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Abstract: The competencies of graphic design graduates are always a concern for design
educators and industry professionals. However, limited evidence has been offered by past
studies on the existence of a set of competency standards for new entrants to graphic design
profession. Also, there seems to exist a very few studies on the tool used to measure the
graduates’ competency levels that can be found from the literature review. This paper intends
to describe a conceptual framework used to develop a model and instrument for competency
assessment of graphic design graduates in the context of Malaysia. The conceptual framework
described in this paper will include the factors that constantly affect the competencies
(knowledge, skills, personal traits, self-concept, and motives) of graphic design graduates.

Keywords: Competency Model, Measurement Instrument, Competency Assessment, Graphic
Design Graduate, Standards of Practice

Introduction

Graphic design discipline has gained increasing popularity in Malaysia. According to Ong
(2017), the number of design students increased annually between year 2000 to 2010, from
8,000 to 10,000 each year. It is anticipated that the number will increase in the years to come.
As aresult, growing number of higher educational institutions in Malaysia establish their design
faculties in recent years (Ong, 2017). This phenomenon has contributed to the prevalence of
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graphic design graduates in the workforce. Among the famous institutions that provide design
education are The One Academy, Raffles University Iskandar, Lim Kok Wing University of
Creative Technology, Multimedia University, Dasein Academy of Arts, Malaysia Institute of
Arts, and so forth. However, design educators and industry professionals in Malaysia constantly
express their concerns over the issue of graphic design graduates’ competencies (Debbie, 2011).
They pointed out that the competency levels of the graduates fail to meet the expectations in
the real world (Lim, 2015).

In global context, similar concerns are also expressed by a number of design educators, writers,
and industry professionals (e.g., Adu, 2015; Cheung, 2012, 2016; Heller, 2005; Hsieh, Guan,
& Wu, 2010; McCoy, 1997). They argued that there is a mismatch between what are taught at
university and what are expected in professional design practice. Several factors may have led
to the mismatch between ‘supply’ and ‘demand’ of graphic design graduates. First, graphic
designers’ job domain and activities have dramatically changed in modern society (Bennett,
2006; Davis, 2005; Harland, 2011) but the design and delivery of graphic design curricula have
been considered too slow to catch up to the changes (American Institute of Graphic Design
(AIGA) & National Schools of Art and Design (NASAD), 2010; Davis, 2015; Marks, 2015;
Swanson, 2004). Consequently, design graduates are ineffectively and inefficiently trained for
the competencies required in the practice (Cheung, 2012, 2016). Second, there is a lack of an
agreement in terms of what ‘graphic design’ consists. Graphic design field is an ‘identity crisis’
as it is termed in different titles, such as ‘communication design’, ‘visual art’, and ‘visual
communication’ (McCoy, 1990). This has created difficulties in establishing a ‘standard’ to
guide the teaching and learning processes of graphic design at university level (Bridges, 2013).
Third, there are too many things for design students to learn. It is questionable if a typical four-
year graphic design programme is able to sufficiently prepare them for the challenges in the
21% century (Heller, 2005b, 2015b).

Some design disciplines in Malaysia, such as architectural and interior design, have developed
professional standards for their respective university programmes to follow in order to govern
the quality of new entrants to the professions (Lembaga Arkitek Malaysia (Board of Architects
Malaysia), 2017). It is unfortunate, however, that such professional standards cannot be found
in graphic design discipline (Chiang, Idris, & Chuen, 2018). In other words, graphic design
graduates do not require professional qualification for the right to practice in the profession,
and therefore anyone can claim to be a graphic designer, including those who are ‘informally
trained’ (Chiang, Idris, & Chuen, 2019). As a result, the professional status of graphic designers
in Malaysia remains low in comparison to other design professions (Debbie, 2011). Yet, up to
the best notice of the researchers, there is no easy and effective way to determine the
competency levels of graphic design graduates for effective work performance in professional
design practice. Therefore, there is a need to establish a set of profession’s competency
standards to guide the design, development, and delivery of graphic design curricula at the
university, and there is also a need to develop a valid and effective instrument to measure the
competency levels of graphic design graduates.

