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 Background: The employability of accounting graduates has been an issue worldwide. 
It is often raised by the prospective employers that university graduates are technically 

proficient but lack of soft skills, such as communication and analytical thinking. Such 

claim leads to the question of whether the assertion made by the prospective employers 
truly reflects the graduates that the universities produce. Hence, this study was 

undertaken to investigate the level of soft skill competencies among 275 accounting 

students at Universiti Utara Malaysia (UUM) who underwent a six-month internship. 
Further, the study investigates the association between soft skill competencies and 

ethnicity, internship firms and Cumulative Grade Point Average (CGPA). Interestingly, 

this study looks at from the perspective of their prospective employers. Results show 
that UUM Accounting students possess adequate soft skill competencies to enable them 

to compete in the global job market. Further, results indicate that students’ ethnicity, 

their internship firms and CGPA has no significant influence on their soft skill 
competencies. Findings from this study provide interesting ground to dispute the claim 

made by the industry on the inadequate soft skill competencies among the graduates, 
particularly from the accounting program offered in UUM. Specifically, the findings 

indicate that the prospective employers are reasonably satisfied with the accounting 

graduates who underwent their internship. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 The employability of university graduates has 

been an issue across the globe, and Malaysia is no 

exception. Universities of United Kingdom and 

Confederation of British Industries (UUK & CBI) 

(2009) has defined employability as ‘a set of 

attributes, skills and knowledge that all labor market 

participants should possess to ensure they have the 

capability of being effective in the workplace to the 

benefit of themselves, their employer and the wider 

economy.’ This definition reflects that in order to be 

employable, the university graduates should be well-

equipped with adequate technical knowledge, proper 

skills and right attitudes. While disseminating the 

technical knowledge is well taken care of through 

continuously revised uniform syllabus and proper 

evaluation system, the issue of inculcation of the soft 

skills remains unsolved. This is often raised by the 

prospective employers who claimed that university 

graduates are technically proficient but lack of soft 

skills, such as communication and analytical thinking 

(Shakir, 2009), which consequently hinder them 

from joining the professional level workforce. A 

survey in the UK by the Association of Graduate 

Recruiters also blame the lack in soft skills among 

graduates that resulted in limited number of job 

applicants (Association of Graduate Recruiters, 

2006). Interestingly, a Malaysian study on university 

graduates found contradicting results. In that study, 

university graduates viewed themselves as well-

equipped with both technical and soft skills (National 

Higher Education Research Institute, 2003). Further, 

they claimed that the attributing factor for not 

securing the job applied is merely lack of connection 

rather than their limited capabilities.   

 The contradicting claim leads to the question of 

whether the assertion made by the prospective 

employers truly reflects the graduates that the 

universities produce. Hence, this empirical study was 

conducted, focusing on accounting students who will 

be taking the vital responsibilities as future 

accountants. Considering their imperative role to the 

public at large, the researchers believe that it is 

appropriate to examine their soft skills capabilities to 

serve. With that in mind, this study examined the soft 

skills of the accounting students from the perspective 

of the prospective employers. Specifically, the 
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objectives of this study are to: (1) examine the level 

of accounting students’ soft skills; (2) compare the 

soft skills competencies between those who 

underwent their internship at  audit and non-audit 

firms; (3) compare the soft skills competencies 

between those who underwent their internship at 

Bumiputera audit firms and Non-Bumiputera Audit 

firms; (4) compare the soft skills competencies of the 

Malays and Chinese students; and (5) examine the 

correlation between academic achievement and soft 

skills competencies. This study is expected to shed 

some light on employability of accounting graduates 

in Malaysia, in terms of the soft skills competencies. 

 The remainder of the paper is structured as 

follows. The next section offers a review of the 

related literature. This is followed by the research 

method used to explore the responses. Subsequent 

section presents the findings and discussions of the 

results. The paper ends with limitation and 

suggestion for future work.   

  

Literature review: 

 The employability of the university graduates 

has gained greater attentions worldwide. In essence, 

the focal point of employability is the ability of the 

graduates to present themselves to employers.  This 

does not merely indicate the technical understanding 

and subject knowledge of the graduates (which are 

undoubtedly important) but also their generic skills 

and attitudes. In relation to this, the UK-based 

companies have identified ten employability skills 

which should be possessed by the university 

graduates namely (1) communication and 

interpersonal skills; (2) problem solving skills; (3) 

initiative and self-motivated; (4) ability to work 

under pressure; (5) organizational skills; (6) team-

work; (7) ability to learn and adapt; (8) numeracy 

skills; (9) ability to appreciate diversity; and (10) 

negotiation skills (Science, Technology, Engineering 

and Mathematics Network, 2013). While possessing 

these skills is viewed to be an important criterion of 

every university graduates, the pressure could be 

more on the accounting graduates, i.e. the future 

accountants who are expected to protect the public 

interest through their high quality practices 

(International Federation of Accountants, 2007). 

