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Foreword 
 

This report forms part of a HEA-funded project (“Transferable Skills in Third-Level 

Modern Languages Curricula”) being jointly undertaken by the Careers Services in 

Dublin City University (DCU), Trinity College Dublin (TCD) and Waterford Institute of 

Technology (WIT).  The aim of the project is to identify the transferable skills that are 

important for undergraduate students to develop during their time in third-level education 

and to design ways of improving their awareness and acquisition of the skills identified 

by integrating these skills into undergraduate curricula.  The project will be piloted with 

modern language students, as the experience of Careers Services has shown that these 

students tend to be less confident on graduation about how they fit into the world of work 

compared to some of their more vocationally-oriented colleagues. 

 

The project is being directed by a Steering Committee, composed of the following 

members: 

 

Angela Collins, Careers Advisor, Careers Centre, WIT 

Helen Coskeran, Germanic Languages student, TCD 

Seán Gannon, Director, Careers Advisory Service, TCD 

Dr Maggie Gibbon, Senior Lecturer in Applied Languages, DCU 

Caroline Nash, Assistant Director, IBEC 

Muireann Ni Dhuigneáin, Careers & Appointments Officer, Careers Advisory Service, 

DCU 

Rhona Sherry, Project Officer, Careers Advisory Service, TCD 

Orlaith Tunney, Project Manager & Careers Advisor, Careers Advisory Service, TCD 

 

The project office is located in the Careers Advisory Service, East Chapel, Trinity 

College, Dublin 2 and can be contacted at 01-6083113 for further information.
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1. Executive Summary 

 

Objectives of Research 
The main objectives of this research were to: 

a) Identify the transferable skills that employers most value in the workplace; and  

b) Identify which skills employers are most satisfied with in terms of recent 

graduates’ workplace performance. 

 

Other objectives included: 

c) Ascertaining the importance of transferable skills to employers when recruiting 

graduates; and 

d) Determining the importance of fluency in a second language, as a skill, to 

employers. 

 

The research consisted of a postal survey of employers in Ireland who regularly recruit 

graduates of any discipline and also of employers in Ireland who have recruited general 

arts graduates (including modern language graduates) in the past three years. 

 

23 transferable skills were identified which may be considered important by employers in 

the workplace.  A full list of these skills is included in the questionnaire used (Appendix 

E). 



 

 5

Summary of Findings 
The main findings from this research are as follows: 

 During recruitment two very important factors are the applicants’ enthusiasm for 

the position and their personality. 

 

 A range of transferable skills are also very important during recruitment.  Work 

experience and academic record may be considered important to the extent that 

they contribute to the development of transferable skills. 

 

 Oral communication, team work, customer service, time management, written 

communication and the ability to cope with multiple tasks are particularly valued 

transferable skills. 

 

 Employers are very satisfied with the IT and numeracy skills of recent graduates. 

They are also satisfied with the highly valued skills of customer service, team 

work and oral communication. 

 

 Of the skills employers are less satisfied with, the most important are time 

management, written communication and the ability to cope with multiple tasks, 

and to a lesser extent, planning and presentation skills. 

 

 Fluency in a second language was not generally considered an important 

transferable skill. However, in so far as respondents had an opportunity to 

observe this skill, it was rated as relatively satisfactory. 

 

 The principal methods, in order of priority use, of assessing transferable skills 

during recruitment are: interview, CV, reference checks and psychometric 

testing. 

 

 Employers’ suggestions for improving the transferable skills of students include 

supervised work placements and the use of industry specific workshops / case 
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studies.  Dedicated transferable skills courses were also suggested and the value 

of group work and presentations in academic courses was affirmed. 
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3. Introduction 
 
Background to the project 
It has long been recognised that the role of third-level education is not simply to impart 

knowledge but to contribute to maintaining a competitive economy and also to play a 

valuable part in the holistic development of the person.  “…Education at all levels is 

central to economic, social and cultural well-being and a central part of self-development 

and personal empowerment.” (1)  Part of this development relates to the fostering of 

“transferable” or “generic” skills in individuals i.e. “skills developed in one situation 

which can be transferred to another situation”.    Examples of such skills are 

communication skills, planning skills, multi-tasking etc. – skills that are essential not just 

in learning or work situations, but in all areas of life.   

 

The term “transferable skills” is interchangeable with the terms “key skills”, “generic 

skills”, “core skills”, “soft skills” and so on.  The words that are used vary from 

institution to institution, but the meaning remains the same.  One definition describes key 

skills as being “… intimately bound up with notions of skill transfer; possession of these 

skills should enable individuals to perform more effectively in new, unfamiliar settings or 

contexts…essential to personal development, and therefore to the individual’s capacity to 

manage his or her own learning now and in the future.” (2)  In today’s knowledge-based 

society, people are expected to be more adaptable and more fluid in their transfer from 

one situation to another, be it from learning to work to leisure, and their personal skills 

play a huge role in their ability to handle these transitions with ease and confidence. 

 

Recent trends in graduate employment in Ireland indicate that “traditional” positions for 

graduates are becoming fewer and fewer in a more competitive and ever-changing 

employment market.  As a consequence, the range and variety of jobs and types of 

organisations into which graduates are now entering is becoming increasingly diverse.  

Organisational structures are flatter, the number of SMEs is growing and the idea of a 

“portfolio career” is no longer a new concept.  In addition, the numbers of graduates 

entering jobs that are directly related to their chosen discipline is falling.  In these 

instances graduates are expected to be able to perform efficiently on the job almost as 



 

 8

soon as they enter a position, utilising the many skills they have gained while in third-

level education.  In the words of Gordon Brown, “in the next millennium, graduates will 

change jobs more frequently and, even if they do not change jobs, their jobs will change.  

Hence the primary purpose of higher education is to lay the foundations of effective, 

lifelong learning in order to prepare students for their working lives.” (3) 

 

Research to date 
Much of the impetus to date for acknowledging the importance of transferable skills in 

third-level education, and for identifying what those skills should be, comes from the UK 

and further afield.  For example, the Dearing Report (1997) identified certain factors that 

“…institutions of higher education [should] begin immediately to develop, for each 

programme they offer a ‘programme specification’ which…gives the intended outcomes 

of the programme in terms of: 

-  the knowledge and understanding that a student will be expected to have on 

completion 

-  key skills: communication, numeracy, the use of information technology and 

learning how to learn 

-  cognitive skills, such as an understanding of methodologies or ability in 

critical analysis 

-  subject specific skills, such as laboratory skills…” (4) 

 

The Association of Graduate Recruiters in the UK (1995) highlighted adaptability as 

being the key to managing one’s career in today’s working environment and identified 

”self-reliance skills” as the skills that will be most essential to graduates in the future, 

including self-awareness, self-promotion, exploring and creating opportunities, action 

planning, networking, matching and decision-making, and negotiation. (5) 

 

A survey of Australian employers by AC Neilson (2000) indicated that the “greatest skill 

deficiencies among new graduates were perceived to be in the areas of: 

-  creativity and flair; 

-  oral business communications; and  
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-  problem solving.” (6) 

 

While some Higher Education institutions in Ireland have begun to identify particular 

skills and qualities that they wish their own graduates to develop during their time in 

third-level education, primary research in the area of the transferable skills in Ireland is 

limited.  Much of the evidence to date of employers’ requirements is anecdotal but the 

importance of transferable skills is starting to be recognised.  Dr. Roger Downer writing 

in the Irish Times recently stated, “…I am told frequently by employers that they are 

seeking good communication skills, ability to work in teams and capacity to use 

knowledge to solve problems”. (7)    

