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ABSTRACT

Skills and job mismatch issues have become prevalent in the field of Technical and 
Vocational Education Training (TVET). These issues are associated with problems 
encountered in learning transfer, which hinder the application of skills and knowledge learnt 
in training institutes in the workplace. The findings of previous studies showed that less than 
15 to 20% of the knowledge and skills acquired in training institutes can be transferred to 
the workplace. This contributes to loss of funds invested in training programmes. Concerns 
over the issue of mismatch between training and industry demand led to this study, which 
was conducted to identify elements of the work environment that are needed to strengthen 
learning transfer of skills learnt in training to the workplace. This study used a qualitative 
exploratory case study. Qualitative data were collected from trainers, employers, NOSS 
panel, trainees and former trainees through face-to-face interviews and focus group 
discussion. Qualitative findings found that work environment factors that contributed to 
the transfer of learning mainly involved learning skills training in Malaysia. The findings 
of this data may have implications for practitioners in the delivery of skills training in order 
to shape a skilled workforce to help create a high-income economy. 

Keywords: Learning transfer, NOSS, skill training, 

work environment   

INTRODUCTION

Skills mismatch issues among skills trainers 
still haunt graduates and employers. Statistics 
and research on job mismatch conducted in 
training institutions and by employers show 
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that skills mismatch is very much an issue 
today (Jabatan Pembangunan Kemahiran, 
2011; Jabatan Tenaga Manusia, 2008, 
2009, 2010). This raises questions about the 
suitability of the skills training system based 
on the National Occupational Skill Standard 
(NOSS) as NOSS is used in many training 
institutions in Malaysia. The effectiveness 
of the NOSS training system is widely 
disputed as many graduates of training 
institutions that use the system cannot get 
jobs (Jabatan Pembangunan Kemahiran, 
2011). This is also supported by the Jabatan 
Tenaga Manusia (2009), which found that 
there was dissatisfaction among employers 
with the results of the programme, which 
was attended by their employees, due to the 
employees’ difficulty in applying what they 
learnt at work (Jørgensen, 2011; Nielsen, 
2009).

There are various reasons for skills 
mismatch. One is that trainees who 
participated in the programme are not able 
to carry out their duties at work properly 
and efficiently (Nur, Ruhizan, & Bekri, 
2015) because they do not have adequate 
skills, knowledge and behaviour (Ahmad, 
Wan Ahmad, Kasa, Gessler, & Spöttll, 
2010). This was also supported by Pang, 
Yunos and Spottl (2009), who found that 
transfer of learning is difficult in the NOSS 
training system because trainees could not 
match the quality of work required by their 
employers. However, this cannot be proved 
conclusively because there are no specific 
studies on transfer of learning related to 
work environment, in particular for a NOSS 
system. Therefore, research into transfer of 

learning acquired under the NOSS training 
system to the workplace is urgently needed.

Learning Transfer

The issue of transfer of learning is no 
longer new as problems and concerns 
related to learning transfer are increasing 
(Taylor, Ayala, & Johnson, 2009). The 
main issue of learning transfer focusses 
on how knowledge, skills and attitudes 
can be applied or fail to be applied in new 
situations. However, many studies have only 
identified and measured factors affecting 
the transfer of learning in a particular 
environment (Baldwin, Ford, & Blume, 
2009; Taylor et al., 2009). This means that 
learning transfer still needs to be explored to 
ensure that it is effective applied in different 
environmenst.

This study explores environmental 
factors that contribute to effective learning 
transfer, particularly involving skills 
training, especially the NOSS-based training 
system and work environments in Malaysia.  
Baldwin and Ford (1988) showed that 
transfer of learning factors varies with each 
environment. Therefore, a specific model 
for each environment is needed.

