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Abstract

Multidisciplinary research has focused primarily on the recruitment and development
of graduates in the workplace, particularly in South Africa where exorbitant rates of youth
unemployment and the shortage of skills are of great concern. To contribute to the extensive
body of research exploring aspects which impact graduates as new members in the labour
force, the aim of this study was to investigate adaptation challenges faced by recent graduates
in multinational organisations in South Africa. Twenty four participants were recruited from
four industries; Human Resource consulting, Engineering and Product Development,
Banking and Accounting/Auditing. To gain comprehensive insights into the factors which
facilitate or impede graduate adaptation, the final sample comprised of nineteen recent
graduates who were employed for a period of one to two years, and five training and

development managers.

The study design was qualitative; the instruments used to collect data were two self-
developed interview schedules of twelve questions each, which elicited the nuanced
perspectives of recent graduates and training and development managers. Data were analysed
and emergent themes were acquired through the use of thematic content analysis. The results
showed that factors which hinder successful graduate adaptation in organisations included
four main themes, two of which had subthemes. The main themes were generational gap
differences, insufficient collaboration between tertiary institutions and employers,
organisational attributes and graduate attributes. Subthemes of organisational attributes
included; the neglect of succession planning, managerial styles and unstructured induction.
Findings showed that undesired graduate attributes such as; entitlement, overdependence on

managers, unrealistic ambition and perceived lack of emotional intelligence.

On the other hand, desired graduate attributes which aided adaptation into the

workplace comprised of; resilience, initiative and openness to learning. Directions for future



studies could focus on a regulatory framework for stakeholder collaborations to ameliorate

graduates’ adaptation and transition into the working environment.
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CHAPTER ONE -BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

Twenty years of democracy is a period worth considerable celebration countrywide,
however it is unquestionable that South Africa has a long journey ahead as far as workforce
development, as well as societal and organisational transformation are concerned.
Pedagogical research highlighted in the 2013 annual statistics report of the Department of
Higher Education and Training reports that less than 15% of students admitted to tertiary
institutions complete their studies and graduate. Furthermore, an even smaller percentage
becomes employed and then retained by organisations of their first entry. This is particularly
the situation as graduate unemployment is of immense concern in South Africa, taking into
consideration that it occupies 18% of the national unemployment rate of 25.5% (Stats South
Africa, Quarterly Labour Force Survey, 2012). An equally concerning statistic is that of the
World Economic Forum (WEF) Global Risk 2014, which reported that an estimated 50% of

South African are unemployment.

Such a situation is disconcerting considering reports published by Statistics South
Africa (Census 2001) regarding the labour market high rate of unemployment in the country.
It 1s reported that a large proportion of the country’s workforce is employed as “blue collar”
or casual labour. It is apparent that the labour market has a huge demand for an educated and
technically skilled workforce to maintain the innovative flair matching the economic
demands of South Africa’s vast economy. Consequently, issues regarding graduate
recruitment, high potential identification and retention have been widely researched;
however, successful graduate adaptation and the challenges which hinder organisational
integration as a precursor to the growth of this desired skilled workforce seems to have

received less attention.
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Managing graduates as the next generation in the workforce is essential to meet the
demands of the rapidly moving, dynamic and highly competitive nature of the South African
market (Coetzee &Schreder, 2010; Farley, 2005; Ulrich et al., 2008; van Dijk, 2008). In a
study reporting on the intensifying competition amongst South African organisations for the
best talent, Chambers, Foulon, Handfield-Jones, Hankin and Michaels (2007) refer to the
‘war for talent” and how hiring managers and decision-makers are constantly cognisant of
their competitors’ pursuit to attract and retain emerging talent; and in so doing, aiming to

solidify organisational competitive advantage and build strong leadership pipelines.

Consequently, research about contemporary graduates and the challenges they
encounter is vital for organisations to plan for and ensure that the future of their workforce is
accounted for. It can be argued that the ‘war for talent’ in the South African job market is
primarily perpetuated by the skills shortage and lack of technical expertise. The transition
from apartheid to democracy needed people with skills to drive the economy. Even though
universities and colleges in the country are producing graduates to alleviate the skills
shortage, the prevailing and concerning high rate of unemployment in South Africa reported
at an exorbitant 25.5% and particularly amongst the youth, fuels the competition amongst
organisations to employ and retain the best graduates (Hattingh & Coetzee, 2005; Kahn &

Louw, 2010; Vermuelen, 2007).

Kerr-Phillips and Thomas (2009) pointed out that since the mid-1990’s; South Africa
struggled immensely with talent retention on both the micro and macro levels. That is, the
disbanding of the apartheid regime led to a ‘brain drain’ in which educated and technically
skilled talent emigrated to countries such as New Zealand, Australia, Canada and the United
Kingdom, to flee the new political climate of independence in the country. Additionally, Du
Preez (2002) emphasizes that the consequences of the ‘brain drain’, although seeming to

gradually decrease in post-apartheid, has resulted in such “depletion of intellectual and
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technical personnel, with negative outcomes that impact the social and economic growth of
the country” (p.82). Hence, research on talent management and especially with regard to the
future talent of the South African workforce is of paramount importance. Furthermore, as
South Africa continues to undergo various stages of transformation, the general skills
shortage and factors which affect sustainable talent management (such as failed retention and
succession planning strategies), exacerbate the increasing demand for formal skills on a
national level, and it also impacts on the country’s capability to compete on a global scale
(Griesel & Parker, 2009; Makiwane & Kwizera, 2009; Bussin & van Rooy, 2014). Therefore,
from a talent management perspective and in addition to the widely published research
reporting on concerns regarding senior level attrition, research on the effective management
of emerging graduates and the contemporary challenges they encounter in organisations

situated in post-apartheid South Africa, have become all the more important to pursue.

Additionally, the current changes in the job market in South Africa require the
evaluation of graduates’ challenges in the workplace in the context of multicultural
integration in organisations. As such, organisational issues cannot be adequately evaluated in
isolation from the political context in which they are situated. Racial identities have been
formed based on the impact of the past, resulting in continued intergenerational residual
effects in post-apartheid South Africa. This is evident in South African studies which indicate
that social inequalities are transmitted over generations and are thus, involuntarily inherited
by the youth (Tomison, 1996; Kraaykamp & Nieuwbeerta, 2000; Walker, 2005; Schindlmayr,

2006; Neeves, 2008; Seekings, 2008).

As such, redressing inequalities of the past has been of great focus in post-apartheid
South Africa to ensure that there is compliance with fairness and equity as outlined in Labour
and Employment Equity legislation, particularly in organisational settings which largely

reflected racial segregation and marginalisation. Hence, the diversification of South African
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organisations in terms of culture and ethnicity is of due consideration when evaluating factors

which may impact on graduates’ adaptation in the workplace.

