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Introduction
Enterprise became a key theme in Government policy in the United Kingdom in 
the mid 1980s. The early emphasis was on lifting the perceived burden of 
governmental bureaucracy on business, especially small business, which was 
believed to hinder its development and growth (Cmnd 9571, 1985, Cmnd 9794, 
1986). Further initiatives encouraged the “freeing of the people to make fullest use 
of their talents to produce the goods and services demanded in the Europe of the 
21st Century” (Cmnd 512, 1988 p.i.).

The enterprise initiative was extended to Higher Education in 1988 as 
Enterprise in Higher Education (EHE) which has as its aim “Every person seeking 
a higher education qualification should be able to develop competencies and 
aptitudes relevant to enterprise, and those competencies should be acquired at least 
in part through project based work, designed to be undertaken in a real economic 
setting which should be jointly assessed by employers and students’ higher 
education institutes” (Training Agency 1988).

The University of Ulster was actively interested in joining this initiative but 
felt hindered by the lack of a systematic and detailed analysis of the nature of the
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enterprise com petencies required to be developed in an EH E program m e. This 
paper gives the results of such an analysis. C onclusions are drawn from  the 
findings on the content and delivery o f an effective EH E program m e.

The Nature of Enterprise
Enterprise is a broad concept. The EHE team  believed that an im portant first step 
in the approach to im plem entation was the developm ent o f  a view o f enterprise 
which w ould be broadly acceptable within the University and would provide a 
strategic guide for action.

Tw o reports on the implem entation o f  EH E in other institutions indicated 
a wide diversity of views. The Tavistock Institute (1989) reported three broad 
interpretations:

• The entrepreneurial view w hich concentrates on the developm ent o f 
business skills. In curriculum  term s this is likely to result in the 
introduction of a bolt-on m odule w hich increases aw areness o f the 
business world.

• Enterprise in term s o f work placem ents and projects carried out in an 
econom ic setting. This would result in the enhancem ent o f em ployer 
networks and greater use o f em ployer partnerships.

• Personal skills which are seen as enterprising. The outcom e o f  this is 
seen as a program m e which concentrates on curriculum  and staff 
development.

The T rain ing Agency (1990) stated that the interpretation o f  enterprise may focus 
on:

• Entrepreneurship -  the qualities and skills w hich enable people to 
succeed in business enterprises.

• Personal Effectiveness -  the qualities and skills possessed by the 
resourceful individual.

• Transferable Skills -  the generic capabilities which allow  people to 
succeed in a wide range o f d ifferent tasks and jobs. '

The EHE team  was concerned by these interpretations. The concerns were tw o fold 
-  first, a potential overem phasis on the personal skills required for graduates to 
enter ‘entrepreneurial ’ businesses where a m ajority o f  the students enter occupations 
o ther than business, and secondly, a m eaning o f  enterprise which places undue 
em phasis on individual success in contrast to  the effective contribution o f the
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individual to society. Law  (1990) expands this second concern to claim  that the 
contem porary view o f enterprise is a culture which prom otes in:

L iberation -  from  bureaucracy
U nconstraint -  in the exploitation o f opportunity
Personal G ain -  not collective im provement, as prim e m otivation
Independence -  of traditional encumbrance
D etachm ent -  from  merely social convention
P reference -  as the arbiter o f quality
Freedom  -  from  state intervention
U nencum brance -  by scruple
Short-term  profit -  above long-term cost

In the light o f  these concerns, the EHE team decided on a focus w hich is the creation
o f a fram ework w ithin w hich each full-tim e undergraduate student is to  be given 
the opportunity to develop his o r her enterprise com petence as an integral part o f  
their academ ic program m e. The aim is that students would leave the U niversity  
equipped with confidence; the ability and m otivation to take on the challenges o f  
work in the 1990s and beyond, and to make an effective contribution to  social and 
com m unity developm ent.

The EH E team  believed that the necessary U niversity w ide support for this 
aim  would flow from  its alignm ent with the objectives of the U niversity w hich are 
(in part) “to advance education through a variety o f  patterns, levels and m odes o f  
study and by a diversity o f m eans by encouraging and developing learning and 
creativity for the benefits o f  the community (author’s em phasis) in N orthern  Ireland 
and elsew here” (University o f  U lster 1984 : p.3).