 

Many organisations have acknowledged the important relationship between a skilled 

workforce (in its broadest sense) and a vibrant, successful economy.  A Forfás report 

(1996) stated that “fundamental changes are occurring in the nature of skills 

requirements.  The key generalist skills required will include… 

-  Communication, presentation and reporting 

-  Foreign language competence 

-  Problem solving and synthesis 

-  Learning abilities and memory training 

-  Teaching 

-  Broad science and computer literacy…” (8) 

 

One of the recommendations from the Irish Report from the Joint Committee on Lifelong 

Learning, 2000, “Actions for a Learning Society”, was that “third level institutions should 

incorporate personal development as an important learning objective in third-level 

courses.  Individual institutions should conduct a review of current activity in this area 

and implement changes to course provision where deficiencies are identified.” (9) 

 

The findings presented in this report go some way towards producing more concrete 

evidence of what transferable skills Irish employers most value in the workplace and how 

satisfied they are with the skills of recent graduates.  The report also presents some 
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recommendations in light of its findings.  These findings will ultimately be combined 

with findings from research with the other stakeholder groups involved in the third-level 

education process (students, alumni and academic staff) in order to present a more 

comprehensive picture of how transferable skills fit in to the third-level education system 

in Ireland. 
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4. Research Methodology 
 

Questionnaire 
The questionnaire was developed through a series of pre-tests involving people working 

in graduate recruitment.  As well as basic company information such as that discussed in 

the next section, the questionnaire asked the respondent to rate a list of transferable skills 

on a) how important each was for a graduate working in their organisation and b) how 

satisfied they were with the skills proficiency of graduates they had recently employed.  

 

The other major section of the questionnaire asked the person to rate the importance of 

nine factors (such as academic record, enthusiasm and transferable skills) when recruiting 

graduates.  The remainder consisted of a small number of Likert statements about 

transferable skills, one question concerning the assessment of transferable skills during 

recruitment and two open ended questions covering the same basic material. 

 

Procedure 
The survey was administered using a modified version of Dillman’s (10, 11, 12) Total 

Design Method, a well established technique for the administration of postal surveys.  

Prior to the survey all companies in the sampling frame were contacted by telephone and 

asked to provide the name of someone directly involved in graduate recruitment. This 

person (where available) was asked to take part in the survey.  Upon agreement they were 

sent a letter which contained a copy of the questionnaire, a cover letter explaining the 

purpose and value of the research and a pre-paid return envelope.  As explained in the 

cover letter all return envelopes had identification numbers which were used to track non-

responses.  Those who had not responded ten days later were sent a postcard asking them 

to do so.  Finally, two weeks after this the remaining non-respondents were sent a letter 

which included a replacement questionnaire and return envelope. 
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The sample 
In total 178 companies were asked in take part in this survey of which 16 were 

subsequently removed for non-study relevant reasons.  Of the remaining companies 84 

responded, giving an overall response rate of 51.8%.  The original sampling frame was 

based on two groups:  

 

a) Employers who regularly hire graduates, regardless of discipline (N=56) - these 

were identified by the institutions’ Careers Services through Gradireland and 

personal knowledge;   

b) Employers who hired general arts graduates (including modern language 

graduates) in the last three years – these were taken from the First Destination 

Statistics for general arts and modern language graduates of the three institutions 

involved in this project (N=106).  

 

The response rate for the first group (64.29%) was substantially better than for the second 

(44.34%).  

 

Of the companies that took part in the survey the majority (66.2%) described themselves 

as being in one of three groups: Business/Finance/Insurance, Professional services or 

Other.  As can be seen from Table 1 (page 13) these three groups were of roughly equal 

size with the activities of the remaining companies being dispersed in much smaller 

numbers.  Most of the companies in the large ‘Other’ category were involved in tourism, 

retail, education or the arts.  This category also included organisations such as the army 

and a TV production company. 
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Table 1: Industrial sector of the companies who took part in the survey 

 

 

Most of the companies that responded to the survey were quite large.  Over 90% of them 

reported employing ten or more people in Ireland and just over half employed more than 

2501.  The majority of these companies were also large employers of graduates. As can be 

seen from Table 2 (page 14), all reported hiring at least one graduate in the last five years 

and over 40% reported recruiting more than 30. 

 

                                                 
1 More detailed information about the companies surveyed and further analysis of the results can be found 
in Appendix A. 

Agriculture 
1 

(1.2%) 

Business, financial or insurance 

services 

17 

(20.2%)

Manufacturing 
6 

(7.1%) 
Computing 

3 

(3.6%) 

Electricity, Gas or Water 

supply 

1 

(1.2%) 

Transport, storage or 

communications 

3 

(3.6%) 

Building and Construction 
1 

(1.2%) 
Non-market-Services 

11 

(13.1%)

Distribution 
2 

(2.4%) 
Professional Services 

14 

(16.7%)

Other 
25 

(29.8%)
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Table 2: Number of Irish graduates recruited in the last five years 

0 
1 

(1.2%) 
16-20 

7 

(8.4%) 

1-5 
14 

(16.9%) 
21-25 

6 

(7.2%) 

6-10 
13 

(15.7%) 
26-30 

3 

(3.6%) 

11-15 
6 

(7.2%) 
30 Plus 

33 

(39.8%) 

 

 

However, the companies were divided on whether or not they hired graduates specifically 

for their third-level education.  There was a cluster of about 45% of the companies who 

reported recruiting ten or less graduates on the basis of having a third-level education and 

then a cluster of just over 25% who hired 30 or more on this basis.  

 

 

 



 

 15

5. Results 
 

There were no significant differences (further details in Appendix B) between the general 

sample and the sample who specifically hired arts and modern language graduates in any 

of the variables measured in the study therefore the following results are based on an 

amalgamation of the two samples. 

 

What factors are important during graduate recruitment? 
The participants were asked to rate the importance of nine different factors when 

recruiting graduates.  There were statistically significant differences between the ratings 

for the nine factors [χ2(8)= 208.9,  p <.001] with transferable skills being rated the third 

most important after enthusiasm for the position and personality.  Put simply, this means 

that the respondents did discriminate between the nine factors.  Table 3 (below) gives the 

full list of factors arranged according to how important they were, with lower scores 

indicating higher levels of importance. 

 

Table 3: Average ratings of how important different factors are in recruitment 

 

MOST IMPORTANT 

Enthusiasm for position 1.18 

Personal qualities/Personality 1.36 

Transferable skills 1.63 

Potential for advancement 1.86 

Good academic record 1.99 

Relevant work experience 2.18 

Specialist subject knowledge 2.45 

Personal interests 2.50 

Any other work experience  2.50 

LEAST IMPORTANT 
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The factors can be considered as falling into three groups, with enthusiasm for position 

and personality being significantly higher than the rest but not statistically significantly 

different from each other.  Transferable skills, potential for advancement and good 

academic record are rated higher than the remaining factors but not rated very differently 

from each other.  Finally, relevant work experience is rated higher than the lowest group: 

specialist subject knowledge, personal interests and any other work experience. 

 

To get a clearer idea of the meaning of these findings we can compare them with some 

relevant percentages: 83.3% considered enthusiasm for the position ‘Very important’ and 

15.5% considered it to be ‘Important’.  69% of respondents considered personal qualities 

to be ‘Very important’ while 26.2% considered them to be ‘Important’.  45.2% 

considered Transferable skills to be ‘Very important’ while 47.6% considered them to be 

‘Important’.  For the least valued attribute, personal interests, 20.2% considered them to 

be ‘Very important’, 31% ‘Important’ while 17.9% considered them to be ‘Not too 

important’ or ‘Not at all important’. 

