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A project-based work integrated learning (WIL) model that is a match between business postgraduate 
programmes, business postgraduate students and industry partners can increase employability and job 
opportunities. This study is based on a qualitative and inductive approach and a longitudinal study 
initiated in 2014 and evaluated in early 2020. Based on empirical findings in a South African setting, 
the model reflects that in gaining a sense of the environment via a WIL partnership, postgraduate students 
are better able to connect innovatively to grow the business. A win-win situation can be achieved where a 
university, business postgraduate students and industry interact to achieve consensus and a match between 
industry needs and educational skills. The challenges of companies to find and employ appropriately 
skilled employees among business postgraduate students can be met through the use of the model. The 
model contributes to WIL knowledge in a business disciplines. This study presents the argument that 
if universities and industry partners are able to match their needs, connect, collaborate and engage 
successfully, postgraduate job opportunities and employability could increase.1234

Keywords: work integrated learning (WIL), project-based learning, win-win process, business graduate 
job opportunities, employability

Work integrated learning (WIL) is a process whereby students transfer theoretical knowledge into practice. 
Universities, industry, and students regard graduate skill, employability and job opportunities as critical 
success factors for degree programmes (Ohei & Brink, 2019; Ibrahim & Jaaffar, 2017) and WIL enhances 
a graduate’s chances of employability and job opportunities (Freudenberg, Brimble & Vyvyan, 2010). 
Through building a student’s practical and basic skills, graduates can become more employable and WIL 
is being respected as an important instrument to enhance graduate job opportunities (Ohei & Brink, 2019; 
Ibrahim & Jaaffar, 2017; Hamilton et al., 2015). WIL also improves learning outcomes by enhancing 
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personal and cognitive development, student learning, and work-readiness (Smith, Ferns & Russell, 2016), 
reinforce skills learned, and transfer skills from one context to another (Crebert et al., 2004). The issue is 
that most WIL studies have tended to focus on undergraduate students’ work-integrated experiences, and 
most WIL models do not easily translate to postgraduate programmes (Karim, Campbell & Hasan, 2020; 
Campbell, Stewart & Karim, 2018). The compressed nature of a postgraduate degree makes industry 
involvement difficult to incorporate, but the benefits far outreach the constraints. 

One of the reasons graduates do not find jobs is that employers look for not only a university qualification, 
but also some form of work experience and practical ‘on-the-job’ knowledge (BizTrends, 2017). The South 
African economy demands experienced and skilled work-seekers. Not having some form of experience 
makes it difficult for young people to find employment (StatsSA, 2021). For universities or higher education 
institutions (HEIs), providing these ‘practical skills’ is not possible if good partnerships between university, 
industry, and student are non-existent (Henderson & Trede, 2017). HEIs are expected to adopt a ‘market-
economy-oriented pedagogy’ that will equip students to become global citizens (Kalafatis & Ledden, 
2013). A gap exists in literature addressing conceptual or empirical research on project-based WIL 
models and strategies to achieve linkages between universities and industry partners, specifically for 
postgraduate business graduates.

This research aims to meet the challenges of business postgraduate students entering the labour market; 
enhance their employability; and improve the match with industry needs. It also aims to assist companies 
to find and employ appropriately skilled employees among business graduate students. The research 
question is how a Work Integrated Learning (WIL) Model can establish a win-win process between 
university, business postgraduate students and industry. The research objective is therefore to describe a 
WIL-model for business postgraduates.

The study describes a win-win situation where a university, business postgraduate students and industry 
interact in a quest for consensus and a match between industry needs and educational skills. It contributes 
to theory by adding to the body of knowledge on WIL and its practical contribution lies in the WIL model 
presented to attract industry stakeholders and academics to engage in WIL projects. The study is limited to 
describing the application of a WIL model in business disciplines with postgraduate students.

In a project-based learning approach, the ‘project’ is central to the learning making sourcing and scoping 
of the project’s key essentials to craft a meaningfully challenging learning endeavour in constructive 
alignment with its objectives (Vande Wiele et al., 2017).

Industry needs for business managers

According to Branson (2017), there is an element of marketing behind every successful business. 
Consumers have a desire for products and services that serve their needs, but without marketing, they 
would not be aware of these (Johnson, 2015; Barwise & Meehan, 2011). Substantial evidence shows 
that business and marketing, and specifically business functions and tasks such as strategic planning, lead 
to increased profit margins and ultimately improved business performance and success (La Marca, 2017; 
Van Scheers & Makhitha, 2016), but this is not possible without skilled business graduates (Melaia, Abratt 
& Bick, 2008), and specifically business graduates with some form of practical experience (Okoti, 2018; 
Baker, 2015).

Graduates prefer to find the best job, while employers prefer the best candidate for the job; whether in an 
emerging economy or a developed economy, employers share common concerns about gaps in graduate 
skills (McArthur et al., 2017; IOA, 2017; Vaaland & Ishengoma, 2016). Recruiters constantly refer to 
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their need for ‘employable’ graduates (McArthur et al., 2017) or ‘work-ready’ graduates (Greenacre et 
al., 2017). These requirements constitute a good mix of skills that are not only academic and technical, 
but also include soft skills (Mutalemwa, Utouh & Msuya, 2020; Greenacre et al., 2017; Kausar, 2015), 
as soft skills contribute to work-ready graduates (Karim et al., 2020; Schlee & Karns, 2017). 