A plethora of research identifies the value of the contributions made by graduates to
organisational performance and effectiveness, diversification, innovation capacity and the
subsequent impact on national and global competitive advantage (Connor & Brown, 2009;
Rubin & Dierdoff, 2009; Vlachakis, Siakas, Belidis &Naaranoja; 2014 ). As such, it is
important to probe into inhibiting factors graduates may encounter in organisations,
particularly during the delicate period between school and work, that is, the transitional
phase. Hagan (2004) claims that although graduates are generally deficient in some areas
upon entering and transitioning into the workplace, the identification of graduates’ valuable
contributions from an employer’s perspective provides insight to the desired attributes

required for graduates to overcome challenges and meet organisational expectations.

Although the focus of this research was on the adaptation challenges experienced by
graduates who had been employed for a period of one to two years in multinational
organisations and as such were still experiencing adjustment problems that are associated
with the transition from university life to work life, the value of graduates as next generation
workers has also been identified in their commercial contribution to organisations where
succession planning is critical for organisational continuance (Cardon & Stevens, 2004;

Vlachakis et al., 2014).

Particularly, changes in management style and practices, decision-making processes,
technological resources and overall organisational culture evolve when the next generation
employees have been retained long enough in organisations to assume leadership roles
(Cardon & Stevens, 2004, van Zyl, 2011;Vlachakis et al., 2014; Mokoena, 2012 ). However,

Espinoza (2012) draws attention to the notion that there exists a high resistance among the
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older and experienced members of organisations to transfer knowledge and pass it on to the
leadership reins of the incoming high potential graduates of the young generation. Whilst the
term ‘graduate’ certainly does not refer only to members of a younger generation,
generational conflicts pose as a significant challenge for graduates to integrate and make

meaningful contributions in organisations.

Graduate contributions have also been recognised in the ethnic diversification of
organisations in South Africa where transformation is a national priority (Barrie, 2004;
Griesel & Parker, 2009; Ngetich & Moll, 2013). From a political perspective, this is potent
considering the redress South African society is undergoing to account for the systematised
injustices of apartheid. Diversification is also important for the generational synthesis
between seasoned professionals and contemporary youth, particularly as generational
differences pose as a challenge to graduate adaptation and integration (Taveggia & Ross,
1978; Smola & Sutton, 2002; Espinoza, 2007). In addition, research has also concentrated on
the various ways graduates use coping strategies to acclimatize to the dynamic and often
daunting work environment, particularly in the highly competitive milieu of the

contemporary market (Coetzee & Esterhuizen, 2010; Jackson, Firtko & Edenborough, 2007)

For these reasons, in evaluating the challenges encountered by graduates from an
employer perspective, the factors which impede graduate adaptation and integration can be
understood holistically, particularly as Connor and Brown (2009) posit, employers recruit
graduates for the purpose of long-term, sustainable and mutually beneficial growth. As such,
closer attention to graduate adaptation challenges may highlight and to some extent alleviate
human resource problems such as a high rates of employee turnover, which presents
considerable cost implications for employers, especially amongst recent graduate employees

who have been identified to exit organisations within a short period of time after being
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invested in by organisations (Roodt & Kotze2005; Muteswa & Ortlepp, 2011, Martins &

Martins, 2014).

Graduate retention problems and ‘revolving door phenomenon’ are commonly
associated with newly qualified graduates’ early exit from organisations and particularly from
professions such teaching (Brill & McCartney, 2008; Miller, 2010). Mokoena (2012) states
that in South Africa alone, 75% of graduates within the millennial age group born between
the years 1977-1997, left organisations of their first-entry within a period of three years.

High rates of turnover in the new generation labour force has been reported as a great issue of
concern globally, considering that retention issues are not experienced only in work
environments which are high impact and low reward (such as those commonly associated
with the IT, call centre and hospitality settings) and are therefore more susceptible to the
revolving door, a multitude of industries are affected by the tendencies of recent graduates to
display a high level of dissatisfaction and impatience with their work (Mokoena, 2012;
Regina & Hechanova, 2013; Zwane, Du Plessis & Slabbert, 2014). In a report published in
2008 by business consulting organisation Managing Mentors, there is an indication that the
cost of an early exit of a graduate is equivalent to the cost of replacing an employee in the

organisation. Furthermore, it is argued that,

“Every employer who hires a new entry-level employee has hopes that this person is
going to stay with their organisation for a long time; paradoxically few employers have
analysed exactly why this is so important and what it costs their organisation - in terms of

time, resources, productivity and revenue — to lose that employee, particularly in the first

year” (p. 3)

Adaptation challenges experienced by graduates have in part played a significant role

on the rate of early exits within the first two years of employment. The revolving door and
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unfavourable trends of this kind highlight the shortcomings of graduates; as employers who
have spent monetary, time and human resources in recruiting, training and developing
graduates in the aim of retaining them incur great costs. Salopek (2006) is of the view that
while employers are aware of this tendency, there is hope that after a cycle of entering and
leaving organisations within a relatively short period of time, the nature of the revolving door
would return graduates back to the organisations of their first entry, in which they can make

meaningful and long-standing contributions.

It has been two decades since Holton (1995) claimed that organisations experiencing
graduate issues, would often assert that graduates “...don’t know what they don’t know...”,
or comments such as graduates ‘don’t know how to work’ (p.76). It was from this perspective
that this study was inspired to investigate the adaptation challenges faced by recent graduates
employed for a period of one to two years and are therefore adjusting to the world of work in
South African multinational organisations; and to probe not only into the perspectives of
graduates, but the training and development managers well positioned to provide informed

opinions about graduates’ transitioning into the workplace.

RATIONALE FOR THE STUDY

This study adopted a symbiotic approach with the view to contribute to an existing
body of research on talent management and the extensive dialogue regarding the role and
challenges of graduates, as well as the implications for contemporary organisational success.
However, as many studies focus on the perspectives of graduates and employers disjointedly,
this study aimed to provide a comprehensive synthesis by evaluating both the views of
graduates and the managers tasked with developing and integrating them into the world of

work.
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By so doing, this study emphasises the notion that graduate adaptation is a process
which involves combined efforts and synergetic relationships (Holton, 1995; James, Lefoe
and Hadi, 2004; Ong, Bergeman, Bisconi & Wallace; 2006; Wilson, 2011). This study aimed
to benefit, in addition to graduates and organisations as a whole, other stakeholders such as
career managers, tertiary students, hiring managers and talent acquisition specialists, mentors
and coaches, tertiary institutions organisational development consultants and organisational

policymakers.

A bidirectional approach provided multifaceted issues regarding the organisational
expectations versus the expectations of graduates which could be used as a trajectory to
identify and discuss existing gaps which hinder successful adaptation. From this regard,
organisational and graduate attributes were evaluated in relation to one another, particularly
referring to the effect of graduate offerings on the reception and rejection activities of

organisations.