 

Employers were also asked about the personal qualities they thought it important for a 

graduate to possess in order to be effective in their organization, by means of an open-

ended question.  Their responses mirror quite closely those given above.  By far the most 

consistent response was enthusiasm and ambition.  Also frequently mentioned were 

interpersonal skills.  This may be the sense in which to understand the ‘personality’ 

option in Table 3 above.  The fact that ‘personal interests’ were so seldom chosen or 

referred to would support the conclusion that personality is to be better understood in the 

sense of interpersonal skills rather than any broader sense of character or individuality.  

 

The remaining qualities regularly discussed by employers in response to the open-ended 

question were team work, willingness to learn / being open to criticism, written (business) 

communication, oral communication, flexibility and confidence.  Some of these can be 

understood as specific transferable skills as can less frequently mentioned factors such as 

attention to detail, presentation skills, ability to listen, and awareness of personal and 
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organizational limitations.  There were also a few comments about personal presentation 

issues such as grooming and the writing of CV’s, cover letters and e-mails. 

 

So a fairly consistent picture emerges with enthusiasm and personal qualities being 

considered essential in graduates.  These are then followed by particular transferable 

skills which are consistently considered as more important than factors such as academic 

record, specialist knowledge and work experience.  Supporting this conclusion, it was 

also found that 86.4% (N=70) agreed or agreed strongly with the statement ‘Transferable 

skills are more important than specialist knowledge’.  Of the remaining 13.6% (N=11) 

who disagreed with it none of them selected the strongest option ‘Disagree strongly’.  

The reason for the poorer performance of factors such as academic record and work 

experience may be that they are more valued as a means for evaluating transferable skills.  

That is, academic record and work experience may only be considered important in so far 

as they reveal the transferable skills of students and are not intrinsically valued in and of 

themselves.  

 

 

 

The importance and proficiency of individual transferable skills 

There were significant differences on the ratings for the importance [χ2(22)=493.3, 

p<.001] and proficiency [χ2(22)=72.1, p<.001] of the individual transferable skills of 

recent graduates.  These significance levels indicate that, in terms of both importance and 

satisfaction, the respondents did discriminate between the 23 skills on the list. 

 

Table 4 (page 18) presents the list of skills arranged first in order of importance and then 

in order of how satisfied the respondents were with them.  These ratings are based on the 

5-point importance and satisfaction scales for each skill.  For ease of interpretation the 

original average scores have been replaced with z scores.  This means that on both 

dimensions the average rating for all skills is zero and positive values indicate above 

average performance while negative values below average.   
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Table 4: Ratings of transferable skills in order of importance and level of satisfaction 

 

IMPORTANCE SATISFACTION 

1. Oral communication 1.32 IT skills 2.66 

2. Team work 1.08 Numeracy 1.64 

3. Customer service 0.97 Oral communication 1.19 

4. Time management 0.89 Customer service 1.08 

5. Written communication 0.79 Team work 0.93 

6. Coping with multiple tasks 0.63 Information management 0.88 

7. Problem solving 0.61 Research skills 0.52 

8. Managing one's own learning 0.44 Analytical ability 0.32 

9. Planning 0.44 Problem solving -0.14 

10. Decision making 0.42 Managing one's own learning -0.24 

11. Presentation skills 0.40 Written communication -0.24 

12. IT skills 0.34 Decision making -0.34 

13. Numeracy 0.11 Presentation skills -0.44 

14. Information management 0.07 Coping with multiple tasks -0.49 

15. Analytical ability -0.27 Career management -0.54 

16. Critical thinking -0.34 Planning -0.60 

17. Project management -0.54 Networking -0.60 

18. Leadership -0.68 Critical thinking -0.70 

19. Research skills -0.72 Project management -0.75 

20. Career management -0.81 Fluency in a second language -0.80 

21. Networking -0.83 Time management -0.85 

22. Negotiation -0.93 Leadership -0.85 

23. Fluency in a second language -3.38 Negotiation -1.66 
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As can be seen the most highly valued transferable skills were oral communication, team 

work, customer service and time management.  The differences between these four skills 

are not statistically significant but oral communication is rated as significantly more 

important than coping with multiple tasks (Z=3.8, N=83, p=.03; Bonferroni (see page 29 

for further explanation)) and all the skills below it on the list.  Again these results can be 

seen to mirror the open ended question results which emphasised team work and written / 

oral communication. The importance of customer service here may relate to the 

importance of interpersonal skills highlighted above. 

 

The respondents were very satisfied2 with the two related skills of IT and numeracy.  

They also seem to be satisfied with two of the skills rated as most important: customer 

service and team work.  Oral communication was rated highly on the satisfactory list, but 

considering the huge importance attached to it complacency may be ill advised. 

 

The skills employers appear to be least satisfied with are negotiation, leadership, project 

management, critical thinking, networking, planning, career management, presentation 

and decision making.  Other skills on this list of particular interest are time management, 

coping with multiple tasks and written communication. These are particularly worthy of 

note as they are rated as high in importance by the respondents. 

 

Fluency in a second language is included in Table 4 but it is quite a different skill from 

the others in that some companies will have no knowledge of it or interest in it. This is 

reflected in the fact that when asked how satisfied they were with the second language 

skills of graduates, 37 (44%) of the respondents either replied that they had not observed 

them or left the question unanswered. In regard to the importance of fluency in a second 

language 17, (20.4%) rated it as important or very important. This may be considered a 

rough estimate of the number of companies who specifically recruit second language 

graduates. Over half of the respondents (57.5%) who had observed the second language 

skills of recent graduates reported that they were very satisfied or satisfied with them3.

                                                 
2  The meaning of the satisfaction ratings is discussed in more detail in Appendix C.   
3  For further analysis of fluency in a second language see Appendix D.  
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The assessment of transferable skills during recruitment 

Respondents were asked to indicate how they assessed transferable skills in their 

company.  As most companies use more than one method they were asked to rank the 

methods they used in order of importance.  Most companies (85%) use at least three 

methods but less (55%) use four methods and still less use five methods (31%).  For the 

sake of simplicity we will only consider their three top choices.  As can be seen from 

Table 6 the most popular first choice was interview, followed by CV and then 

psychometric testing. As a second choice, the two most popular choices were again 

interview and CV suggesting that most companies rely on one of these as their first 

choice and then use the other as their second.  After this, reference checks and 

psychometric testing are the most popular third choices. 

 

Table 5: How are transferable skills assessed during recruitment in your company? 

 First choice Second choice Third choice 

Interview 
52 

(62.7%) 

24 

(29.6%) 

4 

(5.6%) 

Group discussion 
2 

(2.4%) 

6 

(7.4%) 

3 

(4.2%) 

CV 
13 

(15.7%) 

29 

(35.8%) 

17 

(23.6%) 

Psychometric testing 
6 

(7.2%) 

4 

(4.9%) 

14 

(19.4%) 

Job simulation 
5 

(6.0%) 

3 

(3.7%) 

4 

(5.6%) 

Case study 
0 

(0%) 

4 

(4.9%) 

2 

(2.8%) 

Reference checks 
3 

(3.6%) 

10 

(12.3%) 

27 

(37.5%) 

Other 
2 

(2.4%) 

1 

(1.2%) 

1 

(1.4%) 
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The employers were divided in whether they believed that graduates were aware of their 

transferable skills during the recruitment process.  Most (53; 66.3%) tended to agree that 

they were, but a substantial 33.7% (N=27) believed that they were not. 