Considering this critical role of accountants to the 

public at large, the concern among academicians, 

professional bodies and industries on their skills is 

indeed relevant. For instance, the accounting 

education committees in the US claimed that 

accounting university students are ill-equipped to 

begin professional practice and that universities 

should prepare their students with a more 

comprehensive range of skills (American Accounting 

Association, 1986; Accounting Education Change 

Commission, 1990; American Institute of Certified 

Public Accountants, 1999; Albrecht and Sack, 2000). 

Their views were collectively shared with Certified 

Public Accountants Australia (1996; 2005). The 

interviews with the potential employers in the UK, 

Austria, Slovenia and Romania also indicated the 

deficiency of such soft skills among graduates, which 

consequently hinder them from being ‘employment-

ready’ (Andrews and Higson, 2008).  

 A similar concern has been deliberated in 

Malaysian environment where the Minister of Higher 

Education has announced the need to incorporate soft 

skill elements in the undergraduate syllabus (Shakir, 

2009). In addition to this, the Malaysian Institute of 

Accountants have made it compulsory for any 

accounting degree program to incorporate at least a 

six-months internship at either an audit firm or other 

organization. By undergoing this internship program, 

it is expected that the students will not only 

experience the real audit and accounting-related 

working environment but also sharpen their soft 

skills. While it is much easier to achieve the first 

goal, the issue of enhancing soft skills through 

internship is still open for debate. This leads to 

numerous studies undertaken on soft skills (e.g. 

Allen, 1991; Maelah, Aman, Mohamed and Ramli, 

2012; Marshall and Mill, 1993; Paisey and Paisey, 

2010). Among others, the studies indicate that the 

students felt that they have developed soft skills such 

as communication, teamwork and problem solving 

after their training period (Allen, 1991; Marshall and 

Mill, 1993). On similar note, Maelah et al. (2012) 

highlighted three broad components of soft skills 

developed by accounting students during their 

internship, which include communication skills, 

leadership and teamwork, and self-management. In 

that study, self-management comprises of time 

management, use of computers, meeting deadlines, 

extracting information from multiple sources and 

coping with stress. While the findings of the previous 

studies provide positive contribution of the internship 

to students, this self-reporting evaluation may create 

bias or questionable findings. Thus, the evaluation of 

employers on the students’ soft skill competencies, 

which is the focus of this study, is deemed necessary 

to reflect unbiased and independent views.  

 

Research Method: 

 Data on employers’ perceptions were gathered 

through evaluation forms submitted to the Student 

Development and Alumni Office, UUM at the end of 

the internship period. In that evaluation form, the 

respective employers were requested to describe their 

perceptions on the performance of UUM students 

who underwent their six-month internship program at 

their firms. This internship program is part of the 

requirement for the Bachelor degree in Accounting 

as stipulated by the Malaysian Institute of 

Accountants. The data was collected in the first 

semester 2012/13. The form contains 24 statements 

encompassing soft skills dimensions including self-

discipline, work commitment, critical thinking, team-

work, communication skills etc. All statements use 4-

point Likert scale. The reliability analysis which was 
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performed on the items indicates the acceptable level 

of Cronbach Alpha of 0.97.    

Data analysis: 

 This section begins with a description on the 

demographic background of the respondents. This is 

followed by a discussion on descriptive analysis, t-

test analysis and correlation analysis conducted to 

meet the objectives of the study.  

 The number of students analyzed in this study is 

275 as set out in Table 1 according to their gender, 

ethnicity and cumulative grade point average 

(CGPA). The analysis shows that majority of the 

students are female. In terms of ethnicity, the number 

of Malay students and Chinese students only differ 

by one person. There are only 8 Indian students and 

the remaining two students are from indigenous 

group in the East Malaysia. With respect to 

cumulative grade point average (CGPA), majority of 

the students are in the range of 3.00 to 3.50.  

 
Table 1: Demographic Background of Respondents (N = 275). 

Item Frequency Percentage 

Gender 55 25.0 

Male 220 75.0 

Female   

Ethnicity 132 48.0 

Malay 133 48.4 

Chinese 8 2.9 

Indian 2 0.7 

Others   

CGPA 80 29.1 

2.50 – 2.99   

3.00 – 3.50 146 53.1 

More than 3.50 49 17.8 

 

 Table 2 sets out the background of the firms 

where the students underwent their practical training. 

