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Abstract 
The concern over the skills of local accounting graduates is not new. Of late it has become a national issue when 
local accounting graduates are criticized for being incompetent in the workplace due to their lack of skills that are 
desired by employers. This study is undertaken with the aim of identifying the expectation- performance gap 
between employers’ perception and the actual performance of Malaysian Bachelor of Accounting graduates. It is 
based on a survey of employers in Malaysia. The data was collected through a mail questionnaire survey which 
taps the perceptions of employers from both audit and non-audit firm on fresh local accounting graduates. There 
were 16 types of skill competencies identified in this study. The result from t-test indicates that there is an 
expectation -performance gap between employers’ perception and actual performance of Bachelor of Accounting 
graduates. Bachelor of Accounting graduates’ actual performance is lower than what employers expect from them. 
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1. Introduction 
The employer perceptions on the quality of the 
graduates have become a main concern to 
graduates, higher education provider and the 
government. Both the private and public sectors 
are also becoming conscious of the need for good 
quality of accounting graduates. These sectors 
express concern about the need to improve the 
quality of accounting graduates and other 
disciplines. Unfortunately, accounting education 
worldwide has come under criticism for failing to 
address the skill requirements in today’s dynamic 
business environment. Thus, the quality of 
accounting graduate is below employers’ 
expectation. Accounting educators are unable to 
provide accounting graduates with the relevant 

skills needed by employers (Lin et al. 2005). 
Studies conducted in both the western countries 
(such as the USA, UK and Australia) and the 
developing countries (such as Japan, China, 
Malaysia and Libya) reveal a general 
dissatisfaction with the quality of accounting 
graduates (Liebtag, 1987; Nelson, 1989, 1996, 
1998; Inman et al. 1989; Gabbin, 2002; Burnett, 
2003; Lin et al. 2005; De Lange et al. 2006; Lin, 
2008; Awayiga et al. 2010; Onumah et al. 2012; 
Afolabi, 2014). 
In Malaysia, this issue regarding skills 
competencies performance has been one of the 
debated issues among the academia and 
practitioners. Numerous articles have been written 
in Malaysian newspapers and education journals 
within the last few years on a common matter of 
grave concern, which is, the declining quality of 
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graduates today (Woo, 2006). Based on the 
Halatuju 3 that was released by the Malaysian 
Ministry of Education (MOE) in 2015, some 
weaknesses have been identified in Halatuju 2 with 
regard to the quality of accounting graduates. Most 
of them were related to the dissatisfaction of the 
employers on soft skills, such as, communication 
skills, the ability to interact, the ability to apply 
technical knowledge, having a proactive outlook, 
critical thinking and problem solving skills; and the 
ability to learn a new thing (Halatuju 3, 2015). The 
importance of such skills on the employability of 
accounting graduates in the Malaysian labour 
market as stressed by employers, suggests that 
some skills are lacking among graduates (Ismail et 
al. 2001; Muda et al. 2009 MIA, 2014). Accordingly, 
this study seeks to empirically address the issue of 
whether a perceptual difference exists between 
employers’ perception and graduates’ skill 
competencies performance among Malaysian 
accounting graduates from Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs). 
 
2. Literature Review 
The perceived mismatch between the 
competencies which the profession expects (and 
perceives) graduating accounting students to 
possess gives rise to an expectation-performance 
gap in accounting education. Various factors have 
been identified as contributing to this gap, 
including differences in the views of the profession 
and academics regarding the competencies which 
accounting graduates should possess, and the 
appropriate programme to develop these 
competencies (Stout and Schweikart, 1989; 
Armitage, 1991; Simons and Higgins, 1993). 
Few researchers have analyzed the employers’ 
expectations of skills and matched them with the 
skills developed during the degree studies to 
identify the expectation gaps in skills. Wells et al. 
(2009) investigate the skills regarded as being 
most important for successful professional 
practice in accounting and compare the extent to 
which they are developed during the accounting 
degree studies in New Zealand. Their analysis 
identified many skills that require improvement or 
follow-up, such as, interpersonal skills; teamwork 
skills; intellectual skills and decision-making skills. 
Kavanagh & Drennan (2008) find noticeable gaps 
between graduating students’ perceptions of what 
will be required of them at entry level and the 
expectations of employers. According to Bui & 
Porter (2010), the expectation-performance gap is 
the different between the competencies desired by 
employers and the actual competencies 
demonstrated by graduates. Thus, business school 
that prepare future managers in need to close the 
gap between the skills acquired by its graduates 

