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CHAPTER [ 

lNTRODlJCTION 

A new millennium is davvning. The changing nature of to day's workplace is creating 

new challenges for interior design practitioners and recent interior design graduates. To 

survive the economic challenge of succeeding in a very competitive world market, a new 

set of priority skills needed by employees has emerged on the forefront. Said priority 

skills identified in this thesis as competencies and attributes are sought by employers for 

employability of interior design graduates. Thus, the focus of this study is to ascertain 

those competencies and attributes currently sought by employers when employing 

interior design graduates. 

Silver Platter Information Retrieval System [SPfRS J defines competencies as "the 

individual's demonstrated capacity to perform, i.e the possession of knowledge, skills 

and personal characteristics needed, to satisfy the special demands or requirements of a 

particular situation" (SPIRS, J 979, p. 1). Webster's New World Dictionary (1973) 

defined attributes as characteristics or qualities of a person or thing. 

Background 

The hiring of interior design graduates by employers generally follows a basic pattern. 

The prospective employee first attends four years of college from an interior design 
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program. Upon graduation, the graduate traditionally finds employment in a variety of 

design firms including residential design, contract desib'11, and facilities management. 

The employees are trained to develop competencies and skills pertinent to each firm. The 

trained graduates are then integrated into the mainstream (Davis , 1990). The American 

Society of lnterior Designers, commonly referred to as ASID, has classified the Interior 

Desi.gn industry in eight segments. The eight segments consist of: (l)Hospitality, (2) 

Residential, (3) Health Care, (4) General Services Administration, (5) Research, (6) Store 

Planning, (7) Office Design and (8) Facilities Management. 

Decisions rest on interior design practitioners commonly referred to as employers to 

hire suitable interior design graduates. To hire the graduates and integrate them into the 

work force, the employers focus on key competencies and attributes. Preliminary 

interviews with practitioners indicating a pivotal cause for concern, regarding 

competencies and attributes of interior design graduates pertinent to their employability, 

prompted this research. 

Findings from the l iterature review of diverse disciplines with an analogous problem 
~ . 

such as our proposed study, indicate that a skills gap exists between employer needs and 

the cornpetencies and attributes required for employability of new graduates (Vasu and 

Frazier, 1989). Studies conducted by Cappelli (1992) reached similar conclusions that 

graduates did not possess many of the skills and attributes rnost relevant to jobs 

contributing to the widening skills gap. The problern pervades not only the interior 

design wdustry, but encompasses an entire spectrurn ofdtverse disciplines (Harvey, 

1993). The prevalence of the problem is confirmed by the 1984 summary of survey of 
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employer concerns, conducted by the Research and Policy Committee of the Committee 

on Economic Development (Buck, Barrick and Kirby, 1987). 

When graduates Iack competencies and attributes sought by employers for 

employability, it has far reaching consequences for both employers and graduates. 

(] ) Graduates encounter difficulties in finding a job. (2) Employers have to expend 

valuable time and resources training the graduates so that the graduates can be productive 

and contribute to the business objectives. 

Traditionally, interior design graduates could be hired, trained and eventually 

integrated into the main work force. However, the pervasive influence of technology has 

significantly impacted the business and economic climate forcing business to change it's 

very culture. Observing the incessant changes in the society, Seligson (1990) compares 

the categorizing of curricula and careers to a snapshot from a moving picture. A need for 

graduates that are technically competent, with a broad range of skills for employab\lil)' 

has become imminent. 

Statement Of Problem 

To retain a competitive edge, the employers increasingly have to design for the clients 

with greater speed and precision. To fulfill the clients' needs and meet the business 

objectives, the employers have to hire interior design i:,rraduates having competencies and 

attributes congruent wi th the needs of the employers' business objectives. Hiring the 

right graduates will enable the employers to maintain a competitive edge. 

If a link could be established between academia and industry, it could have far 

reaching effects. By understanding from the research findings, what competencies and 

3 
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attributes employers seek in hiring recent interior design graduates, the proposed study 

wi II have a twofold effect: (l) from the industry perspective, business efficiency can be 

increased by hiring graduates who would be pretrained, thereby contributing to the 

business objectives immediately and effectively, and (2) from an academic perspective, 

faculty could develop curricula, inculcating the competencies and attributes identified in 

the findings in the students. Thereby, graduates from interior design programs would 

have the competencies and attributes that are compatible with the needs of the 

employers. Possession of the skills sought by employers will greatly contribute to the 

employability of graduates and enhance the likelihood of retaining ajob by the graduates 

(Kalamas and Warmbrod, 1987). 

Justification for Study 

Sparse availability of a body of li terature relating specifically to the interior design 

industry prompted this research to be undertaken. The generalization in the review by 

Loustau (1988) is probably accurate by stating that "in the field of interior desi6'11, no 

theory has been developed uniquely for interior design" (p. 3) Dickson and White 

(1993) referring to the Fider newsletter ( 1992, Fall) indicated that the I imited body of 

literature relat ing to the fie ld of interior design, could be due to the focus on the 

successfulness of the profession of interior design as a commercial enterprise and the 

scant attention to the development of the knowledge base from within the interior design 

profession. 
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Moreover, discussions with practitioners comprised of interior designers and facility 

managers from Tulsa and Oklahoma City revealed the need for research relevant to the 

proposed study. I anticipate that in due course of time, theory generated specifically 

from interior design experiences will be available. Inspiration and! or methodology from 

other disciplines will be used to enhance understanding of the proposed research 

problem. 

Due to changes in the work environment and infusion of technology, expectations and 

needs of employers have changed relating to the possession of competencies and 

attributes in interior design graduates. A study of the factors. relating to the 

employability of graduates would be beneficial to practitioners and students of interior 

deslt,'11. At the same time, the findings from this research would be a good resource for 

present knowledge and future studies, adding to the limited availability of knowledge 

pertaining to the field of interior design. Through the research we can begin to detennine 

the kinds of 6J'faduates employers want from higher education. 

The concept of 'design for tbe client' has been an important part of the instruction that 

interior design educators impart to the students, and it is equally relevant to interior 

design practitioners. Contemporary trends indicate a marked departure from the 

traditional way of conducting business. The prime objective of practitioners is to fulfill 

the needs of their clients. To sustain and maintain a competitive edge, the practitioner 

must seek graduates with requisite skills that are harmonious with the demands of the 

business environment. [n the 1995 interview, ASID National President Penny Bonda 

succinctly states, "The marketplace is so competitive these days that however you can 
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differentiate yourself is a real plus. Our clients are dealing with the issues of technology, 

business, etc. - and that means we need to as well" (Jablinske, t 995, p. 5). 

Increasing demands to accomplish more output with less input has prompted 

consideration of changing work patterns and changing client needs. Awareness of tr'ellds, 

enhanced by the findings from the proposed study, woutd be mutually beneficial for the 

industry and academia. 

Research Purpose And Objective 

The researcher's primary objective of this study was to identify the factors that affect 

the employability of graduates of baccalaureate interior design programs. 

To attain the research objective the key research question was: 

What are the key competencies and attributes that employers seek, when hiring recent 

interior design graduates? 

Assumption 

It is assumed that the interior design practitioners to be sampled, will answer the 

testing instrument candidly. 

Limitations 

The following limitations were identified: 

1. The sample was limited to interior design practitioners practicing in (3) Tulsa, 

Oklahoma, (b) Oklahoma City, Oklahoma,(c) Dallas, Texas, (c) Wichita, Kansas. 
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2. The sample is not representative of the interior design industry covering the entire 

United States. 

Definition ofTenns 

The definitions oftenns used in the study are listed as follows: 

Skills: Complex mental and/or physical behaviors that require practice to 

be performed proficiently (SPIRS, 1966). 

Employabilitv skills: skills that enable an individual to acquire and keep a job 

(Saterfiel, Thomas, and McLarty, 1995, p. 1). 

Employer: one who employs others for wages or salary 

(Webster's New World Dictionary, 1973). 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVlEW 

The Research Problem 

The prime objective of this research focuses on investigating what competencies and 

attributes are desired by interior design practitioners relating to the employability of 

interior design graduates. The focus of this study evolved from the pivotal cause of 

concern expressed by the interior design practitioners indicating that 'skills gap exists 

between the employers needs and competencies and attributes required fOF employability 

of new graduates' (Vasu and Frazier, 1989). 

Skills Gap 

Closely related to the skills gap, the pivotal cause of concern expressed by the interior 

design practitioners, was the survey conducted in 1984 by the Research and Policy 

Committee of the Committee on Economic Development. Pertainmg to diverse 

disciplines the survey reiterated employer concerns relating to the skills gap. Buck, 

Barrick and Kirby (l987) summarizing the findmgs of the survey concluded: 

Employers are looking for employees who demonstrate a sense of responsibility, 

self-discipline, pride teamwork, and enthusiasm. 
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2. Employers strongly value employee's ability to learn and solve problems. 

3. Employers think that schools are doing a poor job of developing these much 

needed attributes, attitudes, abilities, and skills. (p. 4). 

Supplementing the findings, the survey sponsored by the National Association of 
, I 

Manufacturers in 1989 found: 

that employers want schools to take more responsibility for students' 

employability skill development. Employers said that they want schools to 

teach both general and specific employability skins. The consensus of 

employers in these and other similar studies remains consistent--- employability 

skills are important on the job and must be taught in the schools. (Barton and 

Kirsch, 1990, p. 2). 

