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Abstract 
Higher education and employment are two important life aspects for students as education 
is a stepping stone for them to enhance their future career opportunities. It is crucial to 
examine how they perceive the performance of their university in preparing them for the job 
market, as well as the early employment problems encountered by them. Semi-structured 
telephone interviews were conducted to get inputs from 18 fresh accounting graduates. The 
study found that the fresh accounting graduates encountered various problems while at 
work. These early employment problems include: (i) insufficient technical knowledge, (ii) poor 
communication skills, (iii) not tech-savvy, (iv) difficulty in adapting to workplace, (v) 
inadequate stress and time management skills, and (vi) a lack of hands-on experience. The 
study also indicated that many of the interviewees are less satisfied with the performance of 
their respective universities. The accounting graduates expect their courses to emphasize 
more on the practicality instead of the theoretical aspects. It is suggested training could be 
provided to the newly hired accounting graduates to reduce their early employment 
problems. On the other hand, university should make internship compulsory for accounting 
students to provide them with real work life experience before they are hired. The findings of 
this study provide an insight to the education providers to enable them to develop more 
effective accounting curriculum to produce better-equipped graduates for the job market.      
Keywords: Accounting Education, Early Employment Problems, Soft Skills, Internship, 
Malaysia.  
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Introduction 
A university is a higher learning institution where knowledge and skills are imparted to the 
students.  However, expectations on university’s education have evolved and expanded.  The 
role of the university is no longer limited to imparting knowledge and skills but also to ensure 
that students will be able to secure decent employment after their graduation.  Universities 
are expected to produce students who are job-ready with skills that they are able to use and 
apply to their jobs. West (2000) claims that higher education and employment are closely 
related as individuals hope to enhance their future careers opportunities through higher 
learning.  
 
A recent survey conducted by Ipsos Market and Opinion Research International (MORI cited 
in Falcone, 2016, p. 57) in March and April of 2015 where 5,550 parents from 16 countries 
participated in the study. The results indicate that 79 percent of the parents find an 
undergraduate degree important as it enables their children to achieve their personal and 
ultimate goals in their lives. The survey also revealed that 83 percent of the parents wish their 
children to have a career in a specific type of employment.  For example, 19 percent of the 
parents expect their children to secure a job in the medical industry, 11 percent in 
engineering, and 8 percent in computer science.  The results of the study indicate that there 
is a clear linkage between education and subsequent employment. 
 
Despite a high expectation on tertiary education in producing quality graduates to meet the 
need of the labor market, a “graduate skills gap” still exists when comes to fulfilling the 
demands of the labor market (Aziz, 2018).  A study was conducted by the Institute of Student 
Employers in 2018 to examine the relationship between graduate skills and employer 
expectations in today’s dynamic business environment. This study surveyed the opinions of 
11,000 employers and 16,000 students across the world. The results of the study show that 
there are “sizable and consistent disparities” between employers’ expectation and actual 
skills that the students possessed (Aziz, 2018; The Global Skill Gap in the 21 Century). This 
implies that curriculum provided by the universities may not have successfully equipped their 
graduates with the “employability skills” needed by the employers in the industry.  
 
It is also found that today’s employers are reluctant to provide training to their employees 
unlike those employers of the past (Kasriel, 2018). Present employers expect university 
graduates to be able to perform in their jobs once they are hired. However, a survey 
conducted by Monster India with over 5,000 job seekers and employers found that 66 percent 
of the fresh graduates are not ready for the job market (Pant, 2018). Once again, this implies 
that formal education provided by universities may not have prepared their students for the 
working world. In addition, another study conducted by Monster.com in Malaysia revealed 
that over one third of the Malaysian fresh graduates quit their first job in less than a year 
(Azahar, 2017).  One of the major obstacles faced by them was lacking industry knowledge. 
The study suggested that courses offered by the universities could be overly emphasized on 
theories, with insufficient industry collaboration or internships for the students to gain hands-
on experience. 
 
