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ABSTRACT 

 

This study investigated university students’ perceptions regarding their employment 

prospects. The sample consisted of 136 black and 111 white, male and female final year 

students, from a South African university, who were about to complete their under 

graduate degrees in Chemical Engineering (N =92), Accounting(N =220) and Psychology 

(N =182). This study also investigated the extent to which differences exist regarding 

perceptions of employment prospects among beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries of the 

South African government’s affirmative action policies.   

 

Perceptions were measured by a self-report questionnaire consisting of closed questions. 

The results showed that males attributed employment prospects to luck and educational 

qualifications more strongly than females.  Psychology students, compared to the 

accounting and chemical engineering students, were more likely to believe that luck 

played an important role in determining their chances of employment. White students 

were less positive than black students regarding the role of qualifications in determining 

employment prospects.  

 

Furthermore, as hypothesised, the results indicated that white students (non-beneficiaries 

of employment policies) tended to endorse the idea that existing affirmative action policies 

of the SA governments (an external factor) determine one’s chances of securing 

employment. . However, the results of the study showed that overall, white students 

endorsed the role of the job-seeker in determining employment prospects more strongly 

than black students. Compared to black students, white students expressed stronger 

feelings of hopelessness regarding their employment prospects. 

 

 Furthermore, as anticipated, white students (non-beneficiaries) from all three fields of 

study were less confident than black students (beneficiaries), that their degree would 

ensure employment. Multiple comparison tests also showed that psychology students 

tended to indicate a greater lack of confidence in their degree ensuring employment than 

accounting and chemical engineering students. 
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Psychology students were also less likely to agree with statements which suggested that it 

is the job seeker who determines his/her employment prospects. Among the chemical 

engineering students, blacks tended to endorse the efforts of the job seeker as an 

important determining factor of employment more strongly than their white counterparts. 

There were no significant differences in perceptions among participants regarding the 

importance of writing and sending a CV, registering with a job placement service, seeking 

help from friends and groups that one belongs to, seeking part time employment as well as 

conducting internet job searches. 

 

It is concluded that differences regarding employment prospects among final year 

students can be accounted for by factors such as gender, field of study, race and whether or 

not one is a beneficiary of the SA government’s affirmative action employment policies.  

One of the recommendations of the study is that future research could employ a more in-

depth approach to understanding final year students’ perceptions regarding employment 

prospects by  utilising a mixed method approach. Such an approach will ensure that 

participants are afforded an opportunity to share more information about why they have 

particular perceptions regarding their employment prospects 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Introduction 

It has been approximately eleven years since the introduction of Affirmative Action 

Policies in South Africa. In introducing these policies, the South African government 

sought to promote gender and racial equality in the workplace by providing equal 

opportunities to those who were previously disadvantaged during the apartheid 

regime (Madi, 1997). However, these policies also have a direct effect, either 

negative or positive, on the particular individuals who are either beneficiaries or non-

beneficiaries of the policies. When considering political discussions regarding 

affirmative action policies, the individual effects of the policies are seldom considered 

or studied. However, the argued economic benefits of the policies by ensuring 

economic equality among the different racial and gender groups in South Africa are 

often studied and discussed.   

 

According to the South African government, the creation of employment 

opportunities for previously disadvantaged groups in South Africa is at the centre of 

affirmative action policies. The issue of affirmative action conjures up specific 

questions, relating to perceptions of one‟s employment prospects, for different 

individuals from the different racial and gender groups in South Africa. For example, 

individuals may ask themselves the following questions: 

“As a white male, do I stand a chance of being employed even though I am 

qualified for the position”?  

“As a black woman, am I being employed because I am the best candidate or 

am I given the position simply because I am a black woman”?  

 

These are very important questions that have the potential of moulding one‟s self-

perceptions. Furthermore, these questions have the power to determine one‟s 

actions with respect to job-seeking behavior. The effects of affirmative action policies 

may be detrimental in cases where one has invested time, money and effort into 

studying for a particular degree only to find that at the end, due to certain policies, 

one has a small chance of employment. 

 

 
 
 



11 

 

 

The remainder of this chapter discusses the problem statement, the justification of 

the study; and its aims and objectives. This is followed by definitions of relevant 

terms and lastly an outline of the chapters to follow is presented.   

 

1.2 Problem Statement and Justification of the Study 
Numerous studies regarding perceptions of employment prospects have been 

conducted. However, most of these studies were conducted on American and 

European samples.  To my knowledge, no study has investigated the effects of 

employment policies in South Africa on final year students‟ perceptions of their 

employment prospects. Therefore, this study serves both an exploratory and an 

explanatory purpose.  

 

South Africa, which is a fast developing and transforming country, is faced with high 

levels of unemployment and poverty. It is therefore deemed important to investigate 

people‟s perceptions regarding their employment prospects. Furthermore, it is crucial 

to investigate the extent and type of impacts that result from South Africa‟s 

employment policies on beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries.  

 

The current study will accumulate important knowledge that represents a reflection of 

the impact that the employment policies have on the different groups of people who 

co-exist in South Africa. Instead of focusing on the general losses and benefits that 

result in the country‟s economy due to the employment policies, this study looked 

specifically at the impact that these policies have had on different groups of 

individuals (e.g. black vs. white and male vs. female) in their final year of study. This 

information is important in explaining the kinds of job-seeking activities that final year 

students perceive to be important when seeking employment. The study will also 

provide a basis upon which to understand differential perceptions among both 

beneficiaries and non-beneficiaries.  

 

According to Furnham (1984), peoples‟ beliefs about the potential barriers facing 

them may influence their behavior during job interviews. For example, if one believes 

that one does do not stand a chance of being employed, due to external factors such 
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as government policies, they are less likely to perform well during an interview. 

Indeed, lower expectations of employment may act as a self-fulfilling prophecy in that 

those who perceive themselves (rightly or wrongly) as being unlikely to find 

employment will be less likely to adopt proactive job-seeking strategies.  

 

The Accelerated and Shared Growth Initiative for South Africa has identified skills 

shortages as one of the key obstacles to economic growth in South Africa (ASGISA, 

2006). One would expect individuals with tertiary qualifications to be in high demand. 

This is, however, not the case (ASGISA, 2006). The unemployment situation among 

presumably skilled labour market participants in a skill-constrained economy can 

therefore be said to be paradoxical (Pauw, Oosthuizen &Van Der Westhuizen, 

2008).  

 

According to Pauw, Oosthuizen and Van Der Westhuizen, (2006), the unemployment 

rate for individuals with tertiary education increased by approximately fifty per cent, 

from 6.6% in 1995, to 9.7% in 2005. The majority of unemployed individuals who 

have completed tertiary education are those with diplomas and certificates. 

According to Pauw et al (2006), in 2005, 165 000 holders of diplomas and 

certificates were unemployed while there were 36 000 unemployed individuals with 

degrees. The percentage of unemployed people with degrees increased by 1.4% 

between 1995 and 2005 (Pauw et al., 2006). The unemployment rate of individuals 

with degrees might seem relatively small in number, however, the fact that it is 

increasing should be a cause for concern.  

 

A study conducted by the Development Policy Research Unit (2006) in Cape Town 

indicates that the majority of unemployed graduates are black individuals. It is 

important to take note of the unemployment rate among individuals with tertiary 

qualifications because if this problem persists, it may lead to disillusionment among 

the educated youth, many of whom obtain qualifications at extreme personal and 

financial cost and enter the labour market with high expectations of finding 

employment.  

 

Affirmative action and Black Economic Empowerment (BEE) policies were 

introduced by the South African government in order to deal with the high 
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unemployment rates that exist among individuals from the previously disadvantaged 

communities. This has inevitably resulted in some groups being more likely to 

receive job opportunities than others. It is therefore important to investigate the 

impact that such policies have had on the benefiting groups and those groups that 

can be said to be non-beneficiaries. Therefore, one might ask: 

 Are female final year students more hopeful of finding employment than their 

male counterparts?  

 Are black job seekers more hopeful of being employed than their white 

counterparts?  

 

The current study also investigated whether the concern (or lack of concern) about 

employment prospects can be attributed to external factors, such as the said 

government policies or to internal factors, such as personal competencies or skills. 

The kinds of attributions made by an individual will, to a certain degree, contribute to 

how one handles the perceived possibility of employment. For example, if one is 

concerned about the possibility of not being employed, and attributes this concern to 

a lack of skills on their part – which is determined by the type of qualification they 

obtained and their field of study - they are more likely to study another course or 

enroll into postgraduate studies in order to stand a better chance of being employed. 

However, if one attributes negative prospects of employment to external factors, for 

example government policies, they are more likely to feel hopeless and to be less 

proactive because they might feel that nothing can be done to increase their chances 

of employment.  

 

According to Pauw et al (2008) the type of degree that one obtains is an important 

potential determinant of one‟s perceptions of one‟s chances of being employed. 

Moleke (2005) argues that black students are more likely to graduate in fields with 

lower employment prospects (e.g. social sciences) than whites. Hence, it has been 

reported that the majority of the unemployed youth with tertiary qualifications are 

black (Development Policy Research Unit, 2006). 

 

 According to Koen (2003), although the labour demand for students with 

qualifications in the social sciences is relatively low, enrolments in these fields of 
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study remain high. Moleke (2005) found that university graduates with qualifications 

in fields with a more professional focus, such as medical sciences, found 

employment faster than graduates with a more general degree. The “skills mismatch” 

in South Africa is an important part of the graduate unemployment issue and one 

way of solving this problem is through improvements in the responsiveness of labour 

supply to the characteristics of labour demand (Koen, 2003).   

 

Firms, policymakers and government all agree that skills shortage is probably the 

most important obstacle to accelerated growth in South Africa (see for example 

ASGISA, 2006; Chandra et al., 2001 and DPRU, 2006). Lawless (2006) estimates 

that a shortage of between 3 000 and 6 000 civil engineering professionals exists in 

South Africa. Philip (2006) estimates that the shortage of engineers and artisans will 

reach 40 000 by 2009/2010.  

 

According to the Department of Home Affairs (2006), the types of occupations that 

have been labeled as „scarce skills‟ are occupations categorized under: Natural 

Sciences, Agricultural Sciences, Health and Medical Sciences, Information 

Technology Professions, Management Commerce Professions and Education 

Professions. According to ASGISA (2006), one contributing factor to the skills 

shortage problem that persists in certain fields of study as indicated above, is that a 

great number of graduates possess degrees from, for example the Social 

sciences/Arts fields. It is argued that job opportunities in these fields are very limited 

in South Africa (ASGISA, 2006). This raises questions about how students make 

decisions about what to study, and whether they receive any guidance in making 

career decisions. 

 

According to Moleke (2005), the reason for the high influx of students in certain fields 

and not others is due to the fact that students find these fields‟ entry requirements 

more accessible. It was, therefore, one of the aims of this study to investigate 

whether the type of degree that an individual obtains, is an important contributing 

factor to the level of concern or lack of concern about the prospect of employment. 

This is vital aspect to study especially since, in South Africa, the fact that one has a 

degree does not necessarily ensure employment. The type of degree that an 
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individual possesses plays a major role in determining whether one has the 

necessary skills for employment in that field or not.  

 

The perceptions of final year university students regarding the unemployment 

situation is important because these perceptions can determine whether students, 

who can be said to be excluded from employment policies, seek other ways of 

becoming economically independent. For example, do they intend becoming an 

entrepreneur or do they mainly focus on being employed?  

1.3 Aim and Objectives of the Study 

The primary aim of the study was to investigate the extent to which gender, race and 

field of study affect final year students‟ perceptions regarding their employment 

prospects. The specific research questions were as follows: 

- As beneficiaries of employment policies, do black final year students have 

significantly more positive perceptions regarding employment prospects 

compared to white final year students?  

- Is there a significant interaction between gender and race with respect to 

perceived employment prospects? 

