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ABSTRACT: Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) is arguably the sector closely 

connected to industry and employers. The development of the South African economy partly hinged on 

individuals with both technical and soft skills that are needed by industry. Against this backdrop, sufficiently 

prepared TVET engineering graduates are an important resource for industry development. However, employees 

note that the TVET sector does not address the skills needs of industry. Addressing the skills needs of industry 

is critical for the South African economy. This study seeks to explore employer perceptions on sustainable 

employability skills for TVET engineering graduates in industry and develop appropriate strategies for 

addressing the industry needs in the context of South Africa. The study adopted a qualitative case study 

approach in which semi-structured interviews were used to collect empirical evidence from a conveniently and 

purposively selected sample of twelve (12) employers from industry. The human capital theory constitutes the 

theoretical framework of the study. Content analysis was used to analyse the data. The findings revealed that 

employers needed graduates with both technical and soft skills for sustainable employability. TVET engineering 

graduates fall short of the skills required by industry. The study recommends strong emphasis on career 

guidance and development to help programme selection. Furthermore, misalignment of skills could be curbed 

by ensuring strong ties and communication among role players. A revision on the curriculum was necessary to 

align with the new technology and address the industry needs.Further studies could focus on how companies 

could be lured to collaborate with TVET Colleges so that their training becomes a meaningful and empowering 

experience.Future research could also focus on the relevance of the TVET curriculum to industry needs. 

 

Keywords:Technical and Vocational Education and Training, Employability, Skills, Engineering, Employers, 

Graduates, Perception 

Introduction 

Globally, higher education is viewed as an important tool for addressing the economic, human, social and 

development needs of a nation (Foster, 2005; McGrath, 2012; Mgaiwa, 2021). This includes preparing graduates 

for the world of work. Kintu et al. (2019) claim that a well-educated and well-trained population increases 

productivity and economic growth. The TVET sector is viewed as a critical component of any economy as it 

facilitates skills development leading to socio-economic and technological development. Therefore, a well-

organised TVET sector becomes a pillar for economic success (Kintu et al., 2019) by providing creative, 

innovative, and adaptable graduates to changing circumstances. 

 

The increasing enrolment in the TVET sector in Tanzania, Namibia and South Africa shows the importance of 

tertiary education in the economy, particularly in preparing graduates for employment (Mgaiwa, 2021). There 

are fifty public TVET colleges in South Africa. The increasing enrolment of students in the public TVET 

colleges from 358 393 in 2010 to 673 490 million in 2019 illustrates the sector's increasing importance in 

transferring knowledge and skills required by industry (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2021).  

The Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) targets enrolling 710 000 students by 2024 

(Department of Higher Education and Training, 2020). This indicates that the government views the sector as 

key to the economic development of South Africa.  

 

However, higher education institutions lack the capacity to fulfil these outcomes. "Higher education discourse 

has long been dominated by employability debate because the major aim of higher education is to generate 

graduates who are workplace ready" (Mgaiwa, 2021, p. 1). Given this background, the employability of 

Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) graduates is of interest to policymakers, curriculum 
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developers, educators, researchers, and society in general. The increasing unemployment among TVET 

engineering graduates in South Africa is of concern to governments, parents and other stakeholders. The 

government, parents, and stakeholders are concerned about the investment in the education of TVET 

engineering graduates who fail to secure employment. At the same time, the TVET engineering graduates are 

victims of psychological stress due to unemployment (Mgaiwa, 2021). In some cases, the unemployment of 

graduates leads to social unrest. Therefore, there is increasing pressure to produce employable graduates. 

Though literature indicates that preparing employable graduates is an enormous challenge (Tarvid, 2015), the 

TVET engineering education must be structured and delivered to respond to the industry's current needs.  

