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Abstract. Purpose — the purpose of the study is to evaluate the opinion of employers on the importance of employability
competencies in recruitment in Latvia, considering increasingly global and changing labour market.

Research methodology — total of 750 companies participated in this research. A list of 17 skills, competencies and
attitudes, important for individual employability in changing labour markets, was rated using a four-point Likert scale.

Findings — the research results show that employers value attitudes, emotional and self-management competencies the
most when hiring potential employees, which are followed by social competencies. Although academic skills were
assessed as the least important in the list of all competencies, the majority of employers consider academic skills im-
portant in the recruitment process.

Research limitations — as this research is not sector-specific, it is limited only to those competencies that can be equally
applicable to all occupations.

Practical implications — research provides valuable, easily acquirable information for various stakeholders in the area
of human resource planning and development, including educational institutions which aim to update programmes to
facilitate graduate employability.

Originality/Value — research offers three complex factors explaining the elements of individual employability, based on
empirical analysis.
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Introduction

The importance of planning human resources in every business is increasing due to increase in global competition and
labour market flexibility. Recruitment is one of the important parts of an employer’s human resource planning, as it
serves fulfilling employer’s needs by enabling it to have a set of employees which can ensure continued operation and
fulfilment of organization's objectives. According to Harvey (2005), employers are looking for recruits who are going
to be effective in a changing world. They want intelligent, flexible, adaptable employees who are quick to learn and
can work on a range of tasks simultaneously (Harvey, 2005), or, in other words, will be employable throughout career.
Harvey (1999) defines employability as a propensity of graduates to exhibit attributes that employers anticipate will
be needed for the effective future operation of their business organization. Considering the changing labour market,
defining employability attributes is a very challenging task. According to the World Economic Forum, 42% of core
skills will change between 2018 and 2022 (World Economic Forum, 2018). This has implications for different stake-
holders in the area of human resource planning and development, including students, educational institutions, employ-
ees and employers. Students have to be prepared for becoming professionals in occupations that probably still do not
exist. Educational institutions face the challenge to support students in preparing for turbulent careers and lifelong
learning. Employees have to understand and adjust to the trends in changing job requirements by becoming self-di-
rected learners. Employers face the challenge to recruit and keep the best candidates for changing jobs. In Latvia, these
groups of stakeholders have been informed about changing labour market demands and required competencies by
various employers' surveys, however, they have rarely been representative, and none have analyzed the competencies
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that are important for sustainable employability in changing labour market conditions. Therefore, this research aims at
evaluating, which of the skills, competencies and attitudes determining individual employability are most important in
the recruitment process in Latvia from employers’ perspective by a nation-wide, representative survey.

The paper is structured as follows: first, the methodology is explained, then the theoretical findings are presented,
which are followed by the empirical findings. The results of the research and the relationship of the current research
to prior research are discussed in a separate chapter which is followed by the main conclusions.

1. Methodology

The methods of research included the analysis of scientific publications and a survey of employers (n = 750).

A sample for the survey was created by multistage cluster sampling method. The answers to the questionnaire
were collected by the research centre SKDS Ltd. First, the companies which were in the database of “SKDS” were
contacted, then the companies from the public databases of companies were selected according to the random sampling
method. The data were collected in two phases: 1) from 27.03.2017 until 04.04.2017, when 499 internet questionnaires
were collected, and 2) from 05.04.2017. — 03.05.2017, when 251 telephone interviews were conducted by 19 inter-
viewers. For telephone interviews, there were 587 cases of non-response: in 87.6% of these cases respondents didn’t
want to participate in the interview, 7% — didn’t have time and 5.5% stopped answering during the interview. The
collected data were weighted according to the statistics of the Central Statistical Bureau of Latvia of 2015 on the
distribution of companies by industry, size and location of a company to ensure their representativeness. Considering
the size of the general population, the margin of error (MOE) at 95% confidence level is +/—4.0%.

