to increase efficiency and
effectiveness e.g., use of internet, spreadsheet, word 22 4.500 0.672
processing

3) Apply information technology as a management tool

. . 22 4.409 0.796

e.g., computerised accounting systems

4) Able to review own work to determine whether it 29 4364 0.789
complies with quality standards

5) Able to select and assign priorities within restricted 29 4136 1.082
resources

6) Apply leadership skills to influence others to work 29 4.091 0.971
towards common goals

7) Able to motivate and to develop others 22 4.045 0.950

8) Able to organise and delegate tasks 22 3.864 0.774

9) Ableto r_ewev_vthe wc_nrkofothers to determine whether 99 3773 0.869
it complies with quality standards

Panel E: Ethics in accounting/business N M SD

1) Id(_ant!fy ethical issues and determine when ethical 29 4682 0567
principles apply

2) Apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity,
objectivity, professional competence and due care,
confidentiality, and professional behaviour to ethical 22 4.545 0.800
dilemmas and determine an appropriate approach

3) Anglyse alternative courses of action and determine the 29 4364 0.847
ethical consequences of these

4) Understand the nature of ethics in accounting/business 22 4.409 1.007

1= “not important” to 5= “very important.”

The means of the 13 skills under the personal category ranged from 3.091 to 4.727, indicating
that employers also perceived personal skills as important overall. Those skills which had a
mean score of 4.00 and above were: “have enthusiasm for ongoing learning” (M = 4.727),
“manage time to acquire professional commitments” (M = 4.455), “be flexible in new or
different situations/opportunities” (M = 4.318), “open to new ideas and opportunities” (M =
4.182), “anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions” (M = 4.136), “manage own learning
using available resources” (M = 4.136), “take responsibility for own work with minimum
direction” (M = 4.091) and “manage resources to acquire professional commitments”(M =

4.045),

The third category (interpersonal and communication skills) covered 14 skills. Again,
employers perceived interpersonal and communication skills as important overall, as the mean
of the 14 skills ranged between 3.500 and 4.545. Those skills with a mean score of 4 and above
were: “work in harmony with others contributing towards common goals” (M = 4.545), “work
effectively with others” (M = 4.55), “interact effectively with others in a professional manner”

(M =4.318), “communicate effectively in writing and orally appropriate to the situation” (M
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= 4.227), “engage effectively in discussion in a professional manner” (M = 4.227), “apply
active listening and understanding” (M =4.227), and “present ideas clearly and influence others

to provide support and commitment” (M = 4.045).

The fourth category, OBM, skills included nine skills. Like the previous three skill groups,
employers perceived OBM skills as being important overall, as indicated by the nine skills’
means, which ranged from 3.773 to 4.591. Those skills which had scores of over 4.0 were:
“organise work to meet deadlines” (M = 4.591), “apply tools and technology to increase
efficiency and effectiveness e.g., use of internet, spreadsheet, and word processing” (M =
4.500), “apply information technology as a management tool e.g., computerised accounting
systems” (M = 4.409), “able to review own work to determine whether it complies with quality
standards” (M = 4.364) , “able to select and assign priorities within restricted resources” (M =
4.136), “apply leadership skills to influence others to work towards common goals” (M =

4.091) and “able to motivate and to develop others” (M = 4.045).

In comparison, the ethics category of skills had the highest mean scores, indicating that
employers perceived ethical skills to be very important in the accounting world. All the four
items had a mean of 4 and above.

When asked as to whether there were any skills not mentioned in the list provided, three
employers identified the following: the ability to work under pressure, having patience to learn,
not despairing and having high ambitions to reach goals, and ethics in the workplace. These
employers appeared to re-emphasise what was mentioned under “have enthusiasm for ongoing
learning” (in the personal category) and “apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity,
objectivity, professional competence and due care, confidentiality, and professional behaviour
to ethical dilemmas and determine an appropriate approach” (in the ethical skills category),
“apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity, objectivity, professional competence and
due care, confidentiality, and professional behaviour to ethical dilemmas and determine an
appropriate approach” (under the ethical skills category), “work in harmony with others
contributing towards common goals” (under the interpersonal and communication category)

and “understand the nature of ethics in accounting/business” (under the ethical skills category).

To examine the internal consistency of the different items included in each of the five skill

categories, Cronbach's a coefficient was calculated.
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Table 6.12: Number of items, cronbach a, means and standard deviation for importance for the

five skills groups: employers

Generic skills No.of  Cronbach’s M SD
items [}
(skills)
Intellectual 9 0.79 3.899 0.580
Personal 13 0.90 3.951 0.506
Interpersonal/communication 14 0.77 4.009 0.638
OBM 9 0.84 4.197 0.572
Ethics 4 0.78 4.500 0.640

1= “not important” to 5= “very important.”

Table 6.12 presents the Cronbach o coefficients for all five skill categories and they were all
above 0.70. As for the previous groups (final year students, graduates and educators), a
Cronbach’s a reliability coefficient of 0.6 is usually considered to be acceptable and a score
over 0.70 is considered to indicate good reliability. A mean score (and standard deviation) was

then calculated for each of the five categories.

Table 6.12 shows that the most important skill category was ethical skills, which had a mean
of 4.500. This was followed by OBM skills (M = 4.197), interpersonal and communication
skills (M = 4.009), personal skills (M = 3.951), and intellectual skills (M = 3.899). These five

main groups were used for analysis level of competence in next chapter.

6.5.3 Discussion

Many prior studies had focused mainly on employers’ views about important skills required in
the workplace as employers are important stakeholders. In this study, ethical skills were rated
by the employers as being the most important for career success which is similar to the other
groups’ results mentioned earlier. This finding contrasts with other studies, which showed that
although employers valued ethical skills and considered them to be important (Kavanagh &
Drennan, 2008), they were not rated as the most important generic skills. Instead employers
rated interpersonal and communication skills as being the most important for career success
(e.g., AAGE, 2011; Crawford et al., 2011; Gray & Murray, 2011; Jackling & de Lange, 2009;
Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Low et al., 2016; Tan & Laswad, 2017).

This contrast is probably best explained by the high value given to ethical skills in the Saudi
Arabian culture, as has been explained earlier in the discussion of the results for the other study

groups. A few studies in the non-western nations like Saudi Arabia, Sri Lanka and Swaziland
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also found employers rated ethical skills as being the most important generic skill (Abayadeera
& Watty, 2016; Sithole, 2015; Zureigat, 2015).

OBM skills were rated as the second most important skills for accountants to have, according
to the employers in this study. Prior studies have also indicated OBM skills as the top three
most important skills for career success (e.g., Gabric & McFadden, 2001; Jackling & de Lange,
2009).

Interpersonal and communication skills were rated as being the third most important skills by
the employers in this study, which is also in line with many prior studies (e.g., Kimet al., 1993).

The area of personal skills was rated as being the fourth most important by the employers in
this study. This is in contrast with Klibi and Oussii (2013) who found that employers
considered personal skills, as the most important generic skills.

In the present study, intellectual skills were rated as the least important skills by employers.
This is in contrast to prior studies (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2016; Klibi & Oussii, 2013).

6.6 Comparison between Groups

The contrast between the perceptions of employers and educators is the one that has received
the most attention in prior literature. However, it is interesting to compare the important skills

as perceived by the four different groups.

Table 6.13 shows that all the four groups rated ethics and OBM skills as the two most important
skills. According to the mean scores, the other three generic skill categories were ranked by
the graduates in the following order from most important to least important: interpersonal and
communication skills, intellectual skills and personal skills. The final year students, however,
ranked intellectual skills third, interpersonal and communication skills fourth and personal
skills last. The educators listed personal skills third, intellectual skills fourth and interpersonal
and communication skills last. The employers considered interpersonal and communication
skills as third most important followed by personal and intellectual skills. However, the scores
given by all stakeholder groups to all generic skill categories were above 3.5, indicating that
all the generic skills were considered to be important. Overall, students had the lowest mean

scores for all generic skills categories perhaps due to their lack of experience in the workplace.
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Table 6.13: Comparison of important skills between different groups

Generic skills Students Graduates Educators Employers
Intellectual 3.805 (3) 4.032 (4) 3.912 (4) 3.899 (5)
Personal 3.761 (5) 4.003 (5) 3.932 (3) 3.951 (4)
Interpersonal/communication 3.799 (4) 4.042 (3) 3.908 (5) 4.009 (3)
OBM 3.848 (2) 4.175 (2) 4.066 (2) 4.197 (2)
Ethics 4.100 (1) 4.279 (1) 4.500 (1) 4.500 (1)

1= “not important” to 5= “very important.” (') refers to ranking based on mean scores

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

Graduates Educators Employers
Intellectual
Students 0.010** 0.437 0.566
Graduates 0.430 0.444
Educators 0.942
Personal
Students 0.004** 0.192 0.220
Graduates 0.611 0.741
Educators 0.910
Interpersonal/communication
Students 0.005** 0.417 0.190
Graduates 0.354 0.847
Educators 0.558
OBM
Students 0.000*** 0.153 0.055
Graduates 0.402 0.888
Educators 0.416
Ethics
Students 0.094 0.024* 0.061
Graduates 0.163 0.232
Educators 1.000

*p < 0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001
To examine whether the differences in views were significant, independent sample t-tests were

carried out®. Table 6.14 shows that there were a few significant differences regarding the

perceived importance of generic skills. The most significant differences appeared between final

8 A more detailed breakdown of the scores for all 49-item skills Appendix 11.
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year students and graduates. The highest significant differences were found for OBM skills (p<
0.000), followed by personal skills (p< 0.004), interpersonal and communication skills (p<
0.005), and intellectual skills (p< 0.010). Final year students have minimal experience in
accounting in comparison to graduates — who were themselves more inexperience before
graduation — but perhaps have become more aware of the importance of generic skills from
their working experience. Similarly, the significant differences between the perceptions of final
year students and educators in ethical skills (p< 0.024) suggests that the more matured and

experienced educators tend to regard ethics as more important in the working environment.

6.7 Summary

The first research question posed in this study is: Which generic skills do final year accounting
students, graduates, educators and employers perceive as important or necessary for successful
employment? This is a question which was also asked in numerous prior studies. Discovering
how important the four stakeholder groups consider the different generic skill categories to be
is valuable for making comparisons with the results of prior studies and also to provide some
indication that if the skills are considered to be important, then universities should help

graduating students develop those skills to a certain level of competence.

This chapter therefore presents the findings regarding the relative importance of five different
generic skill categories in the workplace drawn from the four major stakeholder groups in
accounting education: final year students, graduates, educators and employers. The
questionnaire was responded to by 256 final year students from four universities, 109 graduates
from five universities, 33 educators from seven universities, and 22 employers from five

different types of organisations in Saudi Arabia.

The high importance given to ethical skills across all stakeholder groups was the most notable
finding of this part of the research, and contrasted strongly with the findings of many other
studies which showed that the stakeholder groups tend to perceive other skill categories as
being more important for workplace success than ethical skills. The influence of Saudi Arabian
culture and the emphasis on having high ethical standards, as officially set out in Shari’ah law,
perhaps explains why ethical skills were considered to be very important for accountants in
Saudi Arabia.
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All four groups in this study ranked OBM skills as the second most important skill. This is also
in contrast to prior studies, which tended to show that the different stakeholder groups ranked
OBM skills lower than interpersonal and communication skills. The Saudi stakeholders
appeared to regard technology skills like the application of computer skills (e.g., use of internet,
spreadsheet, word processing) and meeting datelines as pertinent in increasing efficiency and
effectiveness in the workplace. As a consequence, other skills like interpersonal and
communication skills, and personal skills and intellectual skills although considered as

important were rated lower.

A few significant between-group differences regarding the ranking of generic skills were also
found in this study. The differences appeared mostly between the perceptions of final year
students and graduates. This is most likely explained by the lack of workplace experience
and/or maturity in the final year students in comparison to the graduates. In addition, a
significant difference regarding ethical skills was found only between the students and
educators. This could be explained by the increased awareness of the educators, who were more

matured and experience, about the importance of ethical skills for students.

The next chapter investigated the perceptions of the three different stakeholder groups
(Students, graduates and educators) on the level of competence that accounting graduates
should acquire and have acquired/expect to acquire when they complete their university
degrees, the constraints gap (i.e. differences between the perceptions of each group) as well as
the constraining factors that limited the development of generic skills in accounting education

at university.
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Chapter Seven: Level of Competence, Constraints Gap and

Constraints Factors

7.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the perceptions of three stakeholder groups (final year accounting
students, accounting graduates and educators) regarding the level of competence in generic
skills of those graduating with an accounting degree. The theme was about the level of
competence in generic skills accounting students should acquire during their course of
university study and the level of competence that was actually acquired at university in the five

skills categories.

Similar to the importance of generic skills discussed in Chapter 6, the Cronbach o coefficients
for the 49 items included in the five skill categories were also checked for the four stakeholder
groups. As shown in Appendix G, all skill categories had alpha scores over 0.80 indicating
good reliability. The data were also checked to determine their symmetrical structure (i.e.
whether the distribution about the mean was normal). This was done by testing the kurtosis and
skewness of the quantitative data. In these tests, values lying between -1.0 and +1.0 indicate
that the data are normally distributed. The test results as shown in Appendix H indicated that
all had values between -1.0 and +1.0 with very few exceptions. The educators’ skewness
statistics for ethics and kurtosis statistics for intellectual skills were just slightly below -1.0.
The employers’ kurtosis statistics for intellectual skills was slightly above +1.0 and slightly
below -1.0 for OBM and ethics skills. The reasons for these slight abnormal distributions could
be due to the lower number of participants in both educators (n=22) and employers (n= 29)
group (Ma, Yam, Tsui, & Yau, 2006).

The different perceptions (the level of competence that should be acquired versus the level that
had been acquired) were explored within each group to discover whether or not a constraints
gap existed. The stakeholder groups were then asked to indicate the reasons why accounting
students were not able to reach the desired level of competence. As mentioned in Chapter 5,
employers were not asked about constraining factors because the constraints tend to be more

related to the education system which employers might not be aware.
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This part of the results therefore addressed Research Question 2. Whether there are any
constraints gap between the levels of competence graduates should acquire (expectation) and
the level of competence that graduates have acquired or possess by the end of their
degree (performance) as perceived by educators, students and graduates and what are the
contributing factors? Knowing the stakeholders’ perceptions of the level of competence that is
expected and have acquired is even more insightful than just knowing about their views on the

important generic skills.

7.2  Final Year Students

7.2.1 Introduction

This section firstly presents the results of the final year students’ perceptions about the level of
competence accounting graduates should acquire and the level of competence they expect to
acquire on completion of academic study in the five skill categories identified in Chapter 6.
Secondly, the constraints gap were then identified by comparing their views of what graduates
should acquire and what they expected to acquire on graduation (i.e. a within group
comparison). Thirdly, the factors as viewed by the students that might have constrained the
development of generic skills in accounting education at university were identified and

discussed.

7.2.2 The Level of Competence

The students were asked to indicate their perceptions of the level of competence that they
should acquire on completion of academic study and their perceptions of the level of
competence they expect to acquire. A five-point Likert-type scale was used, where 1 indicated

“not competent” and 5 indicated “very competent”.

The number of responses was 256 students, but 45 responses to this part of the questions were
discarded due to incompleteness. Consequently, paired sample t-test was carried out on 211
students who completed both questions on level of competence that should be acquired and
expect to acquire to examine the significant differences in constraints gap which is discussed

in section 7.2.3.

As shown in Table 7.1, the highest level of competency that students perceived they should

acquire was found for ethical skills (M = 3.939), followed by personal skills (M = 3.792),
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intellectual skills (M = 3.775), organisational and business management (OBM) skills (M =
3.771) and interpersonal and communication skills (M = 3.768). These results clearly indicate
that most of the students felt that they need to be competent in all of these skills and that
universities should help them develop these skills.

This finding about level of competence is consistent with their views on the importance of the
different generic skills but the ratings, apart for ethical skills, were slightly different. The results
revealed OBM skills were rated second according to their perceived importance in the
workplace but they were rated fourth according to the level of competence that should be
acquired at university (as shown in Table 7.1). One possible explanation for this discrepancy
may be that many OBM skills (e.g., apply tools and technology to increase efficiency and
effectiveness, organise work to meet deadline and apply information technology as a
management tool) are more difficult to apply in the university setting but can often be learned
and applied within the workplace itself, especially as experience is gained. It could be that the
final year students were aware of this factor and believed that although OBM skills are very
important in the workplace and for career success, they would not have much opportunity to
develop all these skills while at university but will develop them on the job as time goes by.
The differences in the ratings (importance vs level of competency) in other skills could also be
due to a number of reasons. For example, a student might perceive communication skills to be
important in the workplace but might also perceive that their university course is not the best
(or only) place to acquire these skills and might lower their expectations of the level of skill
they believe they should acquire at university. Conversely, a student might believe that the role
of the university courses is to help students more in strengthening certain skills (e.g., personal
and intellectual skills) than others (e.g., interpersonal skills). Other studies have also found
differences in the level of acquired generic skills and the importance given to those same skills
by accounting students (e.g., de Lange et al., 2006; Hassall et al., 2003; Jackling & Keneley,
2009). Therefore important skills identified by students are skills that graduates need to be
successful in employment and level of competencies identified by students suggest that they

should acquire them during the course of accounting study.

Table 7.1 also shows the means of the level of competence they expected to have acquired for
all the skills. The skill category that students expected that they would be most competent was
the ethical skills, which had a mean score of 3.774. This was followed by OBM skills (M =
3.538), interpersonal and communication (M = 3.446), personal skills (M = 3.444) and
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intellectual skills (M = 3.380). Overall, students perceived that the level of competence that
they expected to acquire is lower than the level of competence that they should have acquired
at university suggesting that there could be constraints that hindered their development of skills

at university.

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

competence they expected to have acquired: students

Level of competence Level of competence
(should acquire) (expect to acquire)
Generic skills N M SD N M SD
Intellectual 211 3.775 .785 211 3.380 775
Personal 211 3.792 .818 211 3.444 .822
Interpersonal/communication 211 3.768 874 211 3.446 .845
OBM 211 3.771 .936 211 3.538 .831
Ethics 211 3.939 .996 211 3.774 .930

1= “not competent” to 5= “very competent.”

7.2.3 Constraints Gap

To examine whether there were significant differences between the final year students’ views
of the level of competence they should acquire at university and the level of competence they
expected to acquire after completion of academic study, paired sample t-tests were carried out.
Table 7.2 shows the results. All generic skill categories showed significant differences

suggesting the existence of constraints gap in all generic skill categories.

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

Should Expect to Difference between
acquire acquire
Generic skills M M Difference P-value
Intellectual 3.775 3.380 0.395 0.000***
Personal 3.792 3.444 0.348 0.000***
Interpersonal/communication 3.768 3.446 0.322 0.000***
OBM 3.771 3.538 0.233 0.001**
Ethics 3.939 3.774 0.165 0.017*

*p < 0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001
As shown in Table 7.2, the widest constraints gap was found for intellectual skills (difference

= 0.395), followed by personal skills (difference = 0.348), interpersonal and communication
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skills (difference = 0.322), OBM skills (difference = 0.233) and ethical skills (difference =
0.165)°.

7.2.4 Interviews
The interviews provided further insights into the constraints gap. Some interesting feedbacks

were obtained from the interviews with eight final year students.

Overall, the students focused more on interpersonal and communication and OBM skills than
intellectual or personal skills. Ethical skills were hardly discussed by the students (except for
one) during the interviews. It is possible that the interviewees assumed that this skill is

reasonably well developed in the course as compared to other skills.

In general, the students felt that they should acquire a higher level of generic skills than the
level they had managed to acquire. In other words, although they had expected that their
university studies should allow them to develop a good level of generic skills, they had not
been able to reach this desired level. This was particularly the case for interpersonal and
communication skills, especially English language skills, which the interviewed students
seemed to be greatly concerned with. To some, it was a “known unknown” - they knew that
English skills were needed for success in the workplace and they knew that they did not have

a very good level of competence in English.

The students noted the importance of communication skills in the accounting workplace and
the difficulties they faced in acquiring or developing them at university. In particular, the
students interviewed mentioned the need to develop good English skills and the lack of

adequate training in English skills in the accounting curriculum.
Some pertinent comments included:

“English language skills and Reading skills [are deficient] because there are no
courses to develop these skills” (S1)

“English language skills [are deficient], as our studies are in the Arabic
language and most of companies require the English language.” (S8)

“English language skills [are deficient] because there's more knowledge, no
practical, and no focus on what companies need or on providing important
skills” (S7)

° A detailed breakdown of the significant differences for all the 49 skills is also provided in Appendix 12.
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“I may acquire some skills like communication and English language skills on my
own [through the] practical but nothing from education.” (S7)

“My brothers work as accountants and they told me about the needs for these
kinds of skills.” (S6)
These comments appeared to suggest that the universities were not doing enough to help

students develop good English communication skills.

In the interviews, a number of final year students also spoke of the need to acquire a good level
of OBM skills, including “computing skills” (S5), “organisation skills” (S7) and “experience

of working on an accounting program” (S8). For instance, some students indicated that:

“There is [some training] but not much focus in accounting programs or
research papers.” (S5).

“I need to do volunteer job or even a job with less salary to acquire the main
important skills.” (S1)

“...there is no focus on generic skills in education” (S2)

Again the implications of the students’ comments about OBM skills are that the universities

are not paying much attention to helping students develop these skills.

7.2.5 Discussion of Constraints Gap Perceived By Students

These results indicate that the final year students believed that they should acquire a high level
of competence in all skill categories during their accounting education at university. However,
they expected that they would have acquired a lower level of competence in all skill categories
when they graduate. These findings are consistent with previous studies which showed that
accounting students valued generic skills and felt that it is important to acquire a high level of
these skills as part of their education (see Hassall et al., 2003; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008) but
that, nevertheless, students consistently fail to reached a desirable level of competency in this
regard (see Abayadeera & Watty, 2011; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008).

However, there were some differences in the findings of this study from prior studies in the
constraints gap for different skill categories. The gap in interpersonal and communication skills
is interesting as this study revealed that it is not the widest gap perceived by the accounting
students. This finding is in contrast to some prior studies which show that communication skills
have the widest constraints gap (e.g., Borzi & Mills, 2001; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008;
Keneley & Jackling, 2011). There were also some studies which showed that accounting

students perceived that their accounting degree course has helped them develop a reasonable,
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if not adequate, level of interpersonal and communication skills (e.g., Donelan & Reed, 1992;
Farrell & Farrell, 2008).

This study also shows that the largest constraints gap appeared in intellectual skills which are
consistent with the findings of Kavanagh and Drennan (2008). This contrasts with other
findings (e.g., Mohamad et al., 2017; Sawyer et al., 2000), which shows that students believed
that their degree program had helped them to develop an adequately high level of skill to the
expected level. These results suggest that different universities might have placed different
emphasis on different skills.

The constraint gap in OBM skills found in this study is consistent with prior studies (e.g.,
Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008) and the Saudi literature (Al-Dosary, Rahman, & Shahid, 2005).
Young Saudis tend to be up to date with modern telecommunications and devices, and thus are
probably aware of the importance of using these skills in the workplace (Al-Dosary, et al.,
2005). It appeared the students in this study wanted to acquire more skills in applying tools and

technology in the workplace.

Of all the five skill categories, the findings on ethical skills showed a notable difference from
most other studies which did not show a gap (e.g., Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; Mohamad et
al., 2017). Previous research suggests that the Saudi Arabian culture indeed emphasises ethics
and ethical skills, which explains their importance and the need for a high level of ethical skills
competency in the eyes of the final year students. According to Saleem (1993), ethics falls
under the umbrella of Shari’ah or Muslim law. This code of ethics or morality encompasses
all of life, professional and private, and thus naturally affects accounting practices. The Saudi
Arabian culture is therefore much more overtly religious on a national level, in contrast with
the more secular Western society, where religion and morality are matters of personal and
private choice rather than being imposed at an institutional level. This culture helps to explain
why the students felt that they should acquire a high level of ethical skills upon completing

their university studies.
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7.2.6 Constraints Factors

(i)

To explore the reasons for the gap, the students were also asked to indicate their agreement
(using a five-point scale Likert-type from 1= Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree) on the

factors that might have constrained their development of generic skills in accounting education

Results of The Questionnaire

at university. The results are shown in Table 7.3.

Table 7.3 Constraints factors as perceived by final year students

Constraints factors No. Mean SD

1. Generic skills are not considered important by students 250 2.176 1.305

2. Generic skills are not considered important by academics 251 2.339 1.417

3. Large class sizes impede the development of generic skills 248 3.137 1.158

4. Our accounting curriculum tends to focus more on content and less 251 3.618 1.205
on generic skills

. There is insufficient time for the development of generic skills 251 3.327 1.263

6. The development of students’ generic skills is not a priority at my 251 2.960 1.416
University

7. Educators lack expertise in helping students develop generic skills. 251 2.984 1.186

8. Graduates’ employability is not a priority at my University. 251 3.092 1.495

9. Students lack the ability to improve their generic skills 251 3.064 1.147

10. Students’ own motivation to develop these generic skills 251 3.371 1.174

1= “Strongly disagree” to 5= “Strongly agree.”

The students tended to disagree with four of the ten constraining factors and they were:

In contrast, the factors that appeared to influence students’ development of generic skills at

Generic skills are not considered important by students (M = 2.176);

Generic skills are not considered important by academics (M = 2.339);

The development of students’ generic skills is not a priority at my university (M =

2.960);

Educators lack expertise in helping students develop generic skills (M = 2.984)

university were:

the accounting curriculum tends to focus more on content and less on generic skills (M

= 3.618);

students’ own motivation to develop these generic skills (M = 3.371);
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e there is insufficient time for the development of generic skills (M = 3.327);
e large class sizes impede the development of generic skills (M = 3.137);

e graduates’ employability is not a priority at my university (M = 3.092);

e Students lack the ability to improve their generic skills (M = 3.064).

(i)  Open-ended Questions
Table 7.4 Constraints revealed in the responses to the open-ended question

Students code  Student related constraining factors

S2 Lack of awareness of the importance of acquiring skills

S162 The lack of motivation for excellence and activities to develop skills

S15, S34 Unable to develop skills as we have a studying pressure

S153 The lack of personal ability to develop skills

S153 The lack of Family Guidance for how to develop skills

S13 Being unsocial, student hinders his/her development of generic skills

S188 Lack of self-reliance since childhood that reduce students' abilities to develop skills

S24 Lack of communication skills with educators

Students code Institutional related constraining factors

S1, S3, S8, S16, No renewing and developing the accounting curriculum, focus on the theoretical side and
S21, S34, S96, neglect the practical that hinders developing students' skills as well as focusing only on

S131, S142, S152  the content and not skills
S153, S155,5163,
S173,5209, S236

S5 Congested school timetable so no time for developing skills

S14 Time constraints to develop skills as there is limited time to complete the course

5236 Bad education environment for developing skills

S190 No social activities provided by university that allow to develop skills such as clubs

S10, S94 Lack of good guidance for how to develop skills from university

S173 Lack of sufficient stimulation from university to develop skills

S252 There is no skills training for female students

S158 Limited use of computers that allow the development of technical skills at undergraduate
level

S101, S173 Lack of lessons, seminars and useful tutorials for developing students' skills

5204 University education do not provide any vision and clarification for graduates’
employability skills for future work

S221 Choosing educators based on published research rather than ability to deliver
information and help students develop skills

S17 Not enough teaching staff to teach accounting subjects and help students develop skills

Students code Teacher-related constraining factors

S5, S133 Lack of cooperation by some educators that no help given to develop skills

S228, S200 Educators focus on only content knowledge rather than discussions and improvement of
skills

S164, S8 Educators are from older generation, so they are not aware of or not familiar enough with

the development of labour market needs as well as not aware of the new generation of
students' way of thinking

S7,S51 Some educators are incompetent to help with development of skills

S96 Some of educators do not care for their students' success in achieving important skills

S96 Some educators have less consideration about important skills required in accounting
education
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An open-ended question allowed the students to list other constraining factors. The verbatim
quotes provided by the respondents are shown in Table 7.4 and they were grouped into three
broader categories: student related, institutional-related and teacher-related. Some of the
identified constraints overlapped with those mentioned in (i) above.

(iii) Interviews

Interviews held with the 8 final year students also appeared to support the above findings. In
the interviews, seven students indicated that they had personally faced problems and barriers
that had hindered them from acquiring or developing generic skills. One of the most frequent
barriers mentioned was the over-emphasis on theoretical knowledge and not having the chance

to apply the knowledge or skills practically:

“More focus in knowledge rather than practical.” (S2)
“All knowledge no practical” (S5)
“No practical training in education.” (S7)

One interviewee (S3) indicated two reasons for the constraints gap in personal skills as follows:

“Planning skills [are deficient] because there is less connection between faculties
and students because some students don't care about generic skills and some
faculty members are not helpful about developing skills.” (S3)

Indifference on the part of the students and the faculty for not helping students to develop the

skills during academic study perhaps help to explain the gap.

One student (S6) further commented that the more theoretical approach used to teach the
material was not suitable for helping students acquire generic skills, suggesting that a more
practical approach would be more suitable. Other students in the interview spoke of the

pressures of long study hours.

Another constraint experienced or perceived by the final year students was a lack of
communication with educators, as well as the educators not teaching well or providing

appropriate activities.

“Some educators did not help to develop skills and there is less communication
with them.” (S1)

“There is no discussion with educators. Weak communication with faculties” (S4)
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“Weak educators teaching without providing activities help developing skills.”

(S5)
(iv) Discussion
The majority of constraints identified by the final year students responding to the questionnaire
tended to be focused more on institutional constraints, although there were also some
mentioned of student-related constraints. Similarly, in the open-ended questions and in the
interviews, the majority of constraints identified were institutional in nature, although the open-
ended questions also identified some student-related and teacher-related constraints. The

findings of constraints are discussed under each constraint category below.

(@) Institutional constraints

Curriculum

Majority of the students surveyed in this study agreed that the accounting curriculum tended to
focus more on content and less on generic skills. In particular, it appeared that too much focus
was on theoretical knowledge rather than the application of this knowledge to solve problems
practically. This constraint was verified by the responses from the open ended questions and
the interviews. This constraint was also highlighted in other studies carried out in Western (e.qg.,
Watty, 2005) and non-Western countries (e.g., Hussain et al., 2015; Kammer et al., 2015;
Karim, 2001). The emphasis on accounting courses in Saudi Arabia is typically more focused
on theory than those non-Western countries because accountants in Saudi Arabia have to be
familiar with the techniques and tools of Islamic finance and accounting (e.g., auditing and the
requirements of reporting) as well as mainstream finance and accounting (Hussain et al., 2015;
Kammer et al., 2015; Karim, 2001). These extra requirements mean that students have to work
hard to learn the principles of accounting in both systems. As a result, lecturers or educators
are often constrained by time to help students in acquiring other skills. This constraint in fact

overlaps with the second main constraint identified by students, namely insufficient time.

Another constraint identified by the final year students in the interviews and in the responses
to the open-ended questions was related to the language of the curriculum. This is because most
of the accounting degree course in Saudi Arabia is taught in Arabic. However students are very
well aware of the importance of communicating in English in the modern accounting world of
Saudi Arabia with its more global and international focus (and with the presence of many
migrant/foreign workers in the workplace), where English is the lingua franca. Even though

English language courses were provided at universities, the students have little opportunity to
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apply these skills (along with others) in practice, and many courses did not include technical
accounting vocabulary in English. Therefore, it is harder for students to acquire the level of

competency in English that they would like to.

OBM skills were also signalled by the students in the interviews and in the open ended
questions as an area of concern, indicating that the accounting curriculum is not providing
enough opportunity for students to develop these skills. It is possible that the curriculum has
not been flexible enough or has not changed to keep pace with recent developments in
information and communication technology, which make up an important part of OBM skills.
The focus on content also meant that less focus were placed in helping students develop
organisation and leadership skills. As indicated by Al-Dosary et al. (2005), the curriculum in
the Saudi university system appears to be inflexible and slow to meet the demands of the
marketplace.

Class time

The students in this study agreed that there was insufficient time for the development of generic
skills. This constraint was also indicated in the open-ended question and interviews. As
mentioned above, lack of time can be a consequence of the overly theoretical and technical
course content. If the course tends to focus mostly on learning technical accounting skills,
principles and processes, with less emphasis on the practical activities that would allow
students to develop generic skills, the students’ time will be taken up with memorising,
studying and learning the theoretical content, especially when it is the focus of the exams.
Indeed, several students mentioned the pressure of studying for exams as being a constraint

that prevented them from developing generic skills.

Lack of time has also been identified as a barrier to students developing generic skills in other
studies in the Western context (e.g., Kavanagh & Drennan, 2007; Milner & Hill, 2008).
Jackling and de Lange (2009) argued that it is possible for students to acquire the generic skills
they needed for the workplace through extracurricular activities such as community work and
membership in student societies, rather than the accounting degree programme. However, if
the accounting degree programme, like in Saudi Arabia, is packed with an overly theoretical
and technical content, the students will not have the time to take part in volunteer work, student
clubs and the like. This may be a particular problem in Saudi Arabia, where students need to
not only learn the technical part of the mainstream accounting principles but also the principles

of Islamic finance and accounting.
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Class size

The survey results showed that the final year students agreed that large class sizes impeded the
development of generic skills. This constraint has also been identified in numerous studies
(e.g., Bui & Porter, 2010; Hassall et al., 2005; Lindsay & Campbell, 1995; Manakyan &
Tanner, 1994; Milner & Hill, 2008; Murdoch & Guy, 2002; Street et al., 1993). As most generic
skills are best practised and learned through activities such as group discussions, presentations
and the like, they are difficult to carry out when class sizes are large (Healy & McCutcheon,
2010). The class size problem is not an easy one to solve as accounting degree programmes
tend to be popular and attracts a large number of students compared to many other disciplines.
Al-Rehaily (1992) reported that the student/lecturer ratio can be as high as 80 to 1 in some

accounting degree courses in Saudi Arabia, particularly compulsory courses.