The Enterprise Competencies
The determ ination o f  the enterprise com petencies required of, and by, g raduates 
necessitates a clear definition o f  the m eaning of com petency. The w ord is in  vogue 
in training and developm ent but there is no one agreed definition or spelling, and 
there are m any synonym s. The nationally set Occupational S tandards for M anagers 
(M anagem ent C harter Initiative 1989) uses the w ord com petence. O ther authors 
use skill and personality  characteristics (Ferris, 1991), m anagem ent skills (W hetten  
and C am eron, 1984), and transferable skills and personal effectiveness (T rain ing  
Agency 1990).
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A m ore precise definition of the generic term  com petency, w as required by 
the EH E team to inform their actions. The definition was taken as a set o f 
behaviours which can be practised and observed (a skill), the use o f  which is a t the 
behest and w ithin the personal power o f the individual. T he aspects, personality 
traits, attributes or characteristics which influence behaviour, w ere excluded for 
two reasons. First, the effort required to change deep seated aspects o f personality 
developed since birth is im possible w ithin the tim escale afforded by a period of 
study for a degree, and second, by an unease w ith the ethics o f  dealing w ith issues 
o f personality. The aims of EHE would be m et if  graduates left with the ability to 
utilize their personal skills with an understanding that personality influences their 
w illingness to  utilize these skills.

The survey m ethod for the elicitation o f  the personal skills required that a 
com prehensive menu o f skills was presented to the respondent. The sources 
utilized w ere threefold: The US literature on m anagerial com petencies w ithin 
m anagem ent skills program m es designed for undergraduates and postgraduates 
(Porter and M cKibben, 1988, W hetten and Cam eron 1984); the small but developing 
literature on graduate skills largely inspired by the early EH E program m es (K irby 
& M ullen, 1990, Oxford Centre for S taff D evelopm ent 1989), and; the skills 
required o f  graduates by em ployers (Dutton, 1985 and Szczepura, 1990).

The com parison and contrast o f the six view s o f  personal skills provided the 
basis o f  the list o f personal skills to be surveyed (see Table 1). It was felt im portant 
that the list w as com prehensive and therefore a personal skill identified by only one 
author was included. In some cases w here the level o f  disaggregation o f  skills was 
felt to  be too detailed, the elem ents were included w ithin one item. For exam ple, 
W hetten and Cam eron identify two elem ents -  tim e m anagem ent and delegation, 
w hich are viewed as part o f  coping w ith and m anaging personal stress, and are 
included within this item. O ther Rems excluded w ere v iew ed as job  specific, for 
exam ple, budget form ulation and selection interview ing. As discussed above, 
personality  item s such as brainpow er w ere excluded. O ne personal skill added was 
com pany know ledge o f which, it was believed, em ployers required evidence w hen 
recruiting.

It was felt that personal skill was a clearer and m ore understandable concept 
for em ployers and graduates w ithin the survey. T he phrase ‘personal sk ill’ as a 
synonym  fo r com petency, is used in survey design andresu lts  sections o f  the paper.
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Table 1: The Skills W ithin the University of Ulster Survey by Author Agreement

University of U lster Survey List Author

Agreement

(max 6)

Communication 6

Leadership 5

Team work and Followership

Problem Analysis and Solving 4

Coping w ith  and Managing

Personal Stress

Decision M aking 3

Achievem ent Drive

RiskTaking

Negotiation and Persuasion

Flexibility 2

Proactivity

Creating Opportunity 1

Self-awareness

M anaging Conflict

Numeracy

Computer L iteracy

Company Knowledge 0

Survey Design
A random  sam ple o f  100 em ployers was chosen from the records k ep t by the 
Careers Service o f the U niversity o f  U lster on the basis that they h ad  been 
significant recruiters o f graduates in the previous two years. T he em ployers and 
graduates were asked to rank  personal skills on a four point scale chosen to  reduce 
the central tendency effect. The skills were defined in term s o f  observed  
behaviours. E m ployers w ere asked to rank:

• The im portance to  the em ployer o f the skill in the prospective em ployee;
• T he degree to w hich graduates are given the opportunity  to d isp lay  the 

skills in the w orkplace;
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• The extent to which the em ployer felt the U niversity had equipped or 
developed these skills in the graduate.

