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Abstract 

Educational credentials play an important role in the job attainment process. To employers, 

academic credentials signal that a prospective employee has acquired certain competencies 

that certify readiness for the workplace. As grantors of educational credentials, higher 

education institutions (HEIs) are entrusted with the important duty of preparing graduates to 

enter the workforce. In order to better understand what employers need from HEIs in terms of 

preparing recent graduates for the workforce and the degree to which employers currently 

view the performance of HEIs in terms of preparing graduates to meet these needs, a review 

of the literature concerning employers’ perceptions of HEI performance was conducted for 

the current study. Sources were reviewed and analyzed for reoccurring ideas or themes in the 

literature. Three themes emerged from the review: (a) the need for work-related skills, (b) the 

need for internships, and (c) skepticism toward for-profit higher education (FPHE) graduates. 

Suggestions for future research are offered based on the emergent themes. This study is 

beneficial to prospective college students, college administrators, employers, and higher 

education professionals and scholars.  

Keywords: For-Profit Higher Education, Non-Traditional Students, Employers, Business 

Skills 

1. Introduction 

Educational credentials play an important role in the job search process. To employers, 

academic credentials signal that a prospective employee has acquired certain knowledge sets 

or competencies that certify readiness for the workplace (Brown, 2001). As grantors of 
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educational credentials, higher education institutions (HEIs) are entrusted with the important 

duty of preparing graduates to enter the workforce. Employers must assess the value of the 

educational credentials held by prospective employees. Employers may determine the value 

of one’s educational credentials based on several variables such as specific institutional 

reputation or the overall reputation of a specific educational sector (e.g., the for-profit higher 

education sector). There are significant differences between how well-suited graduates are for 

workplace success based on their held skill sets according to employers (Busteed & Seymour, 

2015). For this reason, some institutions are beginning to list acquired skill sets on college 

diplomas (Blumenstyk, 2015). Employers play a crucial role in determining the returns of 

formal education which necessitates an investigation of the role higher education plays in 

meeting employers’ needs. The literature on the role HEIs play in meeting employers’ needs 

gives insight into how well HEIs prepare students for the workforce and what employers 

believe HEIs need to generally do to produce employable graduates.  

2. Literature Review Methodology 

Fifteen academic databases relating to a combination of business, vocational, and higher 

education content were searched for authoritative peer-reviewed journal articles and research 

association documents related to employers’ needs from HEIs in terms of preparing graduates 

to work and perceptions of the performance of HEIs in preparing recent graduates for the 

workforce. Examples of databases searched include: ERIC, Academic Search Premier, 

ABI/INFORM Complete, and Bloomberg Businessweek Archive. Quantitative and 

qualitative research studies conducted globally between 2007 and 2017 were consulted. In 

total, 87 relevant sources were consulted. Sources were reviewed and analyzed for 

reoccurring ideas or themes in the literature. The following themes emerged from the review 

of the literature: (a) the need for work-related skills, (b) the need for internships, and (c) 

skepticism toward for-profit higher education (FPHE) graduates.  

3. The Need for Work-related Skills 

Employers have expressed concern with the employability of recent college graduates 

(Goldschmidt, 2005; Hart Research Associates, 2013; Head, 2012; Maguire Research 

Associates, 2012; Stevens, 2005). Employers expect HEIs to provide graduating students 

with the skills and knowledge necessary to be successful in the workplace, yet recent 

graduates are not necessarily well-prepared for work according to employers. A Maguire 

Research Associates (2012) survey of employers who hired recent graduates found that 31% 

of employers indicated that recent graduates were unprepared or very unprepared for their job 

search, and over half of respondents indicated difficulty in finding qualified candidates for 

job openings. Much of the concern employers have with recent graduates pertains to the 

acquisition of needed work-related skills (Goldschmidt, 2005; Hart Research Associates, 

2013; Kyng, Tickle, & Wood, 2013; Lowden et al., 2011). Employers have identified several 

skill sets and experiences that HEIs should develop in students such as interpersonal skills 

(Hart Research Associates, 2013; Lowden et al., 2011; Maguire Research Associates, 2012; 

Stevens, 2005), ethical decision-making skills (English, Manton, Sami, & Dubey, 2012; 

Jackson & Chapman, 2012; Okoro, 2014), technological skills (Andrews & Higson, 2008; 
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Martinez, 2008; Seibold, 2007), intercultural skills (Hart Research Associates, 2013, 2015), 

and relevant work experience (Hart Research Associates, 2013; Lowden et al., 2011; Maguire 

Research Associates, 2012; Stevens, 2005).  