A qualitative study is needed to gain a better understanding on the current situation 
highlighted above. Interviews were conducted to obtain feedback from the fresh accounting 



International Journal of Academic Research in Business and Social Sciences 

Vol. 9 , No. 9, September, 2019, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2019 HRMARS 

 

1064 
 
 

graduates who have just secured their first jobs. The objectives of the present study are to (i) 
identify problems in connection with their early employment, and (ii) examine how well the 
universities have prepared them for the workplace. The findings of the present study will 
make a contribution to the literature as very few studies have been conducted to examine 
such research issues in Malaysia. The findings of the study can also be used as a basis to 
develop a more effective accounting curriculum to produce better-equipped graduates for 
the job market. 
 
Literature Review 
Accounting Education and Employability Skills 
Obtaining a university degree in Accountancy is one of the pathways leading to a career in the 
accounting and finance industry. The knowledge gained through such a formal education 
should prepare the students to be technically competent with the required professional skills. 
Accounting graduates should gain both technical and generic or soft skills through tertiary 
accounting education. According to International Education Standard 2 (IES2) issued by the 
International Accounting Education Standards Board, technical competence must be achieved 
by the accounting students at the end of a professional accounting education program. IES2 
covers the technical competencies in using professional knowledge to accomplish a particular 
duty within the defined standards.  Generally, accounting graduates are expected to be 
technically competent in the following areas: 
 

(a) Financial Accounting and Reporting 
(b) Management Accounting 
(c) Finance and Financial Management 
(d) Taxation 
(e) Audit and Assurance 
(f) Governance, Risk Management and Internal Control 
(g) Business Law and Regulations 
(h) Business and organizational environment 
(i) Economics 
(j) Business strategy and management.  

 
The professional skills of the accounting students are also emphasized by International 
Education Standard 3 (IES3). The skillsets include the following: 
  
 (a) intellectual  
 (b) interpersonal and communication, 
 (c) personal, 
 (d) organizational  
  
Examples are given in IES3 to further illustrate each of the professional skillsets. One of the 
examples used to describe intellectual skills is the ability to assess information from different 
sources and perspectives via research, analysis, and integration of information. Intellectual 
skills refer to the ability to arrive at a conclusion based on professional judgement upon all 
available facts and information. In addition, accounting graduates are expected to possess 
interpersonal and communication skills where they are able to work in a team in achieving 
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the organizational goals. They should also be able to communicate clearly and precisely in 
professional discussion and presentation. In terms of personal skills, one should be 
committed to lifelong learning. Accounting graduates should have the ability to apply 
professional skepticism when necessary to question the credibility and reliability of the 
information received. Lastly, they are also expected to exercise organizational and leadership 
skills to influence another person to work towards the organizational goals.  
  
Even though the learning outcomes of the accounting degree programs offered by all 
universities across countries have to be somehow in line with the requirements of the 
International Accounting Education Standards Board, it is important to identify the specific 
skills needed by the employers from the industry. Accounting graduates equipped with such 
skills are generally more employable. Hence, these skills are regarded as “employability skills”. 
Various studies have been conducted to identify the employability skills from the perspectives 
of different parties. Survey studies have been done (e.g., Lim, Lee, Yap and Ling, 2016) to 
examine perceptions on the employability skills of accounting graduates from various parties. 
Employers of accounting firms, junior employees, accounting lecturers, and accounting 
students have been included in these studies. Generally, the studies found that accounting 
graduates do not possess the required employability skills desired by the employers. 
Examples of desirable skills include IT skills (able to use Microsoft Excel and Words), analytical 
skills, ability to work in a team, organizational skills, problem solving skills, business 
awareness, ‘real life’ experience, basic accounting skills, ethics professionalism, fraud 
awareness, communication skills, ability to work in teams, ability to defend views 
(communication, presentation and speaking skills), positive attitudes (committed, passionate, 
dynamic, energetic, vibrant, and self-driven), using information technology, application of 
leadership skills, meeting datelines, understanding group dynamics, be observant and aware, 
ability to act and think strategically, ability to analyze conceptualize issues, and be adaptive 
(Dean and Campbell, 2010; Kavanagh and Drennan, 2008; Tan and Laswad, 2018). 
 
Early Employment Problems 
Getting a job is the next step for most of the fresh graduates after obtaining a degree. It is not 
surprising that they will encounter various challenges in the workplace as this could be the 
first time they are exposed to a working environment. Gericke (2017) found that fresh 
graduates may not have prepared themselves well for work. The time students spent in 
universities does not by itself means that they are ready to meet the demands in their jobs. 
In particular, the author pointed out that fresh graduates may not be able to work in a team 
and handle different people with different characters in the workplace. Striking a balance 
between work demand and personal life and handling their financial issues are also some of 
the challenges faced by the fresh graduates.  
 