Samuelson (1987) concl uded the same findings as Barton and Kirsch. 

Skills Gap Reduction 

Lankard (1990) surmises that: 

the skills gap can be reduced if the basic skills needed by entry-level 

employees are taught in schools in the context of the interest of the student. 

The best results seem to be achieved when employability skill training is 

integrated with academic and vocational skill training. In this way, when the 

interrelated skills are taught as basic to job market success-something in which 
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the learner has a level of interest the graduates enhance their likelihood of finding and 

retaining a job. 

Origin of the Research Problem 

The new challenges faced by employers relati.ng to emphasis on competencies and 

attributes in employees could have been triggered by a number of factors. In a recent 

study by lmel (1994) possible causes for the new priority skills identified as 

competencies and attributes needed by employers in employees was investigated. 

Attributing the recession of 1990 as one of the possible causes for the origin of the 

research problem, rmel observed that the most recent recession, that began in 1990 and 

officially ended in March 1991, was mild compared to previous recessions, but it harshly 

affected the U. S. workforce 

Hanigan (1993) found the following: 

Until the 1980s, corporate America was on a hiring binge. They basically soaked 

up everybody that graduate schools turned out without a lot of thought as to what 

they were going to do with these people, or what impact these people were going 

to have on their organizations. In the 1990s, corporate America changed its 

approach to hiring (p. 5). 

Finding from the studies by Waterman and Collard (1994) found: 

Global demands are forcing business to change its very culture. At the same 

time, instant availability of technological knowledge and the pressure to retain 

a competitive edge are causing corporate hierarchy to decentralize. 

10 



Hardened by downsizings, delayerings, right-sizings, layoffs and restructuring, 

employers are developing a new perspective on hiring graduates thereby 

changing the nature oftoday's employment picture (p. 87). 

Priority of Employability Skills 

Relating to what corporate America wants regarding competencies and attributes for 

employability of new graduates, Saterfiel, Thomas, and McLarty (1995), observed that in 

the new emerging workplace, most companies are focusing on employability skills 

identified as competencies and at1ributes. According to Saterfiel, Thomas, and McLarty 

employability skills are skills that enable an individual to acquire and keep ajob. 

Lankard ( 1987) also reached a similar conclusion that many employers believed that 

employability skills were of primary importance. 

When employers refer to employability skills they refer to competencies beyond the 

basic ski ll s. Greenburg, Canzoneri, and Straker (1994) observed that in recent years an 

ever-growing number of employers are emphasizing not only foundational academic 

sk ills but also a variety of attitudes and habits prior to hiri ng. Greenburg, Canzoneri and 

Straker clarified employability skills as the combination of foundational sk ills and 

attitudes and habits. 

Research indicated by industry surveys such as the 1984 survey conducted by Research 

and Policy Committee of the Comm ittee on Economic Development (Buck Barrick, and 

Kirby, ] 987) reveals that entry level employees, similar to recent interior design 

graduates, are being asked to possess a broad set of skills previously required only of 
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managers and supervisors. While the depth may be dedining, the range of skills required 

is expanding. 

Lankard (1990) assesses employabil ity skills as being more valued in recent years 

because they apply to many jobs and so can support common preparation to meet the 

needs of many di fferent occupations. 

Waterman and Collard (1994) observed that the changing culture and decentral ization 

has caused an upscaling of skills relating to employability. Commenting on the new 

trends in hiring recent graduates Waterman and Collard found: 

Technology has driven workers towards increasing autonomy. Under the old 

workplace covenant, the workers refrained from major decisions and primarily 

perfonned repetitive tasks. The result was a dependent employee and a 

relatively static workforce with a set of static skills. Under the new covenant, 

workers are less supervised but frequently involved in identifying problems 

and making critical decisions. Business strategies like collaboration and 

emphasis on quality demand teamwork, listening skills, the ability to set goals, 

and develop and implement strategies for achieving goals. The result is a need 

for self reliant workers, and a company in which the skills needed to remain 

competitive are changing at a dizzying pace (p. 88). 

Reaching similar conclusion as Waterman and Collard, Vasu and Frazier (1989) 

noted. 

Employers need workers who have the essential basic skills to adapt to different 

tasks (labeled transferable skills) and who have the ability to learn quickly. If 
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employees display deficiencies in basic ski lls an employer will have problems in 

rapidly adapting to new technologies and processes which in tum threaten the 

employer's competitive position. The key to an employer' s competitive edge in 

today's world market is rapidly becoming dependent upon the skills possessed by 

his employees and how quickly those employees can intet,rrate with new 

technology (p. 6) . 

Categories of Skills 

Waterman and Collard observed that the changing culture and decentralization caused 

an upscaling of skills relating to employability . Commenting on the new trends in hiring 

recent graduates Waterman and Conard also found: 

Technology has driven workers towards increasing autonomy. Under the old 

workplace covenant, the workers refrained from major decisions and primarily 

performed repetitive tasks. The result was a dependent employee and a 

relatively static workforce with a set of static skills. Under the new covenant, 

workers are less supervised but frequently involved in identifying problems 

and making critical decisions. Business strategies like collaboration and 

emphasis on quality demand teamwork, listening skills, the ability to set goals, 

and develop and implement strategies for achieving goals. The result is a need 

for selfrehant workers, and a company in which the skills needed to remain 

competitive are changing at a dizzying pace (p. 88). 
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Based on the findings by Waterman and Collard various views were expressed 

expanding on the categories of skills needed by employers for employability of the 

graduates. One such viewpoint expressed by Carnevale, Gainer and Meltzer (1988) 

relating to the findings by the American Society for Tra~ning and Development was: 

employers need employees who can think on their feet (critical thinking skills 

to solve problems) and who are able to come up with innovative solutions 

(creative thinking). They need employees who have the ability to conceptualize 

(personal management), organize (leadership), verbalize thoughts (oral 

communications), resolve conflicts (interpersonal skills), and work in teams. But 

the foundation for all these skills requires an employee to have the ability to 

'know how to learn': to have the basic skills that will allow the individual to Jearn 

new tasks to keep the company competitive. 

To facilitate the understanding of the competencies and attributes required by the 

employers the skills are subdivided into five skill categories: personal development, 

laot,TUage and information, social and cultural, work related, and science and technology. 

Most of the categories focus on personal image, attitudes, habits, behaviors, techniques 

of communication, problem solving, decision making and management and 

organizational processes (Lankard 1990) A grouping of categories relating to 

employability skills that employers seek are summarized by Gainer (1988) as follows 

1) Individual Competence: Communication skills, comprehension, computat ion 

and culture. 
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2) Personal Reliability skills: personal management, ethics and vocational 

maturity. 

3) Economic adaptability skills: problem solving, learning, employability and 

career development. 

4) Group and Organizational Effectiveness Skills: interpersonal skills: 

organizational skills, and skills in negotiation, creativity and leadership (p. 4). 

The categories of employability skills identified above could be synonymous with the 

needs of the employers within the interior design industry. 

Strategies for Skills Development 

To identify and foster the development of employability skills desired by employers, 

ideas could be derived from strategies suggested by Buck, Barrick and Kirby (1987) to 

include: 

a) Identification of the desired skills 

b) Defining terms to identify characteristics and habits 

c) Devising a way to measure traits, attitudes or habits 

d) Giving frequent feedback on the development of traits 

e) Concentrating on improving the desired traits 

f) Employing a meaningful monitoring, evaluation and reward system 

Linking Academy and Industry 

Identifying the competencies and attributes desired by employers, addressing the 

employability skills and fostering the identified competencies and attributes concurrently 

with the curriculum, could provide the link between academe and industry. 

15 
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Tile students can develop the desired competencies and attributes by : 

addressing the development of the desired competencies and attributes in an 

educational context, and following industry practices. When the students practice 

daily the desired skins and demonstrate competencies and attributes desired by 

the industry, that will enhance their job performance and retention (Lankard, 

1994, p. 4). 
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CHAPTERUI I 
'I 
I 

METHODOLOGY 

The major purpose of this study was to identify and profile key competencies and 

attributes of interior design graduates sought by interior design practitioners for 

employability of interior design graduates. The findings from the data collected via the 

survey was made available to educators for making recommendations for interior design 

curricula. 

Data Collection 

Data collection technique involved investigative analysis via mailing questionnaires. 

To further the present body of knowledge an original instrument was developed. (Refer 

to Description of Instrument) .. The proposed research used a mail survey with SICQ 

questionnaires for data collection. srcQ is known as, 

summable item closed questions. SICQ questionnaires have items oran 

identical metric that are readily combined through summation to yield a 

composite score. The responses are structured so that the subject selects an 

alternative from a list of suggested answers; checks either yes or no, true or 

false; marks a point on a scale (e.g., I to 5 as on a Likert Scale); or ranks 

statements in terms of importance (Touliatos and Compton, 1989, p. 160). 
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The SlCQ questionnaire was chosen for ease of response coding, analysis and the 

relatively limited time required to complete the items. 

The survey was mailed or faxed to the sample identified in the sample 

description.(Refer to Description of Sample). Two weeks later, a second follow-up 

notice was mailed by the researcher to the randomly selected sample reminding the 

respondents to return or fax the survey instrument upon completion. 

