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This study investigated development centres as a method to improve the generalised 
self-efficacy of university graduates. This research was motivated by the various challenges, 
graduates face in order to successfully transition into the world of work. Although there 
is a general scarcity of skills in many emerging economies like South Africa, graduate 
unemployment rates remain high. Additionally, graduates are not making the immediate 
impact that employers would expect due to a lack of technical and “soft skills.” General 
self-efficacy is an important attribute for job applicants because it provides them with the 
confidence to solve problems efficiently. The primary research objective was to identify 
whether the generalised self-efficacy of graduates can be  positively affected by a 
development centre approach in the short-term and long-term. The sample population 
for this research included Industrial Psychology graduates at a select university in the 
Western Cape, South Africa (n = 17). A quasi-experimental methodology was implemented 
where an intervention group (n = 7) and a control group (n = 10) were taken through a 
development centre approach. The results of the intervention indicated that a development 
centre approach has a positive impact on self-efficacy levels over the short and medium 
term. Results from the study emphasise the importance of self-efficacy in graduate 
employability and indicate how development centres can be used to improve self-efficacy 
levels. The findings of this study provide a basis for future research into the further 
development of graduate self-efficacy and the potential benefits for first time job seekers.

Keywords: development centres, graduate employability, self-efficacy, competency-based assessments, social 
cognitive theory

INTRODUCTION

One way of reducing poverty is by increasing employment rates throughout the various sectors 
of the economy. Voluminous research suggests that a fast growing and inclusive economy presents 
the best long-term strategy to roll back income inequality, unemployment, and poverty (Hoeller 
et  al., 2014; Sulla and Zikhali, 2018). For this reason, the South  African National Development 
Plan (NDP) aims to meet its laudable 2030 goals by providing more broad-based employment 
through faster economic growth, improving the quality of education, and building a capable 
state (National Planning Commission, 2012). However, several structural challenges hamper 
economic growth and broad-based employment including low investment in basic infrastructure, 
inflexible labour laws, low levels of labour productivity, and the high cost of doing business in 
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South Africa. These trends have limited the ability and willingness 
of the private sector to employ graduates produced by the tertiary 
education sector over the last 20 years (Tremblay et  al., 2012; 
Humburg et al., 2013; Mlambo et al., 2021). Although South Africa 
has always been characterised as a country with high 
unemployment rates, especially amongst semi-skilled or unskilled 
workers, this trend is now extending to skilled employees as 
well. Statistics South Africa (2021) reports growing unemployment 
rates of 34.4% in quarter 2 of 2021, with the burden of 
unemployment squarely shouldered by the youth (aged 
15–34 years). The report goes on to reveal substantially higher 
unemployment rates for youth, amounting to 64.4% for youth 
aged 15–24, and 42.9% for those aged 25–34. It also suggests 
that even graduates of tertiary education programs are not 
guaranteed work in South Africa, with 11% of graduates finding 
themselves unemployed in Q2 2021 (Statistics South  Africa, 
2021). This presents a developmental issue not only faced by 
students, but also by organisations, tertiary institutions, and the 
nation as a whole (Okeke-Uzodike and Naude, 2018).

Developing employable graduates who display desired graduate 
attributes is an important starting point in reducing the high 
unemployment rates of graduates. As previous research has 
indicated, organisations seek graduates with a combination of 
skills, such as problem solving skills, leadership skills, interpersonal 
skills, and communication skills (Lowden et  al., 2011; Awan and 
Ameen, 2020). However, with the lack of exposure to the working 
world, graduates may not have access to development opportunities 
to improve their employability. Du Preez et al. (2019) recommend 
the necessity for metacognitive competence development to help 
graduates develop an understanding of their own skills and what 
is required in the workplace. Hamilton et  al. (2015) add by 
stating that only when the development of practical and 
fundamental skills is prioritised will graduates become employable.

Developing confidence in graduates is an important step 
in preparing them for the challenges and opportunities 
represented by the world of work. When graduates have a 
high level of self-efficacy, they are more courageous in taking 
risks, they make better decisions, and they are able to tackle 
challenges efficiently, and can set stimulating goals and commit 
to them. They also experience lower levels of stress, anxiety, 
and depression, and put more effort and perseverance into 
learning challenging tasks (Luthans and Avolio, 2007; Petruzziello 
et  al., 2021). As a result, graduates can benefit from impactful 
efforts at improving self-efficacy and employability, such as 
coaching and mentoring programmes, work-integrated learning 
methods (Freudenberg et al., 2010), job shadowing, competency-
based curricula (Muraraneza et  al., 2017), and development 
centres. While the competencies that these methods of developing 
graduate employability are pivotal to students’ future professional 
success, the underlying benefit of this development – self-
efficacy – is also important to their personal growth and maturity.

The Role of Higher Education in 
Developing Graduate Self-Efficacy
According to Brits (2018), tertiary institutions play a critical 
role in both enhancing graduate employability, and in impacting 

the national economic growth. Education plays a pivotal role 
in the NDP of 2030, to spur growth, and broaden employment 
opportunities. In this regard, higher education in South  Africa 
plays a key enabling function. Moolman (2017) states that 
tertiary institutions can assist graduates in achieving employability 
by embedding this concept in learning programmes and lectures, 
incorporating work experience into the academic curriculum, 
and introducing development assessment practices. One way 
in which tertiary institutions can contribute to this transformation 
is by introducing elements of development centres into their 
teaching practice, since development centres offer numerous 
benefits that may improve academic performance and 
employability (Van Wyk and du Toit, 2018). Jacobs et al. (2018) 
state that graduates benefit from assessment centres regardless 
of the career they aspire towards, and are provided with 
structured feedback that guides their steps towards future 
development. A longitudinal study by Jacobs et al. (2018) found 
that over a 10-year period, assessment centres developed the 
skills and abilities of all graduates who participated, irrespective 
of their position. Although the primary goal of development 
centres is to diagnose the key strengths and weaknesses of 
participants, one of the most important and overlooked benefits 
is the development of generalised self-efficacy.

Assessment and development centres can thus play a critical 
role in nurturing the competencies crucial to job success by 
creating self-awareness and boosting self-efficacy. This study, 
therefore, proposes that development centres have the potential 
to increase self-knowledge and awareness regarding the strengths 
and weakness of participants, while boosting self-efficacy in 
the short and long term. This in turn is likely to improve the 
employability of students and assist them to make an immediate 
impact in the organisations that employ them.