Soft skills are defined as the ‘interpersonal, human, people or behavioural skills needed to apply technical 
skills and knowledge in the workplace’ (Weber et al., 2009: 356). Business is a challenging, fast-changing, 
and a dynamic field that requires managers to have the soft skills necessary to constantly adapt, while 
regularly updating their ‘technical skills’ (Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Schlee & Karns, 2017; Saeed, 2015). 
Table 1 presents a summary of soft skills, technical and academical skills proposed in literature as essential 
to shape ‘work-ready’ graduates.

Table 1:
Summary of soft and technical/academical skills needed of business graduates

Type of skill Source 

Soft skills

Communication skills Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Schlee & Karns, 2017; McArthur et 
al., 2017; Iyengar, 2015

•  Presentation skills Schlee & Karns, 2017; McArthur et al., 2017

•  Written communication Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Schlee & Karns, 2017; McArthur 
et al., 2017

•  Oral communication Schlee & Karns, 2017; McArthur et al., 2017

Time management skills Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Schlee & Karns, 2017; McArthur et 
al., 2017; Whitler, 2018; Saeed, 2015

Creativity Hall, 2018; Schlee & Karns, 2017; McArthur et al., 2017; 
Saeed, 2015; Ince, 2011

Teamwork Hall, 2018; Schlee & Karns, 2017; McArthur et al., 2017; 
Saeed, 2015; Iyengar, 2015; Ince, 2011

Adapt to new technologies / adaptability 
to new circumstances and changes in the 
environment

Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Hall, 2018; Schlee & Karns, 2017; 
McArthur et al., 2017; Saeed, 2015; Iyengar, 2015; Ince, 
2011

Conflict resolution skills Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Hall, 2018; Schlee & Karns, 2017; 
McArthur et al., 2017; Saeed, 2015; Ince, 2011

Project management skills McArthur et al., 2017; Greenacre et al., 2017; Kausar, 2015

Negotiation skills Mutalemwa et al., 2020

Interpersonal skills Rackova, 2015; Ince, 2011

•  Dress for the workplace Ince, 2011

•  Conduct an interview Ince, 2011

•  Draft a CV Ince, 2011

Emotional intelligence Masole & Van Dyk, 2016

•  to persevere towards goals Masole & Van Dyk, 2016

•  Resilience  Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Masole & Van Dyk, 2016
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Type of skill Source 

Technical and academical business skills

Strategic skills

•  Business thinking Whitler, 2018; Schlee & Karns, 2017; Saeed, 2015

•  Practical skills Whitler, 2018; Schlee & Karns, 2017; Saeed, 2015

•  Analytical skills Whitler, 2018; Schlee & Karns, 2017; Mustata et al., 2017; 
Iyengar, 2015; Saeed, 2015

•  Innovation and creativity Mustata et al., 2017; McArthur et al., 2017; Iyengar, 2015; 
Greenacre et al., 2017; Kausar, 2015; Fodness, 2007

•   Problem solving skills / critical thinking skills McArthur et al., 2017; Iyengar, 2015; Greenacre et al., 
2017; Kausar, 2015

•   Design and implementation of plans, 
including budgeting

Mustata at al., 2017; McArthur et al., 2017; Greenacre et 
al., 2017; Kausar, 2015

•  Measurement of plans McArthur et al., 2017; Greenacre et al., 2017; Kausar, 2015

Plan and conduct research McArthur et al., 2017; Greenacre et al., 2017; Kausar, 2015

Work to deadlines McArthur et al., 2017; Greenacre et al., 2017; Kausar, 2015 
McArthur et al., 2017; Greenacre et al., 2017; Kausar, 2015

Application of knowledge and breadth of 
knowledge as well as up to date knowledge

Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Gannon et al., 2016

Digital business and marketing skills  Gannon et al., 2016

Lubbe & Svensson, 2021

Soft Skills 

Interpersonal skills are built on good communication skills (Rackova, 2015). Good written communication, 
oral communication, and presentation skills, with the ability to manage competing priorities and timelines 
are other important skills that employers are looking for (Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Schlee & Karns, 2017; 
McArthur et al., 2017). Additional requirements include problem solving skills, project management skills, 
creativity, the ability to work in teams, the ability to adapt to new technologies, and the willingness to 
learn, together with conflict resolution skills (Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Hall, 2018; Schlee & Karns, 2017; 
McArthur et al., 2017; Saeed, 2015; Ince, 2011). Mutalemwa et al. (2020) elaborate that the employers 
further seek initiative, self-awareness, ethical skills, and stress tolerance. Ince (2011) even proposes that 
graduates should be taught how to handle an interview, draft a CV, and dress for the workplace. Masole 
and Van Dyk (2016) propose that graduates should present emotional intelligence, and the ability to 
persevere towards goals and show resilience to attain success. Iyengar (2015) argues that although 
all these skills are important for graduates, postgraduate WIL programmes should specifically focus on 
critical thinking, creative solutions, solving complex problems and to grow managers for the digital world. 
Gannon, Rodgrido & Santema (2016) add that postgraduate programmes should encourage teamwork, 
inter-culturally contact, and create opportunities for digitally literate skills to develop. 