- Is there a significant difference in perceptions of employment prospects 

among final year students studying for degrees in Accounting, Engineering, 

and Psychology?  

- Are final year students who are classified as non-beneficiaries of employment 

policies in South Africa (e.g. white males) more likely than beneficiaries (e.g. 

black females) to attribute perceptions of employment prospects to external 

factors, such as employment policies and luck? 

 

The main objective of the current study was to explore perceptions of 

employment prospects among final year university students registered for three 

different degree programs. The study also sought to examine whether 

perceptions regarding employment prospects vary among males and females as 

well as across different racial groups. A third objective of the study was to 

investigate whether perceptions about employment prospects would generally be 

attributed to external factors (such as government policies) or to internal factors 

such as one‟s skills and abilities.  
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1.4 Definition of Terms  

 

Affirmative Action – refers to policies that take gender, race or ethnicity into 

account in an attempt to promote equal opportunity. One of the focus areas for such 

policies is employment. The impetus towards affirmative action is to maximize the 

benefits of diversity on all levels in society and to redress disadvantages due to 

overt, institutional or involuntary discrimination. 

 

Attitudes – refers to either negative or positive views of a person, place, thing or 

event. 

 

Black, Coloured and White - In this study, Black refers to Africans and excludes 

coloured and Indian people. (Some authors used as references in the current study 

may have used Black as including Indian, coloured and African.) 

  

Black Economic Empowerment – refers to an initiative implemented by the South 

African government to redress the inequalities of apartheid by giving previously 

disadvantaged groups, who are South African citizens, economic opportunities 

previously not available to them. This includes measures such as employment 

equity, skills development, ownership, management and socio-economic 

development.   

 

Discrimination – refers to unintentional or intentional biases in hiring, promotions or 

job assignments based on race, gender, religion, marital status and so on. 

 

Fields of Study – refers to a branch of knowledge or a particular discipline. The 

different fields of study that have been discussed in the current study are: the 

faculties of Humanities, Economic Management Sciences and Engineering, Built 

Environment and Information Technology. In the study, each of these fields is 

represented by a degree program, these are respectively: Psychology, Accounting 

and the Engineering degrees.  

 

Gender – a social construct used to define roles and behaviors for women and men 

individuals as well as their roles within their relationships. 
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1.5 Chapter Outline 

 

This dissertation consists of five chapters. Chapter two provides a literature review. 

Studies that relate to the current study as well as the underlying theoretical 

framework are presented. The relevant topics surrounding the main issue of 

perceptions regarding employment prospects are also discussed in order to place 

the current study in context.  

 

Chapter three discusses the methodology utilised in the study. This discussion 

includes issues relating to the data collection process; the research design; the 

hypotheses; the data collection instrument, the nature of the participants as well as 

the data analysis process is described including.  

  

In chapter four, findings from the study are presented. First, the participants‟ 

background as well as their career intentions are described. This information is then 

followed by a report of the findings relating to the research questions and 

hypotheses.  

 

Chapter five consists of a discussion of the findings in chapter four and provides 

possible explanations and implications of the findings. In addition, the limitations of 

the study are mentioned. Finally, this chapter presents the conclusion of the study as 

well as the recommendations for future research.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter begins with a discussion on the concept of „affirmative action‟. 

Thereafter the current skills shortage issues as well as access to higher education in 

South Africa and the relevance of attribution theory to the present study are also 

addressed.  

2.2 What does “Affirmative Action” mean? 

 

To millions, affirmative action is a beacon of positive expectations. To others it 

is an alarming spectre which is viewed as a threat to their personal security 

and a menace to the integrity of public life (Mandela, 1991).  

 

Affirmative Action involves policies that take gender, race or ethnicity into account in 

an attempt to promote equal opportunity (Madi, 1997). One of the focus areas for 

such policies is employment. Affirmative action was introduced as a way to maximise 

the benefits of diversity at all levels of society and to redress disadvantages due to 

overt, institutional or involuntary discrimination (Adams, 1993). According to Sonn 

(1993), affirmative action may mean different things to different people. It may refer 

to racial preferential treatment for good reason; it could mean the redistribution of 

resources and opportunities. It can also refer to preferential financial assistance by 

business to institutions in communities that have been traditionally disadvantaged.  

 

In South Africa, certain terms seem to point to the „emotional‟ component of the 

definition of „affirmative action‟. These include terms such as „racism-in-reverse‟ or 

„reverse discrimination‟, or the argument „if it was wrong for Afrikaners it does not 

make it right for blacks‟ (Madi, 1997). Contrary to popular belief it is not only white or 

non-beneficiaries of affirmative action policies who tend to be against affirmative 

action, just as it is not only beneficiaries who support affirmative action policies.  
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Madoda Mbatha of Natal University is an example of a black man who argues 

against black advancement as racism in reverse (Kemp, 1992). He argues that 

competence is not determined by colour and that racism should not deny one the 

opportunity to display competence and be recognized for it. It therefore seems that 

Mbatha is generalizing the success of the exceptional blacks who succeeded despite 

apartheid and is overlooking the many who failed due to being denied the many 

opportunities that were, by law, only for white people in South Africa. Linda Human is 

an example of a white person (non-beneficiary) who supports affirmative action by 

arguing that black advancement is a means of empowering blacks both to develop 

the skills and abilities to successfully fill higher level positions and to take control of 

resources (Kemp,1992). She argues further that she perceives affirmative action as 

a slow development of individual resources (Kemp, 1992). 

 

The varied definitions of affirmative action indicate that people have different 

attitudes and perceptions toward affirmative action. These attitudes lead to different 

behaviors and perceptions in schools, tertiary institutions and workplaces. Of 

importance is that these attitudes may have an influence on one‟s emotional well 

being and the way that one perceives oneself and one‟s life.  

 

A particularly controversial belief of our time is that affirmative action results in the 

selection of unqualified individuals. This kind of thinking can lead non-beneficiaries to 

believe that even if they work exceptionally hard to achieve excellent qualifications, it 

does not guarantee them success in getting employment. On the other hand 

advocates of affirmative action assert that qualifications are an essential part of any 

affirmative action program and this involves the screening out of unqualified 

applicants (Turner & Pratkanis, 1994).  

 

The challenge lies in how the affirmative action program integrates the use of 

qualifications into the selection procedures. It can be said that the affirmative action 

selection process is based on a continuum (Turner & Pratkanis, 1994). At one end of 

the continuum there is the „pure‟ preferential selection approach in which target 

group status and other preferential criteria play a critical role in the hiring decision. At 

the other end of the continuum might be the „pure‟ qualifications method in which 

qualifications are the essential criteria (Turner & Pratkanis, 1994). The use of 
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qualifications as the sole selection criterion is probably much less frequent than 

might be commonly assumed. For example, there may be other factors other than 

applicant qualifications (such as networking, various forms of nepotism and 

attitudinal similarity) that can play a critical role in any hiring decision (Nacoste, 

1994). Similarly, it is unlikely that organizations would simply hire the first black 

woman that they interview.  

2.3 The Skills shortage issue 

In many countries, including South Africa, a mismatch between certain fields of study 

and the demand for graduates of certain profiles are thought to be on the rise 

(ASGISA, 2006). This could lead to a situation where one has to study a different 

degree after graduating – especially in certain countries and professional sectors in 

which areas of study tend to be geared to certain professions, whereas in other 

countries the links between fields of study and occupational areas are relatively 

loose (Teichler, 1999). As a result, many graduates end up in jobs that are 

considered to be unsuitable for graduates in terms of socio-economic status and 

which only offer limited opportunities for utilizing learned skills on the job. „Over–

education‟ and  „under-employment‟ are expressions that are frequently used to 

denote these phenomena. It must be pointed out that the observation of an 

oversupply of graduates is, on one hand, often combined with the claim that many 

graduates often lack the competencies required (Ranuwihardjo, 1995).  

 

In South Africa, there are claims of shortages of skills, oversupplies of certain skills 

as well as mismatches between the competencies of graduates and the needs of the 

employment system. However, according to Teichler (1999), all these claims are not 

based on systematic evidence. Furthermore, Teichler (1999) argues that the limited 

empirical evidence regarding graduate unemployment that exists worldwide seems 

to have four main shortcomings.  

 

First, very few studies make it possible to regularly monitor the changes in graduate 

employment and the impacts of study on subsequent career and work tasks. 

Second, information is usually limited in countries where the employment prospects 

of graduates seem to be unsteady. It is for this reason that Matos (1997) argues that 

employment of Higher Education Graduates in Africa, is an area where little data are 
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available with the exception of a handful of studies that are often not comprehensive, 

not up to date and are conducted over a limited period of time. Therefore, where the 

developments of the connections between higher education and the world of work 

are most controversially debated, for example Africa, information which could 

rationalize the debate is least available. The extremely limited literature found for the 

current study indicates proof of limited information in Africa. Third, most of the 

available information on graduate employment is „insufficiently scrutinized. According 

to Teichler (1999), this is due to the following factors: 

 

 Quantitative information on graduate employment is more available in the 

traditional employment sectors, but somewhat less in newly emerging, 

atypical and informal sectors. If focus does not include the informal sector, 

the available disparate information could reinforce an all too pessimistic view 

of graduate employment. 

 There also seems to be a weakness in terms of the balance between 

quantitative and qualitative data (Brennan & Kogan, 1993). Quantitative 

research that focuses on the whereabouts of graduates and their income 

does not allow for broad conclusions to be drawn while qualitative research 

focusing on the types of work tasks and more in-depth information is 

relatively limited.  

 Employers‟ claims regarding the expected qualifications are too easily taken 

as objective information concerning demand in the employment system. 

    

Fourth, Teichler (1999) argues that there appears to be very little information on 

curricular; graduates‟ professional rationales, and the impact of study courses and 

the conditions of employment. There also appears to be a shortage of information on 

the links between gender, race and field of study and the impact that these variables 

have on graduates‟ expectations of employment. These variables are very important 

in a newly democratic country such as South Africa and will be the focus of the 

current study.  

 

A large percentage of unemployed graduates have been reported in many relatively 

rich countries as well as in countries which are still developing. Even though the 
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unemployment quota among graduates is quite clearly smaller than that of the total 

labour force in most countries, including South Africa, concern over graduate 

unemployment has been expressed for a long time (Brennan & Kogan, 1993). This 

concern and critical view of employment conditions of graduates from institutions of 

higher education is attributed to the fact that considerably large financial investments 

have been made in higher education in the hope that they would yield sound returns 

(Brennan & Kogan, 1993).  

2.4 Access to higher education  

In-depth research in industrialized countries suggests that efforts for establishing 

„equality‟ in education - equal participation of various socio-biographic groups in the 

most demanding and prestigious sectors of education - have been relatively 

successful in many countries with regards to gender. The available information 

indicates that inequality of educational opportunity is on average more pronounced in 

developing countries than in developed countries (Tan, 1994).  

 

There is also widespread disappointment that success in education has not been 

translated into career success as can be expected (Teichler, 1999). This seems to 

be due to the fact that links between educational attainment and career have 

become less visible as a result of rapid change in the employment system (Nowotny, 

1995). There seems to be no evidence however, that the correlation between 

educational attainment and career success has become less marked in recent years 

(Teichler, 1999).  

2.5 Perceptions regarding employment prospects 

There appears to be very limited recent research conducted regarding perceptions of 

employment prospects held by final year graduate students. Most of the research 

found in the literature relates to comparisons of employment/unemployment 

attributions between those failing to find employment and those who happen to find 

employment. These studies do not necessarily focus on graduate students and do 

not take into account variables such as gender, race as well as the type of field of 

study.  Another limitation in the published literature is that most of the studies were 

conducted more than fifteen years ago and were not conducted in South Africa.  
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A further observation is that many of the studies on unemployment tend to focus on 

the psychological effects of being unemployed (e.g. Feather & Davenport, 1981; 

Donovan & Oddy, 1982; Goldsmith & Venum, 1996 and Winefield & Tiggermann, 

1991). Some studies have also examined the causal attributions and consequences 

of unemployment as well as perceptions of being unemployed. For example, 

Furnham (1982a, 1982b) and Furnham and Rawles, (1996) compared the causal 

attributions concerning unemployment made by employed and unemployed 

respondents in Britain. Another example of such a study is that of Gurney (1980). 