 

Demographic changes, urbanisation, globalisation, technological innovation, the Fourth Industrial Revolution 

(FIR), smart cities, and the macroeconomic crises at the beginning of the twenty-first century altered the 

knowledge and skills required for TVET engineering graduates to be absorbed by industry (Kenayathulla et al., 

2019; Kintu et al., 2019; Mgaiwa, 2021; Nugraha et al., 2020). Kintu et al. (2019) contend that new challenges 

and occupations were created which demanded new skills and competencies. The TVET sector and the skills 

development programmes were required to address the new needs. Hence, TVET engineering graduates must be 

innovative and creative to be competitive in the current labour market. Literature is replete with evidence that 

TVET engineering graduates' barriers to employment include technical skills mismatch and lack of the requisite 

soft skills (Mgaiwa, 2021). This means that TVET engineering graduates lack the requisite skills and knowledge 

to seize employment opportunities in the industry.  

 

TVET is viewed as having aspects of the educational process involving general education, the study of 

technologies and sciences to attain knowledge, practical skills, and attitudes for employment in various sectors 

of economic and social life (United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2015) cited in 

Kintu et al. (2019, p. 2). Therefore, TVET education prepares graduates for the world of work, lifelong learning, 

and effective participation in sustainable development. TVET education equips graduates with knowledge skills 

and competencies for sustainable employment, increased productivity, and improved quality of life 

(Kenayathulla et al., 2019; Kintu et al., 2019). TVET institutions train graduates in specific occupations such as 

electrical, chemical and civil engineering. Employability skills are important for every TVET graduate 

(Kenayathulla et al., 2019; Nugraha et al., 2020).  

 

In the light of the foregoing, TVET Colleges should be well placed to respond to the above-mentioned national 

needs because TVET is an important aspect of achieving relevant and high-quality education for sustainable 

development, education for all and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Therefore, it is regarded as part 

of the lifelong learning agenda (Gustafsson, 2011). As the conduits for skills development, TVET institutions 

provide opportunities for developing individuals, communities, and society. Historically, the World Bank 

associated formal TVET intrinsically with the process of industrialisation and economic development (United 

Nations Educational Scientific Organization, 2016). This means that TVET training may lead to productivity, 

ultimately leading to a country's economic growth (Mesuwini, 2015).  

 

TVET also plays another essential role in alleviating poverty, through sustained human development and 

economic growth, with some clear benefits for individuals, families, local communities and the wider society 

(Naveedyet al., 2018). Therefore, the provision of TVET should address needs and contextual issues pertaining 

to sustainable development, individual livelihoods, social issues and equity (United Nations Educational 

Scientific Organization, 2016). Therefore, it means that TVET has a much wide-ranging impact than only 

promoting skills development for employability (Parkinson & Kester, 2017). TVET is further seen to ensure 

sustainable lifestyles and occupations by developing knowledge and skills that can meet the needs for specific 

positions in the labour market and improve personal quality of life (Mesuwini, 2015).  

 

Besides making individuals more employable, TVET should develop skills for work, life or sustainable 

livelihoods through self-employment or establishing companies or cooperatives. In this manner, everyone 

should make a living and contribute skills to a developing economy (Tikly, 2013). The assumption is that the 

TVET should play a dual role. On the one hand, it should contribute to economic development by providing 

skills needed to compete in an evolving global economic context. TVET should concurrently contribute to 

poverty alleviation and social justice by increasing participation in education and training targeted at 

employability, on the other hand. In other words, besides addressing national needs, TVET is considered as a 

solution to poverty reduction and economic development. Besides technical knowledge, social skills are needed 

to build harmonious societies. Consequently, TVET colleges should be rooted in their communities, serving the 

community and regional and national needs. In Australia (Clayton et al., 2013), employers recommended that 

employees keep current with industry trends by gaining knowledge of the latest techniques and processes. 
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In South Africa, TVET has become part of the overall educational system. TVET is associated with the training 

of post-school, pre-employed youths, with the potential to respond to the lifelong learning needs of the general 

populace. Therefore, the TVET system can be perceived as a path for continuing education and training for both 

the employed and non-employed people of society (Sayuti&Mujiarto, 2018). TVET Colleges offer different 

programmes concurrently, such as Adult and Basic Education and Training (ABET), National Certificate 

(Vocational) (NCV) and the National Accredited Technical Education Diploma (NATED), which is identified 

as Report 191 or N-Programme. The entry requirement to both programmes is a minimum of Grade 9, though a 

higher qualification stands a better advantage. These courses aim to equip students with the required skills set 

for sustainable employability to positively contribute to their community, company, personal life, and the 

nation. 