To assess the importance of certain skills, competencies and attitudes in the recruitment process, the Likert-type
question was included in the questionnaire. The scale was bi-directional with 4 possible answers. An option “difficult
to answer” was included as well. The list of 17 items to be assessed was elaborated, based on the list of employability
attributes which resulted from operationalisation of the CareerEDGE employability model (Pool, Qualter, & Sewell,
2014; Pool & Sewell, 2007). The list of items was adapted to the needs of the target audience of employers and the
limitations of the questionnaire. Additional questions on the profile of companies were included: sector, region, number
of employees, and whether the company have had trainees during the last 5 years.

For data analysis of the survey results, descriptive statistics were used: indicators of central tendency or location
(arithmetic mean, mode, median), indicators of variability (range, standard deviation, standard error of mean), relative
frequencies, multivariate statistical analysis (factor analysis and correlation analysis), as well as other methods of sta-
tistical analysis (Kruskal-Wallis test or one-way ANOVA).

2. Theoretical findings

In the academic research concerned with the impact of labour market trends of the 21st century, two main strands could
be identified: one focussing on the future skills demands and other on the ways they should be addressed in education
systems. According to Humburg, van der Velden and Verhagen (2013), the main trends that are shaping the future
skills needs our knowledge society, increasing uncertainty, ICT revolution, high performance workplaces, globaliza-
tion and change of economic structure. They require that graduates possess professional expertise, flexibility, entre-
preneurship competencies and international orientation, and are able to innovate and manage knowledge, as well as
mobilise human resources (Humburg et al., 2013). Other researchers offer other combinations of necessary competen-
cies for enhanced employability in the changing labour market. For example, Fugate, Kinicki and Ashforth (2004)
argue that the employability embodies a synergetic combination of career identity, personal adaptability, and social
and human capital. Researchers Yorke and Knight (2004) have proposed a well-known and respected in the field model
of four inter-related components of employability — USEM: (1) understanding; (2) skills (subject specific and generic);
(3) efficacy and beliefs (and self-theories generally); and (4) metacognition (including reflection). Bridgstock (2009)
advocates for the importance of career building skills in developing employability. Other elements included in her
employability model are: self-management skills, discipline-specific skills and generic skills (Bridgstock, 2009, p. 36).
Researchers Pool and Sewell (2007) proposed an alternative model of components of employability that combines all
the main factors of USEM, but which is an easy and practical way explains the concept of employability and indicates
that it is a “key” to choosing and securing occupations in which graduates have the opportunity to achieve satisfaction
and success. The model explains the way in which five factors, namely, career development learning, experience,
degree subject knowledge understanding, and skills, generic skills, and emotional intelligence can lead towards em-
ployability through a complex interaction with social concepts such as self-esteem, self-efficacy, and self-confidence.
CareerEDGE model signifies an attempt to operationalize the concept of employability, unlike most previous studies
which were either qualitative or case-study based which limited the application of findings (Sumanasiri, Yajid, &
Khatibi, 2015). The operationalization of the CareerEDGE model was performed by Pool, Qualter and Sewell in 2014
by exploring the factor structure of the model’s employability development profile with the help of exploratory and
confirmatory factor analyses. As a result, a list of 26 employability attributes was provided.
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A common element in all of these employability models developed by researchers is generic and transferable
competencies which point to the consensus of researchers on the importance of these competencies to ensure the em-
ployability of graduates. The value of generic competencies for employers could be summarised as “give us bright and
engaged graduate, and we will build specific expertise for this organization on top of that”, as it has been formulated
by Knight and Yorke (2002, p. 2). Similar trends in opinions have been identified also among Latvian employers, and
the extent to which employers trust in educational achievements have been frequently questioned (Lice, 2017; Project
and Quality Management Ltd., 2014).