Pradana and Salehudin (2015) conducted a survey in Indonesia to examine how workload 
affects the turnover intention of the newly hired junior auditors. Junior auditors with working 
experience of six months to two years participated in the study. Their study found that 
workload has a significant negative effect on job satisfaction and a significant positive effect 
on work-related stress and work-life conflict. The study also indicated that work-related stress 
significantly increases employee turnover intention. Such findings are consistent with the 
explanation given by Lee, Lim, Yap and Tam (2011) who argued that auditors are subject to a 



International Journal of Academic Research in Business and Social Sciences 

Vol. 9 , No. 9, September, 2019, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2019 HRMARS 

 

1066 
 
 

high level of stress as they are often required to complete their tasks within a short period of 
time while maintaining the quality of their work. The amount of stress could be unbearable 
for fresh graduates who are unaccustomed to the challenging workplace. As a result of the 
intense workload during the audit peak period, undue level of stress can be put onto the fresh 
graduates resulting in a high turnover rate among these entry-level employees. 
 
The study by Lee, Lim, Yap and Ling (2013) revealed the issues and challenges of hiring audit 
juniors in Malaysia. The study found that many newly hired accounting graduates are not job-
ready despite having excellent academic performance. They are falling short of proper 
command of both oral and written language skills in English. To overcome this problem, many 
firms have to provide English classes to the new recruits on a regular basis to sharpen their 
language skills. In addition, the audit partners found many audit juniors are deficient in their 
technical knowledge. Very often the new recruits discover that what they have studied in the 
university is only such a small part of the technical knowledge needed in their jobs. Many of 
the new audit recruits are reluctant to take the initiative to probe and analyze the figures 
during the auditing process even though professional skepticism is strongly emphasized in the 
auditing process. The study also found that many new audit recruits lack “EQ” (emotional 
intelligence), an important requisite in a client-servicing industry. Many of the audit juniors 
do not communicate and interact well with their audit clients. They lack of certain leadership 
quality and are incapable of conducting a meeting effectively with the clients. Furthermore, 
many of them lack the ability to work in teams as they are neither good team players nor 
good listeners.  
 
The findings of Lee et al (2013) are further supported by the study of Lim, Lee, Yap and Ling 
(2016) where the authors conducted a survey to examine the early employment problems of 
junior auditors in Malaysia from the perspectives of employers and junior auditors. The top 
five early employment problems perceived by the employers are: (i) lack of technical 
knowledge, (ii) difficulty in applying knowledge to practice, (iii) lack of communication skills 
in English, (iv) difficulty in adapting to workplace, and (v) poor attitude. On the other hand, 
junior auditors perceived the following as early employment problems: (i) difficulty in 
adapting to workplace, (ii) lack of technical knowledge, (iii) time management, (iv) difficulty 
in handling stress, and (v) lack of experience.  
 
