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Abstract:

Research Question: This paper investigates into which competencies and competency areas are essential for graduates
to be employable in Serbia. Motivation: The research was conducted with the aim to recommend to the Faculty of
Organizational Sciences to adjust their curriculum, so that graduates could acquire competencies necessary for
employment at junior positions. Combining qualitative and quantitative approaches, the paper includes required
competencies according to popular reports, analysis of vacancies for junior positions in the field of Management and IT,
focus groups and surveys conducted in companies in Serbia. Idea: The main idea of the research was to empirically
evaluate the need and importance of general competencies for performing a job at junior positions. Participants in the
research were experts from human resource management departments and domain experts from different fields who
participate in the selection process. Data: During the research, 52 competencies from world reports, 60 competencies from
open job vacancies, and 69 competencies during the focus group were analyzed. The questionnaire was created based
on 29 competencies that were results from the qualitative research and filled out by 118 representatives from companies
from different business domains. Tools: Content analysis of reports and vacancy ads, focus group report and statistical
analysis of survey data (t test, Principal component analysis) were used to draw conclusions about required competencies
for junior positions in the Serbian market and to categorize them. Findings: Competencies that are expected from future
employees are to be socially skilled leaders capable of solving problems and intrinsically motivated to create and to be
productive. Above all, they should be able to learn continuously. Specifically, when comparing managerial junior positions
to junior IT professionals, it seems more important to be competitive, have strong presentation skills and to be
conscientious. Contribution: Competencies important for graduates’ employability in Serbia are identified and grouped
in different competency areas based on what universities’ curricula could be adapted.
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1. Introduction

The concept of competencies is heterogeneous and includes knowledge, abilities, skills, experiences, and
behaviours, which are important for an individual to be able to perform at an expected level (El Asame &
Wakrim, 2018; Maaleki, 2018). Employers face difficulties recruiting employees for junior positions due to the
graduates’ lack of professional competencies (Gawrycka, Kujawska, & Tomczak, 2020: Varga et al., 2016).
The demand for skills, knowledge, and abilities are constantly changing, so the challenging expectation of
universities and educators is to prepare students for careers in the future (Pompa, 2015) by adapting
curriculum to these demands (Ritter et al., 2017). This is where Competency-based education (CBE)
becomes important since it focuses on understanding the competencies that students need in order to
perform their job successfully, practical application of knowledge and skills (Johnstone & Soares, 2014) and
the roles that young people will play in the society (Gervais, 2016). In order to suggest what competencies
should be developed through the faculty curriculum, this paper will provide insight into the employers®
expectations of tertiary education graduates in Serbia for entering the labour market.
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In the second section of the article, we identify the problem in the context of previous research while
providing the theoretical background for the research. This is followed by a description of the methodology
used and results gained from both qualitative and quantitative analysis. In the final section, we will
problematize our results in the broader context providing ideas for further research and curricula guidelines.

2. Theoretical Considerations and Identifying the Problem

Technological evolution has brought substantial change in the domain of work, workplace and workforce.
It is found that technological competencies will increase by 69 percent in the United States and 65 percent
in Europe by 2030 (Bughin et al., 2018). Researchers agree that we are witnessing the skills shift. While
some jobs will disappear and some others emerge, the key skill imposed on organizations and employees
would be their adaptability and flexibility, especially in the domain of upgrading and acquiring knowledge
and learning new skills (Bedwell, Fiore & Salas, 2014).

Researchers identified different skills and personal attributes required from graduates to make them
employable. They mentioned analytical, technical, communication, entrepreneurial, decision-making and
problem-solving, interpersonal and teamwork skills. Among personal attributes, self-motivation, self-
awareness, independence, self-confidence, emotional intelligence, flexibility and adaptability are mentioned
(Esser et al., 2018; Hodge & Lear, 2011). It seems that students and graduates have to invest more in
obtaining skills and developing less trainable self attributes than in the knowledge of particular subjects.

Finch (2016) differentiates among intellectual, personal resources, as well as Meta and Job specific skills and
integrated dynamic capabilities, developed from the employability perspective. Roughly, these competencies
might be classified as those concerning “hard” and “soft” skills (Pang, 2018). Nevertheless, it seems that the
most usual framework considers a model similar to Khan’s (2018) with delivery related, interpersonal and
strategic competencies developing into employable skills. Underlining the multidimensionality of the
concept, some scholars have tendencies to organize competencies hierarchically, with levels such as
behavioural, conscious and unconscious, given by Volery (2013), cognitive, functional, social and meta by
Bharwani and Talib (2017), and affective and cognitive by Chen (2020). While some authors offer and
compare different approaches to analyses and assess a variety of competencies (Silva, 2020), others
propose frameworks for structuring the domain (area) of employees’ competencies. Agnihotri (2018) gave
a profound overview of competency classifications delineating generic and specific skills.