In the second strand of the research focussing on the changing labour market, researchers pay special attention to
education systems, their outcomes and economic returns, as well as new models of teaching and learning to address
the needs of the future labour market. Quality of education, including of vocational education, is on special attention
as it is contested concept with special stress to national qualification requirements (Zoellner, 2015) becoming more
and more international even for the companies with only local capital. Another aspect which creates both challenges
and opportunities for educational institutions is the raising participation age in education resulting from technological
development, the flexibility of the labour market and ageing workforce. The more often stated question is — does
education has a positive impact on attainment and on economic returns of qualifications (Acquah & Huddleston, 2014)?
It also creates deep discussions on models of education provision. Extensive analysis and evaluations are conducted
towards a more systematic approach to continuing professional development in vocational education and training
(Dymock & Tyler, 2018). As the market is one of the most important driving forces for education development, modern
approaches are designed and introduced to facilitate the development of transferable skills and employment mobility
(Gekara & Snell, 2018). Several other aspects are on academic researchers’ agenda as well, including the role of capital,
institutional and contextual factors that influence employability and career outcomes among graduates (Clarke, 2018).
Those aspects are of great importance and are used in academic research worldwide. The research in this area should
be continued to support evidence-based policy making in the field of education and employment.

3. Empirical findings

The employer survey was representative on the national level, it included employers of all main sectors, regions, sizes,
with local and foreign capital, exporting and not exporting, as well as with the experience of having trainees during
last 5 years and not. The overview of the number of respondents and share of companies in Latvia according to different
categories is provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Number and Share of Respondents According to Categories: Sector, Region, Number of Employees, have had Trainees
During the last 5 Years, Capital, Export (source: authors’ calculations based on employer survey conducted in 2017. n = 750)

Share of companies
Share of re- . .
. . .. Number of (%) in Latvia accord-
No. Categorial variable Description spondents . ..
respondents (%) in sample ing to Central Statisti-
° p cal Bureau data (2015)
1.1 Sector Production (NACE2 codes: A, B, 162 21.60 13.8
C,D,E)
1.2 Trade (NACE2 codes: G) 114 15.20 26.1
1.3 Construction (NACE2 codes: F) 54 7.20 8.9
1.4 Services (NACE2 codes: H, 1, J, 420 56.00 51.3
K,L,M,N,P,Q,R,S)
2.1 Region Riga 338 45.07 55.0
22 Riga suburb 122 16.27 45.0
2.3 Vidzeme 70 9.33
2.4 Kurzeme 76 10.13
2.5 Zemgale 72 9.60
2.6 Latgale 72 6.60
3.1 Number of Employ- 1-9 467 62.27 88.2
ees
32 10-49 183 24.40 9.7
33 50-249 65 8.67 1.8
250 or more 35 4.67 0.3
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End of Table 1

Share of companies
Share of re- . .
. . .. Number of (%) in Latvia accord-
No. Categorial variable Description spondents . .
respondents (%) in sample ing to Central Statisti-
o P cal Bureau data (2015)
4.1 Have had Trainees Yes 354 47.60 n/a
During the last 5
years
4.2 No 394 52.53 n/a
4.3 Did not provide information 2 0.27 n/a
5.1 Local or foreign Local 678 90.40 n/a
capital
5.2 Local and foreign 36 4.80 n/a
53 Foreign 36 4.80 n/a
6.1 Exporting Yes 206 27.47 n/a
6.2 No 531 70.80 n/a
6.3 Difficult to answer 13 1.73 n/a

As it can be seen from the Table 1, the largest part of respondents operate in services, are based in Riga, are micro
or small companies, have local capital and do not export. Almost equal number of respondents have had trainees during
the last 5 years and have had no trainees during the last five years.

The results of employers’ evaluations of the importance of employability attributes in the recruitment process
show that the list of employability attributes, developed based on CareerEDGE employability attributes by Pool et al.
(2014), is very important in recruitment in Latvia. The overall number of positive evaluations (10436 or 84%) 5.25
times exceeded the number of negative evaluations (1988 or 16%). The significant level of the importance of the
employability competencies in the Latvian labour market indicates that employers are concerned with the changing
labour market conditions are looking for employees able to cope with them. The main statistical indicators of employ-
ers’ evaluations on the each of employability attribute are provided in Table 2. Relative frequencies of all positive and
negative evaluations are included in Figure 1.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Employer Evaluations of the importance of Employability Attributes (source: authors’ calcula-
tions based on employer survey conducted in 2017, evaluation scale 1-4, where 1-2 — negative evaluations; 3-4 — positive evalua-
tions. Additional option — “difficult to answer” (NA) was included. n = 750)