The next section will look at the theoretical basis of generalised 
self-efficacy generally and, more specifically, at the links with 
competency-based assessments.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND 
HYPOTHESES

Graduate Employability
Graduate employability can be  simply described as the degree 
to which graduates possess the knowledge, attributes, skills, 
and attitudes to attract interest from employers, and ultimately 
to provide meaningful contributions to the workplace and the 
broader economy (Tomlinson and Nghia, 2020). While many 
employability models have been developed, Understanding, 
Skills, Efficacy, and Metacognition (USEM) model of Knight 
and Yorke (2002) has gathered substantial support from 
contemporary researchers in the area (see Soares et  al., 2017; 
Bennett and Ananthram, 2021). The essence of the USEM 
model is that it requires more than just generic skills or a 
qualification to be  considered employable, and that these 
components are interdependent.

An additional employability framework developed by Dacre 
Pool and Sewell (2007), known as the CareerEDGE model 
shows the foundation required for employability, along with 
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the direction and relationship of further competencies required 
from graduates to develop their employability. The foundation 
of this model displays a degree of competency overlap, for 
example, work experience may be essential to career development 
learning, but may also inform degree subject learning relevant 
to an individual’s course of study. It is thus evident that although 
self-efficacy plays a crucial part in graduate employability, so 
does the access to development opportunities as represented 
in the five aspects of the CareerEDGE model foundation. 
Implementing creative opportunities for graduate development, 
such as job shadowing, industry visits, and development 
assessment centres, would be impactful in achieving both higher 
levels of confidence and employability. It is interesting to note 
that both the USEM model and CareerEDGE model consider 
reflection/metacognition, self-efficacy, basic skills, and a level 
of work experience/understanding to be  important to building 
employable graduates.

Furthermore, Jones (2015) presents a model of employability 
that is informed by one’s skills, confidence, and self-regulated 
learning. This model proposes that employability requires 
individuals who are confident and have the ability to manage 
their learning and skills. Jones (2015, p. 17) proposes a definition 
of employability as the “ability and attitude to apply and adapt 
knowledge and skills to current and future opportunities across 
a career path enabling contribution to a range of occupations 
in public, private, or not-for-profit sectors.” The underpinning 
concepts of this employability model display the need for 
knowledge and skills; the need for individuals with self-regulated 
learning abilities who are capable of adapting and broadening 
their knowledge; and the need for individuals to confidently 
apply one’s knowledge and ability (self-efficacy; Zimmerman, 
1990; Bandura, 1995; Jones, 2015). This model proposes a 
virtues cycle between the skills that a person has obtained, 
their level of self-efficacy and self-regulated learning. The starting 
point of the process is largely unclear, but it seems logical 
that high levels of self-efficacy will enable self-regulated learning, 
which ultimately leads to greater efficacy in the workplace 
and employability. This cycle continues indefinitely through 
the graduate’s career, where bigger or more complex tasks 
require the acquisition of skills through self-regulated learning.

Another well-known employability model is conceptual model 
of graduate attributes of Bridgstock (2009) for employability 
that includes career management skills. This model proposes 
the importance of career management skills in achieving 
employability (i.e., variation of high-impact and long-term 
career capabilities), including one’s ability to intentionally self-
manage and actively seek prospective opportunities (Bridgstock, 
2009). Although having the relevant and desired skills is 
necessary in achieving employability, this model also sheds 
light on the underpinning traits and dispositions that are a 
critical component of employability. These underpinning traits 
and dispositions (e.g., sociability, taking initiative, willingness 
to learn, openness to experience, and self-efficacy) are known 
as the foundation of successfully developing and applying career 
management skills (Jarvis, 2003; McMahon et  al., 2003; 
Bridgstock, 2009; Hoeller et  al., 2014). Although self-efficacy 
is recognised as an underlying characteristic in achieving 

employability throughout various employability models, it proves 
to be  a critical attribute to graduate employability success. 
Pinquart et al. (2003) agree by making mention of the importance 
of one’s motivation and self-efficacy, which play a pivotal role 
in a graduate’s transitional experience from the academic 
environment to the work environment.

The various theoretical employability models indicate that 
self-efficacy plays a rather important role in graduate 
employability, either as a direct effect or as mediator. A positive 
correlation between self-efficacy and employment search 
behaviour and graduate employment results has been found 
(Moynihan et  al., 2003; Pinquart et  al., 2003). Moreover, self-
efficacy is also positively linked to academic achievement, 
motivation constructs, and self-controlled behaviour (such as 
awareness of learning methods utilised and time taken; Lowden 
et  al., 2011; Morrison, 2014; Gharetepeh et  al., 2015). Further 
studies have demonstrated that self-efficacy positively correlates 
with career adaptability (Öncel, 2014; Atitsogbe et  al., 2019), 
as well as demonstrating higher levels of self-efficacy linked 
to higher levels of perceived employability (Ngo et  al., 2017). 
Developing confident graduates is important for the preparation 
of facing unfamiliar challenges and opportunities that the ever-
changing working world presents. Jones (2015) agrees by stating 
that those with high confidence levels are deemed as more 
employable due to their belief and ability to apply preferred 
behaviours and ways of work that lead to successful outcomes.

Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy forms the core mechanism for developing an 
individual’s motivation to exercise control over situations that 
affect their life (Sanchitra and Bandara, 2017). Self-esteem 
describes an individual’s belief regarding their ability to manage 
and carry out motivation, cognitive resources, and courses of 
action that will guide them to the success of specific tasks 
(Simons and Buitendach, 2013). This definition proposes that 
efficacy relates to the achievement of a precise task and is 
situation-specific. In addition to this, Bandura (1997) stated 
that the social-cognitive theory of self-efficacy is multi-faceted 
and varies across multiple circumstances and tasks.

Efficacy is not a trait, but rather a general capability that 
evolves over time and experience (Mazaheri and Yazdani, 2016). 
This belief is primarily shaped by four sources within self-
efficacy, namely, mastery experience, vicarious experience, verbal 
persuasion, and physiological arousal. Allison and Keller (2004) 
discovered that a self-efficacy intervention involving all four 
self-efficacy development mechanisms led to advanced 
developments in older adult’s physical activity performance. 
Moreover, self-efficacy plays an important role not only in the 
work environment, but also in an individual’s everyday lifestyle 
(Lunenburg, 2011).

Studies have also shown that self-efficacy plays a mediational 
role in student’s selection of career choices. Studies of Pajares 
(2003) indicated that self-efficacy beliefs impact the choice of 
majors and career paths of tertiary students. Moreover, Pajares 
(2003) outlines those undergraduates tend to choose majors 
and career paths based on the fields they feel most proficient 
in and deter from those fields that they believe they are less 
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proficient in or are less able to compete. Views of Bandura 
(1994) underscore this by stating that the higher an individual’s 
level of perceived self-efficacy, the wider the variety of career 
paths they seriously consider, the more interest they show in 
diverse career paths, and they are generally better prepared 
to deal with success and failures. Moreover, research shows 
that in relation to academic achievement, individuals with lower 
levels of self-efficacy achieve lower levels of academic success 
and continuous failure may lead to learned helplessness (Juan 
et al., 2018). Learned helplessness is a psychological state where 
an individual avoids tasks that require persistence, interpret 
failure as a result of their lack of skills, negatively perceive 
tasks as challenges, and display a lack commitment (Filippello 
et  al., 2020).