While digital competencies are crucial in the contemporary context, the competencies that go along with
predictability, memory capacity and other technological advances are those that are pitfalls. Employers are
expecting developed soft skills (Hurrell, 2016), solid interpersonal skills (Kleckner & Marshall, 2014), skills
that machines cannot learn (Bughin et al., 2018). That creates a growing demand for entrepreneurship skills
such as creativity, innovativeness, initiative (Bughin et al., 2018), resilience, ability to cope with difficult
situations and new environments (Perez-Lopez, Gonzalez-Lopez, & Rodriguez-Ariza, 2016), while the most
weight is put on cognitive skills such as complex information processing, decision making, creative problem
solving and critical thinking (Weaver & Kulesza, 2014). Silveyra and colleagues (2020), focusing on
educational goals, discriminate the categories of entrepreneurship, management and business, human
resources (including leadership dimensions) and interpersonal competencies. Sangka et al. (2019) define
individual, job demands and organizational environment competencies of managers, while emphasizing
analytical and goal setting skills, as well as ethical and cultural awareness. These competencies are
especially relevant for business and Information technologies (IT) students, preparing them to respond to
the labour market demands (Khoo, Zegwaard, Adam, 2018; Suarta et al., 2017; Ritter et al., 2017).

Bughin et al. (2018) give some predictions for 2030, with the demand for basic cognitive, physical and
manual skills decreasing, and leadership and human resource skills becoming more important. Predictions
also say that the demand for social and emotional skills in the market will increase by 26% in America,
regardless of the industry, while the demand for cognitive skills (creativity, critical thinking, decision-making
and processing of complex information) will increase by 19%. It is obvious that digital literacy, critical thinking,
problem solving, initiative, creativity and innovation, teamwork and lifelong learning capacity will become vital
as the so-called workplace readiness skills (Crespin et al., 2017). Focusing on the idea that employability of
youth labour force is based on their current (up to date) competencies, education and increasing the
competencies of students will become the key factors. Crespin et al. (2017) have found that candidates for
junior positions have problems with critical thinking and problem-solving skills, positive work ethics, initiative
and self-direction, time, task, and resource management. The solution for bridging the competency gaps
could be in adjusting the universities’ curricula based on market needs.
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3. An Empirical Research of Required Competencies: Research Methodology

Research into the demand for competencies of graduates was conducted by a team from the Faculty of
Organizational Sciences, University of Belgrade (FOS), with the aim of identifying general competencies
essential for employment in junior positions so that Faculty should adjust its curricula.

The FOS is recognized as the leading educational institution in Serbia with accredited study programmes in
the field of Information technologies and Management, at the level of Bachelor, Master and PhD studies, with
more than 4000 active students at the moment. The Faculty has two undergraduate study programmes: IT and
Management. In the Faculty curricula, the first two years are general education and consist of general subjects.
From the third year of the studies, students are offered more specialized courses for each specific field.
Students who graduate from the FOS, in addition to acquiring contemporary knowledge in the specific field of
study, are also able to work in teams, have good communication skills and are able to quickly adopt change.

The research was conducted in two phases (Figure 1).

Qualitative
approach

Competencies Vi
reports acancy

review: analysis :i
@ @ Questionnaire survey

Focus group

Quantitative approach

Figure 1: Methodology of the research

The aim of the first phase (qualitative part of the research) was to identify a list of competencies needed for
employment in junior positions. It lasted during January and February 2019 and included content analysis
of necessary competencies for entering the work environment (competences report review and vacancy
analysis) and a focus group. Based on the results from the first phase, the research team created a
questionnaire for the quantitative research.

3.1. Qualitative approach

1st step: Competencies” reports review

Identification of relevant competences report was conducted using keywords such as employment
competences, graduates’ competencies, general competencies, competencies for the future. Only
publications including the keywords in the publication title or abstract were selected.

Inclusion criteria for reports selection was based on the following: presented research was done in several
countries and several areas of business, and the research results show demand or the relevance of certain
competencies for employment. The most prominent reports met the defined criteria and are discussed in
more detail (LinkedIn, Deloitte, WEF).