Using a questionnaire that was based on the ideas of the neo-psychoanalytic thinker 

Erikson, Gurney (1980) looked at over 400 unemployed Australian school-leavers. It 

was hypothesized that having a job helps school-leavers to clarify their perception of 

their identity and that not being able to get work leads to a confused perception of 

the self. He further concluded that unemployment has the effect of inhibiting 

development among school-leavers, rather than inflicting trauma as is sometimes 

popularly supposed. Gurney (1980) also found that, over a four month period after 

leaving school, self-esteem increased only for those young people who obtained 

work.  

 
Other research on unemployment attributions was conducted by Gurney (1981), 

Singer and Stacey (1985) and Feather (1983). South African research on 

unemployment perceptions is very limited, if it exists at all. Research on graduates‟ 

experiences on finding work in South Africa has, however, been conducted by 

Moleke (2005).  

  

Much of the research concerning perceptions and attributions of unemployment and 

employment prospects was conducted during the 1980s and 1990s. There has not 

been much recent research, especially in the South African context, on the topic of 

perceptions and attributions regarding unemployment, especially in the case of 

young people‟s and university students‟ beliefs and experiences as they reach the 

end of their preparation for entering the labour market. Most of the South African 

literature on unemployment focuses on statistical information regarding 

unemployment (i.e. ASGISA, 2006; Bell & Cattaneo, 1997; Bhorat & Oosthuizen, 

2005; Burger & Woolard, 2005). This information is usually required by the 
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government in order to assess the general employment or unemployment status of 

the country. 

 

Considerably less has been investigated regarding young people‟s beliefs about, and 

actual attempts at getting a job. Feather and Davenport (1981) tested their 

expectancy valence theory on young people. According to this theory, a person‟s 

actions are seen to be related to the expectations that a person holds and to the 

subjective values of the outcomes that might occur following action. As predicted, 

they found that highly motivated, more depressed, unemployed youths blamed 

stable external factors for unemployment and rated the attractiveness of work more 

highly than less depressed youths. The results supported their theory which 

assumes that positive motivation to seek employment is similar to the combination of 

the individual‟s expectancy of success in getting a job and the perceived net 

attractiveness of employment.  

 

Gurney (1981) investigated the attributions for the causes of unemployment in both 

employed and unemployed groups of school-leavers. In the first study, he attempted 

to discover, among a population of Australian school-leavers, whether the 

unemployed differed in their attributions of unemployment from those who 

succeeded in being employed, and second, whether any differences in attributions 

resulted existed after employment. Participants were asked to ascribe their success 

of being employed to internal or external factors. Participants completed an 8-item 

questionnaire that was developed by the author. He found that unemployed males 

were more likely to attribute both getting and not getting work significantly to external 

factors than did the employed males, but that there were no differences between the 

female groups. Gurney (1981) argued that the lack of differences between the 

female groups may be due to the fact that they were less likely to be  defensive  and 

had the need to blame external factors for being unemployed.  

 

In a second longitudinal study, students were given a 12-item „attribution for getting 

jobs questionnaire‟ before leaving school and then approximately four months later. 

The results showed that prior to leaving school, the groups did not differ with regards 

to perceptions regarding attributions for the causes of unemployment. However, four 

months later the employed participants had shifted significantly toward a more 
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internal set of causal attributions. The authors indicated no conclusive causal 

evidence to explain this shift.  

 

The limited numbers of studies that have been conducted regarding unemployment 

have focused on aspects such as gender, race and type of study program. In one 

such study, Furnham (1984) investigated the role of gender, class, A-level subjects, 

voting intentions and parents‟ employment status in accounting for perceptions of 

unemployment. However, the participants were school leavers and not final year 

university students as is the case in the current study.   

 

The results of his study indicated that the only variables that discriminated better 

than chance were sex and class. Furthermore, there were class differences in the 

participants‟ beliefs about sex and racial advantage in getting a job. The working 

class sample believed males were more likely than females and whites more likely 

than blacks to be employed. It can be argued that the dissimilar perceptions 

regarding the different races could be attributed to the political and social situation 

during the era in which the research took place (i.e. a time when white males were 

more advantaged in many aspects than the other groups). Furthermore, female more 

than male participants tended to believe in external factors such as someone „pulling 

strings‟ for them, government policy, and sheer good luck as important contributing 

factors to being employed.  

 

Compared to the middle class participants, most of the working class participants 

believed that if they had better qualifications, most of the unemployed would get jobs 

and that if they were not employed it was due to one  being “not good enough”. On 

the other hand, the middle class sample, more than the working class sample, 

believed that unemployed school-leavers had not tried hard enough to get 

employment and did not know how to sell themselves. They further believed that one 

should be able to get work if one is proactive in searching for employment and that 

people who are not employed do not really want to work or have not looked hard 

enough. In sum, the working class tended to stress external and educational factors 

whereas the middle class tended to stress internal and effort factors.  
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The largest difference between males and females in Furnham‟s (1984) study was in 

an item referring to the possible relationship between gender differences and 

employment opportunities. Males regarded their gender as more of a help than a 

hindrance in getting a job, whereas females perceived their gender as a hindrance. 

Therefore, both groups were aware of some form of gender discrimination in 

employment opportunities (Furnham, 1984). 

 

The results from Furnham (1984) are fairly similar to those of a similar study by 

Furnham and Rawles (1996) that explored career advice in addition to factors 

considered by Furnham‟s 1984 study. The results from these two studies are also 

akin to those found in Heaven‟s (1995) study, especially with regards to male and 

female perceptions on the role of gender in getting a job.  

 

 2.6 Attribution Theory  

The current study is based on attribution theory. Attribution theory is said to have 

developed when theorists began to direct attention to people‟s ascription of „causes‟ 

(Antaki & Brewin, 1982). According to Heider‟s (1985) analysis, people explain an 

action either by attributing its cause to something to do with the person who performs 

it (ie. an internal attribution) or by attributing it to some external source (i.e. an 

external attribution).  

 

The history of attribution theory can be traced back to the writings of four main 

authors: Fritz Heider (1958), who wrote about dyadic relationships; Edward Jones 

and his collaborators (Jones & Davis, 1965; Jones & Nisbett, 1972), who researched 

dispositional ascriptions; Harold Kelley (1967), concerned with personal 

interdependence and inferential processes; and Julian Rotter (1966), who 

investigated individual differences in causal perceptions (Weiner, 1995).The 

conceptual approach of attribution theory has become incorporated into the study of 

virtually all aspects of psychology as well as beyond the psychological boundaries. 

Causal explanations also constitute an important aspect of work conducted within 

the legal system and other institutions of society (Forsterling, 2001). 
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2.6.1 What is attribution theory? 

Attribution theory concerns people‟s causal explanations for events (Heider, 1958). It 

is a theory about how common sense operates or how the “man or woman in the 

street” explains events and the psychological and behavioural consequences of such 

explanations. Stimulated by the early writings of Heider (1958), social psychologists 

and researchers have become increasingly concerned with, and interested in, the 

processes by which people explain their own successes and failures (Weiner, 1995). 

 

Heider‟s basic assumption was that people have an innate need to understand and 

control their immediate environments; hence, individuals develop causal 

explanations for significant events as they experience them. These beliefs about 

causality influence expectations, which, in turn influence subsequent behaviour 

(Julian Rotter, 1966). Therefore, attribution theorists are concerned with the 

perceived causes, rather than actual causes, of events and the consequences of 

those perceptions (Fosterling, 2001). For example, possible consequences that 

might occur in the current study are that a graduate student who attributes low 

employment prospects to affirmative action policies, is less likely to perform well 

during most of their job interviews, while someone who attributes low employment 

prospects to an inappropriate field of study (field of study that does not belong in the 

scarce skills category) may change his or her study area to ensure better 

employment prospects.  

2.6.2 Basic assumptions of attribution theory 

Attributional theories belong to the so-called „cognitive approaches to psychology‟ 

that are based on the central assumption that situations or stimuli do not directly 

trigger reactions such as behaviors and emotions (Neisser, 1966). Instead, they 

assume that cognitions mediate between stimuli and reaction (Neisser, 1966). As in 

other cognitive approaches, the central focus of attribution research lies in the 

investigation of thoughts or cognitions. The aim is therefore to examine how 

individuals select, process, store, recall and evaluate (causally relevant) information 

and how the information is then used to draw causal inferences (Forsterling, 2001).  

 

The second basic assumption of attribution theory, which has already been alluded 

to above, is that individuals attempt to develop a realistic understanding of the 
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causes of events and that the methods used by “the man on the street” to come to 

causal conclusions have remarkable similarities with the methods used in science 

(Forsterling, 2001). The naïve person is expected to form hypotheses about the 

causes of events, to deduce predictions from these hypotheses, and to use his or 

her observations to test the articulated hypotheses (Neisser, 1966). 

 

The third central assumption of attribution theory, which is not as salient as the two 

previously mentioned assumptions, is that it is functional to make causal attributions 

(Martinko, 1995). Like any good scientific theory, the function of this theory is to 

facilitate understanding of behaviour, to predict, and possibly to control future 

behaviour and events (Forsterling, 2001).  

 

It could therefore be argued that attribution theory fosters understanding in that if we 

only register events (e.g. such as being turned down for a job position), behavioural 

outcomes (e.g. not performing well during job interviews), or the behaviour of other 

individuals without knowing why they happened, we would have the impression of 

not understanding these events.  The theory makes the assumption that when we do 

not understand the events that are important to us, we often feel uncomfortable, 

vulnerable, and „out of control‟. As a consequence, when important events happen, 

we immediately try to find out why, in order to gain an understanding of the particular 

events (Forsterling, 2001). Knowing what may appear to be the causes of a 

particular event, somehow allows one to have a sense of control for future events. 

For example being employed can be traced back to stable features such as „one‟s 

ability‟; this implies an impression of order and makes the world to appear to be 

almost predictable (Martinko, 1995). In other words, if one believes that they have 

reached a positive outcome, such as getting a job, due to a stable cause such as 

their ability, one could predict that the positive event can be attained again in the 

future. If, however, one believed that an external and uncontrollable variable cause 

(e.g. luck) was responsible one would only be able to predict a similar outcome in the 

future if the cause (luck) was present again.   
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2.6.3 Types of Attribution theories 

Kelley and Michela (1980) have observed that there is no single ‟theory of attribution‟ 

but rather a number of differing attributional perspectives. The majority of these 

perspectives can be classified as „self‟ or „other‟ attribution theories. These are 

theories relating to the self or others (Martinko, 1995). Weiner‟s (1986) theory of 

achievement motivation is an example of a self-attribution theory. This theory 

focuses primarily on how individuals explain their own successes and failures and 

the consequences of those explanations (Weiner, 1986).  

 

On the other hand, Kelley‟s covariation theory of attribution (1967) and Green and 

Mitchell‟s (1979) model of leader behaviour focus primarily on how observers assign 

responsibility for the outcomes of others. These models describe the process by 

which observers decide whether an individual is personally responsible for an 

outcome or whether situational factors outside of the control of the individual are 

causally related to the event.  

 

Kelley‟s Covariation model assumes that people use a naive version of the statistical 

method of analysis of variance to combine consensus, distinctiveness, and 

consistency information in making attributions or assigning causes for events or 

behaviours (Hesketh, 1984). According to Hesketh (1984), the consensus variable 

covers information comparing the behaviour in question with that of others. 