 

Various recent similar studies have been conducted. Mesuwini et al. (2020) studied the perceptions of 

engineering lecturers and graduates on employability skills: a case of a TVET college in KwaZulu-Natal, South 

Africa. The study revealed that TVET engineering graduates require technical and soft skills for sustainable 

employability. Similarly,  Kenayathulla et al. (2019) conducted a study on the gaps between competence and the 

importance of employability skills in Malaysia. The study results indicated that graduates had not been 

adequately trained to acquire the requisite skills needed by industry. A study by  Kintu et al. (2019) on 

employers' perceptions about the employability of TVET graduates in Uganda indicated that graduates do not 

possess all the skills required by industry. Laguador et al. (2020) studied engineering students' employability 

skills development needs and employers' feedback on their internship performance. The findings showed that 

engineering students in the Philippines have excellent internship performance evaluation ratings regarding 

attitude, personality, knowledge, and skills. Another study by Nugraha et al. (2020) on employability skills in 

TVET found that TVET graduates must have technical and soft skills. From these studies, it is conspicuous that 

there is a lacuna in literature on employers' perceptions of sustainable employability skills for TVET 

engineering graduates in Kwazulu-Natal, South Africa. That is the gap, which this study seeks to close. Hence, 

this is the unique contribution of this study to the extant literature. 

 

Following the introduction, the rest of the paper is organised as follows: Section 2 covers the rationale and 

purpose of the study, Section 3 literature review, and Section 4 focuses on the conceptual framework. Section 5 

covers the research methodology, while Section 6 presents the data analysis, interpretation and discussion. 

Conclusions and recommendations are discussed at the end of the paper.  

 

Rationale and Purpose of the Study 

The motivation to pursue this study arose from the mismatch between skills acquired by TVET graduates and 

those required by industry. A study conducted in Egypt (Daoud, 2012) revealed that employers require certain 

employability skills to match the labour market demand.Some recent studies highlighted the huge gap between 

the skills expected by employers and those provided by graduates employed directly from TVET colleges 

(Department of Higher Education and Training, 2014; Hennemann&Liefner, 2010; Legg-Jack, 2014; Osidipe, 

2017; Rasul et al., 2013). Furthermore, (Papier et al., 2012) employers were confused and unsure of the three 

years of NC(V), and training did not prepare TVET graduates adequately for a trade test in terms of the skills 

required. In simple terms, the TVET programmes are often not representative of the disciplines they prepare 

graduates. Therefore, employers doubt the credentials and specific competency levels of graduates from these 

programmes. The aim of closing the skills gap is yet to be realised locally and globally (Allais, 2012; Wallace, 

2009). Specifically, the TVET curricula meet neither the needs of TVET students nor those of employers 

because many graduates are not equipped for trade tests and hence fail them (Okumu&Bbaale, 2019). 

 In summary, it is apparent from the literature that a disjuncture exists between skills acquired and skills 

required. Furthermore, there is lack of mainstream literature on this problem in developing countries, especially 

in Africa(Needham &Papier, 2011). Apparently, less literature is found recording the employer views about the 

sustainable employability skills needed by TVET graduates.  Accordingly, the mismatch highlighted in the 

literature, and my own experience concerning the skills taught and skills needed undergirds this study.The study 

explores employers' perspectives on sustainable employability skills for Mechanical, Electrical and Civil 

engineering graduates. This study is significant as it contributes to the gap identified in the literature regarding 

industry employer voices on TVET graduates' sustainable employability skills. 