Courtis and Zaid (2002) asserted that most of the early employment problems can be resulted 
from an “expectation gap” between the graduate employees and employers.  The employers 
often expect the graduate employees to be able to handle the tasks assigned to them in a 
diligent and competent manner. However, due to a lack of practical experience, the graduate 
employees may not be able to live up to the employers’ expectation as the knowledge gained 
from formal education is mainly on theoretical grounds. The major early employment 
problems identified in their study are as follows: (i) application of theoretical studies, (ii) 
report writing, (iii) communication with others, (iv) comprehension of responsibilities, and (v) 
working in a team.  Efforts should be taken to identify solutions to help the accounting 
graduates to overcome the early employment problems. Such problems “can lead to a 
reduction in productivity, diminished professional identity, absenteeism, increased level of 
staff turnover, and a truncated career in accounting” (Courties and &Zaid, 2002, p. 320).  
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The Role of University in Preparing Students for the Workplace 
How well universities have prepared the accounting students to fit into the actual workplace 
is an important question to raise.  Citing data from Global Limelight Work Readiness Survey, 
Chiew (2018) reported that, prior to securing a job, 73 percent of the employees who 
participated in the survey were of the opinion that they were equipped with the necessary 
skills and capabilities needed to perform in the workplace.  However, their level of confidence 
dropped when they actually performed their jobs. Only 39 percent of the employees reported 
that they were less than prepared or not prepared at all for their first job. In addition, they 
found the skills and knowledge learned from the university courses are not keeping abreast 
with the latest industry practices.   
Mastracchio (2017) asserted that formal accounting education provided by the universities 
are often criticized for being “bloated, inefficient, obsessed with research, and inadequate in 
preparing students for the workforce”. This remark, to a large extent, could be valid as 
universities have put in tremendous effort and resources in producing a large quantity of 
research and publications in order to improve their ranking in the academic industry.   Both 
the Times Higher Education World University Ranking and QS World University Ranking have 
emphasized highly on research work. For example, the performance indicators of Times 
Higher Education World University Ranking are grouped into five areas: (i) Teaching (30%), (ii) 
Research (30%), (iii) Citation (30%), (iv) International Outlook (7.5%), and (v) Industry Income 
(2.5%). On the other hand, the performance indicators of QS University Ranking are: (i) 
Academic Reputation (40%), (ii) Employer Reputation (10%), (iii) Faculty/Student Ratio (20%), 
(iv) Citation Per Faculty (20%), (v) International Faculty Ratio/International Student Ratio (5% 
each). Based on the performance indicators, it can be seen that the bases to evaluate the 
university’s performance are not very much on how well the university is producing graduates 
to meet the employers’ needs.  Hence, it could be surmised that universities may not be very 
keen on pleasing the employers.  
 
The above shown some of the shortcomings of universities in producing well-equipped and 
job-ready graduates for the current employment market. However, there is a need to conduct 
more up-to-date and in-depth academic studies to gain a comprehensive understanding on 
issues pertaining to this area. Information obtain from such research studies would provide a 
good insight on the quality of accounting education in Malaysia. It can also be used as a basis 
to improve the current accounting curriculum to align with the expectation of the employers 
in the present job market.  
 
Research Methodology  
A qualitative method of semi-structured telephone interview was used for the purpose of this 
study. A qualitative approach allows an in-depth investigation to be conducted on the 
research issues. A comprehensive insight can be obtained through personal interviews where 
opportunities are given to the participants to express freely on their views and past 
experiences with regard to the questions raised by the researchers. This approach enables 
the researchers to obtain reliable and profound insights as well as the richness of the research 
data.   
 
The selection criteria for the interviewees were: (i) obtained an accounting degree from a 
Malaysia university not more than three years ago, (ii) currently working in accounting related 
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job in Malaysia (e.g., financial accounting, management accounting, taxation, internal and 
external audit, finance, and banking), and (iii) total working experience not more than three 
years. Eighteen interviewees who met the selection criteria were approached and 
participated in the research study. To improve the quality and reliability of the study, the 
diversity of the participants was ensured in terms of their ethnicity, working experience as 
well as the university from which they obtained their accounting qualifications. 
  
The number of participants in this study is believed to be sufficient as the current study 
promotes the quality of the information elicited from the interviewees instead of the number 
of interviews to be conducted. The purposive sampling method with the stringent selection 
criteria ensures the appropriateness of the interview candidates.  A total of 21 questions were 
raised in the telephone interviews. The first six (6) questions were used to obtain the profile 
of the interviewees. It is followed by eight (8) questions asking about the interviewees’ 
working experiences as well as their workplace. The purpose of these eight questions was to 
obtain an understanding of the early employment problems of the accounting graduates.  To 
identify how well the universities have prepared the accounting graduates in their workplace, 
seven (7) questions were posed to the interviewees. The duration of each telephone interview 
ranged from 20 to 30 minutes and were recorded for further analysis. All recordings were 
subsequently transcribed in text, and thematic analysis was used to analyze the data.  
Thematic analysis is appropriate for the purpose of the present study as it identifies the 
themes and patterns from the qualitative information obtained from the interviews (Maguire 
& Delahunt, 2017). This helps to synthesize the qualitative data and present the results of the 
study in a clear and easy-to-follow manner.     
 
