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Abstract. There is a common belief among university students that they have to study 
hard attempting to earn high grades because employers are targeting graduates with out-
standing academic records. However, this idea does not seem to capture what is actually 
happening in organizations, as firms value more aspects related with personality and other 
personal qualities of young graduates. We present a case study of the hiring process of 
recent university graduates to test these hypotheses. The methodology used follows a two-
stage approach. Principal component analysis allows us to identify first key categories of 
skills and attributes that influence the selection process. Then, using econometric analysis, 
a matrix classifies them according to employer size and type, degree, position and indus-
try. The results show that soft skills (personality and other qualities) are the most required 
attributes in the selection process. Good academic records only matter in the public sector.
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ate labor market, university grades, soft skills, human resources, signaling.

Reference to this paper should be made as follows: Salas Velasco, M. 2012. More than 
just good grades: candidates’ perceptions about the skills and attributes employers seek in 
new graduates, Journal of Business Economics and Management 13(3): 499–517.

JEL Classification: M21, M50, C21, C93.

1. Introduction

Firm specific advantages, which can be defined as those specific resources and capabili-
ties that have been developed and accumulated internally in the firm and largely take 
the form of the possession of distinctive skills and intangible assets, is one of the most 
important explanatory variables of business performance (Strandskov 2006). Consistent 
with this perspective, human resources and their management play a critical role in the 
creation and sustaining of competitive advantage for the organization (Kazlauskaitė, 
Bučiūnienė 2008), and the process of recruiting and selecting the right staff seems to 
be the most important (and challenging) function of any human resources department. 
Employers are interested in attracting and hiring the very best candidates reducing the 
risk of picking up the ‘wrong’ person. In fact, person-organization (P-O) fit, which can 
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be defined as the degree of congruence or match between a person and the organiza-
tion, is a topic that has attracted the attention of both scholars and managers during the 
last decades (Kristof 1996); person-organization mismatches lead to low productivity, 
shirking, absenteeism and quits. Positive and significant effects on labor productivity 
are found for organizations that utilize more sophisticated human resource planning, 
recruitment and selection strategies (Koch, McGrath 1996).
In this line, this article focuses on the recruitment of new university graduates. Due to 
skill-biased technical progress, a highly educated staff can be seen, clearly, as a source 
of competitiveness (Kravis, Lipsey 1992). Graduates are thought that are not only smart 
and able to learn quickly, but are adaptable, responsible, and able to work with others 
too (Carless 2007). The graduate recruitment process concerns how they are attracted to 
the organization – through ads, personal networks, and so forth – and the offer process 
too, which includes deciding to whom to extend an offer which often requires extensive 
interviewing. The key aspect in this process is that recent graduates normally do not 
have job experience and they only bring to the organization a ‘visible’ asset such as their 
grades and an ‘invisible’ one such as their personality. Although many employers may 
look for a combination of both, the crucial point comes down to specifying the contexts 
under which the first one or the second one prevails; they are likely to differ according 
to the kind of job/position and/or labor market segment (e.g., private/public sector).
There is a common belief among university students that they have to study hard at-
tempting to earn high grades because employers are targeting graduates with outstand-
ing academic records. The main research question in this article is to explore employers’ 
emphasis on grades during the hiring process for new graduates. Answering this ques-
tion is important with clear education policy and social welfare implications. Student 
time and effort are arguably the most important inputs to education, for given levels 
of ability. If employers really value good grades – and full information contained in 
transcripts – then students will try to study hard during their degrees1. This student be-
havior would improve clearly the (internal) efficiency of universities as students would 
complete their studies on time and they would not drop out. And, assuming that univer-
sities (or teachers) meet high standards and honest grading, students would finish their 
university studies with higher levels of competences (external efficiency improvement)2. 
Otherwise, if employers value more personal qualities, then utility-maximizing students 
can choose whether to meet the standards; they could behave differently during their 
studies in the sense that they would be interested in getting a ‘sheepskin’ only and/or 
would assign more value to leisure. Despite its importance, the hiring process in the 
graduate labor market is poorly understood and hardly studied. It is simply difficult to 

1 If there were perfect information, then employers could distinguish individual productivity and pay 
corresponding wages; students could each pick different levels of effort and earn corresponding 
wages (Costrell 1994).