It shows that 218 firms (79%) are audit firms and the 

remaining 55 which accounts for 20% are non-audit 

firms. From the 218 audit firms, 64 are Bumiputera 

audit firms and 154 are non-Bumiputera firms.   

 

Table 2: Background of Firms. 
Item Frequency Percentage 

Type of Firm   

Audit Firm 218 79.3 

Non-Audit Firm 55 20.0 

Missing Data 2 0.7 

Status of Audit Firm   

Bumiputera 64 29.4 

Non-Bumiputera 154 70.6 

  

 Employers’ perceptions on students’ 

performance were observed in terms of (1) self-

discipline; (2) work commitment; (3) critical 

thinking; (4) team-working; (5) decision-making; (6) 

oral communication skill; (7) writing skill; (8) 

computer proficiency; and (9) personal appearance. 

Results of the analysis are set out in Table 3, of 

which the higher the mean reflects the better 

perceptions, and vice versa.   

 Self-discipline was measured in terms of (1) 

students’ attendance to the workplace; (2) their 

ability to complete the tasks before the deadline; and 

(3) their ability to follow the rules. In relation to 

students’ attendance, the mean value of 3.70 

indicates that students were perceived as excellent 

trainees by their respective employers. With regard 

to students’ ability to complete the tasks before the 

deadline, the mean value of 3.37 suggests that 

students were perceived to be good in meeting the 

deadline. Similar to the attendance criteria, the 

findings also suggest that UUM students had no 

problem to submit their work on time. The mean 

score of 3.28 for the third construct, i.e. complying 

with rules, further suggests that students appeared to 

have an excellent discipline. Overall, results signify 

that majority of UUM students possess good self-

discipline that enable them to complete the task 

efficiently. 

 Students’ commitment to work was measured in 

terms of (1) their willingness to accept 

responsibilities, (2) the quality of the completed 

work and (3) willingness to learn. The mean value of 

3.49 as set out in Table 3 indicates that students had 

the willingness to accept responsibilities related to 

their work. Further, students’ commitments towards 

their work were materialized when they successfully 

discharged their responsibilities. This is evidenced 

through the mean score of 3.20. In addition, students 

were also perceived to have great attitude towards 

learning new things, as indicated by the high mean 

value of the construct (3.29). With reference to the 

three constructs used to assess work commitment, the 

results suggest that UUM students had been 

committed to their work.  
 The critical thinking attribute was measured in 
three dimensions, i.e. (1) ability to analyze; (2) 
ability to articulate ideas; and (3) ability to solve 
problems. The mean value of 3.06 in Table 3 reveals 
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that students had great ability to analyze issues 
during their practical training. In relation to the 
ability to articulate ideas, the mean value of 2.96 
portrays that students were perceived to be above 
average. For the problem solving ability among the 
students, the mean value of 3.05 suggests that 
students had good ability to solve work-related 
problems. Overall, the findings portray that the 
students had been equipped with critical thinking 
ability to deal with their work.  
 In order to assess students’ ability to work in 
team, employers were asked to rate the students in 
terms of (1) teamwork spirit and (2) leadership 
quality. Observing the mean values of the constructs, 
the results generally reveal that students were 
perceived to have achieved a good level of teamwork 
spirit (3.45), with moderately lower (2.79) but still 
above average leadership quality.  Notwithstanding 
this figures, UUM students generally appeared to 
have a team working quality.   
 In order to assess the decision-making ability 
among the students, three criteria were used, i.e. (1) 
knowledge; (2) analytical skill; and (3) task 
execution. In terms of knowledge, the mean value of 
3.08 demonstrates that students were perceived to 
have vast knowledge to assist their respective 
employers in decision making. With regard to 
analytical skill, the mean score of 2.99 shows that 
students had good analytical skill that enabled them 
to form good decisions. Results for task execution 
were almost consistent with knowledge and 
analytical skill with a mean score of 3.05. Overall, 
the results suggest that UUM students appeared to 
have an above average decision-making skill.      

 Oral communication skill was assessed in two 
medium of instructions, which is Malay language 
and English language. Generally, students had no 
problem to communicate in either of the languages as 
indicated by the mean values of 3.44 and 3.01, 
respectively. As expected, students were more 
proficient in communicating in the Malay language, 
as compared to the English language. In addition to 
oral communication skill, students were also assessed 
on their writing skill in both the Malay and the 
English languages. The results in Table 3 reveal that 
employers had good impression of the students’ 
ability to write in both languages (3.41 and 2.99, 
respectively). Similar to oral communication skill, 
students’ ability to write in English was also 
relatively lower as compared to their writing skill in 
the Malay language.  
 Table 3 further sets out employers’ perceptions 
relating to the students’ performance in using 
computers. From their observations, students were 
perceived as good and excellent with a mean value of 
3.34. The results indicate that UUM students had 
sufficient computer skill to enable them to execute 
the relevant tasks.  
 In addition to the soft skills, students’ 
performance was also assessed based on their 
personal appearance. This is important in order to 
ensure the portrayal of a good executive image. For 
that purpose, three criteria were observed, i.e. (1) 
attire; (2) tidiness; and (3) self-hygiene. Results in 
Table 3 clearly indicate that students had no problem 
to maintain good personal appearance. 