Challenges faced by graduates in the student to employee process, have been reported
to have an effect on an emotional, physical, socio-cultural and socio-developmental level
(Duscher, 2008; Ong et al., 2006; Vaastra & de Vries, 2007). This has become an increasingly
concerning issue as graduates are tasked to deal with the emerging demands of highly
dynamic and stress-laden working environments, whilst making the transition from
theoretical understanding to organisational application. Experiences in the transition phase
can induce feelings of frustration, ambiguity and self-doubt, which may contribute to
unsuccessful adaptation and integration into the workplace (Kamer, 1974; Feldman & Brett,
1983; Bauer & Green, 1994; Lavoie-Tremblay, Wright, Desforges, G elinas, Marchionni,
Ulrika Drevniok, 2008). As such it is necessitated that organisational and graduate attributes

which facilitate, but also impede graduate adaptation be evaluated.
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An ecological approach is adopted to evaluate the organisational reception activities
and systems such as effective induction, formalized graduate programs and training, informal
arrangements for mentoring and coaching, as well as managerial support systems in place to
aid adaptation were discussed. Similarly rejection activities were evaluated with regards to
how they impact on graduates’ opportunity for acclimatizing and then thriving in the dynamic

milieu of large-scale organisations in South Africa.

Graduate attributes were investigated with regard to their offerings (skills,
competences and knowledge and personal characteristics) to organisations, as well as their
resourcefulness and coping strategies in dealing with and overcoming obstacles in the
transition phase. Toward achieving these aims, the study sought to explore potential solutions
which could contribute to improved and sustained graduate adaptation and integration within

organisations embedded in the cultural and political multiplicity of South African society.

The chapters to follow give a detailed account of the literature which delineates the
challenges experienced by graduates in organisations; that is, the factors which impede and
influence successful adaptation and integration. Also, the literature review covers the various
strategies employed by graduates and training and development managers to facilitate and aid
the transition process. Thereafter, the third chapter is a comprehensive outline of the methods
used for the research, of which convenient samples of graduates and training and
development managers in four industries (Accounting and Auditing, Engineering and
Electronic Development, Human Resource Consulting and Banking) were acquired. The
procedural steps that were taken to gather the data and the approach to thematic content
analysis are outlined. Chapter four presents the emergent themes drawn from the data and
through the use of the triangulation technique; evidence is presented in the form of
participants’ direct quotations from the copious raw data. Finally, chapter five provides a

detailed discussion of the results in relation to the argument presented in literature, to which
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then implications of the study and recommendations for future research are delineated, as

well as the limitations of the study to be taken into consideration.
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CHAPTER TWO - LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter reviews literature pertaining to the factors which affect graduate
adaptation in both ways which are impeding and aiding. It highlights past and current studies
on graduate attributes and the challenges experienced, as well as the suggested coping
strategies which could alleviate negative experiences. Theoretical and conceptual frameworks
underpinning the subject are reviewed in this section. Adaption, ecological and symbiotic

approaches are defined as pertinent terms in this study.

Defining Adaptation

There is a clear indication that although the concept of adaptation is widely used
across various disciplines, it is often vaguely defined (Lints, 2010; Packard, Leach, Ruiz &
Dicocco, 2012). Adaptation is an important notion to operationalise towards understanding
the mechanisms involved in the process which graduates go through when navigating an
organisation. In taking a multi-disciplinary approach to defining adaptation, it is evident that
the foundational definition is derived from biological and evolution theory, which primarily
links adaptation to the survival and fitness of an organism in its situated environment (Brock,
2000; Tammaru, 2000). This Darwinian definition is extended by these researchers as not just
a matter about survival, but about the capacity of and ability for organisms to perform a
specific function in accordance with the interactions and requirements of the external
environment. From a psychological perspective the definition of adaptation alludes to
achievement of goals, which Harvey (1966) refers to as the capacity to behave appropriately

towards the achievement of ends.

In line with this conceptualisation is the organisational definitions of adaptation,
which pertain to a range of an individual’s attributes, namely; abilities, skills, competencies,

willingness and motivations to fit into and when necessary, change aspects of an environment
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toward succeeding in all encountered situations (Avraamova and Verpakhovskaia, 2007,
Bresciani, Griffiths & Rust, 2009; Ployhart & Bliese; 2006). In contrast, Ong et al. (2006)
allude to a different notion and define adaptation as that which involves the emotional
capacity of individuals, in terms of tenacity and resilience, as well as managing stress related
affect by maintaining a healthy balance between negative and positive emotional states
throughout the presence of difficulty. Evidently, there is a divergence of accepted definitions
of adaptation, albeit each paradigm gives great insight to the nature of adaptation as not a

singular event, but as a complex and multifaceted process.

For the purpose of this study and particularly in the organisational context in which
graduates had been recently employed, adaptation encompasses the mutually interactive
relationship between the graduate attributes with regard to the various offerings of graduates
to organisations and the organisations’ attributes in terms of the resources offered to
effectively facilitate the school to work transition in the period of first to second year
employment. Scott (1966) as cited in Lints (2010) asserts that a bilateral interaction is
required for the process of adaptation to take place in which modification is required from
both the environment and the subject. That is, “the matching between the requirements of an
organism and the resources of its environment, and also the matching between the
requirements of the environment and the resources of its inhabitants” facilitates successful
adaptation (p.114). It is also then important to consider adaptation in terms of the diversified
nature of organisations in South Africa, as graduates are required to function in culturally
varied work settings. Pulakos, Arad, Donovan and Plamondon (2000) affirm the importance
of cultural adaptability in organisations especially with consideration to the globalisation of

the contemporary work environment.

Pulakos et al. (2000) assert that the ability to perform in diverse environments require

individuals to be open to learning the jargon or dialect specific to the environment, goals,
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values, history and politics within the organisation, however in relation to the greater societal
context. Hence, both an ecological and symbiotic approach to the investigation of graduate
adaptation was explored in this study. The perspective focuses on graduates and training and
development managers in an organisational context. The model illustrates the relationship
between the individual and the organisation in the same way it represents the relationship
between organisms or plants and the environment. This approach tends to provide a holistic

view of the challenges experienced by graduates in the South African workplace.

In contrast to complexity theories, Bresciani et al. (2009) refer to Work Adaptation
Theory which was conceptualised in the mid-1980’s. The assertion is that adaptation is an
individual’s ability to balance his/her needs, as well as the requirements of the job despite the
turbulences which occur in the workplace. As an extension of this line of thought, Reality
Shock Theory postulates that disturbances in the workplace when severe or occurring in the
early transition phase of the individuals’ journey into the world of work, could induce
feelings of resistance, anxiety, frustration and instability (Kramer, 1960, 1974; Duscher,
2008; Morrow, 2009). As such, it is the individual’s ability to maintain equilibrium and

persist through difficulties which demonstrates successful adaptation.