University priority

The survey results showed that the final year students tended to agree that graduates’
employability is not a priority at their university. Similarly, some of the students’ responses to
the open-ended question also voiced similar constraint. Some students mentioned the age and
traditional outlook of the lecturers as being a barrier to acquiring generic skills — the teachers
did not seem to be aware of the modern labour market and its changing needs. Instead, as
viewed by some students, the teachers focused on course content and teaching methods that
were more suitable for accountants in the past. This factor could be considered both as an
institutional constraint as well as a teacher-related constraint. It is a teacher-related constraint
because the educators do not have the skills and/or knowledge needed to help accounting
students develop generic skills. It can also be seen as an institutional constraint because the
universities are either not hiring educators who have the necessary skills and awareness of the
important generic skills or they are not providing opportunities for or encouraging their current

staff to consider the needs of the employment market.

These results are consistent with the findings of Igbal and Zenchenkov (2014) and Algabbaa
(2015), who also looked at education in Saudi Arabia and found that graduate employability
did not tend to be a priority in many Saudi universities.

Other studies particularly in the western nations have identified a number of other reasons why
universities fail to prioritise graduate employability. The reasons include the tendency to
prioritise and reward research and publication (Bui & Porter, 2010; Green et al., 2009;
Howieson, 2003).
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(b) Student related constraints

Students’ motivation

The results showed that students tended to agree that students’ motivation to develop these
generic skills was a barrier to developing generic skills. This was confirmed by the responses
to the open-ended questions, in which several students also mentioned that the activities
presented in class were either not sufficiently stimulating, not motivating or only focused on
covering the basics. Similar constraints were also found by Bui and Porter (2010) and Marriott
and Marriott (2003). Boredom, less enjoyable or less satisfying classes can lead to low levels

of motivation in students, and thus a lower level of competence being acquired at university.

This constraint could also be teacher-related, as it is the teachers who select the activities and
the methods of instruction. However, motivation could also be linked to the students’ own
individual personalities, expectations and differences which can lead to students perceiving
lessons or class activities as boring; some students have better attitudes to learning than others
(Parvaiz, 2014). Although it was not brought up by the students in the open-ended questions or
in the interviews, it is also possible that a student may lack motivation to develop generic skills
during their university course because he or she merely wishes to get good marks, or because
he or she is lazy or more interested in socialising. This may be a possible weakness of self-
reporting, as students may be reluctant to admit to lacking motivation or laziness. This lack of
motivation — and the reluctance to admit to this — may relate to student maturity, which was
identified as a cause of students having lower levels of motivation to develop generic skills (Ha
etal., 2012).

Aptitude and ability and pre- university teaching

The results also showed that students lacked the ability to improve their generic skills which is
consistent with the findings of Bui and Porter (2010). The students either recognised that their
own ability was a constraining factor or that students in general lacked the ability. In the open
ended question, the final year students often mentioned the level of skills acquired during
school education as being a barrier suggesting that the issue of student ability is closely related
to that of pre-university education. If pre-university education did not adequately prepare
students before they enter tertiary education, university educators will have to spend more
teaching time addressing basic skills such as problem-solving, computing and critical thinking

skills and they may not have the time to do so. However, as indicated by Stoner and Milner
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(2010), sometimes it is students who may not have the innate ability to grasp certain concepts

or develop some generic skills.

Interestingly, in the interviews, some of the final year students discussed how some lecturers
tended to only teach the skills at basic levels. Although this is technically a teacher-related
constraint, it is likely to be a consequence of low student ability and may possibly be linked to
poor student preparation for tertiary studies at the pre-university education level in Saudi
Arabia. According to AlMotairy (2016), the accounting curriculum in the Saudi education
system (at least at some universities) has been developed with the aim of developing
intellectual skills but the students themselves are failing to develop certain intellectual skills,
especially critical thinking skills. As pointed out by Alwehaibi (2012), Saudi students are often
deficient in critical thinking skills because these skills were not introduced during school

education.

Prior education was also identified as a constraint to developing generic skills in accounting
education by Ha et al. (2012) in Vietnam, where, as a result, educators had to spend time

teaching basic skills at university.

(c) Teacher related constraints

Most of the constraints identified by majority of the final year students were student-related or
institutional constraints. However, the interviews and the open-ended questions also revealed
some teacher-related constraints. The most significant of the teacher-related constraints
mentioned by the students was the lack of communication with the teaching staff. Although
this could also be viewed as a student-related constraint, given that communication requires
two parties, it appeared that for some reason, the educators were unable, unwilling or
overlooked the need to communicate the importance of generic skills as part of their accounting
degree programme. It is possible that this lack of communication may stem from the educators
not having enough time to answer students’ questions after a class or tutorial (Milner & Hill,
2008). Large class sizes may also contribute to this lack of communication: it is hard for one
teacher to discuss topics and answer the questions of every single student in his/her class. As
indicated by prior studies (e.g., Bui & Porter, 2010; Hassall et al., 2005; Lindsay & Campbell,
1995; Manakyan & Tanner, 1994; Milner & Hill, 2008; Murdoch & Guy, 2002; Street et al.,
1993), large class size is frequently found to be a barrier, although this is more of an
institutional constraint than a teacher-related constraint, as the educators themselves are not

always in control of how many students they have to teach. It is also possible that the students
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were not asking the questions that would stimulate discussions and communication. This will

be explored further in the next section which focuses on educators’ perceptions.

Other teacher-related constraints identified by the students in the open-ended questions and in
the interviews included the educators’ unfamiliarity with the current trends in the accounting
marketplace, educators not caring (or seeming to not care) about students’ career success and
poor teaching skills. One student further mentioned that educators seemed to spend a lot of
time going over basic concepts; however, this may be the teachers’ response to the low level
of student ability or prior education, and the student listing this factor as a constraint might

have above-average ability or better prior education compared with his/her peers.

Abayadeera and Watty (2014) and Parvaiz (2014) found that if educators lacked the generic
skills themselves, this in addition created a major barrier to students’ ability to develop generic
skills.

Despite these insights, it is important to note that majority of the students did not seem to view

that educators lacked expertise or not considered generic skills as important.

(v) Summary

Unlike some previous studies (e.g., Gracia, 2010; Ha et al., 2012), the final year students did
not agree that universities failed to prioritise generic skills, although they believed that the
university did not prioritise graduates’ employability. The students responding to the
questionnaire did not agree that educators lacked the expertise to teach generic skills, which
was found to be a constraint by Abayadeera and Watty (2014), Bui and Porter (2010) and
Hassall et al. (2005). However, in the interviews and open-ended questions, students

commented that “some educators are incompetent”.

The interviews and open-ended questions also revealed some barriers that are not discussed
elsewhere such as a lack of staff and the Saudi-specific issue of female students not receiving
training in some skills. Some respondents mentioned family culture and a lack of family
support as a constraint, similar to the results of Ha et al. (2012), who found that the family

played a role in Vietnamese students’ capability in developing generic skills.

Overall, the responses of the final year students painted a picture of a degree involving many
courses with large classes, most of which were very theoretical and allowed little time for

developing generic skills. The amount of theoretical content in the course was typical of the
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Saudi accounting curriculum, as it needed to cover conventional and Islamic finance and
accounting principles. Some students might also be poorly prepared by their prior education,
so they had to spend a lot of time “catching up”, with the teachers having to teach basic content
or skills. The lack of time created by the course load and the need to learn the theoretical content
meant that they cannot acquire generic skills through extracurricular activities. In addition, the
lack of motivation (e.g., through boredom, a focus on getting good marks, lack of family
support, or personal traits) created a further barrier towards acquiring generic skills. Students
also perceived that the university does not seem to prioritise graduate employability, and this
is perhaps worsened by the lack of communication between students and educators. Because
of these constraints, it is not surprising that the students viewed that they did not expect to

acquire the level of competence in generic skills they felt they should have achieved.

7.3  Graduates

7.3.1 Introduction

This section initially presents the results of the graduates’ perceptions about the level of
competence accounting graduates should acquire and the level of competence they actually
have acquired on completion of academic study in the five skill categories identified in Chapter
6. Secondly, the constraints gap were identified by comparing the views of what graduates
should acquire and what they have acquired. Thirdly, the factors as viewed by the graduates
that might have constrained the development of generic skills in accounting education at

university were identified and discussed.

7.3.2 The Level of Competence

The graduates were asked to indicate their perceptions of the level of competence that they
should acquire on completion of academic study and their perceptions of the level of
competence they actually have acquired. A five-point Likert-type scale was used, where 1

indicated “not competent” and 5 indicated “very competent”.

The number of responses was 109 graduates, but 31 responses to these questions were
discarded due to incompleteness. Consequently, paired sample t-test was carried out on 78
graduates who completed both questions on level of competence that should be acquired and
expect to acquire to examine the significant differences in constraints gap which is discussed

in section 7.3.3.
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As shown in Table 7.5, the highest level of competence that they thought that they should
acquire was for ethical skills (M = 4.016), followed by personal skills (M = 3.952),
interpersonal and communication skills (M = 3.942), OBM skills (M = 3.915) and intellectual
skills (M = 3.907). These results clearly indicate that most of the graduates, like the final year
students, felt that all of these skills were important and that universities should help students

develop these skills.

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

Level of competence Level of competence

(should acquire) (actually have acquired)

Generic skills N M SD N M SD
Intellectual 78 3.907 .907 78 3.691 .953
Personal 78 3.952 .884 78 3.663 1.008
Interpersonal/communication 78 3.942 .899 78 3.756 940
OBM 78 3.915 .950 78 3.769 .993
Ethics 78 4.016 1.050 78 3.801 .948

1= “not competent” to 5= “very competent.”

Table 7.5 also shows that the means of the level of competence they perceived they actually
have acquired for all the skills. The skill category that graduates felt that they were most
competent in was ethical skills, which had a mean score of 3.801. This was followed by OBM
skills (M = 3.769), interpersonal and communication skills (M = 3.756), intellectual skills (M
= 3.691) and personal skills (M = 3.663). Overall, graduates perceived that the level of
competence that they actually have acquired is lower than the level of competence that they
should have acquired at university suggesting that there were constraints gaps (and constraints)

in the five skill categories.

7.3.3 Constraints Gap

To examine whether there were significant differences between the gap, paired sample t-tests
were carried out. As shown in Table 7.6 four generic skill categories showed significant
differences. The results suggest that there were constraints gap in intellectual skills, personal

skills, interpersonal and communication skills and ethical skills.
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Table 7.6: Paired sample t- tests for should acquire and expect to acquire for graduates

Should Actually have Difference between
acquire acquired
Generic skills M M Difference P-value
Intellectual 3.907 3.691 0.216 0.028*
Personal 3.952 3.663 0.289 0.006**
Interpersonal/communication 3.942 3.756 0.186 0.024*
OBM 3.915 3.769 0.146 0.118
Ethics 4.016 3.801 0.215 0.024*

*p < 0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001

The widest constraints gap was found in personal skills (difference = 0.289), followed by
intellectual skills (difference = 0.216), ethical skills (difference = 0.215) and interpersonal &
communication skills (difference = 0.186). OBM skills (difference = 0.146) was the only skill
category that did not show any significant difference, indicating that there was no constraints

gap for this skill°.

7.3.4 Interviews
The interviews provided further insights into the constraints gap. Some interesting insights
were obtained from the interviews with 11 graduates regarding the level of competence that

they should acquire and expect to acquire at the end of the degree.

The graduates provided rich data on generic skills in general, how well they were developed at
university, and whether the graduates were able to reach the level of competence they felt they
should have acquired. When discussing whether generic skills were taught as part of the
accounting degree program, they often mentioned that the universities were making some effort
to provide opportunities to develop a range of generic skills, and that doing so was important,
as these skills were needed for success in the workplace.

Frequently, the graduates commented on the difference between the workplace and what they
had experienced at university, giving a richer picture of the nature of the constraints gap (and
constraints) in general. The graduates also mentioned intellectual skills including practical
skills very frequently, which supported the gap shown in the quantitative results.

“Depending on what I went through during the field training, my work depends on
the analysis of financial statements as a background, | knew the most important
points but the difficulty lay in the practical application. When | studied financial

10 A more detailed breakdown of the significant differences for all the 49 skills is provided in Appendix 13.
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analysis papers, | studied the most important ratios. However, this [paper]

required us to do work project research on trading analysis of one company in the

stock market. | found that there was a very significant difference when I did field

training.” (G8)
The survey results which showed a constraint gap in personal skills (see Table 7.6) was also
highlighted in the interviews. For example, the graduates often discussed the importance of
acquiring personal skills such as “dealing with work pressure, and flexibility in handling
various problems” (G11) at university because these skills were important for career success.
However, the interviews also revealed that some graduates were able to acquire certain
personal skills at university, such as being able to “work under pressure” (G4) and
“independence and impartiality skills” (G8), as well as giving them the ability “to continue

learning” (G5).

The constraint gap in the area of communication and interpersonal skills was also verified by
the interviewees who often spoke of the need to develop “teamwork skills, managing time
skills, and communication skills” (G2) at university. However, the interviewees also mentioned
that communication skills were often taught as part of their accounting degree course, or via a

specific “communication skills course”:

“Yes, there are some courses in the preparatory year (first year) such as a
communication skills course (science) and a research methods (Policy), which
intend to enrich the students with various skills to prepare them for university
study.” (G11)
Nevertheless, they also mentioned that they felt that their level of communication skills was
not developed very well while they were at university or that communication skills were not
covered adequately and they did not manage to acquire the level of competence that they felt
they should have acquired. In particular, the interviewees mentioned the need to have good
English language skills in the accounting workplace and that this is a great deficiency in the
Saudi accounting degree structure. The graduates indicated that they need to have a working
vocabulary of accounting terminologies in English as well as in Arabic, whereas the

terminologies they had learned in their course were all in Arabic. Some comments included:

“Proficiency in the English language, as the accounting major in King Saud
University is taught in Arabic. | see that this is a problem where the labour market
requires the mastery of the English language and knowledge of accounting
terminology in English.” (G7)
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“In my opinion, communication skills in addition, what we have learned through
our study was in Arabic, while training was in English. So in my opinion, there
must be a focus on students’ knowledge of accounting terminology in both
languages.” (G9)

“English language because education is taught in the Arabic language and the
faculty was weak in legal communication.” (G1)

Many of the graduates further mentioned that they felt they should have acquired a reasonable
level of OBM skills, especially computer skills, as part of their degree course, and tended to
agree that they were able to graduate with a reasonable level of competence in this skill. One
graduate reported that “computer and Microsoft software” skills were taught specifically in the

degree course that this graduate (G7) took:

“Yes, such as the IT course helped us with how to use computer and Microsoft
software better, and the communication skills course helped us with how to
communicate with others better.” (GT7)

One graduate indicated that:

“The most important is time management so that a person is able to organise his
[or her] time and order/manage priorities that need to be terminated, both in his
[or her] studies and in his [or her] job.” (G6)

Nevertheless, many of the graduates interviewed also felt that their level of OBM skills at the
end of the study was a little deficient, especially as “the job demands this kind of skill” (G10).
This insight is in line with the results shown in Table 7.6, although the difference between the
level of OBM skills that graduates felt they should have acquired and the level they did acquire

was not significant.
7.3.5 Discussion of Constraints Gap

This study also found statistically significant constraints gap between the level of skills that
graduates they felt they should have acquired at university compared to the level they actually
did acquire for all generic skill categories except for OBM skills. The finding that the majority
of the generic skills are not being developed in accordance with graduates’ expectations is
consistent with prior studies (e.g., de Lange et al., 2006; Jackling et al., 2013; Jackling & de
Lange 2009), which indicate that accounting graduates were not satisfied with the level of
generic skills that they had been able to acquire at university. Similar dissatisfaction has been
found in non-Western and developing nations such as Lebanon (Hakim, 2016) but not in
Swaziland (Sithole, 2015).
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The biggest constraint gap in personal skills found in this study is consistent with the findings
of Bui and Porter (2010). Perhaps from their working experience, graduates in this study
realised that they were deficient in skills like time and resource management, and in
anticipating challenges and planning potential solutions. Some studies revealed that
communication skills has the widest constraints gap (e.g., Bui & Porter, 2010; de Lange et al.,
2006; Jackling et al., 2013; Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Mathews et al., 1990; Wells et al.,
2009). Others (e.g., Chaker & Abdullah, 2011; Jackling et al., 2013; Wells et al., 2009)
indicated that graduates perceived that they were able to develop their level of competence in
personal, interpersonal and communication skills in their accounting degree course. This study
shows that graduates perceived gap in interpersonal and communication skills particularly in

the areas of oral presentations and fluency in English.

The constraint gap found in the area of ethical skills in this study is in contrast to Chaker and
Abdullah’s (2011) findings in Kazakhstan (a Muslim-majority country like Saudi Arabia),
which indicated that accounting graduates perceived that they had acquired a high level of
competence in professional ethics. McLean (2010) indicated that accounting graduates in Gulf
nations believed that they have acquired a high level of ethical skills, as these skills had been
developed by collaboration and group work at university. Graduates in this study perhaps felt
the same way as students; knowing that ethics is very important in Saudi culture they felt that

they would like to achieve a higher level of competency in this skill.

The constraint gap found in intellectual skills in this study is consistent with a number of studies
(e.g., Al-Rehaily, 1992; Jackling et al., 2013). Prior studies in Saudi Arabia also indicated very
little emphasis is given to some intellectual skills such as critical analysis and reflective
thinking, and research skills (Al-Rehaily, 1992). Logical and analytical thinking and solving
problems skills were some of the intellectual skills that graduates in this study indicated that

they were really lacking.

Of all the five skill categories, the findings on OBM skills showed no gap is consistent with
the study by McLean (2010) but inconsistent with other studies (e.g., Davis, 1999; Jackling &
de Lange, 2009) which found potential gap among graduates particularly in leadership skills.
The graduates in this study had different views from the students discussed in section 7.2.5.
Perhaps with their working experience, they realised that OBM skills can be better developed

in the work place and what has been acquired at university was adequate.
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7.36
(i)

Constraints Factors

Results From the Questionnaire

The graduates were asked to indicate their agreement (using a five-point scale Likert-type from

1= Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree) on the factors that might have constrained their

development of generic skills in accounting education at university.

Table 7.7 Constraints factors as perceived by graduates
Constraints factors N M SD

1. Generic skills are not considered important by students 104 2.683 1.469

2. Generic skills are not considered important by academics 104 2.731 1.515

3. Large class sizes impede the development of generic skills 100 3.120 1.320

4. Our accounting cqrrlcglum tends to focus more on content 103 3.689 1137
and less on generic skills

5. sleflrse is insufficient time for the development of generic 103 3136 1591

6. Tl}e _developmen_t of _students’ generic skills is not a 102 3925 1.468
priority at my University

7. Educa}tors. lack expertise in helping students develop 103 3.398 1.345
generic skills.

8. Grz.lduat.es employability is not a priority at my 103 3.369 1.468
University.

9. Students lack the ability to improve their generic skills 103 3.320 1.351

10. Students’ own motivation to develop these generic skills 103 3.680 1.230

1= “Strongly disagree” to 5= “Strongly agree.”

As shown in Table 7.7 the graduate tended to disagree with the first two statements, indicating

that they believed that generic skills were considered important by students and by academics.

Those factors that appeared to have an influence on the graduates’ ability to acquire generic

skills at university were:

the accounting curriculum tends to focus more on content and less on generic skills (M
= 3.689);

students’ own motivation to develop these generic skills (M = 3.680);
educators lack expertise in helping students develop generic skills (M = 3.398);
graduates’ employability is not a priority at my University (M = 3.369);

students lack the ability to improve their generic skills (M = 3.320);
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e the development of students’ generic skills is not a priority at my University (M =
3.225).

e there is insufficient time for the development of generic skills (M = 3.136);
e large class sizes impede the development of generic skills (M = 3.120).

(i)  Open-ended Questions

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

Graduate code  Students related Constraining factors

G3, G6 Students have low motivation to develop skills

G6, G37 Lack of students’ abilities to develop skills

G22 Students do not care about developing skills

G24 Students have poor communication skills with educators

Graduate code  Institutional related Constraining factors

G2, G10, G12, G20, Curriculum related: The difficulty of accounting curriculum, the lack of
G28, G30, G32, G44, providing compulsory courses for students to help them develop their skills,
G46, G33, G48, G109, Ilack of providing skills’ training courses, accounting curriculum is not designed

Gb58, G42, G65 to develop skills, curriculum in the Arabic language only and no English
language which is big constraint to get a job in Saudi Market

G42 University does not develop skills that is needed in Saudi market

G16 There are no suitable class size to develop skills i.e. class size too big

Graduate code Teacher-related Constraining factors

Gl Some educators do not care about their students’ success in developing
important skills

An open-ended question allowed the graduates to list other constraining factors. The verbatim
quotes provided by the graduates in response to the survey are shown in Table 7.8 and, similar
to the final year students’ feedback, they were grouped into three broader categories: student
related, institutional-related and teacher-related. Some of identified constraints overlapped

with those shown in Table 7.7.

(i) Interviews
In the interviews, the constraining factor that was mentioned most frequently by graduates was
time pressures, which prevented students from having or taking the chances to develop their

generic skills. These graduates felt that the need to study for many courses and prepare for
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many exams did not allow them the chance to develop, say, teamwork skills and interpersonal
skills.

“Lack of time may be the limiting factor during the university level, where the
largest part of university students’ time elapses in the study and examination.” (G6)

“Short time, lots of courses and lecturers’ exercises, as well as preparing research.
So we did not have the opportunity to develop skills from external sources.” (G8)

“In my opinion, it's the time, where education requirements need to focus entirely
on being completed efficiently, and developing the skills needs time.” (G9)

“Time constraints, as we have consecutive lectures without having break time to
get some rest. This prevents us to benefit from the skills development programs
offered at the university.” (G11)

Moreover, as mentioned by several of the interviewees, the accounting degree programs did
provide training in computer courses, the use of software and the like, which helped the
graduates to develop their OBM skills and acquire, or almost acquire, the level of competence
that they felt they should have. The opportunity to develop OBM skills at university helped to

explain why no constraints gap appeared for this generic skill category.

In the interviews, the graduates also discussed the lack of practical applications as being a
barrier, which was the most common or largest barrier revealed by the questionnaire results.
The graduates discussed the difficulty of connecting theoretical knowledge to practical
situations as being an area where generic skills are not being developed sufficiently, meaning

that they were not able to acquire the level of competence they felt they should have.

“No activities for developing skills.” (G1)
“Providing knowledge more than practical” (G2)

Graduates also pointed out the highly theoretical nature of their accounting courses, which
contrasted strongly with their experiences during internships or when employed in the

workplace.

“Yes, there is a lack. The greatest focus was towards educational content only, but
we do not deny that there were some subjects that were taught that help the
development of general skills.” (G6)

Yes, | perceive that there is a deficiency, because the greatest emphasis is on the
academic side. (G9)

“Yes, the focus has been mostly on accounting skills.” (G11)
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Some graduates mentioned how the presentation of material hindered the ability of accounting
students to acquire the level of personal skills that they felt they should have, especially as:
“most papers [do] not include tutorial or activities” (G2). Another graduate interviewee also
mentioned that the university system does not allow accounting students to develop “self-
confidence to express an opinion and presently, most accountants feel a lack of self-
confidence” (G9).

Some graduates also acknowledged that one of the factors that can affect the level of

competence that was acquired at university is the individual student him/herself:

“Of course, the development of important skills as a target, but there some skills
rely on the character of person to acquire these skills. Through my study, | see that
some of the papers taught some general skills and had had a significant impact on
us as students in field training ... Students have to develop general skills over time
and get more benefit from the experience of others.” (G8)

“Depends on your understanding of the skills” (G8)

One interviewee suggested that one reason why they were not able to acquire the level of
intellectual skills at university was that the expectation of a correct answer to the problems
presented to them during lectures and tutorials, which contrasted with the less clear-cut

situation in the working world:

“If we take an example of a problem in the lecture, the focus is that there is one
true solution the must be reached, but in actual reality, that is different.” (G11)

Another interviewee (G3) mentioned the fact that much of the accounting program in Saudi
Arabia is taught in Arabic (whereas companies desire graduates with good English language
skills and a good specialist accounting vocabulary in English) to be a barrier. This issue was
also raised in the open-ended section of the questionnaire by several respondents. For example,

“Teaching in Arabic languages [was a barrier].” (G3)

One graduate commented on how large classes created a constraint to the development of

generic skills, stating that “there [is] no suitable place to develop skills, i.e. class size too big.”

(G16).

(iv) Discussion
In the questionnaire, the graduates agreed that eight of the possible constraints had been a
barrier to developing generic skills in accounting. The majority of these are institutional
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constraints and student-related constraints, although one teacher-related constraint was also
identified.

The responses to the open-ended questions also revealed a range of student-related and
institutional constraints. Themes that emerged from the responses to the open ended questions
included a lack of courses that helped to develop generic skills and the problem of classes being
taught in Arabic, whereas English is needed in the modern accounting world. Similarly, in the
interviews, the main constraint discussed was the problem of not having enough time to
develop generic skills, the theoretical content, as well as the issue of classes being taught in

English. The findings of constraints are discussed under each constraint category below.

(@) Institutional constraints

Curriculum

The graduates agreed that the accounting curriculum tended to focus more on content and less
on generic skills. This constraint was identified as being a common and significant barrier
creating the constraints gap and constraints by the final year accounting students discussed
above and had also been identified as a barrier in other studies (e.g., Watty, 2005). The open
ended questions and the interviewees provided similar feedback. In addition, the open-ended
questions and the interviews revealed that English language proficiency was a barrier as most

of the accounting degree course was taught in Arabic.

University priority

The results of the survey and the open-ended questions suggested that graduates perceived that
the development of students’ generic skills and graduate employability were not a priority at
university. The interviews did not provide any further insights into the issues of universities

failing to prioritise graduate employability or the development of generic skills.

Both of these constraints perceived to be barriers are consistent with the results of Algabbaa
(2015) and Igbal and Zenchenkov (2014), who also found that graduate employability was not
a priority for universities in Saudi Arabia. Some studies suggested that this is due to universities
placing research rather than teaching as top priority (Barrett & Milbourne, 2012; Bui & Porter,
2010; Serow, 2000) but studies carried out in Pakistan and Saudi Arabia indicated that this is
not the case (Alsharari & Almadani, 2016; Parvaiz, 2014). Another possible reason for
universities not prioritising development of skills may be due to the university expecting

students to acquire or develop generic skills outside the university through internships or the
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like (Gracia, 2010). Oliver et al. (2011) suggested that universities often prioritise the need to
attract and secure international students, rather than the development of skills. This could be
analogous to the situation in Saudi Arabia where universities are concentrating on developing
new programmes to increase student intake, in line with recent government policies and the

goal of Saudisation; as a consequence, skills development is less of a priority in comparison.

Class time

The graduates responding to the survey agreed that there is insufficient time for the
development of generic skills which is consistent with previous literature (e.g., Kavanagh &
Drennan, 2007; Milner & Hill, 2008). The views of the recent graduates therefore appeared to
be similar to that of the final year students who were also interviewed: they had to face a very
full schedule of classes as well as studying for exams, and this meant that they did not have
enough hours in the day to develop generic skills. Lack of time also affects and exacerbates the
effect of student ability on the level of generic skill acquired, as the stress and exhaustion
created by a hectic school schedule is known to affect the capacity to learn (Conrad, 2011). In
addition, even though it is possible for accounting students to develop generic skills outside
the university (Jackling & de Lange, 2009), it is likely that the graduates did not have the time

for such activities during their university degree courses.

Class size

The graduates responding to the questionnaire tended to agree that large class sizes impeded
their development of generic skills at university. Previous studies have suggested that
accounting degree courses tend to be popular and that therefore, class sizes are very large,
which creates a barrier to the development of generic skills (e.g., Bui & Porter, 2010; Hassall
et al., 2005; Lindsay & Campbell, 1995; Manakyan & Tanner, 1994; Milner & Hill, 2008;
Murdoch & Guy, 2002; Street et al., 1993). The results of the survey of graduates supported
these findings. As indicated by AlMotairy (2016), accounting classes in Saudi Arabian
universities tend to be very large, and this does indeed create a barrier to developing generic
skills.

(b) Student related constraints
Aptitude and ability
The graduates responding to the questionnaire tended to agree that students lacked the ability

to improve their generic skills. This constraint was also found in prior studies (e.g., Bui &
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Porter, 2010; Parvaiz, 2014). Interestingly, one graduate stated that “the difficulty of the
accounting curriculum” was a barrier to developing generic skills. Although this response is
curriculum related, a difficult curriculum may also be beyond the ability of some students. A
student who lacks ability, may also perceives the curriculum as being difficult. A lack of
maturity may also have contributed to students’ lack of ability to develop generic skills,
especially if the students come from a family background that is highly protective or

discourages questioning, etc. (Ha et al., 2012).

Students’ motivation

The graduates agreed that students’ own motivation to develop these generic skills was a
barrier. A number of reasons for the low motivations were explained by the graduates in the
open ended question and interviews. The interviewees mentioned that some students did not
seem to really care much about developing their generic skills because their main focus was
passing exams and getting good grades. Abayadeera and Watty (2016) had similar findings.
The low level of motivation may also be linked to graduates’ view about students finding the
overly theoretical course content which was disconnected from the real world as boring. If
students find a course as boring, there is less motivation to even think about the development
of skills.

(©) Teacher-related constraints

Educator’s ability and attitudes

Unlike the final year students, the graduates tended to agree that the accounting faculty staff at
their universities seemed to lack the expertise in helping students develop generic skills. This
constraint was also pointed out by Abayadeera and Watty (2014), AlMotairy (2016) and Bui
and Porter (2010).

This constraint in fact ties in with the lack of motivation and the overly theoretical course
content. Educators who are more familiar with the theoretical content rather than with generic
skills, are more likely to teach what they know, rather than subjects or skills they are less
familiar with. A similar finding by Abayadeera and Watty (2011, 2014) indicated that
educators, (especially older ones) in developing countries, who were less familiar with
technologies and the use of computers tend not to teach these skills or provide opportunities
for students to develop these skills to a great extent. Bui and Porter (2010) indicated that if an
educator was perceived as being unenthusiastic or lacking expertise, this would hinder

students’ development of generic skills.
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As this study shows, communication skill in English was one of the skills highlighted by many
students and graduates as they were aware of the importance of this skill in the workplace.
However, most classes were taught in Arabic and many educators do not have a high level of
competence in English. Therefore there is much less opportunity for them to develop English

communication skills.

(V) Summary

The most significant barrier revealed in the questionnaire was that of the curriculum being
overly focused on theoretical content rather than practical skills, which is consistent with the
findings of the present study for students. This barrier was also mentioned by the graduates in
the open-ended questions and the interviews, along with time pressures created by the need to
study intensively to learn the theory needed to pass the exams and to attend a large number of
classes. Further barriers revealed by the graduates were that they had little exposure to English
communication skills at university. The graduates also complained about the lack of time

created by the heavy course content.

The picture painted by the results regarding constraints factors is similar to that indicated by
the final-year students, a situation where large classes combined with the time needed to
memorise and understand the theoretical content of the curriculum do not permit the
development of generic skills. However, the graduates also focused on the disconnection
between the working world and the theoretical course content which was time consuming and
boring. These factors combined perhaps led them to perceive that their universities did not

prioritise graduate employability or help develop students’ generic skills.

7.4  Educators

7.4.1 Introduction

This section initially presents the results of the educators’ perceptions about the level of
competence accounting graduates should acquire and the level of competence they have
acquired on completion of academic study in the five skill categories. Second, the constraints
gap was identified by comparing their views of what graduates should acquire and what they
acquired. Third, the factors as viewed by the educators that might have constrained the
development of generic skills in accounting education at university were identified and

discussed.
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7.4.2 The Level of Competence

The educators were asked to indicate their perceptions of the level of competence that graduates
should acquire on completion of academic study and their perceptions of the level of
competence graduates have actually acquired. A five-point Likert-type scale was used, where

1 indicated “not competent” and 5 indicated “very competent”.

The number of responses was 33 educators, but 4 responses to these questions were discarded
due to incompleteness. Consequently, paired sample t-test was carried out on 29 educators who
completed both questions on level of competence that should be acquired and expected to
acquire to examine the significant differences in constraints gap which is discussed in section
7.4.3.

As shown in Table 7.9 the highest level of competency educators thought that graduates should
acquire was for ethical skills (M = 4.388), followed by OBM skills (M = 4.123), personal skills
(M =4.106), interpersonal and communication skills (M = 4.103), and intellectual skills (M =
3.893). These results clearly indicate that most of the educators felt that universities should

help students to be competent in these skills.

Table 7.9 also shows that the means of the level of competence educators perceived graduates
to have acquired for all the skills were rather low. The skill category that educators felt that
graduates were most competent in was ethical skills, which had a mean score of 3.095. This
was followed by OBM skills (M =2.839), interpersonal and communication skills (M = 2.739),
personal skills (M = 2.716), and and intellectual skills (M = 2.648). Overall, educators
perceived that the level of competence that graduates have acquired is very much lower than
the level of competence that they should have acquired at university, suggesting that there were

constraints gaps in all the five skill categories.

