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Abstract: The problem of self-perceived employability, the concept connected with

personal knowledge and information management in the context of students was
described. The self-perceived employability can be defined as the ability to keep the job
and as the ability to get the job one desires. And highly educated young people in variety
of European Union countries, including Poland, are often unsatisfied with his or her first
job.
The empirical studies were conducted among the Polish and German students of various
majors. A special scale was used which consisted of 19 statements regarding five
components: 1) student’s perception of university, 2) field of study, 3) self-belief, 4) state
of the external labour market and 5) personal knowledge and information management.
The last component, that is the PKIM-personal knowledge and information management,
is strongly connected to information literacy, well known in the library and information
science literature. The findings of these studies were compiled using statistical methods:
descriptive and inferential statistics and compared with the findings of other studies in
this scope. Limitations were discussed as well as the implications for the future research
of this problematic.
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Introduction

The concept of employability stems from the second half of the 20th century
and is related to human resource management (Van der Heijde and Van der
Heijden, 2006). However, today the contributions to the subject literature come
from different disciplines, including psychology, management science,
knowledge management and library and information science. The literature of
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employability may be divided into four areas of work: (1) employability of the
workforce, (2) employability as human resource strategy and (3) employability
of individuals (Rothwell, Herbert and Rothwell, 2008; Rothwell, Jewell and
Hardie, 2009), (4) employability as something to be achieved (Reid, 2016). The
first perspective on employability at a national workforce level is related to
government policy or national level “skills” agendas. It stems from concerns
about the changing nature of work and employment at the end of the 20th
century. It is worth adding that information literacy is a kind of national assets
(Katsirikou, 2008). The second perspective on employability within human
resource management and the psychology of work and careers is related to the
notion of employability as the ability of individuals to get or retain jobs. This
notion is based on skills and personal flexibility acquired through employment,
and it is natural that there are clear distinctions between the concept of entry
level employability and expert practitioners’ employability. A third perspective,
the most popular and originating in UK (Fallows and Steven, 2000), is
connected with the ability of the university sector to provide graduates with the
skills employers need, called employability skills, including information
management skills. A fourth perspective is a conceptual framework for
employability that move away from the individual dispositions (skills, attributes
and relationships) by positing employability as a process, something to be
achieved in relation.

The employability, including self-perceived employability, is as dependent on
context as on the individual. It is determined by factors within the control of the
individual but also by factors that are outside of his or her control (Clarke, 2008;
Reid, 2016). In general, these factors cover individual characteristics, for
example: age, gender, ethnicity, health, skills and competences etc.; and labour
market characteristics, for instance: number and type of available jobs. That is
why personal employability management (Swigon 2011, 2014a) on one hand, is
connected with personal knowledge and information management (Swigon
2013), including information literacy, which may be managed by individuals on
an individual level; and on the other, includes perception of the external
variables, for example economic, political and social, macro environments
(Reid, 2016).

The aim of this article is to present the results of the author’s own empirical
studies in the scope of self-perceived employability and information
management of students, carried out among Polish and German respondents,
especially the following components of this phenomenon: perception of
university, field of study, state of the labor market and self-belief.

Literature review

The following skills and competences are needed for personal employability
management (PEM) cover: (1) personal skills and competences: self-knowledge
(of strong and weak points), professional/occupational knowledge, expertise,
writing, reading, foreign languages; motivation and commitment, an active
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attitude, problem solving, decision making, creativity, analysis, learning and
self-development, reflection etc.; (2) interpersonal skills and competences:
knowledge about macro/world and micro/local environments; listening, talking,
communicating, conveying; teamwork, collaborating, creating of relationships,
socializing, coordinating etc.; (3) information management skills and
competences: knowledge about information sources; technological skills,
information retrieving, storing, sending, presenting, distributing, securing,
evaluating, organising etc., (Swigon, 2011, 2013, 2014a); and these skills
include information literacy (IL) (Katsirikou, 2008). It is worth adding that there
are a lot of other typologies of competences (Mallough and Kleiner, 2001;
Markowitsch and Plaimauer, 2009). Moreover, the European Commission is
developing a European Skills, Competencies and Occupations taxonomy,
ESCOpedia, related to the labour market and education sector.