The original mail ing included a form letter, a survey instrument and a self addressed, 

postage-paid envelope and fax number for respondent's convenience. The cover letter 

described the study and its importance to the respondents. 

On the carrier envelope vvas a request that any mail that could not be delivered as 

addressed was to be returned guaranteeing return postage. This achieved the purpose of 

excluding aU undeliverable surveys. 

Realizing that the original form letter (Refer to Appendix) could be addressed to 

personnel other than people with authority to hire recent graduates, the letter had 

instructions, "If you do not hire recent interior design graduates please forward it to the 

appropriate person within your company who hires prospective interior design 

graduates". This was done to enhance the response rate. Upon receipt of the completed 

survey by the investigator, the data was coded and scored, The proposed instrument was 

self explanatory; therefore, no need was envisioned for training the subjects. 

18 
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Description of Sample 

"The entire group of people in a category is called a population. The smaller group 

selected for testing is called a sample. The sample is then used to make generalizations 

about the population from which it is drawn" (Touliatos and Compton, 1989, p. 55). 

For the purpose of the study, the population consisted of approximately 700 names of 

interior design practitioners, from the south-central region of United States comprising of 

Tulsa, Oklahoma; Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; Dallas, Texas; and Wichita, Kansas. The 

names were obtained from the business directory, professional organizations membership 

lists and on-line services. The practitioners belonged to the professional organizations 

of (1 )American Society of Interior Designers (ASID), (2) American Institute of 

Architects (AlA), and (3) International Facility Management Association (fFMA). The 

700 names obtained were subsequently merged. Using a statistical random table, a 

sample of 150 interior design practitioners was randomly selected, from the population of 

interior desib'l1 practitloners from the south-central region of the U.S 

Description of Instrument 

The survey instrument was designed after conducting employer consultations and a 

systematic literature review During the summer of 1996, selected interior design 

practitioners from Oklahoma were interviewed by telephone to ascertain their views of 

industry and curricula relating to competencies and attributes requi red for the interior 

design industry_ Infomlation culled from the interviews was used to fonn a preliminary 

survey instrument. 
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This new instrument was used to interview additional interior design practitioners for 

their views and suggestions. A revised survey instrument was evaluated by interior 

Revisions were made and additional guidance from interior design practitioners from 
I design practitioners to judge the efficacy and relevance to the objective of the study. 

Oklahoma was obtained before drafting the finat version of the instrument. 

The final instrument was structured into four sections. In the survey, the employers 

were asked to identify what competencies and skills were desired by the employers when 

hiring recent interior design graduates. 

The first section addressed the identification of competencies and attributes relating to 

the categories of: computer skills, personal characteristics, technology, communication 

and abilities. Using a Likert scale of 5 to 1, with 5 being the most important and I as 

very unimportant, the employers were asked to indicate the magnitude of importance or 

unimportance of the desired competencies and attributes by circling the appropriate 

number. 

The second sectIon related to employer demObTfaphics: the employers ' company 

backgrounds: pertaining to the type of firm, Job classification, length of tIme the 

company has been in business, number of employees in the firm, and type of training 

programs offered by the company. 

The third section sought any additional information or comments from the employers, 

relevant to the proposed study. 

The survey concluded with an expression of appreciation for participation. SpecifIC 

instructions for mailing or faxing the completed survey were indicated. 
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Data Analvsis 

The study was conducted to produce a list of employability skills identified as 

competencies and attributes deem.ed important by interior design practitioners. The 

analysis procedure consisted of calculating and interpreting descriptive statistics. From 

the analysis, data was documented in a final format (e.g. ; table, graphs etc.). Statistical 

methods such as t-test with 95% confidence interval was conducted on the four 

categories of competencies and skills iden.tified in the in.strument. 
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Abstract 

The changing nature of to day's workp lace is creating new challenges for interior 

design professionals relating to the employability of recent interior design graduates. A 

new set of priority in skills has emerged on the forefront, due to the profound impact of 

technology on business changing its core culture. 

The task of identifying the priority skills identified as competencies and attributes 

sought by employers fo r employability of interior design graduates was the focus of this 

study The key research quest ion was "What are the key skills identifIed as competencies 

and attrib utes that employers seek when employing new interior design graduates"') The 

relevancy of the research evolved fro\ll discussions with interior designers and facil ity 

managers. A limited body of literature pertaining to interior design further supported the 

need for this study Find ings were aimed at benefiting the industry and prospective 

employees. 

A random sample of 150 interior design practitioners practicing in the south-central 

region of the U. S were drawn from 700 names. Data coll ection involved investigative 

analysis of responses to ma iled questionnaires developed for this study Data analysis 

consisted of lIsing a 2 sided t-test for significance set at 0.05 leve l to identify 

competencies and attributes deemed important by the responding in terior design 

practitioners Any variable haVing mean of 3.00 or higher Indicated that the respondents 

considered the variable important in the four categories of competencies and atuibules, as 

identified in the instrument. 
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BACKGROUND 

In the dawn of a new millennium, new challenges have emerged for interior design 

practitioners relating to the employability of interior design graduates. The profollnd 

impact of technology has altered the core culture of business. Services rendered with 

great speed and precision are becoming the norm of the clay. To fulfill the clients' needs 

and succeed in a competitive world market, the employers have to hire interior design 

graduates having competencies and attributes congruent with the needs of the employers ' 

business objectives 

In a 1995 interview, the American Society of Interior Designers (ASID) National 

President, Penny Bonda, succinctly states, "The marketplace is so competitive these days 

that however you can differentiate yourself is a real plus Our clients are dealing with the 

issues of technology, business etc. - and that means we need to as well," (Jab lins]..;e, 

[995, P 5) A new set of priority skills, identified as competencies and attributes, ha.<.; 

emerged on the forefront for recent in terior design graduates. The las]..; of identifying the 

competencies and attributes sought by employers for the employabtlity o f recent interior 

design graduates fo rmed the focus of this study 

Silver Platter In fo rmation Retrieval System [SPIRSJ defined competencIes as " the 

individual's demonstrated capaci ty to perform, i.e the possession of knowledge, skills 

and personal characteristics needed, to satisfy the special demands or requirements of a 
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particular situation" (SPIRS, 1979, p.I) . Webster's New World Dictionary (1973) 

defined attributes as "characteristics or qualities of a person or thing ' . 

Summarizing the studies of Buck, Barrick and Kirby ( 1987), Carnevale, Gainer and 

Meltzer (j 988), and Waterman and Collard( 1994), their findings indicated that gradua tes 

need a broad set of skills previously required only of managers and supervisors. Under 

the new covenant, employers need employees who are ethical, flexible, organized, logica l 

thinkers, prob lem-solvers, teamplayers, and have good oral and written communication 

skills. 

Supplementing these findings, Greenburg, Canzoneri and Straker (1994) reiterated 

that in recent years prior to hiring graduates, an ever-growing numbers of employers 

place great emphasis on variety of attitudes and hab its also apart frorTl basic foundat ional 

skills 

Lee and Hagerty (1996) summarized previoLls studies by Baker and Sondhi , 1989, 

Douth itt and Haskell, 1985, Hernecheck, Rett ig and Aherman 1983, and Meyers 1982 

noting that problem solving, cOrTlmunication skills, design concepts, and professional 

ethics were consistently ranked high by practitioners The studies mentioned above 

focussed on di fferent competencies preferred by employers in the US However this 

study focuses on competencies and attributes considered important by practitioners in the 

south-central region of US only, ditTerentiatlng tillS study from the previoLisly 

mentioned studies 

ASID classified the Tnterior Design industry into eight segments. These segments 

include: (I) Hospita lity, (2) Residentia l, (3) Health Care, (4) General Services 
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Administration, (5) Research, (6) Store Planning, (7) Office Design and (8) Facilities 

Management 

Traditionally, upon graduation the graduates found employment in a variety of design 

firms faUing within the ASID classifications. The employees were trained by the new 

employers to develop competencies and ski!ls pertinent to each finn. The trained 

graduates were then inte!:,lfated into the mainstream (Davis, 1990). 

However, the profound impact of technology on business is causing employers to 

develop a new perspective on hiring suitable interior graduates. Precipitated by the 

changing culture in business, the employers focus on key competencies and attributes 

regarding their decisions to hire suitable interior design graduates, thereby changing the 

nature of today's employment picture (Lankard, 1990). 

Preliminary interviews with practitioners indicated the existence of a skills gap 

between employer needs and competencies and attributes of interior design graduates 

prompting this research. Since the literature review specifically relating to interior 

design was limited, literature from other disciplines with analogous problems were 

studied. Findings from this literature indicate that "the problem of the skills gap existing 

between the needs of the employers and the competencies and attributes possessed by 

!:,lfaduates pervades not only the interior design industry, but encompasses an entire 

spectrum of diverse disciplines" (Harvey, 1993). The prevalence of the problem orthe 

skills gap was confirmed by the 1984 summary of survey of employer concerns, 

conducted by the Research and Policy Committee of the Committee on Economic 

Development (Buck, Barrick and Kirby, 1987) 
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By understanding what competencies and attributes are desired by employers, a 

twofo ld benefit could be achieved for the academy and industry. From the industry 

perspective, business efficiency could be enhanced by having pretrained graduates. From 

an academic perspective, faculty could structure the curricula to be congruent with the 

needs of the industry and enhance graduates' employabi lity. Seligson (1990) states that 

we live in a dynamic society and the categorizing of curricula and careers is like a 

snapshot from a movi ng picture. A need for graduates that are technically competent, 

with a broad range of skills for employability has become imminent. Possess ion o f the 

competencies and attributes sought by employers will greatly contribute to the 

employability and job retention of the graduates (Kalamas and Warmbrod, 1987). 

