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Introduction
South Africa is currently facing a high unemployment rate. This challenge is noted to affect 
mostly students and those with little or no skills that can be integrated into the job market (Fox, 
Senbet, & Simbanegavi, 2016; Tomlinson & Holmes, 2017). Different causes of this high rate of 
unemployment are widely documented. Some argue the challenge to be influenced by a failing 
educational system (Irwin, Mader, & Flynn, 2018) facing quality issues (Frick, 2018). Others 
(e.g. Graham & Da Lannoy, 2016; Walker & Fongwa, 2017) confine the challenge of unemployment 
in South Africa to be because of the social inequality that characterises the country (Harry, 
Chinyamurindi, & Mjoli, 2018). The role of the apartheid regime and its policy of racial 
separation is also argued to be affecting the issue of skills within the South African context 
(Chinyamurindi, 2012, 2016; Walton, 2018). Despite many young people in post-apartheid 
South Africa having access to higher education (Musitha & Mafukuta, 2018) and better job 
prospects (Aida, Norailis, & Rozaini, 2015), unemployment and an unequal society are still 
prevalent (Dunga, 2016; Mok, 2016). 

Within such a context, there is a need to understand the needs of different stakeholders, such as 
students, as they make the transition into the world of work (Irwin et al., 2018). Furthermore, 
career counsellors can use information from such stakeholders in assisting them to address 
challenges regarding employability faced by students (Scott, 2018) and propose interventions 
deemed to be useful not only for students, but also for their families, potential employers and, 
finally, the higher education system (Maree, 2018). Institutions of higher learning must be seen to 
be playing a strategic role in assisting nations in enhancing the employability of students and 
graduates (Lourens, 2016; Von Möllendorff, Kurgat, & Speck, 2017). Shivoro, Shalyefu and 
Kadhila (2018) concede to this and attribute institutions of higher learning to be tasked with 
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preparing a labour force with a relevant skills set. Graduates 
from higher education institutions are reported not to always 
have the necessary skills or capabilities (Scott, 2018). The 
concern however is not only how under-prepared graduates 
are, but also the lack of an understanding of their needs in 
view of the macro-economic challenges (Dunga, 2016; Schoër, 
Rankin, & Roberts, 2014).

Unemployment in South Africa
The number of unemployed youths in the world is a cause of 
great concern amongst policymakers. The situation is no 
different in South Africa as many youths are facing high rates 
of unemployment. In South Africa, the youth unemployment 
rate is high regardless of the educational level. It has been 
noted that youth unemployment in South Africa is caused by 
several factors, but one of the major causes is skills mismatch 
(Graham, Williams, & Chisoro, 2019). The labour market is 
consisted of work seekers who lack relevant skills because of 
the poor education system in the country. There is a significant 
rise in the unemployment rate in South Africa, especially 
affecting young people (Statistics South Africa, 2019).

An increase in access to higher education has resulted in a 
growing labour force. However, the system is failing to create 
employment opportunities to absorb all the graduates. The 
demand for employment surpasses the supply thereof. The 
inability to reduce the unemployment rate over the past 
few years is of great concern for the country. Statistics 
South Africa (2019) reported that the unemployment rate 
amongst young graduates is on the rise. A high number of 
unemployed youths have limited access to quality education 
and opportunities in the labour market. The issues can also be 
because of the skills needed in the labour market. Wakelin-
Theron, Ukpere and Spowart (2018) using the tourism 
context highlighted not only the importance but also critical 
shortage of skills sets, such as customer service or awareness, 
ethical conduct at work, verbal communication, acceptance of 
responsibility, attention to detail, ability to work under pressure, 
time management skills and, finally, motivation skills.