A literature review found that the work 
environment affects the transfer of learning 
(Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Burke & Hutchins, 
2007; Donovan & Darcy, 2011; Kirwan, 
& Birchall, 2006; Leimbach, 2010; Pham, 
Segers, & Gijselaers, 2010; Rodríguez, & 
Gregory, 2005). According to Grossman 
and Salas (2011), environmental factors help 
determine whether trainees demonstrate 
learnt behaviour once they return to the 
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work environment. Lim and Morris (2006) 
stated that work environment is a factor that 
obstructs, reduces and promotes the transfer 
of learning. Therefore, it is up to the trainees 
whether they use the opportunity provided 
by their work environment to enhance their 
work performance or not. If they do not fully 
utilise such opportunity, they cannot transfer 
what they have learnt at the training. 

Lim and Morris (2006) divided the 
work environment into two related factors, 
working system and people. Various factors 
can be attributed to a working system, but 
Lim and Morris’ findings (2006) revealed 
that opportunity to use knowledge and skills 
is the factor emphasised in most studies. The 
people factor related to supervisors, who are 
critical in ensuring the success of learning 
transfer (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Lim & 
Morris, 2006). Velada, Caetano, Michel, 
Lyons and Kavanagh (2007) explained 
in their study that two factors often 
emphasised in the work environment are 
organisational culture and climate. However, 
some indicators are associated with work 
environment, such as performance feedback, 
peer support, supervisor support, supervisor 
and supervisor sanctions (Baldwin & Ford, 
1988; Holton, Bates, & Ruona, 2000; 
Tracey, Tannenbaum, & Kavanagh, 1995). 
To sum up, the constructs within the work 
environment include supervisor support, 
peer support, opportunity to use training 
provided and the negative or positive 
response of trainees when they return to the 
workplace i.e. whether or not they use the 
training they received.

METHODOLOGY

This case study used the qualitative design, 
triangulated by methods and resources. 
This study was triangulated by a method 
that involved: 1) face-to-face semi-
structured interviews with the instructor, 
the NOSS panel, employers and trainees 
who are currently employed; 2) focus 
group discussion with ex-trainees who 
have work experience; and 3) observation 
of the institute and workplace environment. 
The sources for triangulation were selected 
by sample selection from a variety of 
organisations and positions. Through this 
method, the researchers were able to share 
their experience and were thus able to 
explore and understand the phenomenon 
of research by immersing themselves 
deeply into what is interpreted through 
conversations and expressions of feelings.

The thematic analysis method was used 
to analyse the interview data collected. The 
thematic analysis is a method of identifying, 
analysing and reporting patterns (themes) 
in the qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). This study refers to the discovery 
and emergence of themes derived from the 
results of the interview. 

RESULTS

Based on the thematic analysis discussed 
above, two types of data were used, face-to-
face interviews and focus group discussions 
data. Data were analysed using the NVIVO 
software version 8.0. In total there were 
five main themes (Yasin et al., 2014), and 
20 sub-themes issued by theory, model 
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and new findings from the interviews 
conducted. Among the sub-themes that 
represented the theme of work environment 
were positive personal outcomes, negative 
personal outcome, peer support, supervisor 
or instructor sanctions and supervisor 
support supervisors. 

Negative-personal outcomes refer to 
the negative result of personal actions taken 
by trainees that complicate the transfer of 
learning. This contributes to the possibility 
that there will be no improvement when 
new skills are used. In this study negative-
personal outcomes that emerged from 
the interviews were that the trainees felt 
there was less communication in the new 
environment and they were bored with and 
felt awkward in the new environment.

Positive-personal outcomes are the 
result of actions taken by trainees that 
provide a positive impact on work. Among 
these outcomes are effectiveness of 
work (Holton, 1996), increased personal 
satisfaction, increased productivity (Holton, 
1996) and able to work independently and 
follow instructions. Effectiveness refers to 
the positive effect of applying the learning 
outcomes at the best level possible. Able 
to work independently refers to the impact 
received by the trainees if they were able to 
apply the lessons learnt in the workplace. 