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

acquired: educators

Level of competence Level of competence
(should acquire) (have acquired)
Generic skills N M SD N M SD
Intellectual 29 3.893 .686 29 2.648 917
Personal 29 4.106 .566 29 2.716 874
Interpersonal/communication 29 4.103 597 29 2.739 915
OBM 29 4.123 .705 29 2.839 973
Ethics 29 4.388 .706 29 3.095 1.111

1= “not competent” to 5= ‘“very competent.”
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7.4.3 Constraints Gap

To examine whether there were significant differences between the educators’ views of the
“should acquire at university” and “have acquired on completion of academic study” levels of
competence, paired sample t-tests were carried out. Table 7.10 shows the results. All generic
skill categories showed significant differences (p<0.001) suggesting that there were constraints

gap in all generic skills categories.

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

Should Have Difference between
acquire acquired
Generic skills M M Difference P-value
Intellectual 3.893 2.648 1.245 0.000***
Personal 4,106 2.716 1.390 0.000***
Interpersonal/communication 4.103 2.739 1.364 0.000***
OBM 4.123 2.839 1.284 0.000***
Ethics 4.388 3.095 1.293 0.000***

*p < 0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001

As shown in Table 7.10, the widest constraints gap was found in personal skills (difference =
1.390), followed by interpersonal and communication skills (difference = 1.364), ethical skills
(difference = 1.293), OBM skills (difference = 1.284), and intellectual skills (difference =
1.245)%,

7.4.4 Interviews
Some interesting insights into the constraints gap were provided by the eight educators who
were interviewed. Several educators mentioned that they expected accounting students to have

acquired a reasonable level of intellectual skills during university study.

“Intellectual skills... I teach all these in the course or most of them. | know they
may get a problem and think it so out so they are not too bad with them.” (EdS)

However, they viewed that many accounting students did not manage to acquire a high level

of competence in intellectual skills.

Three educators (Ed2, Ed8 and Ed3) highlighted the low level of personal skills acquired by
the accounting students. Personal skills in their view were important for career success and

students need to be “able to keep learning” (Ed2) and “increasing knowledge with reading

11 A detailed breakdown of the significant differences for all 49 skills is provided in Appendix 14.
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recent articles” (Ed2). Educators indicated that personal skills are hard for them to evaluate or
assess, and some personal skills such as lifelong learning, might take place outside the
university context. As one of the educators commented, personal skills developed over time

with maturity and workplace experience.

“Whenever students get work experience, their character will change with maturity
and their social requirements.” (Ed7)

The area the educators commented on most frequently was that of interpersonal and
communication skills. This skill category appeared to be an area of concern and it was the
second-largest constraint gap. Five of the educators specifically mentioned that they expected
accounting students to graduate with a reasonably high level of competence in interpersonal
and communication skills, and two mentioned the need for specific communication-related

courses or tasks be taught as part of the accounting curriculum.

“There is somewhat, for example, studying one year of English language and using
accounting programs on the computer. Important skills should be developed in
each paper, such as being able to solve problems and teamwork skills.” (Ed4)

The interviewees also mentioned some cultural or social factors that might influence the low

level of competence in interpersonal and communication skills.

The educators also felt that graduates should have acquired a reasonable level of OBM skills.
Some educators (from one particular university) mentioned that computer skills (an aspect of
OBM skills), were specifically taught but others (from another university) mentioned that they
were not. No mention was made by the educators about their own competency in such skills.
Instead, they viewed that even though they were teaching computer skills students were not
acquiring the level of OBM skills they should have upon graduation.

Some educators also provided their views about students’ level of competence in ethical skills.
One educator specifically mentioned that their university provided training in this area. Another
mentioned the lack of training in ethical skills as being a problem not only in Saudi Arabia but

also worldwide.

“Ethics skills definitely have holes. [Graduates] have no ethic[al skills]. For
ethics, it’s a wider issue. I've just done some research in the United States and we
found that it's possible that 65% of the MBA graduates graduate with a degree
without having one single course in ethics. There are no courses in ethics in the
university.” (EdS)
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As viewed by one educator, courses relating to auditing were more likely to provide some

training in ethical skills and that this was one of the university’s goals:

“Yes we have the objective to provide students with skills in the content of each
paper, as each paper provide more activities for achieving skills; for example,
auditing papers provide more ethical skills.” (EdS)

7.4.5 Discussion of Constraints Gap

The present study found a statistically significant constraints gap between the levels of skill
that educators felt graduates should acquire at university compared with the level they did
acquire for all generic skill categories. The findings of the gap are consistent with most prior
studies (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2011, 2014; Jackling et al., 2013).

For instance, in the area of interpersonal and communication skills, this study revealed that the
educators perceived a large gap which is consistent with some prior findings (Abayadeera &
Watty, 2014; Jackling et al., 2013). Similarly, in the Egyptian context, Anis (2017) found that
educators perceived large and statistically significant gap between the level of competence that
should be acquired and the level of competence that was achieved in the areas of intellectual
skills, personal skills such as lifelong learning, OBM skills and interpersonal and

communication skills.

7.4.6 Constraints Factors

(i) Results From the Questionnaire

Table 7.11 presents the results of educators’ agreement (using a five-point scale Likert-type
from 1= Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree) on the factors that might have constrained the

students’ development of generic skills in accounting education at university.
The educators tended to disagree with six of the statements shown in Table 7.11 and they were:

e Generic skills are not considered important by academics (M = 1.839)

e Generic skills are not considered important by students (M = 2.097)

e The development of students’ generic skills is not a priority at my university (M =

2.387)

e Educators lack expertise in helping students develop generic skills. (M=2.484)
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e Graduates’ employability is not a priority at my university (M= 2.400) and

e Educators’ workloads impede the desire to develop students’ generic skills (M=2.968)

Table 7.11 Constraints factors as perceived by educators

Constraints factors N M SD
1. Generic skills are not considered important by students 31 2.097 1.350
2. Generlc_ skills are not considered important by 31 1.839 1185
academics

3. Large class sizes impede the development of generic

; 30 3.167 1.341

skills

4. Our accounting currlcull_Jm t_ends to focus more on 31 3355 1081
content and less on generic skills

5. There_ is _msufﬁuent time for the development of 31 3129 1175
generic skills

6. T}}e _developmen_t of _students generic skills is not a 31 2387 1.202
priority at my university

7. Educa}tors_lack expertise in helping students develop 31 2 484 1,287
generic skills.

8. Gr.aduaFes employability is not a priority at my 30 2 400 1.248
university.

9. Educat01:s woﬂdoa.ds impede the desire to develop 31 2968 1.402
students’ generic skills.

10. Students lack the ability to improve their generic skills 31 3.161 1.293

11. Students’ own motivation to develop these generic 31 3097 1106

skills

1= “Strongly disagree” to 5= “Strongly agree.’

However,

>

they perceived five constraining factors:

e the accounting curriculum tends to focus more on content and less on generic skills (M
= 3.355);

e large class sizes impede the development of generic skills (M = 3.167);

e students lack the ability to improve their generic skills (M = 3.161);

e there is insufficient time for the development of generic skills (M = 3.129);

e students’ own motivation to develop these generic skills (M = 3.097).

(i)  Open-ended Questions

An open-ended question allowed the educators to list other constraining factors. The verbatim

quotes provided by the educators in response to the survey are shown in Table 7.12 and they

were grouped into three broad categories: student related, and institutional related. Some of the

identified constraints overlapped with those mentioned in the questionnaire.
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Table 7.12 Constraints revealed in the responses to the open-ended question

Educator code  Students related constraining factors

E9 Students are not interested in developing their skills

Educator code Institutional related constraining factors

E3, E26 Accounting curriculum is not designed to develop skills

E33 More focus in theoretical and less practical that hinders developing students' skills
as well as focusing only on the content and not skills

E12 Some classes size are not suitable for developing skills

El Lack of incentives given to educators to develop their students’ skills

(iii)  Interviews
All except one of the educators interviewed discussed how students were failing to acquire an
adequate level of generic skill during their time at university. Often, the educators mentioned

factors that were student-related, and a result of pre-university study and culture.

One of the student-related constraints mentioned by the educators was the ability of students
to learn and understand all the different skills and knowledge needed for success in the

workplace:

“We have the assumption that when you leave the university, they have some idea
of technical skills and all skills. The main problem that we have found is with
students understanding everything.” (EdS8)

“Yes there is some deficiency. We're doing our best to teach these skills but some
students have difficulty achieving important skills.” (Ed6)

However, the educators also revealed that many accounting students were deficient in this area

and did not manage to acquire a high level of competence in intellectual skills:

“Saudi students depend on using calculators ever since elementary school, so that
students are really weak in math skills, and accountants should be able to calculate
simple calculations without the use of a calculator, but unfortunately the Saudi
student lacks the basics in these skills.” (Ed7)

Another educator explained that the students’ difficulty with understanding and inability to
develop generic skills arises from educational experiences before university, suggesting that at
high school level, accounting students do not have the chance to develop generic skills and are

thus were “behind” in many skills when they begin their accounting degree courses:
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“Yes there are deficiencies and need to solve them. Students depend on receiving
knowledge without activating their skills. Students still depend on their studies in
the school system. If students start developing skills at school, they will be able to
acquire the important skills at university.” (Ed4)

Another educator identified an institutional constraint by pointing out that the university system

did not support accounting students in developing generic skills:

“Unfortunately, the university generally does not make an effort towards the
acquisition by students of anything, including developing skills.” (Ed7)

However, one educator felt that students’ skill levels were adequate but mentioned that students

would be able to gain more generic skills in the workplace.

“No I don't see any deficiency, as we do some training for all students to see
working life [ ...] There is probably some deficiency with some individual students.
They may need to develop their skills. If students cannot acquire the main important
skills during their studies, they definitely will acquire them in their work in future
after graduation.” (Ed3).

“... if students have a curiosity of learning, they will acquire more of skills to meet
the job and can develop his job.” (Ed2)

Some interviewees also mentioned student-related factors that prevented students from
achieving the level of communication skills they should have acquired, such as a dislike of
reading or lacking the confidence to ask questions in class (the latter could be interpreted as a

cultural or social factor).

“Most courses require students to do some presentations or some essay writing.
So they are learning some communication skills but they are not good at it. They
don't like to write and read... ” (EdS8)

“Students need to learn to listen and if they don't understand, they should ask
questions.” (EdS)

The factor related to students’ motivation and attitudes towards acquiring generic skills was

mentioned by some of the educators as being a key constraint.

“Yes students have no willingness to get these skills, as they care more about their
GPA.” (Ed2)

“Students’ motivation is low and [they have] less consideration.” (Ed 5)

“Constraining factors arise from the student himself because he basically has no
willingness to get more information than taking a normal paper.” (Ed7)

Time constraints were also mentioned by the interviewees on several occasions.
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“Time [is a constraint], as we have limited time to finalize papers.” (Ed 2)

“More limited time keeps the focus in the curriculum. Education does not allow us
to provide more activities or others that can help students acquire important
skills.” (Ed 4)

Two other interviewees mentioned constraints factors that are likely to be specific to the Saudi
Arabian context, as they relate to the societal/religious/cultural limitations placed on female

students being a barrier.

“The big constraints that students face is society, customs and cultural
traditions because actually most families do not allow their female students to go
outside university to do training.” (Ed3)

“Workshops are very difficult for female students to go to outside of university and
do training.” (Ed 8)
One of the educators (Ed 6), however, described how his university had the goal of providing

opportunities for students to develop generic skills.

“The university administration overall tries to facilitate the process of important
skills. Very positively, they introduced lots of improvement of the infrastructure of
facilities, classroom pauses, access to the Internet, access to the library, online
databases etc. [...] We have this development from deans up to date in
education that train us as faculty members to introduce our jobs so that we keep
improving and updating what students need in the way of skills.” (Ed6)

“I think that computing skills need to be more developed in students because we
do not really emphasise computing in our curriculum. We don't have a course in
programming.” (Ed6)

“Yes I think as we provide training for all students and also provide some computer

work.” (Ed3)

“There is Somewhat; for example, studying one year of English language and using
accounting programs on the computer.” (Ed4)

These varying responses are illuminating and appeared to reveal that some universities may
not be providing the opportunity for accounting students to develop or learn OBM skills such
as computer skills, which explains the gap. However, at other universities, computer courses
and the like are being provided so that students do have the opportunity to develop OBM and
similar skills. The gap may therefore either suggest that the students are failing to acquire the
level of competence that they should acquire because the students are not making the most of
these opportunities, or that the opportunities are not being provided, depending on the

universities.
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However, other educators discussed how the system at their university made it difficult for
students to have the chance to develop generic skills and that students would need practical
work experience (e.g., field work or internships) to be able to acquire a reasonable level of
competence in the generic skills.

“Lots of the students need a little bit more exposure to outside world. Even at
junior level or assessment level, they should get some exposure like a summer
job to get a better idea.” (Ed 1)

“Education does not allow us to provide more activities or others that can help
students acquire important skills.” (Ed 4)

“There are no meetings outside the time of the lecture. There are no meetings or
clubs with students.” (Ed7)

Overall, insightful feedback was received from the educators.

(iv) Discussion

The educators in the questionnaire, the open ended questions and the interviews identified a
range of constraints, most of which were either institutional constraints or student-related
constraints. Unlike the students’ and graduates’ sample, teacher-related constraints were
seldom mentioned by the educators in the open ended questions or the interviews. The
constraints as perceived by educators are discussed in more detail under the three broad

categories below.

(@) Institutional constraints

Curriculum

The educators like the final year students and the graduates agreed that the accounting
curriculum tends to focus more on content and less on generic skills. This ties in well with the
findings of several studies in which accounting educators blamed the academic world in general
and the university system for the overemphasis on theory and less on skills. Studies have shown
that educators perceived that more practically focused (rather than theoretical) activities and
course content would help to develop accounting students’ generic skills (e.g., Kavanagh &
Drennan, 2007). Educators may also be less motivated to help students develop generic skills
if the university rewards research rather than teaching (Barrett & Milbourne, 2012; Bui &
Porter, 2010; Serow, 2000), although this factor was not mentioned as a barrier in the present
study. Other insights from educators suggested that the gap arises because the university did

not foster the development of students’ generic skills, or support the educators in developing
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their teaching skills for helping students acquire the important generic skills. Similar views had
also been highlighted in other studies (lack of support for educators — Bui & Porter, 2010 and
Hassall et al., 2005; lack of support for students - Gracia, 2010; Ha et al., 2012 and Watty,
2005). Practical work experience such as summer work or internship was considered as good
exposure for students. These findings also tie in with the several prior studies (e.g., Abayadeera
& Watty, 2014; Gracia, 2010; Ha et al., 2012).

Class size

Similar to the final year students and graduates, the educators also believed that the large class
size created a barrier to developing students’ generic skills. This finding is consistent with prior
studies (e.g., Alhudaithy, 2014; AlMotairy, 2016; Bui & Porter, 2010). Class size has an impact

on class time.

Class time

Educators believed that there is insufficient time for the development of generic skills. This
constraint was also pointed out by other researchers (e.g., Bui & Porter, 2010; Kavanagh &
Drennan, 2007). As indicated earlier, time is crucial particular in Saudi as there are more
theoretical content to cover during the university degree course because of the need to learn
the terminology and practices of two different accounting systems (Islamic and conventional)
(Hussain et al., 2015; Kammer et al., 2015; Karim, 2001). Class time in a way is also affected
by class size. Firstly, having a lot of students is likely to mean that professors and lecturers will
not have the time to help students develop generic skills. Large classes also meant that the
lecturers will have to spend more time marking assignments, leaving no time for helping
students develop generic skills. To manage time, lecturers might also prefer to give assignments
that are straightforward and simple to mark, rather than challenging student’s thinking skills.
In addition, some activities that relate to communication skills, such as making presentations

and speaking to a group, are impractical in a class with a lot of students.

(b) Student related constraints

Motivational attitude

The educators agreed that students’ own motivation to develop these generic skills acted as
barriers. Similar results were found by other researchers such as Bui and Porter (2010), and
Marriott and Marriott (2003). A teacher related constraint, i.e. the attitude and enthusiasm of
the lecturer can also affect the motivation levels of students. Students who find classes boring
tend to lack motivation (Bui & Porter, 2010). Another reason for lack of motivation is that
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students tend to focus more on getting a high grade point average, or that students were not

keen in wanting to learn more other than passing exams.

Aptitude and ability and pre-university education

The constraints of pre-university education and innate student ability are discussed jointly, as
they are closely related. Students’ lacked of ability to improve their skills and their pre-
university education appeared to be significant barriers. These results align with the findings
of Parvaiz (2014) and Stoner and Milner (2010). The finding regarding pre-university
education creating a barrier suggested that the constraints preventing or hindering accounting
students from developing generic skills might have their origins in the wider education system

as a whole.

(c) Teacher related constraints

Generally, the educators did not agree that any of the teacher-related constraints such as
workload or lack of expertise, were barriers to helping students develop generic skills. In a
recent study in Saudi Arabia, AlMotairy (2016) found that although teaching ability was a
constraint to the development of generic skills the educators did not perceive their ability as a
barrier. It is possible that educators might feel that it is more of class size and time rather than
their ability or workload that impedes the teaching of skills rather than their own competence.
The student group discussed in section 7.2.6 also did not see their educators as lacking

expertise. However, the graduates viewed differently.

(d) Other constraints

A constraint that is likely to be unique to the Saudi Arabian culture (it was also mentioned as
a constraint by some of the graduates in the survey) related to the cultural norms that prevented
women in Saudi Arabia from driving!? or interacting with males. This regulation restricted
women to attend extracurricular activities, workshops and training sessions, which would help
students to acquire generic skills outside of lectures (Jackling & de Lange, 2009). This could
be perceived as a student-related constraint, as the barrier is created by a characteristic of the
student (i.e. her gender) although it is not a factor that the student can affect or control and is
thus not truly equivalent to the other student-related factors. It could be perceived as an

institutional constraint, as it may be possible for a university to provide extra training sessions

12 Up until the end of September 2017, women were not legally able to drive in Saudi Arabia. Most of this
research was carried out before the ban on women driving was lifted and the interview responses reflect this
situation.
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or workshops run by female educators for female students, or to use social media and
telecommunications (e.g., live streaming of video tutorials), but they are not doing so. It could
also be seen as a teacher-related constraint, as male teachers are not permitted to interact with
their female students, although a male teacher is not able to adapt or change his gender like he

can change his teaching style or his curriculum.

It is likely that this cultural constraint falls into a category of its own and is seldom identified

in prior literature, as it is unique to Saudi Arabia and similarly conservative Muslim countries.

(V) Summary

The responses of the educators regarding the constraints preventing Saudi accounting students
from developing generic skills tend to agree to a great extent with the results for final year
students and graduates, with the overly theoretical curriculum content being seen as the most

significant barrier.

The constraints gap suggested by the educators in the interviews tended to be student-related
and institutional constraints. Prior studies (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Hancock et al.,
2009) also found that educators tend to agree that institutional constraints are a barrier.
However, the educators interviewed suggested that even if generic skills are taught (e.g.,
English language classes and computing classes), students may still fail to acquire the level of
competence that they should upon graduation, possibly through student-related factors such as
ability and motivation, similar to the findings of Karim et al. (2010). Students’ pre-university
education was also seen as a barrier, and this was discussed extensively by one of the
interviewees. This implies that some of the generic skills may need to be introduced and
developed at secondary and primary school so that accounting students enter university with at

least some level of competence in generic skills.

Interestingly, none of the educators mentioned a university culture of rewarding research as a
constraint. This factor has been found to be a constraint within the Western context of
accounting education (e.g., Bui & Porter, 2010; Dominelli & Hoogvelt, 1996; Green et al.,
2009; Howieson, 2003) but not in non-Western countries like Pakistan and Saudi Arabia
(Alsharari & Almadani, 2016; Parvaiz, 2014).
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7.5 Summary

This chapter addressed Research Question 2, i.e. Whether there are any constraints gap
between the level of competence graduates should acquire and the level of competence that
graduates have acquired or possessed by the end of their degree as perceived by educators,

students and graduates and what are the contributing factors?”
A summary of the findings on constraints gap is provided in Table 7.13.

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

different stakeholder groups

Students Graduates Educators
Intellectual Constraints gap Constraints gap Constraints gap
Personal Constraints gap Constraints gap Constraints gap
Interpersonal/communication Constraints gap Constraints gap Constraints gap
OBM Constraints gap No Constraints gap Constraints gap
Ethics Constraints gap Constraints gap Constraints gap

The results show that all three stakeholder groups perceived significant differences between
the level of competence that should be acquired and the level that has been acquired for all
generic skill categories except for graduates on OBM skills. The generic skill area in which all
three stakeholder groups rated most highly regarding the level of competence actually acquired
and the level of competence that should be acquired was the area of ethical skills. This finding
ties in with the findings of Chapter 6, in which all stakeholder groups rated ethical skills as

being the most important generic skill category.

By synthesising the findings of the quantitative and the qualitative data from all three
stakeholder groups, a picture of the constraining factors that are causing the gap can be

deduced. Table 7.14 provides a summary of the findings on constraints factors.
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Table 7.14 List of constraining factors that have limited the development of generic skills

according to students, graduates and educators.

Constraints Students Graduates Educators

1. The accounting curriculum tends to focus more on
content and less on generic skills v v 4

2. Students’ own motivation to develop these generic
skills v v v

3. There is insufficient time for the development of
generic skills v v v

4. Large class sizes impede the development of generic
skills v v v

5. Students lack the ability to improve their generic skills

v v v
6. Graduates’ employability is not a priority at my
university 4 4 X
7. The development of students’ generic skills is not a
priority at my University X 4 X
8. Educators lack expertise in helping students develop
generic skills X 4 X

All three groups agreed the institutional related constraints that hindered skills development
were: the accounting curriculum tends to focus more on content and less on generic skills with;
large class sizes impede the development of generic skills; and there is insufficient time for the
development of generic skills. They also agreed the student related constraints were: students’
own motivation to develop these generic skills and students lack the ability to improve their
generic skills. These findings suggest that in the Saudi accounting programme, the classes are
large, there are many courses to take, and a lot of emphasis is placed on theory with little
connection to the real world of accounting. As a result, students may find the course boring or
irrelevant, which, in turn, may lead to low motivation to learn skills. Furthermore, if students
who enrolled in the accounting degree programme were poorly prepared for advanced studies
by their prior education at secondary school, they might find it even difficult to develop generic
skills.

Two further constraining factors seemed to be specific to the Saudi Arabian context. First, the

courses were mostly taught in Arabic, although English is the language of the workplace.
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Second, the cultural norms that prevented women from driving (which was the case at the time
when the data were collected) or from going out in public without a male relative, as well as
the principle of gender segregation, meant that female students are at a disadvantage as they
could not participate in any extracurricular activities that might help to develop various generic
skills.

These findings suggest the need for educational and curriculum changes to help close these
perceived gap. The next chapter looks at the levels of competence that recent accounting
graduates should acquire and have acquired when they first enter the workplace as perceived
by employers. This is followed by comparing the perceptions of employers versus those of
educators, followed by other between-group comparisons in an attempt to answer Research
Questions 3, 4, 5 and 6.
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Chapter Eight: Results of Expectation-performance Gap, Expectation

Gap and Performance Gap

8.1 Introduction

This chapter comprises of four parts. The first part presents the employers’ perceptions about
the level of competence accounting graduates should acquire and the level of competence the
graduates they have hired (entry level) possessed in the five skill categories. The differences in
these perceptions by the employers were then examined to see whether an expectation-
performance gap existed (Research Questions 3). The second part reports the results of the
expectation gap between the views of employers and educators that relate to the level of
competency that graduates should have acquired (Research Questions 4). The third part reports
the results on the performance gap between the views of employers and educators that relate to
the level of competency that graduates have acquired (Research Questions 4). The fourth part
reports the results on the expectation gap (the level of competency that graduates should have
acquired) (Research Questions 5) and performance gap (i.e. the level of competency that
graduates have acquired) (Research Questions 6) between the views of final year students and
educators, final year students and graduates, final year students and employers, graduates and

educators, and graduates and employers.

8.2 Employers

This section initially presents the results of the employers’ perceptions about the level of
competence accounting graduates should acquire and the level of competence the graduates
they have hired (entry level) possess in the five skill categories. Then the expectation-
performance gap was identified by comparing their views of what graduates should acquire
and the graduates they have hired (entry level) possessed.

The perceptions of employers are important as they usually expect the graduates they hire to
possess certain workplace skills that will add value to their businesses. In the Saudi context,
ensuring that the graduates have the skills employers require is an important part of
Saudisation, as employers have a preference of recruiting people from overseas whom they
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perceived as having more workplace skills than the Saudi graduates. Their perceptions and

beliefs are thus important to take into account.

8.2.1 The Level of Competence

Table 8.1 presents the results of the level of competence that employers viewed that graduates
should acquire on completion of academic study and the level of competence the accounting
graduates they have hired possessed- The highest level of competency that employers thought
that graduates should acquire was for ethical skills (M = 3.886), followed by intellectual skills
(M =3.631), Organisational and business management (OBM) skills (M = 3.575), interpersonal
and communication skills (M = 3.568), and personal skills (M = 3.531). These results clearly
indicated that most of the employers felt that graduates should be competent in all of these

skills and that universities should help students develop these skills.

Table 8.1: Employers’ perceptions of the level of competence

Level of competence Level of competence
(should have acquired) (possess)

Generic skills N M SD N M SD
Intellectual 22 3.631 0.844 22 2.661 0.879
Personal 22 3.531 0.857 22 2.660 0.960
Interpersonal/communication 29 3.568 0.702 22 2766 0.828
OBM 22 3575 0809 22 2858 1034
Ethics 22 3.886 0.844 22 3.284 1.155

1= “not competent” to 5= “very competent.”

In comparison, the skill category that employers felt that graduates they hired were most
competent in was ethical skills, which had a mean score of 3.284. This was followed by OBM
skills (M = 2.858), interpersonal and communication (M = 2.766), intellectual skills (M =
2.661) and personal skills (M = 2.660). Overall, employers perceived that the level of
competence of the accounting graduates they have hired is lower than the level of competence
that they should have acquired at university, suggesting that there were expectation-

performance gap in the five skill categories.

8.2.2 Expectation-performance Gap: Employers

0] Results from the Questionnaire

To examine whether there is a significant difference between the employers’ views of the level
of competence graduates should acquire at university and the level of competence possessed
by the graduates they have hired, paired sample t-tests were carried out. Table 8.2 shows the
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results. All the five generic skill categories showed significant differences indicating that

employers perceived expectation-performance gap in all generic skill categories.

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

Should Possess Difference between
acquire
Generic skills M M Difference P-value
Intellectual 3.631 2.661 0.970 0.000%**
Personal 3.531 2.660 0.871 0.001***
Interpersonal/communication 3.568 2766 0.802 0.001%**
OBM 3.575 2.858 0.717 0.008**
Ethics 3.886 3.284 0.602 0.024*

*p < 0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001

As shown in Table 8.2, the widest expectation-performance gap was found in intellectual skills
(difference = 0.970), followed by personal skills (difference = 0.871), interpersonal and
communication skills (difference = 0.802), OBM skills (difference = 0.717) and ethics skills
(difference = 0.602).*

(i) Interviews

The interviews held with five employers provided further insights into the expectation-
performance gap. The generic skills mentioned by the employers as being important for
graduates who want to succeed in the workplace included OBM skills (specifically computing
skills) and interpersonal and communication skills (specifically the ability to work in teams).
The need for good teamwork skills was stressed by one employer, who explained that in the
workplace, accounting work is usually carried out by a team rather than by an individual

working alone.

“Yes, computing skills and able to work in teams are the best skills, as biggest
companies have to have a team in accounting.” (E3)

Some employers also expressed some concerns over the gap in intellectual skills as they felt
that intellectual skills were not being developed adequately as part of the accounting degree
program. The employers further indicated that they expected accounting students should have
the “ability to solve problems” (E5) and be competent in “extracting information” (ES). One

employer indicated:

13 A detailed breakdown of the significant differences for all the 49 skills is also provided in Appendix I5.
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“Recent accounting graduates don’t have skills such as English language skills,
communication skills and extracting information because it is not in education so
no one takes care of it.”’ (E5)

Some employers shed some light on the personal skills gap. Employers expected students to
have a reasonable level of personal skills, such as “negotiation skills” (E1), being
“able to choose best time to provide problems and exchange ideas with other workers” (E3)

and “responsibility” (E1).

The area that was most frequently commented on related to interpersonal and communication
skills and their expectations that accounting students should graduate with a good level of a

range of these skills, especially English language skills:

“Presentation skills, able to prepare reports, teamwork skills” (E1)
“English Language skills” (E2)
“Be familiar with it, Teamwork skills” (E3)

“English language skills, communication skills and teamwork skills.” Yes, there is
a weakness in areas such as English language skills. The main problems that most
companies have faced are weak communication and most education is taught in
the Arabic language.” (E4)

“English language skills, delivering information, able to discuss and teamwork
skills.” (E5)

Employers often spoke of the lack of English language skills and teamwork skills as being one
of the most prominent deficiencies in accounting students entering the workforce. They tended
to indicate that the universities were not providing adequate training in these areas, although
one employer believed that the reason for students having deficient interpersonal and
communication skills was due to under development of these skills and rated the development
was “30% from education 30% from environment 40% from the person” (E1). One particular
factor that employers mentioned as being a reason why students were not developing an
adequate level of generic skills during their accounting degree program was the tendency for
the course content to focus on the theoretical side of accounting knowledge but little emphasis

was given on how to apply this knowledge in practice.

“...there was more focus on knowledge rather than practical and providing skills.
The practical is weak and shows a gap in education. Moreover, students have not
got practice working in a team or discussing to solve problems. Education doesn't
develop skills in the student and give more awareness of skills.” (E3)
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Nevertheless, some employers viewed that accounting students managed to acquire a
reasonable level of competence in some interpersonal and communication skills because the

university had provided training in this area.

“[Students are] able to prepare reports because they have some courses related to
technical writing course in University education.” (El)

Regarding OBM skills, the employers viewed that accounting students were graduating with a
moderate level of OBM skills, particularly “computing skills especially package Microsoft
Office and Internet” (E4). The ability to use Microsoft Office software was also mentioned as
a skill that employers expected. Some employers blamed the university accounting programs

for not providing adequate training in OBM skills.

“There are some graduates joined courses to acquire skills using their own money,
specially computing skills, but not through university education.” (E5)

In comparison to other skills, employers spoke very little about ethical skills, beyond
mentioning the need for accounting students to acquire ethical skills for success in the

workplace.

In discussing generic skills in general, the employers often mentioned how accounting students
tended to be lacking in many generic skills and that the employers were not completely satisfied
with the competence of accounting students when they graduate. In fact, all the employers
interviewed agreed that there was a deficiency in the level of overall generic skill acquired in
the undergraduate accounting degree. In particular, several commented on how accounting

graduates often had good grades but still lacked competence in generic skills in general:

“Some graduates have high qualifications but don't have enough skills.” (E2)

“The recent graduates who have a good GPA are only a little familiar with
accounting work.” (E3)

“They acquire [our expectations] somewhat. We are satisfied with new graduates
but still need more improvement in generic skills. (E2)

“No, there is a gap. We are not satisfied with recent accounting graduates as they
are weak in important skills.” (E3)

“No, they haven't met our expectations but there are some private college that
really care about providing skills to their students. We are fully satisfied with their
qualifications but not with achieving skills, as | think that generic skills can be
more important than some qualification.” (E5)
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(iii)  Discussion

This study found a statistically significant gap between the levels of skill that employers felt
graduates should acquire at university compared to the level acquired by the graduates they
have hired for all generic skill categories. This expectation performance gap is consistent with
the majority of prior studies (Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Bridgstock, 2009; Bui & Porter,
2010; Howcroft, 2017; Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008; and others)
including studies carried out in Saudi Arabia by Yavas (1997) and Egypt (Anis, 2017).

When the generic skills were analysed under different categories, the findings were generally
consistent with other studies. In particular, many other studies in both western and non-western
nations (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Albrecht & Sack, 2000; Altrawneh, 2015; Birrell,
2006; Hakim & Bizri, 2015; Hakim, 2016) have also commented on the expectation-
performance gap perceived by employers in the area of interpersonal and communication skills
although some studies (e.g., Sithole, 2015) indicated that the gap in this skill is narrowing. The
earlier study by Yavas (1997) on employers in Saudi Arabia found gaps for personal skills,

interpersonal and communication skills.

An expectation-performance gap in the area of intellectual skills was also found by Abayadeera
and Watty (2014) and Theuri and Gunn (1998). The expectation-performance gap found in
OBM skills is consistent with numerous prior studies (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2014). The
gap in this skill is not the biggest in some studies as employers believed that some universities
are helping students to develop OBM skills and that such skills can also be acquired outside
the university or on the job (Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Sithole, 2015). The findings of the
gap in personal skills is consistent with the study carried out by Parvaiz (2014) and the Saudi
study by Zureigat (2015) but inconsistent with the findings of Abayadeera and Watty (2014).

Very few prior studies have focused on ethical skills. The findings of gap in ethical skills are
consistent with the study by Abayadeera and Watty (2014). The area of ethical skills is of
particular concern to employers in Saudi Arabia as ethical accounting practices are important
in the Islamic financial market in Saudi Arabia (AAOIFI, 1999; Bhuian, Alhassan, & Kim,
2002; Saleem, 1993).

The findings that employers in Saudi Arabia believed that accounting graduates do not have
the desired level of competence in all the five generic skills categories is of concern as they

might continue to have a preference to hire foreign graduates rather than local Saudi graduates
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for positions as accountants. Employers’ dissatisfaction with local graduates’ skills would
hinder the process of “Saudisation”, slows economic diversification and affects the human

capital of Saudi Arabia (Ghaban et al., 2002).