There is little consensus about graduate unemployment as a 
challenge in South Africa. Some studies have suggested that 
graduate unemployment is not a challenge as graduates face 
low unemployment rates when compared in parallel to 
their non-graduate counterparts (Van Der Berg, Van 
Broekhuizen, & Hofmeyr, 2016; Van Der Berg & Van 
Broekhuizen, 2012). Other studies, however, have shown 
that graduate unemployment has been increasing over the 
past few years (Pauw, Oosthuizen, & Van Der Westhuizen, 
2008; Reddy, 2016; Van de Rheede, 2012). According to some 
studies, non-graduates face a 55% probability of 
unemployment, whilst graduates have an 8% possibility of 
being unemployed (Van Der Berg et al., 2016; Van Der Beg & 
Hendrik, 2012). It is important to keep in mind that South 
African graduates are not a homogeneous group despite 
low levels of graduate unemployment rate. Different groups 
of graduates experience the labour market differently and 
their transitions into the labour market have marked 

differences. Studies have shown that some graduates 
experience chronic unemployment, whilst others secure 
employment soon after graduation (Kraak, 2010). The highest 
unemployment rates were noted amongst black Africans 
(30.4%) as compared to white Africans (7.6%). The literature 
on graduate unemployment has often disregarded these 
distinctions.

Studies have indicated that employment outcomes of 
graduates are shaped by race. To date, several studies have 
found that white graduates are more likely to be employed 
than black graduates (e.g. Baldry, 2016; Mncayi & Dunga, 
2016; Rogan et al., 2015). In the same vein, studies have 
indicated that black graduates face high rates of 
unemployment and chronic unemployment in comparison 
to their white counterparts (Baldry, 2016; Mncayi & Dunga, 
2016). Other studies have highlighted that differential 
employment rates between black and white graduates were 
caused by discrimination in the recruitment process as 
employers favour hiring white graduates (Kraak, 2010). 
There is a stream of work that suggests that extended periods 
of unemployment can result in negative consequences for the 
individuals, such as social exclusion, loss of revenue for 
governments, increase in public spending and mental 
illnesses (Branson et al., 2019; Henderson et al., 2017). Many 
obstacles amongst the youths in South Africa result in the 
perpetuation of inter-generational inequalities. 

It has been argued that there is a perceived difference 
between the quality of education received by white and 
black graduates. Most of the black graduates attended socio-
economically disadvantaged schools that are perceived to 
be of poor quality by employers (Pauw et al., 2006). Bhorat, 
Mayet and Visser (2010) noted that black graduates face 
high unemployment mostly because of their race rather 
than the nature of the qualification or type of institution.

The other reason for varying employment outcomes for 
white and black graduates is the job search strategies 
employed. Evidence suggests that black graduates, because 
of a lack of social capital, rely on ineffective traditional 
methods, whilst white graduates depend on social capital to 
obtain employment (Rogan et al., 2015). Baldry (2016) 
demonstrated that unemployment was prone to graduates 
from rural areas, low socio-economic backgrounds and those 
who lived in households with unemployed members.

The labour market outcomes of graduates are also shaped by 
the type of institution they come from. Studies have found 
that graduates from historically advantaged institutions 
(HAIs) have better employment prospects than their 
counterparts from historically disadvantaged institutions 
(HDIs) who take longer time to obtain an employment 
(Oluwajodu, Blaauw, Greyling, & Kleynhans, 2015). Other 
studies have argued that graduates from HAI, regardless of 
race, have better chances of securing employment (Rogan & 
Reynolds, 2015). These findings suggest that inequality 
persists despite the efforts to redress the past imbalances in 
areas such as health and education. 
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Gaps in the literature
Some gaps exist in the literature. We note three gaps. 
Firstly, there is a need for an increased understanding 
regarding student transition into the labour market, 
especially challenges such as high unemployment (Coetzee 
& Schreuder, 2018; Harry et al., 2018; Scott, 2018). Gedye and 
Beaumont (2018) noted that there appears to be an empirical 
overlook into the student perceptions on aspects of work 
readiness and transition into the labour market. Work 
readiness represents the attributes required by graduates to 
be successful in the workplace (Chavan & Carter, 2018). 
Maree (2018) cautioned that there is a need to consider 
such transitions as a basis of expanding contemporary 
understanding on career issues and needed skills concerning 
employability. Such investigations can assist in providing an 
expansive understanding of issues faced by individuals in 
view of challenges (such as unemployment) and a basis for 
advancing theory. The gap we identify here from the 
literature appears to magnify the need to give a voice to 
students and understand the career issues they face. 
However, we also note a second gap in the literature 
concerning issues that affect institutions of higher learning 
in South Africa (Harry et al., 2018).