As was said the personal employability management (PEM) is compatible with
the personal knowledge and information management (PKIM), and PKIM skills
are related to information literacy (IL). In general, all these concepts: PEM,
PKIM and IL are based on skills and competences; and are valuable in all
spheres of life, in learning, problem solving and decision making (Swigon,
2011, 2013). PEM enhances individual lifelong development, effectiveness,
competitiveness and leads to more effective decision making regarding
employment and career; while PKIM along with IL, as the more universal
concepts, are relating with various life and professional choices. PKIM and IL
skills and competences are transferable in nature, they can be taken from one
job, life role or activity to another.

Empirical studies concerning student employability, as previously mentioned,
stem from the UK, where the first scale for examining the expectations and self-
perceptions of employability was tested among business undergraduates and
post-graduate students (Rothwell, Herbert and Rothwell, 2008; Rothwell,
Jewell and Hardie, 2009). The student self-perceived employability scale
consisted of 16 statements regarding four components: a student’s perception of
their university, field of study, self-belief and the state of the external labour
market. This model was a crucial pattern in the author’s own research, as well as
others described in this article. Another model of self-perceived employability
regarding graduates was developed by Pool and Sewell (2007). The essential
components of this model were: career development learning, experience,
degree (subject, knowledge and skills), generic skills and emotional intelligence.
The individual perspective of graduates employability from a variety of
disciplines was examined in such countries as Indonesia (Qomariyah, Savitri,
Hadianto and Claramita, 2016), Kuwait (Al-Mutairi, Naser and Saeid, 2014),
Slovenia (Farénik and Domadenik, 2012), Greece (Panagiotakopoulos, 2012),
Sweden (Nilsson, 2010), Sri Lanka (Wickramasinghe and Perera, 2010), and
Poland (Swigon, 2014ab, 2016abc, 2017).

The Polish employability scale was created using the abovementioned British
scale (Rothwell, Herbert and Rothwell, 2008, p. 10, Rothwell, Jewell and
Hardie, 2009, p. 159) and supplemented by the aforementioned PKIM issue
because of its high correlation with the self-perceived employability. In other
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words, an important contribution to the measurement of the employability of
individuals was the (present) author’s studies in the scope of the
abovementioned personal knowledge and information management (Swigon,
2013, 2014a). It is worth adding that several years ago Truch (2001, p. 102)
suggested that managing personal knowledge as a basic competence could be
“the key to tomorrow’s employability”. The author’s own test in the academic
environment confirmed this suggestion, at least to some extent. During the
empirical studies among over 500 Polish students (Swigon, 2014a) it was
pointed out that the higher the PKIM self-assessment of surveyed students, the
better their employability self-assessment (r=0.98). Moreover, in order to match
the Polish conditions and the interest of Polish graduates in emigration, the
statement about the chance of finding a job abroad was added to the scale of
students’ employability.

To summarise, the scale used in the comparative studies consisted of 19
statements which were grouped into 9 components: (1) engagement with the
studies and academic performance, (2) the university’s brand, (3) the field of
study at university, (4) the status of the field of study, (5) the labour market’s
demand for professionals in the field of study, (6) perception of the state of the
labour market, (7) opportunities in the labour market, (8) confidence in the skills
and competences and (9) personal knowledge and information management
(PKIM). The last item is the central point of the self-perceived employability of
students because it is connected with all other components.

Empirical studies and results

The research questions in the author’s own empirical studies were: what was the
level of self-perceived employability of BTU students (Brandenburg University
of Technology, Cottbus, Germany) and UWM students (University of Warmia
and Mazury in Olsztyn, Olsztyn, Poland); and what were the main similarities
and differences between both groups, and between various of majors of study.
The respondent group in Germany consisted of 135 students of two study
programs: ‘culture and technology’ and ‘environmental studies’. The
respondents group in Poland were 257 students of three majors: ‘history’,
‘international relations’ and ‘economy’. These respondents groups were chosen
because of the similarity of academic environments in both cities. Cottbus and
Olsztyn have a similar number of inhabitants, a similar economic and
geographical situation (in the east of both countries). The empirical studies were
conducted by the author of this article personally from 2013 to 2017.

The questionnaire used in this study consisted, as mentioned, of 19 statements.
Respondents were requested to choose a level of agreement with them from a
five-point Likert scale, that is from 1 - strongly disagree to 5 - strongly agree.
The findings of the empirical studies were compiled by using statistical
methods: descriptive statistics (mean, percentile rank) and inferential statistics
(chi-squared test). The interpretation includes a socio-cultural and economic
context. In addition to the research question, the data collection and
interpretation was guided by the hypothesis: “there is no significant difference
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between BTU students and UWM students as to their level of self-perceived
employability”. The hypothesis was tested at a level of significance of 0.05.
Because of the normal distribution of mean scores the following five levels of
self-perceived employability were proposed: very low (0.00-2.21), low (2.22-
2.65), moderate (2.66-3.54), high (3.55-3.98), and very high (3.99-5.00).