Significance of the Study 

Limited availability of a body of literature relating specifically to the interior design 

industry prompted the research to be ul1ckrtaken. Moreover, discussions wit h 

practitioners in Tulsa and Oklahoma City, revealed the need for research relevant tn till: 

proposed study. The practitioners consul ted were interior designers anel rae i 1 il Y 

managers. 

Due to changes in the \vork environment and infusion of technology, expectations and 

needs of employers have changed. In the new emerging workplace, most companies alT 

focLlsing on employability skills identified as competencies and attributes. According to 

Satertlel, Thomas, and McLarty (1995), 'employability skil ls are skills that enable an 

individual to acquire and keep a job'. A study of these factors would be beneficial to 

practitioners and students of interior design . At the same time, the research would be a 
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good resource for present knowledge and future studies. Through the research we C~1I1 

begin to determine the kinds of graduates employers want frolll higher education. 

Research Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to determine the key competencies and personal 

characteristics sought by interior design practitioners when employing recent interior 

design graduates. 

Definition of Terms 

The definitions of terms used in the study are listed as follows: 

Skills: Complex mental and/or physical behaviors that require practice to 

be performed proficiently (SPIRS, 1966). 

Emplovabi litv skills: Skills that enable an individual to acquire and keep a job 

(Saterfiel, Thomas, and McLar1Y, 1995, p. 1). 

Emplover: One who employs others for wages or salary 

(\A/ebster's New 'vVorld Dictionary, 1973). 

METHODOLOGY 

To identify and profile key compe tencies and attributes of interior design graduates 

sought by in terior design practitioners for employability of interior design graduates, 

I1lcthodo logy used by VasLl and Frazier( 1989) and Harvey (1993) from other cI i sci pli nes 

such as education research was used to enhance understand ing of the research problem. 
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Description of Sample 

The population consisted of interior design practitioners practicing in the geographic 

reg ions of Tulsa, Oklahoma: Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; Dallas, Texas; and Wichita, 

Kansas who were members of the follo!"ving professional organizations: American 

Society of Interior Designers (ASID)- al l eight segments specified by ASID, American 

Institute of Architects (AlA), and International Facility Management Association 

(IFMA). Lists from each organization was obtained and merged yielding a I ist of 700 

interior design practitioners from the south-central region. A sample of 150 interior 

design practitioners was randomly selected from the merged list using a stat istical 

random table. 

Description of Instrument 

During the summer of 1996, selected interior design practitioners fr0111 Oklahoma 

were interviewed by telephone to ascertain their views of the industry and curricula 

relating to competencies and attributes required I()r the in terior des ign industry. 

Information cu lled tt"om the in terv iews were Llsed to form a prelim inary survey 

instrument. 

This instrument was used to interview additional interior design practitioners f(n their 

views and suggestions resulting in a revised survey instrument that was subsequently 

evaluated by additional interior design practitioners. Revisions were made to ohtain the 

final version of the instrument. 
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The final instrument was structured into fOLlr sections. The first section addressed the 

identification of competencies and attributes relating to the categories of computer sk ills, 

personal characteristics, technology, and communication. Using a Likert scale of 5 to 1, 

w ith 5 being very important and 1 being very unimportant, employers were asked to 

indicate their perception of the importance or unimportance of the preferred competencies 

and attributes by circl ing the appropriate number. TIle second section focused on 

respondents' demographics: the respondents' titles, the firms' areas of specializatioll, the 

firms' length of time in business, number of employees in the firms, and type of training 

program offered by the firms. 

The third section included an open-ended question that allowed respondents to make 

comments relevant to the proposed study. The survey concluded with an expression of 

appreciation for participation. Specific instructions for mailing or faxing the completed 

survey were indicated. 

Data Collccllon 

Data were collected by mailing or t~lxing a package to the 150 respondents identified 

as the sample. The original package included a cover letler. a survey instrument and a 

self addressed, postage-paid envelope and ClX number for the respondents' convenience. 

The cover letter described the study and its importance to the respondents. On the carrier 

envelope was a request that any mail that cOldd not be delivered as addressed was to be 

returned to the researcher. This achieved the purpose of excluding alluncleliverable 

surveys. 
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Realizing that the cover letter (Refer to Appendix) could be addressed to p~rsonnel 

other than those \vith authority to hire recent graduates, the letter stated, " IfyoLl do not 

bire recent interior design graduates, please forvvard the survey package to the appropriate 

person withi n your company who hires prospectiv~ interior design graduates". This was 

done to enhance the response r;:lte. Upon receipt of the completed surveys by the 

investigator, the data were coded and scored. 

Two weeks after the ini tial mai ling a follow-up notice was mailed reminding the 

respondents to return or fax the survey instrument upon completion. This was al so done 

to enhance the response rate. 

Response Rate 

Out of the randomly selected 150 interior design practitioners who were contacted 

from the south-central region of U.S., usab le responses were received from 55 employers 

for a response rate of(36%) which formed the basis for this study. Six additional 

respondents returned the survey indicating their preference of not participating in th~ 

study. For future studies precontac ting the employers might enhance the response raLe. 

Harvey (1993) noted that typically it is difficult to get a high response rate involving 

employers. Moreover, mailing questionnaires to employers without any prior contact is 

an inappropriate technique as it secures very few responses for the time and energy 

invested. 
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Data Analysis 

All data collected were tabulated and analyzed using desriptive statistics. 

FINDINGS 

Findings of this study are presented in the following order: demographic information, 

and desired competencies and attributes of new hires. To illustrate the findings of this 

study at a quick glance the data are presented in Table 1- Table 9. 

Demographic Information of Respondents 

Job Classification 

Of the selected 150 interior design practitioners, usable responses were received from 

55 employers for a response rate of 36 % which [ann the basis for this study. The 

respondents were asked to ind icate their titles by responding to four alternatives of: (1) 

Principal Owner/CEO, (2) Business Manager, (3) Project Manager and (4) Other 

category. The responses of the interior design practitioners are summarized in Table I. 

The largest percent of respondents, 45 percent, were Principal Owner/CEO, 24 percent 

were Project Managers, 9 percent were Business Managers, and 22 percent specified 

other. These included Facility Managers, Regional Directors and Store Managers, 

Contract Consultants and Museum Directors. The data indicates that almost ha lf the 

respondents were Owner or CEO 
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Table I 
Respondents' Titles 
Title N % 

Principal Owner/CEO 25 45 

Business Manager 5 9 

Project Manager 13 24 

Other 12 22 

Finns' Areas of Specialization 

To determine the respondents' firms' areas of specialization from the eight segments 

of ASID, four alternatives were provided including: Facility Management, Office Design, 

Hospitality, and Healthcare. The fifth option was Other, and the respondents choosing 

this option were asked to specify. Responses appear in Table 2. Twenty-nine percent of 

the respondents specialized in Office Desib,'ll, 14 percent specialized in Healthcare, 13 

percent specialized in Facilities Management, and 8 percent specialized in Hospitality. 

Thirty-six percent of the respondents listed other as their area of specialization. This 

included various areas of desit,'11, and facilities management. In the design field, the 

areas of specialization included: residential, institutional, churches, retail, public places 

and historic preservation. [n the facilities management field, area of specialization 

included: banking, communications, telecommunications, Insurance and relocation 

management 
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Table 2 

Firm's Area of Specialization 

Specialization N 'Yt. 

Faci lity Management 10 13 

Office Design 22 29 

Hospitality 6 8 

Healthcare 11 14 

Other 28 36 

Firms' Length Of Time In Business 

Responses to the number of years that the firm was in business are summarized and 

presented in Table 3. Fi fty-five percent of the tJ.rms \vere in business over 20 years, 16 

percent were in business for 11 to 15 years, 15 percent were in business for five to tell 

years, and nine percent were in business fo r 16 to 20 years. Five percent of the Jirms 

have been in business less than 4 years. The findings indicate that the sample contains 

primarily firms that were in bus iness for a fa irly long period. 

Table 3 

Firm's Length of'Timc in Business N '1.. 

01-04 Years 3 5 

05-10 Years 8 15 

11-15 Years 9 16 

16-20 Years 5 9 

Over-20 Years 30 55 
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Number of Employees in the Firm 

Data on the number of employees in the firm appear in Table 4. Forty-four p~rce nt 

of the firms have less than 25 employees, 29 percent of the firms have over 200 

employees, while 27 percent have 25 to 200 employees. The findings indicate that 

slightly less than half could be characterized as small firms but almost 30% are quite 

large. 

Table 4 

Number of Employees in the Firm N (Xl 

Under 25 24 44 

25-200 15 27 

Over 200 16 29 

Type of Employee Traini ng Program 

Data on the type of training programs firms lise t"(x their employees appear in Table 5. 