8.3 Expectation Gap: Employers versus Educators

To examine whether part of the expectation-performance gap found in Section 8.2.2 is due to
the differences in expectations of educators and employers (i.e. level of competence graduates
should acquire at university), a comparison of their views was made. The independent sample

t-test results are shown in Table 8.3.

It is interesting that overall, the educators expected a higher level of competence to be acquired
at university than the employers. All skills category, except for intellectual skills were
significantly different. Thus an expectation gap between educators and employers were found
in personal skills (difference = 0.575), OBM skills (difference = 0.548) and interpersonal and

communication skills (difference = 0.535) and ethical skills (difference = 0.502).*

Table 8.3: Expectation gap: employers versus educators

Educators Employers Difference between
Generic skills M M Difference P-value
Intellectual 3.893 3.631 0.262 0.228
Personal 4.106 3.531 0.575 0.006**
Interpersonal/communication 4.103 3.568 0.535 0.005**
OBM 4.123 3.575 0.548 0.013*
Ethics 4.388 3.886 0.502 0.025*

*p < 0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001

8.3.1 Discussion

Interestingly, and in contrast to the vast majority of previous studies carried out in the western
countries (e.g., Craig & Amernic, 2001), this study found that the expectations of educators
were higher than those of employers regarding the level of skill that should be acquired by
accounting students as part of their degree program. The generic skills where the differences
between the expectations of the employers and those of the educators differed most were found

in personal skills and OBM skills but no differences were found for intellectual skills.

14 A detailed breakdown of the significant differences between educators and employers for all 49 skills is
provided in Appendix 16.
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Earlier studies had showed no significant differences in certain specific skills (Crebert, 2000;
Hancock et al., 2010; Kavanagh et al., 2009; Tan et al., 2004). For example Tan et al.’s (2004)
study did not find any significant differences between the views of employers and educators in
problem-solving, thinking skills, intellectual and communication skills. Hancock et al.’s (2010)
study showed no differences in OBM skills (which include technical accounting skills).
Howcroft’s (2017) study of employers and educators in the UK and Ireland indicated that
employers had higher expectations than the educators in interpersonal and communication

skills.

The findings of higher expectations of educators as compared to employers tend to be more
consistent with the findings of some studies carried out in non-western countries (e.g., Anis,
2017; Abayadeera and Watty, 2014; Parvaiz, 2014). For example, Abayadeera and Watty
(2014), showed that educators seemed to perceive that most generic skills were highly
important for career success (suggesting that they expected graduates to leave university with
a higher level of competence), and the importance placed on these skills by educators was
higher than that expressed by employers. Parvaiz’s (2014) work in Pakistan also showed that
the expectations of educators were higher than that of employers for a range of generic skills
such as management skills, information technology skills, listening skills effectively, written
communication, problem-solving skills, independent thinking, critical thinking, financial risk

analysis and ethical skills.

Interestingly, the study carried out by Igbal and Zenchenkov (2014) in Saudi Arabia showed
the level of competence expected by employers was higher than the level of competence
expected by educators. However, their study was based on the responses of only eight

employers via interviews about level of competence that business graduates should acquire.

Bui and Porter (2010) indicated that although employers in some companies knew that having
a good or high level of certain generic skills was important for accountants, these employers
also acknowledged that some generic skills (e.g., leadership skills) can only be acquired over
time in the workplace and with maturity and/or experience. Perhaps this could help explain
why the employers did not rate a higher level of competency as compared to educators. On the
other hand, the majority of the educators in this study were educated overseas (70%, see Table
6.7) and their exposure to skills development at the overseas university might have made them

more aware of the expectation level of skills competency required of graduates in Saudi Arabia.

182



8.4 Performance Gap: Employers versus Educators

As discussed in the above section, the expectation performance gap is not explained by the
expectation gap between employer and educator. This section examines whether it can be
explained by the performance gap (i.e. the level of competence graduates have acquired at
university) between educators and employers. Table 8.4 shows the results. Both educators and
employers viewed that graduates had acquired low levels of competency in the five skill
categories. On the whole, the employers considered accounting students to have acquired a
lower level of generic skill than the educators did, and this was found for all skill categories
except for ethical skills. However the independent sample t-test results showed that the
performance gaps for all generic skill categories were not significantly different.

Table 8.4: Performance gap: employers versus educators

Educators  Employers Difference between

Generic skills M M Difference P-value
Intellectual 2.648 2.661 -0.013 0.956
Personal 2.716 2.660 0.056 0.831
Interpersonal/communication 2.739 2.766 -0.027 0.913
OBM 2.839 2.858 -0.019 0.945
Ethics 3.095 3.284 -0.189 0.556

*p < 0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001

Both groups appeared to perceive accounting students to have only a low level of competence

in all skill areas, as mean scores were below 3.0 for all skills except ethical skills.™

8.4.1 Discussion

The findings of this study regarding the performance gap are consistent with other recent
studies which found that educators’ and employers’ perceptions about students’ level of
competence tended to match (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Bui & Porter, 2010). Both
educators and employers in present study believed that accounting students are failing to
actually acquire the level of generic skill they were expected to acquire as part of their degree
course. However, other studies, unlike the present study, found a performance gap for some
skills (e.g., Howcroft, 2017; Oliver et al., 2011; Parvaiz, 2014). For example, Howcroft (2017)
found a performance gap in the area of personal skills, with the British and Irish employers

15 A detailed breakdown of the significant differences for all the 49 skills between educators and employers is
also provided in Appendix 17.
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(but not the educators) perceiving the graduates to have achieved a high level of personal skills.
On the other hand, Anis (2017) found that Egyptian employers and educators had similar
perceptions regarding personal, interpersonal and communication skills and ethical skills, but
a gap appeared for intellectual skills and OBM skills.

8.5 Expectation Gap and Performance Gap between Other Groups

8.5.1 Expectation Gap

The above sections considered the views of employers and educators and found that the
expectation-performance gaps were not explained by the expectation gap between employers
and educators. Therefore, this section further compared the views of employers with the views
of students and graduates to examine whether there were any expectation gaps. In addition, this
section also examines whether there were any expectation gap between final year students
versus educators, final year students versus graduates, graduates versus educators. Table 8.5

presents the results of the mean scores (M) for the four groups.

Table 8.5 shows that educators tended to rate the level of competence graduates should acquire
much higher than all the other groups except for intellectual skills. In contrast, employers

tended to have the lowest rating of all the skill categories.

Table 8.5 Level of competence that should be acquired for different groups
Generic skills Students Graduates Educators Employers
M M M M
Intellectual 3.775 3.907 3.893 3.631
Personal 3.792 3.952 4.106 3.531
Interpersonal/communication 3.768 3.942 4.103 3.568
OBM 3.771 3.915 4.123 3.575
Ethics 3.939 4.016 4.388 3.886

1= “not competent” to 5= “very competent.”

To examine whether their perceptions were significantly different (i.e. the expectation gap),

independent sample t-test were carried out and Table 8.6 shows the results.
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Table 8.6 shows that although the four groups of stakeholders had different views about the
level of competence they believed that graduates should acquire (see Table 8.5), many of them

were not significantly different.'® The results are discussed for the different groups below.

(1) Employers versus Students - Discussion

This study found no statistically significant expectation gap between students and employers.
Employers in this study did not have higher expectations than students for all skills categories
It is possible that employers might have viewed that generic skills can be further developed in
the workplace.

This comparison of views between students and employers have been investigated widely in
the literature, with the majority of studies finding that students’ beliefs did not line up with the
needs of employers (e.g., Gammie et al., 2002; Kavanagh & Drennan, 2008). For example,
Kavanagh and Drennan (2008) found that employers expected graduates to achieve a
moderately higher level of competence in ethical skills and communication skills, whereas the
students had lower expectations. Regarding ethical skills, it is possible that the emphasis on
ethical skills in the Saudi culture explains the similarity in expectations between the perceptions
of students and employers in this particular area.

Table 8.6 Expectation gap - Independent sample t-test results for different groups
Graduates Educators Employers
Intellectual
Students 0.226 0.446 0.416
Graduates 0.937 0.204
Personal
Students 0.151 0.047* 0.158
Graduates 0.384 0.050*
Interpersonal/communication
Students 0.138 0.047* 0.300
Graduates 0.373 0.075
OBM
Students 0.252 0.053 0.346
Graduates 0.285 0.131
Ethics
Students 0.569 0.020* 0.809
Graduates 0.081 0.596

*p < 0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001

16 A more detailed breakdown of the significant differences between different stakeholders for all 49 skills is provided in
Appendix 16.
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(i) Employers versus Graduates - Discussion

Table 8.6 shows that there were no significant differences between the expectations of
employers and graduates in all skills except for personal skills. Graduates believed that they
should have acquired a higher level of competence in personal skills as compared with the

expectations of employers.

Not many studies have considered and contrasted the expectations of employers versus those
of accounting graduates. Majority of the studies tended to contrast employers with either
accounting students or educators, as discussed earlier. Nevertheless, the few studies that have
explored this particular expectations gap have mixed results. Some studies (e.g., Abayadeera
& Watty, 2016; Awayiga et al., 2010; Gurcharan-Singh & Garib-Singh, 2008; Ngoo et al.,
2015) found few or no gap, other studies (e.g., Hakim, 2016) found the expectations of
employers were lower than those of graduates for personal skills, and some studies (e.g., Klibi
& Oussii, 2013) found the expectations of employers to be higher than those of graduates in a

range of contexts.

As indicated earlier, employers in Saudi might viewed that personal skills are skills that can be
further developed at the workplace. They might have recognised that personal skills are often
linked to age, experience and maturity rather than university training (Ha et al., 2012). On the
other hand, graduates, from their own personal working experience, might have felt that this is
a skill that they have not well developed and therefore they should acquire a better level of

competence at university.

(iii)  Student versus Educators - Discussion

As shown in Table 8.6, most of the significant differences were found between educators and
students. Generally, educators had higher expectations than students in ethics, interpersonal
and communication, and personal skills. The findings on the expectations of Saudi Arabian
educators and final year accounting students in this study are generally consistent with previous
findings in the literature (e.g., Baker & McGregor, 2000).

Being experienced educators, they are certainly in a better position than students to know the
level of skills that should be acquired by the students during their university study. The majority
of Saudi educators in this study were aged over 40 and 60% had been teaching for over 10

years.
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(iv) Graduates versus Educators - Discussion

Both graduates and educators expected that a high level of competence should be developed in
each generic skill category as part of the accounting degree program and there was no
statistically significant difference between the perceptions of the two groups and thus no

expectation gap in this regard.

The literature review did not reveal any study that considered the expectation gap with a focus
on the perceptions of graduates and the perceptions of educators. It is therefore interesting to
note that graduates and educators had similar expectations.

(V) Students versus Graduates - Discussion

As shown in Table 8.6, although students had lower expectation than graduates in all skills
categories, there were no significant differences between their perceptions. This means that no
expectation gaps were found between final year students and graduates even though majority
of the graduates were working full time (70.6%). No prior studies compared the expectations

of these two groups as they either focus on students or on graduates.

(vi) Summary of the Between-group Expectations Gap

The findings of this section are particularly interesting, as this study revealed some results that
contrast strongly with the findings of previous studies. The expectations of the educators and
graduates were generally higher than the expectations of the final year students and, most

interesting of all, of the employers.

Educators and graduates had the highest expectations and there were no significant differences
between their perceptions. Prior studies have found that employers tend to have higher
expectations than the educators regarding the level of competence in generic skills that should
be acquired at university, and that the perceptions of graduates and educators tend to disagree,
which was not the case in this present study.

The findings of the expectations of educators being higher than students’ expectation however
are not that surprising given that educators are the ones who are involved in teaching the
accounting degree program and therefore are very much aware of the level of competency

expected of graduates.

The next section discusses the between-group comparisons regarding performance gap.
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8.5.2 Performance Gap

This section further compared the views of employers with the views of students and graduates
to examine whether there were any performance gaps. In addition, this section also examines
whether there were any performance gap between final year students versus educators, final

year students versus graduates, graduates versus educators.’

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

Generic skills Students Graduates Educators Employers
M M M M
Intellectual 3.380 3.691 2.648 2.661
Personal 3.444 3.663 2.716 2.660
Interpersonal/communication 3.446 3.756 2.739 2.766
OBM 3.538 3.769 2.839 2.858
Ethics 3.774 3.801 3.095 3.284

1= “not competent” to 5= “very competent”

As shown in Table 8.7 both educators and employers rated the level of competence graduates

have acquired much lower than all the other groups.

To examine whether their perceptions were significantly different (i.e. the performance gap),

independent sample t-tests were carried out.

As shown in Table 8.8 there were differences between the perceptions of different groups
regarding the level of competence that graduates have achieved at university (or, on the case
of the final year students, the level of competence that they believe that they will achieve)*8 for
all groups except for students and graduates in ethics skills and personal skills. The results for

the different groups are discussed below.

(1) Employers versus Students - Discussion
Table 8.8 study shows that all skills categories were significantly different (performance gap)
between employers and students. The employers in Saudi Arabia appeared to be less optimistic

about the level of competency the graduates they recruited possessed. However, the students

17 A more detailed breakdown of the significant differences between different stakeholders for all 49 skills is
provided in Appendix 17.

18 A more detailed breakdown of the scores for all 49 skills include significant and non-significant differences
between different stakeholders individually is provided in Appendix 17.
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were more optimistic than the employers about the level of competency they would have

achieved when they graduated.

Although very few studies have explored the performance gap between employers and
students, the findings of this study is in line with the findings of the study carried out by
Kavanagh and Drennan (2008).

Table 8.8 Performance gap - Independent sample t-test results for different groups
Graduates Educators Employers

Intellectual
Students 0.005** 0.000*** 0.000***
Graduates 0.000*** 0.000***
Personal
Students 0.061 0.000*** 0.000***
Graduates 0.000*** 0.000***
Interpersonal/communication
Students 0.008** 0.000*** 0.000***
Graduates 0.000*** 0.000***
OBM
Students 0.048* 0.000*** 0.000***
Graduates 0.000*** 0.000***
Ethics
Students 0.831 0.000*** 0.022*
Graduates 0.001** 0.034*

*p < 0.05 **p<0.01 ***p<0.001

(i1) Employers versus Graduates - Discussion

Just like for students, all categories skills were significantly different between employers and
graduates. Prior literature on performance gap between graduates versus employers is also
scanty (e.g., Bui & Porter, 2010; de Lange et al., 2006; Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Tempone
et al., 2012). However, the findings of this study are in line with the findings of some studies
(e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2016; Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Montano et al., 2001). Jackling
and de Lange (2009) found that graduates believed that they had acquired a reasonable or
adequate level of competence, but the employers believed that the level of competence
achieved by recent graduates was lower, particularly in the area of interpersonal and
communication skills. A more recent study by Abayadeera and Watty (2016) did not find a
significant gap between the perceptions of graduates and employers for seven skills (e.g.,

interpersonal and communication skills and OBM skills).
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This study shows that the employers in Saudi Arabia were also less optimistic about how
competent recent graduates were in the different skills categories. The graduates perhaps had
a high level of self-efficacy and believed themselves to be competent in the various skills

categories.

(iii)  Student versus Educators - Discussion

As shown in Table 8.8, the perceptions of level of competency achieved were significantly
different educators and students, i.e. performance gap were found in all skills categories.
Although there were only a few studies that considered the perceptions of final year students,
the findings of this study is somewhat consistent with the findings of those studies on students
and educators (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2011).

Just like the employers in Saudi Arabia, the educators in this study believed that the graduates
in general achieved a low level of competency. The Saudi students were more optimistic about
their own level of competence that they will acquire by the end of their courses. The final year
students who have not graduated perhaps might not be fully aware of the level of competency
actually required in the workplace. Educators, with their teaching experience and maturity
might have a more realistic picture of skills acquired by the students when they graduate.

(iv) Graduates versus Educators - Discussion

Just like for students, the perceptions of graduates and educators were significantly different
for all skill categories, i.e. there were performance gap between these two groups. For all
generic skills categories, the graduates in Saudi Arabia perceived that they had achieved a
moderately high level of competence in generic skills, but the level of skills achieved as
perceived by the educators was lower. As was the case for the performance gap found between
the final year students and educators, it is possible educators were considering graduates as a
whole cohort, whereas the graduates were considering their own personal performance. Prior
studies however (e.g., Jackling et al., 2013) show that graduates believed that they had not
acquired a high enough level of competence in certain areas, whereas the educators considered

that their students were able to acquire a reasonably high level of skill in these areas.

(v) Students versus Graduates - Discussion
There were only three skills categories that were significantly different between the perceptions
of these two groups, and they were intellectual skills, interpersonal and communication skills

and OBM skills. The literature review did not reveal any study that considered the performance
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gap between the perceptions of students and graduates. Some prior studies tend to consider
final year students and graduates as being a single population. This present study is one of the
few that considered their perspectives separately. It is thus interesting to note that significant
differences between their perceptions appeared for three areas, thus justifying the decision to

analyse the two groups separately.

The main difference between the final year students and the graduates is that the final year
students were still at university and therefore the level of competence in generic skills that they
believed they would have achieved is an estimation. However, the graduates had finished
university and therefore had a clearer idea of the level of competence that they achieved at

university.

(vi) Summary of the Between-groups Performance Gap

It is interesting to note that the perceptions of educators and employers did not show any
significant differences, whereas significant differences were found between the perceptions of
educators/employers and final year students, and educators/employers and graduates. This

suggests that employers and educators in Saudi had very similar perceptions on performance

gaps.

8.6 Summary

This chapter initially addressed Research Question 3, i.e. “Whether there are any expectation-
performance gaps between the levels of competence graduates should acquire (expectation)
and the level of competence that graduates have acquired or possess by the end of their degree

(performance) as perceived by employers?”

Table 8.9 provides a summary of the expectation-performance gap results. The results show
that employers perceived that the level of competence of the accounting graduates they have
hired is lower than the level of competence that they should have acquired at university i.e.
there were expectation-performance gaps in all skills categories. This finding is similar to a
number of prior studies (e.g., Abayadeera & Watty, 2014; Anis, 2017; Bridgstock, 2009; Bui
& Porter, 2010; Hancock et al., 2009; Howcroft, 2017; Jackling & de Lange, 2009; Kavanagh
& Drennan, 2008; Tempone et al., 2012).
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Table 8.9 Expectation-performance gap: employers

Employers
Intellectual Expectation-performance Gap
Personal Expectation-performance Gap
Interpersonal/communication Expectation-performance Gap
OBM Expectation-performance Gap
Ethics Expectation-performance Gap

To address Research Question 4, i.e. “Whether there are any expectation gaps (i.e. level of
competence graduates should acquire at university) and any performance gaps (i.e. level of
competence graduates have acquired or possess at university) between educators and

employers’ perceptions?” the views of educators and employers were examined.

Table 8.10  Expectation gaps: educators and employers

Between educators and employers

Intellectual No Expectation Gap No Performance Gap
Personal Expectation Gap No Performance Gap
Interpersonal/communication Expectation Gap No Performance Gap
OBM Expectation Gap No Performance Gap
Ethics Expectation Gap No Performance Gap

Table 8.10 provides a summary of the results. The results show expectation gaps in all skills
categories except for intellectual skills. However, educators expected a higher level of
competence than the employers. No performance gaps were found.

To address Research Question 5, i.e. “Whether there are also expectation gaps (i.e. level of
competence graduates should acquire at university) between other groups (students and
graduates, students and educators, students and employers, graduates and educators,

graduates and employers)?” other between-group comparisons were also examined.

Table 8.11 provides a summary of the results. Only two groups’ views on expectations were
significantly different: students and educators had significant differences in expectations on all
skills categories except intellectual skills and OBM skills, and graduates’ views about personal
skills were significantly different from employers’ views. Thus, expectation gap were only

found between students and educators for most skills and between graduates and employers on
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personal skills. Overall, educators and graduates had higher expectations than students and

employers.
Table 8.11  Expectation gaps between different groups’ perceptions
Students vs Studentsvs  Studentsvs  Graduatesvs  Graduates vs
Educators Graduates Employers Educators Employers
Intellectual No No No No No
Expectation Expectation ~Expectation  Expectation  Expectation
Gap Gap Gap Gap Gap
Personal Expectation No No No Expectation
Gap Expectation Expectation  Expectation Gap
Gap Gap Gap
Interpersonal Expectation No No No No
Gap Expectation Expectation  Expectation  Expectation
Gap Gap Gap Gap
OBM No No No No No
Expectation Expectation  Expectation  Expectation Expectation
Gap Gap Gap Gap Gap
Ethics Expectation No No No No
Gap Expectation Expectation  Expectation  Expectation
Gap Gap Gap Gap

Research Question 6 asked “Whether there are also performance gaps (i.e. the level of

competence graduates have acquired at university) between other groups (students and

graduates, students and educators, students and employers, graduates and educators,

graduates and employers)?”

Table 8.12 provides a summary of the results. The results show that performance gaps were

found for different groups: students and educators, graduates and educators, students and

employers, graduates and employers. Performance gaps were found for students and graduates

in all skills categories except personal skills and ethical skills. Both the students and graduates

perceived that they would have acquired or have acquired a higher level of competence than

the educators and employers perceived.
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Table 8.12  Between-group performance gaps for different generic skill categories
Students vs  Students vs Students vs  Graduates vs  Graduates vs
Educators  Graduates Employers Educators Employers
Intellectual Performance Performance Performance Performance Performance
Gap Gap Gap Gap Gap
Personal Performance No Performance  Performance Performance
Gap Performance Gap Gap Gap
Gap
Interpersonal/communication  Performance Performance Performance Performance Performance
Gap Gap Gap Gap Gap
OBM Performance Performance Performance Performance Performance
Gap Gap Gap Gap Gap
Ethics Performance No Performance  Performance Performance
Gap Performance Gap Gap Gap
Gap

The employers’ expectation-performance gap found in this study seemed to be explained by
the employers’ poor perceptions of the generic skills that the graduates they have hired
possessed rather than the educators having lower expectation than employers on the level of
competency needed to be acquired by graduates. Educators also had similar views about
students and graduates not achieving the important skills. These gaps suggest that either it is
students not having the aptitude or ability or lacked motivation to develop their generic skills.
It could also be due to several institutional constraints identified in chapter 7.

The wide generic skill gaps found in this research suggest that because the expectations and,
and more so, the needs of employers in Saudi Arabia are not being met, there is a deficiency in
what is provided in accounting education at Saudi universities. Saudi graduates lacked a
number of important skills required by employers who are important stakeholders in
accounting education. This finding has important implications for accounting graduates in
securing a job particularly when they are competing with others from overseas who have better
developed skills. Addressing the skill gaps revealed by the findings, however, would help make
the Saudi accounting graduates more employable. Afterall, they are also important stakeholders

in accounting education.

The findings also shed light on issues related to developing the human capital of Saudi Arabia

and the goal of Saudisation. In the context of developing skilled accounting graduates, the
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Saudi accounting education providers perhaps need to “step up” to help meet the goal of
increasing the human capital of Saudi accounting graduates. As indicated by the significant
performance and expectation gaps, accounting graduates have not acquired the level of
competence in generic skills needed for successfully employment as an accountant. A
preference by employers to hire an accounting graduate from a foreign university who has the
required skills would be contrary to the goal of Saudisation. Improving accounting graduates’

level of competence in generic skills would help increase the nation’s human capital.

The results of Chapter 6, 7 and 8 will be summarised and synthesised in the last conclusion

chapter. The implications and recommendations arising from this study will also be discussed.
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Chapter Nine: Summary and Conclusion

9.1 Introduction

This thesis examined the development of generic skills in accounting education in Saudi
Arabia. In particular, it examined the level of competence that accounting graduates should
acquire and have acquired during their studies. This focus provides insights on the extent to
which accounting education is achieving the goals of developing the human capital of Saudi
Arabia and producing graduates who are employable.

The generic skills considered in this study were organised into five generic skills categories,
which were based on IES 3 and IES 4. The categories are intellectual skills, personal skills,
interpersonal and communication skills, organisational business and management (OBM) skills
and ethical skills. The gap framework of this study was derived from Bui and Porter (2010) to
examine the within-group constraints gaps 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 gaps of employers
and between-group comparisons of the expectation gaps and performance gaps (educators vs.
employers) were also explored. Lastly, the between-group comparisons of the expectation gaps
and performance gaps (students vs. employers, graduates vs. employers, students vs. educators,

graduates vs. educators, students vs. graduates) were examined.

This study used survey questionnaires and interviews to provide quantitative and qualitative
data to capture the perceptions of final year students, graduates, educators and employers in
Saudi Arabia. Therefore, it considered the perspectives of a broad range of stakeholders in the

Saudi Arabian context.

The results of the study contribute to the literature on the development of skills in accounting
education. Particularly as very few studies were carried out in Saudi Arabia, a non-western
nation, the findings help to fill a gap in the generic skills literature in the Gulf region. The
results pinpoint some of the areas of concern in the Saudi graduates’ skill development in
accounting education in Saudi Arabia and the implications for the human capital of the nation.
Some suggestions or recommendations to improve the accounting graduates’ skills

development in Saudi universities were provided.
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This chapter first presents a summary of the main research findings, along with a brief
description of the contribution of this research. This is followed by the implications of the study
and some recommendations for enhancing the development of generic skills of the Saudi
accounting graduates at universities. Finally, this chapter presents the limitations of the study

and some areas for future research.

9.2  Main research findings

9.2.1 Research Question 1: Importance of Generic Skills

The first research question asked which generic skills final year accounting students, graduates,
educators and employers perceived to be important or necessary for successful employment.
All stakeholders rated all generic skills as important for graduates. The most important category
of generic skills was that of ethical skills. The development of ethical skills and their
importance was also supported by the qualitative data. This finding is in sharp contrast to many
studies carried out in the western nations which indicated that ethical skills were not the most
important skills. The emphasis placed on ethics is very much a Saudi culture as its religious
culture (Shari’ah law) shapes and controls its society including accounting practices in Saudi
Arabia. As a result, ethics and ethical behaviour are considered important in all aspects of life,

including the workplace.

OBM skills were considered as the second most important skills by all groups, indicating that
the Saudi stakeholders regarded the ability to apply technological skills and organisational and
management skills as crucial in the workplace. This finding is also in contrast to prior studies
which tended to rate interpersonal and communication, personal, and intellectual skills higher
than OBM skills. The ability to apply tools (such as use of internet, spreadsheet and word
processing) and information technology, and organising work to meet datelines were

considered as very important to increase efficiency and effectiveness in the Saudi workplace.

It is also interesting to note that the graduates rated all skills, except ethics, as more important
than the students’ ratings. It is possible that graduates might have become more aware of the
importance of the four generic skills from their working experience in comparison to students

who have less experience.
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9.2.2 Research Question 2: Within-Group Constraints Gaps

The second research question has two parts. The first part asked whether any significant gaps
appeared between the levels of competence that graduates should acquire (expected level of
competence) and the level of competence that graduates actually have acquired (or expect to
acquire) by the end of their degree (constraints gaps). This section focused on within-group
comparisons. The second part asked final year accounting students, graduates and educators
about the constraining factors they believed might possibly hinder the development of generic

skills in accounting education at university.

The results of the first part indicated that there were constraints gaps as perceived by all three
stakeholder groups for all skills categories, with one exception: only the graduates did not
perceive constraints gap in the area of OBM skills. This finding is quite surprising as graduates
had rated OBM skills as very important skills needed in the workplace. Perhaps graduates from

their working experience felt that OBM skills could be better developed in the workplace.

The constraints gaps found meant that all stakeholder groups perceived that the level of
competence that was actually acquired upon completion of university was lower than the level
of competence that should have been acquired. This finding suggests that accounting students
in Saudi Arabia were not able to develop the expected competency in generic skills while they
were at university. In particular, students and graduates viewed that the biggest constraints gaps
were in personal skills and intellectual skills whereas educators perceived that personal skills
and interpersonal and communication skills had the biggest gaps.

The results of the second part showed the three groups of stakeholders believed that a number
of constraining factors hindered the development of generic skills in accounting education at
university. All the three groups agreed the institutional related constraints that hindered skills
development were: the accounting curriculum tended to be more content oriented than skills
oriented, large class sizes impeded the development of generic skills, and there was insufficient
time for the development of generic skills. These hindrances were also supported by the
qualitative data. All three groups also viewed the student related constraints that hindered skills
development were students’ own motivation to develop these generic skills and students’ lack
of ability to improve their generic skills. These factors have also been reported in prior literature
as factors limiting the ability of accounting students to develop generic skills. However,
teachers’ ability in helping students develop generic skills were viewed only by the graduates

in this study as a constraint factor.
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The findings suggest that in the Saudi accounting programme, the classes were large, there
were many courses to take, and a lot of emphasis was placed on theory with little connection
to the real world of accounting. Those who find the course boring or irrelevant might have low
motivation to learn skills. Students might also not have the ability to further develop their
generic skills due to their immaturity, poor preparation at pre university level, or the Saudi
cultural norms. The different constraints could in fact be linked to each other. For example, the
content of the curriculum might play a role in students’ lack of motivation to develop skills
particularly when it is overly theoretical and does not relate to the real world of accounting.
Lack of time meant that the curriculum can only be focused on the technical content. These
constraints certainly posed problems for graduates particularly in developing their intellectual

skills, personal skills and interpersonal skills at universities.

Qualitative data further indicated the lack of English fluency as another constraint as most
accounting courses were taught in Arabic, but English was needed in the accounting workplace.
This constraint implied that Saudi graduates would struggled with communicating or

interacting in English in the workplace.

These findings suggest that the constraints preventing or hindering accounting students from

developing generic skills might have their origins in the wider education system as a whole.

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

The third research question asked whether any significant gaps appeared between the levels of
competence that graduates should acquire (expected level of competence) and the level of
competence that graduates actually have acquired (possessed) by the end of their degree
(expectation-performance gaps). This section focused on the employers’ within-group
comparisons. The results revealed expectation-performance gap were found in all five skill
categories and employers perceived that the level of competence of the accounting graduates
they have hired is lower than the level of competence that they should have acquired at
university. This suggests that accounting students in Saudi Arabia were not able to develop

competence in generic skills at university to the level expected by employers.

9.2.4 Research Question 4: Between-Group Expectation Gaps and Performance Gaps
The fourth research question aimed to discover whether any significant gaps appeared between
educators and employers regarding the levels of competence that graduates should acquire

(expected level of competence) by the end of their degree (expectation gap) and whether any
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significant gaps appeared between groups regarding the level of competence that graduates

have acquired (or expect to acquire) by the end of their degree (performance gap).

The results revealed expectation gaps were found in four of the five skill categories. The
significant differences were found in personal, interpersonal and communication, OBM and
ethical skills. No differences were found for intellectual skills. The finding that the expectations
of educators regarding the levels of competence that graduates should acquire were higher than
those of employers is in contrast to many studies carried out in the western countries.
Employers in Saudi might believe that these skills can be better acquired over time in the
workplace and with experience. As majority of the educators in this study were educated
overseas, their exposure to skills development at the overseas university might have also placed
them in a better position to gauge the expectation level of skills competency required of
graduates in Saudi Arabia.

Interestingly, no performance gaps were found between educators and employers for any skill
categories. This suggests that both educators and employers in present study believed that
accounting students are failing to actually acquire the level of generic skills they were expected
to acquire as part of their degree course.

9.2.5 Research Question 5: Between-Group Expectation Gaps

The fifth research question aimed to discover whether any significant gaps appeared between
different groups regarding the levels of competence that graduates should acquire (expected
level of competence) by the end of their degree (expectation gap) for five between-group
comparisons (students vs. educators, students vs graduates, students vs employers, graduates
vs. educators, and graduates vs employers). This study found mismatches were mainly between
the perceptions of students and educators, and between the perceptions of graduates and
employers. Students and educators had significant differences in expectations on all skills
categories except intellectual skills and OBM skills with educators having higher expectations.
Educators are certainly more matured and experienced than students and are therefore in a
better position to know the level of skills that should be acquired by the students during their

university study. Prior studies generally show similar results.

Graduates and employers only differed on personal skills’ expectations. Graduates believed
that they should have acquired a higher level of competence in personal skills as compared

with the expectations of employers. Although not many studies considered the views of
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graduates, those that did had mixed results. Employers in Saudi might viewed that personal
skills can be further developed at the workplace whereas graduates might felt from their own
working experience that this is an important skill and their university education should help
them develop this skill.

9.2.6 Research Question 6: Between-group Performance Gaps

Research Question six aimed to discover whether any significant gaps appeared between
groups regarding the level of competence that graduates have acquired (or expect to acquire)
by the end of their degree (performance gap) for five between-group comparisons (students vs.
educators, students vs graduates, students vs employers, graduates vs. educators, and graduates

vs employers).

The results revealed that performance gaps were found in the comparisons between all groups.
Graduates viewed that they had achieved higher level of competence than students’ views in
intellectual skills, OBM skills and interpersonal/communication skills. For the comparison of
students vs educators and graduates vs educators, the educators believed that graduates have
acquired a lower level of competence in generic skills than the students or graduates believed
they have acquired. Similar to educators, employers also perceived that graduates have
acquired a lower level of competence than the students and graduates thought they have
acquired. The views of the educators and employers were more likely to reflect their
perceptions of graduates in general. The students and graduates group on the other hand tend
to rate their individual achievements based on their own perceptions which could be overstated
particularly for the students’ group as they have not yet graduated. Employers and educators
are certainly more matured and their experience have led them to believe that graduates had

not achieved the level of competency they were expected to achieve.

These results coupled with the findings of constraints gaps and expectation performance gaps
suggest that students and graduates failed to achieve the level of competency as expected. As
discussed earlier, graduates’ development were primarily hindered by institutional related

factors and student related factors, and possibly teacher-related factors.