 

Literature Review 

 

Conceptualisation of Sustainable employability skills for TVET engineering graduates 

Skill is viewed as an individual's ability to perform a specific task. Pegg et al. (2012, p. 4); Yusoff et al. (2012) 

define employability as a set of achievements- skills, understandings, and personal attributes- that make 

graduates more likely to gain employment and be successful in their chosen occupations, which benefits 
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themselves, the workforce, the community and the economy". Personal attributes such as positive attitude, 

responsibility, initiative, hardworking and the ability to interact well with other employees are important for 

sustainable employability. Kornelakis and Petrakaki (2020) comment that graduates need knowledge, skills and 

attributes to support continued learning and career development. Therefore, the TVET education must impart 

relevant personal attributes, knowledge, skills and attributes to TVET students for sustainable employability in 

the industry.  

 

      Employability skills refer to critical skills necessary for acquiring, keeping, and performing well in a 

particular job (Shafie and Nayan (2010) cited in Kenayathulla et al. (2019)). These skills include, but are not 

limited to, managing resources, communication and interpersonal skills, teamwork, solving complex problems 

and acquiring and maintaining a job (Kenayathulla et al., 2019).  Sustainable employability skills for 

engineering graduates are social skills, knowledge in engineering, communication skills, information and 

technology skills, management skills, creativity and innovation, problem-solving and critical thinking (Nugraha 

et al., 2020). Yusoff et al. (2012) agree by defining engineering employability skills as the ability to perform 

engineering-related skills, knowledge, and personal attributes to gain employment, maintain employment, and 

succeed in the engineering field.  

 

The engineering employability skills refer to both technical and non-technical skills (Yusoff et al., 2012).  These 

skills enable an engineering graduate to get a job and become successful in the job. Kenayathulla et al. (2019) 

concede that soft skills such as human relations skills, communication skills and cognitive skills are key 

attributes that employers consider when reviewing prospective employees. Employers in the industry look for 

specific skills required from job applicants that match the skills required to perform a particular job. These skills 

are expected to be developed by a country's education system (Kenayathulla et al., 2019). 

 

The role of the TVET Sector in the South African economy 

The United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) aim to promote sustained, inclusive economic 

growth, full and productive employment, and decent work for all by 2030 (United  Nations  Educational  

Scientific and  Cultural  Organization (2015),  cited in Mgaiwa (2021). The United Nations have identified the 

provision of quality education as critical for realising all other goals (Mgaiwa, 2021). In the context of Africa, 

the African Union's agenda 2063's second goal focuses on creating a well-educated and skilled population 

underpinned by science, technology and innovation (African Union (2016) cited in Mgaiwa (2021, p. 6)). This 

illustrates that the African Union is committed to creating educated and skilled individuals for the benefit of 

Africa. 

 

South Africa's vision 2030 aims to achieve "full employment, decent work and sustainable livelihoods to 

improve living standards and ensure a dignified existence for all South Africans" (South African National 

Planning Commission, 2020, p. 90). Education is stated in the vision document as one of the preconditions for 

achieving vision 2030. The TVET is a component of the South African education system. Therefore, it plays an 

important role through imparting skills and knowledge and attitudes and skills required by industry. Having 

realised the importance of the TVET institutions, the government of South Africa intends to increase the 

participation rate in the sector. Approximately 3% of the 20-24year olds participate in the TVET sector (South 

African National Planning Commission, 2020). The envisaged participation rate of 25% would accommodate 

1.25 million students compared to the current 300 000 (South African National Planning Commission, 2020). 

This increases the number of individuals trained in the TVET institutions. Such individuals provide skilled 

labour important for industrial and economic development. In this context, the TVET sector plays a role in the 

realisation of South Africa's vision. 