The concept of adaptation has evolved to consider not only individuals’ capability to
survive, but modification within the frame of reference in which individuals’ capabilities are
required. As such, a view of organisations from an ecological perspective - as the
environment in which graduates are compelled to adapt - is imperative to investigate in
relation to graduate attributes. Training and development managers are well positioned to

provide this view.
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Ecological and symbiotic approaches

Bronfenbrenner (1994) in the investigation of ecological and symbiotic models of human
development provides insight into the different environments as context for development, in
which the distinction between microsystems and mesosystems are conceptualised.
Bronfenbrenner (1994) defines microsystems as the social roles and interpersonal
relationships experienced by individuals when encountering complex interactions in the
immediate environment and mesosystems entail the “linkages and processes taking place
between two or more settings containing the developing person, such as the relations between

school and workplace” (p.40).

In relation to this study, ecological approach refers to the factors which facilitate or
impede graduate adaptation by viewing the systems and processes of the organisation, as well
as how individuals and the environment mutually affect one another. A symbiotic approach is
adopted to understand the relationship of mutual dependence between the perspectives of
graduates and training and development managers in determining graduates’ adaptation and
integration challenges in the workplace, particularly through the collaborations of tertiary
institutions, employers and stakeholder alliances (Boeker, 1991; Schumate and O’Connor,

2010; Thoms, Parmar & Williamson, 2013).

The literature review evaluated in detail the conceptual complexities of contemporary
graduates’ challenges in the workplace. With consideration to the various implications of
unsuccessful graduate adaptation and integration into organisations, such as organisations’
loss of resources on recruitment, induction and training costs, this research aimed to
investigate the challenges of recent graduates in multinational organisations in South Africa.
Factors which influence the experience of transition such as generational gap differences,

approaches to managerial support, cultural integration from a South African transformation
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point of view, as well as the strategies and graduate attributes which facilitate and impede
adaptation are discussed. Graduate challenges were evaluated in a general global context, but
also within the unique multicultural and diverse environment of multinational organisations

in South Africa.

Additionally, examples of previous research are provided to critically discuss and
demystify the quality of evidence of the factors which impede and facilitate the school to
work transition of graduates during the first and second year of employment in multinational
organisations, additionally; details of the setting, participants and measures are discussed to
demonstrate the strengths and weaknesses of previous research. Reality Shock Theory, Work
Adaptation Theory and Generational Theory serve as a backdrop to making sense of and
contextualising the effects of the various impediments of successful workplace adaptation on

recent graduates.

Reality Shock Theory

Reality shock is a concept coined by Kramer (1960) which in the 1970’°s became
interchangeably understood as transition shock. It refers to how graduates respond to their
realities in the workplace when there is a gap between what they were taught in their tertiary
education and what they experience in the work environment. Transition reality shock builds
on theory of cultural and acculturation shock, professional role adaptation as well as of
growth and development (Kramer, 1974; Duscher, 2008). Espinoza (2012) referring to the
culture shock experienced by graduates in their shift from college life to work and that “while
in school they eagerly anticipate making a transition into a career, but when they finally get
there it is not entirely what they expected” (p. 140). The transition from the stable and
predictable academic environment to the demanding nature of work life requires substantial

peer and management support for graduates. Adaptation to the professional space and the loss
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of academic related support has been shown to yield feelings of anxiety, insecurity, confusion
and inadequacy (Duscher, 2008; Packard et al., 2012; Wilson, 2011).

Studies in the nursing professional in particular emphasize that the journey of
graduates into the professional space is descriptive of a transition which is often frustrating,
discouraging and disillusioning, highlighting the need for the understanding of challenges
faced by graduates not just in the nursing environment, but in all industries in South African
organisations (Chang and Hancock; 2003; Duscher, 2008; Morrow, 2009).

Morrow (2009) claims that stress in graduates arises when capabilities do not meet
expectations and there is a lack of support in the workplace, especially from managerial
figures. This leads to experiences of reality shock, increased anxiety and an increased fear to
operate independently. In four qualitative studies which contemplate the implications and
intensity of the transition experience, Ducsher (2008) demonstrates how transition shock
affects the manner in which graduates are physically, emotionally, socio-culturally,
developmentally and intellectually affected in their adaptation process to the workplace.
Furthermore, how the process of adjustment is impacted by graduates’ role, responsibilities,
relationships and the knowledge which facilitate the intensity of the transition experience.
Transition shock can be associated with culture shock and acculturation in that they are
recognised as normal parts of adaptation challenges faced in a new environment; however,
when severe, can lead to graduates’ early exit from organisations and even the industries for
which they had studied (Duscher, 2008; Winkelman, 1994 as cited in Wilson, 2011).

In an earlier study, Duscher (2001) found that interactions between graduates and
colleagues have a substantial impact on graduate adaptation as failure to establish supportive
relationships becomes a source of immense stress, particularly when the relationships are
characterised by alienation, criticism and distrust with allocation of tasks. Furthermore,

Morrow (2009) claims that ineffective relationships can be caused by a hostile organisational
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culture, differences in generational values, insufficient managerial support and unrealistic
expectations from management, particularly when “not knowing is perceived as a weakness,
rather than an expected state of professional orientation” (p.280).

Understanding transition shock provides clarity about the severity of unsuccessful
adaptation on graduates’ overall wellbeing and the extent of their capabilities in the
workplace. It can be argued that graduate adaptation is a responsibility which should be
shared and managed effectively by graduates, employers and tertiary institutions. It was
against this background that this study sought to investigate adaptation challenges relating to
graduate and organisational attributes, as well as additional factors which impact on the
transitioning of recent graduates in the South African workplace.

Generational gap differences as a challenge for graduate adaptation

The interactions of multiple generations in the workplace have drawn attention to how
this influences contemporary graduates’ ability to assimilate in the world of work. Taylor and
Keeter (2010) claim that scholars and society as a whole should be cognizant of the notion
that “there are many differences in attitudes, values, behaviors and lifestyles within a
generation as there are between generations” (p. 5). Espinoza (2012) shares the view that
generational analysis is a significant contributor to understanding graduate integration and
states that “while all generations have similarities, it is simplistic to say they are the same” (p.
2). These sentiments highlight the importance of considering generational differences
between the recent graduates and their predecessors in the workplace, especially to ensure
rapport and interactions which could aid next generation workers to adapt successfully into

the workplace.

Espinoza (2012) claims that whilst anecdotal perspectives have persisted for years
regarding the impact of interactions between different generations in the workplace, evidence

is lacking, hence it is important to continue research which brings to light the challenges
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experienced by graduates in the workplace. This realization was first asserted by Bengston
(1970) that "very few thorough studies have yet been made to illuminate the nature and extent
of continuity or differences between age groups today, all too often the discussion has been
impressionistic, speculative and even apolyptic” (p.7). Similarly, Taveggia and Ross (1978)
indicated that there existed two opposing views regarding generational differences in the
workplace, where on the one hand scholars vehemently believed that workers of different
generations interpreted and experienced the workplace differently, the contrary as found in
studies conducted by Brixtton and Thomas (1973), Anderson (1974) and Steininger and
Lesser (1974) proposed that generational differences in the workplace were organised fictions

and that the work values and orientations of different generations were actually rather similar.