 
Table 3: Students and Soft Skill Attributes (N = 275). 

Soft Skill Attributes Min Max Mean Std. Dev. 

Self-Discipline     

Attendance 1 4 3.70 0.54 

Task completion 1 4 3.37 0.69 

Rules compliance 1 4 3.28 0.69 

Work Commitment     

Attitudes towards responsibility 1 4 3.49 0.64 

Work quality 2 4 3.20 0.67 

Attitudes towards learning 1 4 3.29 0.75 

Critical Thinking     

Ability to analyze 1 4 3.06 0.70 

Ability to articulate ideas 1 4 2.96 0.77 

Ability to solve problems 1 4 3.05 0.78 

Team Work     

Team-work spirit 2 4 3.45 0.73 

Leadership quality 1 4 2.79 0.83 

Decision Making     

Knowledge 2 4 3.08 0.72 

Analytical skill 1 4 2.99 0.75 

Task execution 1 4 3.05 0.79 

Oral Communication     

Malay language 1 4 3.44 0.71 

English language 1 4 3.01 0.76 

Writing Skill     

Malay language 1 4 3.41 0.69 

English language 1 4 2.99 0.75 

Computer Proficiency 1 4 3.34 0.69 

Personal Appearance     

Attire 1 4 3.64 0.60 

Tidiness 2 4 3.67 0.55 

Self-hygiene 2 4 3.67 0.56 
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 An independent samples t-test was conducted to 

compare the total practicum score between students 

who underwent internship at audit firm (mean = 

101.37; SD = 15.78) and non-audit firm (mean = 

103.89; SD = 13.26). The results as set out in Table 4 

reveal that there was no significant difference 

between the two groups. These results suggest that 

the place of internship place has no significant 

bearing on the total practicum score. Specifically, the 

results indicate that irrespective of the internship 

places, the students may perform well and eventually 

scored high marks.       

 
Table 4: Comparison of Students’ Practicum Score in Audit and Non-Audit Firms. 

Types of Firm N Mean Std. Deviation Degrees of Freedom p-value (2-tailed) 

Audit Firm 216 101.37 15.78 271 0.27 

Non-Audit Firm 57 103.89 13.26   

 

 In addition to that, an independent samples t-test 

was conducted to reveal any difference in total 

practicum score between students who underwent 

their internship at Bumiputera Audit firm (mean = 

102.22; SD = 10.67) and Non Bumiputera Audit 

Firm (mean = 101.01; SD = 17.35) (refer Table 5).  

Similar to the types of internship firms, there was no 

significant difference in total practicum score 

between students in Bumiputera audit firm and Non-

Bumiputera audit firm. These results suggest that the 

students had the ability to perform during their 

internship and well-accepted in both types of firms.  

 
Table 5: Comparison of Students’ Practicum Score in Bumiputera and Non-Bumiputera Audit Firms. 

Audit Firm N Mean Std. Deviation Degrees of Freedom p-value (2-tailed) 

Bumiputera 58 102.22 10.67 165 0.54 

Non- Bumiputera 157 101.01 17.35   

 

 Further, an independent samples t-test was 

conducted to reveal any difference in total practicum 

score between Malay students who underwent their 

internship at Bumiputera Audit firm (mean = 101.69; 

SD = 12.43) and Non Bumiputera Audit Firm (mean 

= 101.44; SD = 16.99).  As expected, there was no 

significant difference in total practicum score 

between Malay students in Bumiputera audit firm 

and Non-Bumiputera audit firm. These results as 

highlighted in Table 6 suggest that the Malay 

students had the ability to perform during their 

internship and well-accepted in both types of firms.  

 
Table 6: Comparison of Malay Students’ Practicum Score in Bumiputera and Non-Bumiputera Audit Firms. 

Audit Firm N Mean Std. Deviation Degrees of Freedom p-value (2-tailed) 

Bumiputera 26 101.69 12.43 106 0.94 

Non- Bumiputera 82 101.44 16.99   

 

 Similar to Malays students, no significant 

difference were found for the performance of 

Chinese students in Bumiputera Audit Firm (mean = 

102.26; SD = 9.05) and Non-Bumiputera Audit Firm 

(mean = 101.36; SD = 16.19), as indicated in Table 

7.  