Institutions of higher learning are tasked with the 
responsibility of producing human capital. Challenges 
exist however, as qualifications from such institutions of 
higher learning are noted as not being a guarantee in 
producing such capital (Shivoro et al., 2018; Walker & 
Fongwa, 2017). The expectation is that as part of university 
enrolment students are expected to be equipped with the 
right set of employability attributes (Chinyamurindi, 
Rukuni, & Marembo, 2017; Coetzee & Schreuder, 2018; 
Shivoro et al., 2018). The reality is the opposite, as 
institutions of higher learning are criticised for mostly 
placing emphasis on theoretical knowledge (Council on 
Higher Education, 2016; Tadesse, Manathunga, & Gillies, 
2018) and in some cases placing little or no emphasis on the 
community focus and career guidance. This has led to some 
calling for a re-think into the model of higher learning in 
South Africa to address the disparities that exist (Fongwa, 
2018; Mayaba, Ralarala, & Angu, 2018) and to become more 
accountable. Institutions of higher learning need to be 
asking critical questions regarding how they can enhance 
graduate employability and reduce the high unemployment 
figures. 

Furthermore, there is a need to ascertain and understand 
those issues of work readiness and the requisite skills sets 
needed by the students of institutions of higher learning and 
their integration into the labour market. Unsurprisingly, 
because of a lack of skills, graduates are struggling to make 
the transition into the labour market (Harry et al., 2018). 
Employment is defined as an individual’s status in the labour 
market (searching for a job or already in a job), whilst 
employability represents the skills that enable an individual 
to compete for employment with other job seekers (Rich, 

2015). In other words, employability is the skills and attributes 
required by an individual in order to be employed and 
successfully perform the duties of a position. An individual 
can thus be employable but remain unemployed.

The third and final gap is the methodological gap. We note 
and support the observation by O’Neil and Koekemoer 
(2016) that the dominant methods of inquiry within the fields 
of human resources management (HRM) and industrial and 
organisational psychology (IOP) to be mostly quantitative in 
nature rely on surveys as the main method of data collection. 
There is merit in how the quantitative approach, inclusive of 
the use of surveys, has aided the understanding of concepts 
within the HRM and IOP fields. Chinyamurindi (2012) lauds 
for more qualitative research, especially within the HRM and 
IOP fields, which is also supported by other scholars (e.g. 
Harry et al., 2018; Kinnear & Ruggunan, 2019; O’Neil & 
Koekemoer, 2016) as a useful basis for understanding 
behaviour, especially when working with vulnerable groups 
and complex life experiences. We seek to answer such calls 
and illustrate the value of qualitative research through the 
use of drawings in HRM employability research.

Theoretical postulations
Different theories and models exist in the literature regarding 
graduate employability (employment). One notable theory 
is the human capital theory (Becker, 1964). Emphasis can be 
placed on the development of ‘knowledge, skills and abilities’ 
(Schultz, 1961, p. 140) that are either innate or acquired 
(Schultz, 1981). Becker (1993, p. 3) extends understanding by 
framing human capital as consisting of ‘knowledge, 
information, ideas, skills and health of individuals.’ 
Institutions of higher education and training can be useful 
conduits in the development of these forms of human capital 
(Donald, Baruch, & Ashleigh, 2019) in students: (1) social 
capital, (2) cultural capital and (3) scholastic capital (Useem 
& Karabel, 1986). In addition to the human capital theory, we 
give cadence and focus on the resilience framework.