 

How should transferable skills be developed? 
When asked if transferable skills were better learnt on the job than in college most 

respondents agreed (66; 68.3%) but just over 30% disagreed (26; 31.7%).  In relation to 

this it is worth noting that the majority of these organizations (69.5%) do provide formal 

training opportunities for their employees to acquire transferable skills.  Most of these 

training opportunities consist of programmes of two kinds: industry specific programmes 

or programmes on general skills such as IT, project management, team building, 

presentation and business communication. 

 

When asked for suggestions for improving the transferable skills of graduates during their 

time in third-level education, the most consistent suggestion was the use of supervised 

work placements.  This is interesting in light of the low importance attached to work 

experience in Table 3 above.  This may suggest that employers are not interested in 

graduates with work experience per se, but in graduates who can demonstrate that they 

acquired interpersonal and transferable skills through their work experience. 

 

Other frequent suggestions included the use of industry specific workshops and case 

studies, dedicated transferable skills courses (examples given included deBono and 

Toastmasters) and encouraging general work experience.  In terms of existing teaching 

methods the value of group work and presentations was consistently emphasized.  

 

In contrast to this belief in learning and training however, 66.7% (N=46) of the 

respondents believed that personality determines a person’s ability to develop 

transferable skills.  
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6. Commentary on findings 
 

In general, the findings of this research appear to be a strong endorsement of the value of 

transferable skills to a graduate seeking employment in today’s work environment.  It 

also appears to indicate that employers are, on the whole, satisfied, or at least not very 

dissatisfied, with the performance of recent graduates in the workplace, in terms of their 

transferable skills.  However, it is important to take a closer look at the results before 

drawing any definitive conclusions. 

 

Satisfaction with graduates’ performance 
Anecdotal evidence does not fully support the finding that employers are relatively 

satisfied with graduates’ performance in terms of some of their transferable skills.  

However, in looking at the size of the respondents, a significant proportion appear to be 

larger organisations (just over half reported having over 250 employees) who recruit 

large numbers of graduates on a regular basis.  Organisations such as these tend to have 

more structured recruitment practices, indicating perhaps that they recruit earlier in the 

academic year, giving them a choice of graduates, targeting those who are more self-

aware and better prepared for the workplace.  In these cases, it may naturally lead to a 

higher level of satisfaction being reported than would otherwise be generally expected. 

 

However, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that there were a number of skills 

highlighted with which all responding employers have a lower level of satisfaction yet 

regard as particularly important – time management, coping with multiple tasks and 

written communication - and it is recommended that particular attention be paid to these 

skills in third-level education. 

 

The importance of transferable skills in the recruitment of graduates 
It appears to be an interesting finding that when recruiting graduates, employers value 

transferable skills third highest from a list of nine factors, valuing these skills more highly 

than academic record and relevant work experience.  This issue has been dealt with to 

some extent in the results section of this report but it is worth reiterating here.  It can be 
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argued that the reason for the poorer performance of factors such as academic record and 

work experience may be that they are more valued as a means for evaluating transferable 

skills.  That is, academic record and work experience may only be considered important 

in so far as they reveal the transferable skills of students and are not intrinsically valued 

in and of themselves.  In addition, one third of the organisations surveyed for this 

research were companies who state that they recruit graduates of any discipline.  Given 

that transferable skills were rated significantly higher than specialist knowledge at the 

recruitment stage, this statement is therefore supported by the findings of this research.   

 

Assessment of transferable skills during recruitment 
The findings here indicate that the primary methods used are interviews, CVs and 

psychometric testing.  However, it can be argued that transferable skills are difficult to 

formally assess using these methods, as assessment normally implies some sort of test or 

examination.  Therefore it would indicate simply that these are the top recruitment 

methods used by companies which can really only provide anecdotal or superficial 

evidence of a graduates’ level of transferable skills, apart from their written or oral 

communication skills. 

 

A summary of findings of this research has already been given on page 5 of this report.  

However, it is recommended that these findings be considered in light of some of the 

issues raised above.  A more wide-ranging study of employer perceptions would provide 

more conclusive evidence of the importance of and satisfaction with transferable skills 

(for example surveying a larger number of employers from a wider variety of industry 

sectors) but these findings go a significant way towards endorsing the value of 

encouraging the development of these skills in third-level students.
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7. Recommendations 
 

Based exclusively on the findings of this research the following are some 

recommendations for Careers Services and academic staff of third-level institutions. 

 

• Careers Services should continue to make students aware of how highly valued 

transferable skills are during the recruitment process and work, in conjunction with 

academic staff, to develop those skills that employers most value – oral 

communication, team work, customer service and time management.   

 

• In conjunction with academic staff, Careers Services should also identify ways of 

developing those skills which employers regard as important but with which they are 

least satisfied – time management, coping with multiple tasks and written 

communication. 

 

• The implementation of “soft skills” courses for students in third-level education was 

a recommendation made by many respondents.  Given the time constraints and 

workload that many students and academic staff are under, among many other 

factors, this may not be possible.  Instead it is recommended that the development of 

transferable skills take place through the natural teaching of academic courses, 

supplemented where necessary by guidelines and information on the skills involved. 

 

• Careers Services should continue to encourage all students to apply for vacancies 

which are advertised for graduates of any discipline, as the value of enthusiasm and 

transferable skills over specialist knowledge and relevant work experience has been 

borne out by the findings of this research. 

 

• Academic staff should incorporate more group work and presentation work as part of 

their course assessments.  Team work and presentation skills (communication) are 

highly valued by employers and presentation skills in particular are rated quite low in 
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terms of satisfaction levels.  This was also a recommendation made directly by many 

of the respondents.   

 

• Where possible, the benefit of work experience should be recognised as part of any 

academic programme, in particular for the value that it provides in terms of personal 

development and development of transferable skills in particular. 
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This appendix contains some of the tables which were used in the preparation of this 

report but which were considered too detailed to go in the actual text. The tables are 

given in the order in which they are used in the report. 

 

Methodology 

TABLE APPEND 1: Number of employees in Ireland 

 
 

FREQUENCY 

 

PERCENTAGE 

0-9 8 9.5 

10-49 16 19.0 

50-249 17 20.2 

250 Plus 43 51.2 

 

 

TABLE APPEND 2: No. of graduates hired because of their third-level education 

 
 

FREQUENCY 

 

PERCENTAGE 

0 10 12.5 

1-5 16 20.0 

6-10 13 16.3 

11-15 6 7.5 

16-20 6 7.5 

21-25 5 6.3 

26-30 2 2.5 

30 Plus 22 27.5 
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Results 

TABLE APPEND 3: ‘Transferable skills are more important than specialist knowledge’ 

 
 

FREQUENCY 

 

PERCENTAGE 

Agree Strongly 18 22.2 

Agree 52 64.2 

Disagree 11 13.6 

Disagree Strongly 0 0 

 

Note on analysis on page 17: The statistical significance of the differences between the 

mean importance and satisfaction scores were calculated using multiple Nonparametric 

Wilcoxon tests.  In order to control for the large number of comparisons being made the 

Bonferroni procedure was used.  This basically meant multiplying all the observed 

probabilities by the number (231) of possible comparisons that could be made.   