Generalised self-efficacy is important for ongoing career 
success, but may also be very important during the application 
and recruitment process for graduates. While recruitment is 
a stage in achieving employment, many graduates experience 
the assessment and interviewing process for the first time, 
leaving them anxious and not knowing what to expect, impacting 
their confidence. Research on interviewing self-efficacy conducted 
by Tay et al. (2006) found that receiving feedback on interview 
performance influences an individual’s self-efficacy levels over 
time. This proves that job seekers with higher levels of self-
efficacy in interview capabilities typically receive more work 
opportunities. Thus, the influence of higher levels of self-efficacy 
influences graduates’ success in the application process as well 
as their job success.

Competency-Based Assessments
Competency-based assessments are popular in South  Africa 
to assess managerial and graduate potential. It is believed that 
South  Africa is the third largest user of assessment and 
development centres amongst 82 other countries internationally 
(Mulder and Taylor, 2015). The approach’s popularity in 
South  Africa can be  ascribed to a number of factors, but one 
of the biggest drivers is the gap in quality education and 
formal training between various racial groups. Standardised 
assessments, especially those related to the assessment of cognitive 
ability, often highlights the contrast and inequality in education 
quality, resulting in large group differences between racial 
groups (Laher and Cockcroft, 2013). In light of South  Africa’s 
history, perceived fairness, and cultural appropriateness is very 
important. The use of psychological measures is also legally 
mandated by the Health Professions Act (Republic of 
South Africa, 1974) and the Employment Equity Act (Republic 
of South  Africa, 1998), and their use is restricted if they are 
not able to demonstrate ethnic and gender fairness. Generally, 
competency-based assessments are regarded as fairer by 
participants due the high degree of fidelity between the 
simulations and real-world work situation (Thornton et  al., 
2015). Internationally, Competency Based Assessment also leads 
to smaller ethnic and gender group differences (Leong and 
Park, 2016). Additionally, competency-based assessments are 
strongly linked to current and future job performance 
(Al-Mannaee and Ryan, 2018).

As highly valued processes, assessment and development 
centres are actively utilised for purposes, such as recruitment, 
development, and retaining talent within organisations (Callow, 
2010). These multi-purpose centres are known as a standardised 
process whereby multiple raters evaluate participant’s performance 
against pre-defined competencies which are assessed through 
a series of job-related simulations. These pre-defined competencies 
are related to the requirements and behaviours of a specific 
role. Typically, a development centre process usually occurs 
over a day or number of days where participants are asked 
to participate in and engage with a number of on-the-job 
simulations (Ballantyne and Povah, 2017).

Assessments may be conducted either by utilising the paper-
pencil based technique or through electronic (simulated) 
assessment, thereby presenting participants with the opportunity 
to display their competencies in the given tasks (Mohamad 
et  al., 2013). Assessment and development centres have many 
advantages, such as: (1) being able to measure complex 
characteristics, (2) seen as face valid and fair by those who 
participate in them, (3) has diminutive adverse impact, and 
(4) predicts a variety of criteria (Strudwick, 2017). The main 
difference between an assessment and development centre is 
that the former is utilised for selection purposes and the latter 
for personal and professional development purposes, which 
leads to organisational and team development (Sukalova and 
Hraskova, 2006).

Organisations benefit from development centres in aspects, 
such as (1) being seen as impartial and a robust approach to 
enhancing the employees’ and the organisations’ awareness of 
the individual’s skills, strength, and development areas, (2) by 
providing a unique opportunity to objectively observe and 
evaluate how employees execute tasks and activities, make 
decisions, relate to others, and exhibit self-awareness, and (3) 
acting as an effective tool for determining essential behaviours 
that are seen as imperative to employees’ current success and 
future potential (Sukalova and Hraskova, 2006). These same 
benefits may be  beneficial in a classroom environment if 
development centres provide graduates with the opportunity 
to learn new skills, acting as a source of career preparation, 
boosting student confidence by developing self-awareness and 
illuminating blind spots, and acting as an objective resource 
to develop graduate attributes required by careers. The next 
section will look at the link between self-efficacy and development 
centres by framing the research problem and objectives in 
this study.

The Link Between Self-Efficacy and 
Development Centres
Graduate self-efficacy is vital to academic and employability 
success since it is instrumental in overcoming obstacles, managing 
stressful situations, and achieving personal and professional 
goals. General research findings support this assumption, 
suggesting that the level of one’s self-efficacy has implications 
for changes in behaviour, stress management, and academic 
and career choices (Gharetepeh et  al., 2015; Juan et  al., 2018). 
On the other hand, those who have a weaker sense of 
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self-efficacy have low ambitions and weaker commitment to 
goals, retreat from difficult tasks, dwell on adversity, are slow 
to gain confidence after experiencing failure, and easily encounter 
stress and depression (Mlatsheni, 2012).

The role of self-efficacy is important to graduate career and 
academic progression. Graduates typically face a myriad of 
stressors, and overcoming these professional, educational, and 
personal challenges is often the difference between success and 
failure. Bandura (1997) positions self-efficacy as a critical 
component in the amount of effort and perseverance applied 
to activities and tasks. This, in essence, speaks to an individual’s 
performance and persistence in achieving success in a specific 
task or situation. Numerous studies support the link between 
high levels of self-efficacy and scholastic achievement (Oriol-
Granado et  al., 2017).

Self-efficacy is influenced by an individual’s past experience 
of successes and failures, second-hand experience of the success 
and failure of others, developmental feedback, and the set of 
somatic-emotional reactions attached to performance beliefs. 
This touches on four sources of self-efficacy of Bandura (1997) 
discussed previously. Paton and Jackson (2002) states that 
development assessment centres act as a source of directly 
gained experience that incorporates behavioural modelling 
(which includes several participants), feedback, and opportunities 
to understand and develop methods of improvement that leads 
to improvement in self-efficacy, effort, and persistence. In this 
regard, Development Centres can initiate and activate the four 
processes that lead to higher levels of self-efficacy.

Studies conducted by Creed et al. (2001) found employability-
enhancing interventions, like training and education, to positively 
lead to higher levels of confidence and esteem in unemployed 
individuals. Development centres also act as a source of training 
and a knowledge sharing tool. These centres provide a platform 
for graduates to acquire diverse skillsets, be  equipped with 
desired graduate employability attributes and competencies, 
receive developmental feedback on ways to improve, and gain 
the confidence and belief to apply learnt abilities for prospective 
employment opportunities. While programmes and initiatives 
such as development centres are a useful tool in developing 
individuals, most of the time these opportunities are voluntary. 
Thus, graduate willingness to learn and ongoing growth mindset, 
are important attributes in achieving personal and 
professional success.