 

While the private providers of TVET education may be demand-driven, the public education system is expected 

to respond to the skills development national agenda within a context of equity (Akoojee, 2008). TVET colleges 

have important roles in the education landscape of South Africa (Pillay, 2009). On the one hand, the TVET 

sector is well situated between compulsory general education and university education. On the other hand, 

TVET is an important link between schooling and the world of work.  

 

This study contributes to the TVET policy discourse by providing a platform for industry personnel voices in 

skilled personnel training. The TVET college sector is increasing access to education and training opportunities, 

thereby increasing levels of excellence and innovation (Mesuwini, 2015). Therefore, the White Paper for post-

school education and training (Department of Higher Education and Training, 2013b) envisages TVET in 

overcoming the challenges facing society. In the same vein,  TVET sector is viewed as providing "second-

chance" opportunities to early school-leavers, as well as other entry routes into tertiary education through 

"bridging" or undergraduate programmes(Fisher & Scott, 2011). Besides the significant role of TVET in 
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addressing the acute middle-level skills shortage (Sheppard & Sheppard, 2012), some authors (McGrath et al., 

2020; Powell, 2012; Walker et al., 2009) argue for a broader purpose for the South African TVET sector. They 

believe that TVET should go far beyond the economic domain and focus on human well-being, lifelong learning 

and supporting learning for multiple purposes. According to the policy on Post-school education and training 

(2013), the goals of TVET are to:  

• provide trained personnel in the applied sciences, technology and business, particularly at craft, 

advanced craft and technical levels;  

• provide the technical knowledge and vocational skills necessary for agricultural, commercial and 

economic development; and, 

• give training and impart the necessary skills to individuals who shall be self-reliant economically 

(Department of Higher Education and Training, 2013a). 

 

The mismatch between TVET engineering skills and industry needs 

There is a global concern that TVET graduates of developed and developing countries lack the skills required by 

the labourmarket(Ondieki et al., 2018; Van der Bijl, 2015). Though TVET Colleges remain relevant in current 

socio-economic order, they fall short of industry expectations. Some authors(Blom, 2016; Jacobs, 2005; 

Malale&Gomba, 2016) state that TVET colleges are often accused of separating theory and practice, leading to 

irrelevant programmes. In doing so, they fail to meet the needs and expectations of learners, the ever-changing 

economy, and societal demands. The lack of relevant training programmes often contributes to high 

unemployment levels, while poorly articulated TVET programmes and qualifications inhibit learner mobility 

across programmes and between higher education institutions (Mesuwini, 2015). This has been noticed often 

when NCV students fail to get recognition for university studies. 

 

The South African Institute for Distance Education (2006) and (Adams, 2019) posit that the shortage of suitably 

qualified TVET college lecturers continues to haunt the TVET sector, hence the need to urgently re-skill 

lecturers to support new programmes delivery. In response to the challenge, TVET college lecturers have been 

placed in industries to gain practical experience. Some authors acknowledge the challenges faced by the quality 

of programmes at TVET colleges, stating that the TVET College system is too small, ineffective, and of poor 

quality (Akoojee, 2016; Oviawe, 2020). Continuous quality improvement is needed while the TVET system 

expands. The quality, relevance and currency of programmes offerings need urgent review (Mesuwini, 2015). 

Growing the TVET sector without focusing on its quality is likely to be expensive and demoralising for young 

people and further stigmatising the TVET system. 

 

More fundamentally, there appears to be a lack of empowering framework for TVET colleges and industry to 

partner and work together. On the one hand, colleges seem to lack the capability and credibility to engage with 

industry on equal terms  (Mesuwini, 2015; Mesuwini et al., 2020). Employers are reluctant to work with TVET 

colleges and do not have faith in the college's ability to produce quality graduates, on the other hand. There is 

uncertainty about what the NC(V) produces and what output level is achieved (Gewer, 2010; Sibisi, 2019). 