Notwithstanding, research conducted in later years presents compelling evidence of
genuine generational differences in the workplace. Kupperschimdt (2000) highlighted that
members of the same generation, having experienced similar contexts, have shared life
experiences and as such develop attitudes and values which are similar. Meriac, Woehr and
Banister (2010) postulate that as a result of different events being experienced by individuals
of different generations, the development of distinct group differences is inevitable,

particularly with regards to work ethic.

Additionally, in their investigation of generational impacts in the South African
workplace, Moss and Martin (2014) found that generational sub-groups were formed in
organisations based on the perceptions of organisational culture of cohorts who belonged in
the same groups. This is substantiated with the assertions by Dittman (2005) and again a year
later by Drago (2006) that generational interactions indicate that the last three generations
(Baby Boomers, Generation X and Millennials) are present in the workplace and that
generational differences impact on the communication, relationships and work dynamics of

colleagues, as well as the effectiveness of organisations to provide services. A multitude of
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research on the impact of generational differences on graduate integration unanimously
indicate that differences in values, attitudes, worldview and work-related perspectives affect
the extent to which graduates from the younger generations interact with members in the
organisations belonging to antecedent generations. A brief synopsis is necessary to evaluate

generational differences in context to their initial delineations.

Coined by William Strauss and Neil Howe in the early 1990’s and in the American
context, Generational Theory highlights that there are generational differences in terms of
individuals’ values and beliefs, characteristics, work-related perspectives and general
worldview (Wilder, 1996; van der Walt & du Plessis, 2010; Espinoza, 2012, Moss & Martins,
2014). Strauss and Howe were revered for identifying recurring generational cycles and
archetypes which were recognized to occur every two decades. In the critically acclaimed
book The Fourth Turning, Strauss and Howe (1997) distinguished between four generations
evident since the 1800’s, in brief these were; the Lost Generation (born 1883-1900) who were
described as cautionary in their approach to building society, GI Generation born between the
years 1901-1924 progressed society toward materialism, thereafter the Silent Generation of
1925-1942 applied increasingly advanced expertise to launch society into innovation. They
were then succeeded by the Boom Generation born 1943-1960 who were found to be more
indulgent and narcissistic and emphasised the importance of the self and lastly, the 13
Generation, more commonly known as Generation X and born in 1961-1981 were culturally

diverse in their approach to establishing societies.

There were slight differences in generational classifications in the South African
context, of which Reynold, Bush and Geist (2008) as cited in Espinoza (2012) classified that
Baby Boomers were born between 1946-1964, Generation X between 1965- 1981 and
Millennials between the years 1982-2000. Of particular interest to this study are the

interactions of the last three aforementioned generations, namely, Baby Boomers and

28



Generation X with recent graduates, who for the most part belong to Generation Y and are

commonly, known as Millennials.

In investigating the impact of generational differences on graduates in the workplace,
Espinoza (2012) used Participatory Action Research (PAR) to establish the views and
challenges of young graduates in the workplace. Espinoza (2012) conducted eleven
intervention groups with a total of 473 individuals who were classified as millennials and
were involved in corporate development programs. The findings showed that individuals who
belonged to different generational groups were likely to differ in terms of attitudes, values
and behaviors and that this contributed to tensions in the workplace. Furthermore, that
negative perceptions of Millennials by members in the older generational groups, impacted

adversely on their ability to integrate into the workplace.

The aim of Espinoza’s research was to determine the challenges experienced by
millennial graduates in assimilating into the workplace, particularly owing to the impact of
generational interactions on graduates’ school to work adaptation. The study highlights that
the discourse amongst hiring managers and training specialists had shifted toward the design
and implementation of strategies to ensure an environment in which graduates can adapt and
thrive, particularly as integrating into the workplace is associated with experiencing anxiety
and conflict. As such, identifying challenges experienced by graduates in the workplace in the
context of generational gap differences provides scope for “developing training content which
can be used to help millennials with skills that will allow them to successfully integrate in the
workforce” (p.13). In so doing, training and development managers and other professionals
who operate in a similar scope, as custodians for graduates’ induction and development in the
workplace, may create strategies appropriate for graduates to ensure that organisations benefit

from the offerings of graduates.
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Espinoza (2012) found nine challenges experienced by graduates in the adaptation to
the workplace owing to the presence of and their interactions with colleagues classified as
Baby Boomers and the less matured Generation X. These challenges summarise similar
findings of previous studies conducted by Taveggia and Ross (1978) who investigated
generational differences in work orientations, Smola and Sutton (2002) whose focus was on
the work values of generations in the millennium and Dulin (2005) who evaluated the
leadership preferences and behaviors of different generations in the workplace. Graduates’
challenges included those which were a result of the graduates’ characteristics, namely; a lack

of experience, lack of patience and difficulty with proving their value in the organisation

Espinoza (2012) identified that other experienced challenges were owing to the
graduates’ colleagues in the organisations whose response to the graduates inhibited
adaptation; such as, not being taken seriously or being treated with respect, others’ perception
of them as having an attitude of entitlement, not receiving helpful feedback from their direct
managers, rigid processes of the organisation, miscommunication with older workers and not

having clarity and understanding of expectations from managers.

On the other hand, differences in generational characteristics fuel the challenges
experienced by graduates transitioning into the workplace, especially as the younger
generation seems to be repeatedly shown in an unfavorable light in comparison to its
predecessors; Baby Boomers are perceived as hardworking, conformists and consensus
seekers, they value security and stable working environments, Generation X are described as
self-reliant, strong with entrepreneurial approaches and problem solving, whereas Millennials
are perceived to be technologically savvy, however, difficult to work with, entitled and

having no appreciation for authority (Smola and Sutton, 2002; Dittman, 2005; Meria et al.,
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2010; Twenge, 2010; Coats, 2011). This illuminates that the reception of graduates in the

workplace is a process neither easy for the graduates nor for cohorts of the other generations.

Moss and Martin (2014) cite Real, Mitnick and Maloney (2010) and state that
research which seeks to provide light on the differences of generations is “relevant to the
field of industrial psychology because each generation is said to have social, economic
political and other contextual factors that shaped their values and beliefs about work™ (p.149).
Furthermore, the overwhelming evidence of the impact of generational differences on the
people dynamics, organisational culture and how these influence the integration and
adaptation of next generation workers in the workplace, suggests that work values, attributes
and experiences of generation cohorts are genuine. Hence, this research affirms the stance
that recent graduates experience challenges owing to generational gap differences in the
workplace, which are inherent to the characteristic of the workforce; as such, combined and

consistent efforts are required to alleviate difficulties.