3.1 Interpersonal Skills 

Employees spend over 75% of their time in the workplace communicating (Akbari & Shams, 

2011). The literature illustrates that employers are not satisfied with the interpersonal skills 

(both written and oral) demonstrated by recent college graduates (Goldschmidt, 2005; 

Lowden et al., 2011; Maguire Research Associates, 2012; Stevens, 2005; Sundberg et al., 

2011; Wye & Lim, 2009). Specific interpersonal skills that employers believe graduates need 

but do not consistently possess include speaking skills (Stevens, 2005) and writing skills 

(Goldschmidt, 2005; Stevens, 2005; Sundberg et al., 2011).  

3.2 Speaking Skills 

In order to produce results in the workplace, employees must effectively communicate orally. 

Specifically, oral communication skills in English are important for employees to possess, 

especially in a global business world that uses English as its primary language of 

communication (Moslehifar & Ibrahim, 2012). The significant use of oral communication 

skills in multinational companies was reported by 71% to 80% of employers (Kassim & Ali, 

2010). Important workplace speaking skills include telephone etiquette (Akbari & Shams, 

2011; Kassim & Ali, 2010), interviewing skills (Maguire Research Associates, 2012; Stevens, 

2005), presentation skills (Conrad & Newberry, 2012; Stevens, 2005), and negotiation skills 

(Wye & Lim, 2009). Despite the importance of oral communication, employers report that 

there are significant gaps between the oral communication expectations of industries and 

what HEIs offer to students (Moslehifar & Ibrahim, 2012; Smith, 2000); this gap is attributed 

to the failure of HEIs to align their programs with the needs of the workplace (Abraham & 

Karns, 2009; Ghannadian, 2013; Martinez, 2008; Stevens, 2005).  

3.3 Writing Skills 

Writing skills have also been identified by employers as being important for workplace 

success. Research shows that workers fall short of employers' expectations for written 

communication skills in the workplace (College Board, 2003; Goldschmidt, 2005; Stevens, 

2005; Sundberg et al., 2011). Writing skills are among the largest skills gap reported by 

employers when assessing new graduates (Archer & Davison, 2008). Remedying writing 

deficiencies costs American corporations as much as $3.1 billion annually, and sending a 

single worker for remedial training in writing can cost more than $3,000 (College Board, 

2004). Written communication skills germane to the workplace include sending emails, 

drafting reports, and producing presentations (College Board, 2003; Sundberg et al., 2011). 

Specific written communication skills that employers report need improvement include 

professional email skills, skills regarding self-expression, vocabulary usage, and the 

avoidance of slang (Stevens, 2005).  
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3.4 Ethical Decision-making Skills 

Furthermore, employers believe employees must have the ability to make ethical decisions at 

work (Jackson & Chapman, 2012; Okoro, 2014; Zakariaa, Bidin, & Ismaila, 2014). Ethical 

employees are those who make decisions in the best interests of themselves, their employers, 

their coworkers, and outside stakeholders. Workplace ethics center on such diverse issues as 

discrimination, fraud, theft, and personal politics (Ingram, n.d.). A Hart Research Associates 

(2015) study found that while 62% of students believed they were well prepared for the 

ethical decision-making demands of the workplace, only 30% of employers believed this was 

the case. Ethical employees are financially valuable to their employers as they contribute to 

building trusting relationships, team cohesiveness, and personal wellness by enabling open 

and honest communication and by not hindering group progress through unethical activity 

(Ingram, n.d.). 