Table 1 above presents a summary of soft skills proposed in literature. Although educators can assist with 
technical knowledge and skills and provide opportunities for students to exercise the softer skills, the gap 
between theory and practice is too wide and must be eliminated if educators are to create the skilled, 
business managers that industry needs (Krell, Todd & Dolecki, 2019).
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Technical and academic business skills

From the actual degree, recruiters expect graduates to have more than academic and/or technical skills, 
but to interpret complex information, solve problems, apply critical thinking, go beyond reporting and 
metrics, and to be proficient in a full range of analytical skills (Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Whitler, 2018; 
Schlee & Karns, 2017; Saeed, 2015). Furthermore, graduates, specifically postgraduates are expected 
to plan and conduct research, but to interpret the research in such a way that they can identify problems 
and use the insights gained to develop strategic plans (Ferreira & Barbosa, 2019; McArthur et al., 2017; 
Greenacre et al., 2017; Kausar, 2015). It is important for postgraduate students to understand concepts, 
have the breadth of knowledge in their field, be up to date with latest trends and know how to apply 
knowledge gained (Mutalemwa et al., 2020). The issue is that many recruiters require some form of 
business ‘hands-on’ or ‘know-how’ experience when hiring, but these business postgraduate students are 
less likely than most to be involved in decision-making while studying (Alharahsheh & Pius, 2021; Keegan, 
2017; Kausar, 2015; Baker, 2015). 

Students, especially those in postgraduate studies, need opportunities to develop their thinking, research 
and practical skills, specifically on the strategic aspects of business, in order to engage with potential 
employers (Mutalemwa et al., 2020; Meza Rios et al., 2018). Strategic thinking is an important skill 
and companies are in serious need of managers equipped with strategic thinking savvy (Seyed Kalali, 
Momeni & Heydari, 2015; Moon, 2013). Strategic thinking, heightened by today’s market uncertainty 
and technological turbulence, has become a key management tool. It is essential for setting direction, 
growing a business and shaping the future goals of that business (Vega, 2018; Haycock, Cheadle & 
Bluestone, 2012). 

The main elements of strategic skills include soft skills, business thinking and practical skills. Strategists 
need as much social skills as they need intellectual skills (Carucci, 2018). For example, analytical skills, 
planning and teamwork are not possible if a manager does not have good communication skills, a sense 
of responsibility and the ability to delegate and resolve conflicts (Mustata, Alexe & Alexe, 2017; Gurchiek, 
2010). It is further argued that vision and analytical skills affect the strategic manager’s questioning ability 
positively, and inspire innovation and creativity (Mustata, Alexe & Alexe, 2017; Seyed Kalali et al., 2015; 
Fodness, 2007). Strategic thinkers are able to recognise and solve problems by defining objectives and 
developing a strategic action plan to resolve daily challenges. Each objective should be broken down into 
tasks, while each task is allocated resources, budgets and timelines with measurable standards (Bradford, 
2018; Mustata, Alexe & Alexe, 2017; Grecu & Denes, 2017). Table 1 summarises the technical and 
academic skills proposed in literature.

Strategic skills have to be developed by more than just theoretical teaching; they are better acquired 
through hands-on experience than classroom learning (Meza Rios et al., 2018; Seyed Kalali et al., 
2015). Workplace experience and improving personal skills are a means to enhance the graduates’ 
chances of gaining employment and being work-ready (IOA, 2017). Market turbulence and technological 
turbulence foster strategic thinking at the organisational level and there is a positive relationship 
between strategic thinking and performance (Moon, 2013). Work-integrated learning (WIL) models 
and strategies offer many benefits to all related stakeholders, especially industry, by creating work-ready, 
business postgraduates as future talent for the global marketplace.

Work-integrated learning (WIL)

WIL is also known as project-based learning or practise-based learning and occurs when there are 
partnerships between the higher education institution, such as a university, and a business organisation 
(referred to as ‘industry’ in this paper) to facilitate learning in providing hands-on experience (Prior et al., 
2021). Students engaging in this type of learning, are able to enhance their skills development as well as 
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their professional demeanour required to be a work-ready postgraduate (Clausen & Andersson, 2019). 
In this study, a project-based WIL adheres to three characteristics: (i) students engage with an industry 
partner, (ii) students undertake activities for industry, and (iii) students are assessed on these activities. 
This is different from authentic learning, as authentic learning ‘exist[s] along a continuum where WIL 
encapsulates the learning that occurs in close situation to the experience of work’ (Karim et al., 2020: 
159). It seems though that universities tend to focus more on undergraduate WIL (Campbell et al., 2018) 
and that literature on postgraduate studies tend to be few and far in between (Valencia-Forrester, 2019: 
389) with benefits for postgraduate WIL not entirely explored (Karim et al., 2020; Ferreira & Barbosa, 
2019). 

Industry benefits from strategic WIL

University-industry linkages are fast becoming the norm in developed countries and emerging economies 
(Clausen & Andersson, 2019; Vaaland & Ishengoma, 2016). Agnew, Pill and Orrell (2017) as well 
as Vande Wiele et al. (2017) argue that partnerships between educators, industry (business) and 
students are important because all three should share an understanding of the expected requirements 
and responsibilities and value gained. This multi-stakeholder partnership provides lucrative benefits for 
all stakeholders, including students, educators, businesses and government (Govender & Wait, 2017; 
Vaaland & Ishengoma, 2016). 