 
Results  
Issues on Early Employment Problems  
Though the main aim of accounting education is to equip students for workplaces (Zraa, 
Kavanagh, & Hartle 2011), it is not uncommon that fresh accounting graduates will still face 
employment problems when they are newly hired (Lim, Lee, Yap and Ling 2016). To determine 
the issues that fresh accounting graduates often encounter in their workforce, interviewees 
were asked three (3) related questions. They were required to describe the problems that are 
often encountered when they are newly hired, explain how they manage to overcome these 
problems, and whether these problems were raised to their employers.  
 
One of the common early employment problems that pointed out by 18 interviewees is 
difficulty in adapting to their workplace. For example, one of the fresh graduates who just 
joined the auditing firm said that she went through a struggling period to learn the audit 
software and be familiarized with the auditing procedures in order to carry out her daily work. 
Another interviewee highlighted that even she worked hard to get used to the workplace, she 
still could not keep up with the pace required by her senior. Apart from the need to 
understand the business nature and model of their company, newly hired employees in the 
accounting related jobs have to learn certain accounting software. Most of them commented 
that they have to unlearn and relearn new accounting software which is different from what 
they have learned in the university. 
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Another early employment problem experienced by six (6) of the interviewees is difficulty in 
handling stress. The stress is mainly due to long working hours and heavy workload. Some 
respondents working in the auditing firms mentioned that they were expected to stay back 
after office hours if their seniors or managers had not yet left the workplace, even though 
they had completed their tasks for the day. They indicated that they often feel stressful and 
are not able to achieve work life balance working in the audit line. On the other hand, one of 
the respondents who was hired by an event management company expressed her concern of 
being overloaded with work. She needed to deal with a huge backlog of work in addition to 
the existing tasks at hand. She complained that she was not given enough time to finish the 
work assigned to her. Besides these two aforementioned early employment problems, other 
problems raised by the participants include a lack of technical knowledge on accounting 
standards and taxation and inadequate practical or internship experience and exposure.  
 
More than half of the participants indicated that they overcame their early employment 
problems by seeking help from their seniors, colleagues, managers or employers. 
Nevertheless, four (4) of the respondents reported unpleasant experiences whereby their 
seniors or colleagues were reluctant to provide guidance especially when they were occupied 
with their own work. In other words, this is the problem of inadequate support given by the 
seniors or superiors. Nine (9) of the interviewees resolved to figure out the solution of work 
problems themselves by getting assistance from other people and attending training and 
seminars. They also referred to other relevant documents such as previous work files and 
online resources to equip themselves with technical knowledge. Another respondent even 
raised the issue of the supervision given by her senior which was different from the 
requirement of the employer. In other words, she encountered the problem of role conflict 
at work.  
 
Fifteen (15) participants reported that they were reluctant to raise problems to their 
employers. They preferred to discuss the issues with their seniors or team members. Normally 
the seniors were able to clarify their doubts, take action to help them or take note of the 
highlighted issues. One of the participants recalled that her immediate superior refused to 
help her once so she ended up raising her concerns to the management directly. Another 
participant did not see the need of bringing up the issue to the management as he perceived 
that this is his own personal problem. 
 
A question was posed to the respondents to gauge the technical and soft skills that they 
deemed to be lacking while performing their jobs. Six (6) respondents believed that their 
communication skills were inadequate. One of the respondents struggled at one point in time 
when presenting her financial reports to her colleagues from various departments and 
different levels of organization. She was struggling not to use accounting jargons so that her 
colleagues with non-accounting background could understand her presentation. A few 
participants also highlighted the problem of language barriers when attempting to 
communicate with their counterparts using English language, especially with those from the 
foreign companies. Some interviewees stressed that the mastery of communication skills 
would boost their level of confidence and networking skills. Other soft skills that the 
respondents considered lacking were time and stress management skills. Often, they are 
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required to multitask on projects with different deadlines and stages of completion, thus they 
felt that they were working under pressure with tight schedules.  
 
Six (6) of the interviewees stated that they lacked of information technology skills. They 
needed to learn accounting, taxation, auditing or spreadsheet software in order to be able to 
perform in their jobs after they joined the workforce. They felt that the university did not 
equip them well with the information technology skills. Some participants also considered 
themselves to be inadequate in the accounting skills. They are concerned with the lack of 
knowledge on accounting standards and the ability to interpret and apply the accounting 
standards when preparing the financial reports. Furthermore, one (1) respondent wished to 
improve her data analytical skills so that she has the ability to interpret financial data and 
execute in-depth financial analysis. 
 