Distinctiveness compares the behaviour in question with other relevant behaviours 

displayed by the individual. Consistency relates to the similarity of the behaviour 

across time and situations. In relation to unemployment, or failure to obtain work, 

high consensus would be represented by many others being unemployed, while low 

consensus would mean that few others were out of work. High distinctiveness would 

be represented by a person having strong work-related skills despite their failure to 

obtain a job, while low distinctiveness would be represented by one having weak 

work-related skills. A history of failure in job seeking would represent high 

consistency for failure, while a history of previous success in job seeking would 

represent low consistency for failure.  
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2.6.4 Attributional dimensions  

As indicated above, attributions are specific causal explanations for events. Typical 

self-attributions for achievement include ability, effort, task difficulty, or chance/luck 

(Martinkor, 1995). Therefore, one person may attribute their negative perceptions 

regarding employment prospects to a lack of ability whereas another may believe 

that their negative perceptions regarding employment prospects are primarily due to 

a lack of good luck or chance. It is believed that underlying these attributions are 

attributional dimensions that represent the individual‟s cognitive structure (Weiner, 

1995).  Weiner (1995) classified the attributions above within two dimensions: locus 

of causality and stability. Locus of causality refers to whether individuals believe the 

cause to reside within themselves or outside themselves. Stability refers to the 

degree to which the cause is anticipated to change over time. Stable causes do not 

change, whereas unstable causes do change (Martinkor, 1995). The table below 

illustrates how the four specific attributions are typically classified.  

Table 2.1: Attribution dimensions  

Attribution Locus of causality Stability 

Ability Internal Stable 

Effort Internal Unstable 

Task difficulty External Stable 

Chance/Luck External Unstable 

 

It should be noted however, that there are other attribution dimensions other than the 

ones suggested above. The relevant attribution dimensions depend mainly on the 

domain of interest. With regards to the domains above, it can be said that they are 

relevant for the current study, since the study mainly relates to self attribution. 

Therefore aspects such as one‟s ability, effort, task difficulty and luck are very  

pertinent when one makes attributions about oneself. 

 

2.6.5 Attributional Style  

Attributional style is a construct derived from the reformulated theory of learned 

helplessness (Abramson, Seligman, & Teasdale ,1978). This construct is said to be 

based on individual differences, specifically on the systemic ways in which people 

explain their own successes and failures (Kent & Martinko, 1995). The basic 
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assumption is that people differ in their attributional style and that attributional style 

differences contribute to motivational, performance, and emotional reactions to 

various life experiences such as unemployment (Anderson, Jennings & Arnoult, 

1988). 

 

 In their model of learned helplessness, Abramson et al. (1978) argued that 

individuals who attributed their failure to internal, stable and global factors were more 

prone to depression than individuals who make other types of attributions. It was 

further argued that depression-prone individuals are more likely to attribute their 

success to external and unstable factors. For example, it can be argued that 

depression prone, white graduate students are more likely to argue that affirmative 

action policies prevent them from finding employment.  

 

2.7 Conclusion  

This chapter discussed the current skills shortage issue as well as the current status 

regarding access to higher education. Furthermore, available literature on attribution 

theory as a theoretical approach relevant to the current study was reviewed. . This 

chapter therefore provides a theoretical framework for the origins, basic 

assumptions, the different types of attribution theories, its dimensions as well as the 

different attribution styles.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter presents the hypotheses of the study as well as the research 

methodology that was used. The type of research design utilized and the reasons for 

the design are explained. The variables in the study and the levels of the variables 

are indicated as well as a description of the data collection instrument and the 

reliability coefficients. In addition, a detailed description of the data collection 

procedure, the data analysis process and demographic characteristics of the 

participants are presented. 

 

3.2 Hypotheses 

The following hypotheses were tested: 

1. As beneficiaries of employment policies, black final year students are 

significantly more confident than white final year students (non-beneficiaries 

of employment policies) that their degree will ensure employment. 

2. As beneficiaries of employment policies, female final year students are 

significantly more confident than male final year students about their 

employment prospects. 

3. As beneficiaries of employment policies, black final year students are less 

likely to experience feelings of hopelessness than white final year students 

(non-beneficiaries of employment policies).  

4. Final year students who are classified as non-beneficiaries of employment 

policies in South Africa are more likely to attribute negative employment 

prospects to external factors, such as employment policies, than beneficiaries 

of employment policies. 

5. Non-beneficiaries of employment are significantly more likely to rely on social 

networks and groups they belong to when seeking employment. 
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6. Final year students in accounting and chemical engineering are more likely to 

report positive perceptions about their employment prospects than final year 

psychology students. 

 

As indicated throughout the previous chapters, the implementation of affirmative 

action policies can be expected to lead to certain perceptions both for beneficiaries 

and non-beneficiaries of the affirmative action policies. The stated hypotheses, 

especially hypotheses one to five are drawn from perceptions that appear to be 

common amongst black and white South African graduates before they even seek 

employment (Moleke, 2005). It can be said that these perceptions are due to the 

existing affirmative action policies in South Africa. As can be observed from the 

stated hypotheses, the researcher sought to explore the extent to which there are (a) 

predominantly negative perceptions among non-beneficiaries of affirmative action 

policies regarding their employment prospects and (b) predominantly positive 

perceptions among beneficiaries of employment prospects.   

 

Hypothesis 6 however, relates to the current skills shortage issue which suggests 

that some skills are more in demand than others (ASGISA, 2006). The stated 

hypothesis therefore implies that since the accounting and engineering fields are 

regarded as scarce skills, the majority of students in these fields will be more likely to 

perceive their employment prospects as being higher than those of psychology 

students.  

3.3 Research Design  

The current study is a cross sectional study. A cross sectional study involves the 

study of groups of individuals differing on the basis of specified criteria (for example, 

age, gender, field of study, etc.) at the same point in time. This design allows one to 

test certain specific hypotheses. For example, in this study the extent and statistical 

significance of gender differences in perceptions regarding employment prospects or 

the relationship between field of study and perceptions of employment prospects, will 

be studied. 

 

According to Reaves (1992), a cross sectional study is regarded as such because 

data is collected at one point in time and then the relationships between 
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characteristics is considered. On the other hand, if a researcher wanted to determine 

not only how things are at a single point in time, but also how things are changing 

over time, then he/she would conduct a longitudinal study.  

3.4 Dependent and Independent Variables 

A variable is seen as the property (or characteristic) of some entity (Punch, 2003). 

For example, in the current study, the „entity‟ is the individual and the „properties‟ are 

the individual‟s gender, race, field of study, perceptions regarding employment 

prospects. 

 

The independent variables in the current study were gender, race and field of study. 

Each independent variable comprises different levels. The levels for gender were: 

male versus female; racial group: Black versus White, and the field of study: 

Psychology versus Accounting and Chemical Engineering. The dependent variable 

consisted of measures relating to participants‟ perceptions regarding employment 

prospects.  

3.5 Data Collection Instrument 

A self report questionnaire was used in the study. The questionnaire consisted of 

yes/no questions as well as questions that required the participants to indicate their 

level of agreement or disagreement with statements provided (i.e. a  Likert type 

scale). The questionnaire was adapted from instruments developed by Dayton 

(1981) and Gurney, (1981).The adaptation involved changing some statements or 

parts of statements to suit the South African context and the research questions that 

were being investigated.  

 

The questionnaire consisted of 4 sections. Section 1 consisted of demographic 

questions relating to the participant‟s race, gender, field of study, as well as whether 

he/she has financial assistance such as bursaries or loans. 

 

Section 2 consisted of questions relating to „attribution‟. This section was adapted 

from Gurney‟s (1981) questionnaire to determine the extent to which final year 

students believe that unemployed individuals with degrees is mainly a function of 

internal (personal attributes) or external attributes (e.g. the nature of jobs available, 

gender and race equity policies). This particular measure of attribution has proven to 
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be a sensitive measure in previous studies (see Furnham, 1984; Heaven, 1995). 

Some examples of items in this section include: “Indicate the extent of agreement or 

disagreement with the following statements: „Unemployment is running so high 

because the jobs are simply not there‟, „To get a job, you need someone with 

influence to „put in a good word‟ for you‟. „You are more likely to find employment if 

you are black‟”.  

 

Section 3 consisted of questions relating to job-seeking activities that the students 

perceived to be important when seeking employment. This section of the 

questionnaire was adapted from Dayton‟s (1981) questionnaire. Dayton did not test 

the validity and reliability of these scales. However, he did administer them to two 

populations with comparable results and found that they correlated meaningfully with 

employment status and satisfaction and a wide range of demographic and aptitude 

measures (see Dayton, 1981). In this section of the questionnaire, students were 

requested to rate the importance of 10 activities that a job seeker should engage in 

when seeking employment. For example: “On a scale of 1-5, rate the importance of 

one engaging in the following tasks when seeking employment: „Writing up and 

sending your C.V.‟, „Seek help from groups that you belong to‟, „Doing voluntary work 

related to the chosen job‟.  

 

Last, section 4 of the questionnaire comprised a short section designed by the 

researcher to measure the level of concern regarding possibilities of being 

unemployed. Participants were expected to indicate the extent to which they agreed 

or disagreed with each of the statements designed to measure their concern. For 

example „Thinking about the prospects of employment can be very stressful at 

times‟. The questionnaire is attached as appendix A at the end of this thesis. 

3.6 Validity of the Instrument 

An instrument is valid only to the extent that its scores permit appropriate inferences 

to be made about a specific group of people or for specific purposes. A valid 

instrument therefore measures the concept that it is intended to measure (de Vos, 

Strydom, Fouche & Delport, 2002).  
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In this study content validity was tested to ensure that the instrument measured what 

it intended to measure. Content validity is a self-evident measure because it relies on 

the assurance that one can demonstrate an adequate coverage of the known field 

(de Vos et al, 2002). Because content validity is a self-evident measure, in the 

current study, it was assessed by comparing the content of the measurement 

technique used (questionnaire) to the known literature and ensuring that the tool did 

represent the literature accurately. Two experts in this particular research area were 

also consulted to verify content validity by judging whether or not the developed 

questionnaire adequately sampled the known content.  

3.7 Reliability of the Instrument 

The reliability of an instrument refers to the consistency or repeatability of a measure 

(de Vos, 2002). It is therefore the extent to which other administrators of the same 

instrument have obtained the same results. There are a number of ways to measure 

the reliability of an instrument. This can be done using the split-half procedure, test-

retest procedure, as well as by obtaining a Cronbach Alpha of at least 0.6 from the 

data if the other methods cannot be applied, as was the case in this study.  

 

In the current study a reliability analysis was conducted on all the scales of the 

instrument using Cronbach Alpha.  Appendix B shows the reliability scores for each 

of the main sections of the questionnaire as well as for the subscales within the 

questionnaire. 

3.8 Pilot Study 

Before the main data collection process, the instrument was piloted on a number of 

selected individuals who represented the target group. The aim of the pilot study was 

to find out whether the statements and questions in the questionnaire were easily 

understood and applicable as well as the approximate time it took for the instrument 

to be completed. It was found that it took approximately 20minutes to complete the 

questionnaire. 

3.9 Participants 

The participants were male and female final year students at a South African 

university. Only students pursuing degree programs in Psychology, Accounting and 

Engineering were approached and invited to participate in order to examine whether 
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there would be significant differences in the perceptions regarding employment 

prospects among students from different degree programs. Participation in the study 

was voluntary. Participants were approached at the end of one of their final year 

module sessions (to ensure that the sample consisted only of final year students) 

and had the choice of participating in the study.  