The results of these studies are described below.

The comprehensive average (from all 19 statements in the questionnaire, see last
row in the table) among BTU students was 3.16 and UWM students was 2.91,
that is both averages fall into the moderate self-assessment range.

All individual components of self-perceived employability are described in
detail below, as well as differences between students of all 5 study majors.

Table. Summary of components of students’ self-perceived employability and
knowledge and information management.

Components Cultu Envir Econo | Intern | Histor | BTU uUwm F P
of re onme my ation y stude stude
employability and ntal_ al ‘ nts nts
techn studie relati Avera Avera
ology s ons ge ge
1 | Academic 3.45 3.36 3.62 3.88 4.01 3.42 3.81 18.52 0.001
a | performance
1| Engagement 3.36 3.42 3.74 341 3.86 3.37 3.70 10.21 0.001
b | with the
studies
2 | Perception of 3.01 3.18 2.75 2.51 2.47 3.05 2.60 39.04 0.001
a | the strength
of the
university’s
brand

2 | Perception of 3.33 3.00 2.61 2.46 2.45 3.25 2.52 64.96 0.001
b | the status of
the university

Perception of 2.95 3.03 2.72 2.50 2.59 2.97 2.63 18.52 0.001
a | employers’

opinion about
the university

3 | The university | 2.99 3.36 2.76 2.56 2.61 3.08 2.67 23.91 0.001
b | reputation
within the
field of study

The 2.56 2.24 3.03 2.08 1.90 2.48 2.44 0.14 0.704
a | credibility of
the field of
study

4 | The status of 2.35 3.06 3.40 2.40 2.64 2.52 2.92 13.41 0.001
b | the field of
study
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The external 2.70 3.60 3.06 2.13 2.09 2.92 2.52 14.55 0.001
a | labour
market’s
demand for
professionals
in the subject
field

5 | Perception of 2.83 3.03 3.17 231 2.29 2.88 2.68 3.59 0.058
b | degreeinthe
subject field

Perception of 3.73 3.39 2.61 2.48 2.32 3.65 2.48 65.87 0.001
a | thedemand
for graduates

6 | Perception of 2.73 3.93 2.45 2.28 2.09 2.78 2.29 20.45 0.001
b | the number
of job
vacancies

The 2.64 3.18 2.68 2.00 1.91 2.77 2.27 23.43 0.001
a | awareness of
opportunities
in the labour
market

7 | Perception of 3.29 3.60 3.24 3.08 3.01 3.37 3.13 6.20 0.013
b | skillsin the
labour
market

The 3.52 3.30 3.07 3.26 3.40 3.47 3.22 6.34 0.012
a | confidencein
the success in
job
interviews

8 | The 3.57 3.60 3.32 3.41 3.52 3.58 3.41 2.85 0.092
b | confidence in
the skills and
competences

(=}

PKIM and the 3.70 3.42 3.84 3.66 3.64 3.63 3.73 1.09 0.295
employability
of students

Q

PKIM at the 3.57 3.54 3.38 3.08 3.22 3.57 3.26 9.33 0.002
studies

The 3.18 3.96 3.16 3.06 2.73 3.37 3.00 12.74 0.001
confidence of
the job
seeking
abroad

O r|T O

Total 3.13 3.27 3.09 2.77 2.78 3.16 291

The first component of the abovementioned students’ employability model was
engagement with their studies and academic performance (1a, 1b in the table).

The majority of students agreed with the statement that they achieved high
grades at their studies (Chi-square=32.43 p<0,001) but the group was much
bigger in Poland (over 70%) in comparison to Germany (45%). The same
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observation was made regarding the statement about engagement with the
studies; many more Polish respondents (almost 70%) than German ones (52%)
said that they regarded academic work as a top priority (Chi-square=18.15
p=0,001).

The second component of the employability of students was their perception of
the strength of the university’s brand (2a, 2b in the table).