When the interviewees were asked about the expectation gap (the difference between the 
employees can offer as compared to the requirements of the employers) in relation to 
knowledge, skills, and working attitude, majority of them believed that expectation gap did 
exist. These respondents revealed that their employers expected them to be able to handle 
the tasks assigned to them diligently, competently, and independently within a short time 
frame. One interviewee even used the term “perfectly” to describe the high expectation that 
her employer had towards her. The employers expected the entry-level employees to be 
knowledgeable on accounting standards, be willing to work long hours, and to possess skills 
in time and stress management as well as in information technology. On the other hand, the 
employees expected their employers to be helpful, to treat the employees politely, and to 
guide the employees to exercise critical thinking in evaluating and analyzing financial reports.  
 
Participants were asked how their company helped them formally to cope with their job 
functions. Most of the interviewees mentioned that their companies provided in-house 
training on technical knowledge, information technology skills, and soft skills. Some 
companies provided e-learning so that the employees could study online at their own pace. 
Occasionally, the companies also sent the employees to attend training programs organized 
by the Malaysian Institute of Accountants (MIA) or by other accounting professional bodies. 
Five (5) respondents reported that they received assistance from their seniors in the form of 
on-the-job training. Their seniors coached them on how to use software, brought them to 
client’s office, set learning goals for them to achieve, and to provide them with handbooks 
and manuals for references. 
 
This section highlighted the various problems encountered by the fresh accounting graduates 
in their workplace. As novices in the company, the problems that they have encountered can 
be taken as a learning experience. This can be seen as a good opportunity for them to improve 
their technical and soft skills. Hence, the fresh graduates should take these challenges 
positively. On the other hand, employers should be more considerate and tolerant with these 
novices as this is a natural process for them to acquire the required skills through real-life 
experience at the workplace.  
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Performance of the University in Preparing Students for the Workplace    
One of the major roles of universities in the present-day environment is to prepare their 
students to fit-in well into the society. Hence, students who have graduated from a university 
should be job-ready, confident and well equipped with all employability skills needed to 
perform in the workplace. To assess how well universities have prepared their graduates with 
such criteria, three (3) related questions were posed to the interviewees. They were required 
to rate in the scale of 1 (lowest) to 5 (highest) whether they are job-ready, their level of 
confidence and whether their universities have equipped them with the necessary soft and 
technical skills for the workplace.  
 
Nine (9) out of 18 of the interviewees rated themselves not more than 3 in terms of their job 
readiness when they were asked if they were prepared to work in an organization. They 
indicated that they were not job-ready because of the actual work environment. Whatever 
they learned from the university were found to be different from the real-life situation. They 
feared that the skills acquired in the university might not be compatible with what was 
expected from their employers.  They believed that they failed to possess sufficient practical 
skills to enable them to perform well in their workplace. One of the interviewees pointed out 
that she began to realize that she was not ready for the job right after attending the interview, 
when she was told what was expected from her in her job scope. Of those rated more than 3 
generally find themselves to be job ready. Many of them found that the internship experience 
arranged by the university gave them a chance to expose themselves to the real business 
world. They did not find themselves alien to the workplace when they were offered a 
permanent position in the company.  
 
The study found that 14 of the interviewees do not rate their confidence level more than 3 
when it comes to performing their job when they are newly hired. Many of them argued that 
they are not confident because they do not have any working experience prior to accepting 
the current employment offer. Hence, they are doubtful if they are able to live up to the 
expectation of the employers. However, some of the interviewees asserted that the 
experiences working at part-time jobs helped in boosting up their confidence level. This is 
despite the nature of the job could be completely different. One of the interviewees stressed 
that whatever learnt in the university will only serve as a guide and it may not be totally 
applicable in the workplace. Some of the interviewees realized that there is a time frame 
needed to get used to the working environment and this is part of the natural learning 
process.  
 