and the required skills by the global market (Ebied, 
2012). 
Skill mismatch phenomenon among skilled 
workers exists in Malaysia. This problem can be 
observed when many employers provide different 
and negative responses to the performance of 
skilled workers in Malaysia. Lack of mastery of 
non-technical skills or soft skill and overall 
dependence on technical skills as their working 
style are viewed as issues that are difficult to 
change. According to Drennan & Kavanagh (2008), 
an excellent academic degree alone is insufficient 
in ensuring employability since employers 
nowadays require potential accountant to possess 
exceptional competencies and capabilities as most 
companies go global. New and fresh accounting 
graduates these days are confronted with more 
challenges and competitions in getting employed 
compared to graduates in the past. The general 
consensus among Malaysian employers indicates 
that Malaysian graduates are well trained in their 
areas of specialization but unfortunately lack the 
soft skills (Nurita, Shaharudin & Ainon, 2004). 
Thus, the accounting education needs to be 
upgraded to catch up with the continuously 
changing business environment. Therefore, only 
graduates with superior competencies will be able 
to meet these challenges and fit in the job market 
(Ting and Ying, 2011). 
In Malaysia, accounting graduates possess 
excellent fundamental accounting knowledge and 
are technically competent (Rahman et al. 2007). 
However, employers in Malaysia complain that the 
graduate level job applicants lack generic skills 
(MIA Report, 2014; Muda et al. 2009; Rahman et al. 
2007). Employers agree that local accounting 
graduates are lacking in oral and written 
communication skills (Halatuju 3; Ismail et al. 
2001; Baharun et al. 2006). Ismail et al. (2001) find 
that accounting graduates in Malaysia is wanting in 
1) writing and oral communication (especially, 
English), 2) problem solving, 3) ability to perform 
a task and 4) initiative. Similarly, Baharun et al. 
(2006) find that verbal and written 
communication is ranked the first and second 
important skills in industry respectively but the 
attainment of communication skills among 
Malaysian graduates remains questionable. 
Rahman et al. (2007) reveals that there are 
competency gaps on the broad competencies. The 
emphasis on accounting education in public 
universities in Malaysia is on the core 
competencies. Great emphasis is given to technical 
accounting skills while the  
soft skill competencies have received a lesser 
amount of attention. Meanwhile, a study by Muda 
et al. (2009) has identified the existence of a gap 
between employers’ perception on the 
determinants of quality of the graduates and the 
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University’s curriculum apparatus that is used to 
ensure the quality of the graduates. 
The report by MIA also revealed the problem 
regarding the quality of accounting graduates 
which is below the expectation of employers. 
Accounting educators are unable to provide 
accounting graduates with relevant skills that are 
required at workplace (MIA, 2014). Thus, the 
accounting education needs to be enhanced in 
order to be at par with the continuously shifting 
business environment. The release of The 
Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013 by the 
Malaysian Ministry of Education, shows that 
Malaysia is serious in improving the quality of 
graduates, especially, accountancy talents 
produced by institutes of higher education. It is 
expected that every student will have knowledge, 
technical and leadership skills, bilingual 
proficiency, ethics, spirituality and international 
identity (Ismail et al. 2014). In line with that, a new 
released of Halatuju 3 also highlighted that this 
programme is to enhance accountancy education. 
Under Halatuju 3, MIA and Ministry of Education 
(MOE) are collaborating on the ongoing 
monitoring and enforcement of the quality of 
accounting education in Malaysia. One of the 
objective in Halatuju 3 is to improve the 
unsatisfactory level of accounting graduates’ soft 
skills. 
This study examined the actual performance of 
Bachelor of Accounting graduates from HEIs in 
order to get feedback on the skill competencies of 
these accounting graduates from employers. The 
outcomes of this study will aid educators to plan 
for better teaching-learning process in the future. 
The next section explains the methodology of the 
study, followed by the results and discussion. The 
paper then concluded. 
 
