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Harnessing Talent 
After much brouhaha, the government has finally confirmed the actual 
number of unemployed graduates in the country and their profile. Rather 
than pointing fingers as to where we have gone wrong, it is time we take 
stock and see how the potential of these young men and women can be 
maximised. 

S O , A F T E R m u c h argument about the actual n u m b e r o f 

u n e m p l o y e d graduates, the E c o n o m i c P l a n n i n g U n i t f i n a l l y 

c o n f i r m e d , based on a survey, that 59 ,250 graduates are 

u n e m p l o y e d . T h e profile of the u n e m p l o y e d shows that the 

m a j o r i t y are female , M a l a y , f r o m a p u b l i c u n i v e r s i t y 

m a j o r i n g i n B u s i n e s s A d m i n i s t r a t i o n a n d I n f o r m a t i o n 

Technology (IT) a n d f r o m p o o r backgrounds w i t h a f a m i l y 

i n c o m e o f b e l o w R M 1 , o o o . E i g h t y percent o f t h e m h a d 

o b t a i n e d e d u c a t i o n l o a n s f r o m t h e N a t i o n a l H i g h e r 

E d u c a t i o n F u n d . I t i s no surprise that the m a i n reasons 

cited for their joblessness are a p o o r c o m m a n d of the E n g l i s h 

language a n d a lack of c o m m u n i c a t i o n 

s k i l l s , courses t a k e n w h i c h w e r e n o t 

re levant t o the j o b s avai lable a n d , o f 

course, a lack of w o r k experience. T h e 

majority o f t h e m (over 85%) h a d appl ied 

for j o b s b o t h i n the p u b l i c a n d private 

sectors. S o m e as m a n y as 10 t imes. 

I am sure the survey whs i n t e n d e d to 

f i n d out not o n l y the n u m b e r o f u n e m p l o y e d b u t also the 

reasons. T h e f indings have ra ised a n u m b e r of questions. 

Business A d m i n i s t r a t i o n a n d IT are the t w o majors chosen 

b y t h e s e u n e m p l o y e d g r a d u a t e s . R a t h e r s u r p r i s i n g , 

c o n s i d e r i n g extensive ta lk about h o w m a n y qual i f ied I T 

p e r s o n n e l we require to leapfrog i n t o the knowledge-based 

e c o n o m y . Perhaps , these u n e m p l o y e d IT graduates are 

considered casualties in the output of the publ ic universities. 

O r m a y b e , the i r lack o f c o m m u n i c a t i o n ski l ls a n d p o o r 

c o m m a n d o f E n g l i s h have m a d e t h e m u n w a n t e d products . 

T h a t b e i n g the case, i t i s not so m u c h the IT f ie ld b u t m o r e 

the p o o r c o m m a n d of the E n g l i s h language w h i c h i s a 

h i n d r a n c e , a n d since the major i ty o f t h e m c o m e f r o m p o o r 

famil ies , they cannot possibly afford to p o l i s h their E n g l i s h 

l a n g u a g e a t t h e i r o w n cost . N o w , t h e G o v e r n m e n t i s 

c o n d u c t i n g retra ining p r o g r a m m e s , i n c l u d i n g for E n g l i s h . 

It w o u l d be interesting to see whether employers h i r e these 

retra ined graduates. 

A s for Business A d m i n i s t r a t i o n , l i teral ly, every p u b l i c 

univers i ty i s offering p r o g r a m m e s in this subject, i n c l u d i n g 

the s u p p o s e d l y special ised univers i t ies . T h e p e r c e p t i o n 

m u s t be that i t i s m u c h easier for Business A d m i n i s t r a t i o n 

graduates to get a j o b since there are at least 3 0 0 , 0 0 0 active 

c o m p a n i e s registered w i t h the C o m p a n i e s C o m m i s s i o n o f 

M a l a y s i a . W r o n g . E i t h e r the companies have n o t h i n g to 

offer or they are not h i r i n g those w i t h o u t a g o o d c o m m a n d 

of E n g l i s h again. 

I m p l i c i t i n t h i s w h o l e issue o f u n e m p l o y m e n t i s the 

quest ion o f m a n p o w e r requirements p l a n n i n g . W h o e v e r 

or whatever department is responsible for th is p l a n n i n g 

needs to l o o k closely at their basis of estimates for the future. 

It is quite a m a z i n g h o w sometimes the estimates are able 

to p i n p o i n t the requirements in certain sectors to the last 

d ig i t . P e r h a p s , the M a l a y s i a n I n d u s t r i a l D e v e l o p m e n t 

A u t h o r i t y ( M I D A ) ' s w a y o f m o n i t o r i n g t h e n u m b e r o f 

employees i n var ious categories i n the 

appl icat ion of m a n u f a c t u r i n g licences 

i s a g o o d e x a m p l e t o f o l l o w i n 

est imating the m a n p o w e r needs of the 

country. M I D A m o n i t o r s the n u m b e r s 

given a n d changes have to be reported 

to i t every six m o n t h s . 