Employability Attribute Median | Mean | SE of Mean | Mode SD | Range | Min | Max | NA
1 | Attitude to work 3 3.86 0.02 4 0.35 3 1 4 16
2 | Ability to work independently 4 3.60 0.02 4 0.53 3 1 4 14
3 | Work motivation 3 3.53 0.03 3 0.57 3 1 4 20
4 | Responsibility for own decisions 4 3.58 0.02 4 0.61 3 1 4 14
5 | Problem solving skills 3 3.46 0.03 3 0.60 3 1 4 20
6 | Easily adapt to new situations 4 3.43 0.02 4 0.60 3 1 4 13
7 | Work in a team 4 3.53 0.02 4 0.62 2 2 4 13
8 | Communication skills 4 3.43 0.01 4 0.65 3 1 4 13
9 | Target orientation 3 3.27 0.03 3 0.68 3 1 4 27
10 | Planning and organizing skills 3 3.23 0.03 3 0.73 3 1 4 20
11 | Computer skills 3 3.21 0.03 3 0.83 3 1 4 39
12 | Create new ideas 3 3.12 0.03 3 0.75 3 1 4 23
13 | Relevant work experience 4 291 0.02 4 0.81 3 1 4 16
14 | Mathematical skills 3 2.83 0.03 3 0.81 3 1 4 30
15 | Clarity for career goals 4 2.70 0.02 4 0.81 3 1 4 16
16 | Presentation skills 3 2.72 0.03 4 0.91 3 1 4 17
17 | Achievements in the education 3 2.64 0.03 3 0.84 3 1 4 15

(academic skills)
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Data of Table 2 and Figure 1 indicate that the most important employability attribute for employers is “attitude
to work™ with the highest arithmetic mean and the lowest indicators of variability (lowest standard deviation and stand-
ard error of the mean). Although the most often given evaluation for “attitude to work” was 4 (mode), full scale of
evaluations (1-4) was covered for almost all analysed aspects besides “work in a team” where the lowest evaluation
was 2. Half of the respondents gave evaluations of 3 or more in the scale 1-4 and half of the respondents gave evalu-
ations of 3 or less (characterised by median). The second higher evaluated aspect was “ability to work independently”
with very high evaluations and one of the smallest standard deviations indicating that employers’ evaluations were
with smaller variability than most of the other evaluated aspects.

Aftitude to work 0% 100%
Ability to work independently 1% 99%
Work motivation 3% 57%
Ability to take responsibility for own decisions 4% 96%
Problem solving Skills 4% 96%
Ability to easily adapt to new situations 5% 95%
Ability to work in a team 6% 94%
Good communication skills 8% 92%
Target orientation 11% 9%
Good planning and organizing skills 13% a7%
Computer skills 18% 82%
Ability to create new ideas 20% 20%
Relevant work experience 28% 729,
Mathematical skills 33% B67%
Clarity for career goals 38% 62%
Presentation skills 40% 60%
Achievements in education (academic skills) 41% 59%

100 50 0 50 100
Percentage
Response . Mot at all important . Mot very important Rather important Very important

Figure 1. Employer Evaluation of the importance of Employability Attributes in the Recruitment Process. Relative Frequencies of
Negative and Positive Evaluations. n = 750 (source: authors’ calculations based on employer survey conducted in 2017,
evaluation scale 1-4, where 1-2 — negative evaluations; 3-4 — positive evaluations. Additional option — “difficult to answer” (NA)
was included. n = 750)

Next most positively evaluated employability attributes are closely linked to attitudes and type of personality,
emotional and self-management competencies, for example “ability to work independently” (arithmetic mean of eval-
uations by respondents 3.60, standard deviation of 0.53), “work motivation” (arithmetic mean of evaluations by re-
spondents 3.53, standard deviation of 0.57) and “ability to take responsibility for own decisions” (arithmetic mean of
evaluations by respondents 3.58, standard deviation of 0.61), which are closely followed by “ability to adapt to new
situations” (arithmetic mean of evaluations by respondents 3.43, standard deviation of 0.60). In descending order of
the importance, these are followed by competencies which are liked to communication and cooperation, including
problem solving skills, work in a team, communication skills.