Coding of articles: To get a systematic overview and analyze the reports, the researchers singled out all the
competencies that are mentioned as important for employment and made a unique list of 52 competencies.
After that, all selected competencies were classified into categories according to similarity (for example:
technical competencies, conceptual, interpersonal) and reports were compared to see whether certain
competencies appear in several reports.
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2 step: Vacancy analysis

Identification of relevant vacancies was done by listing competencies necessary for entering the work
environment in junior positions found in job advertisements open in the period of January and February
2019 on the sites LinkedIn and Infostud (large databases of job advertisements). We chose LinkedIn as the
most famous professional social network, known as the database of online CVs and ads, and Infostud
because it is the first and most famous portal for advertising and job search in Serbia. The research team
selected 100 job advertisements.

Inclusion criterion for the selection of open vacancy was that the position is in the field of management
(with the aim of choosing as many different positions: marketing, sales, HR, finance, operations...) or IT; that
it is an entry position, no previous work experience is required from the candidate; that the candidate must
have a university diploma in the field of management or IT (FOS or other faculty), and it was based on 30
ads (available at that moment) that were further analysed in detail.

Job vacancies were coded and analysed according to the following items: position, necessary general
competencies for employment, required knowledge, specific tasks. The inclusion criterion was met and all
30 ads were analysed. There were specific occupations from different areas of management which are
studied more deeply within the subject at the FOS (example: Marketing Assistant, Recruitment and Selection
Specialist, Production Operations Manager, Quality Assurance Manager) and Information Systems and
Technologies (example: JavaScript Developer, Junior Test Developer, Junior PHP Developer)

3 step: Focus group

The focus group was conducted according to Krueger and Casey's recommendations (2001) in February
2019 with seven experts in the field of Human resources (HR) with the experience in recruitment and
selection process. The discussion was moderated by two HR experts from academia, i.e., co-authors of the
article. The focus group was semi-structured and lasted for 1h 50min. The conversation was recorded with
the consent of all parties involved and then transcribed, resulting in a text of 12,079 words. We combined
an inductive with a deductive coding approach, which means we took into consideration the participants'
experience and perspective as well as the results of previous phases of this research. The backbone of the
discussion was related to the recognition of the set of competencies of candidates for the first job. The set
of necessary competencies for the first job was mapped by discussing the competencies gap of today's
employees in junior positions.

3.2. Quantitative approach

The second phase of the research lasted from mid-March to mid-May 2019. The online scale based
questionnaire (Cronbach’s a(29)=.94,) was sent to about 400 different sized companies operating in Serbia,
that employ IT and Management graduates. Respondents from all tenure types (6 months to 30 years) are
taken into consideration. The questionnaire was filled out by 118 representatives from companies from
different business domains: informatics (45%), trade (23%), financial sector (13%) and others (pharmacy,
construction, energy, telecommunications - 19%). The respondents were HR experts (41%), directors and
managers (22%), recruiters (10%), IT experts and other domain experts (27%) involved in the employee
selection process.

4. Results

The results obtained from each step of the research will be presented below the map of the required
competencies for IT and management graduates to enter the labour market.

4.1 Competency areas based on qualitative research

From LinkedIn, Deloitte and World Economic Forum the future of jobs reports, we extracted Creativity and
Innovation as the competencies from the Entrepreneurial category exclusively, while Inititative is categorised
in both Entrepreneurial and Soft skill categories. Critical thinking, Cooperation, and Adaptability are identified
as strictly soft skills, while Time management is one of the competencies related with Workforce readiness.
Analytical thinking and Programming fall into a category of Technical skills.
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The total number of competencies highlighted by the analysis of the reports content is 52. Table 1 highlights
the competencies that appear in two or all three reports, which is a total of 9 competencies that are recorded
for more detailed analysis with experts during the focus group. It can be noticed that only Creativity appears
in all reports as a necessary competency for employment.

Further, by listing the competencies that appear in current job advertisements, the research team defined
additional 60 competencies, so the total number of competencies that represented the entry into the focus
group was 69.

Focus group results

The most mentioned competency among the experts was taking responsibilities. According to the
respondents, newcomers have developed no sense of what responsibility means and that is noticeable in
their behaviour: "A sense of responsibility, which of course comes with age, is something that young people
can hardly understand. Somehow they are thwarted by something that is ordinary work discipline."

The participants addressed conscientiousness as an important issue: "Today's people are all somehow less
aware that there are some people around them who have some needs." Education plays a significant role
in developing young people's awareness of themselves and the environment: "During their studies they can
realize what role they like, which way they are most effective."