2 On the contrary, easy grading practices may have negative effects on the educational system itself 
since they negatively influence students’ incentives to provide effort in knowledge acquisition (Figlio, 
Lucas 2004) and reduce pressure on College administrators to improve teaching quality (Bishop, 
Woessman 2004).
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assemble the relevant data. In practice, we can think mainly of two approaches to know 
what employers really want. We can either design a recruiter survey to ask directly 
employers (or interviewers) what specific job skills and other personal characteristics 
they seek in applicants or we can design an employee survey to ask job candidates about 
the selection criteria taken into account by employers when filling vacant positions. 
However, large representative employers surveys focused on new university graduates 
are not available internationally. And, so far, only two graduate surveys are available 
in Europe (CHEERS and Reflex) although they contain information only on the level 
of competence required by the posts but they do not ask recent graduates how personal 
attributes and academic ability contributed to getting their first job, in other words, how 
employers valued them during the hiring process.
This second approach – employees’ perceptions – is used in this article in the attempt 
to gain a thorough understanding of the factors that influence the selection decision 
process of new graduates in business-related degrees. Next section reviews the literature 
on the job search which incorporates both hard and soft skills in the selection decision 
process. There is no attempt to produce a comprehensive systematic literature review, 
rather the intention is for the article to act as a catalyst for trying to understand gradu-
ate recruitment and selection as a process. In the third section we describe the data 
collection process, target sample and response rate; discuss the representativeness of 
the final sample; and present the preliminaries of our study. Fourth section explains the 
methodology used for analyzing the data which follows a two-stage approach (PCA + 
MR): principal component analysis followed by a multiple regression on the obtained 
components. The penultimate section discusses the results that allow us to define the 
‘ideal economist’ for the organizations by posts, industries, university degrees, employer 
size and type of employer, mainly. Last section contains concluding remarks and pos-
sible extensions of the current research.

2. Literature review

Matching the right person to the right job is no trivial task. Theoretical models of labor 
market assume very often that firms know the productivity of all applicants and pay 
wages proportionate to those productivities. In the presence of heterogeneity among the 
labor force and imperfect information by employers, this assumption is overly strong 
(Guasch, Weiss 1981). Despite best efforts, worker quality is not known with certainty 
at the time of hire (Lazear 1995). In practice, both employers and job-seekers possess 
at best imperfect information. It is not surprising that both parties invest consider-
able time and monetary resources into the process of job search. In some cases, this 
takes the form of specific institutional arrangements, like professional degrees, titles or 
competitive exams needed for access to particular occupations. In the absence of such 
arrangements, the initial match between available and required human capital is likely 
to be heavily dependent on signals emitted by one party and picked up by the other 
(Spence 1973). Signaling is one way of resolving adverse selection problems. When 
skills of prospective employees are readily identified – which is partly associated with 
hard skills – search for a worker is more economical. Employers can use educational 

Journal of Business Economics and Management, 2012, 13(3): 499–517



502

credentials to decide which workers to place in jobs demanding more cognitive skills. 
They may do this because it is expensive to measure cognitive skills directly, so they 
use schooling as a proxy (Gottfredson 1985). In this signaling framework, Weiss (1983) 
considers a model of education in which students are tested. He assumes that passing 
grades are productive in themselves: if two students of the same type receive different 
grades, they have different market values.
What makes a credential useful for hiring university graduates? A credential can be 
informative in two ways. First, it may mean that the holder of the credential has knowl-
edge or skills that apply directly to a job. This might be the case of graduates with an 
MBA. For example, in the banking sector, hard skills such as knowledge of own field 
(financial mathematics, accounting or auditing) and technical skills (computer skills) 
are thought to be crucial, and graduates are supposed to have gained them during their 
master’s degrees. Second, it may mean that the holder of the credential has innate 
abilities (e.g., intelligence) that tend to make one more productive on the job. In this 
respect, students can signal their ability by obtaining a difficult major and achieving a 
high grade point average (GPA) in order to get a place in MBAs of universities with a 
high reputation. The informational value of the credential comes from the fact that the 
employer assumes it is positively correlated with having greater ability. And we should 
expect to see employment practices consistent with signaling, that is, workers receive 
wages equal to their expected productivities at their jobs given the information observ-
able to firms including university and grades. For example, in the Silicon Valley area (in 
California) graduates from the Stanford School of Business have more chances to get a 
good job and they are paid higher starting salaries than their peers who graduated from 
other nearby institutions such as San José State University. But average starting salaries 
can be a misleading indicator of ‘graduate value’ as they can fluctuate over time and be 
subject to wider economic pressures either in certain business sectors (as currently with 
investment banking) or more generally across the economy. In any case, the claim that 
prestigious institutions provide higher financial returns to their graduates has not been 
clearly illustrated to date (Chevalier, Conlon 2003).
Believing in signals can save money to the employer because from a group of CVs 
received, a job interview with four or five candidates could be enough to find the best 
one. Consistent with previous graduate selection research (e.g., Hodgkinson, Payne 
1998; Keenan 1995; Stewart, Knowles 2000), the interview is an integral part of the 
selection process. Through interviews, the employer is able to verify the accuracy of the 
signals. Learning from previous recruitment and selection processes is a key factor that 
determines the trustworthiness of signals. But if firms do not rely on grades, because 
of the grade inflation observed over time (Rojstaczer, Healy 2010)3, and/or they value 
more unobservable soft skills in candidates, then signals do not form a solution to the 
problem of incomplete information on the job market. In the former case, it is argued 
that grade inflation reduce in fact the value of grades as signals of productivity and 