Literature Review
Current Trends in Design Industry

As the technology and business environment continue to advance, AIGA (2015b) posed six
major trends for the industry professionals and design educators to consider in their practices.
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These trends redefine the role of design in a wider and more tactical context. They are briefly
discussed as follows.

Wide and Deep: Meta-Disciplinary Study and Practice

Graphic design is a living organism that actively interacts with other disciplines (Littlejohn &
Davis, 2010). Designers must be exposed to knowledge and skills from multiple disciplines and
apply them in daily practice (AIGA, 2015b). These disciplines, should include, but not limit to:
natural science, humanities and liberal arts, social and behavioral sciences, technology and
engineering, creative and applied arts, and human professions and services (Friedman, 2012).
The mastery of knowledge and skills from different disciplines ensures a more effective and
efficient collaboration between designers and other specialists in design process (McDermott,
Boradkar, & Zunjarwad, 2014).

Expanded Scope: Scale and Complexity of Design Problems

Aside from creating compelling visuals, graphic designers are required to think critically,
intellectually, strategically, creatively, and innovatively in order to solve a vast number of
problems (Muratovski, 2016). These problems are usually “nested within increasingly complex
social, technological and economic systems and address people who vary in their cognitive,
physical and cultural behaviours and experiences” (AIGA, 2015b). Designers are to play more
complex role, i.e., to propose effective solutions, in tangible or intangible forms of experiences
or strategy, in order to contribute meaningfully to social, sustainable, and economic
development (Muratovski, 2016) .

Targeted Messages: A Narrow Definition of Audiences
AIGA (2015b) highlighted that the message delivery process will “shift from mass
communication to more narrow definitions of audiences”. This shift requires designers to
understand the preferences, cultural behaviors, and experiences of different groups of audiences
in greater depth. Designers must be capable of identifying the most appropriate channel to
engage with their audiences from different perspectives to gain empathy more effectively (Adu,
2015).

Break Through: An Attention Economy

Attention economy views human attention as a ‘scarce economic resource’. It concerns
primarily with the management of information (Berman & McClellan, 2002). According to
AIGA (2015b), attention economy should be considered in communication design, information
design, experience design, and service design process. Designers must be able to grab and
sustain individual’s attention in an environment overloaded with information but pressed for
time (Berman & McClellan, 2002). To add value to in the services and solutions is the key in
this process (Adu, 2015).

Sharing Experiences: A Co-Creation Model

A number of studies (e.g., Akama, 2008; Fischer, 2000; Sanders, 2000; Steen, de Koning, &
Pikaart, 2004) had highlighted the significance of the interaction between designer and user.
These studies examined the way in which the end users can involve more dynamically in design
process. They developed ‘generative tools’, such as paper prototypes, drawing, mind mapping,
storyboards, dialogue, and playful games, to trigger end users’ emotion and expression, and to
enable them to share meaningful feedback to enrich the solutions, products, and services
(Sanders, 2000, p. 4). In other words, users can now join designers, become co-authors and co-
creators in any design activities (Akama, 2008).
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Responsible Outcomes: Focusing on Sustainability

Discomfort feeling is growing among people about some of the undesirable trends in the
modern society: pollution, climate change, inequality, poverty, and greater tension between
human and technology. This, in turn, calls for “different design processes, methods and tools,
as well as new breeds of designers with different competencies” (Gardien, Djajadiningrat,
Hummels, & Brombacher, 2014, p. 119). Designers must work intensively with relevant
stakeholders to produce ethically fair, commercially viable, sustainable, and responsible
solutions (AIGA, 2015b).

These six major trends, in short, dramatically shape the job domain and activities of graphic
design practice. They reveal the long-term challenges for studio in design industry in recruiting
and developing their teams, as well as for higher education institutions in designing and
delivering curricula.