According to employers, achievements in education (academic skills) is the least important element in the list of
employability attributes with arithmetic mean of evaluations by respondents 2.64 and a standard deviation of 0.84. In
scientific literature very much discussed aspect “presentation skills” had one of the lowest average evaluations by
employers but the highest variability in evaluations (characterised by standard deviation). “Relevant work experience”
and “mathematical skills” also received comparatively lower evaluations which indicates the tendency for employers
to value attitudes, emotional, self-management and social competencies more than prior education or work achieve-
ments. Nevertheless, work experience and achievements in education should not be considered unimportant in the eyes
of employers as the number of positive evaluations still exceed negative evaluations. Moreover, high achievements in
education and work experience gained are good indicators of the personal traits and are linked to many of the other
employability attributes. The difference lies in the aspect that a person with good education and experience is more
likely to possess the desired attitudes and competencies, but not necessarily. A person with desired attitudes and com-
petencies, however, does not necessarily has a convincing record of prior education and experience. Therefore, the
choice of employers indicates towards the preference of “learning outcomes” over the “input-based” employability
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attributes. This is favourable for young people without work experience or for those who have not completed education
degree, as they still have good chances in the Latvian labour market to show their potential than it might be possible
in other, more regulated and conservative labour markets. It should be noted, however, that it is very difficult to meas-
ure or predict attitudes and competencies in potential employees, comparing to work experience or education degree
obtained. This might be one of the explanations why personal recommendations are very important for employers in
Latvia in the recruitment process.

The research showed that the opinion among different groups of employers might differ. Kruskal-Wallis test or
one-way ANOVA test showed statistically significant differences in opinions among companies from different sectors
(at a significance level of 0.01, p-value = 0.003988), among companies with different number of employees (at the
significance level of 0.01, p-value = 4.344e-08), among companies with local or foreign capital (at the significance
level of 0.01, p-value = 0.006669), as well as among companies which had or had not trainees (at the significance level
0f 0.01, p-value <2.2e-16). Figure 2 shows the distribution of employer evaluations of the importance of employability
attributes in the recruitment process.
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Figure 2. Graphical Representation of Distribution of Employer Evaluations of the importance of Employability Attributes in the
Recruitment Process According to Different Criteria: I — Sector; II — Number of Employees; III — Local of Foreign Capital;
IV — have had Trainees during Last 5 Year; have had not Trainees during Last 5 Years or could not Answer (source: authors’
calculations based on employer survey conducted in 2017. n = 750)

As it can be seen in Figure 2, the importance of employability competencies is higher in companies which operate
in trade and services sectors, comparing to companies operating in manufacturing and construction sectors, in compa-
nies with 100-249 employees, with foreign capital and which have had trainees during last 5 years.

Kruskal-Wallis test or one-way ANOVA didn’t show a statistically significant difference in opinions among
companies in different regions (p-value = 0.6502) and among companies which are or are not exporting (p-value =
0.2171).

In the factor analysis of employer evaluations of the importance of initial 17 employability attributes in the re-
cruitment process, three complex factors were identified by extraction method of principal components analysis, con-
verted in 5 iterations using the rotation method — Varimax with Kaiser normalisation. Results of factor analysis of
employers’ evaluations are included in Table 3.
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Table 3. Employability Attribute Complex Factors Obtained in Factor Analysis — Rotated Component Matrix (source: authors’
calculations based on employer survey conducted in 2017, evaluation scale 1-4, where 1-2 — negative evaluations; 3-4 — positive
evaluations. Additional option — “difficult to answer” (NA) was included. n = 750)

Component
Employability Attribute Fi F Fs
Easily adapt to new situations 0.601 0.269 -0.046
Communication skills 0.727 0.205 -0.075
Create new ideas 0.590 0.248 0.312
Responsibility for own decisions 0.420 0.530 0.138
Presentation skills 0.692 0.056 0.196
Ability to work independently 0.144 0.754 0.082
Work in a team 0.229 0.650 0.232
Attitude to work 0.098 0.644 0.010
Achievements in education (academic skills) 0.119 -0.017 0.784
Planning and organizing skills 0.557 0.209 0.356
Clarity for career goals 0.366 0.109 0.671
Target orientation 0.502 0.317 0.415
Work motivation 0.253 0.582 0.282
Mathematical skills 0.152 0.185 0.500
Problem solving skills 0.504 0.429 0.186
Computer skills 0.453 0.063 0.387
Relevant work experience —0.253 0.304 0.571
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.
Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization.
Rotation converged in 5 iterations.