It is quite s imple to adopt the attitude 

that no educational system makes j o b promises , a n d getting 

a u n i v e r s i t y e d u c a t i o n is one t h i n g a n d get t ing a j o b is 

another. After a l l , universities a b r o a d do not co inc ide their 

s t u d e n t i n t a k e s w i t h t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e m a n p o w e r 

requirements . T h a t attitude f i t s w e l l w i t h the developed 

countries, b u t for us, we w i l l have a few h u n d r e d t h o u s a n d 

u n e m p l o y e d graduates on o u r h a n d s i f careful p l a n n i n g i s 

not pr ior i t i sed, especially since we are t r y i n g to be a ful ly 

industr ia l i sed n a t i o n b y 2 0 2 0 . 

Students too m u s t be b l a m e d for this predicament . T h e y 

s h o u l d try to get sufficient i n f o r m a t i o n on the prospects of 

the p r o g r a m m e s b e i n g offered. M o s t w o u l d say that they 

choose a certain subject out of interest, b u t interest alone is 

no guarantee of getting a job. T h e y s h o u l d also be g iven 

p r o p e r c o u n s e l l i n g before e n t e r i n g u n i v e r s i t i e s . A t the 

m o m e n t , it is a las t -minute decis ion or a complete r u s h to 

f i le the papers for admiss ion. W h a t is lack ing is a g o o d guide 

to the various options be ing offered by the universities. M o s t 

students do not have an idea of w h a t they i n t e n d to do after 

they graduate, even after nearly c o m p l e t i n g the i r degrees. 

T h e y let themselves be totally exam-oriented, t r y i n g for h i g h 

grades wherever possible. Academica l ly , they are g o o d b u t 

w h e n i t comes to interact ing w i t h real people in the outside 

w o r l d , they fa l l apart. 
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Others m a y not be serious in their approach 

to studies, preferring to take short cuts in their 

assignments, s k i p p i n g lectures a n d a l lowing 

themselves to be caught in the unbearable 

e n v i r o n m e n t of sharing a house w i t h 30 to 

4 0 o t h e r s t u d e n t s . S t u d i e s a r e n o t a s 

i m p o r t a n t to these students as m o t o r b i k e s 

a n d h a n d p h o n e s are. T h e y do not w a n t to 

grab the opportuni ty of obta in ing a tert iary 

education. 

S o m e m a y sti l l t h i n k they are l i v i n g i n the 

past , at the t i m e w h e n a degree w a s t h e 

passport to securing a job. As the n u m b e r s 

graduat ing f r o m universit ies increase, j o b s 

become scarcer. W i t h a h a n d i c a p s u c h as a 

lack of p r o p e r c o m m u n i c a t i o n ski l ls a n d a 

p o o r c o m m a n d o f the E n g l i s h language, i t 

b e c o m e s o b v i o u s that i n the c o m p e t i t i v e 

w o r l d of today this group w i l l lose out. 

I t is s a d to say that, part ly , the p r o b l e m 

l i e s i n the c h o i c e o f the s y s t e m t h a t t h e 

c o u n t r y has dec ided t o adopt. T h o s e i n the 

m a i n s t r e a m educat ion sys tem use B a h a s a 

M a l a y s i a a s the m e d i u m o f i n s t r u c t i o n r ight 

u p t o u n i v e r s i t y l e v e l . L e c t u r e r s a n d 

professors have to translate t h e i r lectures 

f r o m E n g l i s h t o B a h a s a M a l a y s i a , a n d w h e n 

they dea l w i t h the outside w o r l d , they have 

t o translate i t b a c k i n t o E n g l i s h again . N o w , 

we realise that as a n a t i o n , we are l o s i n g out 

t o c o u n t r i e s w h i c h w e r e o n c e w e a k i n 

E n g l i s h a n d a r e n o w t r y i n g s l o w l y t o 

re introduce E n g l i s h into the system, w i t h the 

t e a c h i n g o f M a t h e m a t i c s a n d Science i n th is 

language. 

A s a n a l t e r n a t i v e , t h e u n e m p l o y e d 

graduates m a y w i s h to consider getting into 

business. After a l l , m o s t o f t h e m graduated 

i n b u s i n e s s . S i n c e t h e r e are n u m e r o u s 

p r o g r a m m e s b e i n g o f f e r e d i n 

e n t r e p r e n e u r s h i p for t h o s e i n t e r e s t e d t o 

b e c o m e entrepreneurs, i t w o u l d be a g o o d 

choice for these y o u n g graduates. T h e y w i l l 

p r o b a b l y struggle for a few years, b u t the 

struggle w i l l be g o o d for their future. M o s t 

successful e n t r e p r e n e u r s f a i l a f e w t i m e s 

anyway. It is better for t h e m to suffer w h i l e 

they are y o u n g a n d w i t h fewer responsibilit ies 

t h a n w h e n they have m o r e commitments . T h e 

G o v e r n m e n t has also been e m p h a s i s i n g on 

the importance of h u m a n capital to progress 

a n d the n a t i o n needs m o r e e n t e r p r i s i n g 

y o u n g m i n d s anyway. m b 
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