Contemporary Graphic Designers’ Job Domains and Activities

Contemporary graphic designers’ job domain and activities are in a state of constant change.
The long-recognized responsibilities of graphic designers are to select and organize textual
content and visual elements in different media (Cezzar, 2017) in order to deliver ideas and
messages creatively and strategically (Ambrose & Harris, 2011; Bestley & Noble, 2016;
Frascara, 2004). The key function of graphic design is to “persuade, inform, identify, motivate,
enhance, organize, brand, rouse, locate, engage, and carry or convey many levels of meaning”
to a specific group of audience (Landa, 2014, p. 1). From the design of a single business card
to a whole series of brand identity system, or from a company’s website to the print and digital
advertisements of an integrated advertising campaign, graphic design works can take place at
any scale and happen in an instant or over a long period of time (Cezzar, 2017). There are many
different specializations in graphic design (Heller & Fernandes, 2004). A graphic designer can
specialize in branding and identity design, corporate communication design, editorial design,
illustration, information design, interactive or experience design, motion graphics, packaging
design, promotional design and advertising, typographic design to name just a few (Landa,
2014).

However, the scope and impact of graphic design today are expanding as a result of the
progression in technology and business environment. Graphic design, as highlighted by Marks
(2015), has become a “richly diverse field that continues to evolve” (p. 18). Simultaneously,
the level of ambiguity and sophistication of graphic designers’ job domain and activities is
increased (Davis, 2008; Harland, 2016). Graphic designers are required to play a wide array of
roles within the industry (Bennett, 2006; Dziobczenski & Person, 2017; Dziobczenski, Person,
& Merildinen, 2018). As evident in AIGA (2014) and Australian Graphic Design Association
(AGDA) (2012), new job roles such as ‘web-based rich media and motion graphics developer’,
‘web content strategist’, ‘user experience designer’, ‘social media or online community
manager’, ‘mobile app developer’, ‘information architect’, ‘mobile interface designer’,
‘strategy director or design strategist’, and so forth can be found on their websites. The job
descriptions range from marketing to creative services professionals, including print and
interactive designers, market researchers, copywriters, content strategists, and more. Just like
other fields of design (Buchanan, 2001; Valtonen, 2005), graphic designers are also required to
involve in non-design areas such as business strategy, innovation management, and service
design (Davis, 2005).
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The job domain and activities of graphic designers have been clarified in various design
textbooks and research reports (e.g., Ambrose & Harris, 2011; Bennett, 2006; Cheung, 2016;
Heller, 2005a, 2015a). For example, Newark (2008) identified 26 components of graphic design.
These components can be further classified into five major areas: (1.) alphabets; (2.) typography;
(3.) images; (4.) tools; and (5.) disciplines. According to Newark (2008), area (1.) to (3.) are the
essential components that used by graphic designers to communicate meaning or messages
visually, area (4.) is the technical tools or technologies used by graphic designers to produce
design, and area (5.) refers to the outcomes that produced by graphic designers such as logos,
print media, web materials, and so forth. Similarly, Van der Waarder’s (2009) study suggested
three key job activities comprise of graphic design practice, which are: (1.) selection of
appropriate visual elements; (2.) organization of the elements to form specific outcomes to attain
visual goals; and, (3.) evaluation of the usability and marketability of the outcomes against
specific visual goals.

Nevertheless, Harland (2011) noted that “the traditional domains of typography, illustration,
photography, and print, while contributing significantly to graphic design, are inadequate terms
for describing what graphic design is, and what graphic designers do” (p. 22). He argued that
contemporary demands for graphic designers require a new perspective to look at the field. To
Harland (2011), graphic design is a “unified thinking and doing activity that involves idea
generation, image creation, word interpretation, and media realization” (p. 22) for various
essential dimensions. These dimensions are: communication, commerce, industry, culture, and
society. Among these five dimensions, society is the most significant dimension for graphic
design because it covers the rest of the other dimensions. Harland (2011) highlighted that
graphic design should be viewed as “a tool for social, cultural, and economic development”
instead of “a craft for commerce” (p. 34). This is to mean that graphic designers are capable of
impacting various facets of people’s life and many dimensions in the society by using their
expertise.