9.3 Contribution

The main contribution of this thesis is to fill the gap in the literature, as very few studies have

been carried out in this rapidly developing nation with its unique cultural background in the
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Gulf region. The findings of this study therefore provide useful insights that may help guide
the development of skills in accounting education in Saudi Arabia.

To carry out a comprehensive study, the Bui and Porter (2010) expectation-performance gap
framework was extended to incorporate different stakeholders in accounting education and to
collect qualitative data via interviewees with all stakeholder groups. To the best of the
researcher’s knowledge, this is the first comprehensive study on generic skills as it elicited the
perceptions of four different groups (final year students, graduates, educators and employers)
by using questionnaire surveys and interviews. Most prior studies collected data usually from
two groups and using questionnaire surveys only. Therefore, this study is one of the few that
provided richer data as the perspectives of four different groups were considered. The value of
soliciting the viewpoints of a broad range of key stakeholders and illuminating the quantitative
data with qualitative data provided invaluable insights on the expectation gap, performance
gap, constraints gap, and expectation—performance gap between and within all four

stakeholders’ groups.

A further contribution of this study was the emphasis on the constraining factors. Although
numerous studies have explored the existence and extent of both performance and expectation
gaps in accounting education, not many have focussed on the constraining factors. Examining
the constraining factors perceived by multiple stakeholders allows the discovery of the factors
that are perceived to be a problem by the stakeholders, which is valuable for identifying where
and how changes to accounting education can be made by universities and help maximise the

human capital of their graduates.

This study therefore helps to fill the gaps in the literature on the Saudi Arabian generic skills.
In particular, by investigating whether graduates were able to develop the expected level of
competence in generic skills the study helps to shed some light on some of the areas of concern
in accounting education in Saudi Arabia. In particular, the findings provided some insights into
how well the skills required by IES 3 and IES 4 have been addressed in accounting education,
which has consequent implications for the accounting curricula and human capital of Saudi
Arabia.

The framework and methodology used in this research therefore can also be applied to research
on generic skills in other countries, as each country has its own cultural background and
educational system. Drawing on the perspectives of important stakeholders regarding the
development of generic skills is therefore pertinent.
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9.4  Implications of the Study

This research has revealed a number of findings that have significant implications for generic

skills in accounting education in Saudi Arabia.

First, all the stakeholder groups in this study were aware of generic skills and believed them to
be important for success as an accountant. This finding implies that universities play an
important role in helping students develop the important skills.

Second, the results revealed that expectation-performance gaps were found in all five skills
categories which can be explained by the performance gaps found between employers and the
students and graduate. Educators also agreed with employers that graduates had not acquired
the various generic skills as expected. These results suggest that graduates are not achieving

competence in the various generic skills to the level expected by employers and educators.

Third, the results revealed expectation gaps between the perceptions of students and educators,
with educators having higher ratings than students. These findings imply that although students
viewed generic skills as important they were less aware of the level of competence they need

to acquire.

Fourth, evidence of constraints gaps, expectation-performance gaps, expectation gaps, and
performance gaps suggests that universities in Saudi Arabia need to consider seriously about
the issue of generic skills their graduates need to develop at universities. The insights gathered
from the interviewees also suggest that different universities might help students develop some
skills more than others. Some universities appeared to help students develop some of the
important skills but the students were either not motivated or lacked the ability to do so. On the
other hand there were also some universities that did not seem to pay too much attention to the
development of skills at universities.

As a number of constraining factors, institutional and student related, were found to hinder the
development of skills at universities, the Saudi accounting education would need to consider
these constraints in restructuring their accounting programs to help equip their accounting

graduates with the skills needed.

In summary, the findings have important implications for accounting curriculum development

in Saudi accounting education. More needs to be done to help graduates achieve the desired
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level of competency in the various important skills. The next section provides some

recommendations.

9.5 Recommendations

This study has a number of recommendations for both accounting education and the workplace
in Saudi Arabia. Although it is difficult to give direct solutions to address the problems/gaps
due to the strong influence of the Saudi social factors or cultural and religious norms and the
education system in Saudi Arabia, some of the recommendations could help to narrow the gaps

or constraints.

First, Saudi universities need to rethink about graduates’ employability and channel more
resources to help students develop the important generic skills. After all, the government
invested in universities to help create a more skilled labour workforce. By producing more
employable local graduates, it will help to achieve “Saudisation” so that there would be less
reliance on foreign workers. Some universities in Saudi Arabia might have taken some
initiatives to help students develop some important generic skills but the extant literature
including this study suggests that employers still perceived expectation-performance gaps
(Shahid et al., 2018; Zureigat, 2015).

Second, the accounting curriculum in the Saudi Arabia universities tends to be too theory-
oriented and is packed with content. Therefore, there is a need to rethink about the accounting
curriculum and the teaching to make it more manageable for students and also more interesting
and practical. An interesting and practical course also helps students develop their personal
skills such as increasing their enthusiasm for ongoing learning. Although accounting theory is
important, they can also be embedded in a real-world context and situation so that students can
see how the theory is applied in the workplace. Such an approach will help to make the course
content more relevant and students might be more motivated to learn and apply them when
they work. For example, case studies can be used within the accounting curriculum as a way
of developing competence in intellectual skills (such as analytical and problem solving skills)
as well as knowing how accounting theory can be applied in real-life contexts. Group work can
also be used to help students develop interpersonal skills as it will provide opportunities for
students to engage in discussions and learn how to work with other students. Furthermore, there

is a need to expose students to the different tools and technologies in accounting. Some
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opportunities to help students develop these skills could include the setting of accounting
assignments which require students to use the internet to search for information as well as using
excel spreadsheet for analysing the information collected. To motivate students to develop the
important skills as provided in the course, educators would also need to think of ways to assess
students’ achievement of those skills. This is because students tend to focus on what is
examined or assessed. Assessments could be set in such a way that challenges the students’

thinking rather than mere rote learning.

Third, the lack of English fluency is an area of concern as graduates with poor English
proficiency compared to those who are more proficient (mostly foreign workers) are at a
disadvantage in gaining employment in the business world. This is an area which is not an easy
fix as most universities in Saudi Arabia are taught in Arabic rather than English and the
textbooks they use are in Arabic as well. It is also possible that not all accounting educators in
these universities are fluent in English themselves. However, as English is gaining importance
in the workplace, and for universities that are concerned about their graduates’ employability,
they would need to think of ways to help their accounting students develop a good level of
competence in English language. For a start, students would need to have the opportunity to
learn the technical accounting vocabulary in English. Students could also be exposed to
watching videos on accounting set out in the English language. Another possibility is to adopt
some accounting books written in English and use them in conjunction with the Arabic
textbooks. It will certainly be a big learning curve for those universities that currently do not
teach in English. Gaining proficiency in English will take time particularly when Arabic is

mainly used for teaching in schools and universities.

Fourth, large class sizes and lack of time due to a fully loaded accounting programme which
need to embed the teachings of Islamic thinking on finance and accounting impeded the
development of generic skills. This is an institutional related constraint which is also not an
easy fix. The lack of time is also very much related to the curriculum constraint. What educators
can do perhaps is to provide opportunities for students to do group work as that would help
with cutting down the marking load as well as helping students develop their interpersonal and

personal skills.

Fifth, internship is a great way to help graduates acquire various important skills from the
workplace. It will certainly provide students with good exposure to the working world and also

help them develop their personal and interpersonal and communication skills. It will also make
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them aware how important generic skills are in the workplace. To provide students with the
opportunity to participate in internships, the universities would need to collaborate with the
employers of business organisations in Saudi Arabia and would need their support and
cooperation.

Sixth, educators may also lack expertise in helping students develop generic skills; universities
that are serious about graduates’ generic skills development could provide support for their
accounting educators in the form of training course which could expose them to a variety of
teaching methods to make the course interesting as well as helping students develop the
important generic skills. More dialogue and discourse on generic skills between accounting
educators from different universities in Saudi Arabia and with the accounting profession could
also provide more ‘food for thought’ in helping students develop the important skills. Such
interactions will also help educators keep track of the current needs of the accounting
workplace which is rapidly changing due to globalisation and advanced technologies. In
addition, Saudi universities could also work with recruiters and potential employers from local
workplaces to interact with accounting students via workshops and on-campus presentations
so the students are more aware of the level of competence in generic skills that employers
require graduates to possess. The Saudi Accounting Association can certainly also help to

enhance the awareness of the level of competency required of accounting graduates.

Seventh, students’ ability also hindered the development of skills. Their inability was due to
lack of maturity, finding curriculum difficult, poor preparation at pre-university education.
Poor preparation at pre-university level is beyond the control of universities although they
could raise the university entry requirements to help screen students’ ability. However,
universities might be reluctant to adopt such a move as it will mean a reduction in student
intake. Universities could perhaps help students who find the curriculum difficult to cope by
providing extra or remedial classes. These classes could be run with the help of those who have
recently graduated or by tutors. The principle of gender segregation meant that female students
were restricted to attend extracurricular activities, workshops or training sessions. Universities
could address this issue by providing extra training sessions or workshops run by female
educators for female students, or to use social media and telecommunications (e.g., live

streaming of video tutorials).

As Saudi culture influences the accounting curriculum, it will not be an easy task to narrow the

expectation-performance gaps and performance gaps. It would really depend on how serious
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the ministry of education and the education institutions are willing to support graduates’

development of generic skills.

9.6 Research limitations

This research had a number of limitations and assumptions, which must be kept in mind when

considering the broader implications and generalisability of this study.

Although this study aimed to obtain samples that were representative of the wider populations
of final year students, graduates, educators and employers, the resulting data do not represent
the perceptions of the entire target population. There might be also be a possibility of self-
selection bias. Apart from the response rate, the samples were limited by time constraints and
permission granted by universities. As a result, data were collected from accounting educators
at only seven universities, although 24 tertiary institutions in Saudi Arabia offer accounting
degree programmes at the undergraduate level. Data were collected from students from only
four universities and graduates from only five universities as permission were only granted by
these universities. In addition, although there are many workplaces in Saudi Arabia, only 22
employers were willing to participate in this study. Nevertheless, the employers represented
different organisations (e.g., government, private, financial) in Saudi Arabia. The sample size
for educators was also small as only 33 educators participated in the study. Because of the
small sample size for some groups, no further analysis was carried out to examine

demographics like gender on the gaps.

Cultural factors also created further limitations. Firstly, all the interview and questionnaire data
were initially collected in Arabic and subsequently translated for analysis. Although the data
translations were reviewed independently and were read attentively several times, it was
possible that some nuances had not been captured or had been lost in translation. In addition,
the prevalent cultural norms in Saudi Arabia prevented face-to-face interviews being conducted
by the male researcher with female interviewees. Some female participants even rejected to be

interviewed by telephone, resulting in a lower number of interviewees.

This study also collected self-reported perceptions of the level of competence in generic skills
that students and graduates believed that they had acquired. This means that these data might
be subject to self-reporting bias, as some respondents might for instance be less willing to

report that they were less competent in important generic skills, even though the study design
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aimed to preserve anonymity and elicit honest responses. Final year students and the graduates
might have also over-estimated or be over-confident about their own skill level, which might
be due to immaturity or inexperience in the “real world” (Ha et al., 2012). In addition, final
year students might have rated their current level of competence lower as they have not actually
completed their studies at the time of data collection. This study assumed that the final year
students’ perception of level of competence was the same as they would have achieved upon
completion of their programme of study, and the results were interpreted based on this

assumption.

It is also possible that some participants might not have understood all the questions asked.
There were some missing data which could either be because the participants thought there
were too many questions to answer or they accidently missed out some of the questions. Such
misunderstandings might be prevalent in the graduates’ sample as about 20% of the graduates
responded only to the important skills section but not the questions on level of competency,

perhaps thinking that they covered the same issues.

9.7 Future research

Few studies have been carried out in Saudi Arabia regarding generic skills in accounting
education and the expectation gaps, performance gaps and constraints. Therefore, there are
ample opportunities for further research. Some possible areas for future research are described

below.

One of the ways this study could be extended would be to use the framework of the present
study in a broader context that considers the perceptions of a larger sample population and
other Saudi universities. In particular, obtaining a larger sample pool of employers and
educators would be especially useful and important in order to validate the findings of this
present study. Further studies could also collect a richer body of qualitative data by conducting
more interviews with a larger sample pool of all stakeholder groups. This would provide a more

representative view of the expectation gap, performance gap and constraints.

The framework of this present study could also be used to explore the differences and
similarities in the perceptions of different groups based on demographics. For example, future
studies could compare and contrast the perceptions of male and female respondents, or

respondents from different universities. The primary focus of this study was also on making
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comparisons within and between four groups. Future research could also explore the
perceptions of the accounting profession and the Ministry of Education, as their perceptions
would help to provide a “big” picture of the concerns over generic skills development in Saudi

Arabia.

As indicated by Zuriegat (2015), the perceptions of employers regarding which generic skills
are the most important may differ according to their specialty area. This was an aspect that was
not considered in the present study, and therefore, future research could compare and contrast
the perceptions of employers in different fields of accounting (e.g., auditing firms versus
general accountants and bookkeepers). Extensions of this study could also consider firm size

and industry type when evaluating the perceptions of employers.

As prior studies have indicated that perceptions and beliefs regarding generic skills often
change over time, it would be very interesting to carry out a longitudinal study to explore any
changes over time particularly in Saudi Arabia. This type of longitudinal study would shed

light on changes in important skills required in the Saudi workplace.

Another extension of this study would be to conduct a cross-cultural comparison that explore
the perceptions of graduates who studied at Saudi universities and those who completed their
degree in overseas universities, especially universities in Western nations. It would be
particularly interesting to see if these two groups differed regarding the generic skills believed
to be important and the level of competence that should be and has been acquired, as this may

reveal cultural factors affecting their perceptions.
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Appendix A: Examples of Generic Skills Classification Frameworks

Jones and Sin (2003)

AICPA (1999)

NZICA, (2007)

Hassall et al. (2005)

IES 3 Professional skills (2014)

Routine Skills

o  Computer literacy
o  Report writing

Analytic and design skills

o Analyse, reason
logically, conceptualise
issues

o  Engage in ethical

reasoning

o ldentify, find, evaluate,
organise and manage
information and
evidence

o Initiate and conduct
research

o Interpret data and
reports Solve problems
and Construct
arguments

Appreciative skills

to new ideas
o Adapt and respond
positively to challenges

from one’s own value
framework
o  Think and act critically
o Know what questions to
ask

o  Recognise one’s own
strengths and limitations

o  Receive, evaluate and react

o  Make judgements derived

o  Engage in lifelong learning

Broad Business Perspective
o Industry/Sector
Perspective
o International/Global
Perspective
o  Legal/Regulatory
Perspective
o  Leverage
Technology
o  Marketing/Client
Focus
o Resource
Management
o  Strategic/Critical
Thinking
Functional
o  Decision Modeling
o  Leverage
technology
o Measurement
o  Reporting
o  Research
o  Risk Analysis
Personal
o Communication
o Interaction
o Leadership
o  Leverage
technology
o  Problem
Solving/Decision
Making
o Professional
Demeanor

Teamwork

o  Demonstrate leadership
o Working with others and in
teams

Organisational skills

o  Organise and delegate tasks

o  Plan, organise and monitor
activities

o Useinformation
technology effectively

Research and evaluation

o  Apply mathematical ideas
and techniques

o Maintain a current
awareness of the legal,
regulatory and economic
environment of business

o Research, analyse and
evaluate information

Decision-making

o  Exercisinge appropriate
professional judgement and
discernment

o  Solve problems, propose
solutions and make
decision-makings

Exercising ethical and professional
behaviour

o Adhere to appropriate
standards and statutes

Communication skills

present ideas and defend
the outcomes in writing
present ideas and defend
the outcomes verbally
use visual aids in
presentation

listening effectively
reading critically

Group working skills

working with others
organising and
delegating task
assuming leadership
roles

Problem-solving

o

o

identifying and solving
unstructured problems
creative thinking
integrating
multidisciplinary
knowledge

critical analysis

Pressure and time management

o

organising conflicting
demands and
unexpected
requirements
organising conflicting,
strict and coinciding
deadlines

Prioritising tasks within
coincident workloads

Intellectual

Personal

Apply professional judgement, including
identification and evaluation of alternatives,
to reach well-reasoned conclusions based
on all relevant facts and circumstances.
Apply reasoning, critical analysis and
innovative thinking to solve problems.
Evaluate information from a variety of
sources and perspectives through research,
analysis, and integration.

Identify when it is appropriate to consult
with specialists to solve problems and reach
conclusions.

Recommend solutions to unstructured,
multi-faceted problems.

Anticipate challenges and plan potential
solutions.

Apply an open mind to new opportunities.
Apply professional scepticism through
questioning and critically assessing all
information.

Demonstrate a commitment to lifelong
learning.

Manage time and resources to achieve
professional commitments

Set high personal standards of delivery and
monitor personal performance, through
feedback from others and through
reflection.

Organisational and business management

o

Apply appropriate tools and technology to
increase efficiency and effectiveness and
improve decision-making.
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(e]

Adapt and respond
positively to challenges
Apply disciplinary and
multidisciplinary
perspectives

Appreciate ethical
dimensions of situations
Appreciate process of
professional adaptation and
behaviour

Engage in lifelong learning
Know what questions to
ask

Make judgements derived
from one’s own value
framework

Receive, evaluate and react
to new ideas

Recognise one’s own
strengths and limitations
Think and act critically

Personal Skills

Act strategically
Commitment to think and
behave ethically

Creative thinking
Flexibility in new/different
situations

Thinking and acting
independently

To be focused on outcomes
Toleration of ambiguity

Interpersonal skills

Collaboration skills (with
colleagues)
Knowledge

Listen effectively
Negotiation skills (with
people from different
backgrounds and with
different value systems)
Present and discuss and
defend views

[e]

Project
Management

o Adhere to the fundamental
principles of the Code of
Ethics

o  Consistently demonstrate
personal integrity,
professional values, ethical
conduct and motivation

Communication and interpersonal
skills

o  Communicating ideas and
information effectively and
efficiently, verbally and in
writing

o  Demonstrating effective
negotiation skills

o ldentifying and meeting the
needs of internal and
external clients or
stakeholders.

Information technology

o  using appropriate and
relevant software,

o  knowledge of
information sources

Other skills, values and
knowledge

o  commitment to ongoing
learning

o  developing methods of
learning effectively

o  awareness of social
and/or ethical
responsibilities

o  knowledge of the
accounting profession,

o  comprehensive and
global vision of the
organisation

Apply delegation skills to deliver
assignments.

Apply leadership skills to influence others
to work towards organizational goals.
Apply people management skills to
motivate and develop others.

Review own work and that of others to
determine whether it complies with the
organization’s quality standards.
Undertake assignments in accordance with
established practices to meet prescribed
deadlines.

Interpersonal and communication

o

Apply active listening and effective
interviewing techniques.

Apply consultative skills to minimize or
resolve conflict, solve problems and
maximize opportunities.

Apply negotiation skills to reach solutions
and agreements.

Communicate clearly and concisely when
presenting, discussing and reporting in
formal and informal situations, both in
writing and orally.

Demonstrate awareness of cultural and
language differences in all communication.
Display cooperation and teamwork when
working towards organizational goals.
Present ideas and influence others to
provide support and commitment.
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[¢]
[¢]

Transfer and receive
Understanding group
dynamics

IES 4 Professional values, ethics and attitudes

(2014)

Ethics in accounting/business

o

Analyse alternative courses of action and
determine the ethical consequences of
these.

Apply the fundamental ethical principles of
integrity, objectivity, professional
competence and due care, confidentiality
and professional behaviour to ethical
dilemmas and determine an appropriate
approach.

Apply the relevant ethical requirements to
professional behaviour in compliance with
standards, including auditing standards,
accounting standards and other standards
Explain the advantages and disadvantages
of rule-based and principle-based
approaches to ethics.

Explain the nature of ethics.

Identify ethical issues and determine when
ethical principles apply.
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Appendix B: List of generic skills identified in International Education Standard

(IES) 3-4
Skills identified in IES 3-4
Intellectual
1. Evaluate information from a variety of sources and perspectives through research, analysis, and
integration.

2. Apply professional judgment, including identification and evaluation of alternatives, to reach well-
reasoned conclusions based on all relevant facts and circumstances.

3. ldentify when it is appropriate to consult with specialists to solve problems and reach conclusions.
4. Apply reasoning, critical analysis and innovative thinking to solve problems.
5. Recommend solutions to unstructured, multi-faceted problems.
Personal
1. Demonstrate a commitment to lifelong learning.
2. Apply professional scepticism through questioning and critically assessing all information.

3. Set high personal standards of delivery and monitor personal performance, through feedback from others
and through reflection.

Manage time and resources to achieve professional commitments.

Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions.

Apply an open mind to new opportunities.

o akr

Interpersonal and communication

1. Display cooperation and teamwork when working towards organizational goals.

Communicate clearly and concisely when presenting, discussing and reporting in formal and informal
situations, both in writing and orally.

Demonstrate awareness of cultural and language differences in all communication.

Apply active listening and effective interviewing techniques.

Apply negotiation skills to reach solutions and agreements.

Apply consultative skills to minimize or resolve conflict, solve problems and maximize opportunities.
Present ideas and influence others to provide support and commitment.

N

Nogkow

Organizational and business management

=

Undertake assignments in accordance with established practices to meet prescribed deadlines.

Review own work and that of others to determine whether it complies with the organization’s quality
standards.

Apply people management skills to motivate and develop others.

Apply delegation skills to deliver assignments.

Apply leadership skills to influence others to work towards organizational goals.

Apply appropriate tools and technology to increase efficiency and effectiveness and improve decision-
making.

N

o urw

Ethics in accounting/business

Explain the nature of ethics.

Explain the advantages and disadvantages of rule-based and principle-based approaches to ethics.
Identify ethical issues and determine when ethical principles apply.

Analyse alternative courses of action and determine the ethical consequences of these.

Apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity, objectivity, professional competence and due care,
confidentiality and professional behaviour to ethical dilemmas and determine an appropriate approach.
Apply the relevant ethical requirements to professional behaviour in compliance with standards, including
auditing standards, accounting standards and other standards.

agkrwdE

o
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Appendix C: Generic Skills Categories

The first column of this table shows the key performance indicators for each skill that were
used to develop the survey questions. Each of the skills and the criteria/key performance

indicators have been defined by IES 3-4 and have been used and explored in many different

studies (as shown in the third column).

List of generic skills adapted for the survey questions.

Survey guestions

Prior studies

Intellectual
1. Able to locate, obtain, analyse and integrate | Crombie and Lord, 2009; Hassall et al., 2005; Yu et al.,
information  from  various sources and | 2013; Klibi and Oussii, 2013; Jones and Sin, 2003;

perspectives.

Identify and evaluate alternatives.

Apply logical and analytical thinking.

4. Apply professional judgement to reach well-
reasoned conclusions.

5. ldentify when it is appropriate to consult with
specialists to solve problems and reach
conclusions.

6. Reason logically and critically analyse the
problem.

7. Use innovative thinking to solve problems

8. Identify and solve unstructured problems.

9. ldentify and solve multi-faceted problems.

w N

Jackling and Keneley, 2009; Crawford et al., 2011; Lin,
2008; Parham, Noland and Kelly, 2011; Zahid Naeem,
Ahmad and Rehman, 2013; ICAA & CPAA, 2009;
Albrecht and Sack, 2000; Kavanagh and Drennan, 2007,
2008; Lin et al., 2005; Cates and Cedercreutz, 2008;
Fernandez-Santander  Fernandez-Santander, Garcia-
Garcia, Séez-Pizarro & Terrén-Lopez, 2012; Uyar and
Gungormus, 2011

Personal

1. Manage own the available
resources.

2. Take responsibility for own work with minimum
direction.

3. Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning.

4.  Apply professional scepticism
questioning.

5. Critically assess all information.

6. Set high work standards.

7. Evaluate and monitor own performance from
feedback and reflection.

learning using

through

8. Manage time to achieve professional
commitments.
9. Manage resources to achieve professional

commitments.

Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions.
Identify opportunities not obvious to others.

Open to new ideas and opportunities.
Be flexible in new or
situations/opportunities.

10.
11.
12.

13. different

ICAA and CPAA, 2009; ASCPA/ICAA, 1996; Birkett,
1993; Jackling and Keneley, 2009; Jones and Sin, 2003;
Albrecht and Sack 2000; Kavanagh and Drennan, 2007,
2008; Lin et al. 2005; Abayadeera and Watty, 2014;
Mashayekhi and Mohammadi, 2014; Klibi and Qussii,
2013; Crawford et al., 2011; Lin 2008; Zahid et al., 2013;
Hassall et al., 2005; Weaver and Kulesza, 2013,
Holtzman and Kraft, 2011; Crawford et al., 2011;
Crombie and Lord, 2009; Yu et al., 2013; Uyar and
Gungormus, 2011

Interpersonal and communication

1. Work effectively with others.
2. Work in harmony with others in contributing
towards common goals.

ICAA & CPAA, 2009; Sin and Jones, 2003; Jackling and
Keneley, 2009; Awayiga, et.al. 2010; Crawford, et.al.
2011; Lin 2008; Zahid,et.al., 2013; Albrecht and Sack,
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3. Communicate effectively in writing and orally, and
appropriately to the situation.

4. Engage effectively in discussion in a professional
manner.

5. Evaluate and present outcomes using oral
presentations.

6. Effectively communicate information, ideas,
problems and solutions to specialist and non-
specialist audiences.

7. Aware of cultural and language differences in all
communication.

8. Fluency in English language.

9. Apply active listening and understanding.

10. Apply effective interviewing techniques.

11. Negotiate with people from different backgrounds.

12. Negotiate and manage conflicts.

13. Interact effectively with others in a professional
manner.

14. Present ideas clearly and influence others to
provide support and commitment.

2000; Abayadeera,and Watty, 2014; Uyar & Gungormus,
2011; Sin and Jones, 2003; Kavanagh and Drennan 2007,
2008; Lin et al. 2005; Crombie, & Lord, 2009;
Fernandez-Santander et.al. 2012; Lin 2008; Parham, et al.
2011; Hassall, Joyce, Montanto, & Anes, 2005; Senik and
Broad, 2011; Zahid, et.al., 2013; Klibi & Oussii, 2013;
Yu, Churyk & Chang, 2013; Hart Research Associates
2013; AICPA, 1998; Mashayekhi & Mohammadi, 2014;
Cates & Cedercreutz, 2008; Holtzman & Kraft, 2011

Organizational and business management

1. Able to select and assign priorities within
restricted resources.

2. Organise work to meet deadlines.

3. Able to review own work to determine whether
it complies with quality standards.

4. Able to review the work of others to determine
whether it complies with quality standards.

5. Able to motivate and develop others.

6. Able to organise and delegate tasks.

7. Apply leadership skills to influence others to
work towards common goals.

8. Apply tools and technology to increase
efficiency and effectiveness (e.g., use of
internet, spreadsheets, word processing, etc.).

9. Apply information technology as a
management tool (e.g., computerised
accounting systems).

ICAA & CPAA, 2009; ASCPA/ICAA 1996 and Birkett,
1993; Sin and Jones, 2003; Albrecht and Sack, 2000;
Kavanagh and Drennan 2007, 2008; Lin et al. 2005;
Crawford, Brungardt, &  Maughan, 2000;
Abayadeera,and Watty, 2014; Uyar & Gungormus, 2011;
Hassall, et all, 2005; Mashayekhi & Mohammadi, 2014;
Crawford et al. 2011; Yu, Churyk & Chang, 2013;
Awayiga, et.al. 2010; Jackling and DeLange, 2009; Lin
2008; Senik and Broad, 2011; Zahid, etal., 2013;
AICPA, 1998

Ethics in accounting/business

1. Understand the nature of ethics in
accounting/business.

2. ldentify ethical issues and determine when ethical
principles apply.

3. Analyse alternative courses of action and determine
the ethical consequences of these.

4. Apply the fundamental ethical principles of
integrity, objectivity, professional competence and
due care, confidentiality, and professional
behaviour to ethical dilemmas and determine an

appropriate approach.

Uyar & Gungormus, 2011; Albrecht and Sack, 2000;
Abayadeera,and Watty, 2014; Klibi & Oussii, 2013;
Hassall, et all, 2005; Kavanagh and Drennan 2007, 2008;
Lin et al. 2005; Holtzman & Kraft, 2011; Uyar &
Gungormus, 2011; Sin & Jones, 2003
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Appendix D: Examples of Accounting Degree Profiles in The Nine Different

Saudi Universities

BA in Accounting at KFU

King Faisal University (KFU) established in (1974), offers undergraduate level accounting
and business study degrees. The Bachelor of Accounting degree is a four-year programme,
which requires 132 credit hours at KFU (Al-Rehaily, 1992).

- teaches in Arabic

- has both male and female students

- most staff are local

KFU’s accounting department has the express aim of providing its students with a sound
academic and technical foundation on which a career or further study (potentially leading to
a career as an accounting educator) can be built. A further aim is to provide students with
the skills needed to adapt to the changing nature of professional accounting (Al-Nafea,

2005).

BA in Accounting at KAU

The inauguration of the Business Colleges at King Abdul-Aziz University (KAU) was
established in (1967). The Bachelor of Accounting degree is a four-year programme, which
requires 126-136 credit hours at KAU (Al-Rehaily, 1992).

- teaches in Arabic

- has both male and female students

- most staff are local

The accounting department of KAU is concerned not only with “pure” accounting but also
with auditing, with the intention that graduates will be able to serve society in the capacity
of accountants or as auditors, as both these roles are vital in the business environment (Al-

Nafea, 2005).
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BA in Accounting at KSU

The first Saudi tertiary institution to offer an accounting course was the College of
Administrative Sciences (initially known as the College of Commerce) at King Saud
University (KSU) established in 1959. The Bachelor of Accounting degree is a four-year
programme, which requires 129 credit hours at KSU (Al-Rehaily, 1992).

- teaches in Arabic

- has both male and female students

- most staff are local

KSU’s accounting department also includes auditing alongside accounting in its
undergraduate degree programme. The department aims to provide a course that enables the
graduate to have the skills needed to work in either the private or the public sector or as a
public accountant. Some of the technical skills taught at KSU include auditing, tax,

management advice and zakat (Al-Nafea, 2005).

BA in Accounting at KFUPM

The College of Industrial Management at King Fahad University of Petroleum and Minerals
(KFUPM) in 1974. (Abdeen & Yavas, 1985). The Bachelor of Accounting degree is a four-
year programme, which requires 127-128 credit hours at KSU.

- teaches in English

- has only male students

- most staff are expatriates

KFUPM has the express aim of providing students with sufficient academic, technical and
professional base from which to pursue a career in accounting and management information
systems as well as providing students with the skills necessary to apply their knowledge in
the organizations and businesses in which they are employed (KFUPM, 2017).
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BA in Accounting at IMAMU

IMAMU’s Department of Accounting was originally part of the department of Islamic
Economics of Imam Mohamed Ben Saud University when this university was founded in
1977 (IMAMU, 2017). The Bachelor of Accounting degree is a four-year programme.

- teaches in Arabic

- has only male students

- most staff are local

IMAMU has the express aim of helping students to develop practical accounting skills,

including accounting theory, general concepts of accounting, research skills and techniques,

and analysis, (e.g., analysis of registers and invoices) (IMAMU, 2017).

BA in Accounting at PNU

PNU’s Accounting Department was established in 2007 and is affiliated with the university’s
College of Business Administration (PNU, 2017). The Bachelor of Accounting degree is a
four-year programme, which requires 98 credit hours at PNU.

- teaches in Arabic

- has only Female students

- most staff are local

PNU has the aim of providing training for female students in the professional and personal
skills that will help them to contribute to society by fulfilling the requirements of the labour
market. In addition, PNU aims to help female students to develop their creative thinking
skills, which will help them to contribute to economic and social development in areas such

as scientific accounting research (PNU, 2017).
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BA in Accounting at Dammam

College of Business Administration at the University of Dammam?'® was established in 2007
(IAU, 2017). The Bachelor of Accounting degree is a four-year programme, which requires
122 credit hours at Dammam University.

- teaches in Arabic and English

- has both male and female students

- most staff are expatriates

Dammam aims to help its students develop the important knowledge and skills related to

finance and administrative science, and to link this knowledge and these skills to the real-

world needs of the marketplace in Saudi Arabia (1AU, 2017).

BA in Accounting at KKU

The Council of the Ministry of Higher Education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia established
the College of Business Administration at the University of KUU in 2012 (KUU, 2017). The
Bachelor of Accounting degree is a four-year programme, which requires 125 credit hours
at KUU University.

- teaches in Arabic

- has both male and female students

- most staff are expatriates

KKU aims to develop graduates who have the technical knowledge and broad skills needed
for success in the marketplace along a number of possible professional career paths. KKU
specifically aims to help graduates develop generic skills such as persona skills,
communication skills, analytical skill and problem-solving skills to help them perform

successfully in the workforce (KUU, 2017).

19 At the end of 2016, the name of the university was changed to Imam Abdulrahman Bin Faisal University.
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BA in Accounting at PMU

The Accounting Department of PMU was established in 2006. PMU is a smaller private
tertiary institution run on an not-for-profit basis, and it is located in the small city of Khobar
(PMU, 2017). The Bachelor of Accounting degree is a four-year programme, which requires
128 credit hours at PMU University.

- teaches in English

- has only male students

- most staff are expatriates

PMU hopes to develop graduates with skills such as communicating effectively with groups
and individuals, critical thinking and analytical skills, decision making skills, leadership
skills the business context and the ability to distinguish and analyse ethical problems (i.e.

ethical skills) (PMU, 2017).
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Appendix E1: Questionnaire For Final Year Students (English Version)

Questionnaire

For

Final year students

Generic skills in accounting education in Saudi Arabia
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Participant Information Sheet

| invite you to participate in my study which examines the development of generic skills in

accounting education in Saudi Arabia.