A question was posed to the interviewees if they acquired relevant technical and soft skills 
from the university. Fourteen (14) of the interviewees did not seem to be satisfied with what 
they have learned in school. They gave a rating of 3 and below when asked whether they 
acquired sufficient technical and soft skills from their university. Some interviewees 
commented that they are not given sufficient chances to do presentations in class. They 
pointed out that throughout the 3-year course, they were only required to do presentation 
not more than 3 times. Some of the interviewees commented that it was very common that 
lecturers did the talking and students were only required to listen. There was not much 
mutual interaction in the class. They stressed that conventional teaching methods were no 
longer effective whereby lecturers and students kept a distance from each other as part of 
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the Asian culture. The use of mother tongue (Chinese, Malay or Tamil language) was common 
among peers in the university and English was used only when they needed to communicate 
with the lecturers.  Some of the interviewees were not satisfied with the IT skills acquired 
from the university. For example, one of the interviewees said that MYOB was taught in the 
class but it was not commonly used in the industry anymore. As a result, she had to learn 
other accounting packages on the job. In addition, the use of Excel was too superficial in the 
class when compared to its use at the workplace. (Ahmed, Umrani, Qureshi, & Samad, 2018; 
Ahmed, Isa, Majid, Zin, & Amin, 2017). 
 
In contrast, 4 interviewees think that they have acquired sufficient technical and soft skills 
from their university by providing a scale of 4 over 5. They commented that their university 
did a good job by providing them with the chance to acquire some of the soft skills. For 
example, they are required to do class presentations as part of the coursework assessments 
and this gives them the courage to speak in front of an audience. They argued that such 
training has enabled them to have the ability to maintain a decent conversation with 
colleagues and clients. It also helps them to have the guts to bring up ideas to their employers. 
One of the interviewees mentioned that her university only allows English to be used in the 
campus and this has given the students a golden opportunity to sharpen their English 
language proficiency. They opined that taking part in social activities and competition did help 
them to acquire some of the soft skills such as communication skills, leadership skills as well 
as time and stress management skills 
 
Interviewees were asked to provide some suggestions to the university to help students to 
improve their employability. Some interviewees suggested that university accounting 
curriculum must be “practical’ and in line with the current development of the industry. This 
would help students to obtain relevant, timely and up-to-date information to live up to the 
expectation of the employers. They also suggested the university to move away from the 
heavily examination-based assessment method to a more flexible and practical one. They 
argued that it would help to promote “critical thinking,’ instead of churning out tons of book 
worms. In addition, many of them emphasized that internship is very important for the 
accounting graduates as it gives them the opportunities to gain some practical experiences 
prior to joining the industry permanently. They commented that even though the tasks given 
to them during the internship period could be trivial but it still provides them a chance to be 
familiarized with the actual working environment. One of the interviewees suggested that the 
university should collaborate with the international accounting firm to organize audit 
simulation activities to provide real audit experience for the students. In addition, most of 
them found that the final-year research project, which requires them to prepare a 
dissertation, did not help them with their jobs. They opined that such research project is only 
relevant for those who intend to pursue a master or PhD degree leading them to an academic 
career.   
The final question posed to the interviewees is whether they have an intention to enhance 
their skills through further education. 17 out of 18 of the interviewees are either currently 
pursuing or have intention to pursue further education. Their choices of further education are 
mainly on professional courses such as ACCA, ICAEW and CPA Australia. They believe that the 
undergraduate degree has only provided them the fundamental basic knowledge and further 
education is needed in to order for them to advance in their career. They understand that to 
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be a professionally qualified accountant or auditor in Malaysia, professional qualification 
cannot be avoided. The only interviewee who did not have an intention to pursue her further 
qualification has given the reason that she is married with a child. Hence, she does not have 
the luxury of time to pursue higher qualification as she has to spend quality time with her 
family.  
Overall, most of the interviewees are less satisfied with what they have acquired from the 
university. Most of them are also not job-ready as they are lacking of confidence at work. 
Interviewees expect the accounting curriculum to be more practical and hands-on. Many of 
the interviewees emphasized that internship is very important for the accounting graduates 
as it gives them the opportunities to gain some practical experiences prior to joining the 
industry permanently.  In addition, almost all of the interviewees intended to pursue their 
further studies and this is likely to suggest that an accounting degree qualification offered by 
the universities can no longer satisfy the needs of the present employers. As a result, many 
of them opted to study professional accounting qualification to enhance their skills, 
knowledge as well as paper qualification for their career advancement. 
 