 

TABLE APPEND 4: Importance of communication skills in organization 

 MEAN 
Very 

Important
Important

Somewhat 

Important

Not too 

Important 

Not at all 

Important

Oral 
communication 1.19 68 

(81.9%) 
14 

(16.9%) 
1 

(1.2%) 
0 

(0%) 
0 

(0%) 

Written 
communication 1.46 51 

(61.4%) 
28 

(33.7%) 
2 

(2.4%) 
2 

(2.4%) 
0 

(0%) 

Presentation 
skills 1.66 42 

(50.6%) 
30 

(36.1%) 
9 

(10.8%) 
1 

(1.2%) 
1 

(1.2%) 

Fluency in a 
second 
language 

3.59 8 
(9.6%) 

9 
(10.8%) 

14 
(16.9%) 

30 
(36.1%) 

22 
(26.5%) 
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TABLE APPEND 5: Satisfaction with communication skills  

 MEAN Very 
Satisfied Satisfied Moderately 

Satisfied Dissatisfied Very 
Dissatisfied

Oral 
communication 2.21 10 

(12.8%) 
44 

(56.4%) 
22 

(28.2%) 
2 

(2.6%) 
0 

(0.0%) 

Written 
communication 2.49 4 

(5.1%) 
38 

(48.7%) 
30 

(38.5%) 
6 

(7.7%) 
0 

(0.0%) 

Presentation 
skills 2.53 7 

(9.2%) 
28 

(36.8%) 
35 

(46.1%) 
6 

(7.9%) 
0 

(0.0%) 

Fluency in a 
second 
language 

2.60 2 
(4.3%) 

25 
(53.2%) 

13 
(27.7%) 

4 
(8.5%) 

3 
(6.4%) 

 

 
 
 
 
 

TABLE APPEND 6: Importance of Self-management skills in your organisation 

 MEAN Very 
Important Important Somewhat 

Important
Not too 

Important 
Not at all 
Important

Time 
Management 1.41 53 

(63.9%) 
28 

(33.7%) 
1 

(1.2%) 
0 

(0.0%) 
1 

(1.2%) 

Coping with 
multiple 
tasks 

1.54 48 
(57.8%) 

28 
(33.7%) 

5 
(6.0%) 

1 
(1.2%) 

1 
(1.2%) 

Managing 
own learning 1.64 40 

(48.2%) 
33 

(39.8%) 
10 

(12.0%) 
40 

(48.2%) 
33 

(39.8%) 

Career 
management 2.28 11 

(13.4%) 
47 

(57.3%) 
15 

(18.3%) 
8 

(9.8%) 
1 

(1.2%) 
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TABLE APPEND 7: Satisfaction with Self-management skills of recent graduates 

 MEAN 
Very 

Satisfied
Satisfied

Moderately 

Satisfied 
Dissatisfied 

Very 

Dissatisfied

Time 

Management 2.61 5 
(6.3%) 

33 
(41.8%) 

29 
(36.7%) 

12 
(15.2%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Ability to 

cope with 

multiple 

tasks 

2.54 4 
(5.1%) 

34 
(43.6%) 

34 
(43.6%) 

6 
(7.7%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Ability to 

management 

one’s own 

learning 

2.49 5 
(6.6%) 

37 
(48.7%) 

27 
(35.5%) 

6 
(7.9%) 

1 
(1.3%) 

Career 

management 2.55 2 
(2.7%) 

39 
(52.7%) 

25 
(33.8%) 

6 
(8.1%) 

2 
(2.7%) 
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TABLE APPEND 8: Importance of Interpersonal skills in your organisation 

 MEAN 
Very 

Important
Important

Somewhat 

Important

Not too 

Important 

Not at all 

Important

Team work 1.31 64 
(77.1%) 

16 
(19.3%) 

1 
(1.2%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

2 
(2.4%) 

Customer 

Service 1.37 62 
(74.7%) 

14 
(16.9%) 

5 
(6.0%) 

1 
(1.2%) 

1 
(1.2%) 

Leadership 2.21 21 
(25.6%) 

35 
(42.7%) 

16 
(19.5%) 

8 
(9.8%) 

2 
(2.4%) 

Networking 2.29 21 
(25.3%) 

31 
(37.3%) 

20 
(24.1%) 

8 
(9.6%) 

3 
(3.6%) 

Negotiation  2.34 21 
(25.3%) 

30 
(36.1%) 

18 
(21.7%) 

11 
(13.3%) 

3 
(3.6%) 
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TABLE APPEND 9: Satisfaction with Interpersonal skills of recent graduates 

 MEAN 
Very 

Satisfied
Satisfied

Moderately 

Satisfied 
Dissatisfied 

Very 

Dissatisfied

Team work 2.26 8 
(10.4%) 

44 
(57.1%) 

22 
(28.6%) 

3 
(3.9%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Customer 

Service 2.23 12 
(15.6%) 

41 
(53.2%) 

20 
(26.0%) 

2 
(2.6%) 

2 
(2.6%) 

Leadership 2.61 2 
(2.9%) 

32 
(45.7%) 

28 
(40.0%) 

7 
(10.0%) 

1 
(1.4%) 

Networking 2.56 2 
(2.9%) 

34 
(50.0%) 

24 
(35.3%) 

8 
(11.8%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Negotiation  2.77 0 
(0.0%) 

27 
(40.9%) 

29 
(43.9%) 

8 
(12.1%) 

2 
(3.0%) 
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TABLE APPEND 10: Importance of Critical and Numerical abilities  

 MEAN 
Very 

Important
Important

Somewhat 

Important

Not too 

Important 

Not at all 

Important

Problem 

solving 1.55 46 
(55.4%) 

30 
(36.1%) 

5 
(6.0%) 

2 
(2.4%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Planning  1.64 39 
(46.4%) 

37 
(44.0%) 

7 
(8.3%) 

1 
(1.2%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Decision 

making 1.65 42 
(50.0%) 

31 
(36.9%) 

9 
(10.7%) 

2 
(2.4%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

IT skills 1.69 41 
(48.8%) 

33 
(39.3%) 

6 
(7.1%) 

3 
(3.6%) 

1 
(1.2%) 

Numeracy 1.81 32 
(38.6%) 

44 
(53.0%) 

1 
(1.2%) 

3 
(3.6%) 

3 
(3.6%) 

Information 

management 1.83 29 
(34.5%) 

43 
(51.2%) 

9 
(10.7%) 

3 
(3.6%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Analytical 

ability 2.00 28 
(33.7%) 

34 
(41.0%) 

15 
(18.1%) 

5 
(6.0%) 

1 
(1.2%) 

Critical 

thinking  2.04 23 
(27.7%) 

38 
(45.8%) 

19 
(22.9%) 

2 
(2.4%) 

1 
(1.2%) 

Project 

management 2.14 30 
(36.1%) 

26 
(31.3%) 

16 
(19.3%) 

7 
(8.4%) 

4 
(4.8%) 

Research 

Skills 2.23 23 
(27.4%) 

30 
(35.7%) 

23 
(27.4%) 

5 
(6.0%) 

3 
(3.6%) 
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TABLE APPEND 11: Satisfaction with Critical and Numerical abilities 

 MEAN 
Very 

Satisfied
Satisfied

Moderately 

Satisfied 
Dissatisfied 

Very 

Dissatisfied

Problem 

solving 2.47 5 
(6.6%) 

38 
(50.0%) 

23 
(30.3%) 

10 
(13.2%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Planning  2.56 3 
(3.9%) 

35 
(45.5%) 

33 
(42.9%) 

5 
(6.5%) 

1 
(1.3%) 

Decision 

making 2.51 5 
(6.5%) 

32 
(41.6%) 

36 
(46.8%) 

4 
(5.2%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

IT skills 1.92 25 
(31.6%) 

40 
(50.6%) 

10 
(12.7%) 

3 
(3.8%) 

1 
(1.3%) 

Numeracy 2.12 12 
(16.2%) 

48 
(64.9%) 

9 
(12.2%) 

3 
(4.1%) 