 
Table 7: Comparison of Chinese Students’ Practicum Score in Bumiputera and Non-Bumiputera Audit Firms. 

Audit Firm N Mean Std. Deviation Degrees of Freedom p-value (2-tailed) 

Bumiputera 31 102.26 9.05 93.58 0.72 

Non- Bumiputera 70 101.36 16.19   

 

 In order to answer the final objective of the 

study, that is the association between students’ 

CGPA and soft skills, correlation analysis between 

the variables were performed. The findings set out in 

Table 8 indicate that no significant correlation exist 

between students’ CGPA and practicum score. In 

other words, the results provide evidence that even 

students with lower CGPA may possess reasonable 

level of soft skill competencies.  

 
Table 8: Correlation between Students’ Cumulative Grade Point Average (CGPA) and Practicum Score. 

Variables N Mean Std. Deviation Correlation coefficient 

CGPA 275 3.18 15.35 0.013 

Practicum Score 275 101.86 0.31  

 

Findings And Discussion: 

 This study examines the soft skill competencies 

of accounting students from Universiti Utara 

Malaysia in response to various concerns on 

accounting students’ marketability in general. 

Specifically, the study investigates the level of 

accounting students’ soft skills. Findings reveal that 

most employers agreed that accounting students who 

underwent the internship at their firms have 

demonstrated good self-discipline in terms of 

attending to workplace, meeting the datelines and 

following rules. Similarly, employers expressed their 

great satisfaction with students’ commitment to 

work. They were in opinion that majority of the 

students have willingness to accept responsibilities 

and learn new things. These attributes have been 
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materialized through the quality of the completed 

work submitted to the employers. In addition to this, 

the students were also viewed as having the critical 

thinking skill that enables them to analyze issues, 

articulate ideas and solve relevant problems.  

 Findings further reveal that the employers have 

highly rated the students’ ability to work in team. 

Communication skill (both oral and writing) is 

another dimension of soft skill measured. Results 

indicate that the employers were generally satisfied 

with students’ ability to communicate well especially 

in the Malay language. Computer proficiency among 

students has also been noted by the employers. 

Interestingly, students were also perceived to possess 

adequate decision-making ability considering their 

six-month internship period. In terms of personal 

appearance, majority of employers are pleased with 

their students. The findings provide support to 

previous studies on soft skills among accounting 

students (e.g. Maelah et al., 2012; Kavanangh and 

Drennan, 2008; and Arquero-Montano, Anes, Hasall 

and Joyce, 2001). Also, the findings may provide the 

basis to dispute the claim that Accounting students 

lack of soft skills, such as communication and 

analytical thinking (Shakir, 2009). 

 Interestingly findings further reveal that 

ethnicity, place of internship and CGPA do not have 

significant influence on soft skill competencies 

among the students. In short, it can be concluded that 

UUM students who underwent the internship 

program had been equipped with sufficient 

knowledge and skills to perform their job.  

 

Conclusion, Limitation And Future Research: 

 Theoretically, this study contributes to the body 

of knowledge on the soft skill competencies 

(Phillips, 2001; Omar et al., 2009; Paisey and Paisey, 

2010; and Collins, 2002). Further, the study adds to 

the existing literature on accounting graduates 

(Dillon and Barclay, 1997; Howieson, 2003; and 

Maelah et al., 2012) and investigates the phenomena 

from the perspective of the employers. Findings from 

this study provide interesting ground to dispute the 

claim made by the industry on the inadequate soft 

skill competencies among the graduates, particularly 

from the accounting program offered in Universiti 

Utara Malaysia. Specifically, the findings indicate 

that the prospective employers are reasonably 

satisfied with the accounting graduates who 

underwent their internship. The prospective 

employers perceived that the graduates had 

developed at least eight soft skills including self-

discipline, work commitment, critical thinking, team-

working, oral communication, written 

communication, computer proficiency and decision-

making. Further, the findings reflect that irrespective 

of their ethnicity, place of internship and CGPA, 

UUM accounting students prove to have reasonable 

level of soft skill competencies that enable them to 

compete in the global market.  

 While this study provides a useful evidence for 

the university on the marketability of its graduates, it 

is important to bear in mind that the study only 

concentrates on accounting students. In addition to 

this, the study has taken into account only one batch 

of students. This limits the generalization ability of 

the findings. Thus, future study should incorporate 

students from various programs and over a few 

batches or intake.  
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