Tertiary institution and employer responsibilities

The aim of this study was to investigate adaptation challenges of recent graduates in
multinational organisations and in so doing, it was important to establish the various
stakeholders responsible for ensuring that graduates are prepared well enough for the world
of work in order to adapt to the demands of organisations. Employers’ perceptions of the
roles and responsibilities of tertiary institutions in adequately preparing graduates for
integration in the workforce have been an issue of contention, particularly as employers have
in the past expressed dissatisfaction with the relevance of curriculum to organisational needs

(Butler, 2003; Mason, Williams & Cranmer, 2006; Ting & Ying, 2012; Tanner, 2014).

In measuring the impact of tertiary institutions on outcomes required in the labour

market, Wright (2012) posits that amongst a variety of other concerns, “institutions of higher
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education have come under increased scrutiny because of the concerns over their
effectiveness in ensuring student retention, timely graduation and the preparedness of
graduates for the workforce” and as a result this has led to vigorous dialogue between
policymakers to endorse open lines of communication regarding graduate effectiveness and

adaptation into the workplace (p. 2).

In the aim to provide comprehensive insights regarding employers’ perspectives of
graduates in South Africa and in collaboration with Higher Education South Africa (HESA)
and the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA), Griesel and Parker (2009) claim that
while for years it has been common for employers to express frustration about the gap
between outcomes of higher education and the preparedness of graduates to adapt and thrive
in the workplace, “employers sometimes voice concerns over the quality of graduates exiting
from universities while higher education feels that employers are not fully appreciative of
what qualities and skills these graduates do possess” (p. 3). Furthermore, Griesel and Parker
(2009) posit are equally discontented with views of this kind because the mandate of higher
education is not to provide job-related skills, but rather to perform the distinct role of
preparing graduates with generic skills they can apply in the changing contexts of the work

environment.

Hence, some light needs to be shed with regards to the conflicting perspectives of
tertiary education and employers because the conflict and lack of alignment affects the extent
to which graduates are prepared to enter and successfully adapt into the labour market.
Furthermore, by determining the roles and responsibilities of stakeholders and the subsequent
strategies for effective collaborations, the school to work adaptation process can be
ameliorated, particularly with regards to the competencies graduates require to transition well

into the workplace.
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Lie et.al (2009) delineated the various competencies (also referred to as literacies)
which tertiary institutions and employers should collaboratively ensure that graduates are
adequately equipped with for increased integration into the workplace. Investigations were
divided into three sections in which employers had to firstly; report the importance of the
literacy for the organisation, secondly, to what extent tertiary education prepared graduates
with each competency and thirdly, to what degree managers have the willingness to train

graduates on competencies they may not have been equipped with during tertiary studies.

The outlined literacies were emphasised primarily for the awareness of tertiary
institutions and employers to bridge the communication gap and to mitigate expectations
regarding roles and responsibilities. Findings indicated that language proficiency was
considered to be the most important of all the literacies as it evaluated the graduates’ oral and
written communication abilities. Importantly, employers were of the view that if graduates
lacked in this competency, then they would not be willing to invest by spending time and
funds to train graduates, as language proficiency was viewed to be the role of the university
to impart. This sentiment was shared with regards to content literacy, which refers to the
ability for graduates to apply their theoretical knowledge in ways which could yield return on
investment for employers. This competency was ranked as the second most important in
organisations and employers asserted that graduates who could adapt successfully into the
organisation were those who had the rare ability to contextualise and apply generic skills in
the setting of the workplace. Studies indicate that managers were of the view that often
graduates are unable to achieve this owing to the perception that the theoretical principles
taught in university were irrelevant (Butler, 2003; Mason, Williams, Cranmer, 2006; Lie et

al., 2009; Lowden, Hall, Elliot, Lewin, 2011).

Another emphasised competency was critical literacy which entails the graduates'

capacity for generating ideas and applying critical thinking when required to analyse and
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synthesise information. Unanimously, managers were of the view that universities had not
prepared graduates adequately, but were willing to train graduates to critically evaluate
information and in so doing, be able to meet role expectations (Lie et al., 2009). Furthermore,
the importance of critical thinking was highlighted Griesel and Parker (2009) with the
assertion that learning effectively involves more than content and task instructions, but also
how individuals interact with the diversity of their environment. As such, in order for
graduates to successfully adapt, openness and a readiness for the highly culturally diversified

nature of multinationals in South Africa are necessary.

Gyhoot (2000) emphasizes that multiple cultures in the South African workplace
beckon for employees to be attuned to the cultural manifestations which impact on
organisational functioning. Kupperschmidt (2000) suggests that being able to integrate in
culturally diverse environments increases graduates’ opportunity to acclimatize to the
working environment, particularly with regard to building systems of support,
communication and networking. As such their opportunity of emotionally connecting with
others is enhanced. Lang et al. as cited in Lie at al. (2009) state that "The ability to
understand and negotiate differences in terms of cultural practice, values, norms, beliefs and
perceptions, is crucial to workplace interactions to build networks, and to prevent conflicts
and misunderstanding" (p. 8). This is substantiated by Tucker, Sojka, Barone and McCarthy
(2010) who in their investigation of business graduates in the workplace, concluded that
emotional intelligence contributed to positive interactions between graduates and their

environment, which is essential for organisational integration and career success.

There were however, literacies which managers regarded as essential for graduate
adaptation and organisational integration which they were willing to equip graduates with
through their school to work transition phase (Avraamova & Verpakhovskaia, 2007). These

literacies included, computing skills, which constitutes the ability for graduates to use
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Microsoft applications such Word, Excel and PowerPoint, expansion of research skills and
organisation specific technical skills. Lastly, Lie et al. (2009) attitude and mindset as aspects
of competencies were considered by employers to be essential as the graduate would have the
capacity to "learn beyond the university, to adapt to new situations, interpersonal skills,
leadership, ability to work independently and the will to succeed" (p.9). This provides insight

to the responsibility graduates bear to ensure their own transition into working life.

Additionally, attitude and mindset were aligned to graduates’ display of emotional
intelligence in the workplace, which Bar-On (1997) defined as “an array of non-cognitive
capabilities, competencies and skills that influence one’s ability to succeed in coping with
environmental demands and pressures (p.16). Therefore, emotional intelligence as an
awareness and management of one’s own and others’ emotions was recognised as crucial for
novice employees’ ability to integrate into diverse environments (Ziedner, Matthews &
Roberts, 2004). Whilst collaborations between employers and higher education are essential
regarding their roles and responsibilities to align skills required for the labour market,

graduates carry a great part of the responsibility to transition successfully into the workplace.

Lie et al. (2009) provided great insight into the graduate competencies (also referred
to as literacies) attained in higher education in relation to employers’ and economic labour
market needs and make the argument that generic literacies are applicable across all
industries and occupations and should therefore aid graduates with transitioning into the
workplace, however, Griesel and Parker (2009) claim that these skills should be in line with
the economic needs of the labour market and therefore, to ensure successful graduate
integration “higher education institutions (HEI) need to establish and develop links through
knowledge and research exchanges, collaboration and cooperation with employers in the
private and public sector, it seems imperative that such links are established so that there is

synergistic development of graduates in higher education (HE) and in industry" (p. 13). By
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so doing, work integrated learning strategies can be developed to ensure that graduates are

better prepared and can adapt easier with the demands of the working world.