2 
(2.7%) 

Information 

management 2.27 7 
(9.1%) 

46 
(59.7%) 

20 
(26.0%) 

4 
(5.2%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Analytical 

ability 2.38 4 
(5.3%) 

43 
(56.6%) 

25 
(32.9%) 

4 
(5.3%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Critical 

thinking  2.58 3 
(4.1%) 

34 
(45.9%) 

28 
(37.8%) 

9 
(12.2%) 

0 
(0.0%) 

Project 

management 2.59 1 
(1.4%) 

33 
(47.8%) 

30 
(43.5%) 

3 
(4.3%) 

2 
(2.9%) 

Research 

Skills 2.34 8 
(10.8%) 

38 
(51.4%) 

23 
(31.1%) 

5 
(6.8%) 

0 
(0.0%) 
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TABLE APPEND 12: ‘At recruitment graduates are aware of their transferable skills’ 

 
 

FREQUENCY 

 

PERCENTAGE 

Agree Strongly 6 7.5 

Agree 47 58.8 

Disagree 25 31.3 

Disagree Strongly 2 2.5 

 

 

TABLE APPEND 13: ‘Transferable skills are better learnt on the job than in college’ 

 
 

FREQUENCY 

 

PERCENTAGE 

Agree Strongly 14 17.1 

Agree 42 51.2 

Disagree 21 25.6 

Disagree Strongly 5 6.1 

 

 

TABLE APPEND 14: ‘Personality determines the ability to develop transferable skills’ 

 
 

FREQUENCY 

 

PERCENTAGE 

Agree Strongly 10 12.3 

Agree 36 44.4 

Disagree 30 37.0 

Disagree Strongly 5 6.2 
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Comparing the two samples 
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The only significant differences between the two samples of employers were in regard to 

the size of the companies involved. As can be seen from Tables Append 15 and 16 there 

were two consistent significant differences: the arts and modern language group tend to 

be smaller [χ2(2)=18.8,  p <.001] and hire less graduates [χ2(3)=11.6,  p <.01].  

 
TABLE APPEND 15: Number of employees worldwide 

 
 

General Arts & 
Languages TOTAL 

0-49 5 
(13.9%) 

19 
(40.4%) 

24 
(28.9%) 

50-249 3 
(8.3%) 

14 
(29.8%) 

17 
(20.5%) 

250+ 28 
(77.8%) 

14 
(29.8%) 

42 
(50.6%) 

 
Total 

36 
(100.0%)

47 
(100.0%) 

83 
(100.0%) 

  
TABLE APPEND 16: Number of Irish graduates hired in the last five years 

 
General Arts & 

Languages TOTAL 

0-5 1 
(2.8%) 

14 
(30.4%) 

15 
(18.3%) 

6-15 8 
(22.2%) 

11 
(23.9%) 

19 
(23.2%) 

16-25 8 
(22.2%) 

5 
(10.9%) 

13 
(15.9%) 

26+ 19 
(52.8%) 

16 
(34.8%) 

35 
(42.7%) 

 
Total 

36 
(100.0%)

46 
(100.0%) 

82 
(100.0%) 

 

There are no significant differences in the number of graduates hired on the basis of 

specialist knowledge. 
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As can be seen from Table Append 17 there were few differences in the factors 

considered important during recruitment by the two samples. 

 
TABLE APPEND 17: Ratings of how important different factors are in recruitment 

 General Sample Arts & Languages Average 

Good academic record 
(Most important) 1.97 1.98 1.98 

Specialist subject knowledge 2.50 2.43 2.46 

Relevant work experience 2.47 1.98 2.19 

Any other work experience 2.56 2.47 2.51 

Personal qualities/personality 1.33 1.38 1.36 

Transferable skills 1.75 1.55 1.64 

Potential for advancement 1.69 2.00 1.87 

Enthusiasm for position 1.19 1.17 1.18 
Personal interests 
(Least important) 2.50 2.47 2.48 

 
On the basis of Levene’s test the variances in all of the variables was the same in both 

groups suggesting that the two groups were very similar. As can be seen in Table Append 

18 t-tests confirm that the means were also not significantly different. 
 
 

TABLE APPEND 18: Significance levels for the differences between the two samples  

 
 
 
 

Independent Samples Test

-.034 81 .973
.342 81 .734

2.469 81 .016
.449 81 .654

-.387 81 .699
1.364 81 .176

-1.838 81 .070
.261 81 .795
.133 81 .894

Good academic record
Specialist subject knowledge
Relevant work experience
Any other work experience
Personal qualities/personality
Transferable skills
Potential for advancement
Enthusiasm for position
Personal interests

t df
Two-tailed
probability

t-test for Equality of Means
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Although one of these t-tests (relevant work experience) does suggest that there was a 

significant difference given the number of variables that were compared it would be 

unwise to assume it was not simply due to chance.  

 
There were also no significant differences between the two groups on any of the four 

Likert statements that were included in the questionnaire.  

 
TABLE APPEND 19: Means for the two samples on Likert statements 

 General 

Sample 

Arts & 

Languages 
Average

“Transferable skills are 
more important than 
specialist knowledge” 

1.88 1.91 1.90 

“Transferable skills are 
better learnt on the job 
than in college” 

2.40 2.09 2.22 

“At recruitment graduates 
are aware of their 
transferable skills” 

2.15 2.38 2.28 

“Personality determines 
ability to develop 
transferable skills” 

2.51 2.27 2.38 

 
Levene’s and t-tests indicate that there were no significant differences between the two 
samples in either variance or mean for each of these statements. 
 
TABLE APPEND 20 gives the breakdown for the importance ratings for the 23 

individual transferable skills examined in the questionnaire. In some cases (career 

management, leadership, analytical ability) the differences are approaching significance 

but again given the large number of comparisons being made, no confidence could be 

placed in the differences being non-random. 

 
TABLE APPEND 21 gives a similar table for the satisfaction ratings for the 23 individual 

transferable skills. In this case the most remarkable feature is the almost uniform ratings 

for both groups. None of the differences are close to significance. 
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TABLE APPEND 20: Importance of individual skills in both samples 

 
 General Sample Arts & 

Languages 

Average 

Presentation Skills 1.83 1.52 1.66 
Written Communication 1.56 1.39 1.46 
Oral Communication 1.17 1.22 1.20 
Fluency In A Second 
Language 3.81 3.39 3.57 

Career Management 2.03 2.49 2.28 
Managing one's own 
learning 1.53 1.74 1.65 

Coping With Multiple 
Tasks 1.39 1.67 1.55 

Time Management 1.25 1.54 1.41 
Team Work 1.19 1.41 1.32 
Leadership 1.89 2.47 2.21 
Negotiation 2.22 2.43 2.34 
Customer Service 1.28 1.46 1.38 
Networking 2.17 2.37 2.28 
Problem Solving 1.39 1.70 1.56 
Analytical Ability 1.72 2.24 2.01 
Planning 1.53 1.72 1.64 
Project Management 2.06 2.22 2.15 
Decision Making 1.58 1.72 1.66 
Information 
Management 1.89 1.81 1.84 

Critical Thinking 1.83 2.20 2.04 
Research Skills 2.19 2.23 2.22 
IT Skills 1.78 1.62 1.69 
Numeracy 1.58 2.00 1.82 



 