Analytical thinking was also recognized as a crucial competency especially considering the role of data and
information in business. "Some awareness and orientation that if we do something, we make a decision, we
start a project, it should be based on data, research, and not on an assumption or "we all know it's true"
attitude." "It occurs to me in general, very broadly in all areas, that it should be talked more and more about
data analytics, about decision-making, or any steps that are based on data, statistics, research. | think that
is something that a lot of companies lack."

It was emphasized that the human qualities of a new employee were very important, and closely related to
that of their attitude towards work. Ethics is imposed as a basis for building healthy interpersonal
relationships and sustainable business. "To be a good man. That is primary! We are to return back to that."

During the analysis, we coded competencies identified from reports and vacancy analysis and added new
codes based on transcript analysis. When a competency was mentioned for the first time in the transcript
(and had not been recognized before) it became a new code meaning a new competency on the list.
Eventually, the list of competencies was discussed among the authors of the paper until a mutual decision
on 29 competencies classified into 4 categories: readiness for work, interpersonal, entrepreneurial and
personal competencies, was reached (Table 1).

Table 1: List of competences from the qualitative research

Rentine e Interperson_al Entreprene_urlal Personal )
competencies competencies competencies

Capability of continuous learning | Collaboration (teamwork) \é\ig;l;;r:ader Self-confidence

Resourcefulness in a business Competitiveness . A

: - - Innovation Self-motivation

environment (competitive spirit)

Fitting into business values Taking responsibility Proactivity Persistence

Ability to adapt to change Self-presentation Creativity Goal orientation

Conscientiousness !_eadersh|p and social Curiosity Ethics
influences

Problem solving Communication skills Independence Social intelligence

Organizing and time Presentation skills Initiative Syster_natlc and

management analytical

4.2 Competencies based on quantitative research

Generally, looking into the whole sample, descriptive statistics show that the employees’ most valued
competencies are capability of continuous learning (M=4.76, SD=0.62), conscientiousness (M=4.69,
SD=0.634), collaboration (teamwork) (M=4.47, SD=0.79), communication skills (active listening,
assertiveness and accepting feedback) (M=4.46, SD=0.78) and persistence (M=4.42, SD=0.81) (Milinkovic,
Andjelkovic Labrovic & Petrovic, 2020).
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There are no differences between sectors (public and private), due to the discrepancies in the volume of the
subsamples (more private sector companies), as well as between the size of the companies. We have,
however, found differences between requirements for junior positions in different industries, so we have
divided our sample into two categories: IT industry (junior IT positions) and other industries (junior
managerial positions). T test results show that differences detected in competitiveness (t(116)=3,32, p<.001)
and presentation skills (1(116)=2.92, p<.001) are seen as more crucial for junior managerial positions in
other areas of business rather than the IT sector. Interestingly, those competencies are categorized in
leadership and interpersonal competency areas. It was also found, but with a lower level of significance, that
there are differences in conscientiousness (responsibility and reliability) (t(116)=2.4, p<.005) as one of the
indicators of readiness for work and problem solving. According to differences based on empirically
extracted competency areas (components), the only relevant difference is found for the Leadership
component (t(116)=2.88, p<.005).

As the differences are only seen in three different competencies, and the means representing the importance
of each and every competency are higher for other business areas in comparison with the IT sector, it is
believed that maybe some specific knowledge is more important for IT than general competencies
connected with readiness for work.

Further, there is an idea to reframe the categorisation of the competencies not according to the specific
aspects of future work but rather meaning them to be more suitable for educational purposes in order to
conceive and design teaching methods for specific skills development. We use Principal component analysis
(Varimax rotation with Kaiser normalization) to extract four components that explain almost 57% of total
variance (Table 2).

Table 2: Extracted components, item saturation and percentage of explained variance