3. Methodology 
This research is a cross-sectional, quantitative 
study investigating whether employers’ perception 
in determining the importance of skill 
competencies are positively related with the 
performances of local Bachelor of Accounting 
graduates. Every company employs accountant to 
prepare the financial statement for their 
organisations. Thus, employers need accountants 
who not only have knowledge in accounting 
practice but also possess numerous skills to 
enhance company’s financial performance. 
Accountants are always connected directly to the 
upper management in order to be able to discuss 
issues related to financial accounting in the 

organisation, thus, they work closely together with 
top management (Ismail et al. 2001). Senior 
managers and managers were chosen as the 
respondents for this study. 
 
This study attempts to reach the potential 
respondents using the number of audit firms and 
non-audit firms in Malaysia. According to the MIA 
website, the population of this study consists of 
1,947 audit firms as at 2015 (MIA, 2015). 
Meanwhile, there were 810 companies which were 
non-audit firms listed in Bursa Malaysia as at 2015. 
A sample was drawn from the list of companies 
listed in Bursa±Malaysia. To determine the 
appropriate sample size, a formula as suggest by 
Krejcie and Morgan (1970) was utilized. The 
formula produced a table of “Sample Sizes 
Required for Given Population Sizes”. With an 
error limit of 5%, the sample size was determined 
to be 260 for Bursa Malaysia companies and 254 
for accounting firms. 
This two groups of companies were chosen as they 
are assumed to employ the biggest accounting 
graduates in their organisation (Ismail et al, 2001). 
Due to the difficulties in obtaining contact details 
of the senior managers and managers, this study 
used non-probability sampling technique, which is, 
the convenience sampling method to obtain the 
data in this study. The number of participants was 
identified based on the organizational chart and 
staff directory provided in each company’s 
website. 
The data concerning employers’ perception on the 
actual performance level owned by Bachelor of 
Accounting graduates are then collected. A five-
point Likert scale is used for each type of 
graduates’ skills competencies. The respondents 
are required to select on a five-point Likert scale 
ranging from ‘1’= Very Poor, ‘2’= Poor, ‘3’= 
Average, ‘4’= Good and ‘5’= Very Good. 
There are 16 different skill competencies which 
were adopted from previous studies (Awayiga et 
al. 2010; Onumah et al. 2012). Table 1 shows the 
16 skill competencies used for evaluation on the 
Bachelor of Accounting graduates’ performance. In 
April 2016, the questionnaires were distributed to 
514 employers from audit and non-audit firms in 
Malaysia with 103 usable responses. The 
questionnaires were administered to high position 
officers in companies to assure a reliable result on 
accounting graduates performance. 
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Table 1: Skill Competencies  

 
 
 
4. Results and Discussion 
Sample t-test were carried out on all the skill 
competencies to find out if there were expectation-
performance gaps between employer perception 
and the actual performance of Bachelor of 
Accounting graduates from local universities. 
Figure 1 shows the employers’ perception towards 
the graduates’ performance. Analyses showed that 
all skill competencies have significant differences. 
The overall mean scores for the assessment of 
actual performance of Bachelor of Accounting 
graduates were substantially lower than the skill 
that was perceived as important by the employers. 

Sample t-test results revealed that the largest gaps 
occurred for communication skills (important 
4.780, actual 3.495), professional demeanour 
(important 4.806, actual 3.670) and analytical 
skills (important 4.651, actual 3.515). These three 
area of skills were seen as the most important area 
that needs attention. Bachelor of Accounting 
graduates seemed to exhibit Computer / 
Information Technology (IT) skills (important 
4.699, actual 3.922) and integrity/ethic skills 
(important 4.767, actual 3.971) that meet the 
higher expectations of the employers. 
  