Fifty- six percent oftbe fIrms had an into rmal training program. 18 percent had a formal 

training program, while 25 percent had no form of training program for the employees. 

It is interesting to note thal the majority or the linns (almost 74 %) have some form of 

tra ining program. 
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Table 5 
Type of Employee Training Program N %, 

Formal 10 18 

Informal 31 56 

None 14 25 

Demographic Summary 

The data indicated that the larger firm, the more focused their area of specialization. 

Only one finn out of the 24 firms with less than 25 employees indicated three areas of 

specialization. Two firms out of the 24 firms with less than 25 employees listed two or 

more as their areas of specialization. Midsize firms with 25-200 employees appeared to 

be more diversified with four firms out of the ] 5 firms specializing in three or more 

areas. Twenty-two firms out of the 30 finns who were in business over 20 years 

appeared to be more focused listing only one area as their primary area of specialization. 

A formal training program appeared to be prevalent in larger firms with 200 or more 

employees. Eight of the ten fIrms with formal training program, had over 200 

employees, and two firms had 25-200 employees. Four medium sized finns with 25-200 

employees had no training program. 
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Competencies and Attributes 

The findings from this research are based on the identification of competencies and 

attributes preferred by interior design practitioners for employability of recent interior 

design graduates. To make the data easier to understand a 5 point scale was chosen from 

I to 5, with 1 representing very unimportant, 5 very important and 3 a neutral midpoint 

between very important and very unimportant 

The researcher tested the statistical hypothesis Ho: ~L = 3.00 -Vs- H I: ~ ,c3.00. The 

competencies and attributes preferred by interior design practitioners were listed under 

four headings which included: (I) Computer Skills (2) Characteristics, (3) 

Technology, and (4) Communication. 

The respondents ' preferences of competencies and attributes appear in Table 6 to 

Table 9. Findings for the analysis are graphically illustrated via the 3-D bar charts 

(Reference Graph 6 - Graph 9) supplemented in the Appendix. 

The statistical results indicated that the only mean score among the desired 

competencies beiow 3.00 was Internet. Mean scores for all the other variables were 

above 3.00. indicating that the respondents considered the identified competencies and 

anributes to be important. 

Computer Skills 

Mean scores for the six competencies within the computer skills area are as follows, 

expressed in a descending order of importance: (1) CAD, (2) Macintosh or PC, (3 ) 

Word Processing, (4) Spreadsheet, (5) Computer Graphics, and (6) Internet. 
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The responses appear in Table 6. Since tive of mean scores tor these six varia bles in 

the computer skills category had scores above 3.00, respondents perceived these skills as 

important. 

It LS interesting to note that CAD (Comput<=r Aided Drafting) received the highest 

mean of 4.33, in the Computer Skills category. followed by Pc. It caJUlot be denied that 

we live in an age of technology. By ranking CAD as important, the data appear to agree 

with the comment by 'Philip Salembir stating that the computer has ushered in increased 

productivity potential for the design com01Unity. To solve the designers' common 

dilemma, the marketpbce dictates the lise of programs like CAD, Archillustrator, 

Accurender and other similar applications. Utilizing computer skills, designers can now 

conquer any task of magnitude \\lith ease, in 1ess time with dazzling outcome' (Eng. Rick, 

1992). 

Supporting the view expressed by Philip Salembir, Barbara Knox (19 88) in SUll1lllillg 

the advantages of the alliance of techno logy and design businesses found that 

leading software like Autocad brings breakthrough katures to the everyday task 

of2D drafting. 3-D models can be built dynamically. vlewed vVlth multip le 

scenarios for exploring design possibilities in minutes. 

Revisions and changes can be muc\e in any mode. Photorealistic images 

complete with animation. light, shuL!o\\s and special effects can be rendered in 

desionated surroundil1L's \vith L'reater dimensionin!! and accuracy. With t::' '-' "-- .... .". 

Photorealistic images of the space in front of them, so many clients who have so 

Illuch difficulty in visualizin!! the fll1ished interior, can accurate ly consider the - ~ 
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design. Wl1en situations demand a cutting edge on competitive bids, designers 

can quickly rev ise estimates and bid job costs with profit producing proposa l to 

the client. Thus. the design is submitted on time. on or under budget ancl satisfies 

the client's needs compatible \vith the design concept (p. 193). 

One pro.ctitioner reiterated the importance of computer skills by indicating that "the 

graduates need to be well rounded. ,villing to embrace technological and other changes". 

The skill perceived to be the leas t import;:mt '.vas the Internet. The reC1son could 

possibly be attributed to the Internet being relatively new and not widely used by the 

respondents. 

Table 6 

Employer Prcferr·ed Computer Competencies 
Comput,er Skills n Mean Std Dev Prob> I t I 

CAD 55 4.33 0.9241 10.6523 0.0001 

Macintosh or PC 55 4.05 0.9892 7.9064 0.0001 

W md Processing 55 375 0.8214 6.7303 0.0001 

Spreadsheet 55 3.53 0.8575 4.5600 0.000 1 

Computer Graphics 55 3.49 0.9403 3.8718 00003 

Internet 55 2.80 0.7303 -2.0310 0.0472 

Charae teri sti cs. 

The perceived importance of nine personal characteri stics were obtained vvith this 

section of the questionna ire. The llle~1l1 scores appear in Table 7. The c\wracLeriSlics 
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were as follows based on ordering the mean scores in descending order of importance: 

(1) Ethical, (2) Organized, (3) Self Motivated, (4) Team Player, (5) Resourcefu l, 

(6) Flexibl.2, (7) Decision Making, (8) Self Confident, and (9) Leadership. 

As shown in Table 7 the means of all of the nine personal characteristics were above 

4 .00. These results demonstrate that this sample of employers strongly and uniformly 

cons idered these characterist ics to be very important and desirable in nev,! hires. The 

findi ngs parallel the emphasis on characteristics by employers from diverse disciplines as 

observed by Gainer (1988). 

Gainer found that the study conducted by tbe American Soc iety for Training and 

Develorment concl uded that 'employers need employees who are flexible, resourceful , 

organized, can wo rk in teams. think critically, and crearive ly solve problems'. 

Table 7 

Employer Preferred Characteristics 

Characteristics n Mean Std Dev t Pro!> > I t I 

Etbical 55 4.93 0.2621 54.5366 0.0001 

Organized 55 4.82 0.3892 34.6410 0.0001 

Sel f Motivated 55 4.80 0.4037 33.0681 0.0001 

Team Player 55 4.76 0.4 700 27 .8302 0.0001 

Resource ful 55 4.64 0.5222 23.2379 0.0001 

Fle'(ible 55 4.62 0.5267 22.7836 0.0001 

Decis ion Making 55 4.45 0.6890 15.6559 0.0001 

Self Con I"ident 55 4.44 0.6601 16.1383 0.0001 

Leadership 55 4.11 0.7858 10.4671 0.0001 
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An interesting perspecti ve appears to be that regardless of disciplines or di verse area 

of specialization of the respondents, all the employers unanimously place high emphasis 

011 these identified personal characteristics. , 
. i 

, 

Technology 

Ten competencies related to technology were speci.tied including: (1) Design 

Vocabulary, (2) Construction Knowledge, (3) Resource Knowledge, (4) Code 

Knowledge, (5)Work Experience, (6) Business Practices (7) Math Skills, (8) In ternship 

Experience, (9) Lighting Knowledge, and (10) Mo.rketing Knowledge. The (bra are 

summarized in Table 8. 

In the changing workplace, technology is of prime importance as affirmed by the 

response of the interior design practitioners. Reflecting on the needs of the interior 

design industry one respondent indicated that. "ifbusic skills were acquired in school 

technology related skills can be learnt on the job". 

T'he study by Barton and Ki rseh (1990) cOile I uded that the employers wan l sc hoo l s to 

teach both genera l and specific employability skills. Greenburg, Canzoneri, and Straker 

(1994) further emphasized that "growing number of employers are emphasizing 

foundational skills, primarily in reading and mathematics, prior to hiring. This could he 

caused by the increasing demand for these skills on the job and the employer 

dissatisfaction with the levels of those skills demonstrated by the graduates" (p. 135). 
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Notice that ail of the technology skills have a mean of above 3.00 as shown in Table 8. 

However, these means indicate a wider variation in the respondents perceived degree of 

importance pJaced on each. The range varied somewhat fro m 3.25 to 4.24. The varying 

degree of importance by' the respondents could possibly be attributed to the diversity of 

the profession. 

Table 8 , 

Employer Preferred Competencies 

~ Technology Skills Mean Std Dev t PI'ob> I t I r1 ~ ' 
{t'~ 
I~I 

Design Vocabul ary 55 4.24 0.7445 12.3166 0.0001 

·°1 
'" t .: 
' i 

Construction Knowledge 55 4.20 0.6777 13,1321 0.0001 fl. 
r~ 
,." 
~ 

Resource Knowledge 55 4.07 0.7163 11. 1060 0.0001 {f.l 

~ 
Code Knowledge 55 4.02 0.8049 9.3817 0.0001 ~ 
Work Experience 55 3,.93 0.6341 10.8459 0.0001 

Business Practices 55 3.89 0.7619 8.6721 0.0001 

Math Skills 55 3.85 0.7060 8.9898 0.0001 

Internshi p Experience 55 3.64 07543 6.2564 0.000 1 

Lighting Knowledge 55 3.44 0.7641 4.2353 0.0001 

Marketing Knowledge 55 3.25 0.6727 2.8062 0,0070 

Com J1l L1ll i c at ion. 