Resilience framework
Resilience is explained as a ‘positive psychological capacity 
to rebound, to “bounce back” from adversity, uncertainty, 
conflict, failure, or even positive change, progress and 
increased responsibility’ (Luthans, 2002, p. 702) and is used 
to describe how people deal with unemployment (Victor, 
2016). A resilience framework thus supported this study. 
Resilience is adopted as a working concept for this study and 
viewed as a process (enrolment for higher education studies) 
and as an outcome (employment) (Chung, Turnbull, & Chur-
Hansen, 2017). The resilience framework involves being 
strong in the face of adversity and learning from those 
hardships (Mayaba & Wood, 2015; Zulu, 2018). This is 
important in a country such as South Africa that is 
characterised by high unemployment rates caused by factors 
such as racial and social inequality (Harry et al., 2018). 
Participatory research is thus important in understanding 
and promoting resilience amongst the youth in the face of 
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high unemployment rates. An individual who has resilience 
traits is highly characterised by traits such as self-confidence, 
esteem, efficacy and determination that promote the 
psychological well-being of an individual (Joyce et al., 2018; 
Theron, 2012). 

Research purpose
The purpose of this study was threefold: (1) to explore the 
experiences of students in preparation to enter the labour 
market, (2) to generate data about student experiences of 
being unemployed and (3) to explore the usefulness of 
drawings as a data generation tool in exploring such 
experiences. 

Research design and context
To understand university-to-work transition amongst 
students leaving the university setting, an interpretivist 
philosophy was adopted using the qualitative research 
approach informed by the exploratory research design 
(Creswell, 2014). This design was adopted to understand 
university-to-work transition en route to competing in the 
open labour market. Visual participatory methods are 
regarded as an innovative research technique (Barley & 
Russell, 2018). Using a visual participatory approach 
provided a context for reflection, social change and action. 
Furthermore, a visual participatory approach allowed the 
participants to voice their experiences during their 
studies (Saunders, 2018). The students’ understanding of the 
concepts of employability and university-to-work transition 
was enhanced by using such an approach. In addition, a 
visual participatory approach allowed students to suggest 
possible solutions to the perceived problems they face. 

The study was conducted at a traditional HDI in the Eastern 
Cape province of South Africa. Qualifications offered by 
traditional universities are more theoretical with less 
vocational preparation in contrast to comprehensive 
universities and universities of technology (Magagula, 
2017). Graduates from HDIs struggle in the open labour 
market as compared to graduates from HAIs (Rogan & 
Reynolds, 2016; South African Department of Higher 
Education and Training, 2018). Hence, there is the need to 
understand university-to-work transition. This is because 
inequality in South Africa remains a great problem (Khau, 
2018; Motala, 2017). A total of 30 students, who were in their 
final year of undergraduate studies in the Department of 
Business Management, participated in this study. The 
sample was gathered using a combination of purposive and 
convenience sampling methods (Creswell, 2014). In this 
regard, participants had to be final-year undergraduate 
students from the HDI to participate in the study.

How drawings were used to generate data?
Several studies (e.g. Barley & Russell, 2018; Isseri, 
Muthukrishna, & Philpott, 2018; Mayaba & Wood, 2015) have 
utilised drawings as a data collection method. As in the study 

by Mayaba and Wood (2015, p. 3), we adopted a ‘draw and 
write’ approach. This approach, as advocated by Mair and 
Kierans (2007), allows participants to elaborate on the meaning 
of the drawing through oral and written explanations. This 
method was selected as some of the participants had limited 
English language abilities (Mayaba & Wood, 2015). During 
this study, drawings, together with written explanations, 
therefore allowed the participants to express themselves. An 
email was sent to all the students who were in their final year 
of study to participate in the study. Potential participants 
were invited to take part in the research through a focus 
group at a designated date and time slot. 