By engaging in WIL models and partnerships with universities, industry benefits from the opportunity to 
showcase its expertise, brand and organisational culture (Johnson et al., 2016; Vaaland & Ishengoma, 
2016). When industry experts join Advisory Board discussions in graduate programmes, they are able 
to influence skills sets those graduates bring to the workplace. University graduates are the future talent 
that workplaces seek when recruiting new employees and creating talent pools. Leaders and managers 
benefit from WIL students who present recruitment and talent scouting opportunities when they showcase 
their theoretical knowledge of business competencies (Hemmert, Bstieler & Okamuro, 2014; Johnson et 
al., 2016). 

Future-fit graduates present business and industry with fresh ideas, innovative creations and futuristic 
knowledge, skills, values and attitudes (Jackson, 2015). Graduates are ‘techno-savvy’, with knowledge on 
how to access and utilise the latest technological devices and applications in the local, national and global 
arena. University graduates present businesses with strategies for growth and development, especially to 
meet future, global market trends (Govender & Wait, 2017). Qualified, professional Gen-X, Gen-Y and 
Gen-Z talent pools are naturally created by tertiary institutions and are fast becoming sought-after talent in 
the global strategic sector (Wiedmer, 2015).

Industry benefits by engaging in WIL projects, especially when it employs graduates or commits to 
internships and graduate empowerment programmes after WIL implementation. WIL industry partners 
meet national and international skills development and human resource strategic imperatives and may 
gain tax benefits from engaging with university-industry linkages (Govender & Wait, 2017).

Research Design

This study is based on a qualitative and inductive approach. It is an ongoing longitudinal study, initiated 
in 2014 and evaluated in early 2020. The process of developing a WIL model between a university and 
industry partners is based on empirical findings in a South African setting.

  METHODOLOGY
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Population and Sample 
The initiative was set up to meet the challenges of business postgraduate students in the labour market and 
to improve their employability by enhancing their match with industry needs. It was also designed to assist 
companies to find and employ appropriately skilled employees among business postgraduate students. 
It is ultimately about creating a win-win situation where a university, business postgraduate student and 
industry interact in a quest for consensus and a match between industry needs and educational skills. 

Data Collection

The evolutionary stages of the empirically developed project-based WIL model, from inception in 2014 
until end of 2019, are depicted in Figure 1. It is evident from the stages implemented, that the project-based 
learning programme evolved every year and was transformed to better meet and match all stakeholders’ 
(students, recruiters, industry partner and the university) changing needs. To understand the needs and 
expectations of all parties involved, they need to be involved from the commencement of the project. All 
stakeholders have to be consulted so that they feel they have influence and a voice to what the outcomes 
might be and to better manage and match expectations and needs.

Ethical Considerations

Participants in this study were granted strict confidentiality and anonymity. Furthermore, there was no 
obligation whatsoever to participate, but business postgraduate students, recruiters and industry partners 
all gave their consent and volunteered in good faith to collaborate in the process of establishing a Work 
Integrated Learning (WIL) Model to develop a win-win process between university, business graduate 
students and industry.  
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Figure 1:
Project based WIL model stages from 2014 to 2019

 

Lubbe & Svensson, 2020

To determine needs and expectations from postgraduate students, feedback was gathered in 2020 from 
participants in the 2018 group (depicted in Table 1), who by this time had had a year of work experience 
and were better equipped to reflect on the WIL programme. The response rate on interviews was 38% (23 
out of 60 students). Of the participants providing feedback, 78% indicated that they are more employable 
based on the WIL-model and 78% indicated better job opportunities. 

This section reports the findings based on the WIL-model stages applied and described in the previous 
section. Table 2 structures a summary of the skills and benefits gained from interviewing students on the 
WIL model. Multiple skills are gained as a result of participation in the programme. Key skills reported 
were: (i) working under pressure / tenacity, (ii) presentation skills, (iii) team dynamic skills, (iv) conflict 

Year 1 (2014):
•   The university received a project brief from an 

industry partner and implemented the project 
without any collaboration or communication about 
goals or outcomes for either party.

•   Students were given the opportunity to form their 
own teams.

•   No feedback was obtained from any stakeholders 
(other possible postgraduate recruiters, students or 
industry)

Year 2 (2015)
•   Although students were still given the opportunity 

to form their own teams and no feedback was 
obtained from any stakeholders, the change in 
2015 was that the university collaborated 
with the industry partner regarding goals and 
outcomes to be achieved.

Year 3 (2016)
•   Although students were still given the opportunity 

to form their own teams, in addition to 2015's 
strategies, feedback from two stakeholders 
were obtained after the project: the 
industry partner and the students involved in the 
project.

Year 6 (2019)
•   In addition to integrating all of 2018's strategies, 

including integrating students' feedback 
from 2017 and 2018 into the development of the 
project based learning programme, the following 
changes were implemented:

•   The project brief commenced two months earlier to 
provide students with more preparation time.

•   Students were approached at the beginning of the 
project to determine their expectations regarding 
the industry project.

Year 5 (2018)
•   In addition to integrating all of 2017's strategies, 

students' feedback from 2017 was also 
integrated into the development of the project 
based learning programme.

•   Students were divided into groups by the lecturer 
involved, to ensure students develop team 
management skills at a higher and more complex 
level.

•   The Industry Advisory Board was approached to 
determine changes in the market place and how to 
translate these into the project.

Year 4 (2017)
•   Although students were still given the opportunity 

to form their own teams, in addition to the 2016's 
strategies, the following changes were 
implemented:

•   Feedback from three stakeholders were 
obtained: other possible postgraduate recruiters, 
students and the industry partner.