Four communication attributes were specitied. The responses are given in 'rable 9. 

These included: (I) Listening and Retention. (2) Oral. (3) Written, and (4) Visual 
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Presentation. As given in Table 9, all the attributes in the category of Communicat io n 

ski lis have a mean above 4.00 indicating the identitled skills were considered to be of 

cOlls.iderable importance to the respondents. Similar to personal characteristics, the 

employers strongly placed a high degree of importance on communication sk.ills and 

desired them in new hires irrespective oftbe diverse areas of specialization of the 

respondents . The results are analogous to the recent s tudy by Baker and Sondhi (1989) 

indicating that oral communication skills were considered most important skills by design 

practitioners. 

Tbe data clearly indicate that communication is deemed essential by the respondents as 

all fOLlr variables have means ranging from 4.36 to 4.89. As one respondent sllcc inctly 

sums up, "communication is vital. Designers must be able to communicate their ideas 

very quickly to a client". Another respondent stressed the importance of communication 

by indicating that "graduates must be able to write a coherent concise paragraph legibly" . 

Reverberations of the same theme appeared in another respondent's response indicating 

that they "did not mind graduates if they had less design ability, as long as they had 

excellent comm UD ication abi! i ties ". 

Table 9 

Employer PrefclTcd Competencies 

Communication Skills n Mcan Std Dcv Proh> I t I 

Listening & Retention 55 4.89 0.3 146 44.5714 0.0001 

Oral 55 4.62 0.5267 22.7836 0.0001 

Written 55 4.51 0.0545 22. 1827 0.0001 

Visual Presentation 55 4.36 0.6487 15.5885 0.0001 
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Additional Preferences Of Employers 

In addition to the competencies and attributes identified in the survey questionnaire, 

the respondents preferred other competencies and attributes in new graduates by 

responding to the open-ended questions. The other preferences ind icated by the 

respondents are broken down by categories: 

Computer Skills 

AutoCad, scheduling knowledge, Microstation were the addi tional preferences desired 

by the respondents re lat ing to computer skills. 

Personal Characteristics. 

The respondents desired new graduates to have: personality, character, enthusiasm. 

positive attitude, courteous and polite atti tude, understanding of group dynamics. and 

political/sociological impact, good memorizing abi lity to remember names of 

furniture/fabric lines, showrooms procedures etc., commitment to life-long karning, 

problem so lving abilities. common sense, awareness of technological and other cbanges. 

sincere desi re and eagerness to learn, good people skills, and responsible attitude. 

Technology 

The respondents des ired ne\v graduates to have: excellent hand drafting and sketching 

skills to convey ideas q uickly to a client, general knowledge of fab ri cs, furniture and 

milhvork, general knowledge of materials and finishes. cost estimating, general office 

skills, business and financi al management. furniture specifying ability, specifically 

Systems Furniture and Casegood application, basic knowledge of electrical and cabling 

systems. 
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Communication 

Emphasizing the importance of communication the respondents desired new grad uates 

to have: the ability to virite concisely, spell accurately, think logically, understand and 

convey good design process sk ills and des ign ideas succinctly, understand cultural 

diversity and language variatio ns. 

CONCLUSIONS 

After analyzing the data, an interesting pattern emerged. An overwhelming majori ty 

o f practitioners identi ri ed personal characteris tics as very important as evident by the 

range of mean scores for these iteITls from 4.1 I to 4.93 on a 5-point response scale. 

The findings from the data analysis parallel the emphatic significance of personal 

characteristics by employers from non-des ign professions. Dillon (1992) concluded that 

regardless of the discip line or area of specialization, employers need and want employees 

who are ethical , f1exible, resourceful, organized. can communicate , think critically and 

creatively solve problems. 

The results from this study point out that degree of importance ot- communication 

skills and characteristics appear to be the same. Good communication ski lls are vitally 

important as the design profess ion involves conveying ideas quickly and sLlccim:tly 

through technical layouts and graphic presentations to clientele witbout design training. 

The importance of good communication skills are suppo rted by the findings in the study 

by Lee and Hagerty (1996) reporting that the findings of Baker and Sondhi (1989) and 
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Hernecheck, Rettig and Sherman (1983) also stated that communication skills were 

consistently ranked high by the practitioners. 

Among the communication skills, Listening and Retention with a mean of 4.89 was 

perceived as very important. The respondents reiterated the importance of 

communication. This was exemplified by their responses by expressing that "they did 

not mind graduates if they bad less design ab ility, as long as they had excellent 

communication skills". Although characteristics such as being eth ical and being a (Tood 
~ b 

listener are inherent traits or learned as a part of family values or behavior, the study 

found that the employers want to hire graduates with these trails . 

The data suggests that the two categories of personal characteristics and 

communication skills are clearly seen as very important by the majority of tile 

respondents, irrespective of the demographics for the individual or firm. The findings 

from diverse disciplines in the literature review support the find ings of this study 

conveying that the emphasis on personal characteristics and communication skills was 

cOl11monly shared by employers irrespective orthe demograph ics or discipline. 

Saterfiel, Thomas, and McLarty (1995) expounded the same theme by observing that 

the identified characteristics and communicarion skil ls are more valued by employers 

from diverse disciplines because they apply to many jobs and can support comlTlnn 

preparation to meet the needs of many diverse and different occupations. 

SaterfieL Thomas, and McLarty (1995) further rei terated and supported the findings 

of this study. by observing that relating to employability, current thinking has been 

broadened by emphasizing not only foundational academic skills, but also incl ud ing a 
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variety of at1itudes and characteristics. The findings enunciate that employers 

emphasized personal characteristics and communication skills more than computer and 

technical sk1l.ls in recent interior design graduates. Although technical skills were also 

considered important by the practitioners, the responses were not as consistent The 

emphasis on computer and technical ski lis varied somewhat. In the computer skills 

category the mean ranged from 2.80 to 4.33. In the technology skills the mean ranged 

from 3.25 to 4.24. Perhaps the reason for the di fference could possibly be attributed to 

the di verse areas of special ization in the interior design profession .. 

Some practitioners had more than one area as their fOCllS of specialization. Without 

specific data describing the type of businesses that the sample of employers represented, 

and the relationship of business type to the degree of importance placed on these items, 

an analysis could not be made relating the type of firm to the skills desired .. For example 

Design Vocabulary with a mean of 4 .23 appears to be more important to the sampled 

respondents than marketing knowledge with a mean of3 .25. Though all of tile skills in 

this survey had a mean above 3.00, the degree of importance placed on these various 

items varies . 

At the inception of the stlldy, It was anticipated that the firms ' area of specialization 

might influence respondents ' responses, thus suggesting that analysis could be done to 

analyze ifsignificant differences occurred in firms' by areas of spec ialization for desired 

characteristics and skills. However, the respondents typically marked more than one and 

as many as four or more as theIr area of specialization on the questionnaire making 

categorizing firms by specialization very difficult. 
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The data show that trainable skills were important for emp\oyabillty of new graduates. 

Interesti ngly, the essence of the person that is, personal characteristics that are not easy to 

teach in a college classroom, emerged as being of more importance than training in 

skills. 

Il\1PLICATIONS 

Since the survey was distributed to a random sample of members of ASID, AlA and 

IFMA in the south central region of the U. S., the responses are representative of the 

interior design practitioner population in the south-central region of the U.S, belonging to 

these professional organizations. It is not appropriate to generalize these findings beyond 

the south-central region oru.s. Due to the diverse areas of specialization of the 

respondents and the differing geographic locations, the perceptions of the respondents 

may differ. 

As the respondents marked as many as one to four as their area of specialization, 

conclusions could not be drawn as to what specitic personal characteristics and skills 

were desirable relating to a specific area of specialization. 'rhis could be a limitation of 

this study. Future studies could be perfomled by analyzing various segments based on 

product/service output of the firm. 

The results of this study indicated the sampled employers place serious importance on 

the identified characteristics and communication skills when hiring recent graduates . 

Based on the results, the imminent need appeared to be the development of the desired 

personal characteristics and skills identified in the findings. 
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Employers considered personal characteristics and communication ski lis to be very 

important, whereas it could have been a possible assumption by the respondents based on 

the data the graduates acquired basic computer and technical skills in the educational 

context Maybe the graduates should enhance the desired competencies. 

Based on the findings from this study, an tmminent need appears to make the 

graduates become more aware of competencies and attributes preferred by interior design 

practitioners. Personal characteristics such as organized, self-motivation, ethical, 

resourceful and good decision maker could be further enhanced by the graduates in the 

context of the curricula. As suggested by Lankard (1994), addressing the desired 

competencies and skills and teaching it concurrently with the curriculum could provide 

the link between the academe and industry. To illustrate, the graduates could enhance 

communication skills through opportunities in the curricula, such as writing a thesis, a 

proposal, an executive summary, a concept statement and making oral and visual 

presentations. Another avenue for students to enhance their skills and develop the 

desired characteristics and skills while gaining actual work experience could be achieved 

through business partnering, co-ops and internship programs for interior design graduates 

Prof,'Tams such as internships, business partnering and co-ops, now part of the 

curriculum in many ulliversitJes have been effective alternatIves . Martin (1993) noted 

that "actual work experience was found to be very important for development of many of 

these personality traits and for budding on technical skil ls. Internships are becoming 

more and more portant. That's when students learn the son skills of working in a 

corporate environment" (p. 14). 
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To implement addit ional experiences ""'ithin a 4- year college, existing curriculum 

migbt have to be compromised or the timeline of the degree might have to be extended. 