Peer support includes the extent to 
which peers recognise each other and 
implement opportunities to use the skills 
and knowledge learnt in training, promote 
the use of new skills, show patience in 

the face of problems associated with the 
use of new skills and show appreciation 
for the use of new skills. Under the sub-
theme of peer support, the codes related to 
showing patience in the face of difficulties 
in using the new skills (Xiao, 1996) include 
rewarding the use of new skills (Holton, 
1996), encouraging the use of new skills 
(Bates et al., 2000; Holton, 1996) and 
helping peers (Holton, 1996).

Supervisor support is defined as the 
extent to which the supervisor or employer 
supports and strengthens the use of learning 
outcomes in the workplace (Holton et al., 
2000). In the context of this study, the 
sub-theme referred to the involvement of 
employers or instructors in helping the 
trainees to boost the morale of trainees 
either internally or externally while helping 
them use and improve learning outcomes 
more effectively. Among the examples 
of support provided were explaining 
expectations of performance after training, 
identifying opportunities to use new skills 
and knowledge, setting realistic goals based 
on the training, working with the trainees on 
problems encountered during the application 
of new skills and providing feedback when 
trainees successfully apply new abilities.

Supervisor sanctions include the extent 
to which employers or educators oppose 
the use of new skills and knowledge and 
the use of techniques that are different 
from what was taught in training. Sub-
themes in this category include negative 
feedback by employers (Burke & Baldwin, 
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1999) and receiving no or little help from 
employers and instructors (Holton et al., 
2000). Negative feedback from supervisors 
and instructors refers to criticism of the work 
process and equipment that does not suit the 
needs of the industry as well as insufficient 
feedback when trainees successfully apply 
learning in the workplace. By employers and 
instructors not helping trainees it is meant 
that employer and instructors do not help 
trainees to identify opportunities where they 
may use newly learnt skills and knowledge.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The study found that the work environment 
influenced and contributed to the transfer 
of learning (Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Burke 
& Hutchins, 2007; Kirwan & Birchall, 
2006; Leimbach, 2010; Pham et al., 2010; 
Donovan & Darcy, 2011; Grossman & 
Salas, 2011). The work environment can 
enhance or constrain the use of trainees’ 
learning outcomes acquired in training 
through existing activities. Using these 
environmental factors through these 
elements can improve performance and 
further facilitate the transfer of learning 
(Baldwin & Ford, 1988; Tracey et al., 1995; 
Holton et al., 2000; Lim & Morris, 2006).

Instructors, supervisors, employers 
and training institutions must improve the 
transfer of learning skills through the work 
environment. One factor related to the work 
environment is the reward system; installing 

a proper reward system for successful use 
of new skills would greatly improve the 
transfer of learning skills among trainees. 
In addition, effective communication skills 
are essential to avoid miscommunication 
among trainers and support co-workers 
as well as to improve teamwork (Jabatan 
Pembangunan Kemahiran, 2011; Omar, 
Abdullah, Sail, & Ismail, 2010; Awang, 
Saif, Alavi, & Ismail, 2010; Mustapha & 
Rahmat, 2013). Effective communication 
allows supervisors or instructors to provide 
feedback on work performance, to initiate 
positive discussion, to provide relevant 
explanation through clear direction and to 
deliver learning outcomes. Supervisors or 
instructors also need to emphasise guidance 
to ensure that the trainees can apply their 
learning outcomes in the workplace 
(Azman, Loh, Abdullah, & Francis, 2010; 
Burke & Baldwin, 1999; Hutchins, 2009; 
Lim & Johnson, 2002; Hua, Ahmad, & 
Ismail, 2011; Nijman, Nijhof, Wognum, & 
Veldkamp, 2006; Ahmad et al., 2010).

Table 1 summarises the importance of 
the work environment factors. Improving 
these work environment factors is an 
important step in ensuring all trainees use 
inputs from the environment to improve 
work performance. This is supported by 
Ahmad et al. (2010), who stated that work 
environment factors greatly affect the 
effectiveness of the transfer of learning in 
TVET.
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