The questions in this survey relate to your perception of:
e the important generic skills needed for accounting graduates to be successful in
employment,
e The level of competence accounting graduates should acquire on completion of
academic study,
o the level of competence you expect to acquire on completion of academic study,

¢ the factors that constrain or impede the development of your generic skills.

Please read the instructions for each question and consider the response options carefully.
There are no right or wrong answers. There are some open-ended questions for you to provide
some comments or feedback. It should take about 15 minutes to complete this questionnaire.
If you would like to receive a copy of the findings of this study, please provide your details at

the end of the questionnaire.

Participation in this study is voluntary and you have the right not to answer any question, or to

withdraw your consent and terminate participation at any time.

All responses will be treated as completely confidential. No individual respondent or institution
will be identified in any material published from this survey, nor will any of the data obtained

be passed on to any other party.

This project has been evaluated by peer review and judged to be low risk. Consequently, it has
not been reviewed by one of the University’s Human Ethics Committees. The researcher of
this study is responsible for the ethical conduct of this research. If you have any concerns about
the conduct of this research that you wish to raise with someone other than the researcher(s),
please contact Dr Brian Finch, Director, Research Ethics, telephone +646 356 9099 extn 86015,

email: humanethics@massey.ac.nz .
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Question 1: Importance of generic skills

For each of the skills listed below, please circle the number to indicate how important each
skill is required for accounting graduates to be successful in employment after graduation

Please use the following scale 1 (Not Important) to 5 (Very Important)

Generic skills

Level of importance

1(Not Important)......5(Very Important)

Intellectual

1. Able to locate, obtain, analyse and integrate 12345
information from various sources and perspectives

2. ldentify and evaluate alternatives 12345

3. Apply logical and analytical thinking 12345

4. Apply professional judgment to reach well-reasoned 12345
conclusions

5. ldentify when it is appropriate to consult with 12345
specialists to solve problems and reach conclusions

6. Reason logically and critically analyse the problem 12345

7. Use innovative thinking to solve problems 12345

8. Identify and solve unstructured problems 12345

9. Identify and solve multi-faceted problems 12345

Personal

1. Manage own learning using available resources 12345

2. Take responsibility for own work with minimum 12345
direction

3. Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 12345

4. Apply professional scepticism through questioning 12345

5. Critically assess all information 12345

6. Set high work standards 12345

7. Evaluate and monitor own performance from 12345
feedback and reflection
Manage time to achieve professional commitments 12345

9. Manage resources to achieve professional 12345
commitments

10. Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions 12345

11. Identify opportunities not obvious to others 12345

12. Open to new ideas and opportunities 12345
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13. Be flexible in new or different 12345

situations/opportunities
Interpersonal and communication

1. Work effectively with others 12345

2. Work in harmony with others contributing towards 12345
common goals

3. Communicate effectively in writing and orally 12345
appropriate to the situation

4. Engage effectively in discussion in a professional 12345
manner

5. Evaluate and present outcomes using oral 12345
presentations

6. Communicate effectively information, ideas, 12345
problems and solutions to specialist and non-
specialist audiences

7. Aware of cultural and language differences in all 12345
communication

8. Fluency in English language 12345

9. Apply active listening and understanding 12345

10. Apply effective interviewing techniques 12345

11. Negotiate with people from different backgrounds 12345

12. Negotiate and manage conflicts 12345

13. Interact effectively with others in a professional 12345
manner

14. Present ideas clearly and influence others to provide 12345
support and commitment

Organizational and business management

1. Able to select and assign priorities within restricted 12345
resources

2. Organise work to meet deadlines 12345

3. Able to review own work to determine whether it 12345
complies with quality standards

4. Able to review the work of others to determine 12345
whether it complies with quality standards

5. Able to motivate and to develop others 12345

6. Able to organise and delegate tasks 12345

7. Apply leadership skills to influence others to work 12345
towards common goals

8. Apply tools and technology to increase efficiency 12345
and effectiveness e.g., use of internet, spreadsheet,
word processing

9. Apply information technology as a management tool 12345

e.g., computerised accounting systems
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Ethics in accounting/business

1. Understand the nature of ethics in 12345
accounting/business

2. ldentify ethical issues and determine when ethical 12345
principles apply

3. Analyze alternative courses of action and determine 12345
the ethical consequences of these

4. Apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity, 12345

objectivity, professional competence and due care,
confidentiality, and professional behavior to ethical
dilemmas and determine an appropriate approach
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Question 2: Level of competence \

For each of the skills listed below, please circle the number that indicates (i) The level of competence
accounting graduates should acquire on completion of academic study and (ii) the level of competence
you expect to acquire on completion of academic study.

Please use the scale 1 (Not competent) to 5 (Very competent)

Generic skills Level of competence that | Level of competence you
you believe should be expect to acquire on
acquired on completion of | completion of academic
academic study study
1(Not competent)........5(Very competent) | 1(Not competent)......5(\Very competent)
Intellectual

1. Able to locate, obtain, analyse and 12345 12345
integrate information from various
sources and perspectives

2. ldentify and evaluate alternatives 12345 12345

3. Apply logical and analytical 12345 12345
thinking

4. Apply professional judgment to 12345 12345
reach well-reasoned conclusions

5. Identify when it is appropriate to 12345 12345
consult with specialists to solve
problems and reach conclusions

6. Reason logically and critically 12345 12345
analyse the problem

7. Use innovative thinking to solve 12345 12345
problems

8. Identify and solve unstructured 12345 12345
problems

9. Identify and solve multi-faceted 12345 12345
problems

Personal

1. Manage own learning using 12345 12345
available resources

2. Take responsibility for own work 12345 12345
with minimum direction

3. Have enthusiasm for ongoing 12345 12345
learning

4. Apply professional scepticism 12345 12345
through questioning
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5. Critically assess all information 12345 12345

6. Set high work standards 12345 12345

7. Evaluate and monitor own 12345 12345
performance from feedback and
reflection

8. Manage time to  achieve 12345 12345
professional commitments

9. Manage resources to achieve 12345 12345
professional commitments

10. Anticipate challenges and plan 12345 12345
potential solutions

11. Identify opportunities not obvious 12345 12345
to others

12.0pen to new ideas and 12345 12345
opportunities

13. Be flexible in new or different 12345 12345
situations/opportunities

Interpersonal and communication

1. Work effectively with others 12345 12345

2. Work in harmony with others 12345 12345
contributing towards common
goals

3. Communicate  effectively in 12345 12345
writing and orally appropriate to
the situation

4. Engage effectively in discussion in 12345 12345
a professional manner

5. Evaluate and present outcomes 12345 12345
using oral presentations

6. Communicate effectively 12345 12345
information, ideas, problems and
solutions to specialist and non-
specialist audiences

7. Aware of cultural and language 12345 12345
differences in all communication

8. Fluency in English language 12345 12345

9. Apply active listening and 12345 12345
understanding

10. Apply  effective interviewing 12345 12345
techniques

11. Negotiate with people from 12345 12345
different backgrounds

12. Negotiate and manage conflicts 12345 12345

13. Interact effectively with others in a 12345 12345

professional manner
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14. Present ideas clearly and influence
others to provide support and
commitment

12345

12345

Organizational and business

management

1. Able to select and assign priorities
within restricted resources

12345

12345

2. Organise work to meet deadlines

12345

12345

3. Able to review own work to
determine whether it complies
with quality standards

12345

12345

4. Able to review the work of others
to determine whether it complies
with quality standards

12345

12345

5. Able to motivate and to develop
others

12345

12345

6. Able to organise and delegate
tasks

12345

12345

7. Apply leadership skills to
influence others to work towards
common goals

12345

12345

8. Apply tools and technology to
increase efficiency and
effectiveness e.g., use of internet,
spreadsheet, word processing

12345

12345

9. Apply information technology as a
management tool e.g.,
computerised accounting systems

12345

12345

Ethics in accounting/business

1.

Understand the nature of ethics in
accounting/business

12345

12345

2.

Identify ethical issues and determine
when ethical principles apply

12345

12345

Analyze alternative courses of action
and determine the ethical
consequences of these

12345

12345

Apply the fundamental ethical
principles of integrity, objectivity,
professional competence and due
care, confidentiality, and professional
behavior to ethical dilemmas and
determine an appropriate approach

12345

12345
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Question 3: Constraining factors in development of generic skills

For each statement listed below, please indicate the extent of your agreement that the following factors
may have constrained the development of generic skills in accounting education at your university.
Please use the following scale 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree)

Constraining factors 1(Strongly disagree)........5(Strongly agree)
1. Generic skills are not considered important by students 12345
2. Generic skills are not considered important by 12345
academics
3. Large class sizes impede the development of generic 12345
skills
4. Our accounting curriculum tends to focus more on 12345

content and less on generic skills

5. There is insufficient time for the development of 12345
generic skills
6. The development of students’ generic skills is not a 12345

priority at my University

7. Educators lack expertise in helping students develop 12345
generic skills.

8. Graduates’ employability is not a priority at my 12345
University.

9. Students lack the ability to improve their generic skills 12345

10. Students’ own motivation to develop these generic 12345
skills

Any other constraining factors that impede the development of students’ generic skills (please

specify):
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Question 4: General questions about generic skills

1- Are there any important skills that are not listed in Questions 1 and 2? If so, please
specify them in the box below.

2- Are there any suggestions for improving the development of generic skills for

accounting students at your university? If so, please specify them in the box below.

3- Are there any other comments you wish to make related to generic skills? If so,
please write them in the box below:
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Question 5: Demographics \

Please tick the box or fill in the details:

a) Name of University (optional) ...........coeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii i

b) Gender : OO Male OO Female

c) Yearof birth: ........................

d) Do you have any work experience?

O No
O worked part-time for .......... years
O worked full-time for ......... years
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Appendix E2: Questionnaire For Graduates (English Version)

Questionnaire

For

Accounting Graduates

Generic skills in accounting education in Saudi Arabia
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Participant Information Sheet

| invite you to participate in my study which examines the development of generic skills in

accounting education in Saudi Arabia.

The questions in this survey relate to your perception of:
e the important generic skills needed for accounting graduates to be successful in
employment,
e The level of competence accounting graduates should acquire on completion of
academic study,
e the level of competence you actually have acquired on completion of academic study,

e the factors that constrain or impede the development of your generic skills.

Please read the instructions for each question and consider the response options carefully.
There are no right or wrong answers. There are some open-ended questions for you to provide
some comments or feedback. It should take about 15 minutes to complete this questionnaire.
If you would like to receive a copy of the findings of this study, please provide your details at

the end of the questionnaire.

Participation in this study is voluntary and you have the right not to answer any question, or to

withdraw your consent and terminate participation at any time.

All responses will be treated as completely confidential. No individual respondent or institution
will be identified in any material published from this survey, nor will any of the data obtained

be passed on to any other party.

This project has been evaluated by peer review and judged to be low risk. Consequently, it has
not been reviewed by one of the University’s Human Ethics Committees. The researcher of
this study is responsible for the ethical conduct of this research. If you have any concerns about
the conduct of this research that you wish to raise with someone other than the researcher(s),
please contact Dr Brian Finch, Director, Research Ethics, telephone +646 356 9099 extn 86015,

email: humanethics@massey.ac.nz .
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Question 1: Importance of generic skills

For each of the skills listed below, please circle the number to indicate how important each
skill is required for accounting graduates to be successful in employment after graduation

Please use the following scale 1 (Not Important) to 5 (Very Important)

Generic skills

Level of importance

1(Not Important)......5(Very Important)

Intellectual

1. Able to locate, obtain, analyse and integrate 12345
information from various sources and perspectives

2. ldentify and evaluate alternatives 12345

3. Apply logical and analytical thinking 12345

4. Apply professional judgment to reach well-reasoned 12345
conclusions

5. ldentify when it is appropriate to consult with 12345
specialists to solve problems and reach conclusions

6. Reason logically and critically analyse the problem 12345

7. Use innovative thinking to solve problems 12345

8. Identify and solve unstructured problems 12345

9. Identify and solve multi-faceted problems 12345

Personal

1. Manage own learning using available resources 12345

2. Take responsibility for own work with minimum 12345
direction

3. Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 12345

4. Apply professional skepticism through questioning 12345

5. Critically assess all information 12345

6. Set high work standards 12345

7. Evaluate and monitor own performance from 12345
feedback and reflection
Manage time to achieve professional commitments 12345

9. Manage resources to achieve professional 12345
commitments

10. Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions 12345

11. Identify opportunities not obvious to others 12345
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12. Open to new ideas and opportunities 12345

13. Be flexible in new or different 12345
situations/opportunities

Interpersonal and communication

1. Work effectively with others 12345

2. Work in harmony with others contributing towards 12345
common goals

3. Communicate effectively in writing and orally 12345
appropriate to the situation

4. Engage effectively in discussion in a professional 12345
manner

5. Evaluate and present outcomes using oral 12345
presentations

6. Communicate effectively information, ideas, 12345
problems and solutions to specialist and non-
specialist audiences

7. Aware of cultural and language differences in all 12345
communication

8. Fluency in English language 12345

9. Apply active listening and understanding 12345

10. Apply effective interviewing techniques 12345

11. Negotiate with people from different backgrounds 12345

12. Negotiate and manage conflicts 12345

13. Interact effectively with others in a professional 12345
manner

14. Present ideas clearly and influence others to provide 12345
support and commitment

Organisational and business management

1. Able to select and assign priorities within restricted 12345
resources

2. Organise work to meet deadlines 12345

3. Able to review own work to determine whether it 12345
complies with quality standards

4. Able to review the work of others to determine 12345
whether it complies with quality standards

5. Able to motivate and to develop others 12345

6. Able to organise and delegate tasks 12345

7. Apply leadership skills to influence others to work 12345
towards common goals

8. Apply tools and technology to increase efficiency 12345

and effectiveness e.g., use of internet, spreadsheet,
word processing
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9. Apply information technology as a management tool 12345

e.g., computerised accounting systems
Ethics in accounting/business

1. Understand the nature of ethics in 12345
accounting/business

2. ldentify ethical issues and determine when ethical 12345
principles apply

3. Analyze alternative courses of action and determine 12345
the ethical consequences of these

4. Apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity, 12345

objectivity, professional competence and due care,
confidentiality, and professional behavior to ethical
dilemmas and determine an appropriate approach
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Question 2: Level of competence \

For each of the skills listed below, please circle the number that indicates (i) The level of competence
accounting graduates should acquire on completion of academic study and (ii) the level of competence
you actually have acquired on completion of academic study.

Please use the scale 1 (Not competent) to 5 (Very competent)

Generic skills Level of competence that | Level of competence you
you should acquire on actually have acquired
completion of academic on completion of
study academic study
1(Not competent)........5(Very competent) | 1(Not competent)......5(Very competent)
Intellectual

1. Able to locate, obtain, analyse and 12345 12345
integrate information from various
sources and perspectives

2. ldentify and evaluate alternatives 12345 12345

3. Apply logical and analytical 12345 12345
thinking

4. Apply professional judgment to 12345 12345
reach well-reasoned conclusions

5. Identify when it is appropriate to 12345 12345
consult with specialists to solve
problems and reach conclusions

6. Reason logically and critically 12345 12345
analyse the problem

7. Use innovative thinking to solve 12345 12345
problems

8. ldentify and solve unstructured 12345 12345
problems

9. ldentify and solve multi-faceted 12345 12345
problems

Personal

1. Manage own learning using 12345 12345
available resources

2. Take responsibility for own work 12345 12345
with minimum direction

3. Have enthusiasm for ongoing 12345 12345
learning

4. Apply professional skepticism 12345 12345
through questioning

5. Critically assess all information 12345 12345

261




6. Set high work standards 12345 12345

7. Evaluate and monitor own 12345 12345
performance from feedback and
reflection

8. Manage time to  achieve 12345 12345
professional commitments

9. Manage resources to achieve 12345 12345
professional commitments

10. Anticipate challenges and plan 12345 12345
potential solutions

11. Identify opportunities not obvious 12345 12345
to others

12.0pen to new ideas and 12345 12345
opportunities

13. Be flexible in new or different 12345 12345
situations/opportunities

Interpersonal and communication

1. Work effectively with others 12345 12345

2. Work in harmony with others 12345 12345
contributing towards common
goals

3. Communicate  effectively in 12345 12345
writing and orally appropriate to
the situation

4. Engage effectively in discussion in 12345 12345
a professional manner

5. Evaluate and present outcomes 12345 12345
using oral presentations

6. Communicate effectively 12345 12345
information, ideas, problems and
solutions to specialist and non-
specialist audiences

7. Aware of cultural and language 12345 12345
differences in all communication

8. Fluency in English language 12345 12345

9. Apply active listening and 12345 12345
understanding

10. Apply  effective interviewing 12345 12345
techniques

11. Negotiate with people from 12345 12345
different backgrounds

12. Negotiate and manage conflicts 12345 12345

13. Interact effectively with others in a 12345 12345

professional manner
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14. Present ideas clearly and influence
others to provide support and
commitment

12345

12345

Organisational and business

management

1. Able to select and assign priorities
within restricted resources

12345

12345

2. Organise work to meet deadlines

12345

12345

3. Able to review own work to
determine whether it complies
with quality standards

12345

12345

4. Able to review the work of others
to determine whether it complies
with quality standards

12345

12345

5. Able to motivate and to develop
others

12345

12345

6. Ableto organise and delegate tasks

12345

12345

7. Apply leadership  skills to
influence others to work towards
common goals

12345

12345

8. Apply tools and technology to
increase efficiency and
effectiveness e.g., use of internet,
spreadsheet, word processing

12345

12345

9. Apply information technology as a
management tool e.g.,
computerised accounting systems

12345

12345

Ethics in accounting/business

1)

Understand the nature of ethics in
accounting/business

12345

12345

2)

Identify ethical issues and determine
when ethical principles apply

12345

12345

3)

Analyze alternative courses of action
and determine the ethical
consequences of these

12345

12345

4)

Apply the fundamental ethical
principles of integrity, objectivity,
professional competence and due
care, confidentiality, and professional
behavior to ethical dilemmas and
determine an appropriate approach

12345

12345
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Question 3: Constraining factors in development of generic skills

For each statement listed below, please indicate the extent of your agreement that the following factors
may have constrained the development of generic skills in accounting education at university.
Please use the following scale 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree)

Constraining factors 1(Strongly disagree)........5(Strongly agree)
1. Generic skills are not considered important by students 12345
2. Generic skills are not considered important by 12345
academics
3. Large class sizes impede the development of generic 12345
skills
4. Our accounting curriculum tends to focus more on 12345

content and less on generic skills

5. There is insufficient time for the development of 12345
generic skills
6. The development of students’ generic skills is not a 12345

priority at my University

7. Educators lack expertise in helping students develop 12345
generic skills.

8. Graduates’ employability is not a priority at my 12345
University.

9. Students lack the ability to improve their generic skills 12345

10. Students’ own motivation to develop these generic 12345
skills

Any other constraining factors that impede the development of students’ generic skills (please
specify):
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Question 4: General questions about generic skills

4- Are there any important skills that are not listed in Questions 1 and 2? If so, please
specify them in the box below.

5- Are there any suggestions for improving the development of generic skills for

accounting students at university? If so, please specify them in the box below.

6- Are there any other comments you wish to make related to generic skills? If so,
please write them in the box below:
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Question 5: Demographics \

Please tick the box or fill in the details:

a) Name of university you graduated from

b) Gender : [0 Male [0 Female

c) Yearof birth: ........................

d) Were you an

[0 Undergraduate student

O Postgraduate student

O Other (Please Specify)............c.ccuen..

e) Your study was:

O full-time

O part-time

O other (please specify)

f) Are you working now?
O No
O Yes

If yes, how many years ? .............. years

g) The organisation you work in is a:
O Big 4 accounting firm

O Other accounting firm

O A public unlisted company

O A public listed company

O A private company

[ Public sector organisation

O Private sector not-for-profit entity
O Academia

h) Where did you attain your most recent degree?

O Saudi Arabia

O Overseas countries

¢ If you would to receive a copy of the findings of

this study, please provide your email address:
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Appendix E3: Questionnaire For Educators (English Version)

Questionnaire

For

Accounting educators

Generic skills in accounting education in Saudi Arabia

267



Participant Information Sheet

| invite you to participate in my study which examines the development of generic skills in

accounting education in Saudi Arabia.

The questions in this survey relate to your perception of:

e the important generic skills needed for accounting graduates to be successful in
employment,

e the level of competence accounting graduates of your University should acquire on
completion of academic study,

e the level of competence accounting graduates of your University have acquired on
completion of academic study,
o the factors that constrain or impede the development of students’ generic skills.

Please read the instructions for each question and consider the response options carefully.
There are no right or wrong answers. There are some open-ended questions for you to provide
some comments or feedback. It should take about 15 minutes to complete this questionnaire.
If you would like to receive a copy of the findings of this study, please provide your details at
the end of the questionnaire.

Participation in this study is voluntary and you have the right not to answer any question, or to

withdraw your consent and terminate participation at any time.

All responses will be treated as completely confidential. No individual respondent or institution
will be identified in any material published from this survey, nor will any of the data obtained

be passed on to any other party.

This project has been evaluated by peer review and judged to be low risk. Consequently, it has
not been reviewed by one of the University’s Human Ethics Committees. The researcher of this
study is responsible for the ethical conduct of this research. If you have any concerns about the
conduct of this research that you wish to raise with someone other than the researcher(s), please
contact Dr Brian Finch, Director, Research Ethics, telephone +646 356 9099 extn 86015, email:

humanethics@massey.ac.nz .
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Question 1: Importance of generic skills

For each of the skills listed below, please circle the number to indicate how important each
skill is required for accounting graduates to be successful in employment after graduation

Please use the following scale 1 (Not Important) to 5 (Very Important)

Generic skills

Level of importance

1(Not Important)......5(Very Important)

appropriate to the situation

Intellectual
1. Able to locate, obtain, analyse and integrate 12345
information from various sources and perspectives
2. ldentify and evaluate alternatives 12345
3. Apply logical and analytical thinking 12345
4. Apply professional judgment to reach well-reasoned 12345
conclusions
5. ldentify when it is appropriate to consult with 12345
specialists to solve problems and reach conclusions
6. Reason logically and critically analyse the problem 12345
7. Use innovative thinking to solve problems 12345
8. Identify and solve unstructured problems 12345
9. Identify and solve multi-faceted problems 12345
Personal
1. Manage own learning using available resources 12345
2. Take responsibility for own work with minimum 12345
direction
3. Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 12345
4. Apply professional scepticism through guestioning 12345
5. Critically assess all information 12345
6. Set high work standards 12345
7. Evaluate and monitor own performance from 12345
feedback and reflection
8. Manage time to achieve professional commitments 12345
9. Manage resources to achieve professional 12345
commitments
10. Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions 12345
11. Identify opportunities not obvious to others 12345
12. Open to new ideas and opportunities 12345
13. Be flexible in new or different 12345
situations/opportunities
Interpersonal and communication
1. Work effectively with others 12345
2. Work in harmony with others contributing towards 12345
common goals
3. Communicate effectively in writing and orally 12345
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4. Engage effectively in discussion in a professional 12345
manner

5. Evaluate and present outcomes using oral 12345
presentations

6. Communicate effectively information, ideas, 12345
problems and solutions to specialist and non-
specialist audiences

7. Aware of cultural and language differences in all 12345
communication

8. Fluency in English language 12345

9. Apply active listening and understanding 12345

10. Apply effective interviewing techniques 12345

11. Negotiate with people from different backgrounds 12345

12. Negotiate and manage conflicts 12345

13. Interact effectively with others in a professional 12345
manner

14. Present ideas clearly and influence others to provide 12345
support and commitment

Organizational and business management

1. Able to select and assign priorities within restricted 12345
resources

2. Organise work to meet deadlines 12345

3. Able to review own work to determine whether it 12345
complies with quality standards

4. Able to review the work of others to determine 12345
whether it complies with quality standards

5. Able to motivate and to develop others 12345

6. Able to organise and delegate tasks 12345

7. Apply leadership skills to influence others to work 12345
towards common goals

8. Apply tools and technology to increase efficiency 12345
and effectiveness e.g., use of internet, spreadsheet,
word processing

9. Apply information technology as a management tool 12345
e.g., computerised accounting systems

Ethics in accounting/business

1. Understand the nature of ethics in accounting/business 12345

2. ldentify ethical issues and determine when ethical 12345
principles apply

3. Analyze alternative courses of action and determine the 12345
ethical consequences of these

4. Apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity, 12345

objectivity, professional competence and due care,
confidentiality, and professional behavior to ethical
dilemmas and determine an appropriate approach
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Question 2: Level of competence \

For each of the skills listed below, please circle the number that indicates (i) the level of competence
accounting graduates of your University should acquire on completion of academic study and (ii) the
level of competence accounting graduates of your University have acquired on completion of academic
study

Please use the scale 1 (Not competent) to 5 (Very competent)

Generic skills Level of competence accounting graduates on
completion of academic study

Should acquire Have acquired

1(Not competent)......5(Very competent) 1(Not competent)......5(Very competent)

Intellectual

1. Able to locate, obtain, analyse and 12345 12345

integrate information from various
sources and perspectives

2. ldentify and evaluate alternatives 12345 12345

3. Apply logical and analytical 12345 12345
thinking

4. Apply professional judgment to 12345 12345
reach well-reasoned conclusions

5. Identify when it is appropriate to 12345 12345

consult with specialists to solve
problems and reach conclusions

6. Reason logically and critically 12345 12345
analyse the problem

7. Use innovative thinking to solve 12345 12345
problems

8. Identify and solve unstructured 12345 12345
problems

9. Identify and solve multi-faceted 12345 12345
problems

Personal

1. Manage own learning using 12345 12345
available resources

2. Take responsibility for own work 12345 12345
with minimum direction

3. Have enthusiasm for ongoing 12345 12345
learning

4. Apply professional scepticism 12345 12345
through questioning

5. Critically assess all information 12345 12345

6. Set high work standards 12345 12345

271



7. Evaluate and monitor own 12345 12345
performance from feedback and
reflection

8. Manage time to  achieve 12345 12345
professional commitments

9. Manage resources to achieve 12345 12345
professional commitments

10. Anticipate challenges and plan 12345 12345
potential solutions

11. Identify opportunities not obvious 12345 12345
to others

12.0pen to new ideas and 12345 12345
opportunities

13. Be flexible in new or different 12345 12345
situations/opportunities

Interpersonal and communication

1. Work effectively with others 12345 12345

2. Work in harmony with others 12345 12345
contributing towards common
goals

3. Communicate  effectively in 12345 12345
writing and orally appropriate to
the situation

4. Engage effectively in discussion in 12345 12345
a professional manner

5. Evaluate and present outcomes 12345 12345
using oral presentations

6. Communicate effectively 12345 12345
information, ideas, problems and
solutions to specialist and non-
specialist audiences

7. Aware of cultural and language 12345 12345
differences in all communication

8. Fluency in English language 12345 12345

9. Apply active listening and 12345 12345
understanding

10. Apply  effective interviewing 12345 12345
techniques

11. Negotiate with people from 12345 12345
different backgrounds

12. Negotiate and manage conflicts 12345 12345

13. Interact effectively with others in a 12345 12345
professional manner

14. Present ideas clearly and influence 12345 12345

others to provide support and
commitment

Organizational and business
management
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1. Able to select and assign priorities

within restricted resources

12345

12345

2. Organise work to meet deadlines

12345

12345

3. Able to review own work to

determine whether it complies
with quality standards

12345

12345

4. Able to review the work of others

to determine whether it complies
with quality standards

12345

12345

5. Able to motivate and to develop

others

12345

12345

6. Able to organise and delegate tasks

12345

12345

7. Apply leadership  skills to

influence others to work towards
common goals

12345

12345

8. Apply tools and technology to

increase efficiency and
effectiveness e.g., use of internet,
spreadsheet, word processing

12345

12345

9. Apply information technology as a

management tool e.g.,
computerised accounting systems

12345

12345

Ethics in accounting/business

1.

Understand the nature of ethics in
accounting/business

12345

12345

2.

Identify ethical issues and determine
when ethical principles apply

12345

12345

3.

Analyze alternative courses of action
and determine the ethical
consequences of these

12345

12345

Apply the fundamental ethical
principles of integrity, objectivity,
professional competence and due
care, confidentiality, and professional
behavior to ethical dilemmas and
determine an appropriate approach

12345

12345
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Question 3: Constraining factors in development of generic skills

For each statement listed below, please indicate the extent of your agreement that the following factors
may have constrained the development of generic skills in accounting education at your university.
Please use the following scale 1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree)

Co nstraining factors 1(Strongly disagree)........5(Strongly agree)

1. Generic skills are not considered important by students 12345

2. Generic skills are not considered important by 12345
academics

3. Large class sizes impede the development of generic 12345
skills

4. Our accounting curriculum tends to focus more on 12345
content and less on generic skills

5. There is insufficient time for the development of 12345
generic skills

6. The development of students’ generic skills is not a 12345
priority at my University

7. Educators lack expertise in helping students develop 12345
generic skills.

8. Graduates’ employability is not a priority at my 12345
University.

9. Educators’ workloads impede the desire to develop 12345
students’ generic skills.

10. Students lack the ability to improve their generic skills 12345

11. Students’ own motivation to develop these generic 12345
skills

Any other constraining factors that impede the development of students’ generic skills (please
specify):
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Question 4: General questions about generic skills

7- Are there any important skills that are not listed in Questions 1 and 2? If so, please
specify them in the box below.

8- Are there any suggestions for improving the development of generic skills for
accounting students at your university? If so, please specify them in the box below.

9- Are there any other comments you wish to make related to generic skills? If so,
please write them in the box below:
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Question 5: Demographics \

Please tick the box or fill in the details:

a) Name of University (optional)

b) Gender : OO Male OO Female

c) Yearof birth: ........................

d) Level of Education
O Bachelor Degree
O Master Degree

O Doctorate Degree
O Other (Please

e) In which country did you complete your most
recent degree?
O Saudi Arabia

O Overseas

f) At what level do you mainly teach in the
accounting programme?

O Undergraduate

O Postgraduate

[ Other (please specify)

g) Are you a full-time or a part-time academic?
O Full-time academic

O Part-time academic

h) How long have you been involved in teaching

accounting courses?.............. years

i) Title of your position:
O Professor

O Associate professor
O Assistant professor
O Senior lecturer

O Lecturer

O Assistant lecturer

j) Please name the accounting subject(s) are you

teaching at your university:

¢ If you would to receive a copy of the findings of
this study, please provide your email address:
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Appendix E4: Questionnaire For Employers (English Version)

Questionnaire

For

Employers

Generic skills in accounting education in Saudi Arabia

277



Participant Information Sheet

| invite you to participate in my study which examines the development of generic skills in

accounting education in Saudi Arabia.

The questions in this survey relate to your perception of:
e the important generic skills needed for accounting graduates to be successful in
employment,
e The level of competence accounting graduates should acquire on completion of
academic study,
¢ the level of competence the accounting graduates you have hired (entry level) possess.
(An entry-level accountant refers to the first job that a new accounting graduate
takes upon completion of an accounting degree program).
Please read the instructions for each question and consider the response options carefully.
There are no right or wrong answers. There are some open-ended questions for you to provide
some comments or feedback. It should take about 15 minutes to complete this questionnaire.
If you would like to receive a copy of the findings of this study, please provide your details at

the end of the questionnaire.

Participation in this study is voluntary and you have the right not to answer any question, or to

withdraw your consent and terminate participation at any time.

All responses will be treated as completely confidential. No individual respondent or institution
will be identified in any material published from this survey, nor will any of the data obtained

be passed on to any other party.

This project has been evaluated by peer review and judged to be low risk. Consequently, it has
not been reviewed by one of the University’s Human Ethics Committees. The researcher of
this study is responsible for the ethical conduct of this research. If you have any concerns about
the conduct of this research that you wish to raise with someone other than the researcher(s),
please contact Dr Brian Finch, Director, Research Ethics, telephone +646 356 9099 extn 86015,

email: humanethics@massey.ac.nz .
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Question 1: Importance of generic skills

For each of the skills listed below, please circle the number to indicate how important each
skill is required for accounting graduates to be successful in employment after graduation

Please use the following scale 1 (Not Important) to 5 (Very Important)

Generic skills

Level of importance
1(Not Important)......5(Very Important)

Intellectual

1. Able to locate, obtain, analyse and integrate 12345
information from various sources and perspectives

2. ldentify and evaluate alternatives 12345

3. Apply logical and analytical thinking 12345

4. Apply professional judgment to reach well-reasoned 12345
conclusions

5. Identify when it is appropriate to consult with 12345
specialists to solve problems and reach conclusions

6. Reason logically and critically analyse the problem 12345

7. Use innovative thinking to solve problems 12345

8. Identify and solve unstructured problems 12345

9. Identify and solve multi-faceted problems 12345

Personal

1. Manage own learning using available resources 12345

2. Take responsibility for own work with minimum 12345
direction

3. Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 12345

4. Apply professional scepticism through questioning 12345

5. Critically assess all information 12345

6. Set high work standards 12345

7. Evaluate and monitor own performance from 12345
feedback and reflection
Manage time to achieve professional commitments 12345

9. Manage resources to achieve professional 12345
commitments

10. Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions 12345

11. Identify opportunities not obvious to others 12345

12. Open to new ideas and opportunities 12345
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13. Be flexible in new or different 12345

situations/opportunities
Interpersonal and communication

1. Work effectively with others 12345

2. Work in harmony with others contributing towards 12345
common goals

3. Communicate effectively in writing and orally 12345
appropriate to the situation

4. Engage effectively in discussion in a professional 12345
manner

5. Evaluate and present outcomes using oral 12345
presentations

6. Communicate effectively information, ideas, 12345
problems and solutions to specialist and non-
specialist audiences

7. Aware of cultural and language differences in all 12345
communication

8. Fluency in English language 12345

9. Apply active listening and understanding 12345

10. Apply effective interviewing techniques 12345

11. Negotiate with people from different backgrounds 12345

12. Negotiate and manage conflicts 12345

13. Interact effectively with others in a professional 12345
manner

14. Present ideas clearly and influence others to provide 12345
support and commitment

Organizational and business management

1. Able to select and assign priorities within restricted 12345
resources

2. Organise work to meet deadlines 12345

3. Able to review own work to determine whether it 12345
complies with quality standards

4. Able to review the work of others to determine 12345
whether it complies with quality standards

5. Able to motivate and to develop others 12345

6. Able to organise and delegate tasks 12345

7. Apply leadership skills to influence others to work 12345
towards common goals

8. Apply tools and technology to increase efficiency 12345
and effectiveness e.g., use of internet, spreadsheet,
word processing

9. Apply information technology as a management tool 12345

e.g., computerised accounting systems
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Ethics in accounting/business

1. Understand the nature of ethics in 12345
accounting/business

2. ldentify ethical issues and determine when ethical 12345
principles apply

3. Analyze alternative courses of action and determine 12345
the ethical consequences of these

4. Apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity, 12345

objectivity, professional competence and due care,
confidentiality, and professional behavior to ethical
dilemmas and determine an appropriate approach
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Question 2: Level of competence \

For each of the skills listed below, please circle the number that indicates (i) The level of competence
accounting graduates should acquire on completion of academic study and (ii) the level of competence
the accounting graduates you have hired (entry level) possess.