With the rapid and pervasive changes in the global, political, 
and economic systems, one of the key success factors is the 
ability of graduates to continuously learn and remain agile. 
Xing and Marwala (2017) concur by mentioning how 
globalisation, the fourth industrial revolution, the increasing 
demands for tertiary education, increasing competition, and 
collapsed geographical restrictions, have forced higher education 
into an extremely competitive environment where ongoing 
growth and education are critical for survival. To add to this 
pressure, graduates as new employees are expected to add value 
to organisations from the first day at work (Brits, 2018). This 
pressure to perform can have a profound impact on graduates 
and a high level of self-efficacy may be  the key differentiator 
between initial success and failure.

This study proposes that development centres act as a 
useful intervention to improve graduate self-efficacy. The 
development centre is grounded in essential graduate 
employability attributes, appropriate assessment techniques, 
and ongoing development feedback that are applied in 
university settings. This application of development not only 
exposes graduates to real-life work simulations that improves 
their self-awareness and specific skills, but also creates a 
higher level of graduate self-efficacy. This sense of higher 
self-efficacy leads to the belief of successfully applying one’s 
gained knowledge and abilities to prospective career 
opportunities. Having the belief to apply one’s abilities (i.e., 
self-efficacy) is more significant than merely having the ability 
(Yorke, 2006).

Research Objectives and Substantive 
Hypotheses
The primary objective of the study is to investigate the role 
of a development centre on generalised self-efficacy of graduate 
students. The secondary research objective is to investigate if 
the change in self-efficacy has a short-term or longer-term effect.

Based on the research objectives and the literature review, 
theorising suggests that graduate self-efficacy should increase 
over the short and long term once the graduates have gone 
through a development centre intervention. The following 
specific hypotheses guide the inquiry:

Hypotheses 1: A development centre intervention has a 
short-term effect on the generalised self-efficacy of graduate  
students.

Hypotheses 2: A development centre intervention has a 
longer-term effect on the generalised self-efficacy of graduate  
students.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants
Due to the nature of the study, a non-probability convenience 
sampling technique was used. The population for this study 
consisted of graduate students who were in the process of 
completing their graduate studies (Honours level) at a residential 
public university in South  Africa. The population consisted of 
95 postgraduate students. Out of the total number of 95 students, 
17 graduate students volunteered to partake in the research 
project of which seven students were part of the intervention 
group, and 10 formed part of the control group. Table  1 
represents the study sample characteristics for both the control 
group and the intervention group.

The information summarised in Table  1 suggests that most 
of the respondents were female in the control group (70%), 
Coloured (80%), single (80%), and English as primary home 
language (60%). In contrast, the intervention group was mostly 
more balanced with 57.1% males, Black (42.9%), single (85%), 
and with English as the primary home language (28.6%). Racial 
categorisation reported is aligned to the Employment Equity 
Act definitions (Republic of South  Africa, 1998).
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Tools
In this particular study, two methods of data collection were 
utilised, namely questionnaires, and a development centre as 
the intervention. The development centre consisted of an 
in-basket assessment and a competency-based interview.

Generalised Self-Efficacy Questionnaire
In both the control and intervention group, the Generalised 
Self-Efficacy questionnaire (Schwarzer and Jerusalem, 1995) 
was administered before and after the development centre 
intervention. The general self-efficacy questionnaire is based 
on an individual’s general beliefs in their ability to respond 
to and manage environmental demands and challenges 
(Schwarzer, 2014). This instrument consists of a 10-item 
self-report questionnaire, scored on a four-point Likert Scale 
with 1 being “not at all true,” 2 being “hardly true,” 3 being 
“moderately true,” and 4 being “exactly true.” The instrument 
generally demonstrates strong internal consistency, and 
Cronbach alpha values ranging between 0.75 and 0.91 have 
been reported in applied studies (Scholz et  al., 2002). In 
addition to this, the criterion-related validity of the instrument 
correlates positively with favourable emotions, optimisms, 
and work satisfaction (Schwarzer and Jerusalem, 1995). On 

the other hand, negative correlations were identified between 
generalised self-efficacy and depression, anxiety, burnout, 
stress, and health complaints (Schwarzer and Jerusalem, 
1995). These findings provide support for the divergent and 
convergent validity of the measure. The measure is 
conceptualised to be  uni-dimensional (Scholz et  al., 2002) 
and includes statements such as “It is easy for me to stick 
to my aims and accomplish my goals,” “I can solve most 
problems if I  invest the necessary effort,” and “When 
I  am  confronted with a problem, I  can usually find 
several solutions.”

Development Centre Intervention
For this study, the development centre intervention included 
an in-basket assessment and a competency-based interview. 
An in-basket assessment is a tool and activity used to see 
how an applicant performs job-related duties within a given 
timeframe (Roberts, 2018). In-basket assessments require 
applicants to take action and structure a response of an 
employee in a hypothetical position on items, such as 
e-mails, memos, reports, records, and meeting minute 
requests (Schippmann et  al., 1990). Moreover, competency-
based interviews, also known as structured interviews, are 
interviews that have questions designed to elicit responses 
that allow the interviewers to measure the candidate against 
the competency profile developed for the position 
(Warech, 2002).

For the purpose of this study, only the intervention group 
participated in the development centre intervention. The 
intervention group completed a pre-test questionnaire (i.e., 
self-efficacy questionnaire), an in-basket assessment, a 
competency-based interview, and a post-test questionnaire 
(i.e., self-efficacy questionnaire) immediately after the 
development centre. The control group completed the 
generalised self-efficacy questionnaire prior to the start of 
the development centre intervention and 3 months after the 
development centres.

The development centre was made up of six raters, who 
were trained on frame of reference training. Raters worked 
in pairs, with each pair assessing three candidates for the 
in-basket and competency-based interview. An observer guide 
was developed as preparation material for each rater. This guide 
contained the assessment competency guide, assessment material, 
observer programme, and rating sheets. All of the raters were 
graduate students in the process of completing the final year 
of their Masters coursework. As part of a module in Advanced 
Assessment (BPS 820) they received extensive training on the 
principles of observing, recording, classifying, and evaluating 
behaviour against the competency framework. All the raters 
were coloured and female.

The in-basket and competency-based interview assessments 
were developed to assess 10 main competencies. These 
competencies are relevant knowledge, planning and organising, 
oral and written communication, action orientation, ability to 
learn, attention to detail, analytical thinking, adaptability, and 
initiative. The competencies were derived by reviewing various 
job descriptions of an Industrial Psychology entry level 

TABLE 1 | Sample sociodemographic characteristics.