According to Mesuwini et al. (2020), the consequent doubt at the implementation of NCV caused the industry to 

turn to other sources for skilled personnel, including taking Grade 12 school leavers for apprenticeship training. 

As a result, (Magnus et al., 2013; Terblanche&Bitzer, 2018), the vocationally oriented NC(V) programmes 

offered at colleges are not useful, work-focused or flexible, thus leading employers to reject the programmes 

offered. Further to that (Makole, 2010), there are fears on whether the NC(V) curriculum prepares learners 

adequately to enter their specific occupations or an introductory programme preparing learners to qualify for 

other occupational learning programmes. A study by Monteiro and Leite (2021) in Malaysia revealed the need 

for empowerment with digital skills to work, particularly during this COVID-19 pandemic. 

 

While there is some existing literature giving voice to some concerns from industry, higher education and 

academics, it appears that not much has been mentioned about TVET graduates to determine sustainable 

employability skills set. The research gathered the views of the employers. 

 

Theoretical framework 

South Africa strives towards a knowledge-based economy to achieve sustainable economic growth and global 

competitiveness (Ngepah et al., 2021; Vadra, 2017). Human capital is a critical component of the knowledge-

based economy. According to Wuttaphan (2017), the emergence of the knowledge-based economy has made 

organisations view knowledge, skills, and abilities as invaluable resources for attaining organisational 

effectiveness and competitiveness. This is supported by the resource-based view, which recognises the 

importance of industry skills, knowledge, and experience (Venter & Botha, 2019).  McConnell and Brue (2009, 

p. 85)note that "a more educated, better-trained person is capable of supplying a larger amount of useful, 

productive effort than one with less education and training." Hence, the human capital theory is appropriate for 
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this study. Human capital refers to "A collection of individual attributes, such as knowledge, skills, experience, 

training, abilities, talent, intelligence, and judgment" (Mgaiwa, 2021, p. 6). Mgaiwa (2021, p. 6) posits that, 

"The fundamental argument of the human capital theory is that education and training are investments that 

make people more productive." The theory views human resources as a source of value creation (Wuttaphan, 

2017). Citizens acquire the requisite industry knowledge, skills, attitudes and abilities through the relevant 

technical education and training. In the South African context, the TVET education and training imparts such 

important attributes required by industry.  Failure by the TVET sector to address the needs of the industry may 

be attributed to a mismatch between the industry needs and the knowledge and skills imparted by the TVET 

College sector.  

 

Methodology 

The study adopted a qualitative case study approach to explain employers' responses to skills sets required by 

TVET engineering graduates for sustainable employability. The research falls within the interpretivist research 

paradigm. Within this framework, the employers were regarded as social beings situated within a particular 

social background within which they work. The interpretive paradigm is concerned with understanding the 

world from the subjective experiences of individuals (Cohen et al., 2017; Kekeya, 2019). Data were 

gatheredfrom twelve Engineering graduate employers, four from each field of Mechanical, Electrical and Civil 

Engineering. 

 

The sample size selection is supported by ((Fugard& Potts, 2015), who suggested that 6–10 participants are 

recommended for qualitative study interviews and categorised such qualitative studies as small (Braun & 

Clarke, 2013). The study participants were conveniently and purposively selected to get insights into the 

sustainable employability skills of TVET engineering graduates. The convenience sampling method was chosen 

on the grounds of proximity and affordability. Purposive sampling allowed handpicking potential respondents to 

be included in the sample based on their possession of particular characteristics being sought (Cohen et al., 

2017; Cohen et al., 2011). Participants who were perceived to have relevant information were selected for the 

study. Semi-structured interviews were employed in collecting data from the research participants.  

 

The researcher obtained informed consent from respondents before collecting information from them. The 

process was planned to take place in the comfort of the respondents' space, giving room for respondents to 

decline or withdraw at any time. Strict anonymity and confidentialitywere maintained throughout the study. To 

ensure anonymity, employers were numbered from one (1) to twelve (12). Furthermore, the issue of informed 

consent was addressed before data collection from respondents (Mesuwini, 2015; Mesuwini et al., 2020). 