•   An 'Industry Advisory Board', comprising 
business decision makers and alumni, was 
formed to determine industry's needs.

  FINDINGS
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resolution skills, (v) problem solving skills / critical thinking skills, (vi) project management skills, (vii) 
research skills, and (vii) digital business and marketing skills. 

The top three skills mentioned by interviewees were firstly (i) the ability to present to a variety of audiences, 
secondly (ii) to work under pressure were mentioned jointly with applying your project management skills 
as students had expectations from industry participants, their lecturer and their team members. Jointly in 
third place (iii) were critical thinking and problem-solving skills and digital business and marketing skills.

Table 2
Participants’ feedback on skills and benefits, and proposed changes of the WIL model

Skills gained Benefits Proposed changes

Working under pressure / 
Tenacity 

Provided the skills and confidence 
to find a job / internship

Increase financial knowledge and 
practical financial abilities by adding 
more course work and by exposing 
student to more industry-specific 
financial information

Presentation skills to various 
audiences / dry-run skills / 
communication skills 

Better prepared for the working 
world

Brief guest speakers before their 
presentation on specific deliverables

Team dynamic skills Apply skills to approach work 
promotions 

Remove repetitive messages or 
course information (other modules in 
programme)

Conflict resolution skills Apply oneself better in various 
circumstances

Include a sales module or project to 
make students more versatile in the 
job market

Problem solving skills/critical 
thinking  

Learning how to adapt to changing 
world/ new technologies e.g. 
virtual presentations to industry 
partner, Statistical Packages.

More feedback from industry 
participants and projects and 
assignments

Project management skills Exposure to corporate structures & 
different work environments

Consider job shadowing 
opportunities when internship is not 
an option

Conducting data analysis and 
transferring insights into real 
campaigns/ research skills

Exposure to different brands and a 
diverse customer base

Include a variety of industry projects, 
not just FMCG, or financial services 
management focused.

Plan, devise and execute a 
campaign   

Provided ‘real work’ experience Guard against a silo approach, 
include a lecture from for example 
the logistics department. 

Digital business and marketing 
skills 

Provided career direction to areas 
of business and marketing preferred 
or enjoyed more

Lubbe & Svensson, 2020

There are a range of benefits (Table 2) recorded, such as: (i) skills and confidence to find a job/ internship; 
(ii) better preparation for the working world; (iii) application of skills to approach work promotions; (iv) 
application of oneself in various work circumstances; (v) adaption to changing world /new technologies; 
(vi) exposure to corporate structures and different work environments; (vii) exposure to different brands 
and a diverse customer base; (viii) ’real work’ experience; and (viii) the WIL programme provided career 
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direction to areas of business and marketing preferred or enjoyed more by students. The top benefit 
mentioned, was that students felt better prepared for the working world. 

Participants provided proposals (Table 2) for additions to the programme, such as: (i) increasing students’ 
financial knowledge and specifically practical financial abilities by adding more course work and by 
exposing students to more industry-specific financial information; (ii) briefing guest speakers before their 
presentations on specific deliverables (e.g. what their industry is looking for, what they value, how to 
apply for a job); (iii) removing repetitive messages or module information (lectures to obtain knowledge 
of what is offered in the entire programme and become less silo focused); (iv) including a sales module 
or project to make students even more versatile in the job market; (v) ensuring industry participants also 
provide feedback on the projects and assignments – not just the lecturers; (vi) considering job shadowing 
opportunities where internships or graduate programme are not an option for the industry partner involved; 
(vii) including a variety of industry projects, not just for example financial services management and fast 
moving consumer good management opportunities; and (viii) guard against a silo approach.

The authors propose a WIL-model for business graduates based on the feedback gathered from participants 
and the WIL-model stages outlined in the section of methodology. Current literature assisted in synthesising 
the steps that were followed to design, develop and implement the WIL model for business postgraduates 
described above, into the more formal model presented in Figure 2. 

Figure 2:
The proposed WIL model for business postgraduates

Step 1: Step 2: Step 3:
Determine industry needs Implement WIL project WIL assessment & presentation
 

Lubbe & Svensson, 2020

  DISCUSSION FROM FINDINGS

1.   Industry Advisory Board 
discussions

2.  Alumni student discussions
3.  Current student discussions
4.   The Council of Higher 

Education (CHE) requirements 
are investigated/country 
specific HE Council/HE 
Quality Council

1.   The department receives 
feedback from students and 
the Industry Advisory Board

2.   Feedback is communicated to 
academic curriculum designers 
(brainstorm to make changes)

3.   Academic requirements also 
considered

4.   Industry experts and lecturers 
collaborate to agree on:

 - timelines
 - skills transfer
 - relevant assessments
 - further opportunities

1.   NDA signed before project 
brief takes place

2.   Students briefed on project 
options

3.  Students divided into groups
4.   Previous year's graduates 

assigned to each of the groups 
to provide assistance

5.   Questions asked, deadlines 
agreed on and methods of 
communication shared

1.   Lecturer meets with students 
before final presentation

2.   Students complete a situation 
analysis, identify marketing 
problem(s) and set objectives, 
derive insights

3.   Students present concept to 
Industry and receive feedback

4.    Students present to the 
Industry's Creative/Digital 
Agency and receive feedback

5.   Students adapt their strategy 
(from all the feedback 
received), devise a project 
plan with a projected budget 
and propose measurements