3 “Grade inflation” is a term coined to describe the tendency to inflate grades, that is to reduce the 
academic standards which lead to given levels of academic performance.
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therefore the capacity of employers to select from a group of graduates (Chan et al. 
2007)4. In the latter case, beyond credentials, firms must invest important resources – 
time and money – to find the best candidate for the position to be filled. This can include 
formal testing, psychological profiling and multi-round interviews (Dodd 1970a, b, c, d).
Is the graduate labor market nowadays valuing signals such as good universities and 
grades? Although over the last forty years research on employee recruitment has in-
creased dramatically (Breaugh 2008), a review of the literature indicates that little re-
search has been done exploring these issues when hiring new graduates. For example, 
Hesketh (2000) uses data on 372 British employers who recruited graduates during 
December 1997. The results show that employers target particular universities when 
recruiting new graduate hires. Two-fifths of the sample revealed that they focused their 
attentions on particular institutions when recruiting for specific posts – it appears that 
employers still prefer those institutions which command high A-level points scores from 
entrants such as Oxford and Cambridge. In fact, some organizations, such as manage-
ment consultants and banking firms, are taking into account the rigorous interview 
process that potential employees have undergone for university entrance selection, such 
as at Oxbridge, and using this as a signifier of future potential; employers may judge 
that higher education has undertaken a first stage of their selection process for them 
(Keep, James 2010).
Recently, using the Reflex graduate survey, Salas Velasco (2011) studies the transition 
from university to work. The estimation results of the Han and Hausman ordered logit 
model for duration data for 17,327 individuals reveal that European graduates with 
better average grades when they finished their university degrees – compared to other 
students (classmates) that graduated from the same study program – increase the prob-
ability of finding the first job sooner, ceteris paribus. The author suggests two readings 
for his finding. On the one hand, good grades (or marks) can be seen as a positive signal 
of productivity or effort by employers, if they associate educational success with suc-
cess in the workplace; so graduates with better grades are expected to receive more job 
offers. On the other hand, students with outstanding academic records are, in general, 
more ambitious, anxious, and involved individuals, and they are able to search more 
efficiently job opportunities – greater ability to obtain relevant information on vacancies 
and/or better aptitudes to perform in an interview. But Reflex survey does not allow to 
know to what extent good grades were valued by employers during the hiring process. 
Likewise, another practical way to recruit ‘right’ graduates, as we have said before, is 
to use other signals such as the institutional quality. This information was indeed in-
cluded in the data set from the CHEERS graduate survey (the predecessor of Reflex), 
but Salas Velasco (2007) estimates duration models (log-normal regression – accelerated 
failure-time form) using 13,510 European graduates and proves that, ceteris paribus, the 
reputation of the university does not explain the time-to-first-job. However, the survey 
does not contain questions related to the value employers placed on the quality of the 
institutions during the hiring process.