Work integrated learning and the combined efforts of tertiary institutions and

organisations

Multidisciplinary research from economics, organisational and research psychology
and social studies, highlights the importance of graduates for organisational performance and
competitive advantage (Connor & Brown, 2009; Short & Harris, 2010). Of particular interest
for this research are studies which demonstrate how graduates have been studied from a
workplace learning integration perspective; with reference to the effective trajectories
training personnel adopt to equip graduates with the necessary organisation specific skills and
knowledge to produce optimal performance in their designated roles (Miller & Blackman,
2005; Willment, 2006; Martin &Hughes, 2009). Castelli (2011) provides insight to the
theoretical models which have contributed to the evolution of reflective adult learning
programs implemented in organisations as a way to continue the transformation graduates

experience from higher education to the workplace.

Particularly, emphasised are techniques which instructors in the workplace such as
supervisors, line managers and training and development managers can utilize to influence
the learning process and up skilling of graduates in the workplace. The benefits of adult
learning techniques have been extensively reported regarding its contributions in alleviating
challenges and creating a healthy and stimulating environment that enhances graduates’
organisational adaptation from a technical content, personal growth and social integration

perspective (Scandura, 1992; Bartel, 2000).

The concept of adult learning is interrelated to workplace learning integration as it

delineates the process through which adults enhance knowledge, skills and technical ability in
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an environment which promotes confident problem-solving and self-direction (Swanson,
2005; Castelli, 2008). However, evaluations of graduates’ perspectives within the first few
years of attaining work experience indicate that there exists a high degree of discontent owing
to graduates perceiving their employers to be apprehensive in allowing for work
independence in the workplace (Butler, 2003; Espinoza, 2007). This is an area of concern
considering that the effectiveness of adult learning in the workplace rests on producing a
satisfying practical learning experience so that workplace integration takes place in an easier
way (Butler, 2003; Castelli, 2011). As such, work integrated learning as a resource to equip
graduates with the expectations of the working environment should be of high priority for all

custodians involved with the training and development of graduates as novice employees.

Work integrated learning has also highlighted aspects which address graduate
adaptation challenges through encouraging enthusiastic participation, inclusion in
professional networks and emphasis of self-sufficiency when executing tasks (Martin &
Hughes, 2009). Martin and Hughes (2009) claim that “there is an increasing emphasis on
work based learning, as it aims to integrate academic study and practical experience
providing a point of difference for graduates that employers value” and as such, graduate
preparation is a multifaceted process for which multiple stakeholders are responsible, the
collaborative efforts of tertiary education and organisations, toward the aim of optimizing
graduates’ capabilities (p. 7). This sentiment has been emphasised in cross-disciplinary

research.

Importantly, this view is echoed by the Council of Higher Education, which is an
independent South African statutory body established by the Higher Education Act no. 101 of
1997, that partnerships amongst higher education, private and public sectors are necessary for
the effective implementation of work integrated learning, especially for minimizing some of

the challenges identified to prevalent in the school to work transition phase. Similarly, Hagan
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(2004), referring to the adequate preparation and long-term development of graduates
entering the world of work, states that “universities should cultivate closer links with industry
representatives, in order to improve their chances of finding the right balance” (p.122). As
previously identified, the communication gaps between tertiary education and organisations
were identified to be essential to ensure integrated efforts for holistic and ameliorated

facilitation of graduate adaptation and integration in the workplace setting.

Morrow (2009) asserts that adequate communication between employers and
educational institutions is fundamental for graduate transition into the work space and has
great implications not just on an organisation level, but on a societal level as well;
furthermore that “salient actions are required to resolve the discourse of new graduate
transition into the workplace” (p.278). Ngetich and Moll (2013) state that to achieve work
integrated learning “placing a responsibility on both the industry and universities may ensure
that students learn what is relevant and useful for job performance and development” and as
such, tertiary institutions, graduates and employers may benefit from these collaborations (p.

127).

James et al. (2004) claim that graduate characteristics which lead to success in the
workplace are a measure of the quality of educators and subsequently, the quality of the
tertiary institution. This preposition suggests that graduates’ industry and discipline specific
knowledge, the ability to contextualise and apply it which then demonstrates capabilities in
the workplace, are reflections of the graduates and educational institutions; however,
organisations have a responsibility to extend the graduate attributes imparted by tertiary

education in this regard and become actively involved in work integrated learning strategies.

Holton (1995) affirms that “academics must hold themselves accountable for

successful organisational entry and not just job placement” and that professionals within the
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organisation and in educational institutions should give priority to workplace integration and
adaptation (p.76). Disconnect between employer expectations and the learning outcomes of
graduates in educational settings, may contribute to the long-standing challenges experienced

by graduates in adapting to the demands of the workplace.

Similarly, Vaastra and de Vries (2007) posit that while employers may have an
expectation that the primary role of higher education is to “provide students with
competences that enable them to maintain their position in a changing professional
environment”, as such educators also need to know precisely what these industry-related
competences are, and it is furthermore the responsibility of professional members in industry
to communicate this information (p.335). In the aim to create awareness of the adjustment
issues experienced by recent graduates and the consequent reality shock, Duscher (2008)
asserts that a great part of the problem is that there is a lack of synergy amongst key
stakeholders which leads to graduates’ misconception of the realities of the workplace.
Therefore, to minimise idealistic expectations and issues relating to poor workplace
adaptation, increased dialogue and work integrated learning techniques and combined
strategies between organisations and tertiary institutions countrywide during and after
graduates complete their studies is a matter of urgency to ensure better integration of
graduates in the increasingly demanding multinational environment (Everwijn, Bomers &

Knubben, 1993; Holton, 1995; Avraamova and Verpakhovskaia, 2007; Duscher, 2008).

Internationally, James et al. (2004) demonstrate that the necessity for collaboration is
recognised by committees such as the Australian Business/Higher Education Round Table (B-
HERT) described as “a forum where leaders of Australia’s business, research, professional
and academic communities can address important issues of common interest, to improve the
interaction between Australian business and higher education institutions” can foster much

needed dialogue and debate and substantially aid convergence of expectations, which in turn
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may provide graduates with adequate and specific knowledge about what’s expected them
when entering the work space (p. 40). Integrative platforms of this nature are a necessity in
South Africa to aid graduates with not only adapting to the demands of their roles, but also

with integration into the highly diversified nature of organisations.