3.5 Technological Skills 

Further still, employers desire employees who possess current technological skills (Andrews 

& Higson, 2008; Martinez, 2008; Ghannadian, 2013; Kyng et al., 2013). As of 2013, one of 

every three employees was a millennial (i.e., an individual born between 1980 and 2000); 

within 10 years, millennials are expected to constitute 75% of the workforce (Randstad 

Technologies, 2015). Employers within all industries are restructuring their companies to 

accommodate a “millennial shift” or a reshaping of workplace technologies and operating 

norms in line with the expectations of the millennial generation (Randstad Technologies, 

2015, p. 2). Some of the millennial technologies that are frequently utilized in the workplace 

include mobility, cloud, big data, virtualization, security management, and social media 

applications (Randstad Technologies, 2015). Despite the need for recent college graduates to 

have modern technological skills, only 37% of employers believe that recent college 

graduates are well-prepared for the technological demands of the workplace (Hart Research 

Associates, 2015). Specifically, employers believe that students are not being taught 

important computer and systems integration skills necessary for workplace success (Martinez, 

2008).  

3.6 Intercultural Skills 

Finally, employers desire employees who possess intercultural skills (Hansen & Hansen, 

2015; Hart Research Associates, 2013, 2015; National Association of Colleges and 

Employers, 2012). Intercultural skills involve competencies related to being aware of and 

sensitive to other people and cultures (Hansen & Hansen, 2015). With increased diversity in 

the workplace and a multicultural emphasis in society, intercultural skills have become an 

important asset across industries (Holt, n.d.). Cultural awareness and sensitivity enhances 

communication, productivity, and unity in the workplace. Employees with intercultural skills 

bring in new clients, work well within diverse teams, and support a good brand and 

reputation. The risks associated with not having employees who possess strong intercultural 

skills include loss of clients, damage to an organization’s reputation, team conflict, and 

financial implications (Mulholland, 2013). 
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Specific intercultural skills employers believe employees must possess include building 

rapport with a diverse workforce (Hansen & Hansen, 2015), possessing knowledge of other 

cultures (Holt, n.d.), being aware of one’s own culture (Mulholland, 2013), overcoming 

stereotypes (Holt, n.d.), demonstrating multilingual capabilities (Mulholland, 2013), and 

experiencing diverse cultures outside the workplace (Hart Research Associates, 2015). 

Although 48% of recent college graduates said they were aware of diverse cultures in the US, 

only 21% of employers believed graduates were culturally aware (Hart Research Associates, 

2015). Relative to being aware of diverse cultures outside the US, 42% of recent college 

graduates reported they were culturally aware, where only 15% of employers agreed that 

college graduates were culturally aware (Hart Research Associates, 2015). These statistics 

suggest that there is room for improvement in terms of helping students develop intercultural 

skills for the workplace. Despite reporting gaps between the skills employees possess and the 

needs of industry, employers have several suggestions concerning how HEIs can better equip 

graduates with these skills. 

3.7 Addressing Work-related Skill Deficiencies 

Employers are frustrated that the courses HEIs offer do not meet their needs; even when 

sitting on curricular development committees, employers claim that institutions disregard 

their views on course design (Lowden et al., 2011). To help students more sufficiently 

develop the skills employers desire, employers suggest that HEIs do the following: (a) more 

closely align academic programs with employer needs (Kassim & Ali, 2010; Moslehifar & 

Ibrahim, 2012), (b) increase the rigor of writing standards (Stevens, 2005), (c) provide 

students with more opportunities to speak in public and receive feedback on presentations 

(Stevens, 2005), (d) sharpen students’ problem-solving skills (Jackson & Chapman, 2012; 

Maguire Research Associates, 2012; Wye & Lim, 2009), (e) teach interview skills (Maguire 

Research Associates, 2012), (f) emphasize professional ethics in lectures and through 

institution-sponsored workshops (Okoro, 2014), (g) enforce technology literacy as a 

requirement for college graduation, (h) change the technological curriculum design at HEIs to 

further align with workforce needs (Martinez, 2008), (i) encourage the study of foreign 

languages and overseas study (Mulholland, 2013), (j) encourage curricula aimed at improving 

students’ intercultural awareness and intercultural communicative competence (Wu, 2014), 

and (k) put employability at the center of strategic planning both centrally and at the 

individual department level (Lowden et al., 2011). In addition to specific skills, employers 

express a need for employees to have relevant work internships prior to graduating from 

college. 