Before the commencement of the focus group, the participants 
were briefed about the purpose of the study. All the groups 
were given an A3 paper in which they were to draw their 
perceptions of their work readiness. To elicit drawings, the 
following question was posed: can you draw a picture that 
describes your feelings of work readiness as you are about to 
enter the world of work? Participants were encouraged to 
draw anything that would describe their feelings towards 
university-to-work transition. How well the drawing looked 
was not of importance. This allowed the participants to share 
their views on employability and suggest possible solutions 
to reduce the graduate unemployment rate. As drawing the 
picture was a group activity, the members of the groups were 
asked to write a phrase that described their feelings. After the 
drawing activity, the groups were invited to explain their 
drawings. 

All the focus group participants were invited to share their 
thoughts on the other groups’ drawings. The credibility of 
the study was enhanced by describing the drawings 
comprehensively, literature control (focus on the literature 
that was relevant for this study), sharing of the meaning and 
data retention. The session produced lively discussions; 
although the students felt they were not work-ready, there 
was a mutual feeling of soldering on to become relevant to 
the labour market. 

Ethical consideration
The researchers adhered to ethical guidelines in conducting 
the study. Ethical clearance was obtained from the participating 
institution (reference number: CHI151SHAR01). Participation 
in the study was on a voluntary basis and a signed written 
informed consent was a prerequisite before participation. 
Anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed. 

Data analysis 
As was proposed by Miles and Huberman (1994), three 
flows of activity were adopted to analyse the qualitative 
data. These three flows of activity process have also been 
used in previous empirical works (e.g. Makhene, 2019; 
Ogbamichael & Warden, 2018), attesting to the robustness of 
the process. The process involves data reduction, data 
display and conclusion. Data reduction was done at the 
begining and during the data collection process. Whilst 
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engaged in speculation, the researchers and the participants 
reflected on the literature whilst searching for meaning 
within the drawings. The researchers were able to make new 
interpretations and ask prompting questions through being 
speculative. Furthermore, the researchers and the 
participants were able to search for themes to illustrate the 
full picture. To understand the concepts of employability 
and work readiness, the drawings should be viewed as a 
starting point for personal thought development and 
experiences of the concepts. The activity allowed the 
participants to eloquently communicate and reflect their 
understanding of the concepts of employability and work 
readiness through the drawings. The drawings also allowed 
the researchers to explore the experiences of students as they 
prepare to enter the labour market, including the experience 
of being unemployed. 

Findings
University-to-work transition is affected by various factors, 
such as trends of the labour market and higher education 
institution. Hence, it is necessary for students to have the 
knowledge and understanding of the concepts to come up 
with possible solutions to enhance their employment in 
the labour market. Many stakeholders in the labour 
market are of the perception that higher education 
universities are responsible for producing work-ready 
graduates. Participants were, however, underprepared for 
the world of work despite being in their final year of studies. 
Three main narratives emerge, which form the basis of the 
discussion being made in this article. The pictures, together 
with the explanations, reflect that the participants were not 
ready to be competitive.

Narrative finding 1: Blind but determined 
The picture that was drawn by Group 1 (Figure 1) shows that 
although studying for a tertiary qualification, the students in 
their view state that they remain ‘blind’ as their qualifications 
only focused on enhancing theoretical expertise with less 
practical relevance.

Furthermore, students were at a crossroads in their lives 
despite having the ‘right qualifications.’ The road is clear 
with no obstacles, meaning that they have all the required 
qualifications but still feel ‘confused and lost’ because of a 
lack of work experience. Participants also experienced 
periods of difficulty stemming from their families who 
wanted an alternative path. One of the participants said, 
(Participant 5, 27 years old, male) ‘my family is giving me 
pressure and friends who studied at colleges who did 
practical work to get a job, but I am stuck with theory.’ 
Because of the above reasons, many of the participants 
struggled to make a smooth transition into the labour 
market. 

The same perception was also shared by Group 2 as shown 
in Figure 2. 