Cheung (2016) studied the domain of professional knowledge required by graphic designers in
Hong Kong. In his study, he collected data from graphic design graduates, employers in design
industry, and design educators by using mixed method approach. These respondents, in short,
arrived at a consensus that: “A professional designer is knowledgeable and performs well in
both internal and external environment” (p. 34). In other words, aside from possessing design
related knowledge and skills, contemporary graphic designers must collaborate intensively with
experts from other disciplines in design process.

This body of literature, in brief, indicates that designers are no longer pure decorators, craftsmen,
or stylists (AIGA, 2015b; Muratovski, 2016). Instead, they are expected to play a wide range
of roles and responsibilities at different positions within the industry (Bohemia, 2002;
Dziobczenski et al., 2018; Kang, Chung, & Nam, 2015). They can work as functional experts in
the processes of developing new products or as strategic leaders in business organizations
(Ravasi & Lojacono, 2005; Valtonen, 2005). Several studies also suggested that designers can
work with business organizations in many ways (Jevnaker & Bruce, 1998) and that the perceived
value and contribution of designers can be determined by who they are working with (Valencia,
Person, & Snelders, 2013).

Graphic Design Graduates’ Competencies: International and Local Perspectives

In collaboration with Adobe since 2006, AIGA (2015a) had been working hard to shed light on
what graphic design practice will be like in the future. Consequently, they identified several
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competencies that will need to be acquired by future graphic designers, which are the ability to:
develop meaningful visuals to solve various communication problems; select and use suitable
tools and technology for specific production requirements; respond to audience contexts that
shape design decisions; be flexible, nimble and dynamic in practice; deliver design rationale
for proposed solutions confidently and logically; work in a global environment; interact
effectively in interdisciplinary teams; understand issues related to different contexts for design;
and apply ecological and ethical concepts in design process (AIGA, 2015a). AIGA (2015a)
highlighted that these competencies should be considered by graphic design related
programmes providers at higher education level when they plan, design, develop, and
implement their curricula as in order to empower graphic design graduates to meet the needs
and demands of the future.

A number of studies (e.g., Adu, 2015; Bridges, 2013; Cheung, 2016; Dharavath, 2003;
Dziobczenski & Galeotti, 2017; Dziobczenski et al., 2018; Hsieh et al., 2010; Wang, 2006;
Wilson, 2014) were conducted to determine the underlying attributes required by graphic design
graduates for successful job performance. Wang (2006) had identified 66 significant
competencies, 63 desirable competencies, 12 most important competencies for graphic design
curriculum development and delivery at university level, and 20 most needed competencies for
employment as perceived by design educators and industry professionals in Kansas and
Missouri. These competencies could be classified into design-, soft skills-, technical-, and
computer-related dimensions. According to Wang (2006), technical dimension is among the
most important as compared to other competency dimensions. Similarly, Bridges’ (2013) study
intended to find out the skills, content knowledge, and tools needed in a graphic design
programme in order to prepare graduates for the challenges in the 21 century. The top five
most important competencies her findings uncovered are: (1.) apply the basic principles of
graphic design aesthetics; (2.) perform graphic design creatively; (3.) apply the concepts of
typography; (4.) exhibit interpersonal skills; and (5.) write clearly, concisely, and correctly. The
top most needed tools include: (1.) Adobe Creative Suite; (2.) Microsoft Office; (3.)
sketchbooks; (4.) Adobe Dreamweaver; and (5.) printers.