 

Data Analysis, Interpretation and Discussion 

The perceptions of engineering industry employers regarding skills needed by engineering graduates for 

sustainable employment were gathered from the semi-structured interviews. The employers represented the 

three fields of civil, electrical and mechanical engineering. The following personality traits were considered as 

essential in employees: - Being a self-starter; independent; friendly; well organised; quick learner; good 

judgment; creative; flexible and outcomes and goal-directed. The traits align with literature  (Kulkarni, 2016; 

Saravanan, 2009), who stressed employability skills as essential in the current global job market, saying they 

will undoubtedly help students develop their employability skills and efficiently execute their assigned duties in 

any work environment. 

 

Employer 1 echoed:  

 

 The basis must be properly laid so that they have an understanding of what career they enter 

into. A lot of school leavers want to become millwrights, electricians, boilermakers and fitters but 

they know nothing about what the trade entails. 

 

Employer 1 noted that some school leavers wanted to become millwrights, electricians, boilermakers and fitters, 

without knowing anything about the trade. It reflected the lack of career guidance or background knowledge 

about the trade. The following finding attests to career guidance issues: 

 

It seems those who come to college want to become electricians, and when it is full, you redirect 

them to other fields. This shows that they do not know what they want to become (Employer 11). 

 

It can be assumed that some graduates may have engaged in a trade (discipline) without getting adequate 

information about it. Employer 1 added: "A handful knows what they want because if one really wants to 

become an electrician, there is no need to go to civil because that is where space is available." This attests to 
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TVET College enrolment procedures when enrolling students for courses. Their primary aim seemed to fill 

available spaces rather than ensure that students enrolled for their preferred career choices. A civil engineering 

Employer 4 showed some displeasure with political pressure and said:  

 

Sometimes political pressure forces colleges to succumb to recruiting undeserving students into 

TVET colleges (Employer 4). 

 

The response suggested that the enrolment processes had some external influences where people who did not 

qualify were accepted into TVET training as instructed by senior political figures. In a few words, Employer 2 

said: 

 

Good knowledge of engineering drawing is required, production of quality work, conforming to 

standards, working within given time frames, and meeting delivery dates. In addition, experience 

is required, but the students do not have it (Employer 2). 

 

When students acquire skills to produce quality work as per standard specifications, they satisfy the human 

capital theory as they become more productive and skilful(Mgaiwa, 2021). Furthermore, (Mgaiwa, 2021) added 

that productive individuals would be more employable. Employer 5 further propounded that,  

 

A handful of students know what they want to do because if one really wants to become an 

electrician, there will be no need to go to civil engineering because that is where space is 

available (Employer 5). 

 

The findings align with the theory, which suggests that employability builds a character that catalyses 

employment chances in the industry. Employer 3 responded: 

 

Students bring papers, but they fail to cope with the work when it comes to production. It is 

difficult to facilitate training if someone lacks skills because everyone is there for production. A 

company trains people according to the needs of the company so that they can produce as 

required. Some companies use those graduates for sweeping and carrying things from place to 

place because they cannot afford the time to give proper training (Employer 3). 

 

Employer 3 reiterated that it was difficult to facilitate training if someone lacked skills because every aspect of 

the business was mainly for production and profit-making. It was further alleged that some companies used 

graduates for menial tasks because they could not afford the time to give proper training. In this view, the 

industry personnel perceived TVET graduates as mere helpers than trainees who needed to learn practical skills 

and eventually qualify as artisans. The findings resonate with (Lei & Yin, 2019), who evaluated the benefits and 

drawbacks of internships and revealed that students did menial work assignments and routine and boring tasks. 