Narrative finding 2: Excited but scared
The participants indicated that they were heartbroken by 
the prospect of not securing jobs because of lack of work 
experience:

‘[I]t breaks my heart to spend sleepless nights and at the end of 
the day I am asked for the experience which I do not have but 
I only have my qualification.’ (Participant 7, 25 years old, female)

Furthermore, the heart is bleeding reflecting the passion for 
studying, yet it leads to no job. This reveals that despite 
having their qualifications, they feared being ‘undermined’ 
by other students from other universities. The qualifications 
were being undermined because of the institutions they had 
obtained the qualifications from. 

Despite the confusion and lack of work experience, some of 
the participants in the groups felt ‘encouraged’ and a step 
‘closer to getting a job than yesterday.’ The qualification 
they were about to attain was going to allow them to ‘explore 
the world.’ 

Source: Photo was taken by authors

FIGURE 1: Blind but determined.

Source: Photo was taken by authors

FIGURE 2: Excited but scared.
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Narrative finding 3: Ready to explore
A similar view was expressed in Groups 2 and 3 in which 
participants notes that theu were ready for the world of work 
(see Figure 3). 

Regardless of the lack of work experience, the group 
participants felt that they were ready to ‘take on the world.’ 
The programmes that they were studying made them feel 
‘empowered and confident’ to secure jobs. This is shown by 
the picture (Figure 3) they drew of a graduate who had the 
whole world to explore without any limitations.

During the discussion, many of the participants revealed that 
they had an inferiority complex. The inferiority complex was 
not only experienced when they tried to approach the 
lecturers, it was also experienced in their approach to the 
labour market. The participants felt inferior when interacting 
with their lecturers to gain more information about the 
labour market. The inferiority complex situation was clearly 
elaborated by one of the participants, who stated that:

‘[I] feel that I will not be able to compete in the labour market 
because there are other students who are from advanced 
institutions (white institutions) who can do better.’ (Participant 
10, 28 years old, female).

This perception developed as a result of where these 
participants came from, that is, previously disadvantaged 
backgrounds. Subsequently, the participants did not have 
confidence in themselves.

Furthermore, the location of the university was a restriction 
to the career development of the students. The university is 
located in a rural area; hence, the participants were not well 
versed in the market trends. They ended up relying on the 
Internet for information and, because of the inferiority 
complex, they were unable to communicate with their 
lecturers for job market information. Because of the university 
location, they felt that they were not ready to be competitive 
as compared to their counterparts in urban universities. 
Furthermore, the participants were of the perception that the 
knowledge acquired at HAIs was more superior to that 

gained from an HDI. Another point that was noted is that the 
participants lacked knowledge of their careers. They had not 
received adequate career guidance and counselling. 

Many of the participants in the three groups highlighted a 
lack of work experience as their main concern. Without 
work experience, they described themselves as ‘confused 
and lost’, not knowing what to do. Furthermore, the  
socio-economic status of the families was exerting much 
‘pressure’ on the participants to get employment soon after 
completion of their studies. In response to the pressure 
from friends and families, the participants explained that 
because of a lack of work experience, most of them will 
enrol for a Post-Graduate Certificate in Education (PGCE). 
The predicament was expressed by one of the participants 
as follows:

‘[W]e are from poor family backgrounds but due to a lack of 
work experience and pressure from the family to provide, we 
end up enrolling for PGCE as it offers both theory and practical 
sides (which is not available for commerce programmes). With a 
PGCE we will have many opportunities plus it is easier to get 
employment.’ (Participant 10, 28 years old, female).

The lack of the practical aspect in the commerce degrees was 
a limiting factor in their competitiveness. Family socio-
economic status was the major determinant indicating what 
the participants will do to secure jobs. 

In addition, it was further highlighted in the explanations that 
because of a lack of social networks, the students were deprived 
of opportunities to develop themselves. The participants 
mentioned that students from HAIs had all the resources they 
needed to be successful in their careers, but HDIs had very 
limited resources. With limited resources, the participants felt 
that their chances of obtaining jobs were also limited. During 
the discussion, one of the participants stated that (Participant 
10, 28 years old, female) ‘resources and opportunities are 
available in South Africa, but it is difficult to get them as 
one needs connections to be able to benefit from them.’