Complex factor F1 was named “Professional skills”, complex factor F2 — “Attitude and ability skills” where
initial factors had the strongest correlation with the second complex factor being more than 0.5, and complex factor
F3 — “Work experience and education achievements”. Therefore, the number of attributes describing individual em-
ployability can be reduced simplifying their use in further research or practice, helping different groups of stakeholders
to understand the core elements of individual employability.

4. Discussion

The high evaluation by employers of the importance of the list of employability attributes developed based on Ca-
reerEDGE model by Pool et al. (2014), in the recruitment process in Latvia, shows that the labour market demands in
Latvia reflect global tendencies in future skills needs. It also shows that skills, competencies and attitudes which help
employees to be more employable in changing labour market, including to find fulfilling employment and to change
jobs easier, are also highly valued by employers in the recruitment process in Latvia. It means that employers seriously
consider the need to adapt to changing markets and are looking for employees being able to adapt and to facilitate
organizational change.

Comparatively low importance of achievements in education for employers is confirmed also in other research
(e.g., Klasons, Pavlina, Danneberg, & Urb, 2018, about Latvia and Estonia). It should be noted, however, that there is
evidence that high academic performance is linked to proactive personalities (Ruge & McCormack, 2017) and the level
of education obtained — to participate in lifelong learning (e.g., European Commission, 2015). People with high aca-
demic skills are motivated to invest more in their skills improvement what could be reasonable taking into account
increasing requirements for employee skills and participation in lifelong learning. The low evaluation of the importance
of academic performance might be explained by the low trust in the education system in Latvia, a preference towards
real “learning outcomes” over the “input-based” employability attributes, as well as readiness to invest in competency
development of employees themselves. For the latter, readiness and motivation of employees to learn and to adapt is
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very important, which is in line with employers’ evaluation of the importance of employee attitudes. This conclusion
is also in line with the results of other employer surveys (e.g., Lice, 2017; Project and Quality Management Ltd., 2014).

Although the overall evaluation of the importance of employability attributes is very high, some groups of em-
ployers valued employability attributes in the recruitment process significantly higher than others: employers which
have had trainees during last 5 years, employers which have 100-249 employees, and which have foreign capital.
Considering the profile and engagement of these employers in educational activities, this might be linked to their
practice of more pronounced planning in the long-term and the stability of operation which is less common to small
companies. Undoubtedly, the goal of being adaptable to changing labour market conditions requires long-term ap-
proach to human resource planning and readiness to invest in the education of employees.

This study also offers the model of reducing a number of employability attributes to three complex factors, based
on the results of one of the most effective multivariate analysis methods for dimension reduction — factor analysis. The
three complex factors are: professional skills, attitude and ability skills and work experience and education achieve-
ments. This allows to better explain the elements of individual employability and the main priorities of employers in
the recruitment process to a wider audience: recruiters, career consultants, educational institutions and students.

Conclusions

This research has evaluated, which skills, competencies and attitudes are most important in the recruitment process in
Latvia from employers’ perspective. The employers highly value attitudes and competencies that allow individuals to
flexibly adapt to changes in the labour market, especially emotional, self-management and social competencies. The
most valued is the attitude to work, ability to work independently and work motivation. Compared to other individual
attributes, employers are least likely to appreciate achievements in education (academic skills) which was important
for 60% of employers. Importance of employability competencies is higher in companies which operate in trade and
services sectors, comparing to companies operating in manufacturing and construction sectors, in companies with 100—
249 employees, with foreign capital and which have had trainees during last 5 years. Individual attributes determining
employability could be summarised into three complex employability factors: professional skills; attitude and ability
skills; and work experience and education achievements. The results of the research have implications for different
stakeholders in the area of human resource planning and development as they allow to better explain the elements of
individual employability and the main priorities of employers in the recruitment process.
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