 

The sample consisted of a total of 247 black and white final year students from three 

different degree programs; Accounting, Chemical Engineering and Psychology. Of 

the 247 participants in the study, 58.3% (n=144) were female and 41.7% (n=103) 

were male. Approximately 55.1% (n=136) of the participants were black and 44.9% 

(n=111) were white. Due to the limited number of Indian and Coloured students in 

the different faculties, data from the few questionnaires completed by these 

participants were excluded from the analysis. This study therefore focused on black 

and white final year students. 

 

 Approximately 44.5% (n=110) of the participants belonged to the Faculty of 

Economic Management Sciences, and were studying for the B com (Accounting) 

degree, 36.8% (n=91) of the participants were from the faculty of Humanities, and 

were studying towards a Psychology degree and 18.6% (n=46) of the participants 

were from the Faculty of Engineering, Built Environment and Information Technology 

and were studying towards a Chemical Engineering degree.  

 

Therefore, there was a smaller sample of chemical engineering participants 

compared to the psychology and accounting groups. The researcher aimed to obtain 

a homogeneous group of engineering students rather than to obtain data from 

students in the different fields of engineering such as computer, electronic, electrical, 

mechanical, civil engineering. Focusing on a specific engineering field would 

minimise differences in responses based on the different engineering specialities. 

Student data from the university‟s administration department indicated that over the 

past  three years, the chemical engineering group at the university  had been larger 

(average total of 46 students) and more versatile, in terms of gender and race ratios, 

when compared to the other engineering groups. This relatively small group is as a 

result of the high dropout rate that occurs due to students failing to meet the 

requirements of the course during their undergraduate years of study. Hence the 
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researcher decided to focus specifically on chemical engineering students as 

representatives of the engineering field. 

 

Table 1 below shows the gender and race percentages and numbers of the total 

sample within the different fields of study.  

Table 3.1: Race and gender totals within the different fields of study 

Degree Female Male Black White 

Accounting 22.7% (n=56) 21.9% (n=54) 27.9% (n=69) 16.6% (n=41) 

Chemical 

Engineering 

8.9% (n=22) 9.7%(n=24) 8.5% (n=21) 10.1% (n=25) 

Psychology 26.7% (n=66) 10.1% (n=25) 18.6% (n=46) 18.2 % (n=45) 

Total 58.3% (n=144) 41.7% (n=103) 55.1% (n=136) 44.9% (n=111) 

 

The high female proportion indicated for the psychology degree seems to indicate 

the large enrolment proportions of females in the field of humanities compared to 

male enrolments. The black and white percentages can be said to be more 

balanced.  The accounting field is represented by a more balanced ratio of male and 

female, and a less balanced ratio of black and white students. The ages of the 

participants in the different fields of study ranged from 19 to 34 years with the 

majority (87.9%) being between the ages of 20 and 24.  

3.10 Data Collection Process  

Lecturers were approached a few days before the data collection date, to request 

permission to distribute the questionnaires to the students at the end of their lecture 

sessions. The researcher prepared a standard introduction regarding what was 

expected from participants, how long it would take to complete the questionnaire and 

so on. At the end of the lecture session I informed the students that I was a 

postgraduate student conducting research towards the completion of a mini-

dissertation. The students were further told that their participation, by completing the 

distributed questionnaire, would be greatly appreciated but was voluntary.  

 

Students were informed that no personal gain would accrue from participation and 

that no negative consequences would follow refusal to participate. Students were 

then given an opportunity to volunteer to participate in the study. Those who chose 
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not to participate in the study were excused from the lecture venue. Those who 

agreed to participate received a questionnaire and were requested to read and sign 

the consent letter as well as to complete the questionnaire as honestly as possible. 

Students were provided with the researcher‟s contact details and were told that they 

could contact the researcher should they be interested in the outcome of the study. A 

box was provided for students to place their completed questionnaires. Each 

participant was thanked as they submitted their completed questionnaire.   

3.11 Data Analysis 

The data was coded, entered into and analyzed using the Statistical Package for 

Social Sciences (SPSS). Basic descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data to 

determine whether or not to proceed with further analyses without transformation as 

well as to check the extent to which the data satisfied the requirements for 

parametric data analysis.  Data cleaning was performed using standard procedures. 

The data analysis process involved three steps. First, reliability analyses were 

performed on each sub-scale to test the data‟s internal consistency (see Appendix 

B). Where appropriate, the scores were reverse-scored prior to running reliability 

analyses. Second, in cases where the reliability indices showed an acceptable level 

of internal consistency, composite scores were derived which provided a single 

score that indicated each participants‟ relative standing on the dimension being 

assessed. These composite scores served as dependent variables for testing the 

specific hypotheses investigated in the study. The hypotheses were tested by 

running a series of Analyses of Variance (ANOVA) in which race, gender and field of 

study served as independent variables. In cases where significant main effects 

and/or interactions were found, appropriate multiple comparison tests were applied 

(e.g. Tukey‟s test).  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

RESULTS 

 

4.1. Introduction 

In this chapter, the results of the study are presented. The results include a 

description of the participants‟ financial background as well as their career plans. It 

will be recalled that the purpose of the study was to investigate final year university 

students‟ perceptions regarding their employment prospects. In particular, the study 

sought to examine the extent to which perceptions regarding employment prospects 

would differ across gender, race and field of study.  

 

4.2 Participants 

Eighty-two percent of the white participants compared to just over 31.6% of the black 

students relied on their parents for payment of study fees. Fifty four per cent of black 

participants indicated that they had financial assistance in the form of a bursary while 

only 11.7% of the white participants had a bursary. Four per cent of the black 

participants had a scholarship while none of the white participants had a scholarship. 

 

Approximately 67.2% of all participants had intentions of studying further after the 

completion of their undergraduate degree. Slightly over 27% planned on finding 

employment while 2.4% of the participants intended on studying further as well as 

finding employment after obtaining their degrees. Only 2% of the participants 

intended on starting their own business and 0.8% of the participants indicated that 

they were not sure of their career plans once their degrees were completed.  

 

With regards to career plans it was interesting to observe that 73% of females 

compared to 58.3% of male participants had intentions of studying further. Slightly 

over 1% of the female participants had intentions of starting a business compared to 

approximately 3% of the male students. Thirty five percent of the male participants 

and 22.2% of the female participants indicated that they were planning to seek 

employment at the end of their first degree. Almost 4% of the male participants had 
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intentions of studying further and seeking employment at the end of their degree 

while only 1% of the female participants planned on studying and seeking 

employment. None of the male participants were unsure of their career plans while 

1.4% of the female participants indicated that they were not sure of their career plans 

after obtaining their degrees.  

 

Among the black participants 67.6% indicated that they had intentions of studying 

further after the completion of their degree compared to 66.7% of the white 

participants. Only 0.9% of the white participants planned to start a business after 

completion of their studies while 2.9% of the black participants planned to do     so. 

Slightly over 27% of the black participants and 30% of the white participants 

indicated that they would seek employment at the end of their studies. Only 2.2% of 

the black participants and 2.7% of the white participants had intentions to study 

further as well as to seek employment after obtaining their degrees. None of the 

white participants were unsure of their career plans while 1.4% of the black 

participants indicated that they were unsure of their career intentions after 

completing their degree.   

4.3. Findings 

The findings are presented in three sections. In the first section, results from an 

analysis of perceptions regarding determinants of employment prospects are 

presented. The second section highlights results from an analysis of perceptions 

regarding the importance of different job-seeking behavior. In the third and final 

section, analyses of results relating to perceptions regarding individual prospects of 

employment are presented.  

 

In all sections, the mean scores range from 1 – 4, with high scores indicating greater 

degree of agreement with the statement or construct.  
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4.3.1. Perceptions Regarding Determinants of Employment Prospects. 

Table 4.1 shows the mean scores with respect to participants‟ perceptions of the role 

of luck, qualifications, government policies and individual responsibility in 

determining employment prospects by race, gender and field of study. Standard 

deviations are shown in parentheses.  

Table 4.1: Mean scores with respect to perceptions regarding determinants of 
employment prospects  

 Luck Qualifications 
 

Government 
Policies 

Individual 
Responsibility 

Gender 

   Male 

   Female 

 

2.33 (0.52) 

2.17 (0.45) 

 

3.19(0.44) 

3.04(0.44) 

 

2.64(0.72) 

2.69(0.55) 

 

2.53(0.53) 

2.54(0.49) 

Race 

   Black 

   White 

 

2.29 (2.30) 

2.21(2.19) 

 

3.18(0.47) 

3.05(0.41) 

 

2.35(0.57) 

2.94(0.52) 

 

2.54(0.56) 

2.52(0.44) 

Field of Study 

   Accounting 

   Chemical Engineering 

   Psychology 

 

2.16(0.49) 

2.16(0.38) 

2.43(0.50) 

 

3.13(0.42) 

3.14(0.48) 

3.08(0.46) 

 

2.70(0.65) 

2.87(0.59) 

2.42(0.55) 

 

2.53(0.47) 

2.69(0.51) 

2.39(0.53) 

  

With respect to luck, a marginally significant main effect of gender was found 

(F(1,174)=3.24, p<.07). It can be deduced from table 1 above that the mean for 

males was slightly higher than that for females, suggesting that, overall, males 

endorsed statements referring to luck more strongly than females. However, the 

analysis showed no significant main effect of race (F (1,174) =1.06, p>0.05) whereas 

a highly significant main effect of field of study was found F (2, 174) =5.93, p<.003. 

Figure 4.1 shows this main effect.  
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Figure 4.1: Mean scores for the perceived role of luck across participants from the 
three different fields of study 

 

It is clear from figure 4.1 that the mean for psychology students was significantly 

higher than that for accounting and chemical engineering students. Psychology 

students viewed luck as playing a significant role in determining one‟s chances of 

post-qualification employment more strongly than accounting and chemical 

engineering students. None of the interactions were statistically significant (pall > 

0.05). 

 

With respect to the perceived role of qualifications in determining employment 

prospects, the analysis showed a significant main effect of gender 

(F(1,215)=4.41,p<0.03). Males perceived qualifications to be a determining factor in 

improving one‟s chances of being employed more strongly than females. The main 

effect of race was also significant (F(1,215)=3.63,p<0.05). Whites were less positive 

about the role of qualifications in determining employment prospects than blacks. 

The main effect of field of study was not significant (F(2,215)=0.39, 

p>0.05).Furthermore, none of the interactions were statistically significant 

(pall>0.05).  

 

With regards to the role of government policies in determining employment 

prospects, the main effect of gender was not statistically significant 

(F(1,180)=0.23,p>0.05). However, the main effect of race was highly significant 
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(F(1,180)=50,72,p<0.0001). The role of government policies in determining one‟s 

chances of employment was endorsed by whites more than by blacks. There was 

also a statistically significant main effect of field of study (F(2,180)=8.03,p<0.0001). 

Figure 4.2 shows the mean scores for the perceived role of government policies 

across participants from the three different fields of study. 
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Figure 4.2: Mean scores for the perceived role of government policies across 
participants from the three different fields of study 
 

 

With regards to the role of government policies multiple comparison tests showed 

that the mean for chemical engineering students was significantly higher than those 

of both accounting and psychology students. Therefore, it appears that chemical 

engineering students perceive government policies to play a more significant role in 

determining one‟s chances of employment than accounting and psychology 

students. None of the interactions were statistically significant pall>0.05. 

 

Analysis of the data with respect to perceptions regarding the role of individual 

responsibility in determining employment prospects showed no significant main 

effects of gender (F(1,19)1=0.07,p>0.05) and race (F(1,191)=0.05,p>0.05). 

However, the main effect of field of study was significant (F(2,191)=3.96,p<0.02). 