With the added expense of an expanded curriculum, the employers of recent graduates 

may have to review the current practice of paying apprenticeship level salaries. 

Enhanced attributes and increased skill levels should provide added value to graduates 

competing for en try level interior design positions. 

Educators, employers and employees in the interior design field can use this study to 

help understand the characteristics and skills currently desired by employers o f interior 

design graduates. Integration of the findings into interior design curricula will require a 

continued dialog between universi ty level [acuity and the principals in the interior design, ".f'1 

architectural and facility management {inns who hire their graduates. The findings of this 

study support the study of Dic kson and White (1993) advocating that discussions must be 

held between leaders in interior design education, practice and industry. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY,. CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Introduction 

The main purpose of this study was to ascertain the key competencies and persol1<1l 

characteristics des ired by interior design practitioners when hiring recent interior design 

graduates of baccalaureate interior des ign programs 

Description of Subjects 

A random sampk of 150 members were dravvn from lists of700 members of ASIO, 

AlA and IFMA practicing in Tulsa. Oklahoma; Oklahoma City, Okbhol11a: Wichit~l. 

Kansas: and Dallas, Tc'(as. 0 f the selected 150 i Ilte rior desi gn practi lionel'S \.\/ho welT 

contacted by mai I ing a survey package, usable responses were received from 55 

employers for a response rate of (36 %), 

Forty-five percent of respondents were Principal Owner/CEO, 24 percent wen: 

Project Managers, 9 percent werc Busincss Managers, and 22 percent Iscrc racililY 

I\'lanagers, IZegion::tl Directors and Store i'v'lanagers. 

The respondents were employed by firms specializing in the eight segments classi tieci 

by ASID, The area of specialization of the respondents were as follows: (29 percent) 

54 

J: 

,.' 

" , 

. , 
• 



Office Design, (14 percent) Healthcare, (13 percent) Facil i ties Management, (8 percent) 

Hospital ity and 36 percent Otiler. The category of Other marked by respondents incl uded 

Resldential. and Store Planning. 

The majority of the respondents (74 percent) had formal or informal training in their 

firms. Slightly more than half(55 %) of the respondents' firms have been in business for 

over 20 years. 

Summary of Findings 

For the purpose of the study a total of 29 competencies and attributes were 

incorporated into four main categories: (1) Compute r Skills, vvhich included six skills '·1 

with software and hardware. (2) Personal Characteri stics. \.vhich included nine iden tilied • / .. : 

attributes. (3)Technology, which included len technology related knowledge ancl 

experiences and (4) COlllmunicJtion. which included tour communication skills. 

Respondents were asked to indiccHc their perception of the importance or 1l()11-

importance of each on a 5 point Likert scale fi'om very important to very uni rnportal1t hy 

circl ing the approp riate number. 5 represented as being very unimport;IIlL 1 represented 

as very unimportant. and 3 a neutral midpoint bet\\ccn vcry important and vcry 

Ullimpol"lallt. Data co llected \\el"C cLlssilicd. labublcd a 11(1 sta tistically analyzed Llsing a ::: 

sicleel t-lest with significance set at the 0.05 level. 

Findings indicated that twenty-eight variables o f the 29 variables (97 percellt) were 

considered important by the respondents based on means of 3.00 or higher. The ollly 

competency with a mean be low 3.00 was Internet. The reason could possibly be due to 

the Internet being relcHively new and not being wielely used by the respondents 
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The focus on competencies alld attributes placed by the respondents parallel the 

emphasis on competencies and attributes identified as el11ployal"l'ility skills by employers 

as summarized by Gainer (1988) in the literature revie\\'. 

For employability of recent interior design graduates. the fll1dings identitied the 

competenc ies and attributes desired by the interior design practitioners 

In the Computer Skills category it was interesting to note that CAD (Computer Aided 

Drafting) received the highest mean of4.33, in the Computer Skills category, followed by 

Pc. It reaffirmed the findings by Eng Rick (1992) ·that \lie live in an age of technology' , 

By ranking CAD as important. the respondents affirm the comment by ' Philip Salclllbir 

stating that "the computer bas ushered in increased productivity potential for the design 

community. To sol ve the des igners ' coml11on dilemma. the marketplace dictates the use 

of programs like CAD, Archillustrator, Accurenc!er and other similar applications. 

Utilizing computer skills, designers can now conquer any task of magnitude with ease, in 

less time with clazzling outcome" (Eng Rick. [l, 62). 

Barbara Knox (Il):-)X) sLlppnrting tile view exprl'ssed by Philip Sakl11bir. slll11meclthe 

advantages of tile alliance of technology and desig n business and found that "leading 

software like Autocad brings could bring breakthrough features to design business. 

permitting exploration of design possibilities. and multiple revisions enh;::mcing greater 

dimensioning and accuracy" (p. (93). 

One practi lionel' rei te rated the i mpunance 0 f computer sk i lis by i nd icati ng t hat "the 

oraduates need to be \\ell rounded. will in!.! to embrace lechnolo['.ical and other cilanL'.cs·. c '- '- ,,-. 
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Within the computer skills competencies, Internet was the only variable receiving a 

mean of below' 3.00. This low score could be part ly due to the use of Internet being 

relatively new. Perhaps many of the respondents do not widely use the internet for thei r 

business at this time. 

Study conducted by American Society fo r Training and Devel opment concluded that 

"employers need employees \.vho are tkx ibJe. resourceful , organized, can worK in teams, 

th ink critically, and creatively solve problems" (Gainer. 1988). The characteristics rated 

significantly important by lllterior design practitioners are similar to the findings of the 

study by American Society for Trailling and Development. An interesting perspective 

appears to be that reg::ud less 0 f discipl ines or d iverse area of special ization of the 

respondents, all the employers unanimollsly place high emphasis on identifi.ed 

chanlcteristics. 

Other characteristics suggested by respo nd ents which they preferred in interior design 

grad uates consisted of: problem thinker. commitment to life -long learning, having 

common sense, sincere desire to learn and work. 

In the changing workplace technology is of prime imponance as aftirmed by the 

response 0 f the interior design pracli lioncrs. Ref1ecti ng on the need 0 r the interior design 

industry one respondent indicated that. 'il'b<'lsic skil ls \vere learnt ill schoo l technology 

related skills can be learnt on the j ob' . Supplementing the need another respondent 

indicated that 've ry few schools teach materials- when, which to use, and why?' The 

study by Barton and Kirsch (! 990) concluded on the some thought that 'the employers 

want schools to teach both general and specific employability skills'. Greenburg. 
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Canzon~ri. and Straker (l994) further emphasized that' grO\ving number of employers are 

emphasizing foundat ional skills, prinlarily in reading and mathematics. prior to hiring. 

Th is could be caused by the increasing demand for these ski lls on the job and the 

employer dissatisbction with the levels of those skills demonstrated by the graduates'. 

Among other competencies related to technology. respondents indicated that they 

preferred graduates to possess: Business and Financial Management Skins. Good design 

process and unders tand i ng ski lis, Furni ture S pee ification. speci fically Systems Fum iture 

I Casegood application knO\vledge, and Basic electrical and cabling systems kno wledge. 

The category of communication ViaS deemed essential by the respondents. All the 

fOllr variables received means ranging from 4.36 to 4.89. As one res pondent sllccinctly 

slims lip by indie<lting that 'comm unication is vital. Designers must be able to 

communicate their ideas very quickly to a client". Another respondent stressed the 

importance of communication by indicating that 'graduates must be able \0 \\Tite a 

coherent concise paragrapb legihly·. Reverberations ol'thc salTle theme appeared in 

another respondent's response indicating that they "'did not mind graduates if they had 

less design ability. as long as they h~ld exce llent communication abilities". 

Conclusions 

The findings from the clata are congruent with the observations of Greenhurg. Canzoneri. 

Jnd Straker (1994) emph3si zing that' growing numbers of employers are n)clIsing on 

foundational skills, primarily in reading J.nd mathematics. prior to hiring'. The findings 
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of th is study indicated that twenty-eight of the 29 variab les relating to competenc ies and 

attributes were considered importDnt by the respondents based on means of 3.00 or 

higher. 

By identifying the competencies and uttributes the respondents indicated the ir 

magnitude of importance of each attribute or skill. 

By testing the hypothesis and using a t-kst to analyze the competenc ies and attributes. 

the conclusion from the findings was that the identified competencies and attributes 

attaining a mean of above 3.00 I,vere desired in graduates of interior design programs, as 

they were percei ved to be of importance by respond ing interior design practitioners .. 

The findings based on the statistical results indicated that the overall consensLis 01' 

respondents was that the characteristics constituting the essence of the person and not 

merely the skill training was of greater importance and desired in recent interior design 

graduates. 