Discussion and Conclusion 
Through 18 semi-structured telephone interviews, the study uncovered the early 
employment problems encountered by the fresh accounting graduates and how well they 
perceived their universities have prepared them for the job market. The results showed that 
the most common problems experienced by them during the early stage of their employment 
are insufficient technical knowledge, poor communication skills, not tech-savvy, difficulty in 
adapting to workplace, inadequate stress and time management skills as well as lack of 
experience and exposure from practicum or internship.  
 
Employers may have to consider undertaking extra responsibility of providing training (with 
soft skills as the focus) to their newly hired accounting graduates, as suggested by Low, 
Samkin and Liu (2013). These additional efforts may help to (1) reduce early employment 
problems, (2) enhance job satisfaction and job performance, and (3) decrease employee 
turnover intention, and (4) reduce expectation gap between the employers and employees 
(Courties & Zaid, 2002; Pradana & Salehudin 2015; Ahmed, Majid, & Zin, (2016). The closing 
of expectation gap implies the fulfillment of employers’ expectation and requirements. On 
the other hand, the reduction of early employment problems would lead to higher job 
satisfaction and job performance among the entry-level employees, this in turn, would result 
in lower turnover intention. 
 
The research findings also indicate that fresh accounting graduates are less satisfied with the 
performance of their respective universities. They are not well-prepared and ready for the 
working world despite possessing an undergraduate degree. It is believed that the accounting 
curriculums overly emphasize on the theoretical aspects rather than the practical. In addition, 
accounting course syllabus should be more industrial-oriented with more hands-on and real-
life learning. They believe that the incorporation of such components in the curriculum design 
of the accounting education will enable accounting graduates to be more employable in the 
job market. The importance of internship cannot be undermined as it gives the accounting 
students a real-life experience in the actual workplace before they are selected and hired. 
According to Zhang Zhiqing, the Vice-Dean of the Chongqing University-University of 
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Cincinnati Joint Co-op Institute, “there is a gap between college education and the skill sets 
needed by the market” and “the internship narrows the gap by pushing them to face real-
world problems and even have a chance to experience the cutting-edge trends of the industry 
(as cited by Yuan, 2017)” 
 
Despite its practical contributions, the present study has the following limitations. Firstly, the 
research findings are only based on 18 interviews conducted with the fresh accounting 
graduates as the target respondents. The reliability of the findings can be enhanced with a 
larger sample size. The quality of the findings from the interviews can also be enhanced if a 
mixed approach is used. In addition to interviews, a survey can be carried out to investigate 
the perception of the larger group of fresh accounting graduates with a wider geographical 
coverage. Data were collected only from one key stakeholder group--the accounting 
graduates. The findings could be more comprehensive if the opinions from other key 
stakeholder groups such as the employers and the education providers are included. A 
meaningful comparison can then be made with richer insights from various perspectives. It 
would also be interesting if a cross-country study is conducted to identify the similarities and 
differences of early employment problems of the entry-level employees in accounting-related 
jobs. The performance of different universities in different countries in preparing graduates 
for the job market can also be examined.  
 
In conclusion, the university plays a critical role in preparing our accounting graduates for the 
job market. The performance of the university may be the root for all these issues of concern-
-student employability, expectation gap, early employment problems, job satisfaction, job 
performance, and turnover rate in the industry. The university may have to relook and 
redesign the accounting curriculum to make it more practical-oriented. This requires 
collaboration from various parties—university, professional bodies, academics, and the 
existing employees in the accounting-related field. Among all these parties, the entry-level 
employees would be the most relevant group in providing insights for the research studies on 
employability issues. 
 
This study contributes towards the understanding of the challenges faced by fresh accounting 
graduates in meeting the demand of employers and how well the universities have equipped 
them for the workplace. The findings of this study can be used as the basis to revise the 
current content of the accounting courses which in turn enable them to be more in line with 
the requirements needed for the present job market. On the other hand, based on the 
information obtained from this study, universities and accounting professional bodies can 
provide free accounting seminars to the fresh graduates to further enhance their 
employability skills. In additional, the latest update of the accounting development can also 
be given to them through these free courses. By doing so it will help to improve the quality of 
the accounting graduates,  
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