Figure 4.3 shows this main effect.  
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Figure 4.3: Mean scores for the role of individual responsibility in determining 
employment prospects from the three different fields of study 
 

Multiple comparison tests indicated that the mean for psychology students was 

significantly lower than the means for both accounting and chemical engineering 

students. These findings suggest that, overall, psychology students did not agree 

with statements which propose that individual responsibility plays a major role in 

determining employment prospects. There was also a statistically significant 

interaction between race and field of study (F(2,191)=6.60,p<0.002). Figure 4.4 

shows this interaction. 
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Figure 4.4: Mean scores for an interaction between race and field of study for the 
role of individual responsibility in determining employment prospects 
 

Multiple comparison tests showed that there were no significant mean differences 

between the black and white students in the accounting field. However, there were 

significant mean differences between black and white students in both the chemical 

engineering and psychology fields of study. Among chemical engineering students, 

blacks endorsed the role of individual responsibility in determining employment more 

strongly than whites. Within the psychology field of study, however, the opposite was 

found: white students endorsed the role of individual responsibility in determining 

employment prospects more strongly than black students.  

4.3.2 Perceptions Regarding the Importance of Different Job-Seeking 
Behaviors 

Analysis of data with respect to perceptions regarding the importance of various job 

seeking behaviors in determining employment prospects showed no statistically 

significant main effects or interactions for the following variables: the writing and 

sending out of a CV, registering with a job placement service, seeking help from 

groups that one belongs to, seeking part-time employment to increase one‟s 

chances of permanent employment and conducting internet job searches. Table 4.2 

shows the mean scores for these variables. Standard deviations are in parentheses.   
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Table 4.2: Mean scores with respect to perceptions regarding the importance 
of different job seeking behaviors .  

 Writing & 
sending CV 

Register 
with job 
placement 
service 

Seeking help 
from own 
groups 

Seek part-
time 
employment 
 

Conduct 
internet job 
searches 

Gender 

   Male 

   Female 

 

4.18(0.92) 

4.32(2.73) 

 

3.36(1.23) 

3.82(4.41) 

 

3.27(0.94) 

3.40(1.04) 

 

3.83(1.03) 

4.12(3.49) 

 

3.49(1.11) 

3.64(1.07) 

Race 

   Black 

   White 

 

4.16(0.96) 

4.32(3.05) 

 

3.77(4.56) 

3.40(1.12) 

 

3.43(1.06) 

3.23(1.06) 

 

4.21(3.58) 

3.73(0.99) 

 

3.65(1.06) 

3.47(1.10) 

Field of Study 

 Accounting 

 Chemical Eng.              

 Psychology 

 

4.13(0.95) 

4.00(1.01) 

4.63(3.30) 

 

3.34(1.12) 

3.61(1.10) 

3.82(5.52) 

 

3.16(1.02) 

3.49(1.26) 

3.35(0.99) 

 

4.00(3.96) 

4.08(0.96) 

3.83(1.08) 

 

3.52(1.04) 

3.80(1.04) 

3.37(1.15) 

 

There were, however, statistically significant main effects and interactions for the 

following job seeking behaviours: searching the career sections of newspapers, 

taking a job interest test, sending out e-mails of enquiry, approaching lecturers for 

job related assistance as well as doing volunteer work related to one‟s field of study. 

Table 4.3 shows the mean scores for these variables. Standard deviations are in 

parentheses. 

Table 4.3: Mean scores with respect to perceptions regarding the importance 
of different job seeking behaviors.  

 Searching 
career 
sections of 
newspapers 

Taking a 
job interest 
test 

Sending out 
e-mails of 
enquiry 

Approaching 
lecturers for 
job related 
assistance 

Doing 
volunteer 
work 

Gender 

   Male 

   Female 

 

3.52(1.00) 

3.64(0.97) 

 

2.71(1.12) 

2.89(1.13) 

 

3.45(0.98) 

3.58(1.01) 

 

3.14(1.10) 

3.23(1.17) 

 

3.69(1.13) 

3.68(1.08) 

Race 

   Black 

   White 

 

3.76(0.98) 

3.39(0.96) 

 

3.03(1.12) 

2.57(1.13) 

 

3.50(1.08) 

3.53(0.89) 

 

3.27(1.18) 

3.11(1.10) 

 

3.76(1.11) 

3.61(1.10) 

Field of Study 

   Accounting 

   Chemical Eng. 

   Psychology 

 

3.58(0.88) 

3.55(1.10) 

3.60(1.05) 

 

2.84(1.10) 

2.57(1.32) 

2.99(1.10) 

 

3.29(0.94) 

3.88(0.87) 

3.38(1.07) 

 

2.78(1.10) 

3.48(1.06) 

3.29(1.15) 

 

3.39(1.09) 

3.50(1.18) 

4.17(0.91) 

 

 
 
 



48 

 

Analysis of data on perceptions regarding the importance of searching the career 

sections of newspapers showed a significant main effect of race 

(f(1,235)=7,06,p<0.008). The mean for black students was higher than that of white 

students. Black students were therefore more positive than white students about the 

importance of searching the career sections of newspapers when one is seeking 

employment. With regards to perceptions on the importance of taking a job interest 

test, the data showed a statistically significant main effect of race 

(f(1,235)=8.37,p<0.004).The mean for black students was higher than that of white 

students. Black students were therefore more positive than white students about the 

importance of taking a job-interest test when seeking employment. A marginally 

significant interaction between race and gender was also found (f(1,235)=3.17,p< 

0.07). Figure 4.5 shows this interaction.  
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Figure 4.5: Mean scores for the interaction of race and gender for perceptions 
regarding the importance of taking a job interest test when seeking employment  
 

The analysis showed that there were no significant mean differences between the 

black and white females regarding the importance of taking a job interest test when 

one is seeking employment. There was however significant mean differences 

between black and white male students. Among male students, blacks were more 

positive than whites that taking a job interest test was important when one is seeking 

employment. Among the white students, females were more positive than males 

about the importance of taking job interest tests. 
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With regards to sending out e-mails of enquiry when seeking employment, the 

analysis showed a statistically significant main effect for field of study 

(f(2,235)=5.89,p<0.003). Figure 4.6 shows this main effect. 
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Figure 4.6: Mean scores for perceptions regarding the importance of sending out e-
mails of enquiry when seeking employment across participants from the three 
different fields of study 
 

Multiple comparison tests showed that the mean for chemical engineering students 

was significantly higher than that of psychology and accounting students. This 

suggests that chemical engineering students were more likely to endorse the 

sending out of e-mails of enquiry than psychology and accounting students.  

 

With regards to the importance of approaching lecturers for job related assistance, 

the analysis showed a statistically significant main effect of field of study 

(f(2,235)=8.47,p<0.0001). Figure 4.7 shows this main effect. 
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Figure 4.7: Mean scores for perceptions regarding the importance of approaching 
lecturers for job related assistance when seeking employment across participants 
from the three different fields of study 

 

The analysis showed that accounting students compared to the chemical 

engineering and psychology students were significantly less likely to perceive 

approaching lecturers for job related assistance.  

 

The analysis further showed a statistically significant interaction between race and 

degree (f(2,235)=4.14,p<0.01) as well as between gender and degree 

(f(2,235)=4.00,p<0,02). Figure 4.8 shows the interaction between race and field of 

study.  
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Figure 4.8: Mean scores for the interaction of field of study and race for perceptions 
regarding the importance of approaching lecturers for job related assistance when 
seeking employment 
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From the analysis it is clear that black accounting students endorsed the idea of 

approaching lecturers for job related assistance more strongly than white accounting 

students. Among the chemical engineering students, white students endorsed more 

strongly the idea of approaching lecturers for job-related assistance than blacks. 

Among the psychology students, blacks were more likely to perceive approaching 

lecturers for job related assistance as being important when seeking employment 

than the white students. Figure 4.9 shows the interaction between gender and field 

of study. 
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Figure 4.9: Mean scores for the interaction of field of study and gender for 
perceptions regarding the importance of approaching lecturers for job related 
assistance when seeking employment 
 

The analysis showed no significant difference between male and female students in 

the field of accounting with respect to perceptions regarding the importance of 

approaching lecturers for job related assistance. There was, however, a statistically 

significant difference between male and female students within the chemical 

engineering and psychology fields of study. Among the chemical engineering 

students, the data indicated that males compared to females endorsed the 

importance of approaching lecturers for job related assistance much more strongly. 

Among the psychology students, however, the opposite was true with more female 

students being more likely to perceive approaching lecturers for job related 

assistance as being very important when seeking employment.   
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With regards to perceptions about the importance of doing volunteer work, the 

analysis showed a statistically significant main effect of field of study (f(2,235)=12.45, 

p<0.0001). Figure 4.10 shows this main effect.  
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Figure 4.10:  Mean scores across participants from the three different fields of study 

for perceptions regarding the importance of doing volunteer work related to ones‟ 

field of study when seeking employment  

  

Chemical engineering students strongly endorsed the idea of doing volunteer work 

related to one‟s field of study when seeking employment, while accounting students 

were least likely to perceive volunteer work as being important when seeking 

employment.  

4.3.3 Perceptions Regarding Individual Prospects of Employment upon   
Completion of Current Degree Program 

 Table 4.4 shows the mean scores (standard deviations in parentheses) with respect 

to participants‟ perceptions regarding their own prospects of employment upon 

completion of their degree. This relates specifically to: 

1. Confidence in their own degree ensuring employment  

2. Individual judgments regarding their own levels of hopelessness when 

considering employment prospects.  
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Table 4.4: Mean scores of participants’ perceptions regarding their own 
prospects of employment 

 Lack of Confidence in 
own degree 

Hopelessness 

Gender 
   Male 
   Female 

 
2.18(0.56) 
2.23(0.64) 

 
2.47(0.81) 
2.52(0.62) 

Race 
   Black 
   White 

 
2.07(0.59) 
2.46(0.59) 

 
2.35(0.74) 
2.64(0.65) 

Field of Study 
   Accounting 
   Chemical Engineering 
   Psychology 

 
1.97(0.45) 
1.98(0.41) 
2.67(0.57) 
 

 
2.72(0.70) 
2.81(0.73) 
1.95(0.69) 

 

Questions relating to confidence levels were worded in such a way that the 

researcher could investigate the extent to which participants experienced a lack of 

confidence in their degree ensuring employment. The reader should therefore keep 

in mind that the higher the score, the greater the lack of confidence in participants‟ 

degrees ensuring employment.  With respect to lack of confidence in one‟s own 

degree, there was no main effect of gender (F(1,189)=0.36,p>0.05). There was 

however a significant main effect of race (F(1,189)=12.59,p<0.0001). It can be 

deduced from table 4.4 that the mean for white students was significantly higher than 

that of black students, suggesting that, overall, white students were less confident in 

their degree ensuring employment. There was also a significant main effect of field of 

study (F (2,189)=39.80,p<0.0001). Figure 4.11 shows this main effect. 
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Figure 4.11:  Mean scores indicating student‟s lack of confidence in their own 
degree ensuring employment from the three fields of study 

 

The multiple comparison tests showed that the mean for psychology students was 

significantly higher than the means for both accounting and chemical engineering 

students. This indicates that psychology students were less confident that their 

degree would ensure employment. There was also a significant interaction between 

race and field of study (F(2,189)=3.60,p<0.02). Figure 4.12 shows this interaction.  
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Figure 4.12: Mean scores for an interaction between race and field of study 
indicating students‟ lack of confidence in their own degree ensuring employment 

 

The analysis showed that there were no significant mean differences between black 

and white students in the accounting field of study with respect to their levels of 

confidence. There were however, significant mean differences between black and 

white students from the chemical engineering and psychology fields of study. The 

mean for the white students in both the psychology and chemical engineering fields 

of study was significantly higher than that of the black students. This implies that 

white students, compared to black students, in both these fields of study were less 

confident that their degree would ensure employment prospects.   