It is very interesting that the majority of respondents did not know at all whether
employers were eager to employ graduates from their universities (Chi-
square=42.76 p<0,001). The answer ‘don’t know’ was chosen by almost 60%
UWM and 80% BTU students. Moreover, one in three Olsztyn students
disagreed with the statement. Similar differences were observed regarding
average assessments of the status of university. More surveyed students in
Cottbus (35%) than in Olsztyn (12%) agreed with the statement that the status of
their university was a significant asset in job seeking (Chi-square=69.92
p<0,001).

The third element of self-perceived employability of the students was the
reputation of their university within their fields of study (3a, 3b in the table).

A very interesting observation was that the vast majority of BTU respondents
(over 80%) as well as UWM students (55%) did not know whether employers
targeted their university in order to recruit employees from their subject areas
(Chi-square=21.48 p<0,001). Only some respondents were sure about it (about
8% in every group). Regarding university reputation, one can again point out
that a lot of students did not know anything about it: 70% of BTU students and
41% UWM students (Chi-square=44.24 p<0,001).

The fourth component of students’ employability consisted of the status and
credibility of the fields of study (4a, 4b in the table). It is worth pointing out
here that perhaps every major (culture and technology, environmental studies,
economy, international relations and history) included in this study has its
impact on self-perceived employability on the labour market.

In relation to the credibility of the fields of study, the average assessments in
both national groups were only low. Over half of the respondents in both cities
disagreed with the statement that there were more people applying for their
degree than the places available (Chi-square=31.98 p<0,001). The minority of
respondents in Cottbus (12%) and one in three in Olsztyn (35%) agreed with the
statement that their chosen subjects ranked highly in terms of social status (Chi-
square=23.89 p<0,001).

The next element of the described students’ employability model was the
external labour market’s demand for people in their field (5a, 5b in the table).
More UWM students (53%) in comparison to BTU students (28%) disagreed
with the statement that people in their desired career were in high demand in the
external labour market (Chi-square=23.89 p<0,001). However, more UWM
students (44%) than BTU students (26%) disagreed with the statement that their
degree was seen as leading to a specific career that is generally perceived as
highly desirable (Chi-square=23.89 p<0,001). Nevertheless, a lot of respondents
(55% in Cottbus and 32% in Olsztyn) did not know what the perception of a
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degree in their subject fields really was. Both averages were similar and
moderate.

The sixth component of self-perceived employability of students was their
perception of the state of the external labour market (6a, 6b in the table).

A very large difference was observed between the German and Polish groups
regarding the assessment of the present demand for graduates; it was high
amongst BTU respondents and only low amongst UWM students (Chi-
square=88.44 p<0,001). Over 62% respondents in Cottbus agreed with this
statement in comparison to only 22% in Olsztyn. Regarding the perception of
the number of job vacancies, there are similarities and differences between both
groups (Chi-square=48.85 p<0,001). On one hand about 18-19% students in
Cottbus and in Olsztyn agreed with the statement that there were plenty of job
vacancies in the geographical area in which they were looking for a job. On the
other hand, less students in Cottbus (34%) than in Olsztyn (65%) disagreed with
this statement.

Students’ awareness of opportunities on the external labour market was the
following component of their employability (7a, 7b in the table).

Many more students in Olsztyn (64%) than in Cottbus (34%) disagreed with the
statement that they can easily find out about job opportunities in their chosen
field. On the other hand, twice as many German than Polish respondents chose
the answer ‘I do not know’ (Chi-square=35.99 p<0,001). A similar number of
respondents in both groups (37-39%) agreed with the statement that the skills
and abilities that they possess were what employers were looking for (Chi-
square=23.11 p<0,001).

Students’ confidence in their skills and abilities was the eighth component of
employability, which consisted of three statements in the questionnaire (8a, 8b,
10 in the table).

More students agreed than disagreed with the statement that they were generally
confident of success in job interviews and selection events; 47% in Cottbus and
40% in Olsztyn (Chi-square=11.46 p=0.021). However, about 40% in both
national groups chose “l do not know”. The majority of respondents felt that
they could get any job so long as their skills and experience were reasonably
relevant; 59% in Cottbus and 55% in Olsztyn (Chi-square=5.09 p=0,277). More
BTU students (44%) than UWM students (31%) agreed that they had a good
chance of finding employment abroad which matches their qualifications and
expectations. Both averages of self-assessment were moderate in this scope
(Chi-square=16.06 p=0.002).

