Remarks delivered by Elikem Nutifafa Kuenyehia, Legal & Management Consultant, Managing Partner, Oxford & Beaumont Solicitors on ‘Winning the war for talent’ at the formal launch of JobBank at the University of Ghana Central Cafeteria on Friday, June 15, 2007


Honourable Deputy Minister for manpower, youth and employment Dr Ben Ahunu 
Provost of the College of Agriculture and consumer science, Dr Brempong-Yeboah
Director of British Council, Mr Moses Anibaba

Deputy Director of the British Council, Amanda Griffith

Members of the university community 
Ladies and Gentlemen
Good morning.
It is an honour to address you today on a topic dear to my heart… People!! I am passionate about people and I am constantly trying to win in the war for scarce talent. It is therefore a privilege to share with you my thoughts on the topic ‘winning the war for talent’.  

At Oxford & Beaumont Solicitors, the corporate law firm that I run, in my management consulting work and in roles as non-executive director or advisor to a number of companies, I spend a significant proportion of my energies on identifying, recruiting, managing and developing talent.  
At an adjunct lecturer in entrepreneurship at GIMPA, my focus is on equipping my students to win in this war. Also, as a concerned citizen, I worry whether or not our Government is doing enough to enhance the ability of individuals to succeed in this war.
A couple of years ago in my capacity then as Head of Corporate Services & Legal of Standard Trust Bank Ghana, now UBA Ghana, I interviewed two graduates from this university – Naa and Kwaku.
At Naa’s interview, I asked her questions that anyone considering a career in banking would or indeed, should consider basic. I asked her ‘Why banking ’ and ‘why she thought she was suited for a banking career’. Naa had no idea what a banking career entailed and her decision to pursue banking had been made for her by her father. However, Naa’s father, himself a banker, had not taken the trouble to explain to Naa what a banking career involved. Indeed nobody else had. 
In Kwaku’s case, his CV stated that his career objective was to become Managing Director of a bank in five years. Ambitous? Definitely! But clearly, Kwaku had little or no grasp of workplace reality or a typical banking career trajectory. 
For Naa and Kwaku, the JobBank initiative has come too late.
With thirteen universities churning out over 35,000 graduates each year in Ghana, it is clear that a university degree no longer entitles anyone to a job. Long gone are the days when graduates would expect to spend their entire working lives at VALCO, Unilever or similar organisations. Today, career paths are more fluid thanks to a bewildering array of options with more forks and bends in the road.
JobBank, to those students that avail themselves of the opportunity, would provide an important arsenal in navigating available options to make informed choices.
Mr Vice-Chancellor, it is gratifying to note that your university’s mission is to develop world-class human resources and capabilities to meet national development needs. The efforts of JobBank will be of no consequence if the university fails to equip students with the pre-requisite fundamentals.

Sometime last year, I interviewed Richard, with his freshly minted first class degree in economics in hand. My interview, typical of others I have had with some recent graduates of this university, regrettably led me to conclude that this university, noble mission notwithstanding, has taken its eyes off the ball.
Richard’s first class degree did not reflect a mastery of his subject. It was painfully obvious that he had not understood most of the concepts he had been taught.
I am sure some of you are wondering how one can obtain a first yet not understand the subject. Richard managed this feat because he had studied by rote. To put it in student language, he had chewed, poured, passed and sadly forgot without understanding. Although he could probably reproduce word for word full chapters in his assigned readings, he did not understand how one idea fitted into another and how those ideas related to the real world. 

But what was Richard’s incentive to do otherwise? Particularly when it appeared that many of his lecturers expected him to abandon his creative and thinking faculties in an exam to simply regurgitate notes lecturers had dictated in class.  
Many students are leaving Legon and other universities like Richard. What is even more worrying is that these students are also leaving university without critical thinking and analytical skills, skills that are extremely important for those seeking to win in the war for talent. 
Anecdotal evidence suggests a negative correlation between number and quality – as the number university graduates has increased, the quality of education has reduced drastically. We should heed the words of Maurice A Silver, the American writer who succinctly stated that the yardstick of an education system should be the quality of its graduates and their usefulness to the nation, the quantity of graduates is of small consequence. Our aspirations of achieving middle income status less by 2015 will not be met if we do not as a matter of urgency address this issue.

Honourable Minister, permit me in this vein, to respectfully suggest that the Ministry of Education begins to hold the National Accreditation Board to a much higher standard to preserve, or rather, to restore the quality of our university education. The National Accreditation Board after all, is the Quality Assurance Body for tertiary education in Ghana.
It warmed my heart to learn that this university had set up a Visitation Panel, the second ever in its 60 year history, to review the academic programmes and determine their quality and relevance to the university’s mission.  With the panel made up of exceptionally accomplished individuals, I have no doubt that great ideas and recommendations would emerge. What I cannot say though is whether or not the report when produced will not end up gathering dust somewhere in the administrative offices up the hill.   May I suggest that the panel is specifically asked to make practical suggestions on how to develop the crucial critical and analytical skills.  
To recruiters here today, I would encourage you to break from the traditional mould. In recruiting, focus less on technical skills. As my experience with Richard demonstrates, these technical skills might be more perceived than actual. Rather, prioritise students’ interest and passion for a particular career or industry over specific degrees, even grades.  There can be no doubt about a graduate’s ability to succeed if he has real interest and has an employer who invests in his development. 
Also, focus on broad based leadership skills. If a candidate graduates with a first or an upper but spent all his time in the library, he has wasted his time and if I was the person hiring, he would most certainly not get the job. I would rather offer the opportunity to a candidate with a lower but who actively participated in student life: For example in the SRC, Hall week, Radio Universe and perhaps even still making time for Friday night Salsa. The candidate with his nerdy first class who spent all the time in the library indicates to me (in the absence of other evidence) that he may not get along as well in the work place and may not be able to balance competing priorities successfully. 

To the students I say ‘pursue careers you can be passionate about. I believe it was Confucius who said ‘Find a job you love and you will never work a day in your life’.  You can excel only if you do something you are passionate about and in an industry that you can get excited about.  Yes, the employers often have the stronger bargaining power but don’t sell yourself short. It is because you potentially have value to add that employer is engaging in dialogue with you in the first place. Research all available options and don’t settle.  Provided that you are well informed, ignore all kinds of pressure to go for any career other than the one that YOU want.


To those of you returning to school in August, I’d encourage you to pay as much attention to legitimate extra-curricular opportunities as you would to your books. Heed the words of Roosevelt Forn, who said that ‘Those students who gain least from university are not those who do too little work but those who do too much and deny themselves the many other pleasures of university life’.
Ending

I would like to thank you all for the privilege and kind courtesy you have accorded me. I greatly appreciate your listening and have enjoyed talking to you.

 
Thank you
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