 

Analysis of the data with regards to students‟ feelings of hopelessness relating to 

employment prospects showed no main effect of gender (F(1,174)=1.01,p>0.05) and 

field of study (F(2,174)=0.54,p>0.05). There was however a significant main effect of 

race (F(1,174)=4.61,p<0.03). It can be deduced from Table 2 that the mean score for 

white students was significantly higher than that of black students. This suggests 

that, overall, white students felt more hopeless regarding their employment 

prospects than black students. None of the interactions were significant pall>0.05. 
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4.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, the results of the current study were presented. These related to 

participants‟ perceptions regarding the role of luck, qualifications, government 

policies and individual responsibility in determining employment prospects. Results 

obtained from section 3 of the questionnaire which aimed to assess participants‟ 

perceptions regarding the importance of different job-seeking behaviors were also 

presented. Last, the results obtained from the last section of the questionnaire 

regarding participants rating of their own individual prospects of employment upon 

completion of their degree were also presented. A discussion of the results will be 

presented in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

5.1. Introduction  

In this chapter, the results are discussed and conclusions drawn regarding the 

hypotheses that were tested in the study. Limitations of the present study and 

recommendations for future research are also highlighted.    

 

5.2. Discussion 

It will be recalled that the purpose of this study was to investigate final year students‟ 

perceptions regarding their employment prospects. It was hypothesized that non-

beneficiaries of affirmative action policies would be more likely than beneficiaries to 

make external attributions when making judgments regarding their chances of 

employment.  As mentioned in Chapter 3, the second section of the questionnaire 

was designed to assess perceptions regarding the roles that specific external and 

internal factors such as luck, qualifications, government policies and individual 

responsibility play in determining employment prospects. Also of interest in the 

current study, was whether perceptions regarding employment prospects would 

differ significantly by race, gender and field of study.  

 

The analysis showed that males were more likely than females to perceive luck as 

an important determinant of one‟s employment prospects. This finding is consistent 

with findings by Gurney (1981) who, in his study, found that males were more likely 

to make external attributions about employment than females. Male participants 

were therefore more likely to support statements such as “It is mainly a matter of luck 

whether a graduate gets a job or not”, “Getting a job is mainly a matter of being in 

the right place at the right time” etcetera. The fact that males, more strongly than 

females, attributed employment prospects to luck, which is an external factor, seems 

to indicate that male final year students are more likely to perceive the task of finding 

employment as being out of their control. This could be due to the existence of 

gender based affirmative action. The male participants might be of the opinion that it 
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would simply be a matter of luck if they find employment because women have first 

preference through gender affirmative action policies.  

 

Furthermore, results relating to the contribution of „luck‟ on employment prospects 

also showed that psychology students, compared to the accounting and chemical 

engineering students, were more likely to believe that luck played an important role 

in determining their chances of employment. This could possibly be due to the fact 

that in order for one to be a clinical psychologist one must first complete an MA 

degree. However, in order to be admitted into the MA program, one has to go 

through a series of rigorous selection procedures. Therefore being admitted into the 

MA program is not guaranteed and as a result, being employed is not guaranteed.  

 

Another contributing factor could be that psychology, unlike engineering and 

accounting, is a „soft‟ skill and the employment demands for psychologists are not as 

high as in the other two fields of study (Moleke, 2005). According to Furnham (1984) 

people who are more prone to unemployment tend to make external attributions for 

the causes of unemployment than those who are likely to become employed. This 

assumption would therefore explain the fact that psychology students, who possess 

a „soft‟skill, unlike the accounting or chemical engineering skills, are more likely to 

attribute their employment prospects to an external factor such as „luck‟. There were 

no significant race differences in perceptions regarding the role of luck as a 

contributing factor of employment prospects. Therefore, this finding does not support 

the hypothesis that non-beneficiaries are more likely to attribute external factors to 

employment prospects.  

 

With regards to the perceived role of qualifications in determining employment 

prospects, the analysis showed that male participants were more likely to perceive 

educational qualifications as critical to one‟s chances of being employed. Male 

participants therefore tended to agree more strongly than females with statements 

such as “You can get a job if you are well qualified”; “If they had better qualifications 

most of the unemployed would soon get jobs.” This is not consistent with the findings 

of Furnham and Rawles (1996) who reported that females were more likely to 

endorse self-effort strategies, such as obtaining qualifications, as an important 

determinant of employment. Qualifications can be perceived as an internal attribute. 
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It is therefore interesting to observe males, who are non-beneficiaries according to 

gender based affirmative action, being more likely to endorse an internal factor as a 

determinant of employment than females. Possible reasons for this finding could be 

explored through qualitative methods in similar studies to follow.  

 

The results also showed significant differences between black and white participants‟ 

perceptions regarding the importance of qualifications in determining employment. In 

the current study, white participants were less positive about the role of qualifications 

in determining employment prospects than black participants.  This result supports 

the common argument that non-beneficiaries of affirmative action policies tend to 

feel that the government‟s application of these policies implies that qualifications are 

overlooked during the employment/selection process. It is therefore argued that 

employment simply becomes a process based on colour.   

 

With regards to the role of government policies in determining employment 

prospects, as hypothesized, the results indicated that whites (non-beneficiaries of 

employment policies) more than blacks (beneficiaries) tended to endorse the idea 

that policies (an external factor) determine one‟s employment prospects. White 

participants therefore tended to endorse statements such as “Government policies 

are to blame for young people being out of work” and “Race plays a role in one being 

employed or not”. These results suggest that non-beneficiaries, more specifically 

whites, were more likely to perceive affirmative action policies as an obstacle that 

prevents them from finding employment. These individuals would therefore be more 

likely to argue that affirmative action is mainly based on a purely „preferential 

approach‟ where it is simply a matter of preferring black employees to whites (Turner 

& Pratkanis, 1994). This kind of thinking can lead some non-beneficiaries to believe 

that their employment prospects are completely out of their control and can therefore 

lead them to not invest much effort in trying to obtain employment.  

 

It was also interesting to note that chemical engineering students tended to perceive 

that government policies play a significant role in determining one‟s chances of 

employment compared to accounting and especially to psychology students. At this 

stage, it seems further investigation will be required to explain this significant 

difference between participants from the three degree programs.  
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Analysis of data with respect to perceptions regarding the role of individual 

responsibility on the part of the job-seeker in determining employment prospects 

indicated that the mean for psychology students was significantly lower than the 

means of both accounting and chemical engineering students. This finding suggests 

that, overall psychology students did not agree with statements which advocated that 

it is the job-seeker who determines his/her employment prospects. This finding 

supports the previous finding that psychology students tended to believe that 

employment prospects are determined by luck, and are therefore not determined by 

the job-seeker. This could possibly be because the success of psychology students 

is not purely determined by their academic results but also includes other factors 

such as rigorous selection processes as well as the limited number of students 

accepted into the Honours and Masters Courses. These factors might instill in these 

students the idea that it is not entirely up to them whether they reach their goals or 

not.  

 

It is also interesting to note that the chemical engineering students, more than 

students in the other two fields, tended to support statements which  propose that 

success in employment is determined by individual efforts. It would be interesting to 

establish reasons for this difference among students in the three fields of study. It is 

possible that in fields such as chemical engineering, one‟s success merely depends 

on one‟s achievements. For example, the higher the „marks‟ (indicating effort) at the 

end of the degree program, the more likely one is to be employed, unlike with the 

psychology degree, where one could have a distinction after their three year degree 

but could still end up without  a job.  

 

Furthermore, multiple comparison tests showed that there were significant mean 

differences between black and white students in both the chemical engineering and 

psychology fields of study. Among the chemical engineering students, blacks tended 

to endorse more strongly the efforts from the job seeker as an important determining 

factor of employment than whites. It will be recalled that white participants in this 

study were more supportive of statements suggesting that government policies play 

a role in determining employment prospects.  This finding supports the previously 

discussed finding among the chemical engineering students that employment is not 
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determined by one‟s efforts but rather by external forces such as government 

policies.  

 

Among the psychology students however, the opposite was true, with white students 

endorsing the role of the job-seeker in determining employment prospects more 

strongly than black students. It would be interesting to investigate the nature and 

source of these differences.    

 

One way of assessing one‟s level of pro-activity when seeking employment is by 

determining the kinds of job seeking strategies in which one engages. In the current 

study, this assessment was done indirectly by investigating perceptions among final 

year students regarding the importance of different job seeking strategies. 

 

The types of job seeking behaviors that people engage in are an important 

determinant of whether or not one will find employment. According to Schoer and 

Leibbrandt (2006), there are two main channels of seeking employment. The first is 

through social networks (friends, relatives, and groups that one belongs to, etc) and 

the second is through formal channels (newspapers, contacting employers directly, 

sending e-mails etc). Other ways of seeking employment pointed out by Furnham 

and Rawles (1996) include registering with job placement services, seeking part-time 

employment, conducting internet searches, doing volunteer work with the hope of 

being employed at a later stage as well as taking a job interest test. The current 

study combined all the job seeking strategies as mentioned by Shoer and Leibbrandt 

(2006) as well as Furnham and Rawles (1996) and sought to explore what final year 

students‟ perceptions were regarding the importance of these strategies.  

 

The analysis showed that there were no significant differences in perceptions among 

participants regarding the importance of writing and sending a CV, registering with a 

job placement service, seeking help from friends and groups that one belongs to, 

seeking part time employment as well as conducting internet job searches. This 

finding does not support the hypothesis that non-beneficiaries of employment 

policies are more likely to perceive reliance on friends and groups that they belong to 

as being important when seeking employment. There were however significant 

differences in perceptions regarding the importance of implementing job seeking 
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strategies such as searching the career sections of newspapers, taking a job interest 

test, sending out e-mails of enquiry, approaching lecturers for job related assistance 

as well as doing volunteer work.   

 

There was a significant difference in perceptions between black and white 

participants regarding the importance of searching the career sections of 

newspapers. Black participants were more positive than white participants about the 

importance of searching the career sections of newspapers when seeking 

employment. According to Schoer and Lebbrandt (2006) when a job seeker 

considers job seeking strategies they also consider the cost of the search. It is 

therefore possible that one of the motivating factors for those choosing to rely on 

newspapers for job searches is the fact that it only involves the cost of buying the 

newspaper and involves little or no traveling expenses or internet costs. Black 

participants were also more positive than white participants about the importance of 

taking a job interest test when seeking employment. 

 

With regards to the sending out of e-mails of enquiry as a job seeking strategy, the 

analysis showed that chemical engineering students endorsed this method of 

seeking employment more strongly than psychology and accounting students. It 

would be interesting to explore reasons leading to these different opinions. All the 

students on the particular campus where the study was conducted have access to 

computers, internet as well as an e-mail address. It is therefore unlikely that this 

difference could be due to differences in exposure to the finances of making e-mail 

enquiries.  

 

As a student, an important link to the workplace would be lecturers. One can 

perceive the role of lecturers to be important not only in preparing students for 

entering the workplace but also for directing them on ways to enter the workplace. 

The findings of the current study indicate that accounting students, compared to the 

chemical engineering as well as psychology students were less likely to view 

approaching lecturers as being important when seeking employment. Among the 

three fields of study, chemical engineering students were most positive about 

consulting lecturers. 
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The analysis further showed statistically significant race differences within the three 

fields of study regarding perceptions of the importance of consulting with lecturers 

when seeking employment. Among the accounting and psychology students, blacks 

were more likely than whites to endorse the idea of approaching lecturers for job 

related assistance. The opposite was true among the chemical engineering students, 

with white students perceiving consulting lecturers as being important when seeking 

employment. It would be interesting to explore possible reasons for these 

differences. 

 

With regards to perceptions about the importance of doing volunteer work, the 

analysis showed that chemical engineering students endorsed more strongly the 

idea of doing volunteer work related to one‟s field of study when seeking 

employment, while accounting students were least likely to perceive volunteer work 

as being important when seeking employment. One of the selection criteria for the 

Masters Psychology program is to demonstrate a certain level of community service 

involvement. It therefore seems incongruent that psychology students do not feel 

that volunteering increases their chances of employment since it relates directly to 

them being selected into the masters program and therefore being employed as a 

psychologist.  