There is consensus from a wide variety of research that educators and seasoned
practitioners should develop preparatory programs prior to graduates entering the workforce
as this could allow sufficient time for graduates to acclimatise to workplace realities
(Avraamova & Verpakhovskaia, 2007; Everwijn, Bomers & Knubben, 1993; Griesel &
Parker, 2009; Ngetich & Moll, 2013). As such to prepare graduates holistically, it would
follow that programs should generically be inclusive of both theoretical knowledge and skills
practice so that in the early years of graduates’ school to work transition, knowledge is

applied contextually.

Griesel and Parker (2009) emphasize that although employers do to some extent
recognize and appreciate the theoretical knowledge and critical intellectual approach to tasks
of graduates imparted by South African tertiary institutions, the quality of graduates should
not be viewed in and determined within the academic context, but in relation to the industry
trends, requirements of employers and the competitive labour force. Furthermore, that all
custodians should be cognisant that South Africa as a country in a relatively young
democracy still faces, on a national and societal level, many challenges from which
organisational adaptation forms a part of; hence engagement between industries within the
public and private sectors and higher education is imperative to aid integration and mold the

future workforce into global competitors.
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Graduate attributes and coping strategies

In an investigation of graduate attitudes, expectations and adaptation mechanisms
conducted by Holton (1995), results showed that organisational entry and transition was an
underemphasised matter. More importantly, that organisations should be concerned with the
attitudes of recent graduates as they present to be vulnerable members of the workforce and
are at risk of inflating organisational costs if not well managed. As such, the challenges
encountered by graduates in the school to work process are necessary to investigate from an
individual graduate perspective. This is in terms of challenges experienced, attitudes and
expectations, as well as the coping strategies graduates employ to deal with the demands of

the dynamic work environment.

The concept of graduate attributes has evolved to wide-spread definitions which
allude to generic and contextualised characteristics. Jones (2002) provides a knowledge-
based definition of graduate attributes as “the acquisition of a body of disciplinary
knowledge, the critical understanding which comes from the communication, application and
evaluation of a body of knowledge, the commitment to ethical action and social
responsibility, and a capacity for employment and lifelong learning” (p. 3). Barrie (2004)
takes it a step further by making a distinction between knowledge-based and ability-based
attributes; of which the former entails abstract discipline knowledge and the latter refers to
the specialised and distinguished forms of capabilities developed for the purpose of meeting
specific needs of a field of knowledge. Graduate attributes are not only representative of
capabilities, disciplinary knowledge and critical reasoning skills; they encapsulate the

attitudes, values and sense of commitment (Barrie, 2004, Vaaster & de Vries, 2007).

Smith and Pilling (2007) further describe graduate attributes as an amalgamation of

acquired knowledge, skills and the desirable qualities which attract potential employers. The
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complexity and vigorous quality of the work environment has made it essential to define
graduate attributes as this informs the ways in which graduates will manage the challenges
they encounter in the workplace. Furthermore, whether attributes are generic in nature or
technical for specific environments, they provide a basis for which hiring managers and those
involved in training and development can determine criteria of performance and workplace
adaptation (Avraamova & Verpakhovskaia, 2007; Coetzee & Esterhuizen, 2010; Parker, 2009;

Smith & Pilling, 2007).

However, research on graduate attributes echoes indecisiveness about what these
desirable qualities entail; specifically, whether they encompass nuanced and specialised
knowledge and skills, or involve generic abilities which have been found to be common and
useful across a wide variety of organisations. James et al. (2004) argue that the key role of
tertiary institutions is to develop graduate generic skills, which are dispositions considered
valuable in entry level professionals within the first few years in any field of knowledge.
Further, as the labour market is an environment constantly undergoing change, the benefit of
generic competencies, as compared to occupation specific competencies, is that they are less
affected by changes and are therefore arguably more beneficial for graduates in the long-run
for consistently successful adaptation (Jones, 2002; Vaaster & de Vries, 2007). Generic skills
include qualities such as the ability to communicate effectively, build interpersonal
relationships, have a teamwork spirit, as well as have the ability to be flexible and adaptable

to a changing environment (Lie et al., 2009).

This assertion 1s however, in direct contradiction to the later views of Griesel and
Parker (2009) who claim that contemporary research on employers’ needs indicate a
preference for specific and context-dependent technical skills, which are foundational for
expertise in highly dynamic, competitive and innovative South African organisations. It

appears that this shift from generic to contextualised skills and the lack of consensus on
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which of the two is more important to determine successful role and organisational
integration, furthers the fission between the attributes tertiary institutions aim to impart on

graduates and the actual attributes required in the work context.

In reporting specifically about graduate workplace readiness, Vaastra and de Vries
(2007) report results which demonstrate that generic competences such as learning aptitude,
analytic ability, independent working style and positive teamwork contribution are prized
attributes for employers because of their high correlations with the ability to adapt quickly
and integrate successfully in organisations. Notwithstanding, the standard seems to be that the
manner in which graduates package themselves to not only become employable, but
retainable in organisations is dependent on the offerings they present with regard to their
qualifications, knowledge, values, cognitive and technical skills; areas which in varying
degrees aid graduates to adapt to and become successful in organisations. With this in mind,
an integrated identification of generic and contextual occupation-specific skills may prepare
graduates holistically for the strains of the workplace; a responsibility to which the
expectations of employers should be closely followed by sufficient induction and on-

boarding, training, mentorship and continuous managerial support.

The following section describes in detail the studies which have contributed
significantly towards understanding of graduate adaptation in organisations. They have
provided insight into the circumstances surrounding graduate adaptation and integration
challenges in the workplace, as well as the strategies which graduates employ to adjust.
Simply put, as in ecological models, these adaptation strategies are evolutionary survival
tactics that are common to living organisms and plants alike. Although not all the studies
focused on the South African context, a holistic view may put into context obstacles which

are encountered for graduates in general in the first or second year on the job.
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Coetzee and Esterhuizen (2010) investigated the relationship between the
psychological attributes and career resources graduates use as coping strategies to acclimatise
to the world of work in the South African context. The findings of this study contributes to
the interventions career counselors, organisational coaches and professionals in similar
capacities can structure interventions to ensure challenges experienced in the workplace are
overcome and school to work graduate transition is successful. Participants in the study
represented all nine provinces. Findings were useful for understanding the mechanisms recent
graduates use to manage and overcome encountered challenges in organisations in South

Africa.

There are antecedents to graduate adaptation in the workplace which influence the
extent to which graduates are equipped for the challenges encountered. Marock (2008) claims
that youth unemployment is prevalent within the 20-24 year age group in South Africa, which
impacts directly and detrimentally on the government’s plans to transform the face of the
labour market to reflect the integration of post-apartheid society. Coetzee and Esterhuizen
(2010) postulate that graduate challenges not only include integrating into the workplace, but
finding work is in itself a hurdle a great enough as “young people entering the world of work
for the first time are faced with many challenges, such as dealing with unemployment after
qualifying or, upon finding employment, coping with the transition from student to employee,
adjusting to their new environment and navigating the many global career challenges of the

21st century” (p.1).

Hence, having insight into the 