Please use the scale 1 (Not competent) to 5 (Very competent)

Generic skills Level of competence that | Level of competence that
should be developed on accounting graduates
completion of academic you have hired (entry

study level) possess
1(Not competent)......5(Very competent) 1(Not competent)......5(Very competent)
Intellectual

1. Able to locate, obtain, analyse and 12345 12345
integrate information from various
sources and perspectives

2. ldentify and evaluate alternatives 12345 12345

3. Apply logical and analytical 12345 12345
thinking

4. Apply professional judgment to 12345 12345
reach well-reasoned conclusions

5. Identify when it is appropriate to 12345 12345
consult with specialists to solve
problems and reach conclusions

6. Reason logically and critically 12345 12345
analyse the problem

7. Use innovative thinking to solve 12345 12345
problems

8. ldentify and solve unstructured 12345 12345
problems

9. ldentify and solve multi-faceted 12345 12345
problems

Personal

1. Manage own learning using 12345 12345
available resources

2. Take responsibility for own work 12345 12345
with minimum direction

3. Have enthusiasm for ongoing 12345 12345
learning

4. Apply professional scepticism 12345 12345
through questioning

5. Critically assess all information 12345 12345
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6. Set high work standards 12345 12345

7. Evaluate and monitor own 12345 12345
performance from feedback and
reflection

8. Manage time to  achieve 12345 12345
professional commitments

9. Manage resources to achieve 12345 12345
professional commitments

10. Anticipate challenges and plan 12345 12345
potential solutions

11. Identify opportunities not obvious 12345 12345
to others

12.0pen to new ideas and 12345 12345
opportunities

13. Be flexible in new or different 12345 12345
situations/opportunities

Interpersonal and communication

1. Work effectively with others 12345 12345

2. Work in harmony with others 12345 12345
contributing towards common
goals

3. Communicate  effectively in 12345 12345
writing and orally appropriate to
the situation

4. Engage effectively in discussion in 12345 12345
a professional manner

5. Evaluate and present outcomes 12345 12345
using oral presentations

6. Communicate effectively 12345 12345
information, ideas, problems and
solutions to specialist and non-
specialist audiences

7. Aware of cultural and language 12345 12345
differences in all communication

8. Fluency in English language 12345 12345

9. Apply active listening and 12345 12345
understanding

10. Apply  effective interviewing 12345 12345
techniques

11. Negotiate with people from 12345 12345
different backgrounds

12. Negotiate and manage conflicts 12345 12345

13. Interact effectively with others in a 12345 12345

professional manner
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14.

Present ideas clearly and influence
others to provide support and
commitment

12345

12345

Organizational and business

management

1.

Able to select and assign priorities
within restricted resources

12345

12345

2.

Organise work to meet deadlines

12345

12345

3.

Able to review own work to
determine whether it complies
with quality standards

12345

12345

Able to review the work of others
to determine whether it complies
with quality standards

12345

12345

Able to motivate and to develop
others

12345

12345

Able to organise and delegate tasks

12345

12345

Apply  leadership  skills to
influence others to work towards
common goals

12345

12345

Apply tools and technology to
increase efficiency and
effectiveness e.g., use of internet,
spreadsheet, word processing

12345

12345

Apply information technology as a
management tool e.g.,
computerised accounting systems

12345

12345

Ethics

in accounting/business

Understand the nature of ethics in
accounting/business

12345

12345

Identify  ethical issues and
determine when ethical principles

apply

12345

12345

Analyze alternative courses of
action and determine the ethical
consequences of these

12345

12345

Apply the fundamental ethical
principles of integrity, objectivity,
professional competence and due
care, confidentiality, and
professional behavior to ethical
dilemmas and determine an
appropriate approach

12345

12345
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Question 3: General questions about generic skills

10- Are there any important skills that are not listed in Questions 1 and 2? If so, please
specify them in the box below.

11- Are there any suggestions for improving the development of generic skills for

accounting students at university? If so, please specify them in the box below.

12-Are there any other comments you wish to make related to generic skills? If so,
please write them in the box below:
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Question 4: Demographics \

Please tick the box or fill in the details:

a) Name of Organisation (optional) :

b) Gender : 0 Male [0 Female

c) Year of birth: ........................
d) Type of organisation :

O Government

O Industry and commerce

O Accounting firm

O Other (please specify)....................

e) Number of employees
0O <20

0O >20 and <50

O >50 and <100

O More than 100

g) How long have you been working?

h) Level of Education

O Bachelor Degree

0 Master Degree

[ Doctorate Degree

O Other (Please Specify)

i) In which country did you complete your
degree?

O Saudi Arabia

O Overseas

¢ If you would to receive a copy of the findings of

this study, please provide your email address:
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Appendix E5: Translation of Questionnaire in Arabic Language For Final Year
Students
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Appendix E6: Translation of Questionnaire in Arabic Language For Graduates
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Appendix E7: Translation of Questionnaire in Arabic Language For Educators
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Appendix E8: Translation of Questionnaire in Arabic Language For Employers
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Appendix F1: Interview Questions For Final Year Students

questions

Categories Interview questions
Interviewee personal Name
details Date
Time
University
Expectation gap 1. Do you consider the development of generic skills as

an important objective to be addressed in accounting
education?

What generic skills do you think you should acquire
for your career development?

Which generic skills do you perceive as the most
important for accounting graduates to be successful in
their gaining employment?

Do you perceive that there is a deficiency in emphasis
in generic skills acquired in your undergraduate
degree?

Which generic skills do you perceive as the most
deficient with accounting graduates and need
development? Why?

Performance gap

questions

Are generic skills currently taught/developed as part of
the degree programmes at your university (Accounting
education)? How?

Overall in your perception, how would you rate your
level of competence you expect to acquire on
completion of academic study since you have joined
the university? Give the five categories 1(Not
competent)........5(Very competent)

What generic skills do you expect to acquire on
completion of academic study?

Have your generic skills improved since you joined the
university? How would you rate them?

Do you check employers’ generic skills needs?

Do you think that your generic skills meet the Saudi
employment market needs?

What do you think are the generic skills needs for the
Saudi employment market?

Constraints factors

questions

Do you face any personal experiences, barriers,
problems that have hindered the improvement of your
generic skills?

What constraining factors do you think are limiting
your ability towards generic skills development in
university?
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General questions

1.

2.

Are there any suggestions for improving the
development of generic skills for accounting students
at university?

Would you like to give any further details/comments
about anything, or do you have any questions?
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Appendix F2: Interview Questions for Graduates

Categories Interview questions

Interviewee personal Name

details Date

Working/How many years
Time

University you graduated from

Expectation gap 1. Do you consider the development of generic skills as an
i important objective to be addressed in accounting
questions education?

2. What generic skills do you think you should acquire for
your career development?

3. Which generic skills do you perceive as the most
important to be for career success?

4. Do you perceive that there is a deficiency in emphasis
in generic skills acquired in your undergraduate degree?

5. Which generic skills do you perceive as the most
deficient and need development? Why?

Performance gap 1. Were generic skills taught/developed as part of the
degree programme at your university (Accounting
education)? How?

2. Overall in your perception, how would you rate your
level of competence you actually have acquired on
completion of academic study? Give the 5 categories
1(Not competent)........5(Very competent)

3. What generic skills do you think you actually acquired
on completion of academic study?

4. Do you think that your generic skills meet the Saudi
employment market needs (on completion degree)?

questions

Constraints factors 1. Did you face any personal experiences, barriers,
problems that have hindered the improvement of your

questions generic skills?

2. What constraining factors do you think were limiting
your ability towards generic skills development when
you were at university?

General questions 1. Are there any suggestions for improving the
development of generic skills for accounting students at
university?

2. Would you like to give any further details/comments
about anything, or do you have any questions?

332



Appendix F3: Interview Questions for Educators

Categories Interview questions
Interviewee personal Name
details Date
University
Degree
Time

Academic position
Years of teaching experience

The accounting courses you teach

Expectation gap 1. Do you consider the development of generic skills as an
. important objective to be addressed in accounting
questions education?

2. What generic skills do you think accounting students
should acquire for the career development of their
accounting profession?

3. Which generic skills do you perceive as the most
important to be with accounting graduates for career
success?

4. Do you perceive that there is a deficiency in emphasis
in generic skills acquired in their undergraduate degree?

5. Which generic skills do you perceive as the most
deficient with accounting graduates and need
development? Why?

Performance gap 1. Are generic skills currently taught/developed as part of
their degree programmes at your university (Accounting
education)? How?

2. What generic skills do you reasonably expect
accounting graduates of your University to acquire on
completion of academic study? Overall in your
perception, how would you rate the level of competence
that have been acquired by accounting graduates in your
University on completion of academic study? 1(Not
competent)........5(Very competent) Maybe give them
the 5 categories to rate. Why?

3. Do you provide an opportunity for generic skills
development in the degree? How?

4. Do you think you help students to develop the important
generic skills in the accounting course that you teach?

5. How do you think generic skills might be better
developed in a university context?

6. Do you think it is important to consider what generic
skills employers want from the graduates they recruit?

questions
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. Do you think that the students’ generic skills meet the

Saudi employment market needs?

Constraints factors

questions

Do you face any personal experiences, barriers,
problems that hinder the development of students'
generic skills?

. What constraining factors do you think are limiting your

ability towards developing students’ generic skills in
university?

General questions

. Are there any suggestions for improving the

development of generic skills for accounting students at
university?

. Would you like to give any further details/comments

about anything or do you have any questions?
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Appendix F4: Interview Questions for Employers

Categories

Interview questions

Interviewee personal

details

Name

Date

Organisation

Title of position

Time

Years of experience

Level of education/Where

Expectation gap
questions

1.

Do you consider the development of generic skills is
important and should be addressed in accounting
education?

What generic skills do you think accounting students
should develop for a career as a professional
accountant? Which skill do you consider as most
important?

Do you perceive that there is a lack of emphasis in
development of generic skills in the undergraduate
degree programme?

Which generic skills do you perceive accounting
graduates lacked the most and need development?
Why?

Performance gap

questions

What generic skills do you find the accounting
graduates you employ usually possess?

Do they meet your expectations? How satisfied are you
with new accounting graduates’ generic skills?

General questions

Are there any suggestions for improving the
development of generic skills for accounting students at
university?

Do you have any further comments about generic skills
and the workplace?
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Appendix F5: Translation of Interview Questions For Final Year Students
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Appendix F6: Translation of Interview Questions For Graduates

ALaal) dli) Al s
ey dad il ¢ila glaall

{VEPRLIENGEN i EP BN
€ hall il g1 2ae ?S/?d.uj Ja

- )
;éﬁ)\.ﬂ\
G 5me O3S e a2gS Anlall i jleall sk gl Asati Hiida O ilad g1) 8 g il
§ ool alaill b
Dshill L€ clile Cang 4l a3 3l dalall gl 4 e o
Sag Lalall duulaall Aigal Lads
Ak Wl Bpaaf YN &) gucat  Aaladl gl 028 (e s) O
' fiaalil
b Aalall gl luiS) 8 58 Sl b pali lia o Heatida O
A malall aSi) 5

Lads JSYI b jliicls L) o5 ks Gl dala) @l jlgall ale o
913l € gdas ) i

Al el e s S skl / e Adlall G el S da - o 1Y) 5 a8 dlic)
o §(Amladl aaill) clinsla

Ol )lgall LS (5 glnn ws oS oy aldl) Hpall Sale J0 o
Al ) e slgmV ie claala 8 LgiaS) Ll 5 ) dalal)
4 (2siie) 3 (3L Camazn) 2 (sdS ) | FApanSYI
I ¢ (‘J.A ;LAS\) 5 ,(;LAS\)

i Glinala 8 Dlad LgiaS) ol aiiad 3l ddall O jleall AL o
Phaaa&YT Al Hall (e eleiiy)

vic) (3 smaall Jard) (3 g lalin b5 dalall @bl jlge of a3 o ©
o

) Apasnl) JSLadl 5) el sall gl e yadll o ol eals da o Badal) Jal gally Aliatia dlic)
bl il jlea (ppnt (Gans

sk e el ) e can @l saiall Jal el Al o
Sdaalally Cui€ a5 dalall < lgal)

Ol Al ol gl sk il a8 T llia Ja o dale Alin
fhaalall & duladll
Al (ol <l Ja

337



Appendix F7: Translation of Interview Questions For Educators
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Appendix F8: Translation of Interview Questions For Employers
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Appendix G: Cronbach’s a for the level of competence

a. Cronbach’s a for the level of competence that should acquire
Generic skills Number  Students Graduates  Educators  Employers
of items
(skills)
Intellectual 9 0.89 0.94 0.91 0.91
Personal 13 0.92 0.95 0.90 0.94
Interpersonal/communication 14 0.94 0.96 0.92 0.92
OBM 9 0.93 0.95 0.93 0.90
Ethics 4 0.89 0.92 0.92 0.88
b. Cronbach’s a for the level of competence that have been acquired
Generic skills Number  Students Graduates Educators Employers
of items
(skills)
Intellectual 9 0.87 0.95 0.95 0.93
Personal 13 0.92 0.96 0.96 0.94
Interpersonal/communication 14 0.93 0.96 0.97 0.93
OBM 9 0.90 0.95 0.96 0.93
Ethics 4 0.86 0.90 0.93 0.89
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Appendix H1. Normality Distribution (Students)

a. The level of competence that should acquire

Descriptive Statistics

N Skewness Kurtosis
Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error
Intellectual 211 -.629 167 .081 333
Personal 211 -.604 167 -.305 333
Interpersonal/communication 211 -723 167 .080 333
OBM 211 -.660 167 -.206 .333
Ethics 211 -.753 167 -.261 333
b. The level of competence expect to acquire
Descriptive Statistics
N Skewness Kurtosis
Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error
Intellectual 211 -0.091 167 .000 333
Personal 211 -0.361 167 .023 333
Interpersonal/communication 211 -0.306 167 -.396 333
OBM 211 -0.349 167 -.165 .333
Ethics 211 -0.406 167 -.574 .333

The skewness and kurtosis statistics across all skills items were between the range of +1.0 and

-1.0. Therefore data for the level of competence that should acquire and the level of competence

expected to acquire showed normal distribution.
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Appendix H2. Normality Distribution (Graduates)

a. The level of competence that should acquire

Descriptive Statistics

N Skewness Kurtosis
Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error
Intellectual 78 -.546 272 -.557 .538
Personal 78 -.870 272 .488 .538
Interpersonal/communication 78 -.708 272 -.344 .538
OBM 78 -.663 272 -.429 .538
Ethics 78 -.986 272 AT72 .538

b. The level of competence actually acquired

Descriptive Statistics

N Skewness Kurtosis
Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error
Intellectual 78 -.333 272 -.635 .538
Personal 78 -.360 272 -.801 .538
Interpersonal/communication 78 -451 272 -.547 .538
OBM 78 -.695 272 -.260 .538
Ethics 78 -.204 272 -.920 .538

The skewness and kurtosis statistics across all skills items were between the range of +1.0 and
-1.0. Therefore data for the level of competence that should acquire and the level of competence

that have acquired showed normal distribution.
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Appendix H3. Normality Distribution (Educators)

a. The level of competence that should acquire

Descriptive Statistics

N Skewness Kurtosis
Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error
Intellectual 29 -.306 434 -.288 .845
Personal 29 =275 434 -.184 .845
Interpersonal/communication 29 .019 434 -.610 .845
OBM 29 -.873 434 .630 .845
Ethics 29 -1.010 434 .387 .845

b. The level of competence that have acquired

Descriptive Statistics

N Skewness Kurtosis
Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error
Intellectual 29 -121 434 -1.110 .845
Personal 29 -.206 434 -.603 .845
Interpersonal/communication 29 -.142 434 -.755 .845
OBM 29 .017 434 -.155 .845
Ethics 29 -.169 434 -718 .845

The skewness and kurtosis statistics across all skills items were between the range of +1.0 and
-1.0. Therefore data for the level of competence that should acquire and the level of competence
that have acquired showed normal distribution. The educators’ skewness statistics for ethics

and kurtosis statistics for intellectual skills were just slightly below -1.0.
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Appendix H4. Normality Distribution (Employers)

a. The level of competence that should acquire

Descriptive Statistics

N Skewness Kurtosis
Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error
Intellectual 22 -.560 491 -.085 .953
Personal 22 -.628 491 -.004 .953
Interpersonal/communication 22 -.202 491 -.092 .953
OoBM 22 -.625 491 334 .953
Ethics 22 -.554 491 .034 .953

b. The level of competence that have possessed

Descriptive Statistics

N Skewness Kurtosis
Statistic Statistic Std. Error Statistic Std. Error
Intellectual 22 1.024 491 1.098 .953
Personal 22 .495 491 -.363 .953
Interpersonal/communication 22 451 491 -.115 .953
OBM 22 .263 491 -1.114 .953
Ethics 22 -.163 491 -1.067 .953

The skewness and kurtosis statistics across all skills items were between the range of +1.0 and
-1.0. Therefore data for the level of competence that should acquire and the level of competence
that have possessed showed normal distribution. The employers’ kurtosis statistics for
intellectual skills was slightly above +1.0 and slightly below -1.0 for OBM and ethics skills.

Of note is that the employers sample was smallest in comparison to the other groups.
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Appendix I11: Important Generic Skills (49-items)

Panel A: Intellectual Final year Graduates Educators Employers _. . . . . .
students Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final perception of final perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years studentand years studentand  Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig

1) Able to locate, obtain, analyseand 5 79, 3.953 3.909 4 0182 150 -0137 495 0228 320 0044 849 0047 856 -0.091 .763

integrate information from various

sources and perspectives

2) Identify and evaluate alternatives 3.776 3.991 4.061 4.091 -0.214 .072 -0.284 .136 -0.314 172 -0.070 737 -0.100 .687 -0.030 915

3) Apply logical and analytical 3.976 4.074 4.182 4.045 -0.098 423 -0.205 .289 -0.069 771 -0.108 .580 0.029 .904 0.136 .560

thinking

4) Apply professional judgment to 4 3.981 4.091 4.091 0.019 .872 -0.091 .626 -0.091  .686 -0.110 .562 -0.110 .623 0.000 1.000

reach well-reasoned conclusions

5) Identify when it is appropriate to 3.794 4.156 3.879 4,001 -0.362 .003 -0084 669 -0.296 .207 0277 .183 0065 .784 -0.212  .454

consult with specialists to solve

problems and reach conclusions

6) Reason logically and critically 3.663 4.138 3.97 3.909 -0.475 .000 -0.307 113 -0.246  .295 0.168 .346 0.229 .284 0.061 812

analyse the problem

7) Use innovative thinking to solve 3.854 4.065 3.879 3.545 -0.211 .090 -0.025 .900 0.308 .202 0.186 373 0.519 .037 0.333 .231

problems

8) Identify and solve unstructured 3.688 3.759 3.576 3.545 -0.072 .566 0.112 .580 0.142 .555 0.184 403 0.214 .399 0.030 .921

problems

9) Identify and solve multi-faceted 3.758 3.869 3.667 3.773 -0.111 .377 0.091 .641 -0.015 .950 0.202 .358 0.096 716 -0.106 .702

problems
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Final year

Panel B: Personal Graduates Educators Employers

students Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final  perception of final  perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years studentand  years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig
1) Manage own learning using available 3.788 3.925 4.061 4.136 -0.137 .259 -0.272 .149 -0.348 125 -0.135 .530 -0.211 .408 -0.076 775
resources
2) Take responsibility for own work with 3.814 3.981 4.152 4.091 -0.167 173 -0.337 .081 -0.277 .238 -0.170 414 -0.110 .661 0.061 .822
minimum direction
3) Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 3.913 4321 4.303 4.727 -0.408 .002 -0.390 .071 -0.814 .002 0.018 .926 -0.406 .067 -0.424 .057
4) Apply professional scepticism through 3.307 3.569 3.636 3.318 -0.262 .040 -0.329 .108 -0.011 .963 -0.068 773 0.251 .340 0.318 .306
questioning
5) Critically assess all information 3.267 3.67 3.636 3.091 -0.403 .002 -0.370 .082 0.176 497 0.033 871 0.579 .021 0.545 .058
6) Set high work standards 3.725 4.037 3.939 3.864 -0.312 .008 -0.214 .269 -0.139 .555 0.098 .601 0.173 434 0.076 775
7) Evaluate and monitor own performance from 3.602 3.757 3.75 3.409 -0.155 .220 -0.148 482 0.193 446 0.007 972 0.348 .158 0.341 277
feedback and reflection
8) Manage time to achieve professional 4.024 4.394 4.333 4.455 -0.371 .001 -0.310 .109 -0.431 .064 0.061 .701 -0.060 744 -0.121 578
commitments
9) Manage resources to achieve professional 3.89 4.163 4.344 4.045 -0.273 .028 -0.454 .026 -0.155 527 -0.180 .342 0.118 .609 0.298 .248
commitments
10) Anticipate challenges and plan potential 3.791 4 3.909 4.136 -0.209 .086 -0.118 .552 -0.345 .138 0.091 .659 -0.136 .551 -0.227 .386
solutions
11) Identify opportunities not obvious to others 3.636 3.827 3.515 3.501 -0.191 .148 0.121 .562 0.045 .857 0.312 .158 0.236 .369 -0.076 .803
12) Open to new ideas and opportunities 4.024 4.181 3.656 4.182 -0.157 .205 0.367 .063 -0.158 .501 0.525 .013 -0.001 .997 -0.526 .041
13) Be flexible in new or different 3898 4075 397 4318 0177 147 0072 715 -0420 077 0105 570 -0243 266 -0.348  .007

situations/opportunities
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Final year

Panel C: Interpersonal and communication Graduates Educators Employers

students Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final  perception of final  perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years student and years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean  Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig

1) Work effectively with others 4071 4358 4.303 4.455 -0.287 .023 -0.232 .262 -0.384 124 0.055 a77 -0.097 .667 -0.152 531

2) Work in harmony with others 4.047  4.346 4.469 4.545 -0.299 .016 -0.422 .044 -0.498 .045 -0.123 493 -0.200 .333 -0.077 731

contributing towards common goals

3) Communicate effectively in writingand 3.886  4.119 4.303 4.227 -0.233 .042 -0.417 .026 -0.341 132 -0.184 .304 -0.108 .610 0.076 736

orally appropriate to the situation

4) Engage effectively in discussion in a 391 4.119 4 4.227 -0.209 .070 -0.090 .628 -0.317 .164 0.119 .506 -0.108 .623 -0.227 .320

professional manner

5) Evaluate and present outcomes using 3.484  3.748 3.719 35 -0.263 .041 -0.235 .254 -0.016 .949 0.029 .894 0.248 .330 0.219 433

oral presentations

6) communicate effectively information, 3649 3716 3667 3545 0067 583 0018 924 0103  .662 0049 812 0170 495 0121 626

ideas, problems and solutions to specialist

and non-specialist audiences

7) Aware of cultural and language 3.742 4 3.636 3.864 -0.258 .049 0.106 .624 -0.122 .638 0.364 .070 0.136 551 -0.227 .381
differences in all communication

- . 3739 3734 3.545 3.682 0.005 972 0.194 412 0.057 .843 0.188 421 0.052 .855 -0.136 .661
8) Fluency in English language
S . 3877 4.083 4.242 4.227 -0.205 .084 -0.365 .063 -0.350 135 -0.160 .398 -0.145 .504 0.015 .952
9) Apply active listening and understanding
10) Apply effective interviewing 3.681 3935 3.727 3.864 -0.254 .042 -0.046 .823 -0.183 461 0.208 .315 0.072 .765 -0.136 .657
techniques
11) Negotiate with people from different ~ 3.894 4 3.606 3.682 -0.106 .395 0.288 147 0.212 .375 0.394 .081 0.318 .233 -0.076 .804
backgrounds
. . 3.364 3972 3.606 3.955 -0.608 .000 -0.242 .256 -0.590 .024 0.366 .072 0.018 .942 -0.348 184
12) Negotiate and manage conflicts
13) Interact effectively with others in a 3.894  4.156 3.97 4318 -0.262 .033 -0.076 .699 -0.424 077 0.186 .335 -0.162 489 -0.348 .150
professional manner
14) Present ideas clearly and influence 3873 4211 3.909 4.045 -0.338 .006 -0.036 .860 -0.172 481 0.302 .096 0.166 438 -0.136 579

others to provide support and commitment
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Panel D: Organizational and business Final year Graduates Educators Employers

management students Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final perception of final ~ perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years student and  years student and years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig
1) Able to select and assign priorities 3.665 4.046 3.939 4.136 -0.381 .002 -0.274 178 -0.471 .060 0.106 .568 -0.090 .695 -0.197 448
within restricted resources
. . 4.033 4.444 4.303 4591 -0.412 .001 -0.270 .169 -0.558 .020 0.141 .393 -0.146 457 -0.288 .186
2) Organise work to meet deadlines
3) Able to review own work to 3.89 433 4.182 4364 0440 000 0292 133 -0474 045 0148 366 -0.033 864  -0.182  .399
determine whether it complies with
quality standards
4) Able to review the work of others 373 3857 3.788 3773 -0148 213 -0075 701  -0.060  .798 0073  .695 0088 685 0015  .952
to determine whether it complies with
quality standards
5) Able to motivate and to develop 3.771 4.018 3.781 4.045 -0.247 .048 -0.010 .962 -0.274 .259 0.237 .254 -0.027 .910 -0.264 .337
others
. 3.68 4.083 3.758 3.864 -0.403 .002 -0.077 712 -0.183 .465 0.326 .100 0.220 .336 -0.106 .662
6) Able to organise and delegate tasks
7) Apply leadership skills to influence ~ 3.706 4.101 3.788 4.091 -0.395 .002 -0.082 .694 -0.385 127 0.313 .085 0.010 .963 -0.303 .249
others to work towards common goals
8) Apply tools and technology to
increase efficiency and effectiveness 4.057 4.376 4.424 45 -0.319 .011 -0.367 077 -0.443 .080 -0.048 172 -0.124 .534 -0.076 .681
e.g., use of internet, spreadsheet, word
processing
9) Apply information technologyasa 4 55 4303 4.455 4409 0282 024 -0434 037 0389 124 0152 370 0106 .603 0045  .826

management tool e.g., computerised
accounting systems
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Final year

care, confidentiality, and
professional behavior to ethical
dilemmas and determine an
appropriate approach

Panel E: Ethics i ting/busi Graduat Educat Empl . . . . . .
ane 1S I accounting/business students raduates ucators mployers Difference between Difference between  Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final perception of final ~ perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years student and years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig

1) Understand the nature of ethics 4.139 4.413 4.545 4.409 -0.274  .022 -0.406 .043 -0.270 .268 -0.133 441 0.004 .986 0.136 .595

in accounting/business

2) Identify ethical issues and 4.008 4.239 4.364 4,682 0140 255 -0265  .188 0583 015 -0.125 523  -0.443 044 0318  .169

determine when ethical principles

apply

3) Analyze alternative courses of

action and determine the ethical 3.98 4,064 4.424 4.364 0085 488  -0445 02 0384 101  -0360 071 -0299 210 0061 .78

consequences of these

4) Apply the fundamental ethical

principles of integrity, objectivity,

professional competence and due 4 179 4.404 4,667 4545 0232 056 -0495 015 -0.374 133 -0263 .093 -0.142 463 0121 522
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Appendix 12: Constraints Gap: Final Year Students

. Should Expect to ]

Panel A: Inte”ectual acquire acquired Constralnts gap
Mean Mean Diff Sig

1) Able 'Fo locate, obtain, analyse and integrate information from various sources and 3.891 3.965 0.626 000

perspectives

2) Identify and evaluate alternatives 3.758 3.412 0.346 .000

3) Apply logical and analytical thinking 3.839 3.393 0.446 .000

4) Apply professional judgment to reach well-reasoned conclusions 3.768 3.550 0.218 .005

5) Identify Wh_en it is appropriate to consult with specialists to solve problems and 3.749 3336 0.412 000

reach conclusions

6) Reason logically and critically analyse the problem 3.692 3.322 0.370 .000

7) Use innovative thinking to solve problems 3.839 3.460 0.379 .000

8) Identify and solve unstructured problems 3.725 3.341 0.384 .000

9) Identify and solve multi-faceted problems 3.720 3.346 0.374 .000
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Panel B: Personal Should Expect to

acquire acquired Constraints gap

Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Manage own learning using available resources 3.834 3.834 0.289 .001
2) Take responsibility for own work with minimum direction 3.924 3.924 0.356 .000
3) Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 3.986 3.986 0.360 .000
4) Apply professional scepticism through questioning 3.398 3.398 0.270 .001
5) Critically assess all information 3.512 3.512 0.246 005
6) Set high work standards 3.810 3.810 0.346 .000

3.635 3.635 0.303 .001
7) Evaluate and monitor own performance from feedback and reflection
8) Manage time to achieve professional commitments 3.915 3.915 0.322 .000
9) Manage resources to achieve professional commitments 3.896 3.896 0.408 .000
10) Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions 3.735 3.735 0.393 .000
11) Identify opportunities not obvious to others 3.777 3.7717 0.446 .000
12) Open to new ideas and opportunities 3.910 3.910 0.370 .000
13) Be flexible in new or different situations/opportunities 3.967 3.967 0.412 .000
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Should Expect to

Panel C: Interpersonal and communication acquire acquired Constraints gap
Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Work effectively with others 4.081 3.782 0.299 .001
2) Work in harmony with others contributing towards common goals 3.896 3.711 0.185 .035
3) Communicate effectively in writing and orally appropriate to the situation 3.820 3.479 0.341 .000
4) Engage effectively in discussion in a professional manner 3.758 3.370 0.389 .000
5) Evaluate and present outcomes using oral presentations 3.678 3.346 0.332 .000

6) Communicate effectively information, ideas, problems and solutions to specialist

and non-specialist audiences 3.682 3.374 0.308 002
7) Aware of cultural and language differences in all communication 3.749 3.346 0.403 .000
8) Fluency in English language 3.749 3.284 0.465 .000
9) Apply active listening and understanding 3.891 3.507 0.384 .000
10) Apply effective interviewing techniques 3.635 3.351 0.284 .005
11) Negotiate with people from different backgrounds 3.692 3.341 0.351 .001
12) Negotiate and manage conflicts 3.540 3.284 0.256 .011
13) Interact effectively with others in a professional manner 3.782 3.493 0.289 .003
14) Present ideas clearly and influence others to provide support and commitment 3.806 3.588 0.218 .022
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N . Should Expect to
Panel D: Organizational and business management . - .
g 9 acquire acquired Constraints gap

Mean Mean Diff Sig

1) Able to select and assign priorities within restricted resources 3.668 3.445 0.223 .009

2) Organise work to meet deadlines 3.844 3.611 0.232 .012

3) Able to review own work to determine whether it complies with quality standards 3.801 3.498 0.303 .002

4) Able to review the work of others to determine whether it complies with quality 3592 3403 0.190 035

standards

5) Able to motivate and to develop others 3.768 3.507 0.261 .006

6) Able to organise and delegate tasks 3.754 3.488 0.265 .003

7) Apply leadership skills to influence others to work towards common goals 3.773 3.526 0.246 .004

§3) Apply tools and technology to increase efficiency and effectiveness e.g., use of 3953 3773 0.180 037

internet, spreadsheet, word processing

9) Apply information technology as a management tool e.g., computerised accounting 3791 3597 0.194 045

systems
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Panel E: Ethics in accounting/business Should Expect to

acquire acquired Constraints gap
Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Understand the nature of ethics in accounting/business 4.009 3.825 0.185 .031
2) ldentify ethical issues and determine when ethical principles apply 4.014 3.801 0.213 .010
3) Analyze alternative courses of action and determine the ethical consequences of 3815 3668 0.147 082

these

4) Apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity, objectivity, professional
competence and due care, confidentiality, and professional behavior to ethical 3.919 3.806 0.114 .182
dilemmas and determine an appropriate approach
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Appendix 13: Constraints Gap: Graduates