Component
leadership "::I?’:sz creativity soc';b'"t
~ Capability of continuous learning -.05 42 A1 47
C;D Res_ourcefulness in a business 41 15 12 59
5 environment
o Fitting into business values 19 .25 .18 .64
@ | Ability to adapt to change 18 12 .29 .65
-CE, Conscientiousness .05 .63 .31 .23
S | Problem solving 16 .68 16 .06
T Organizing and time management .56 .36 .05 .35
Collaboration (teamwork) -.03 .56 .35 .20
5 § | Competitiveness 6 03 15 14
5 S (competitive spirit)
g @ | Taking responsibility 48 .53 .27 A
2 3 | Self-presentation .64 .23 -.03 19
% g Leadership and social influences .66 -.05 .38 .31
— © | Communication skills .369 .29 .44 .25
Presentation skills .709 .06 .29 A1
Self-confidence .641 .35 .24 -.05
@ Self-motivation .328 .39 .50 .06
< G | Persistence 278 .67 .28 16
5 & | Goal orientation 333 .61 19 34
£ 2 | Ethics 102 45 15 57
& £ | Social intelligence 229 A7 23 .66
© | Systematic and analytical .216 .69 -.06 .27
Flexibility 195 .55 A .46
_ Work under pressure .490 .19 .04 A7
< § Innovation 270 .05 .75 16
o = Proactivity 217 .29 .69 .24
“5’_ @ | Creativity .223 .15 .74 .07
© & | Curiosity -.004 21 .68 24
£ 8 [ Independence .597 23 27 23
Initiative 401 .22 .63 .25
% of Variance 15.3 15.19 14.21 12.23
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Based on the contents of the items included in components, four areas of competencies are created. The
leadership component is saturated with the competencies describing one as a self-confident, self-sufficient,
competitive, influential and efficient leader who knows how to deliver, present information — self-confident
competitive leadership competencies. The problem-solving component describes an analytical and focused
problem solver who is reliable, dependable and flexible teamwork player — analytical problem-solving
competencies. The creativity component emphasizes a collection of traits integrating innovation and
creativity, proactivity and initiative with curiosity and intrinsic motivation — intrinsically motivated creation
competencies. The sociability component consists of self-controlled and ethical value compliance that helps
to adapt to organizational reality and changes based on empathy, social intelligence and learning capacities
— competencies needed for social adaptation.

Competencies that are expected from employees are to be a socially skilled leader capable of solving
problems and intrinsically motivated to create and to be productive.

Discussion and Conclusion

Within this paper, two competency areas relevant for junior positions in an organisation were presented. First, based on
combination of theoretical considerations and focus group results, the competencies were categorized into the following:
readiness for work, interpersonal, entrepreneurship and personal. The second categorization is derived from the
quantitative componential analysis of the respondents’ answers. The scale items formed four sets of competencies:
leadership, problem solving, creativity and sociability. Our empirically defined dimensions are similar to some other
authors” findings. For example, some researchers recognised creativity and problem solving (Jerman, et al., 2020;
Grzybowska & Lupicka, 2017; Suarta et al., 2017) and Macnamara (2018) recognised leadership and sociability.

Easterly et al. (2017) recognised personal, leadership and communication. Their personal characteristics integrate problem
solving and creativity, while other dimensions also cover some aspects included in different categories. Leadership and
sociability might loosely be seen as affective, and problem solving and creativity (referring to mental processes) as a
cognitive one in Finch's framework (2016).

Each component consists of a variety of competencies from different competencies’ domains enabling a person to be
capable of dealing with tasks that each domain requires. It is presented that the first component which describes prevalently
leadership behaviours is more important for junior managerial positions in different areas of business than it is relevant for
IT junior positions, as it is the case with interpersonal competencies. Additionally, detailed results show that ability and
willingness to learn is ranked as the most needed competency for employment, as did the results of Pang et al. (2018).

We found that this re-categorisation of the competency domains is more suitable for adjusting educational programmes
in order to fit the demands of the future employers. Bearing in mind the importance of responding to the employers”
demands when preparing students to start their future careers, we recommend that curricula should be adjusted in a way
that enables the development of these competencies.

Perceptions of competencies and their categories vary among studies and industries, as well as methodological
approaches. It is hard to form one universal yet sufficiently specific categorization that can be implemented for different
population and different purposes. This one is valid for the population we considered and has no intention to be imposed
as the omnipotent and general model of organizing competencies. Yet, we believe it could help scholars to choose a
suitable path toward conceptualizing competencies and universities to adjust curricula in order to provide for the
development of competencies that this labour market requires. In order to implement competency-based education, a
more practical approach such as ‘real-world’ projects (Khoo, Zegwaard, & Adam, 2018) should be implemented, as well
as career counselling (Lo, 2019) and career management competencies development (Jackson & Wilton, 2016). It is
important, especially for Serbian universities, to innovate their courses and teaching methods so competencies that are
identified as important should be developed through many different courses in the study programme. This means that the
approach should be changed, in that within each subject, regardless of which field of study it belongs to, in addition to
domain knowledge, a focus should be placed on adding activities that develop these competencies.

The main weakness of this study is in its scope, as it includes only a restricted set of occupational profiles. Nevertheless,
it is expected to shape the educational programmes to be more viable. Also, while these dimensions are rather abstract,
the potential implementation is limited. Further research and activities should go toward a more precise specification in
order to make them applicable and easier to integrate into curricula. It would make it possible to adapt and create concrete
examples of training and educational programmes within existing or emerging courses.
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