6.   Students present the final 
project to a panel of 
stakeholders, they are also 
assessed by this panel's 
answer and question session

7.   Winners are announced 
and individuals invited for 
internship interviews
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Step 1: Determine industry needs

Since the process of obtaining industry input, be it from potential employers (Zakharchenko, 2017; 
Henderson & Trede, 2017; HRDC, 2017; McArthur et al., 2017) or past students (Atkinson, Coleman, 
& Blankenship, 2014; Jacques, 2014) is supported by current literature, the WIL model commences by 
conducting research with WIL stakeholders. To determine what skills the industry requires, educators 
conduct focus group sessions with current students, in-depth interviews with alumni and formal discussion 
meetings with selected industry members. Industry experts are invited to serve on the university Industry 
Advisory Board. Students are asked what skills they expect will be required for job opportunities and 
which skills they think they still lack. Alumni students are interviewed regarding the skills they would like 
to have learnt, or learned more about, and what skills, in their experience, the job market requires of 
graduates in the field of business.

The focus is on constructive feedback regarding where the degree fulfils job environment needs (so that 
the Department can continue doing this), and where the skills gaps exist. Feedback from students and the 
Industry Advisory Board includes constructive criticism of softer skills that students can improve on, such 
as time management, presentation skills, working in groups, and general communication skills. Examples 
of the latter include how to write a professional email, when to send an email, when to phone and how 
to adapt when a situation changes. Focus group discussions and Industry Advisory Board meetings also 
attempt to uncover participants’ thoughts on future trends in general and how these will alter the skills sets 
that will be required in the workplace.

Feedback received from students and the Industry Advisory Board is then communicated to academic 
curriculum designers, where brainstorming takes place regarding changes that can be implemented 
immediately and those that need to be planned. It is at this stage that academic requirements need to 
be considered. The established Curriculum Committee agrees on time pressures and theory requirements 
regarding specific qualification modifications. Industry experts and business lecturers then collaborate to 
agree on WIL timelines, skills transfer, relevant assessments and further opportunities. These discussions 
are confirmed via email to the relevant industry and other partners, and WIL participants.

Step 2: Implement the WIL project

The project requires both educators and the industry partner to agree on time and budget commitments 
and constraints. Both partners need to obtain buy-in at different levels, and constant communication 
between the partners is essential. A designated manager from industry and one from the university need 
to be appointed, as the ‘go-to’ people for the two partners. At the first project briefing session, the industry 
partner explains a Non-Disclosure Agreement (NDA) whereby students agree not to disclose business 
information with external parties, and each student is required to sign this before the project brief takes 
place. The Protection of Personal Information Act (applicable in South Africa) is also discussed, and 
students provide written confirmation that their personal particulars (e.g., name, surname, cellular phone 
number and email address) can be provided to the industry partner, especially if it should be required for 
recruitment purposes.
 
Once administrative issues are dealt with, the industry partner briefs students on three possible projects 
which they will complete as a group, with each student selecting one project in which they would like to 
participate. The lecturer is responsible for dividing students into equal groups and needs to ensure that an 
equal number of groups are allocated to each project. It would not be fair to project 1, as an example, if 
only two groups are allocated to this project, but six groups are allocated to project 2. Competition should 
be equal; it is much easier to ‘win’ a project if only two groups ‘compete’. As far as possible it should be 
‘fair game’ for everyone participating, the students as well as the industry participants. In this particular 
scenario, equal groups are proposed, to make it fair. A group of four members will have to work harder 
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than a group of six members, and it is easier for individuals to get lost or hide in groups that are bigger 
than six members. 

It is recommended that where possible, four groups participate per project, as experience has shown 
that this is manageable from a time management and project management perspective for a group of 60 
students. The industry partner then presents an overview of the company, what it stands for, its culture, its 
work ethic, the history of the WIL project, how collaboration is shared, and how each project is expected 
to unfold, with specific requirements. Current market information, product information and sensitive ‘real 
project’ issues are shared, and it is reiterated that these details cannot be shared via any type of social 
media or informal conversation with friends. Students working on the project and the industry partner’s 
sponsors and colleagues are the only partners’ privy to the project specifications. The industry partner also 
introduces the main sponsors who are engaged with the brand/project internally.

The previous year’s graduates who received an internship with the company are invited to assist with the 
project and mentor and coach current students. A group leader is appointed by each group, and after 
the general briefing session, the project groups break away and talk to the industry partner’s sponsors 
and alumni graduates. Questions are asked, deadlines are agreed on and methods of communication are 
shared. Literature supports this step, stressing that collaboration between the university and the industry 
partner is crucial (Khuong, 2016; Etzkowitz & Ranga, 2015) as this working relationship provides lucrative 
benefits to all parties involved including student, educator and the business partner (Govender & Wait, 
2017; Ferns, Russell & Kay, 2016;). Involvement from the industry partner is reiterated, delivering good 
guidelines, expectations and a well-written brief (Henderson & Trede, 2017).