4. The Need for Internships 

Employers frequently report that college graduates would benefit from having meaningful 

work experience in their intended work fields through internships prior to graduation (Hart 

Research Associates, 2013; Helyer & Lee, 2014; Lowden et al., 2011). After a review of 

relevant work studies, California State University concluded that work experience became 

more crucial in hiring starting in 1980. By 1993, 93% of interns in work-study programs were 

offered jobs by their employers, according to a Northwestern University study (Baker, 2013). 
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A survey by the Institute for Public Policy Research found that the unemployment rate among 

those who gained work experience through internships while studying was 14% compared 

with up to 23% for those who left education without work experience through internships 

(Henderson, Schmuecker, & Baker, 2013).  

The desire for pre-graduate work experiences is based on the idea that said work experience 

will help students successfully transition to the workplace by developing employment skills, 

building content knowledge, and instilling an awareness of employer culture in students prior 

to graduating (Hart Research Associates, 2013; Lowden et al., 2011). Performing well in 

pre-graduation work situations can lead to positive outcomes, such as recommendations for 

graduate school or a full-time job offer, and can give interns a chance to work with others and 

learn about job skills that need improvement (Baker, 2013).  

4.1 Addressing the Need for Internships 

In order to gain relevant work experience prior to graduation, employers consistently suggest 

that HEIs assist students in securing internships (Hart Research Associates, 2013; Helyer & 

Lee, 2014; Lowden et al., 2011; Maguire Research Associates, 2012). The combination of 

subject knowledge and relevant workplace experience that an internship can offer provides a 

catalyst for future employee innovation, development, and success (Helyer, & Lee, 2014). 

When assessing several important attributes in graduates while making hiring decisions 

across major work industries, employers report internships as the most important attribute 

necessary for workplace success (Maguire Research Associates, 2012). Nearly half the 

recruiters in a study of the graduate market stated that graduates with no previous work 

experience at all were unlikely to be successful during the selection process (Highfliers, 

2015). Internships are most beneficial to employers when secured in fields directly related to 

students’ major fields of study. Recruiters rate resumes with relevant experience as more 

attractive than resumes with experience that is unrelated and perceive that applicants with 

both paid and volunteer experience are more suitable than applicants with only paid or 

volunteer experience and that both paid and unpaid internship experiences are highly valued 

by employers (Wilkin & Connelly, 2012). Recruiters also suggest that entry-level applicants 

craft their resumes to emphasize the types of experiences and skills that recruiters find most 

desirable; applicants should emphasize the skills they have developed in their limited work 

experience rather than simply listing any type of work experience (Wilkin & Connelly, 2012). 

Although employers clearly state their needs from HEIs in terms of providing graduates with 

successful skill sets and work experiences, the literature suggests that there is a specific level 

of skepticism that employers feel concerning the ability of for-profit higher education 

institutions (FPHEIs) to meet the needs of the workplace. 

5. Skepticism toward For-Profit Higher Education Graduates 

Although the literature above highlights employers’ general needs from higher education and 

higher education graduates, several studies have specifically attempted to investigate the role 

FPHEIs play in meeting employers’ needs. When compared to nonprofit colleges, FPHEIs 

and their graduates are generally considered less desirable by employers (Darolia et al., 2014; 

Deming et al., 2014) or employers are neutral about their beliefs (Public Agenda, 2014; 
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Seibold, 2007). For example, when faced with fictitious resumes listing an FPHE relative to 

those whose resumes listed either a community college or no college at all, employers 

showed no indication that they preferred applicants who attended sector institutions when 

work experience was held constant; estimates suggest that employers prefer applicants from 

community colleges (Darolia et al., 2014). In addition, relative to comparisons between 

FPHE attendees and high school graduates, there is no evidence that job applicants benefit 

from attending sector institutions (Darolia et al., 2014). Job applicants with resumes 

indicating bachelor’s degrees in business from an FPHE were nearly 22% less likely to get a 

callback than applicants with similar degrees from nonselective public institutions; job 

applicants from local brick-and-mortar FPHEIs were less likely to get callbacks compared 

with those who held degrees from public schools (Deming et al., 2014). The limited literature 

suggests that there are negligible labor market benefits to attending sector institutions, 

especially in comparison to nonprofit public institutions such as community colleges. 