 42

TABLE APPEND 21: Satisfaction with individual skills in both samples 

 
 General Sample Arts & 

Languages 

Average 

Presentation Skills 2.38 2.65 2.53 

Written Communication 2.47 2.49 2.48 

Oral Communication 2.12 2.30 2.22 

Fluency In A Second 
Language 2.56 2.62 2.60 

Career Management 2.36 2.72 2.56 

Managing one's own 
learning 2.33 2.57 2.47 

Coping With Multiple 
Tasks 2.41 2.65 2.55 

Time Management 2.50 2.70 2.62 

Team Work 2.18 2.31 2.25 

Leadership 2.48 2.71 2.61 

Negotiation 2.83 2.73 2.77 

Customer Service 2.21 2.26 2.24 

Networking 2.48 2.62 2.56 

Problem Solving 2.37 2.56 2.47 

Analytical Ability 2.21 2.52 2.39 

Planning 2.53 2.58 2.56 

Project Management 2.57 2.63 2.60 

Decision Making 2.67 2.40 2.51 

Information Management 2.15 2.40 2.29 

Critical Thinking 2.55 2.63 2.59 

Research Skills 2.16 2.48 2.34 

IT Skills 1.79 2.02 1.92 

Numeracy 2.03 2.20 2.12 
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APPENDIX C 

A closer look at the satisfaction ratings 
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Table Append 22 below gives percentage breakdowns for a selection of the most 

satisfactory and least satisfactory skills as well as the important skills of time 

management, coping with multiple tasks and written communication. 

 

TABLE APPEND 22: Satisfaction with transferable skills of recent graduates 

 

 
Very 

Satisfied 
Satisfied 

Moderately 

Satisfied 
Dissatisfied 

Very 

Dissatisfied

IT skills 
25 

(31.6%) 

40 

(50.6%) 

10 

(12.7%) 

3 

(3.8%) 

1 

(1.3%) 

Numeracy 
12 

(16.2%) 

48 

(64.9%) 

9 

(12.2%) 

3 

(4.1%) 

2 

(2.7%) 

Written 

communication 

4 

(5.1%) 

38 

(48.7%) 

30 

(38.5%) 

6 

(7.7%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

Coping with 

multiple tasks 

4 

(5.1%) 

34 

(43.6%) 

34 

(43.6%) 

6 

(7.7%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

Time 

management 

5 

(6.3%) 

33 

(41.8%) 

29 

(36.7%) 

12 

(15.2%) 

0 

(0.0%) 

Negotiation 
0 

(0%) 

27 

(40.9%) 

29 

(43.9%) 

8 

(12.1%) 

2 

(3.0%) 

 

The first thing to notice is that although levels of satisfaction are quite high throughout, 

the rating ‘Very satisfied’ is used infrequently.  For the highest rated - IT skills - 31.6% 

report themselves ‘Very satisfied’.  However, even for the skills which employers are 

least satisfied with such as negotiation, their response is more often one of ‘Moderately 

satisfied’ rather than ‘Dissatisfied’ or the practically never used ‘Very Dissatisfied’.  

Therefore we appear to have a scale which goes from ‘Very satisfied’ to ‘Moderately 

satisfied’.   

 

It can be difficult to put a precise meaning on respondent’s unwillingness to use the 

category ‘Very dissatisfied’.  It may mean that respondents are at worst moderately 
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satisfied with the transferable skills of graduates.  However a number of alternative 

explanations are possible.  For example there may be a social desirability bias by which 

respondents are reluctant to report to third level institutions that they are very dissatisfied 

with their graduates.  There may also be a measurement issue.  Opportunities to pilot the 

questionnaire were limited and there may be problems with the response category ‘Very 

satisfied’. It may be too extreme to apply to the situation given and a milder alternative 

may have been more appropriate to produce the desired discrimination.  Resolving such 

issues with finality can be difficult and time consuming.  For the moment the best course 

of action may be to note again that the respondents did significantly discriminate between 

their level of satisfaction with the 23 skills and then simply treat the scale as a self 

referencing measure with lower values indicating less satisfaction.  Hence the use of z-

scores in Table 4 of the report. 
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 APPENDIX D 

Fluency in a second language 
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It was possible to identify a subset of employers who were known to have specifically 

hired modern language graduates.  This number of respondents from this sample was 

quite small (N=26) so the power to generalise is limited.  However it was decided to 

focus on this group in order to clarify to what extent the unusual findings in relation to 

fluency in a second language were due to the fact that the employers being asked did not 

recruit language graduates.   

 

However as can be seen from TABLE APPEND 23 (page 48) the rated importance for 

fluency in a second language is still remarkably low among this small group.  The ratings 

for satisfaction were higher than for the whole sample but still slightly below average 

compared to the other skills.  As with the whole sample the conclusion would seem to be 

that fluency in a second language is not rated as very important and where it has been 

assessed there are modest levels of satisfaction with proficiency. 

 



 

 48

TABLE APPEND 23: Language employer ratings of transferable skills 

 

IMPORTANCE SATISFACTION 

1. Oral communication 1.35 IT skills                                          2.71 

2. Team work 1.28 Numeracy                                           1.98 

3. Customer service 1.28 Team work                                          0.93 

4. Written communication 1.18 Written communication                              0.79 

5. Time management 0.9 Oral communication                                 0.79 

6. IT skills 0.8 Research skills                                    0.61 

7. Planning 0.7 Customer service                                   0.52 

8. Presentation skills 0.63 Decision making                                    0.38 

9. Problem solving 0.54 Information management                             0.2 

10. Coping with multiple tasks 0.44 Analytical ability                                 -0.03 

11. Decision making 0.15 Planning                                           -0.21 

12. Managing one's own learning 0.08 Project management                                 -0.3 

13. Information management 0.08 Negotiation                                        -0.35 

14. Numeracy -0.4 Fluency in a second language                       -0.39 

15. Research skills -0.56 Career management                                  -0.44 

16. Negotiation -0.66 Coping with multiple tasks                         -0.48 

17. Analytical ability -0.66 Networking                                         -0.53 

18. Career management -0.78 Managing one's own learning                        -0.67 

19. Critical thinking -0.78 Problem solving                                    -0.85 

20. Project management -0.78 Presentation skills                                -1.08 

21. Networking -0.95 Time management                                    -1.12 

22. Leadership -1.16 Critical thinking                                  -1.21 

23. Fluency in a second language -2.69 Leadership                                         -1.26 
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APPENDIX E 

Employer questionnaire 

 

 



What “transferable” skills do 
employers look for in third-level 
graduates? 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Careers Advisory Service, 
East Chapel, 
Trinity College, 
Dublin 2. 
Ph: 01-6083113 

Here are some definitions of terms used in this questionnaire: 
 
 
 
 
Transferable skills: 
These are also known as “soft”, “generic”, “non-technical”, “core”, “key” skills or 
“competencies”. If you unfamiliar with any of these terms then answering Question 
One, Section A should give you a clear idea of what is meant. 
 
 
Graduate: 
This refers to a person who has graduated from a higher education institution in 
Ireland with an undergraduate degree.  For the purposes of this survey it does not 
include those with diplomas, certificates or postgraduate degrees. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Please tick [ ] where appropriate… 

University of Dublin
Trinity College 

 
 
The aim of this survey is to identify the 
“transferable” skills which employers consider 
important for graduates entering the workplace.   
 
 
Please answer all the questions.  If you wish to 
comment on any question, or qualify your 
answers, please feel free to use the space in the 
margins.  Your comments will be read and taken 
into account. 
 
 
Thank you very much for your help. 
  



Section A – Transferable Skills 
 
Q1. Below is a grouped list of transferable skills. We would like you to rate each 
skill under two headings as follows: (Please tick one box [ ] in each column.) 
a) How important you think it is for a graduate working in your organisation to 
possess the skill.  
b) How satisfied you are with the level of the skill among the graduates who have 
recently been employed by your organisation. 
       