Step 3: WIL presentation and assessment

The project briefing should be conducted as the first lecture or briefing session for the particular module, 
and the final presentation to the industry partner’s directors and senior managers should take place at the 
end of the same semester/year. The lecturer meets with the students during the allocating lecturing slots, 
for three-and-a-half hours per session, before the final presentation. At these sessions certain themes are 
lectured, theories are explained, and all theories are linked to the different projects where applicable. 
Guest speakers are invited to address the latest trends in business thinking and students are encouraged 
to engage with guest lecturers during these sessions. Class participation is encouraged through a debate, 
themed around an industry trend and/or challenge. An individual report is submitted initially, in which 
each student is required to portray a thorough situation analysis, identify the problem, and set the objectives 
for their project as a ‘check point’ to ensure that they start at the right place.

Student groups present their project ideas to the industry panel, where they have the opportunity to engage 
with the panel and critically and constructively address questions and comments. They are then steered 
in the right direction with recommendations for improvement. The groups next present their amended 
concepts to a Creative Agency, together with the industry partner’s sponsors and industry interns. The 
Creative Agency develops one image from input and discussions at this meeting and the WIL students use 
this image in their final presentations. The lecturer, together with other academic colleagues, attends an 
event where each student group presents their proposals to industry and the Creative Agency to gauge 
progress, determine if students are on the right track and intervene if there are gaps. 

At these presentations, student groups are awarded a mark by all panel members present. An average of 
these marks counts towards their academic semester mark. The rubric for marking is developed with the 
industry partner beforehand and is available to students before the presentation. The same procedure is 
followed with the final presentation at the end of the semester/year. Once again, a rubric is available to 
the students, and they receive the average mark of the industry attendees present. At the final presentation, 
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student groups present for 30–45 minutes and receive feedback. Each group answers specific questions 
regarding their concept, proposed strategy and implementation suggestions. They are required to present 
a ‘fictional budget’, and show how they would implement it and how they would measure the success 
of their campaign. In the final part of the presentation, each group reflects on the journey of the industry 
project and highlights the project’s strengths as well as challenges.

Students and groups who impress industry partners most are targeted for interviews for possible internships 
and/or employment positions. The winning group from each project is announced at various educator 
and industry year-end functions, where each group member is presented with a reasonable cash voucher. 
Leon-Garcia (2018) and Farr-Wharton et al., (2018) support the notion of lecturers preparing students 
for the real world by providing opportunities to engage in teams as well as with the lecturer. Student and 
lecturer communication, engagement, and class participation are crucial in preparing students to achieve 
the WIL industry-project’s goals (Hunt & Madhavaram, 2014; Farr-Wharton et al., 2018). 

Table 3: 
Summary of further recommendations to the current 3-step WIL model to benefit the beneficiaries

   

Recommendations Beneficiaries Benefits

Recommendations to Step 1: Determine Industry needs

Determine who are the ‘behind the 
scenes’ stakeholders and interview 
them on their experiences during 
the WIL project.

Industry + students + 
future talent

Workplace ready business graduates for 
industry

Obtain input from lecturers from 
other disciplines who are involved 
in WIL projects.

Industry + students + 
university

Workplace ready business graduates for 
industry and an improved WIL program for 
the students, university and industry.

Involve all the lecturers on the 
course to evaluate the WIL model.

Industry + students + 
university

Workplace ready business graduates for 
industry and an improved WIL program for 
the students, university and industry.

Recommendations to Step 2: Implement WIL project

Agree and negotiate expectations 
between the student and the lecturer 

Students + university Increased learning experience. 

Facilitate strategic thinking. 

National economy + 
global markets + job 
opportunities

Futuristic business managers designing 
future trends, getting jobs and enable 
students to explore entrepreneurial avenues

Recommendations to Step 3: WIL assessment and presentation

Assess industry stakeholders’ 
benefits and experiences throughout 
the WIL process

Industry + students + + 
universities + national 
economy

Stakeholders partner to create employability 
opportunities & mutual benefits

Lubbe & Svensson, 2021

  RECOMMENDATIONS
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Recommendations to Step 1: Determine Industry needs

Recommendation 1: Determine who are the ‘behind the scenes’ stakeholders

As mentioned in step 1, it is imperative to meet each year with the entire industry project team involved 
before the new projects are devised and approved. The benefits of evaluating the previous year’s 
performance are to (i) gain an understanding about the industry participants perceptions and experiences 
of what can be improved; (ii) gain knowledge of new technologies that need to be implemented; and (iii) 
agree on expectations and outcomes. Currently proposed during step 1 of the postgraduate WIL Model, 
the industry’s needs are evaluated and determined, but from the industry advisory board, the alumni, the 
current students and the Council of Higher Education. However, to improve this current postgraduate WIL-
model, it is proposed that key stakeholders that are ‘behind the scenes’ from industry are interviewed to 
gain an understanding of what worked and did not work. Although industry participants are approached 
every year to evaluate the previous year’s project and plan for the coming year’s project, there are 
stakeholders ‘behind the scenes’ that are not approached. For example, the marketing director and/or 
divisional manager who attended the final presentations, but who are not formally part of the university-
industry project or the Industry Advisory Board, might have valuable insights. It is not necessary for these 
‘behind the scenes’ stakeholders to meet, but research strategies can be implemented to gain their input 
too. 

Recommendation 2: Obtain input from lecturers from other disciplines who are involved 
in WIL projects

To incorporate the proposed recommendation by students to guard against a ‘silo’ approach, this can be 
overcome by inviting other lecturers from other disciplines to provide input into this particular WIL model. 
A lecturer from, for example, Applied Information Services, who is still in the business domain, can share 
his or her experiences and ‘know how’ to improve the current postgraduate WIL model. 