A  random  sam ple of 200 graduates within the last tw o years stratified by Faculty 
was asked analogous questions. In addition, tw enty em ployers w ere interview ed 
face-to-face to  validate the survey instrum ent. The interview s indicated that the 
behavioural definitions of the personal skills and the questions w ere clear and 
responses valid  and reliable.

Survey Response
Forty-seven em ployers responded (47% response rate). As shown in Table 2, the 
m ajority (60.4% ) are in m anufacturing and construction (31.4% ), and other 
services (private) (29.0%). The balance o f em ployers reflects the breakdow n by 
category o f  em ployers in N Ireland.

Sixty-seven graduates responded (33.5%  response rate). The m ajority o f 
graduates (57.8% ) found em ploym ent in tw o categories -  O ther Services (Private) 
and Public Administration. The im balance betw een the percentage o f  em ployers 
(6.1 %) and graduates (26.9% ) em ployed in Public A dm inistration, is due to the 
com parative size of public sector em ployers. The largest public em ployer in N. 
Ireland -  the Eastern Health and Social Services B oard has 38,000 em ployees

Table 2: Comparison of Employer Responses Versus Graduate Response 

(% response by classification)

Classification _ Employers Graduates

M anu factu ring  and Construction 31.4 14.9

Other Services (Private) 29.0 26.9

Retail and D istribution 14.8 4.5.

Banking and Financial Services 14.4 7.3

Voluntary Sector 4.3 1.5

Public Adm inistration 6.1 26.9

Other/Unemployed/Further/H igher/Education 18.0

N = 47 N = 67
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whereas Shorts B om bardier, the largest in the private sector, has approxim ately 
8,000 empl'oyees.

Importance of Personal Skills
The ranking o f  the personal skill by the em ployer was m easured  by the skills 
im portance as a criteria used in the process o f selection for em ploym ent. T he 
ranking to the graduate was based on the graduate’s perception o f  the im portance 
o f  the personal skill to h is/her successful selection for em ploym ent. T he ranking 
was on the scale L = very im portant to 4 = very unim portant. The analysis o f 
response is show n in F igure 1 which uses all the responses to calculate an average 
for each ski 11. For exam ple, 92%  o f em ployers scored com m unication as 1 (very 
im portant) and 8% as 2 (im portant), which gives an average o f  1.08.

Figure 1: Importance of Personal Skills; Employer and Graduate Results

Communication — unbroken line= Employer

Leadership — broken line = Graduate

Teamwork —

Negotiation —

Problem  Ana lys is  — f  /
Decision Making —

Opportunity Creation —
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Risk-Taking—

Se lf A w a rene ss—

Coping w ith S tre s s—

M anaging C on flic t—

Flex ib ility—

Proa ctiv ity—
‘S ,

Mu me ra c y — \

Computer L ite ra cy—

Company Know ledge—

1 1.5 2 2.5 3 3 .5  4

Very im p o rta n t........................................................... V e ry  U n im portan t
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B oth employers and graduates in  general view  all personal skills as 
im portant to  very important. The skill w ith the highest im portance ranking was 
communication. Over 90% of both employers and graduates ranked communications 
as ‘very im portant’. The least im portant and only skill which, on average, is close 
to a ranking o f  3 is ‘risk-taking’. R isk taking is often  view ed as a key skill in senior 
m anagem ent jobs but is unlikely to be developed further by the graduate if  seen as 
unim portant in an entry level job. The view  o f risk  taking m ay be due to an 
interpretation which encom passes incautious rather than calculated behaviour.

It is clear that in general graduates give low er ratings across the board to the 
im portance of personal skills than do em ployers. G raduates consider self- 
aw areness andcoping with personal stress to be m ore im portant than do em ployers. 
This m ay indicate to em ployers that they underrate the stress involved in the first 
job . This stress is often indicated by the induction crisis which causes a significant 
proportion  o f  new em ployees to leave w ithin the first six m onths o f em ploym ent.