Literature concurred that employers lacked time and training commitment (Lei & Yin, 2019). Even though 

sweeping formed part of safety protocols and housekeeping, it appeared from the findings that some graduates 

served more as cleaners at the expense of learning practical trade skills. Host companies suggested that their 

workload afforded them less time to guide and train students. Employer 7 reiterated, 

 

Some students have a very bad attitude. They do not take their training seriously. It also 

compromises company safety measures (Employer 7).  

 

Engineering industries perceived the need for specific skills from Civil, Electrical and Mechanical Engineering 

graduates for their sustainable employability. The theory highlighted the quality of skills, training and 

experience as important facets to develop employability skills (Mgaiwa, 2021). The employers showed 

versatility in their respective fields of expertise of mechanical, civil and electrical. However, Employer 7 echoed 

concerns over some attitudes displayed by graduates, which did not promote employability skills. The finding 

was in line with the literature, which said that most companies valued safety practices to minimise risk and 

hazards (Mora et al., 2018). Employer 10 reinforced issues around safety: 

 

Safety is the first important aspect taught so that they can work safely, think safely and have safety 

as a priority. Safety is indoctrinated into everyone in industry. It is a priority (Employer 10). 

 

Employer 10 reflected the importance of industry safety. The word “indoctrination” is intended to influence 

recipients to believe in what they were told without questioning the veracity or authenticity of the conveyed 

information (Ioana&Cracsner, 2016). However, in industry, there are reasons given for every safety decision 
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that is taken. For example, videos show accidents caused by negligence and failure to adhere to precautions, 

from where safety lessons are drawn.  

 

The identified skills included: good knowledge of engineering drawing; a proper background of the trade is 

required, which is N3 level with a minimum pass of 50% in Mathematics and Science and a relevant trade 

theory subject of a related field of study. Background of the trade theory subject would possibly be an added 

advantage giving a fundamental understanding of the trade. It appears that working within given time frames, 

meeting delivery dates, conforming to standards and safety precautions were perceived as important skills to 

work and think safely, showing quality workmanship. Employers commented on the curricula indicating that 

they were old and not in line with industry transformation. It was commented further that most TVET lecturers 

have not been in the industry. Therefore, understanding the concepts and teaching were different issues 

altogether (Mesuwini, 2015). 

 

The interview with employers revealed that their principal focus was on the skills related to the economic and 

social pillars of sustainable development (Pillay, 2009). They focused on imparting skills in line with their 

operations, and they valued time and safety precautions. Safety was highlighted as compulsory for everyone to 

follow the safety rules to the book. Generally, strictly following safety guidelines prevents or reduces workplace 

accidents, therefore reducing downtime and losses. 

 

Conclusion and Recommendations 

The study explored what skill sets were needed by Mechanical, Electrical and Civil Engineering graduates for 

sustainable employability as perceived by employers in the engineering industry. The industry employers 

attempted to address the mismatches by defining the required skills sets according to industry needs and 

equipping the graduates with life-long skills for self-sustenance. The findings indicated that skills, training, and 

experience are important aspects of developing employability skills. The study revealed that graduates were 

perceived to require sustainable employability skills, which were responsive to the prescripts of industry. It was 

recommended that the NATED curricula needed urgent revision in order to align with industry trends. A 

proposal was put forward to improve and increase technical schools so that those students who aspired to engage 

in trade skills would have a background of what the trade covered. In this regard, the career guidance process 

would be simpler since students would have a strong background in their programmes of choice. 

 

Since companies were exposed to having no time to train graduates due to their strict target deadlines 

adequately, a training centre in the company or partnership with a TVET College would ensure proper training 

for graduates as most training centres tend to mirror the skills expectations of graduates the industry. Some form 

of tax rebates to lure companies into skills development could incentivise the move. Further studies could focus 

on how companies could be lured to collaborate with TVET Colleges so that their training becomes a 

meaningful and empowering experience.Future research could also focus on the relevance of the TVET 

curriculum to industry needs. 
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