The final, but no less important, element of self-perceived employability of
students was connected with personal knowledge and information management
and information literacy (9a, 9b in the table). The average level of agreement,
that appropriate management of personal knowledge by students (information
and ideas searching, evaluating, creating, presenting, etc.) makes looking for
work and employment easier, was high in both cities. The majority of students
(60-70%) in Cottbus and Olsztyn agreed with it (Chi-square=3.42 p=0.489). The
majority also agreed that they were well prepared to manage information and
knowledge — 62% in Cottbus and 47% in Olsztyn (Chi-square=9.85 p=0.043).
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The table summarizes not only all individual components and representatives’
statements, but data grouped by study majors as well. As it has been noted
earlier, it can be presumed that the study major could have an influence on self-
perceived employability.

According to the table, environmental studies students presented the highest
level of self-perceived employability (3.27), followed by culture and technology
(3.13), economy (3.09), history (2.78), and international relations (2.77)
students.

As one can see, the strongest point in the opinion of all respondents was self-
confidence regarding success in job interviews as well as skills and competences
possessed by students, among others skills connected with personal knowledge
and information management as well as information literacy (table, components
8 and 9). Averages of students of the above-mentioned 5 study programmes
were close to or above 3.50.

Moreover, it is worth highlighting that respondents who took part in the
empirical studies conducted in Cottbus and Olsztyn were good students in
general (table, component 1); more than half of them (in both groups) achieved
high academic performance, with history students presenting the highest
average (4.01). Nevertheless, one can observe that Polish students were more
engaged with the studies (3.70) and achieved higher academic performance
(3.81) than German counterparts.

Components of students’ employability connected with external variables, that
is the situation on the current labour market (components 5 and 6), were
assessed lower than individual characteristics. It is worth noticing that
environmental studies students most positively assessed the situation on the
labour market, compared to students of other 4 majors. Another similarity was
related to the lack of respondents’ knowledge about university perception by
employers; the majority of students did not know whether employers targeted
their university in order to recruit employees. The components related to the
perception of the field of studies (components 3 and 4) were assessed as low as
the external labour markets demand for professionals in the field of study.
History students ranked the credibility of their field the lowest of 5 majors, and
the lowest in the whole questionnaire (1.90).

The study described in this paper has limitations that should be noted. Some
limitations of the study arise from the choice of the sample. Respondents came
from two different countries, from two universities (BTU, UWM). This is the
reason why the study’s generalizability is limited. Future comparative studies
should benefit from a bigger number of academic institutions. Moreover, the
sample was drawn from different majors and study programmes in both
countries. This limitation is inherently difficult to overcome, because even study
programmes with the same names, e.g. history or economy, may differ
noticeably.

Other limitations represent weaknesses arising from design issues. The use of
self-report scores limits the findings to students’ perceptions which could be
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affected by response bias. Future employability studies would benefit from
multiple methodologies including interviews, assessments by professors and
possible employers, e.g. managers from business, services and cultural areas.
Practical implications of this study are related to the scale, convenient
measurement tools with which students can evaluate their employability and
identify any areas in which they need to take advantage of opportunities for
development.

Moreover, each of the components of self-perceived employability described
here may be a subject of a deeper, separate analysis in the future. Every of these
components is important not only for students and their careers, but for
managers of university faculties (departments) as well. Such exemplifications
can be helpful in modifications of current study programmes or creations of new
majors.

Because of redefinition of employability as a process and something to
achieved, all people involved in employability work at all levels are important:
students, tutors and policy makers. That is why some aspects illustrated in this
study are crucial for future changes in labour markets and are important for
government, ministry of higher education and their cooperation with companies,
firms and enterprises.

4. Conclusions

The following components of self-perceived employability and information
management of students were presented in this article in detail: engagement in
the studies and academic performance, the university’s brand, the field of study
at university, the status of the field of study, the labour market’s demand for
professionals in the field of study, perception of the state of the labour market,
opportunities in the labour market, confidence in the skills and competences and
personal knowledge and information management (PKIM) along with
information literacy (IL).

Although some limitations of such studies have been pointed out, the study has
a potential to make contribution to the development of employability research. It
seems that studies of self-perceived students’ employability, including
information literacy, should be continued in the future, especially among other
groups of students, other universities, other majors and other countries.
Research such as that presented in this article can contribute to the theory of
some disciplines, e.g.: education as well as library and information science, by
emphasizing the role of knowledge-relating skills and competences; knowledge
management and intellectual capital through highlighting an individual
perspective of employability of graduates from undergraduate and postgraduate
COurses.
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