Control group

(n = 10)

Intervention group

(n = 7)

Variable Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage

 Gender

Male 3 30.0% 4 57.1%

Female 7 70.0% 3 42.9%

Race

Black/African 2 20.0% 3 42.9%
Coloured 8 80.0% 2 28.6%
Indian 0 0.0% 1 14.3%
White 0 0.0% 1 14.3%

Nationality

South Africa 9 90.0% 6 85.7%
Zimbabwe 1 10.0% 1 14.3%

Marital status

Married 2 20.0% 1 14.3%
Single 8 80.0% 6 85.7%

Home language

English 6 60.0% 2 28.6%
Afrikaans 2 20.0% 2 28.6%
Shona 0 0.0% 1 14.3%
Swati 0 0.0% 1 14.3%
Zulu 0 0.0% 1 14.3%
Xhosa 1 10.0% 0 0.0%
Ikwerre 1 10.0% 0 0.0%

Work experience

None 2 20.0% 1 14.3%
<6 months 3 30.0% 2 28.6%
>12 months 5 50.0% 4 57.1%
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professional. Moreover, Industrial Psychologists across various 
organisations were consulted on their perspective of core 
competencies that graduate Industrial Psychologists require. 
This was then cross referenced and analysed against universal 
competencies in order to derive the final competencies. These 
competencies with associated definitions can be  viewed in 
Table  2.

The assessments were rated on a five-point Likert rating 
scale. The competencies and respective behavioural indicators 
were utilised as a guide when rating participants, while the 
rater utilised a Behavioural Observation Scale (BOS) approach. 
The five-point Likert scale rated 1, being well below requirements 
or no evidence of behavioural indicator or response; 2, being 
below requirements; 3, being meets most requirements with 
development; 4, being above requirements, and lastly 5, being 
well above requirements or answers all behavioural indicators 
and does much more than required.

Once all simulations had been conducted, the raters were 
required to go through a data-integration session where 
participants’ scores were discussed, and scoring was finalised. 
The data-integration session was where the raters came to a 
consensus around participant scores by comparing participant 
results that were aligned to the agreed competencies and 
behaviours. Thereafter, participant development reports were 
written, password protected, and sent via email communication 
directly to the researcher and supervisor to send out to the 
respective participants.

Procedure
The research study was presented to the study population and 
students could volunteer to take part. The group of graduates 
that were available to take part in the development centre on 
the advertised date was assigned to the intervention group, 
while applicants that were not available were considered for 
the control group. The development centre was conducted in 
a centralised venue on campus due to ease of access for all 
participants. On the day of the intervention, the intervention 
group was required to complete the informed consent form, 
self-efficacy questionnaire (pre-test), a demographic 
questionnaire, go through the development centre programme 
(i.e., in-basket assessment and a competency-based 
questionnaire), and then complete the self-efficacy questionnaire 
again. The control group was required to complete the informed 
consent form, self-efficacy questionnaire (pre-test), and a 
demographic questionnaire only. Three months later both 
intervention and control groups were given a post-test self-
efficacy questionnaire to complete. Once the intervention 
concluded, each participant received an email thanking them 
for their participation in the study, while the intervention group 
additionally received an assessment report for their participation 
in the development centre. In addition to the written report, 
verbal feedback was provided for the candidates that participated 
in the development centre. The candidates that were allocated 
to the control group were given the opportunity to participate 
in the annual development centre that would take place at 
the same time 1 year later. None of the respondents in the 

control group opted in to participate in the development centre 
the following year.

After all data were received, the researcher reviewed, analysed, 
and contextualised the data through excel and SPSS (IBM 
Corp, 2015).

Statistical Analysis
As the design of this study involves assessing self-efficacy across 
both time (pre- and post- assessment center intervention) and 
cohorts (treatment and control), analysis was challenged by 
the potential for baseline differences in treatment and control 
group self-efficacy levels. This presents an additional source 
of error when attempting to compare changes within cohorts, 
between cohorts. Further, small sample have low statistical 
power to detect type II errors, which was a concern in the 
current study.

TABLE 2 | Competency grid.

Competencies Assessments

In-basket 
activity

Competency-based 
interview

Relevant knowledge and skill

Possessing the necessary knowledge and 
skills to meet the job demands.

X X

Planning and organising

Organising information and determining 
courses of action for oneself and others, 
taking relevant factors into account.

X X

Communication – Oral

Effective two-way communication with 
others, including verbal and gestural 
expression, and listening.

– X

Communication – Written

Clear written expression of ideas or 
information.

X –

Action Orientation

Willingness to take action to accomplish 
tasks, maintaining a high level of motivation 
and energy.

X X

Ability to learn

Ability to assimilate, understand, and apply 
new information.

– X

Attention to detail

Taking relevant and complex details into 
account.

X X

Analytical thinking

Understanding a situation by breaking it 
apart into smaller pieces or tracking the 
implications of situations in a step by step 
way.

X X

Adaptability

Maintaining effectiveness in varying 
environments and with different people, 
tasks, and responsibilities.

X X

Initiative

Originating action and taking the initiative 
without having to be prompted.

X X
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Typically, inter-group differences (whether groups are 
independent or dependent) are assessed by parametric test 
(equivalence testing in SEM or Independet t-test). Because of 
our small sample, this test will not be  possible, as the t-test 
assumes certain distribution characteristics including multivariate 
normal distribution of continues scores (Krieg, 2020). The 
Mann-Whitney U Test is among the preferred non-parametric 
alternatives to the t-test, and was selected because the approach 
overcomes some of the stringent data requirements of parametric 
test (Fay and Proschan, 2010). Further, the ranking system 
utilised by the Mann-Whitney U test effectively standardizes 
the distributions under analysis (Fay and Proschan, 2010), 
limiting any concern over error produced by baseline inter-
group self-efficacy differences.

In order to evaluate the differences across time, the Friedman 
(1937) test was utilised. The Friedman test is a non-parametric 
alternative to one-way repeated ANOVA. Significant results on 
the Friedman Test suggest that intragroup differences are detected 
over time (Krieg, 2020). The Friedman Test was followed up 
with Wilcoxon Signed Rank test to test for post-hoc differences 
across time. In the current investigation, time 1 was considered 
the baseline reading and was used to compare changes at time 
2 and 3.

Ethical Considerations
Anonymity and confidentiality were taken into account in the 
informed consent form by explaining the purpose of the study, 
researcher details, that the participant will remain anonymous, 
that their responses in the study will remain confidential, that 
participation is voluntary, and any personal identity will not 
be  shared with any third parties or vendors. This study has 
also undergone ethical clearance through the University’s 
ethics committee.

RESULTS

The primary goal of the study was to investigate the 
following hypotheses:

Hypotheses 1: A development centre intervention has a 
short-term effect on the generalised self-efficacy of 
graduate students.

Hypotheses 2: A development centre intervention has a 
long-term effect on the generalised self-efficacy of 
graduate students.