  
Figure 1: Employers perception toward graduates’ performance 

 
Though existing literature suggest that there are 
gaps between skill requirements by employers and 
skill levels possessed by graduates (Lin et al. 2005; 

Kavanagh and Drennan, 2008; Jackling and De 
Lange, 2009; Well et al. 2009;  
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Bui and Porter, 2010; Watty, 2014), this study 
identified a skill gap in 16 skills as shown in Figure 
1, where employers’ expectation is higher than the 
level possessed by accounting graduates. 
Result of Sample t-test empirically confirmed that 
there were positive gaps in all skills. Computer/IT 
skills seem to meet the employers’ expectations as 
it received the lowest mean gap. The findings may 
be due today’s accounting graduates are well 
equipped with computer knowledge and skills to 
work effectively in the information needed. Among 
the highest expectation-performance gaps for 
Bachelor of Accounting graduates are 
communication skills and professional demeanor. 
The findings supported and confirmed the results 
found in studied by Rahman et al. (2007); Bui and 
Porter, (2010) and Watty (2014). The findings 
showed that a communication skill, through 
considered among the most important skill 
worldwide, is an issue faced by most business in 
the world. Andrew and Sigband (1984) find that 
accounting professionals felt that accounting 
graduates’ abilities in writing report, 
memorandums, letters, making speeches and 
conducting client interviews are inadequate. 
Similarly, Baharun et al. (2006) find in their study 
that verbal and written communication is ranked 
first and second important skills in industry 
respectively but the attainment of communication 
skills among Malaysian graduates is questioned. 
Simmons & Higgins (1993), Aly & Islam (2003) and 
Rahman et al. (2007) concur with these findings 
and suggest that accounting curriculum should 
place more emphasis on oral and written 
communication skills. The findings may be due to 
the fact that Bachelor of Accounting graduates 
from local universities preferred to communicate 
in their mother tongue (Bahasa Malaysia) due to 
the environmental factors in which the graduates 
come from. Local Malaysians make up the majority 
in local universities. Thus they prefer to 
communicate in Bahasa Malaysia. Besides, lack of 
practices in public speaking, writing and group 
discussions among graduates in English language 
also causes to the communication gaps. 
Professional demeanour is also one of the largest 
gaps between employers’ perception and actual 
performance possessed by Bachelor of Accounting 
graduates. This result may be due to the lack of 
self-confidence in accounting graduates which 
inhibits them from reacting consistently with the 
standards of the profession and the norms of the 
environments in which they function. Bachelor of 
Accounting graduates seemed to have lower 
confidence which  
hinders them from their role as professional 
accountants in making decisions. This may be 
because they lack experience in handling 
accountants’ tasks and lack knowledge regarding 

accounting practices which are less pertinent in the 
accounting education. 
 
5. Conclusion 
The current economic challenges and globalisation 
are forcing employers in the accounting sector to 
seek competent accountants. Consequently, 
accounting graduates have to arm themselves with 
the relevant skills that are required by their future 
employers. Above and beyond outstanding 
academic qualifications, employers require their 
new accountants to be equipped with relevant 
capabilities, skills, abilities and personal qualities. 
Accounting graduates realized the significance of 
having and demonstrating these skills effectively. 
Therefore, accounting educators and policy makers 
should enhance their students to become 
proficient accountants and construct a curriculum 
planning in the future for augment accounting 
graduates’ skills as desired by employers. 
Universities, as well as, the graduates themselves, 
must undertake the effort to equip themselves 
with the requirements identified by industry, 
especially, with regard to competencies skills. 
Additionally, accounting educators must have 
consistent engagements with the industry in 
understanding the industry’s evolving 
requirements in the attempt to identify the 
relevant competency skills that should be 
possessed by graduates. On the other hand, 
graduates must also be proactive in identifying 
what their potential employers require. If this 
happens, then, there is a greater opportunity for 
the gap between universities, graduates and 
industries to be reduced in terms of what they can 
expect from one another. 
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