Recommendation 3: Involve all the lecturers on the course to evaluate the WIL model

To incorporate feedback from students who commented: 

 Remove repetitive messages or course information (other modules in programme, 

the various lecturers on the programme need to talk to each other to ensure repetitiveness is avoided. 
Constructive criticism on the entire course will influence the perception of the WIL project that builds on all 
the modules presented in the course. Repetitive information can be removed if transparency is adhered to. 
Another suggestion from students were: 

 To address the issue of a variety of experiences on the course.

 Again, if there is transparency about what each lecturer is doing in each of the modules, variety can be 
introduced. 
 
Recommendations to Step 2: Implement WIL project

Recommendation 4: Agree and negotiate expectations between the student and the 
lecturer

Although the WIL-model for postgraduate students is refined after each year, it is evident from some 
students’ responses that their expectations were not met. One student wrote 

 I never plan to work in FMCG, so I wasn’t sure why I had to participate in this project.
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Another student wrote: 

  I am an entrepreneur and will start my own business and I didn’t see how this project align to my future 
business plans. 

Although there were only four negative responses on the project itself, it is proposed that the university, 
specifically the lecturer in charge should communicate and negotiate expectations and projected outcomes 
before the project commences. Furthermore, it will be good to hear what students’ expectations are, 
before they start with the project and to agree together: students, industry and university on guidelines and 
ground rules before the project starts. To address the need to have exposure to more than one industry, all 
the lecturers on the course have to meet during step 1 as explained above in recommendation 3. 

Recommendation 5: Facilitate strategic thinking

Literature states the need for strategic thinking skills (Vega, 2018; Haycock et al.,2012; Seyed et al., 
2015; Moon, 2013), and propose that it is easier to gain these skills when students are involved in 
practical, hands-on projects (Meza Rios et al., 2018).  In straddling the business theory and practical 
business challenges, opportunities arise for creative problem solving, together with novel ideas and 
innovative solutions that facilitate strategic thinking. Undergraduate numbers hinder the practicality of 
hands-on, work-related industry projects, and thus the increased need for postgraduate WIL projects is 
highlighted where classes are smaller with less students that makes such a project more manageable. It is 
recommended that students are provided with the opportunity to incorporate all their knowledge gained 
from undergraduate studies as well as on the rest of the postgraduate course. The only way to do this, is 
for the lecturer to be involved in undergraduate programmes too, to understand what is offered and how 
the postgraduate scaffolds on the undergraduate foundation. 

Furthermore, to address students’ feedback that financial skills are not fully addressed with this particular 
postgraduate WIL model, it is recommended that experts are brought in, from other disciplines at the 
particular university, or from other parts of industry to provide students with this hand-on practical financial 
expertise to better their strategic thinking skills. 

Recommendations to Step 3: WIL assessment and presentation

Recommendation 6: Assess industry stakeholders’ benefits received after final 
presentations

It is not possible to increase benefits if the expectations and needs are not known. It should not be assumed 
that what the university sees as a benefit, is what the industry participants or the students see as benefits. 
The only way to determine needs, is to ask what they are and to monitor various’ parties’ experiences 
throughout the entire process. It is therefore proposed that the university WIL project leader, identify 
stages during the WIL process to obtain feedback. Currently the postgraduate WIL project proposes 
that stakeholders meet before and after the project, however expectations can be better managed if it is 
monitored throughout the process. This will provide all the participants the opportunity to adapt during the 
process to provide a better experience for all participants involved. 

This study critically evaluated an existing WIL model for postgraduate business students. The two 
strengths of this study are firstly, the promotion of input and feedback from all stakeholders involved in 
the postgraduate WIL project, and secondly this proposed WIL model can be a good starting point for 
universities or industry considering a future postgraduate WIL project for business students.  Although 
feedback from stakeholders have been obtained to refine and improve the model over the years, the 

  CONCLUSIONS
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authors recognise that there are yet more improvements to implement: (i) determine who are the ‘behind 
the scenes’ stakeholders, (ii) obtain feedback from lecturers from other disciplines, (iii) involve all the 
lecturers on the course to evaluate the WIL model, (iv) agree and negotiate expectations between the 
student and the lecturer, (v) facilitate strategic thinking, and (vi) assess industry stakeholders’ benefits and 
experiences throughout the WIL process. 

The challenges for implementing future postgraduate WIL projects are the increasing postgraduate student 
numbers. Pressure from management to increase postgraduate student numbers put strain on lecturers to 
manage this increasing classes sizes. Furthermore, it becomes harder to manage WIL projects when there 
are many students involved. Industry also faces challenges, with financial pressures to make a profit with 
increased economic pressures leave little time to involve industry participants in university related WIL 
projects, when they could be billing their hours. However, in this particular project the industry partner 
recognises the privilege to be involved in shaping future business leaders and to be first to spot talent. 

This study presents the value for postgraduate business students and the benefits to industry of partnering 
in WIL projects for a win-win situation. It presents a working WIL model for postgraduate business students, 
which is aligned with trends documented in literature. Step 1 of the model determines industry needs. 
Step 2, enables students to experience WIL as a practical activity and Step 3 allows students to present 
and showcase their unique talents and skills to potential employers. It is this phase that has the potential to 
increase job opportunities for graduating business students in the immediate short term. In the long term, 
all students experiencing the WIL model stand a chance of becoming absorbed into the workforce, locally, 
nationally or internationally.
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