In order to test these hypotheses, a within-between subject 
research design was utilised. The first step was to test if there 
were any significant intergroup differences at time 1 between 
the intervention and control group. This was followed up by 
testing for difference between the group at time point 3 s. This 
was done by means of the Mann-Whitney U test, a 
non-parametric test, due to the small sample sizes of the control 
and intervention groups.

The “within” part of the research design was carried out 
using the Friedman Test followed by the Wilcoxon signed 
rank test. In each of the analyses, time 1 (pre-intervention) 
was used as the baseline measure. In other words, the immediate 
(i.e., short term) effect was assessed by comparing time 1 with 
2, and the long term effect was tested by comparing time 1 
with time 3. If the Wilcoxon signed ranks indicate a significant 
change between time 1 and time 2, this change can be considered 
a significant immediate effect. If the change between time 1 
and 3 is significant, it is considered a significant long-term effect.

Tests for Mean Differences in Self-Efficacy 
Between the Intervention and Control 
Group (Mann-Whitney U Test)
The information in Tables 3, 4 suggest that that for time 1 
(SE_T1), the Mann-Whitney U Test revealed that there was 
no statistically significant difference in the mean scores in the 
graduate’s self-efficacy levels for the intervention group (Mean 
Rank = 9.14, N = 7) compared to the control group (Mean 
Rank = 8.90, N = 10); (U = 34,000, z = −0,098, p = 0.922, 
r = −0.00033).

The mean rank values for the control and intervention 
groups are displayed in Table  3. The significance test between 
groups at time 1 and 3 is displayed in Table  4 below. Table  4 
suggests that there is no statistically significant difference in 
the graduate’s self-efficacy levels for the intervention group 
(Mean Rank = 10.50, N = 6) and the control group (Mean 
Rank = 7.30, N = 10); (U = 18,000, z = −1,319, p = 0.187, 
r = −0.00456).

The results from the foregoing analyses suggests that there 
were no statistically significant differences between the control 
and intervention group on generalised self-efficacy at time 1 
and time 3.

Tests for Mean Differences in Self-Efficacy 
Over Time (Friedman Test)
The Friedman test is the non-parametric test which is a 
non-parametric alternative to the one-way ANOVA with repeated 
measures. This test is utilised to test for differences between 
groups when the dependent variable being measured is ordinal 
(Laerd Statistics, 2018).

The mean ranks and significant tests for the intervention 
group are presented in Tables  5, 6. The test statistics in 
Table  6 indicated that there was not a statistically significant 
difference in the intervention group’s self-efficacy levels across 
time 1 (SE_1) which is the pre-intervention, time 2 (SE_2) 
which is the post-intervention, and time 3 (SE_3) which is 
the post 3 month follow up. This is indicated by a non-significant 
value of p of 0.247. Comparing the Mean Ranks across time 
1, time 2, and time 3 shows that there was a practical 
significant increase in the intervention groups self-efficacy 
levels over time. From time 1 to 2, there was a 5.8% increase 
in the mean value and 7.6% increase between time 1 and 
3. However, due to the relatively small sample size, this 
increase in Self Efficacy over time was not statistically significant 
(Table  7).
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Figure  1 provides a graphical view of the increase in mean 
values from time 1 to 3 for the Intervention Group. Intervention 
Group Self-efficacy over Time 1, 2, and 3, displays a graphical 
view of the immediate change/increase in the intervention 
groups self-efficacy between time 1 and 2 (time 1 mean = 3,4,333; 
time 2 mean = 3,6,000). From time 2 to 3, the level of self-
efficacy gradually increases/stabilizes (time 2 mean = 3,6000; 
time 3 mean = 3,6667).

Post-hoc Tests for Repeated Measurements in 
Self-Efficacy (Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test)
The Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test is a statistical evaluation 
of the mean of two dependent groups. This non-parametric 
test works with metric data (interval or ratio) that is not 
multivariate normal, or with ranked/ordinal data (Statistics 
Solutions, 2019).

In this study, the Wilcoxon Signed Rank test was utilised 
to measure whether there was statistical significant differences 
within each group between time 1 and 2 as well as between 
time 1 and 3. In both, the paired comparisons time 1 was 
used as the baseline measure reflect changes over time.

Results in Tables 8, 9 indicate that there was statistically 
significant differences between the mean ranks for the 
intervention group between time 1 and 2 (z = −2,041, p = 0.041) 
but not between time 1 and time 3 (z = −0.171, p = 0.865). 
These results suggest that the intervention had an immediate 
effect on generalised self-efficacy but not a longer term effect 
for the intervention group.

Moreover, Tables 8, 9 indicate that there was no statistically 
significant difference between the mean ranks for the control 
group between time 1 and 3. This suggests that there was 
no longer term effect visible for the control group. The 
difference over time in self-efficacy scores can be  seen 
graphically in Figure  2, where it is evident that for the 
control group there is relatively little increase in the generalised 
levels of self-efficacy. However, for the intervention group, 
there is a relatively strong increase in self-efficacy after the 
development centre and after 3 months (albeit not 
statistically significant).

The results largely supported the main research hypothesis 
that an assessment centre intervention is successful in bringing 
about a short- and longer term change in generalised self-
efficacy. Although the results were not statistically significant, 
the diverging lines in Figure  2 largely indicate that the 
intervention had a pronounced impact on the intervention 
group when compared to the control group.

DISCUSSION

Background
The aim of the current study was to investigate if development 
centres can improve the generalised self-efficacy of graduates 
over the short and longer term. The primary research question 
was centred on the idea that most graduates struggle to 

TABLE 3 | Ranks table.

Group N Mean rank Mean values Sum of ranks

SE_T1 FACTOR SCORE SE 1 INTERVENTION 7 9,14 3,4429 64,00

2 CONTROL 10 8,90 3,4100 89,00

Total 17
SE_T3 FACTOR SCORE SE 1 INTERVENTION 7 10,50 3,6667 63,00

2 CONTROL 10 7,30 3,4300 73,00
Total 17

TABLE 4 | Test statistics table.

SE_T1 FACTOR 
SCORE SE

SE_T3 FACTOR  
SCORE SE

Mann-Whitney U 34,000 18,000
Wilcoxon W 89,000 73,000
Z -0,098 -1,319
Asymp. Sig. (two-tailed) 0,922 0,187
Exact Sig. [2*(one-tailed Sig.)] 0.962b 0.220b

bNot corrected for ties.

TABLE 5 | Ranks.

Group Mean Rank

1 INTERVENTION SE_T1 FACTOR SCORE SE 1.50

SE_T2 FACTOR SCORE SE
2.33

SE_T3 FACTOR SCORE SE
2.17

TABLE 6 | Test statistics.

1 INTERVENTION N 6

Chi-Square 2,800
Df 2

Asymp. Sig. 0,247

TABLE 7 | Intervention group self-efficacy over Time 1, 2, and 3.