There are four skills, flexibility, proactivity, num eracy and com puter 
literacy, which graduates view  as m uch less im portant than em ployers. It would 
seem  that graduates undervalue the im portance o f  their com puter literacy and 
num eracy skills. This may be due to the em phasis g iven to  these subjects in m any 
degree program m es and the consequent fam iliarity  w hich leads graduates to fail to 
appreciate their importance. The differences in em ployer and graduate rankings 
o f  flex ib ility  and proactivity may be a consequence o f  the specialised focus of 
degree courses which reinforces the perception o f  the graduate that em ployers 
em ploy them  for their degree skills rather than for their overall capability and 
potential, as evidenced by success in a degree.

Em ployers were also given the opportunity to  add skills not on the survey 
lis t o f  sixteen. They listed organisational ability three tim es. O thers m entioned 
once w ere ability to socialise, presentation and public speaking skills, com m ercial 
aw areness, impact, financial awareness, and personality. This lim ited response 
appears to  validate the original list in  term s o f  personal skills, as few  item s are 
m entioned, and o f those m entioned m any w ould fit w ithin the original skills list. 
F or exam ple , organizational ability is likely to be a skill o f  com m unication, 
team w ork, and proactivity. Personality is not a behaviourial skill and as discussed, 
is excluded.
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Figure 2: Opportunity to Use Personal Skills; Employer and Graduate Results
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Opportunity to Use the Skills
The presence o f the personal skill in the graduate is not the only issue. It w ould  be 
a  som ew hat futile exercise if  EH E was to develop skills for w hich , even if  
considered im portant, the graduate did not have the opportunity to  use in  the  w ork 
place.

G raduates w ere asked to score on a four point scale from  ‘A lw a y s’ to  
‘N ever’ on their opportunity to u se  the skills. Em ployers w ere asked  to  score on 
the sam e scale the opportunity  they provided for the graduate. T h e  com parison  
between em ployer and graduate responses is shown in F igure 2.

O verall the m ost striking feature is the sim ilarity o f shape b e tw een  the tw o 
response profiles. W ith the exception o f negotiation and persuasion, w here  there 
is a m ajor d ifference o f  opinion, graduates and em ployers rank the oppo rtu n ity
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provided  to use the skills as very sim ilar. In part the explanation for the divergence 
o f  opinion on negotiation and persuasion m ay lie in an em ployer identification o f 
th is skill in the workplace as narrowly concerned w ith the industrial relations 
function  rather than as a  skill required for day-to-day in terpersonal negotiation on 
all aspects o f  interpersonal activity.

The Development of Personal Skills
T he results presented so far have indicated em ployers’ and graduates’ views o f the 
skills and the opportunity to use them in the w orkplace. No account has been taken 
o f  the existence, or lack, o f these skills in the graduate w orkforce. A nalysis o f skills 
developm ent allows a more focused assessm ent o f  the gap between what Universities 
curren tly  do well and the deficiency on w hich EH E m ust focus attention.

G raduates responded to the questions w hich exam ined their perception o f 
the  extent to which their university course developed or equipped them with a 
personal skill. Employers responded w ith their perception o f  the extent to which 
the  skills have been developed in graduates. Responses w ere on a four point scale 
ranging  from  ‘very w ell’ to ‘not at a ll’.

The results shown in Figure 3 show  a general dissatisfaction w ith the \  
developm ent o f personal skills on the degree course w ith no scores o f  ‘very w ell’ 
an d  only  em ployers scoring com puter literacy and num eracy as ‘ satisfactory ’. The 
g raduates did not score any skill developm ent in the ‘very w ell’ category. None 
fe ll into the ‘not at a ll’ category. The poor scores were com pany know ledge, risk 
leadersh ip , negotiation, creating .opportunities, m anaging conflict and com puter 
literacy . T he best developed skills w ere com m unication and problem  analysis and 
solving.