Adu’s (2015) study suggested that employers in design industry expect graduates to be multi-
skilled. Apart from being able to perform technical tasks, graphic design graduates must possess
up-to-date industry knowledge, understanding of the changing nature of work, time
management skills, relevant work experience, communication skills, problem-solving skills, a
wide range of knowledge of other disciplines, technology literacy, teamwork and leadership
skills, and personal traits (e.g., emotional intelligence, self-respect, self-usefulness, and
confidence) in order to be competitive in real world practice. Dziobczenski and Galeotti (2017)
evaluated the significance of 25 skills for graphic designers to perform proficiently within the
Brazilian industry in order to enhance graduates’ employability. They organized these skills in
four groups: (1.) conceptual design skills (briefing skills, business skills, concept design skills,
idea generation skills, market trends skills, problem-solving skills, and research skills); (2.)
project management skills (client relationship skills, leadership skills, presentation skills,
project management skills, and teamwork skills); (3.) software skills (2D software, 3D
software, coding skills, Office skills, and web development software); and (4.) technical design
skills (3D modeling skills, illustration skills, layout skills, motion design skills, photo
manipulation skills, photography skills, production skills, and typography skills) (Dziobczenski
& Galeotti, 2017).
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In Malaysia, students who receive formal design education are also required to meet certain
competency levels before they officially graduate. The Malaysian Qualifications Agency
(MQA, 2013) is an accrediting body of academic programmes and qualifications of higher
educational institutions. All design programmes, including graphic design, must include eight
significant domains of learning outcomes as determined by MQA (2013) in order to govern the
quality of design graduates. The learning outcome domains are: (1.) knowledge; (2.) practical
skills; (3.) social skills and responsibilities; (4.) values, attitudes and professionalism; (5.)
communication, leadership and team skills; (6.) problem solving and scientific skills; (7.)
information management and lifelong learning skills; and (8.) managerial and entrepreneurial
skills (MQA, 2013).

MQA (2013) also offers a comprehensive description on the ‘general’ aims of different levels
of design study for higher education providers in Malaysia. These aims can be considered as
the different competency levels required by design graduates based on different academic
qualifications. While diploma graduates are required to master “related broad-based
knowledge, advanced skills, entrepreneurship, creativity and innovation, visual expression and
communication in Art and Design to contribute towards the creative industry” (MQA, 2013, p.
7), Bachelor’s Degree graduates are expected to acquire “relevant in-depth knowledge, multi
skills, critical thinking skills, creativity and innovation in specialized and interdisciplinary areas
of studies, contextual understanding, entrepreneurship and professionalism, which contribute
towards the creative industry and the visual culture” upon the completion of specific design
programme (MQA, 2013, p. 7).

In recognition of the significance of competency for superior job performance, the Department
of Skills and Development and Ministry of Education in Malaysia have developed a skill
standards development project, which is called National Occupational Skills Standard (NOSS).
The established skill standards define the required employment level as well as competency
level by employees in the industry in the context of Malaysia (Department of Skills and
Development, 2013). There are seven job competency areas required by graphic designers in
NOSS document, including: (1.) layout design; (2.) colour concept design; (3.) typography
design; (4.) image manipulation; (5.) graphic illustration; (6.) final artwork confirmation; and
(7.) computer software and hardware troubleshooting. Graphic designers are also expected to
have particular core abilities (e.g., apply thinking skills and creativity, prepare report and
instructions, convey information and ideas to people, manage and improve performance of
individuals, provide consultation and counselling, develop and maintain team harmony and
resolve conflicts, facilitate and coordinate teams and ideas, allocate work, implement project /
work plans, and inspect and monitor work done and / or in progress) and social skills (e.g.,
communication skills, conceptual skills, interpersonal skills, multitasking and prioritizing, self-
discipline, teamwork, learning skills, leadership skills, patience, respect, meticulous, and
punctuality) to deal with non-design tasks successfully (Department of Skills and Development,
2013). In other words, the higher education providers in Malaysia must produce graduates who
can perform effectively in these job competency areas with related abilities and skills in order
to meet the basic workplace demands.

Development of Competency Model and Instrument for Competency Assessment
Two approaches are commonly used in human resource management practice in competency
model development (Lucia & Lepsinger, 1999). The first is a ‘start-from-the-scratch’ approach.
In this approach, comprehensive interviews and observations are conducted with high
performers in order to gain insights into the ‘critical incidents’ that contribute to superior work
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performance of a specific job or profession. The strength of this approach is that it can collect
specific competencies that highly related to the job or profession, but it requires a great amount
of time and resources. The second is an ‘off-the-shelf’ approach based on existing models. As
validated model can be used in this approach, a significant amount of time and resources can
be reduced. However, the deficiency is that the uniqueness of a specific job or profession may
not be able to capture effectively by using this approach. Lucia and Lepsinger (1999)
highlighted that for a newly competency model to be used effectively, “it must be shown to
have face validity (that is, the competencies described in the model must make sense to those
performing the job) and it must be validated as a predictor of successful performance (that is,
the competencies must be demonstrated by the top performers in the job)” (p. 93). Campion et
al. (2011) suggested that a competency model’s memorableness and communication can be
reinforced by means of suitable visuals, diagrams, or related graphical elements. It is
recommended that a model should look as simple as possible and focus only on the core
competency areas.

