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ABSTRACT

The importance of skills in the training process and in the labour market makes it imperative to supplement quantitative studies with qualitative analysis. This will delimit and resize the value of the skills in the selection processes in order to train graduates to meet the new challenges of the global economy. This communication presents: a) The results of the discourse analysis of human resource managers from both multinational and Spanish SMEs. The study focuses on the skills required from Business and Economics graduates to overcome the current economic crisis. b) The definition and characteristics of the most valued skills in the selection processes. c) Two skills conceptual maps that reflect the competence associations made by employers.
SITUATION OF THE LABOUR MARKET IN SPAIN

The Spanish labour market has experienced, during the last eight terms, a negative projection of Net Employment. The prevision for the sum of productive sectors doesn't appear to improve in the short term.
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It is worth highlighting that the loss of employment is directly related to the level of education. The least-affected group is that which possesses higher education.
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In parallel to the loss of jobs, one finds that there are positions which are unfilled. This imbalance reflects that not only study but professional skills influence in employability. This fact has been highlighted by the European Commission (February 2010) in the document New Skills for New Jobs: Action Now.  

THE GUIDELINES OF THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION: THE IMPORTANCE OF SKILLS TO OVERCOME THE CRISIS

At the proposal of the European Commission, in March of 2009, in the context of the Agenda 2020, a group of experts was created to analyze the evolution of professional skills and the requirements of the labour market. Under the title of New Skills for New Jobs: Action Now, the first conclusions were presented in Barcelona, in April 2010. The following of these conclusions are worth highlighting:

· The need for a continued cooperation between the educational field and the labour market, to create a common language which allows for mutual understanding and to guarantee the training in the most-needed professional skills. 

· The institutions specialized in labour and education must join forces in the face of the economic crisis. This requires the modernization of schools and universities to produce flexible and innovative youth. 

· The skills of innovation, learning ability, and knowledge of technology are seen as fundamental, for an adequate growth of the European economy.

All the European directives tend to underscore the importance of the convergence between the skills learned at the university and those of the labour market. Given the current economic crisis which affects Spain in particular, it is necessary to make a study of the skills most valued by employers. To determine which these are, quantitative studies, such as Tuning or REFLEX, should be complemented with others of a qualitative nature. In the study Competencias e inserción laboral: un análisis de la empleabilidad de los recién licenciados en Ade y Economía (Skills and Work Insertion: An Analysis of the Employability of Graduates in Business and Economics, Barraycoa y Lasaga, 2009), which combines both methodologies, one sees that skills are key in the selection processes and that the skills most in demand do not always coincide with the standardized list in the quantitative studies.

THE ELABORATION OF SKILLS MAPS: A STRATEGY OF APPROXIMATION TO THE REQUIREMENTS OF THE LABOUR MARKET

In the abovementioned study, a quantitative analysis of the skills demanded by employers in job offers was made first. Attention was paid to the relevant associations between these and the size of the company, the department in which the position was offered, the area of business, and other parameters. This allowed for a first approximation to the most-valued skills for the different professional profiles for economists or graduates in Company Management.

Then, two focus groups were held in March of 2009 in the Universitat Abat Oliba CEU, in two sessions of two hours each, with thirteen employers of Large Companies and nine from Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). This distinction was made having perceived that the size of the company is a relevant variable in the configuration of the discourse. This qualitative study allowed for a deeper study of the employers’ view regarding:

a) The definition of the different skills.

b) The most-valued skills.

c) The dissonances between the characteristics of the young graduates and the companies' needs (what they know and what is expected of them).

d) The mechanisms the employers use to evaluate skills in the selection process.

e) The role of the University in the training and the development of skills.

In a later study (Barraycoa y Lasaga, 2010) arising from the analytic discourse collected in the abovementioned focus groups, the terminological and conceptual associations in terms of skills is analyzed with the help of the program Atlas.ti. The aim of this innovative exercise is that of visualizing the cognitive and discursive complexity of employers in this matter. These are presented in the form of what we will call "skills maps." These maps have not taken the academic denominations but rather have maintained the terminological multiplicity of the discourse. Graphs 1 and 2 collect the associations of skills, denoting in parentheses the number of relationships, both conceptual as well as of families. The skills maps aim to reveal the real weight of some skills and their importance in the current economic context.