Because of the unavailability of practical knowledge for 
commerce programmes, participants were taking responsibility 
of ensuring their work readiness and employability. Vacation 
work was the most common way to enhance one’s work 
readiness and employability. Vacation work is viewed as a 
way to gain work experience. One of the participants espoused 
that (Participant 10, 28 years old, female) ‘I took up vacation 
work in a pharmacy as a sales representative, and during that 
time I managed to learn how to interact with other people.’ 
This shows that vacation work is a way of developing generic 
skills, such as interaction skills and relationship building, 
to enhance one’s employability. Some participants said 
that they did volunteer work such as assisting in shops 
when on holidays. Many of the participants mentioned 
that they were applying for various internships to gain 
work experience, such as the National Research 
Foundation Internship Programme and internships in various 
government departments. Unfortunately, they were not 
getting a positive response. 

Source: Photo was taken by authors

FIGURE 3: Ready to explore.
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Discussion
Many of these participants enrolled for higher education in 
the hope of securing employment upon graduation. However, 
the study findings indicate that the participants had chosen 
their programmes without adequate career counselling 
and guidance. Unsurprisingly, the participants lacked the 
necessary information about the qualifications they were 
pursuing. As mentioned in previous studies (e.g. Magagula, 
2017; Rogan & Reynolds, 2016), the South African basic 
education system is of a poor standard. As a result, many 
underprepared students are entering the higher education 
system. Students who are not educated well in school 
struggle to succeed at the university level. Undoubtedly, it is 
mostly black students who are underprepared for higher 
education because of the dysfunctional schooling left by 
the apartheid legacy and the continued failure of current 
governance structures.

Another important finding was that the university 
programmes lacked a practical component in their 
curriculum. Consequently, the students were unprepared for 
the world of work. The students lacked the relevant skills to 
compete in the labour market. A lack of the practical side of 
the programmes limits the participants’ chances of obtaining 
work experience. Therefore, there is a need to develop 
curricula that are balanced between theory and practice. 
These findings further support the idea of revising curricula 
to include a practical component (Council on Higher 
Education, 2016; Tadesse et al., 2018). Employers are looking 
for candidates who have skills that can be transferred into the 
company for the benefit of the company. 

The participants appeared to have a lack of confidence in 
themselves and their qualifications. A possible explanation 
for this is the perception towards HDI degrees. Employers 
prefer graduates from HAIs as their qualifications are 
regarded as superior to the HDIs degrees. These findings are 
consistent with previous studies (e.g. Magagula, 2017; Rogan 
& Reynolds, 2016; Scott, 2018). The participants therefore felt 
inferior in comparison to their counterparts who qualified 
through HAIs. Being inferior was further exacerbated by the 
race of the participants and being the first people to attend 
higher education within their families did not make it easy. 

Moreover, because of a lack of social capital, participants 
struggled to make the transition into the open labour market. 
In addition, this finding supports Rogan and Reynolds’s 
(2016) study in which they argued that students from HDIs 
had weaker social networks. Participants of this study were 
relying on traditional and formal ways to apply for 
employment (Rogan & Reynolds, 2016). Such differences 
show that, despite efforts to redress past imbalances, 
inequality remains a major concern in education and in the 
labour market of the country (Fox et al., 2016). 

Irrespective of several adversities, the students had the desire 
of securing employment in the future (Mayaba & Wood, 2015). 

However, unlike Joyce et al. (2018), the findings indicate that 
although resilient, participants lacked traits such as self-
confidence, efficacy and esteem; this was mainly because of 
their previously disadvantaged backgrounds. Theron (2012) 
pointed out that resilience could be promoted through factors 
such as social capital, problem-solving skills and opportunity 
for mastery. However, the findings of this study indicate that 
most participants lacked these skills to promote resilience in 
the context of high unemployment amongst black graduates.