Panel A: Intellectual Should Have i
' acquire Acquired Constraints gap
Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Able to Io_cate, obtain, analyse and integrate information from various sources 3.872 3.667 0.205 110
and perspectives
2) Identify and evaluate alternatives 3.859 3.718 0.141 251
3) Apply logical and analytical thinking 4.090 3.628 0.462 000
3.936 3.705 0.231 .075
4) Apply professional judgment to reach well-reasoned conclusions
5) Identify when it is appropriate to consult with specialists to solve problems and 3.923 3821 0.103 432
reach conclusions
3.910 3.705 0.205 .099
6) Reason logically and critically analyse the problem
7) Use innovative thinking to solve problems 3.897 3.731 0.167 219
8) Identify and solve unstructured problems 3.808 3.628 0.180 A7
3.872 3.615 0.256 .063

9) Identify and solve multi-faceted problems
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Panel B: Personal Should Have

acquire Acquired Constraints gap

Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Manage own learning using available resources 3.949 3.692 0.256 .065
2) Take responsibility for own work with minimum direction 3.782 3.679 0.103 432
3) Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 4.179 3.897 0.282 .035
4) Apply professional scepticism through questioning 3.756 3.474 0.282 .048
5) Critically assess all information 3.795 3.590 0.205 .149
6) Set high work standards 3.949 3.628 0.321 .024
7) Evaluate and monitor own performance from feedback and reflection 3.859 3.628 0.231 .092
8) Manage time to achieve professional commitments 4.167 3.731 0.436 .003
9) Manage resources to achieve professional commitments 4.128 3.641 0.487 .001
10) Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions 3.923 3.577 0.346 .009
11) Identify opportunities not obvious to others 3.885 3.551 0.333 .008
12) Open to new ideas and opportunities 3.974 3.782 0.192 140
13) Be flexible in new or different situations/opportunities 4.026 3.744 0.282 .044
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) L Should Have
Panel C: Interpersonal and communication : . .
acquire Acquired Constraints gap

Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Work effectively with others 4.051 4.000 0.051 .626
2) Work in harmony with others contributing towards common goals 4.051 3.962 0.090 .340
3) Communicate effectively in writing and orally appropriate to the situation 3.936 3.808 0.128 228
4) Engage effectively in discussion in a professional manner 4.026 3.744 0.282 .008
5) Evaluate and present outcomes using oral presentations 4.000 3.551 0.449 .000
6) Cpm_munlcate effectl_ve_ly mfo_rmatlon, ideas, problems and solutions to 3859 3782 0.077 531
specialist and non-specialist audiences
7) Aware of cultural and language differences in all communication 3.821 3.718 0.103 432
8) Fluency in English language 3.910 3.410 0.500 .005
9) Apply active listening and understanding 4.026 3.782 0.244 .023
10) Apply effective interviewing techniques 3.897 3.718 0.180 137
11) Negotiate with people from different backgrounds 3.846 3.744 0.103 427
12) Negotiate and manage conflicts 3.821 3.718 0.103 461
13) Interact effectively with others in a professional manner 3.974 3.859 0.115 .359
14) Present ideas clearly and influence others to provide support and commitment 3.974 3.782 0.192 .104
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Panel D: Organizational and business management Should Have Constraints gap
acquire Acquired

Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Able to select and assign priorities within restricted resources 3.872 3.692 0.180 .188
2) Organise work to meet deadlines 4.026 3.974 0.051 .665
3) Able to review own work to determine whether it complies with quality 3872 3.808 0.064 539
standards
4) Able to review the work of others to determine whether it complies with quality 3833 3513 0.321 028
standards
5) Able to motivate and to develop others 3.974 3.846 0.128 254
6) Able to organise and delegate tasks 3.846 3.833 0.013 .908
7) Apply leadership skills to influence others to work towards common goals 3.846 3.718 0.128 .335
8) Apply tools and technology to increase efficiency and effectiveness e.g., use of 3987 3795 0.192 137
internet, spreadsheet, word processing ' ' ' '
9) Apply information technology as a management tool e.g., computerised 3974 3744 0.231 137

accounting systems

359



Panel E: Ethics in accounting/business Should Have Constraints gap

acquire Acquired
Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Understand the nature of ethics in accounting/business 4.077 3.705 0.372 .003
2) ldentify ethical issues and determine when ethical principles apply 3.974 3.756 0.218 .078
3) Analyze alternative courses of action and determine the ethical consequences 3936 3705 0.231 057

of these

4) Apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity, objectivity, professional
competence and due care, confidentiality, and professional behavior to ethical 4.077 4.038 0.039 770
dilemmas and determine an appropriate approach
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Appendix 14: Constraints Gap:Educators

Should

Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Able to Io_cate, obtain, analyse and integrate information from various sources 3.966 2759 1.207 000
and perspectives
2) Identify and evaluate alternatives 4.034 2.690 1.345 .000
3) Apply logical and analytical thinking 3.862 2.793 1.069 000
4.172 2.724 1.448 .000
4) Apply professional judgment to reach well-reasoned conclusions
5) Identify when it is appropriate to consult with specialists to solve problems and 3.690 2.124 0.966 000
reach conclusions
3.966 2.552 1.414 .000
6) Reason logically and critically analyse the problem
7) Use innovative thinking to solve problems 4.000 2.586 1.414 .000
8) Identify and solve unstructured problems 3.690 2.517 1172 .000
3.655 2.483 1.172 .000

9) Identify and solve multi-faceted problems
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Should Constraints gap

Panel B: Personal acquire Acquired

Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Manage own learning using available resources 3.966 2.690 1.276 .000
2) Take responsibility for own work with minimum direction 4.310 2.862 1.448 .000
3) Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 4.448 2.862 1.586 .000
4) Apply professional scepticism through questioning 3.724 2.517 1.207 .000
5) Critically assess all information 3.828 2.621 1.207 .000
6) Set high work standards 4.138 2.690 1.448 .000
7) Evaluate and monitor own performance from feedback and reflection 4.000 2.690 1.310 .000
8) Manage time to achieve professional commitments 4.345 2.724 1.621 .000
9) Manage resources to achieve professional commitments 4.310 2.690 1.621 .000
10) Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions 4.138 2.655 1.483 .000
11) Identify opportunities not obvious to others 3.828 2.690 1.138 .000
12) Open to new ideas and opportunities 4.138 2.793 1.345 .000
13) Be flexible in new or different situations/opportunities 4.207 2.828 1.379 .000
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Should

Constraints gap

Panel C: Interpersonal and communication acquire Acquired

Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Work effectively with others 4.552 3.000 1.552 .000
2) Work in harmony with others contributing towards common goals 4517 3.034 1.483 .000
3) Communicate effectively in writing and orally appropriate to the situation 4.448 2.862 1.586 .000
4) Engage effectively in discussion in a professional manner 4.310 2.862 1.448 .000
5) Evaluate and present outcomes using oral presentations 4.000 3.034 0.966 .000
6) Cpm_munlcate effectl_ve_ly mfo_rmatlon, ideas, problems and solutions to 3966 2586 1379 000
specialist and non-specialist audiences
7) Aware of cultural and language differences in all communication 3.897 2.690 1.207 .000
8) Fluency in English language 3.862 2.448 1.414 .000
9) Apply active listening and understanding 4.345 2.897 1.448 .000
10) Apply effective interviewing techniques 3.828 2.621 1.207 .000
11) Negotiate with people from different backgrounds 3.897 2.552 1.345 .000
12) Negotiate and manage conflicts 3.724 2.448 1.276 .000
13) Interact effectively with others in a professional manner 4.138 2.621 1.517 .000
14) Present ideas clearly and influence others to provide support and commitment 3.966 2.690 1.276 .000
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Should

Panel D: Organizational and business management . Acquired .

J J acquire a Constraints gap

Mean Mean Diff Sig

1) Able to select and assign priorities within restricted resources 4.138 2.690 1.448 .000
2) Organise work to meet deadlines 4.448 2.862 1.586 .000
3) Able to review own work to determine whether it complies with quality 4172 2 759 1414 000
standards
4) Able to review the work of others to determine whether it complies with quality 3931 2794 1.207 000
standards
5) Able to motivate and to develop others 3.966 2.655 1.310 .000
6) Able to organise and delegate tasks 3.897 2.862 1.035 .000
7) Apply leadership skills to influence others to work towards common goals 3.966 2.897 1.069 .000
8) Apply tools and technology to increase efficiency and effectiveness e.g., use of 4345 3138 1.207 000
internet, spreadsheet, word processing ' ' ' '
9) Apply information technology as a management tool e.g., computerised 4241 2966 1976 000

accounting systems
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Should Constraints gap

Panel E: Ethics in accounting/business acquire Acquired

Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Understand the nature of ethics in accounting/business 4.448 3.034 1.414 .000
2) ldentify ethical issues and determine when ethical principles apply 4.379 3.000 1.379 .000
3) Analyze alternative courses of action and determine the ethical consequences 4310 3103 1207 000

of these

4) Apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity, objectivity, professional
competence and due care, confidentiality, and professional behavior to ethical 4.414 3.241 1.172 .000
dilemmas and determine an appropriate approach
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Appendix 15: Expectation-performance Gap: Employers

Should

Panel A: Intellectual acquire Possess Expectation_performance gap
Mean Mean Diff Sig
;2] ?S::S?e::ct)icjetg, obtain, analyse and integrate information from various sources 3.682 2 545 1136 000
2) Identify and evaluate alternatives 3.682 2.864 0.818 .000
3) Apply logical and analytical thinking 3.591 2591 1.000 004
3.591 2.682 0.909 .001
4) Apply professional judgment to reach well-reasoned conclusions
5) Identify when it is appropriate to consult with specialists to solve problems and 3.909 3.045 0.864 013
reach conclusions
3.727 2.818 0.909 .001
6) Reason logically and critically analyse the problem
7) Use innovative thinking to solve problems 3.636 2455 1182 .001
8) Identify and solve unstructured problems 3.364 2.364 1.000 002
9) Identify and solve multi-faceted problems 3.500 2.591 0.909 005
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Should

Panel B: Personal acquire Possess Expectation-performance gap
Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Manage own learning using available resources 3.455 2.636 0.818 .002
2) Take responsibility for own work with minimum direction 3.909 2.818 1.091 .001
3) Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 3.955 3.182 0.773 .031
4) Apply professional scepticism through questioning 3.364 2.682 0.682 .025
5) Critically assess all information 3.318 2.682 0.636 .036
6) Set high work standards 3.409 2.727 0.682 .025
7) Evaluate and monitor own performance from feedback and reflection 3.364 2.591 0.773 .005
8) Manage time to achieve professional commitments 3.727 2.864 0.864 .016
9) Manage resources to achieve professional commitments 3.591 2.682 0.909 .003
10) Anticipate challenges and plan potential solutions 3.500 2.364 1.136 .005
11) Identify opportunities not obvious to others 3.136 2.182 0.955 .001
12) Open to new ideas and opportunities 3.545 2.545 1.000 .002
13) Be flexible in new or different situations/opportunities 3.636 2.636 1.000 .001
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Should

Panel C: Interpersonal and communication acquire Possess Expectation-performance gap
Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Work effectively with others 4.045 3.455 0.591 .045
2) Work in harmony with others contributing towards common goals 3.773 2.955 0.818 .006
3) Communicate effectively in writing and orally appropriate to the situation 3.591 2.955 0.636 .059
4) Engage effectively in discussion in a professional manner 3.636 2.636 1.000 .001
5) Evaluate and present outcomes using oral presentations 3.591 2.773 0.818 .002
6) Cpm_munlcate effectl_ve_ly mfo_rmatlon, ideas, problems and solutions to 3273 2545 0727 029
specialist and non-specialist audiences
7) Aware of cultural and language differences in all communication 3.455 2.773 0.682 .040
8) Fluency in English language 3.364 2.818 0.546 .056
9) Apply active listening and understanding 3.864 3.045 0.818 .018
10) Apply effective interviewing techniques 3.455 2.591 0.864 .010
11) Negotiate with people from different backgrounds 3.455 2.591 0.864 .010
12) Negotiate and manage conflicts 3.364 2.364 1.000 .003
13) Interact effectively with others in a professional manner 3.364 2.682 0.682 .032
14) Present ideas clearly and influence others to provide support and commitment 3.727 2.545 1.182 .001
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Should Expectation-performance gap

Panel D: Organizational and business management acquire Pssess

Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Able to select and assign priorities within restricted resources 3.500 2.818 0.682 .061
2) Organise work to meet deadlines 3.909 3.136 0.773 .034
3) Able to review own work to determine whether it complies with quality 3545 2797 0.818 004
standards
4) Able to review the work of others to determine whether it complies with quality 3973 2773 0.500 094
standards
5) Able to motivate and to develop others 3.545 2.636 0.909 .010
6) Able to organise and delegate tasks 3.455 2.500 0.955 .010
7) Apply leadership skills to influence others to work towards common goals 3.545 2.591 0.955 .013
8) Apply tools and technology to increase efficiency and effectiveness e.g., use of 3797 3973 0.455 038
internet, spreadsheet, word processing
9) Apply information technology as a management tool e.g., computerised 3682 3973 0.409 083

accounting systems
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Panel E: Ethics in accounting/business Should Possess

acquire Expectation-performance gap
Mean Mean Diff Sig
1) Understand the nature of ethics in accounting/business 3.955 3.273 0.682 .028
2) ldentify ethical issues and determine when ethical principles apply 4.000 3.273 0.727 .023

3) Analyze alternative courses of action and determine the ethical consequences

3.727 3.045 0.682 .065
of these

4) Apply the fundamental ethical principles of integrity, objectivity, professional
competence and due care, confidentiality, and professional behavior to ethical 3.864 3.545 0.318 .296
dilemmas and determine an appropriate approach
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Appendix 16: Expectation Gap: Between Groups

Panel A: Intellectual Final year Graduates Educators Employers _. . . . . .
students Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final perception of final perception of final ~ perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years studentand years studentand  Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig

1) Able to locate, obtain, analyse and 1 - ) o ; 224 . 4 . 0 p o0 1

integrate information from various 3.89 3.8 3.966 3.68 0.019 .895 -0.075 . 0.209 .386 -0.09: .703 0.190 .498 0.28 .35

sources and perspectives

2) Identify and evaluate alternatives 3.758 3.859 4.034 3.682 -0.101 449 -0.276 .161 0.077 733 -0.176 402 0.177 456 0.353 172

3) Apply logical and analytical 3.839 4.090 3.862 3.591 -0.251  .059 -0.023 .908 0.248 .283 0.228 .266 0.499 .037 0.271 341

thinking

4) Apply professional judgment to 3.768 3.936 4172 3.591 -0.168  .213 -0.405 .035 0.177 422 -0.237 .309 0.345 .200 0.582 .038

reach well-reasoned conclusions

5) Identify when it is appropriate to 3.749 3.923 3.690 3909 0174 234 0059 776 -0.160 502 0233 333 0014 960 -0.219  .395

consult with specialists to solve

problems and reach conclusions

6) Reason logically and critically 3.692 3.910 3.966 3.727 -0.218  .140 -0.274 .201 -0.035  .889 -0.055 .807 0.183 513 0.238 414

analyse the problem

7) Use innovative thinking to solve 3.839 3.897 4.000 3.636 -0.059  .705 -0.161 .480 0.203 442 -0.103 .653 0.261 327 0.364 176

problems

8) Identify and solve unstructured 3.725 3.808 3.690 3.364 -0.083 575 0.036 .870 0.362 142 0.118 .622 0.444 .099 0.326 .256

problems

9) Identify and solve multi-faceted 3.720 3.872 3.655 3.500 -0.151  .315 0.065 .765 0.220 .391 0.217 .356 0.372 191 0.155 .604

problems
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Final year

Panel B: Personal Graduates Educators Employers

students Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final  perception of final  perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years studentand  years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig
1) Manage own learning using available 3.834 3.949 3.966 3.455 -0.115 445 -0.131 .553 0.380 134 -0.017 .944 0.494 .069 0.511 .081
resources
2) Take responsibility for own work with 3.924 3.782 4.310 3.909 0.142 .330 -0.386 .074 0.015 .952 -0.528 .021 -0.127 .631 0.401 175
minimum direction
3) Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 3.986 4.179 4.448 3.955 -0.194 211 -0.463 .042 0.031 .906 -0.269 .214 0.225 .391 0.494 .042
4) Apply professional scepticism through 3.398 3.756 3.724 3.364 -0.358 .015 -0.326 131 0.035 .888 0.032 .892 0.393 144 0.361 .198
questioning
5) Critically assess all information 3.512 3.795 3.828 3.318 -0.283 .067 -0.316 167 0.194 467 -0.033 .887 0.477 .087 0.509 .095
6) Set high work standards 3.810 3.949 4.138 3.409 -0.138 .347 -0.328 122 0.401 107 -0.189 404 0.540 .053 0.729 .010
7) Evaluate and monitor own performance from 3.635 3.859 4.000 3.364 -0.224 .139 -0.365 .105 0.271 .294 -0.141 .545 0.495 .067 0.636 .036
feedback and reflection
8) Manage time to achieve professional 3.915 4.167 4.345 3.727 -0.252 .092 -0.430 .055 0.187 AT72 -0.178 411 0.439 .094 0.618 .037
commitments
9) Manage resources to achieve professional 3.896 4.128 4.310 3.501 -0.233 113 -0.415 .056 0.305 .228 -0.182 .380 0.537 .033 0.719 .005
commitments
10) Anticipate challenges and plan potential 3.735 3.923 4.138 3.500 -0.189 .198 -0.403 .059 0.235 .350 -0.215 .334 0.423 21 0.638 .028
solutions
11) Identify opportunities not obvious to others 3.777 3.885 3.828 3.136 -0.107 .469 -0.050 .811 0.641 .009 0.057 .808 0.748 .007 0.691 .006
12) Open to new ideas and opportunities 3.910 3.974 4.138 3.545 -0.064 .671 -0.228 .300 0.365 .153 -0.164 471 0.429 .108 0.593 .017
13) Be flexible in new or different 3967 402 4207 3636 005 681 0240 234 0331 162 0181 435 0389 163 0571  .030

situations/opportunities
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Final year

Panel C: Interpersonal and communication Graduates Educators Employers

students Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final ~ perception of final  perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years student and years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean  Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig

1) Work effectively with others 4081 4.051 4552 4.045 0.029 .844 -0.471 .028 0.035 .888 -0.500 .027 0.006 .983 0.506 .042

2) Work in harmony with others 3.896  4.051 4517 3.773 -0.156 273 -0.622 .002 0.123 .605 -0.466 .033 0.279 282 0.745 .003

contributing towards common goals

3) Communicate effectively in writingand 3.820  3.936 4.448 3.591 -0.116 412 -0.628 .002 0.229 .335 -0.512 .021 0.345 .203 0.857 .001

orally appropriate to the situation

4) Engage effectively in discussion in a 3.758  4.026 4.310 3.636 -0.267 .068 -0.552 .010 0.122 .626 -0.285 170 0.389 126 0.674 .006

professional manner

5) Evaluate and present outcomes using 3.678  4.000 4.000 3.591 -0.322 .025 -0.322 129 0.087 717 0.000 1.000  0.409 .086 0.409 .076

oral presentations

6) communicate effectively information, 3665 3 g5g 3.966 3.273 0177 232 -0.283 191 0410 .03 -0.107 640 058  .030 0693  .016

ideas, problems and solutions to specialist

and non-specialist audiences

7) Aware of cultural and language 3749 3821 3.897 3.455 -0.072 .645 -0.148 531 0.294 272 -0.076 740 0.366 154 0.442 129
differences in all communication

- . 3.749 3910 3.862 3.364 -0.161 .343 -0.113 .663 0.385 .185 0.048 .851 0.547 .046 0.498 119
8) Fluency in English language
T . 3891 4.026 4.345 3.864 -0.135 .354 -0.454 .035 0.027 912 -0.319 129 0.162 513 0.481 .050
9) Apply active listening and understanding
10) Apply effective interviewing 3.635  3.897 3.828 3.455 -0.262 .091 -0.193 405 0.181 496 0.070 754 0.443 .085 0.373 149
techniques
11) Negotiate with people from different ~ 3.692  3.846 3.897 3.455 -0.154 .328 -0.205 .382 0.237 377 -0.050 .819 0.392 121 0.442 .059
backgrounds
. . 3540 3821 3.724 3.364 -0.280 .075 -0.184 424 0.177 .501 0.096 .690 0.457 .096 0.361 179
12) Negotiate and manage conflicts
13) Interact effectively with others in a 3.782 3974 4.138 3.364 -0.192 212 -0.356 113 0.418 .104 -0.164 486 0.611 .025 0.774 .003
professional manner
14) Present ideas clearly and influence 3.806 3.974 3.966 3.727 -0.169 244 -0.160 454 0.078 .750 0.009 .967 0.247 314 0.238 .326

others to provide support and commitment
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Panel D: Organizational and business Final year Graduates Educators Employers

management students Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final perception of final ~ perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years student and  years student and years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig
1) Able to select and assign priorities 3.668 3.872 4.138 3.500 -0.204 183  -0.470 .037 0.168 .516 -0.266 274 0.372 191 0.638 .045
within restricted resources
. . 3.844 4.026 4.448 3.909 -0.182 230  -0.605 .007 -0.066 .800 -0.423 071 0.117 .673 0.539 .068
2) Organise work to meet deadlines
3) Able to review own work to 3801 3872 4172 3545 0071 638 -0.372 088 0256 317 -0301 185 0326 236 0627  .020
determine whether it complies with
quality standards
4) Able to review the work of others g gq, 3 g3 3.931 3273 -0241 124 0339 137 0320 228 -0098 676 0561 046 0658 018
to determine whether it complies with
quality standards
5) Able to motivate and to develop 3.768 3.974 3.966 3.545 -0.207 171  -0.198 .383 0.222 .395 0.009 .968 0.429 .093 0.420 141
others
. 3.754 3.846 3.897 3.455 -0.093 523  -0.143 490 0.299 .219 -0.050 824 0.392 152 0.442 .090
6) Able to organise and delegate tasks
7) Apply leadership skills to influence ~ 3.773 3.846 3.966 3.545 -0.074 631 -0.193 .385 0.227 .369 -0.119 .624 0.301 274 0.420 .108
others to work towards common goals
8) Apply tools and technology to
increase efficiency and effectiveness 3.953 3.987 4.345 3.727 -0.035  .819  -0.392 .085 0.225 .389 -0.358 .104 0.260 .306 0.618 .030
e.g., use of internet, spreadsheet, word
processing
9) Apply information technologyasa 5 7q; 3974 4241 3682  -0183 256 -0450 062 0110 686 -0267 267 0293 265 0560  .038

management tool e.g., computerised
accounting systems
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Final year

Panel E: Ethics in accounting/business Graduates Educators  Employers

students Difference between Difference between  Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final  perception of final ~ perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years student and years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig

1) Understand the nature of ethics 4.009 4.077 4.448 3.955 -0.067  .660 -0.439 .049 0.055 .832 -0.371 .099 0.122 .649 0.494 .047

in accounting/business

2) Identify ethical issues and 4.014 3.974 4379 4,000 0040 783 -0365 074 0014 951  -0405 088 -0.026 923 0379  .087

determine when ethical principles

apply

3) Analyze alternative courses of

action and determine the ethical 3815 3.936 4310 3.727 0121 429 -0495 025 0088 729 -0374 117 0209 453 0583  .028

consequences of these

4) Apply the fundamental ethical

principles of integrity, objectivity,

professional competence and due 5 91q 4,077 4.414 3.864 0158 322 -0494 035 005 835 -0337 158 0213 438 0550  .045

care, confidentiality, and
professional behavior to ethical
dilemmas and determine an
appropriate approach
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Appendix 17: Performance Gap: Between Groups

Panel A: Intellectual Final year Graduates Educators Employers _. . . . . .
students Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final perception of final perception of final ~ perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years studentand years studentand  Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig

1) Able to locate, obtain, analyse and ) ; 97 954 i ; i D 1 4

integrate information from various 3.265 3.66 .759 545 -0.40 .004 0.50 .014 0.720 .002 0.908 .000 . .000 0.213 .453

sources and perspectives

2) Identify and evaluate alternatives 3.412 3.718 2.690 2.864 -0.306  .032 0.723 .001 0.549 .023 1.028 .000 0.854 .001 -0.174 523

3) Apply logical and analytical 3.393 3.628 2.793 2.591 -0.235  .085 0.600 .003 0.803 .001 0.835 .001 1.037 .000 0.202 521

thinking

4) Apply professional judgment to 3.550 3.705 2.724 2.682 -0.155 271 0.826 .000 0.868 .000 0.981 .000 1.023 .000 0.042 .895

reach well-reasoned conclusions

5) Identify when it is appropriate to 3.336 3.821 2.724 3045  -0484 001 0612 006 0291 251 1096 000 0775 004 -0.321  .304

consult with specialists to solve

problems and reach conclusions

6) Reason logically and critically 3.322 3.705 2.552 2.818 -0.383  .009 0.771 .000 0.504 .040 1.153 .000 0.887 .001 -0.267 376

analyse the problem

7) Use innovative thinking to solve 3.460 3.731 2.586 2.455 -0.271 .071 0.874 .000 1.005 .000 1.145 .000 1.276 .000 0.132 672

problems

8) Identify and solve unstructured 3.341 3.628 2,517 2.364 -0.287  .061 0.824 .000 0.978 .000 1111 .000 1.265 .000 0.154 621

problems

9) Identify and solve multi-faceted 3.346 3.615 2.483 2.591 -0.269  .084 0.863 .000 0.755 .004 1.133 .000 1.025 .000 -0.108 744

problems
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Final year

Panel B: Personal Graduates Educators Employers

students Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final  perception of final  perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years studentand  years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig
1) Manage own learning using available 3.834 3.692 2.690 2.636 -0.147 .306 0.855 .000 0.909 .000 1.003 .000 1.056 .000 0.053 871
resources
2) Take responsibility for own work with 3.924 3.679 2.862 2.818 -0.111 .445 0.707 .001 0.751 .003 0.817 .000 0.861 .001 0.044 .882
minimum direction
3) Have enthusiasm for ongoing learning 3.986 3.897 2.862 3.182 -0.272 .085 0.764 .001 0.444 .105 1.035 .000 0.716 .019 -0.320 .364
4) Apply professional scepticism through 3.398 3.474 2.517 2.682 -0.346 .026 0.611 .007 0.446 .087 0.957 .000 0.793 .009 -0.165 .601
questioning
5) Critically assess all information 3.512 3.590 2.621 2.682 -0.324 .040 0.645 .005 0.584 .027 0.969 .000 0.908 .003 -0.061 .853
6) Set high work standards 3.810 3.628 2.690 2.727 -0.164 .299 0.775 .001 0.737 .006 0.939 .000 0.901 .002 -0.038 .910
7) Evaluate and monitor own performance from 3.635 3.628 2.690 2.591 -0.297 .056 0.642 .004 0.741 .004 0.939 .000 1.037 .001 0.099 .760
feedback and reflection
8) Manage time to achieve professional 3.915 3.731 2.724 2.864 -0.138 .370 0.868 .000 0.729 .006 1.007 .000 0.867 .005 -0.140 .669
commitments
9) Manage resources to achieve professional 3.896 3.641 2.690 2.682 -0.153 .336 0.799 .001 0.806 .003 0.951 .000 0.959 .001 0.008 .981
commitments
10) Anticipate challenges and plan potential 3.735 3.577 2.655 2.364 -0.236 117 0.686 .002 0.978 .000 0.922 .000 1.213 .000 0.292 .370
solutions
11) Identify opportunities not obvious to others 3.777 3.551 2.690 2.182 -0.220 .164 0.642 .006 1.150 .000 0.862 .001 1.370 .000 0.508 .074
12) Open to new ideas and opportunities 3.910 3.782 2.793 2.545 -0.242 114 0.747 .001 0.995 .000 0.989 .000 1.237 .000 0.248 425
13) Be flexible in new or different 3967 3744 2828 2636 018 214 0727 001 0918 000 0916 000 1107 000 0191 .54

situations/opportunities
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Final year

Panel C: Interpersonal and communication Graduates Educators Employers

students Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final ~ perception of final  perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years student and years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean  Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig

1) Work effectively with others 3.782  4.000 3.000 3.455 -0.218 151 0.782 .001 0.327 211 1.000 .000 0.546 .050 -0.455 195

2) Work in harmony with others 3711  3.962 3.034 2.955 -0.251 .085 0.676 .002 0.756 .002 0.927 .000 1.007 .000 0.080 .802

contributing towards common goals

3) Communicate effectively in writing and 3.479  3.808 2.862 2.955 -0.329 .031 0.617 .006 0.524 .042 0.946 .000 0.853 .002 -0.093 .753

orally appropriate to the situation

4) Engage effectively in discussion in a 3370 3.744 2.862 2.636 -0.374 .013 0.508 .023 0.733 .004 0.882 .001 1.107 .000 0.226 476

professional manner

5) Evaluate and present outcomes using 3346 3551 3.034 2773 -0.205 171 0.312 .162 0.573 .023 0.517 .034 0.779 .004 0.262 .368

oral presentations

6) communicate effectively information, 337, 3787 2585  2.545 -0408 009 0788 001 089 002 1196 .000 1237 000 0041  .890

ideas, problems and solutions to specialist

and non-specialist audiences

7) Aware of cultural and language 3.346 3.718 2.690 2.773 -0.372 .016 0.656 .005 0.573 .028 1.028 .000 0.945 .001 -0.083 .788
differences in all communication

- . 3.284 3410 2.448 2.818 -0.126 444 0.836 .001 0.466 .086 0.962 .001 0.592 .046 -0.370 229
8) Fluency in English language
S . 3507 3782 2.897 3.045 -0.275 .055 0.611 .005 0.462 .058 0.886 .000 0.737 .007 -0.149 .646
9) Apply active listening and understanding
10) Apply effective interviewing 3351 3.718 2.621 2.591 -0.367 .017 0.730 .001 0.760 .004 1.097 .000 1.127 .000 0.030 .922
techniques
11) Negotiate with people from different ~ 3.341  3.744 2.552 2.591 -0.402 .011 0.790 .001 0.750 .005 1.192 .000 1.153 .000 -0.039 .904
backgrounds
. . 3.284 3718 2.448 2.364 -0.434 .004 0.836 .000 0.921 .000 1.270 .000 1.354 .000 0.085 77
12) Negotiate and manage conflicts
13) Interact effectively with others in a 3493  3.859 2.621 2.682 -0.366 .017 0.872 .000 0.811 .003 1.238 .000 1.177 .000 -0.061 .857
professional manner
14) Present ideas clearly and influence 3588  3.782 2.690 2.545 -0.194 .198 0.898 .000 1.042 .000 1.092 .000 1.237 .000 0.144 .628

others to provide support and commitment
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Panel D: Organizational and business Final year Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between

Graduates  Educators Employers

management students perception of final perception of final ~ perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years student and  years student and years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig
1) Able to select and assign priorities 3.445 3.692 2.690 2.818 -0.247 .079 0.756 .000 0.627 .008 1.003 .000 0.874 .004 -0.129 .700
within restricted resources
. . 3.611 3.974 2.862 3.136 -0.363 .017 0.749 .001 0.475 .078 1.112 .000 0.838 .002 -0.274 428
2) Organise work to meet deadlines
8) Able toreview own work to 3498 3.808 2.759 2727 -0310 044 0739 001 0770 003 1049 000 1080 000 0031 924
determine whether it complies with
quality standards
4) Able to review the work of others 3 453 3513 2.724 2773 0110 477 0679 002 0630 014 0789 004 0740 020 -0.049 .883
to determine whether it complies with
quality standards
5) Able to motivate and to develop 3.507 3.846 2.655 2.636 -0.339 .025 0.852 .000 0.871 .001 1.191 .000 1.210 .000 0.019 .955
others
. 3.488 3.833 2.862 2.500 -0.345 .020 0.626 .004 0.988 .000 0.971 .000 1.333 .000 0.362 224
6) Able to organise and delegate tasks
7) Apply leadership skills to influence ~ 3.526 3.718 2.897 2.591 -0.192 177 0.630 .002 0.935 .000 0.821 .001 1.127 .000 0.306 .363
others to work towards common goals
8) Apply tools and technology to
increase efficiency and effectiveness 3.773 3.795 3.138 3.273 -0.022 .881 0.635 .004 0.500 .052 0.657 .009 0.522 .072 -0.135 .695
e.g., use of internet, spreadsheet, word
processing
9) Apply information technologyasa 3597 3744 2.966 3273  -0146 340 0632 006 0324 213 0778 003 0471 098 -0.307  .365

management tool e.g., computerised
accounting systems
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Final year

Panel E: Ethics in accounting/business Graduates Educators  Employers

students Difference between Difference between  Difference between Difference between Difference between Difference between
perception of final perception of final ~ perception of final perception of perception of perception of
years studentand  years student and years student and Graduates and Graduates and Educators and
Graduate Educators Employers Educators Employers Employers
Mean Mean Mean Mean Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig Diff Sig

1) Understand the nature of ethics 3.825 3.705 3.034 3.273 0.120 414 0.790 .000 0.552 .026 0.671 .007 0.432 121 -0.238 469

in accounting/business

2) Identify ethical issues and 3.801 3.756 3.000 3273 0045 762 0801  .000 0528  .040 075  .003 0484 079 0273  .455

determine when ethical principles

apply

3) Analyze alternative courses of

action and determine the ethical - 3 gqg 3.705 3.103 3.045 0037 800 0565  .0l11 0623 016 0602 013 0660 021 0058  .876

consequences of these

4) Apply the fundamental ethical

principles of integrity, objectivity,

professional competence and due 5 g 4.038 3.241 3.545 -0233 107 0564 012 0260  .305 0797 001 0493 066 -0.304 417

care, confidentiality, and
professional behavior to ethical
dilemmas and determine an
appropriate approach
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