Em ployers have, in general, a m uch less positive view  o f how the U niversity 
develops skills in graduates. In a striking 14 out o f  the 17 categories they view  the 
U n iv ersity ’s ability to develop the skill less favourably than the view  o f the 
graduates, w ith the gap being largest in the personal rather than group skills. They 
d o  n o t consider that graduates have learned to  be proactive or flexible. Em ployers 
w o u ld  see the developm ent o f conflict m anagem ent, r isk  taking, creating 
opportun ities and negotiation and persuasion as poor. W ell developed are 
leadersh ip , problem  analysis and solving, num eracy and  com puter literacy. 
E m ployers are less im pressed with the developm ent o f  com m unication skills.
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Figure 3: The Development of Personal Skills: Employer and Graduate Results
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Conclusion
The survey provides a clear direction for the content of the enterprise cu rricu lum . 
O f the seventeen personal skills surveyed, sixteen are reported by em p lo y ers  and 
graduates as im portant for the transition from  education to  w ork. The sk ill w hich  
is given less im portance is ‘risk-tak ing’, w hich m ay simply be due to  la ck  o f  c larity  
in the behavioural definitions. Em ployers and graduates do not id e n tify  any 
additional personal skills beyond the sixteen. There is also m arked ag reem en t on 
the opportunity  provided to use the skills in the workplace by both  em p lo y ers  and  
graduates.

There is greater concern about the ability o f the existing  U n iv ersity  
program m es to  develop the personal skills. O f particular concern  is th e  m ism atch  
betw een the im portance o f  the skill and its development. E m ployers p e rc e iv e  the 
U niversity to  be poor at developing the skills w hich they view  to be re la tiv e ly  m ore

Very w e ll Satisfactory Poor N o ta ta l i
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im portant. These skills are flexibility, com m unication, proactivity , team work, 
follow ership, and, problem analysis and solving. Skills o f relatively less importance 
to  em ployers are seen to be well developed. There is a  need if  the aim s o f EH E are 
to  be m et, to explore with the Course Com m ittees, the curriculum  organisers, the 
balance o f learning on current and future courses. A further concern is the attitude 
o f  University staff to skills education. Experience in the US is not encouraging. 
S erey and Verderber (1991), in a review  o f the US experiences, believe the 
in tegration o f  skills teaching in Business Schools has, to  borrow  an analogy from  
m arathon running, hit the wall! They believe this is due to  philosophical and 

 ̂ pedagogical issues such as the legitim acy o f teaching skills, the evaluation and 
assessm ent o f  skill, and the staffing o f  skill classes, w hich EH E m ust influence in 
o rd er to  effect change. The list o f issues im plies a m ajor effort. The changes 
requ ired  to m eet the aims o f EHE will not com e easily.

Boyatsis (1991) provides one solution. His study shows that staff intent is 
a  m ajor determ inate o f  effective student skill learning. Therefore, a com prehensive 
s ta ff  developm ent program m e with the objective o f  increasing the m otivation and 
ab ility  to deliver skills, may provide the necessary im petus for change. An 
alternative to changing staff practice is the use o f  technology for high volum e skills 
train ing. Initial studies in the U niversity o f U lster (Thom pson 1992) has shown that 
In teractive Video has learning and cost advantages over traditional teaching.

The results o f  the survey need to  be continually updated to ensure that the 
sk ills m enu is still current. For exam ple, a survey o f  NHS graduate trainees 
(S zczepura 1990) provides a general confirm ation o f  our results but raises 
im portan t differences. One difference is a jo b  specific skill, selection interview ing 
in  the N H S, which does not easily fit into all undergraduate program m es. The other 
d iffe rence is that com m unication is split into three distinct elem ents, all o f  which 
a re  im portant. This would influence the relative proportion o f  the skills curriculum  
w hich  is given to Com m unication.

It is im portant to be aware that the em ployer is not the sole custom er for the 
en terprising  student. The concerns raised by Law  (1990) are rem inders that the aim 
shou ld  not be the enterprising graduate free from  constraint. The needs o f  society 
a t large have to be considered.

This survey has identified a clear dem and for en terprise skills. How to m eet 
th is  dem and is not so clear and will require m ajor changes in curriculum  design and 
delivery .
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