Practical implications
Employers are increasingly demanding graduates who are 
ready to work. A mere qualification is therefore not enough 
to secure an employment because of the present economic 
status that requires employees to contribute efficiently and 
effectively to the organisation soon after being hired. 
Subsequently, employers are in high demand of graduates 
who are work-ready. Hence, students must be equipped 
with generic and specific skills, as well as work readiness 
programmes and workplace experience, to be competitive 
in the job market. Employers thus postulate that such 
skills should be developed during the students’ higher 
education process.

However, higher education institutions are failing to meet 
the skills demands of the labour market. In view of that, 
students are trying to make it their responsibility to be work-
ready through seeking opportunities for skills development 
in order to be competitive in the job market. However, such 
endeavours are limited and affected by the geographical 
location, failing government support structures and limited 
resources that inhibit students from exploring the labour 
market. 

Higher education institutions need to continue developing 
their curricula to develop graduate work readiness attributes. 
Although curriculum change will help address the skills gap, 
it is not the solution for graduate unemployment, especially 
for graduates from HDIs. Unemployment of HDI graduates 
is mainly caused by perceived degree quality, under-
preparedness of students for higher education, a lack of 
social and professional networks, as well as perceived 
discrimination in recruitment. Therefore, there is a need for 
businesses, government and universities to collaboratively 
redress the racial imbalances in the country by working 
together to create opportunities, especially for the previously 
disadvantaged students. Developments and changes without 
addressing inequality will not yield sustainably positive 
results. Perhaps, black graduates require assistance from 
different stakeholders to be able to compete in the labour 
market. 

Furthermore, universities cannot work alone in developing 
work-ready students. Thus, the industry should increase 
their involvement in preparing students for the job market. 
This can be done by recruiting students for work readiness 
programmes. Hence, it is imperative that universities and 
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potential employers collaborate in developing work-ready 
graduates. Employers are consistently demanding highly 
educated and skilled employees. A co-operation thus between 
employers and universities will lead to the economic 
development of the country. 

Moreover, for the economic development of South Africa, the 
importance of commerce degrees cannot be denied. Hence, 
the claim that HDI graduates enrol in programmes that 
have poor employment prospects is false. Labour market 
outcomes for these students can be achieved by improving 
the quality of school education, higher socio-economic 
status and establishing social and professional networks as 
advocated by Rogan and Reynolds (2016).

Limitations of the study and future 
research areas
The sample size was a limitation of this study as only a 
few drawings were presented. Furthermore, people are 
storytellers and hence drawings might have been a restriction; 
however, the limitation was minimised by having the group 
to discuss the meaning denoted by the picture. Socially 
acceptable behaviour could have been a limitation as the 
activity was done in groups. Moreover, the study was limited 
to final-year undergraduate students at one university in one 
faculty. Hence, the results cannot be generalised to other 
faculties or institutions. It was necessary to limit the study 
to the Faculty of Management and Commerce because of 
lack of practical aspect of programmes. 

Although graduates enter the job market without relevant 
skills, it is also important to understand work readiness from 
the perspective of the employer to gain an insight into how 
the challenges can be overcome and what the organisational 
expectations are. Furthermore, future studies should focus 
on the perceived mismatch between graduates and job 
market skills. In addition, future research should include 
students across faculties, not only to increase the sample size 
but also to increase the generalisation of study results.

Conclusion
This study provided valuable understanding into the work 
readiness of final-year students from a selected university 
in South Africa. The economic development of a nation 
depends on well-equipped graduates. For historically 
disadvantaged students to succeed, South African higher 
education institutions are responsible for developing academic 
excellence, and providing specific and generic business skills. 
Furthermore, it is the responsibility of the institutions and 
employers to have the students work-ready by increasing 
employability skills. The study concludes that the students 
lack generic skills in order to be competitive in the job market. 
Hence, higher education institutions have an important role to 
increase the work readiness of students. Interventions should 
be made to address the unemployment rates and causes of 
unemployment amongst graduates from HDIs.
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