There are numerous benefits of competency-based assessment (Potgieter & Van der Merwe,
2002). It can be used in the selection process of new entrants to the job, internal promotion,
development of existing employers (VVan der Merwe, 2002). However, a truly valid and reliable
competency-based assessment strategy is highly beneficial to not only the professions, but also
to the whole community (Suhairom, Musta’amal, Amin, & Johari, 2014). Gonczi (1994) stated
that under a competency-based assessment system, assessors judge whether an individual has
attained specific pre-determined criteria listed in the competency standards based on the
collected evidence from the performances. Gonczi, Hager, and Athanasou (1993) defined
competency-based assessment as (p. 23):

assessment of a person’s competence [competency] against prescribed
standards of performance. Thus, if a profession has established a set of, say,
entry level competency standards, then these details the standards of
performance required of all new entrants to that profession. Competency-
based assessment is the process of determining whether a candidate meets
the prescribed standards of performance, i.e. whether they demonstrate
professional competence [competency]...

Both Emat (2005) and Greenstein (2012) provided similar description that competency-based
assessment is a process to collect evidence and make judgment on the competency levels of
individuals while performing work-related tasks based on pre-determined standards.
Competency-based assessment is perceived to have higher levels of inherent fairness by
individuals because it focuses on the behavior and actual job output instead of personality or
other cultural factors (Potgieter & Van der Merwe, 2002).

Several methodologies are noted in the development of competency-based assessment
measures (Nicholson, Griffin, Gillis, Wu, & Dunning, 2012). Bashook (2005) focused more on
psychometric properties in the development of an effective and efficient competency
assessment. He pointed out that the ultimate goal for each assessment during training or in
practice is to measure an individual’s competencies, including knowledge, skills, abilities,
personal traits or performance, as accurate as possible (Bashook, 2005). In this sense, accuracy
refers to the results from the assessment are reliable and valid to predict or indicate the
performance of an individual (Suhairom et al., 2014).
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Nevertheless, previous studies provide little evidence on the existence of such assessment
instrument for graphic design graduates. There seems to exist a very few studies on the
instrument for competency assessment of graphic design graduates that can be found from the
literature review. Thus, the following section describes a conceptual framework used to develop
a model and instrument for competency assessment of graphic design graduates in the context
of Malaysia.

The Proposed Conceptual Framework

The proposed conceptual framework is developed by adapting and integrating two well-
established generic competency models. The first model is Model of Effective Job Performance,
which was developed by Boyatzis (1982). As shown in Figure 1, in this model, Boyatzis (1982)
argued that effective action or performance will happen when three critical components are in
correspondence with each other. These three components are: organisational environment, job
demands, and an individual’s competencies. In other words, ineffective action or performance
will occur if any one or two of those components are inconsistent.

The
individual’s
competencies

The
job
demands

Effective
specific
actions or
behavior

The
organizational
environment

Figure 1: A Model of Effective Job Performance developed by Boyatzis (1982).

According to Boyatzis (1982), an individual’s competencies can be referred to the knowledge,
skills, and attitudes (KSASs) that a person display while working on specific given job tasks.
They are the most essential characteristics that empower a person to complete those tasks. The
job demands are the requirements, activities, scope, and content of the job that guide the
behaviours and actions of the person. The organisational environment covers the strategies,
aims and goals, and policies of particular organisation as well as the external context of work
(Boyatzis, 1982).