Group Mean SD N

1 INTERVENTION SE_T1 FACTOR 
SCORE SE

3,4333 0,39328 6

SE_T2 FACTOR 
SCORE SE

3,6000 0,34641 6

SE_T3 FACTOR 
SCORE SE

3,6667 0,29439 6
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FIGURE 1 | Intervention Group Self-efficacy over Time 1, 2, and 3.

TABLE 8 | Intervention and Control Descriptive Statistics.

Group N Mean SD Minimum Maximum

1 INTERVENTION SE_T1 FACTOR SCORE SE 7 3,4429 0,35989 2,90 4,00

SE_T2 FACTOR SCORE SE 7 3,6000 0,31623 3,10 4,00

SE_T3 FACTOR SCORE SE 7 3,6667 0,29439 3,30 3,90
2 CONTROL SE_T1 FACTOR SCORE SE 10 3,4100 0,44083 2,70 3,90

SE_T2 FACTOR SCORE SE 0
SE_T3 FACTOR SCORE SE 10 3,4300 0,38601 2,90 3,90

bridge the gap between the theoretical and practical settings. 
Bridging the gap between tertiary studies and the workplace 
is critical for the business sector as well as the Higher 
Education Institutions. Universities aim to produce graduates 
that can make a material impact in the applied context, 
while organisations aim to attract the best talent coming 
out of universities. To this end, the gap between theory 
and practice remains an inconvenience for organisations and 
institutions of higher learning.

Discussion of the Findings
The results indicated that the development centre had a 
practically significant impact on the self-efficacy levels of 
the intervention group. Moreover, results of the statistical 
analysis suggest a strong continuous improvement in the 
generalised self-efficacy of the intervention group over a 
3-month period. On the other hand, the self-efficacy levels 
of the control group had not increased nor decreased 
throughout the study and stayed fairly stable over the 3-month 
period. Although the results were not statistically significant, 
the research shows that the intervention had a definite 
impact on the intervention group, relative to the control 
group. This provides promising, though not statistically 
significant, evidence that development centres have an impact 
on graduates’ generalised self-efficacy levels over the short 
and long-term. The results are discussed in more detail in 
the section below.

Hypotheses 1
Hypotheses 1 tested whether the development centre 
intervention has a short-term effect on generalised self-
efficacy levels of graduate students. The results supported 

TABLE 9 | Intervention and control test statistics.

Group SE_T2 FACTOR 
SCORE SE – SE_

T1 FACTOR 
SCORE SE

SE_T3 FACTOR 
SCORE SE – 

SE_T1 FACTOR 
SCORE SE

1 INTERVENTION Z –2.041b –1.261b

Asymp. Sig. 
(two-tailed)

0,041 0,207

2 CONTROL Z –.171b

Asymp. Sig. 
(two-tailed)

0,865

bBased on negative ranks.
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this hypothesis, indicating that the development centre – as 
an intervention – has an immediate effect on graduate self-
efficacy. This comparison was statistically significant, despite 
the relatively small sample size. The intervention group 
displayed an immediate positive change in self-efficacy after 
participating in the development centre. The results seem 
to suggest that implementing development centres 
interventions into tertiary higher education institutions and 
its curriculum can increase perceived generalised self-efficacy 
in the short term. This study proved that it can benefit 
graduates by increasing their level of self-insight and self-
efficacy levels. Other studies have found development centres 
to impact participants’ self-awareness through performance 
feedback, outlining essential behaviours critical to their 
success, and improving graduate academic performance and 
employability (Sukalova and Hraskova, 2006; Van Wyk and 
du Toit, 2018).

While assessment interventions pose many benefits, assessment 
feedback plays an integral part in a student’s learning process 
(Hill and West, 2020). In addition, assessment approaches equip 
graduates in experiencing real-world training simulations (see, 
e.g., Stevens et  al., 2017). It is evident that development 
assessment interventions holistically benefit students by improving 
their technical and interpersonal skills, creating self-awareness, 
identifying areas of strength and development through feedback 
and awareness, and preparing them for the world of work 
through live simulations.

Hypotheses 2
Hypotheses 2 tested whether the development centre intervention 
has a longer-term effect on generalised self-efficacy levels of 
graduate students. The results indicate the longer-term effect 
was not statistically significant, but practical significance indicated 
there was a consistent increase in self-efficacy from time 1 
(pre-test) to time 3 (post 3-month test) for the intervention 
group. Thus, across all three measurement points, there was 

an increase in generalised self-efficacy for the intervention 
group, but not for the control group. This indicates that the 
development centre had a promising impact on the short-term 
and long-term self-efficacy of graduate students.

The results from the study suggest that development centres 
can play a pivotal role in individual growth and performance 
of graduates, especially when it comes to self-efficacy. These 
centres help identify individual strengths and areas of 
development, determine essential behaviours for current success 
and future potential, and provide participants with feedback 
on their performance (Sukalova and Hraskova, 2006; Van Wyk 
and du Toit, 2018).

While development centres have always been used very 
effectively in the world of work, Willis (2007, p.32) and Earl 
(2014) state that these assessments should be  assimilated into 
lectures and classrooms, by providing distinctive links to personal 
and professional outcomes. One way of achieving this goal would 
be  for universities to start incorporating elements of assessment 
centres into their teaching pedagogy and curriculum. Moolman 
(2017) states that it is vital that tertiary institutions constantly 
build key job requirements into development centre designs to 
make sure graduates get exposure to on-the-job tasks and activities. 
When tertiary institutions align their curriculum to the workplace, 
graduates will integrate into the workforce seamlessly and make 
an immediate impact in the organisation and wider economy. 
Managing director of ManpowerGroup South Africa, Lyndy van 
den Barselaar, posits that investing in the advancement and 
upkeep of career service centres should be  a top priority in 
South  Africa as these centres assist in closing the skill gaps 
and assist organisations to select the best talent from tertiary 
training institutions (The Skills Portal, 2018). While investing 
in development centres may be costly, tertiary institutions should 
find alternative methods to integrate development centre aspects 
into their curriculum. Practical examples include providing 
practical classes, focus groups, online chat groups, career 
counselling, assessment, and development feedback that aims 
to enhance graduate employability and self-efficacy.

FIGURE 2 | Intervention and Control Mean over Time 1, 2, and 3.
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Although various research studies have looked into graduate 
employability and development centres, limited research has 
focused on developing graduate self-efficacy. Employability is 
when graduates obtain and maintain employment with the 
appropriate skills and qualities, while continuously developing 
personally and professionally (Hillage and Pollard, 1998; Bridgstock, 
2009). On the other hand, self-efficacy is a broad competency 
that may help graduates to develop the skills that is needed to 
stay employable. Recent literature suggests that efficacy is not a 
trait, but a general capability that evolves over time and experience 
(Mazaheri and Yazdani, 2016). This tells us that self-efficacy 
needs to be developed and maintained in order to have a positive 
impact in one’s ability to accomplish tasks and overcome challenges. 
Moreover, multiple research studies have found self-efficacy as 
an important graduate attribute across numerous fields of study 
(Harvey, 2000; Lowden et  al., 2011; Morrison, 2014; Gharetepeh 
et al., 2015). When graduates have a strong sense of self-efficacy, 
they are able to approach difficult tasks, set stimulating goals 
and experience lowered levels of stress, depression, and anxiety 
(Bandura, 1994). Thus, while the right graduate attributes and 
skills are important to academic and work success, the level of 
the graduates’ self-efficacy in turn determines this success.