4 Another interesting theoretical perspective on the issue of the informative content of grades appears 
recently in Popov and Bernhardt (2011).
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The question still remaining is what cognitive and non-cognitive skills employers really 
want. In the early nineties, Carnevale et al. (1990) highlighted the economic importance 
of sixteen skills that employers considered were workplace basics. Technical compe-
tences, skills that enable people to communicate effectively on the job, adaptability 
skills that enable workers to be flexible in the workplace, the group effectiveness skills 
that enable people to work together productively, and the influencing skills that enable 
people to bring a task to completion were the essential skills employers wanted (Car-
nevale et al. 1990). With regard to university graduates, personal characteristics seem 
to be the most valued attributes in recent graduates from the employers’ point of view. 
Interesting, the set of specific skills has not changed greatly for the last three decades: 
communication, problem-solving, analysis and interpersonal skills feature alongside 
knowledge and intelligence in organizational graduate specifications; and, increasingly, 
‘graduate attributes’ are more important in the recruitment process than the graduates’ 
degree subject (Harvey 2000).
In the 90s, campus recruiting was considered by many organizations as the most ef-
fective way of attracting graduates, mainly in the USA (Turner et al. 1997). This latter 
article showed from a survey of 111 campus recruiters their perceptions and practices 
of campus activities; verbal communication skills and work experience – and to a lesser 
extent academic performance – were the most important personal characteristics for 
selecting applicants (Turner et al. 1997). For the UK, results of research into the gradu-
ate recruitment and selection practices of 30 British small to medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) and the skills being sought by employers suggest that, unlike large employers 
which are more likely to provide graduate development programs, SMEs value transfer-
able skills and that small employers expect an immediate contribution from graduate 
recruits (Stewart, Knowles 2000). In this line, Hesketh (2000), on the basis of the data 
cited before, finds that employers are keenly interested in graduates with good com-
munication skills and the ability to learn new material – they are less concerned with 
the numerical and information technology (IT) skills of graduates. But, on average, 
employers found it difficult to recruit graduates with suitable skills in just three of nine 
skill areas: teamwork, self-management and technical skills (Hesketh 2000). More re-
cently, Branine (2008), using data from around 300 UK-based employers, asserts that 
the process of graduate recruitment and selection in the UK has become more person-
related than job-oriented because many employers are more interested in the attitudes, 
personality and transferable skills of applicants than the type or level of qualification 
acquired. In addition, although some of the usual methods such as interviewing remain 
popular, there is a greater variety of ways by which graduates are attracted to and se-
lected for their first jobs (Branine 2008).
From the graduates’ perspective, using the Reflex graduate survey, Salas Velasco (2011) 
shows recently the ratings given by European university graduates to nineteen compe-
tences on a seven-point scale (from 1 = lowest to 7 = highest). The competences rated as 
highly required in their current job (five years after graduation) relate to: (1) mobilizing 
their own capacities (e.g., using time efficiently, performing well under pressure); (2) 
mobilizing others (e.g., working productively with others, coordinating activities, mak-
ing meaning clear to others); and (3) having good specialist knowledge (e.g., mastery 
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of own field, ability to rapidly acquire new knowledge, ability to use computers and the 
internet). As we can see, graduates consider that both cognitive and non-cognitive skills 
are important for their jobs. Although the author provides empirical support on the role 
played by universities for learning – clearly, much of the provision of learning at the 
European universities is through lectures (academic knowledge) given by professors, 
still we know little about the role of the educational institutions in the development of 
non-cognitive skills.

3. Research design

3.1. Target sample and response rate
An empirical study was conducted in 2006. The objective of the research was to clarify 
some of the issues raised above. The research was based primarily on a graduate postal 
survey from a pilot questionnaire adequately validated. The context of the study was a 
single survey of economists. Sampling and selection errors were controlled by using the 
entire population for the research. Specifically, a 29-item questionnaire was adminis-
tered via postal mail to all former students (N = 982 individuals) who finished a degree 
at the University of Seville Management School in the academic year 2001/2002 in 
one of the four possible degrees offered by the School: Business Studies, Economics 
Sciences, Management Sciences, and Marketing Studies.
We obtained a response rate somewhat superior to 20 percent – in total the survey 
was completed by 200 respondents, an acceptable rate considering the extension of the 
questionnaire – and a very common response rate too in social sciences and marketing 
research. However, in order to assess how accurately the sample represents the target 
population, Table 1 compares key sample characteristics with a set of known population 
characteristics obtained from the University of Seville Enrolment Office. As shown in 
Table 1, in general, the similarity of both data sets with respect to sex, age and degrees 
allows an adequate representativeness of the sample5.