The tindi ngs of this study indicated the ex istence of the paradoxical "'skills gar" 

between the employer needs and competencies and attributcs required ror cmployability 

o f ne"" graduates. Summarizing their needs the respondents indicated that they need 

'-employees \\'ho are: rrolicienL Ilexible. resou rceful. organized. kalll I,vorkcrs. can 

communicate, work in tCJlns, think critically. and creatively solve problems". The 

responden ts eloquently expressed tbat "i f tile basic cUlllpetencies and attributes \verc 

present, the employees could acquire job related competencies ane! experiencc on the 
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The findings based all the respondents' preferences is consistent with findings o f 

Samuelson (l987) stating that -, the consensus of the employers was that employability 

skills are important on the job and must be taught in schools". This again s/1o\-\s that 

employers and professionals regardless of their background or disci pline, felt that the ne,v 

graduates should huve competencies and att ributes congruent with their bu siness 

objective. 

If the graduates could inculcate and develop the competencies and attributes preferred 

by the employers by learning them, the br reaching consequences\vould benefit the 

industry and enh;:mce the employability of future graduates .... . prospective employees! 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings from this study, a need exists to make graduates become more 

aware of competencies and attributes preferred by interior design practitioners. Pl'l"sonal 

characteristics such us organized. sel f-lllotivation. ethical, resource ful and good decision 

maker could be further cnlwnced by Ihe gradu~les in the con lexl of the curricula. ' j 0 

illustrate. the graduates could enhance coml11unication skills through opportunities illlhe 

curricula, sllch as \\iTiting a thesis, a proposal, an executive summary. a concept 

statement and making oral and visual present.ations. Another avenue f()r enilallcin;; [he 

desired characteristics and skil ls could be achieved through business partner- in!,'. CL)-Of'S 

and inte rnship programs for inte rior design graduates. As suggested by LankanJ (1 994). 
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-addressing the desired competencies and skills and teaching it concurrently with the 

curriculum could provide the link between the (lcademe and industry' . 

On the basis of the findil1l.!,s and conclusions of the study the follow in t! 
~ . ~ 

recommendations are made: 

1. Future studies should incorporate the additional preferences indicated by the 

inter ior design practitioners in the instrument. 

2. Using the revised instrument, the study could be replicated using a larger sample. 

3. The territorial boundaries of the sample could be expanded to include different 

states and to enable comparisons by region. 

4. A stuciy could be performed by analyzing the various segments of the interior 

design industry as classified by ASfD based on the product/service output of [he f·i nn. 

Concluding Statement 

It is hoped that the findings from this study would benefi t the industry, acaueme and 

future students \\'ho become prospective employees. Incorporation of the findings inlo 

the interior design curricula could enhance employability skills of future interior des ign 

graduates. Perce iving the prospective advantages, future research is advocated rdating to 

the field of interior design to keep pace with the changing workplace. The tangible and 

intangible rC\vanJs would be lllutually beneficial to the interior design industry and 

academy! 
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Date: 12-04-96 

OKLAHOMA STATE UNIVERSITY 
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 

HUMAN SUBJECTS REVIEW 

IRB#: HE-97-029' 

Proposal Title: EMPLOYER PREFERRED COMPETENCIES AND 
ATTRIBUTES IN INTERIOR DESIGN GRADUATES 

Principal Investigator(s): Carol Bormann, Rekha Asthana 

Reviewed and Processed as: Exempt 

Approval Status Recommended by Reviewer(s): Approved 

ALL APPROVALS MAY BE SUBJECT TO REVIEW BY FULL INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
AT NEXT MEETING. AS WELL AS ARE SUBJECT TO MONITORING AT ANY TIME DURING 
THE APPROVAL PERIOD. 
APPROV AL STATUS PERIOD VALID FOR ONE CALENDAR YEAR AFTER WHlCH A 
CONTINUA nON OR RENEW AL REQUEST IS REQUIRED TO BE SUBMITTED FOR BOARD 
APPROVAL. 
ANY MODIF!CA nONS TO APPROVED PROJECT MUST ALSO BE SUBMIITED FOR 
APPROVAL. 

Comments, Modifications/Conditions for Approval or Reasons for Deferral or Disapproval 
are as follows: 

Signature: Date: Decem ber 5, 1996 

cc; Rekha Asthana 
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Dear Design Practitioner: 

OKLAHOMA STATE UNIVERS I TY 

College or Human Envlronmenrol 5(1en<es 
Depor Tment o! Design, Housing and Merchandising 
431 Human Envilo~men'ol SCiences 
Stillwale r, Oklahoma 74078·6142 
405-744·5035 

Your assistance with a research study related to competencies and attributes preferred by 
Employers in Interior Design graduates would be immensely appreciated. If you do not 
hire recent graduates, please forward it to the appropriate person within your company 
who hires prospective interior design graduates. Data analysis from the study will be 
used to provide the linkage between curricula and compatible industry competencies. 
Therefore, a few moments of your valuable time to complete the surv,ey would be 
extremely important and helpful. 

Please answer the questions by circling the number which best matches your answer. 
There are no right or wrong answers. Your responses will remain confidential. Anytime 
you wish to withdraw you may do so. No individual's responses will be used. Data will 
be given as an aggregate. AU forms will be retained in the researcher's files for one year 
under lock and key. 

After completion please mail or fax your response by January 26th 1997. If you have any 
questions related to the survey, you can contact me at (Telephone or Fax: 918-495-3862: 
Address 8615 E 74 PL, Tulsa, OK 74133-3139) or Gay Clarkson at (405-744-5700: 
Institutional Review Board Executive Secretary, OSU, 305 Whitehurst Han, Stillwater, 
OK - 74078) 

Thank you in advance for your valuable time and assistance. 

Sincerely yours, 

Rekha Asthana 
Graduate Student 
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EMPLOYER PREFERRED COMPETENCIES AND ATIRJBUTES 
IN INTERIOR DESI6:N GRADUATES 

Name: Date: Phgne No 

Firm. Name: Address: 

Please eircle th" numher whIch best malches your answer, 

VERY VERY 

IM'PORTANT IMPORTANT NEUTRAL UNIMPORTANT UNIMPORTANT 

5 4 3 2 

CATEGORY 

COMPUTER SKILLS I). 

(1-1t Autocad 5 4 3 2 I, 

(1-2) Computer Graphics 5 4 3 2 

(1-3, Macintosh or PC 5 4 3 2 1 

11-4) Word Processing 5 4 3 2 1 

(1-5) Spreadsheet 5 4 3 2 1 

I( 1-6) I mernet 5 4 3 2 

{1-7) Other 5 4 3 2 

CHARACTERISTICS 

(2-1) Team Player 5 4 3 2 1 

1(2-2) Organized 5 4 3 2 1 

(2-3) Self Motivated 5 4 3 2 1 

(2-4) leadership, 5 4 3 2 1 

(2-5) Decision Making 5 " 3 2 1 

12-6) Ethical 5 4 3 2 

(2-7) Flexible 5 4 3 2 

(2-8~ Self Confident 5 4 3 2 

(2-9), Resourceful 5 4 3 2 1 

12-10) Other 5 4 3 2 1 

TECHNOLOGY 

(3-1 )Conslruction Knowledge 5 4 3 2 

(3-2) Design Vocabulary 5 4 3 2 

(3-3) Code Knowledge 5 4 3 2 

(3-4) Resource Knowledge 5 4 3 2 

(3-5) Business Practices 5 4 3 2 

(3-6) Work Experience 5 4 3 2 

(3-7) Internship 5 4 3 2 1 

(3-8t Lighting Knowledge 5 4 3 2 1 

(3-9) Marketing Knowledge 5 4 3 2 1 

(3-10) Math Skill 5 4 3 2 

(3-11) Other 5 4 3 2 
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COMMUNICATION 

(4-1) Listening & Retention 5 4 

(4-2) Oral ;:; 4 

(4-3) Written 5 .. 
(4-4) Visual Presentation 5 4 

(4-5) Other 5 4 

Which best describes your job classification? .(Please check one only) 
(5-1} Principal OwnerfCEO 
(5-2.) Business Manager 
(5-3) Project Manager 
(5-4) Other (Specify), _____ _ 

Which best descri,bes your firm's area of specialization? 
(6-1) Facility Management 5 
(6-2) Office Design 4 
(6-3) Hospitality 
(6-4) Healthcare 
(6-5) Other (Specify) _____ _ 

How long lias the finn been in business?_ 
(7-1) 01 -04 Years 5 
(7 -2) 05-10 Years 4 
(7-3)11 -15 Years 3 
(7-4)16 -20 Years 
(7-5. Over 20 Years 

About how many employees are in your firm? 
(8-1) Under 25 5 
(8-2) 25-200 4 
(8-3) Over 200 3 

O<X!s the firm have a training program 
(9-1) Formal 5 
(9-2) Informal 4 
(9-3) None 3 

COMMENTS 

3 2 

3 2 

3 2 

3 2 

3 2 

2 

2 

Is there anything else that you would like to add or see inciuded in this survey') 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME IN COMPLETING THIS SURVEY. 

M AllJNG/F AXING lNSTRUCTlONS: Please return the completed form in the enclosed postage 
paid envelope. or fax to 918-254-9334 by January 26th 1997. 

Rekha Asthana 8615E74thPL Tulsa, OK 74133-3139 

Please enclose your business card. if you would like a summary of the survey results 
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