6. Need for Additional Research 

The literature on the role of HEIs in meeting employers’ needs is lacking in terms of research 

methodology and both research population and topical matter. In terms of methodology, 

additional research is needed that employs specific qualitative approaches. Few studies have 

explored the role of higher education in meeting employers’ needs solely through a 

qualitative research approach. Certain studies have incorporated qualitative methodologies as 

part of a mixed-methods approach, but few have only relied on a qualitative approach. For 

example, Goldschmidt (2005) used an interview methodology to explore hiring managers’ 

perceptions of new bachelor’s graduates and followed up with a telephone survey. Further, 

Lowden et al. (2011) used a two phase approach consisting of an interview phase and a case 

study phase to explore the employability skills of new graduates. More qualitative research is 

needed to collect rich, broad data and to give voice to employers as they explain their views 

of the returns of higher education in the workplace in detail. Qualitative research might 

specifically take the form of a longitudinal study in order to gauge how employers’ opinions 

and ideas concerning HEIs change over time and more thoroughly understand the potentially 

complex motivations and reasons that undergird these opinions.  

In addition, research focused on exploring different populations and topical areas pertaining 

to the role HEIs play in meeting employers’ needs is needed. For example, more research is 

needed to better understand how HEIs use varying course delivery formats to meet employers’ 

needs in different work fields and disciplines. Adams and DeFleur (2006) explored the 

acceptability of online degrees earned as a credential for obtaining employment through the 

eyes of hiring supervisors. This work could be extrapolated to focus on employers’ 

perceptions of online degrees earned in specific work fields such as healthcare or 

manufacturing or further research might focus on investigating how employers in varying 

work disciplines or geographic areas view the role specific course delivery formats such as 

online, hybrid, and face-to-face formats specifically play in terms of preparing graduates for 

successful entry to the workplace. 

In order to more deeply explore employer perspectives of HEI performance from a more 
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diverse range of perspectives, future research might investigate employers perceptions from 

the vantage points of study populations from different racial, ethnic, cultural, or age 

backgrounds for example. This type of research could be carried further to explore how 

employers’ from diverse backgrounds view the performance of HEIs in terms of addressing 

the areas of need identified in the current study, namely, developing specific important 

work-related skills and internship competencies in students.  

Future research surrounding employers’ perceptions might importantly focus on exploring the 

degree to which employers believe HEIs assist graduates in solely cultivating specific 

work-related skills such as technological skills or writing skills. It will also be important to 

know more about the specific suggestions employers might have for HEIs in terms of better 

preparing graduates for work. For example, it would be significant to better understand how 

employers might specifically direct HEIs to better develop ethical decision-making skills or 

speaking skills in students. It would also be important to investigate employers’ perceptions 

of how HEIs might better prepare graduates for work interviews or teamwork situations. Still 

further, it would be insightful to better understand how employers feel HEIs might help 

prepare graduates for jobs that might not even exist yet as changes in the labor market dictate 

new job opportunities and the acquisition of new skill sets endemic to those jobs.  

Finally, additional research is needed that focuses more specifically on the role different 

sectors of higher education play in meeting employers’ needs. A majority of the research 

within the literature focuses on the role HEIs generally play in meeting the demands of the 

workplace. Yet, there is a growing body of literature that particularly explores employers’ 

perceptions of the job different higher education sectors are doing in terms of preparing 

students for the workforce. Studies, such as those conducted by Darolia et al. (2014) and 

Deming et al. (2014), focus on gauging employers’ perceptions of FPHEIs in comparison to 

traditional nonprofit institutions or to having no college credentials at all. As the current study 

suggests, additional research is needed that focuses on why and to what degree employers 

may harbor skepticism toward FPHEIs and their graduates and also why employers might 

prefer to hire graduates from certain higher education sectors over graduates from other 

sectors. Research is needed that not only focuses solely on perceptions of FPHEIs but also 

concerning why, how, and the degree to which employers assess HEIs from different sectors 

comparatively. This type of research might help HEIs from different sectors more specifically 

understand how to better prepare their graduates for work.  
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