 

The last two aspects that were assessed in the current study were the extent to 

which final year students from different fields of study indicated a lack of confidence 

in their degree ensuring employment as well as the extent to which they experience 

feelings of hopelessness.  With regards to the extent to which participants indicated 

a lack of confidence in their degree ensuring employment, as hypothesized, the 

analysis showed that there was a significant main effect of race as well as a 

significant interaction between race and field of study. Overall, white participants 

(non-beneficiaries of employment policies) from all three fields of study were less 

confident than black participants that their degree would ensure employment.  

 

There is a strong possibility that this finding is linked to the already discussed finding 

that white final year students were  likely to feel that government policies play a 

major role in determining employment prospects. For example, if white participants 

from the different fields of study tend to indicate a lack of confidence in their degree 
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ensuring employment it could be because they feel they have no control over their 

employment prospects and are therefore not confident.  

 

There was also a significant main effect of field of study. Multiple comparison tests 

showed that the mean for psychology students was significantly higher than the 

means for both the accounting and chemical engineering students. As hypothesized, 

psychology students tended to indicate a greater lack of confidence in their degree 

ensuring employment. As already mentioned, psychology is not regarded as a 

scarce skill in South Africa (ASGISA, 2006). Therefore, their awareness of this reality 

could have contributed to their lack of confidence regarding their degree ensuring 

employment.  

 

Analysis of data with respect to students‟ feelings of hopelessness relating to 

employment prospects showed a significant main effect of race. The mean score for 

white students was significantly higher than that of black students. This finding 

supports the hypothesis that non-beneficiaries of affirmative action tend to 

experience stronger feelings of hopelessness regarding employment prospects 

compared to beneficiaries of affirmative action policies. In this case, white 

participants were more likely to indicate experiencing feelings of hopelessness 

regarding their employment prospects than black participants. Once again, an 

explanation for white participants being more inclined to experience feelings of 

hopelessness could be due to previous findings on perceiving government policies 

as determinants of one‟s employment prospects. If non-beneficiaries of employment 

prospects tend to view affirmative action in a negative light, it would make sense for 

them to experience stronger feelings of hopelessness as a result of feeling out of 

control when it comes to their employment prospects.  

 

The current study is very different from previous studies that have been conducted in 

South Africa and internationally and the few studies that do exist are outdated. 

Results from the current study suggest that there are differences in perceptions 

regarding employment prospects between beneficiaries of employment policies and 

non-beneficiaries of employment policies.  
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5.3 Limitations of study 

One of the limitations of the present study is that personality differences among the 

participants could have contributed to the findings. For example, based on their 

personality, some of the students could have attributed external or internal factors to 

their positive or negative perceptions regarding employment prospects. Future 

research could therefore assess participants‟ locus of control.  

 

Future research could employ a more in-depth approach to understanding final year 

students‟ perceptions regarding employment prospects by utilizing a mixed method 

approach. Such an approach will ensure that participants are afforded an opportunity 

to share more information about why they have particular perceptions regarding 

employment prospects.  

 

In future, data could be obtained from other universities in order to ascertain whether 

any differences that might exist are not only unique to the particular university from 

which the sample was drawn. In this way the data would be more generalisable to 

final year university students in South Africa.  

 

Future research could also include Indian and Colored participants. The sample size 

of the present study did not allow for comparisons to be made about Indian and 

Coloured participants. These groups were not included in the current research 

because only a small number of participants representing these groups existed in the 

sample after data collection.  

5.4. Conclusion 

Despite the limitations highlighted above, this study provided some useful insights 

into final year students‟ perceptions regarding their employment prospects, 

especially with respect to the role of internal and external factors in determining 

one‟s perceptions of his/her employment prospects. Important gender differences 

and differences by “field of study” were also unearthed, as were differences between 

black and white students‟ views regarding their employment prospects. These 

findings provide an important starting point for understanding not only final year 

students‟ perceptions of their future employment prospects but also the job-seeking 
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behaviours of South African university graduates as they seek to find suitable and 

sustainable jobs. 
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guaranteed, as all participants will remain anonymous.  Please note that your participation in this 

research is completely voluntary.  

 

Should you feel uncomfortable during your participation in this research, you may withdraw at any 

given time without any negative consequences. Should you decide to withdraw from the research the 

data collected from you will be destroyed. 

 

If you need to contact the researcher for information regarding the research, you can do so by using 

the details stipulated above.  
 

Your participation will be greatly appreciated. 

 

______________________            ___________________           ___________________ 

Participant signature                       Date                                          Place 

 

______________________            ____________________         ____________________ 

Researcher                                      Date                                          Place 

 

 

 
 
 

mailto:thandekatshabalala@yahoo.co.uk
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APPENDIX A 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

SECTION 1 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

Please indicate your answer by marking the appropriate box with a cross (X). 

 

1.1. Gender: Female           Male  

1.2. Race:  Black  Coloured  Indian  White  Other  

1.3. Age: _______ 

1.4. Faculty:  - Economic Management Sciences  

                       - Engineering, Built Environment and Information Technology    

                   -  Humanities  

1.5. Degree:  ______________________________ 

1.6. Year of study: Final year of first degree  Honors year  Masters  

1.7. University fees are paid by:  - Parents  

                                     - Bursary  

                                     -  Scholarship  

                                     - Loan   

                                       Other  specify _________________ 

1.8. Career plans for next year:                          - Study further   

                                                     - Start a business   

                                                     - Seek employment   

                                    Other  specify _____________________________ 
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Section 2 

2.1 In this section, we would like to know your perceptions with regards to possible   reasons 

that might attribute to unemployment/employment among graduates. Please indicate your 

level of agreement or disagreement by marking the appropriate box with a cross (X).   

2.1.1 It is mainly a matter of luck whether a graduate gets a job or not. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.2 If they had better qualifications most of the unemployed would soon get jobs. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.3 Most graduates students get jobs if they look hard, are confident and have a lot to 

offer. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.4 Most graduates who have got a job had someone “pulling strings” for them. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.5 Getting a job is mainly a matter of being in the right place at the right time. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.6 Unemployment is running so high because the jobs simply are not there. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.7 It is mainly the black graduates who have been able to get work. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.8 Unemployed graduates haven’t tried hard enough and don’t know how to sell 

themselves. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

 

2.1.9 If you miss out on getting a job it is because you are not good enough.  

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

 
 
 



78 

 

 

2.1.10 Government policies are to blame for young people being out of work.  

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.11 Getting a job depends on sheer good luck.  

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.12 You can get a job if you are well qualified. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.13 Going to the right University and having the right contacts is a big part of getting a 

job.  

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.14 Competence does not play a major role when it comes to employment. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.15 Gender is a major determining factor to whether one is employed or not.  

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.16 Race does not play a major role in one being employed or not.  

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

  

2.1.17 Chances of being employed will depend on the field of study that one has graduated 

in.  

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  
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Section 3 

This part of the questionnaire will consist of statements relating to the types of job-seeking 

activities that you think are important when one seeks employment. Below you will see a list 

of employment seeking strategies. On a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = Not important at all, 2 = quite 

important, 3 = important, 4 = very important and 5 = extremely important), rate the 

importance of engaging in each of the given tasks when seeking employment. Please indicate 

your opinion of the level of importance of each statement by marking a cross(X) in the 

appropriate block.  

                                                                                                   

3.1. Writing up and sending out your CV.      

3.2. Search the “Career sections” of newspapers.                                         

3.3. Take a job interest/aptitude test. 

3.4. Send e-mails of enquiry. 

3.5. Seek help from lecturers. 

3.6. Do volunteer work related to chosen job. 

3.7. Seek help from groups that you belong to 

3.8. Seek part-time employment with bursars to increase  

      chances for permanent employment. 

3.9. Do internet job searches.  

3.10. Register with a job-placement service.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Section 4 

In this section, we would like to know your level of concern, or lack thereof, regarding 

possibilities of you finding employment. Indicate your level of agreement or disagreement 

with the statements below by marking a cross (X) in the appropriate block.  

5.1. Thinking about the prospects of employment can be very stressful at times. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

 

5.2 It is going to be difficult for me to find a job position that I want. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

 

5.3 The degree that I’m studying for will make it easier to find employment. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

 

5.4. White final year students are probably less anxious about finding employment. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

 

5.5 Employment policies create a sense of hopelessness in me about being employed.  

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

 

5.6 I am totally confident that I will not have difficulty finding a job.  

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

 

5.7. Black final year students are probably less anxious about finding employment 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

 

5.8 Thorough preparation for interviews will not increase my chances of being 

employed because employers are generally unfair in the selection process. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  
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5.9 The degree that I am studying for will make it difficult for me to be employed. 

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

 

5.10 Female final year students are probably less anxious about finding employment.  

Totally disagree Disagree Agree Totally agree Don’t know  

 

 

END 
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APPENDIX B 

RELIABILITY SCORES AND SUBSCALES 

 

Luck as a contributing factor to employment 

 

 

The role of qualifications 

 

If they had better qualifications most of the 

unemployed would soon get jobs 
.016 .453 -.087 .078 -.491 .276 

You can get a job if you are well qualified -.260 .652 -.005 -.223 .169 -.142 

Chances of being employed will depend on the 

field of study that one has graduated in 
-.050 .608 -.039 -.346 -.157 -.042 

Competence does not play a major role when it 

comes to employment (reverse coded) 
.509 -.149 -.077 .187 -.379 .256 

 

The role of government policies 

It is mainly the black graduate who have been 

able to get work 
.677 -.060 -.367 .022 .133 -.186 

Government policies are to blame for young 

people being out of work 
.558 .294 -.199 .055 .288 -.208 

Gender is a major determining factor to whether 

one is employed or not 
.737 .175 -.111 -.118 -.002 .138 

Race does not play a role in one being 

employed or not (reverse coded) 
-.585 .081 .478 .200 .031 .316 

 

Personal responsibility of job seekers 

Unemployed graduates haven't tried hard 

enough and don't know how to sell themselves 
-.060 .428 -.166 .608 .432 -.057 

If you miss out on getting a job it's because you 

are not good enough 
.045 .285 -.282 .617 -.087 .332 

Most graduate students get jobs if they look 

hard, and confident and have a lot to offer  
-.263 .606 -.003 .164 .180 .015 

 

 

 

It's mainly a matter of luck whether a graduate 

gets a job or not .385 -.137 .528 .290 .170 -.028 

Getting a job is mainly a matter of being in the 

right place at the right time .272 .296 .489 -.369 .279 .127 

Getting a job depends on sheer good luck 
.456 .205 .589 .126 -.069 -.074 

Most graduates who have a job had someone 

"pulling strings" for them. .468 .192 .425 .158 -.230 -.056 
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Lack of confidence in own degree 

Thinking about the prospects of employment can be very stressful at times .491 -.189 .003 

It is going to be difficult for me to find a job position that I want .830 .068 .022 

The degree that I'm studying for will make it easier to find employment (reverse 

coded) 
-.707 .210 -.043 

I am totally confident that I will not have difficulty finding a job (reverse coded) -.625 .176 .409 

The degree that I am studying for will make it difficult for me to be employed .693 .264 .077 

 

Anxiety about the prospects of employment 
White final year students are probably less anxious about finding employment      .047      .286       .837 

Black final year students are probably less anxious about finding employment -.194 .676 -.518 

Female final year students are probably less anxious about finding employment -.336 .745 -.049 

 

Levels of hopelessness 

Employment policies create a sense of hopelessness in me about being 

employed 

.555 .498 -.192 

Thorough preparation for interviews will not increase my chances of being 

employed because employers are generally unfair in the selection process 

.361 .563 .282 

 

 

 
 
 