Large Company Skills Map: 

The Human Resources managers of multinationals show a great capacity to associate skills and to establish a certain hierarchy among them. All the skills look interrelated. Five skills (entrepreneurship, problem-solving, communication, teamwork, and commercial orientation) have leading roles, forming a network of networks.

Graph 1. Large Company Skills Map
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	Análisis = analysis; capacidad de aprendizaje = learning ability; capacidad de resolución de problemas = problem – solving; autonomía = autonomy; acometer soluciones = undertake solutions; espíritu emprendedor = entrepreneurship; proactividad = proactivity; creatividad e innovación = creativity and innovation; capacidad para la toma de decisiones = decision making; actitud para el desarrollo = attitude development; comunicación = communication; orientación al cliente = customer orientation; orientación comercial = commercial orientation; responsabilidad = responsability; adaptación= adaptation; capacidad de negociación= negotiation skills; flexibilidad = flexibility; orientado a la acción = action-oriented; trabajo en equipo = teamwork; empatía = empathy; don de gentes = social skills.


SME Skills Map:

The SME Skills Map reveals a weaker associative ability. The entire map is concentric around the skill of responsibility, making it the vertebrate axis of the discourse. Also important are skills such as speaking English or teamwork, although they do not form part of the network.

Graph 2. SME Skills Map
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	responsabilidad = responsability; capacidad de esfuerzo = effort; competencias instrumentales = instrumental skills; iniciativa = initiative; tenacidad = tenacity; proactividad = proactivity; pulcritud = neatness; planificación y organización = planning and organization; poco conformista = nonconformist; capacidad de resolución de problemas = problem – solving; comunicación = communication; empatía = empathy; asumir los déficits = acknowledgment of one's own shortcomings; riesgo = risk; alineación = alignment; capacidad de sacrificio = sacrifice.


KEY SKILLS TO OVERCOME THE CRISIS IN LARGE COMPANIES AND THE SME

In the face of the current economic situation, companies especially value certain key skills. The maps reveal that what businesspeople value are not the skills themselves but how they interact. In other words, how they strengthen one another.

Key Skills for Large Companies: 

1. Communication appears, not as linguistic correction, but in its interpersonal dimension. It is related with commercial orientation, teamwork, and entrepreneurship. As a result of this, its strategic weight can be seen in the skills map.

2. Commercial orientation understood as customer orientation is connected with the main skills (teamwork, communication, and problem-solving) and presents different associated expressions (customer orientation, action-oriented, and negotiation skills, among others). This terminological and associative richness reveals that we are before one of the key skills on which employers' expectations focus.

3. Entrepreneurship is especially associated with autonomy, problem-solving, and communication. It is given great importance as long as it is integrated in the dynamics of the organization.

4. Problem-solving is connected with entrepreneurship and customer orientation. Other skills are linked to it on the map such as learning and analytic abilities.

5. Teamwork is directly connected to communication and customer orientation. It is also related with certain social capacities such as empathy, social skills, and the ability to follow orders. This reveals a special sense of this skill in its corporative and relational dimension.

Key Skills for the SME:

1. Responsibility is the nuclear skill. Responsibility has a strong moral and assessing component. For the employers of the SME it is the catalyser and activator of the rest of the skills. They consider responsibility to be the principal factor of professional success.

2. Entrepreneurship is primarily linked to responsibility. It has here a different meaning than in the discourse of the Large Company. In the SME it is associated with effort, sacrifice, risk taking, and the acknowledgment of one's own shortcomings. This shows that this skill does not have a relational, organization, or corporate nature, but rather that the employers value specific aspects of the candidate's personality.

3. The skill of speaking English, while it is not integrated into the network, is highly valued. The SME is aware that overcoming the crisis is linked to the internationalization of business.

CONCLUSIONS

1. The economic crisis has a lower impact on the employability of people with greater levels of education and skills. Even so, there are positions that are not filled due to a lack of adequate candidates.

2. The efforts to unite training and the labour market require that professional skills be studied with greater depth. 

3. The demand for skills differs according to the size of the company.

4. Multinational companies look for people with initiative and problem-solving abilities, and who are customer and result oriented. They should also possess a good capacity for communication and teamwork. 

5. The SME values responsibility above all. They look for people committed to the objectives of the company, with the capacity for effort and sacrifice. English is highly valued as a facilitator of the internationalization of business.

6. Universities must keep in mind the labour market's demand for skills. An adequate training in knowledge and skills will help to overcome the dissonances of the market. 
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