A.  COMMUNICATION SKILLS 
 

Presentation Skills 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Written Communication 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Oral Communication (formal & informal) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fluency in a Second Language 
 
 
 
 
 

B.  PERSONAL DEVELOPMENT SKILLS 
Career Management 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Managing one’s own learning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Managing multiple tasks 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Time Management 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
C.  INTERPERSONAL SKILLS 

Team Work 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:       With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:       With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe

In your organisation:       With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 

    [    ] No opportunity to observe

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 

    [    ] No opportunity to observe



Leadership 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Negotiation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Customer Service 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Networking 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
D.  WORK MANAGEMENT SKILLS 
 

Problem solving 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Analytical Ability 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Planning 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Project Management 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Decision Making 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Information Management 
 

 
 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [    ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
              [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [    ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
              [    ] No opportunity to observe

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [    ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
              [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [ ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
               [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [    ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
              [    ] No opportunity to observe 



Critical Thinking 
 

  
          
 
 
 
 

 
 

Research Skills 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
E.  IT AND NUMERACY SKILLS 

 
Basic IT Skills 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Numeracy 

Q2. With reference to transferable skills specifically, how do you assess a 
graduate’s possession of such skills during recruitment?   Please rank as 
many methods as you use in order of importance with 1 being the most 
important: 
 

______ Interview  
______  Group Discussion 
______ Curriculum vitae    
______  Psychometric testing  
______  Job simulation   
______  Case Study  
______  Reference checks   
______ None  
______ Other (please specify) _____________________________________ 

     

Q3. Please indicate the extent to which you agree / disagree with the 
following statements.  Please tick [ ] as appropriate. 
 
In your work environment transferable skills are more important in a graduate than 
specialist knowledge. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Transferable skills are better learned on-the-job than in an academic environment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

At the recruitment stage, graduates illustrate their awareness of transferable skills 
developed during their time in third-level education. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A person’s personality determines their ability to develop transferable skills. 
 
 
 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [    ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
              [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [    ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
              [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [    ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
              [    ] No opportunity to observe 

In your organisation:         With recent graduates: 
 [ ] Very important         [    ] Very satisfied 
 [ ] Important           [    ] Satisfied 
 [ ] Somewhat important       [    ] Moderately Satisfied 
 [ ] Not too important        [    ] Dissatisfied   
 [    ] Not at all important        [    ] Very dissatisfied 
              [    ] No opportunity to observe 

 [ ] Agree strongly   
 [ ] Agree   
 [ ] Disagree  
 [ ] Disagree strongly 

[ ] No opinion

 [ ] Agree strongly   
 [ ] Agree   
 [ ] Disagree  
 [ ] Disagree strongly 

[ ] No opinion

 [ ] Agree strongly   
 [ ] Agree   
 [ ] Disagree  
 [ ] Disagree strongly 

[ ] No opinion

 [ ] Agree strongly   
 [ ] Agree   
 [ ] Disagree  
 [ ] Disagree strongly 

[ ] No opinion



Q4. How would you rate the importance of each of the following when 
recruiting graduates?  Please tick [ ] where appropriate. 
    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Q5.  Does your organisation provide formal training opportunities for   
graduates to develop transferable skills? 
 

    [     ] Yes      [     ] No 
    
 

If YES, what training topics are covered?  
  
 ___________________________________________________________ 
 
 ___________________________________________________________ 
   
 ___________________________________________________________ 
 
 ___________________________________________________________  
 
 
 
Q6.  What personal qualities or attitudes do you see as being important for a 
graduate to possess in order to be effective in your organisation? 
  ___________________________________________________________ 
 
 ___________________________________________________________ 
   
 ___________________________________________________________ 
 
 ___________________________________________________________  
 
 
 
Q7.  What methods could you suggest be used to help students increase 

their awareness and acquisition of transferable skills during their time 
in third level education?  

  ___________________________________________________________ 
 
 ___________________________________________________________ 
   
 ___________________________________________________________ 
 
 ___________________________________________________________  
 
 
 
 

Good academic record 
 
[ ] Very important  
[ ] Important  
[ ] Somewhat important  
[ ] Not too important  
[ ] Not at all important 

Specialist subject knowledge
 
[ ] Very important  
[ ] Important  
[ ] Somewhat important  
[ ] Not too important  
[ ] Not at all important

Relevant work experience 
 
[ ] Very important  
[ ] Important  
[ ] Somewhat important  
[ ] Not too important  
[ ] Not at all important 

Any other work experience
 
[ ] Very important  
[ ] Important  
[ ] Somewhat important 
[ ] Not too important  
[ ] Not at all important

Personal qualities/personality 
 
[ ] Very important  
[ ] Important  
[ ] Somewhat important  
[ ] Not too important  
[ ] Not at all important 

Transferable skills
 

[ ] Very important  
[ ] Important  
[ ] Somewhat important  
[ ] Not too important  
[ ] Not at all important 

Potential for advancement 
 
[ ] Very important  
[ ] Important  
[ ] Somewhat important  
[ ] Not too important  
[ ] Not at all important 

Enthusiasm for position
 
[ ] Very important  
[ ] Important  
[ ] Somewhat important  
[ ] Not too important  
[ ] Not at all important

Personal interests 
 

[ ] Very important  
[ ] Important  
[ ] Somewhat important  
[ ] Not too important  
[ ] Not at all important 

Other (please specify)… 
 



Section B – Organisation Details 
 
Q1. In which of the following industry sectors does your organisation 
operate? 
 
 [   ]  Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing      

[   ]  Manufacturing        
 [   ]  Electricity, Gas or Water Supply      
 [   ]  Building and Construction       
 [   ]  Distribution 
 [   ]  Business, Financial or Insurance Services   
 [   ]  Computing, IT     
 [   ]  Transport, Storage or Communications     
 [   ]  Non-market Services (eg: Public Admin, Education, Health) 
 [   ]  Professional Services      
 [   ]  Personal or Recreational Services      
   Other  (please specify) _________________________________     
  
Q2. How many employees does your organisation have in Ireland? 
 
   [   ]  0-9      [   ]  10-49  
   [   ]  50-249     [   ]  250 plus  
 
Q3. Approximately how many graduates from Irish third-level institutions has 
your organisation recruited and employed over the past 3 years?  
 
  [   ]  0      [   ]  1-5     
  [   ]  6-10     [   ]  11-15   
  [   ]  16-20     [   ]  21-25  
  [   ]  26-30     [   ]  30 plus 
 
Q4. Of those graduates recruited in the past 3 years, how many were 
employed specifically for their third-level education? 
 
  [   ]  0      [   ]  1-5     
  [   ]  6-10     [   ]  11-15   
  [   ]  16-20     [   ]  21-25  
  [   ]  26-30     [   ]  30 plus 

 

 
 
  
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THANK YOU FOR TAKING THE TIME TO COMPLETE THIS 
QUESTIONNAIRE.  YOUR CONTRIBUTION TO THIS WORK IS 

GREATLY APPRECIATED. 
 

IF YOU WISH TO RECEIVE A COPY OF THE RESULTS OF THIS 
SURVEY WHEN THEY BECOME AVAILABLE PLEASE TICK HERE: 

 
                   

If you would you be willing to participate in a follow-up interview if issues  
arising from this survey need to be clarified, please fill out the information below:
 
 Name & Position: ____________________________________________ 
 
 Organisation: _____________________________________________ 
 
 Phone No:  _____________________________________________ 
 
 E-mail:   _____________________________________________ 

We would be very eager to hear any additional comments you 
might have:  
 