The second model is The Iceberg Model and The Onion Model (as shown in Figure 2), which
were established by Spencer and Spencer (1993). According to them, there are five types of
competency characteristics: motives, traits, self-concepts, knowledge, and skills. These
characteristics can be arranged based on their degree of visibility and centralness to personality.
While knowledge and skills are more visible and relatively surface; self-concept, traits, and
motives tend to be hidden, deeper, and central to personality. This means that knowledge and
skills are relatively easier to develop and train than self-concept, traits, and motives (Spencer
& Spencer, 1993).
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THE ICEBERG

Self-
concept

CORE
PERSONALITY

Most difficult
to developed

Visible

SURFACE
Most
easily developed

Attitudes,

Hidden Values

Self-Concept,
Trait,

Motive

Figure 2: The Iceberg Model and The Onion Model Developed by Spencer and
Spencer (1993)

The proposed conceptual framework for the development of a competency assessment model
and instrument for graphic design graduates is illustrated in Figure 3. Following Boyatzis’s
(1982) suggestion, in this conceptual framework, graphic design graduates’ competencies are
identified as being consistent with current trends in design industry as well as current job
demands. In other words, this framework recognizes the importance of the current trends as
well as job demands in the development of the most relevant competencies for graphic design
graduates to function effectively in constantly changing world. Current trends refer to the
external factors that shape the context for the practice of design. Such trends are usually driven
by the emerging technological, social, cultural, and economic issues, practices, and
developments. Job demands, on the other hand, refer to the internal factors that directly shape
the required competencies to deal with the given job tasks. They are the general functional
requirements of the job. These two factors will be considered while identifying the
competencies to be included in the model and instrument.

Current Trends |  The Required Competencies
in Design for Graphic Design Graduates: Effective Job
Knowledge, Skills, Self- ™ Performance
concept, Personal Traits,
Job Demands > Motives

Figure 3: The Proposed Conceptual Framework for The Development of a Model and
Instrument for Competency Assessment of Graphic Design Graduates.

As previously noted, competencies are individuals’ characteristics of that allow them to perform
appropriate specific actions or behaviours. They indicate the ability that individuals bring to the
job (Boyatzis, 1982; Spencer & Spencer, 1993). When the responsibilities of the job to produce
the desired results require the demonstration of specific actions or behaviours, individuals draw
from inner resources for the ability to perform (Vathanophas & Thai-ngam, 2007). In this
conceptual framework, the required competencies of graphic design graduates are broken down
into five major domains based on the Spencer and Spencer’s (1993) interpretation of
competency. They are knowledge, skills, self-concept, personal traits, and motives. More
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specifically, knowledge is the understanding and awareness that a person possesses in certain
aspects that are crucial for handling assigned job tasks; skills are the abilities of a person to
perform the assigned tasks; traits are the attributes or qualities of a person in responding to
situations or circumstances; self-concept is the belief that a person look at him or herself which
usually refers to attitudes, values, or self-image; and motives are the motivation or reason that
drives a person to behave and act in particular ways consistently in order to achieve certain
goals (Spencer and Spencer, 1993).

Effective job performance is the outcome of mastery of the required competencies. Effective
job performance is the attainment of specific results required by the job through those
competencies while being able to fit to the current trends as well as the job demands in
professional design practice.

Conclusion

In brief, the present study describes a conceptual framework used to develop a model and
instrument for competency assessment of graphic design graduates. The development of such
model and instrument will bring a shared vocabulary to relevant stakeholders with respect to
the standards of performance required of all graphic design graduates as well as an effective
means to measure their levels of competency, specifically in the context of Malaysia.
Accordingly, the effectiveness and efficiency of the educational and employability process of
graphic design discipline can be enhanced (Adu, 2015). Continuous growth of design
knowledge is important to develop the discipline and to differentiate the scope and content of
designers’ work from other professionals’ work (Horvath, 2007). It is hoped that the
development of such model and instrument can contribute to this growth of knowledge and
serve developments of design in both academia (Dorst, 2008; Valencia et al., 2013) and practice
(Conley, 2004, 2007), particularly in graphic design discipline.
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