Research concurs by stating that an individual’s environment 
is to an extent affected by their judgements of their own abilities 
(Aghdami Baher et  al., 2009). However, despite both tertiary 
institutions and organisations placing great value on graduate 
self-efficacy, or at least it is proposed benefits; there has been 
a lack of effort to develop this attribute. Development centres 
are one way to have a positive impact on self-efficacy, which 
assist in gaining insight into the relative strengths and weaknesses 
of graduates who may be  applying for jobs. While development 
centres focus on improving certain competencies of individuals 
for specific positions, universities should utilise these centres 
to develop graduate attributes which in turn develops graduate 
confidence to overcome future workplace challenges. Developing 
confident graduates may prove the single most important 
determinant of graduate success in the workplace. Moreover, it 
also influences the degree of their effort and perseverance when 
learning challenging tasks (Lunenburg, 2011). As this study has 
suggested, development centres positively influence graduates’ 
self-efficacy over the short and medium term. This trend was 
not found with regards to the control group. This research 
informs us that development centres have certain additional 
benefits other than gaining diagnostic information about graduates 
that may be  beneficial for graduates as well as organisations.

Limitations
The major limitation of the study is the relatively small size 
of the control and intervention groups. Although the statistical 
analysis suggested that the development centre had an influence 
on the self-efficacy perceptions of the intervention group, these 
inferences should be  interpreted with caution due to the small 
sample size. More data need to be collected in future to confirm 
the pattern of results. Another potential limitation of the study 
may be  the lack of control variables. For example, it cannot 
be  ruled out that the two groups were similar in terms of 

achievement motivation. It is well known that achievement 
motivation can have an impact on test performance which in 
turn will have an impact on general self-efficacy. Achievement 
motivation is an internal driving force that is said to impact 
how an individual performs and achieves a task or expresses 
an accomplishment (Bao and Zhou, 2017). However, Shokhmgar 
et  al. (2018) state that self-efficacy is in fact a determining 
element for achievement motivation. Based on various research 
studies, achievement motivation and self-efficacy seem to correlate 
when it comes to academic achievement and work performance 
(Bao and Zhou, 2017; Saeid and Eslaminejad, 2017; Benawa, 
2018; Shokhmgar et  al., 2018; Saadat et  al., 2019).

Another limitation was the raters’ level of experience in 
evaluating participants. Although the raters had gone through 
extensive frame of reference training with an experienced 
instructor, for most raters, this was their first time scoring 
competency-based simulations. Although we  acknowledge that 
the lack of experience may limit their ability to observe, record, 
classify, and evaluate behaviour, the benefit may be  that these 
raters do not have ingrained bias in their rating process. In 
a study by Leckie and Baird (2011), it was found that the 
ratings between experienced and new raters did not on average 
deviate significantly. Previous research however indicates that 
experienced raters considered factors that were not in the 
scoring rubric and this can introduce bias in the ratings. More 
inexperienced raters tend to depend on the scoring criteria 
more closely (Cumming, 1990).

Moreover, the study only included data from a single university 
and a single class of graduate students in the same discipline. 
Although one would expect the results from the current study 
to extend to other settings and disciplines, this is an assumption 
that should best be  tested.

Finally, the results on self-efficacy were collected by means 
of self-report instruments. Self-report measures typically suffer 
from impression management and faking behaviour – it would 
be  more ideal to consider alternative data collection methods, 
including observations and online assessments that have 
validation tests for authentication reasons.

Recommendations and Considerations for 
Future Research
Based on the findings and discussion, it is evident that 
development centres have a meaningful and positive impact 
on increasing graduate self-efficacy. Recommendations to 
implement development centres at universities should become 
an essential part of a graduates’ journey. It is important to 
embed some elements of development centres in the classroom 
experience and assessments to build self-efficacy from the 
1st-year level. Problem based learning has been extensively 
used in universities to promote self-development, mastery and 
self-efficacy (Demirören et  al., 2016; Masitoh and Fitriyani, 
2018). Problem based learning is a method of instruction where 
students learn through a pedagogical process with the focus 
on problem-solving (Smith and Hung, 2017). This instructional 
learning approach enhances the students’ motivation by obtaining 
knowledge and assimilating it by utilising practical problem 
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solving (Wijnia et  al., 2011). It is clear that this method of 
learning contains various design elements that overlap with 
the development centre approach.

The objective of this study was to ascertain whether development 
centres develop confident graduate students over the short and 
long term. However, this study has not thoroughly investigated 
the mechanisms of how graduate confidence levels increases. 
Here, the opportunity for further research can be  to unpack 
the means and mechanisms of developed self-efficacy through 
development centre initiatives. Similarly, control variables such 
as levels of motivation and work experience should be considered.

Moreover, the consideration of different assessment strategies 
and methods could be  reviewed for future research. This study 
focused on in-basket assessments and competency-based 
interviews that had specific competencies related to Industrial 
Organisational Psychology students. Alternative assessments 
that are grounded in graduate attributes relevant to the working 
world should be  considered, for example, leaderless groups, 
case studies, focus groups, and role plays.

In addition to the above, the impact of development centre 
interventions in graduate careers and work experience should 
be  considered. Graduates who undergo extensive engagement 
with development centre interventions could be  studied. The 
questions of whether the engagement has resulted in an easier 
transition from university setting to the working world, whether 
it positively assisted in career progression, made them more 
employable, and helped them to develop the essential attributes 
organisations seek are all aspects that could be  investigated.

Conclusion
The objective of this research study was to investigate whether 
development centres can be used to gain diagnostic information 
on graduates and improve their general levels of self-efficacy. 
This study revealed that implementing development centres 
within universities lead to a positive increase in the generalised 
self-efficacy levels of graduates. In addition, the findings revealed 
that development centres have an immediate impact on 

generalised levels of self-efficacy, which is maintained over the 
long-term. Graduate development is essential in building confident 
individuals to take on various new challenges that the world 
of work presents. Confident graduates are ultimately more 
courageous in taking risks and making better decisions, are 
able to tackle challenges better, set stimulating goals and commit 
to them, experience lower levels of stress, anxiety, and depression, 
and put more effort and perseverance into learning challenging 
tasks. It is clear from the research that developing graduates 
with a high level of self-efficacy is critical, as the graduates 
we  develop today are the graduates who impact our future.
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