Table 1. Representativeness of the sample

Sample Population

Business Studies 54.2% 62.0%

Economics Sciences 20.0% 12.0%

Management Sciences 15.0% 17.0%

Marketing Studies 10.8%  9.0%

Gender (= 1 males) 40.3% 40.1%

Age (in years) 28.9 29.2

Source: own calculations from the graduate survey and the University of Seville Enrolment Office

5 Although a growing number of researchers regard the Web as a speedy, cheap and effective alter-
native to traditional data collection methods, we did not have information on their personal e-mail 
addresses.
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3.2. What perceptions have been studied?
Among other purposes, several questions in the survey sought information about usage 
of human resource management (HRM) practices in hiring recent (new) economists. 
The personnel selection process requires employers to decide among candidates char-
acterized by multiple attributes. Candidates’ perceptions about the skills and other at-
tributes sought by employers provide a valuable source of information6. We are aware 
of the subjectivity of this procedure to determine the hiring criteria, nonetheless it is 
difficult in practice to find what employers are in fact recruiting graduates; and the dif-
ficulty is even higher in Spain because on-campus recruitment is very rare. In any case, 
we have found other researchers who use a similar methodology (e.g., Peppas 2006). 
In this research, the author emailed a questionnaire to 248 individuals who had been 
involved in hiring. It consisted of two sections. The first section gathered demographic 
information. The second section consisted of a list with 26 job selection criteria; re-
spondents indicated, from 1 (not important) to 5 (very important), what they felt was 
the importance of each attribute in hiring new employees. In our research we followed 
a similar evaluation system. We asked graduates to rate on a 5-point Likert scale the 
degree of importance they ascribed to thirteen job attributes related to the access to their 
first employment after graduation – excluding casual jobs. Job attributes were related to:

• University grades.
• Knowledge of own field or discipline, and languages.
• Experience studying abroad and postgraduate education.
• Work experience (including internships).
• Computer skills.
• Soft skills.7

Figure 1 depicts the self-reported ratings, from 1 (not important) to 5 (very important), 
given by respondents (self-employed are not included in the analysis). Although, in 
practice, firms are thought to value both academic ability and social skills, which are 
complements in production, our results suggest that employers seek soft skills rather 
than specific technical and cognitive skills in new economists. Clearly, aspects related to 
personality and other personal qualities were more important than, for example, experi-
ence/internships during higher education (HE) or their university grades, to get their first 
job8. Similarly, Peppas (2006) found that motivation, enthusiasm and self-confidence 
appeared as the highest-ranked criteria. 
However, from our survey we are not able to know the true reasons why employers, on 
average, did not value good grades in the hiring process. A future research, using em-

6 In this article, we use the words candidate, graduate, respondent and employee as interchangeable 
terms.

7 Soft skills is a sociological term relating to a person’s EQ (Emotional Intelligence Quotient), the 
cluster of personality traits, social graces, communication, language, personal habits, friendliness and 
optimism that characterize relationships with other people.

8 Although internships and previous work experience would enable graduates to pick up relevant skills 
which may be pertinent to their first job, they were not necessary according with the economists in 
our sample.
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ployers (or interviewers) surveys, could give us the answer. In any case, our results are 
in line with other studies which use employers surveys. For example, Ray and Stallard 
(1994) identified and analyzed the perceptions of human resource managers regarding 
criteria for the screening and selection of college and university business graduates for 
employment. This research involved a national survey of practicing HRM professionals. 
A questionnaire was developed to solicit perceptions about the importance of specific 
criteria. Communication skills were the most highly rated criteria by the participants 
(202 usable returns); other skills representing factors that HRMs perceived as impor-
tant were human relations skills, problem-solving skills, and knowledge of software 
applications. However, it is not still clear in the literature how employers (o interview-
ers) perceive and/or capture motivation, enthusiasm and other intangible qualities in 
a 30-minute job interview. Often measurement is based on employers’ perceptions of 
their interaction with candidates at interview, but this is an area that, in general, is under 
explored in surveys.

4. Methodology

As we have shown in the previous section (Fig. 1), we know, from the candidates’ per-
ceptions, how different job attributes, including good grades, did matter when getting 
their first employment as economists. But, clearly, this descriptive information gives us 
only limited insight and a deeper analysis is needed. Our aim now is to explore how 
those job attributes vary according to explanatory factors such as employer size (and 
type), university degree, position and industry, mainly. This is possible with the econo-
metric analysis (multiple linear regression) where the dependent variable would be the 
ratings given by the respondents. However, it would be impracticable or tedious to run 
thirteen equations. Therefore, we propose a two-stage approach for the analysis. In a 
first stage, our strategy is to reduce the information given in Figure 1 into big groups 
of selection criteria by principal component analysis (PCA) and then, in a second stage, 
to run a regression analysis for each one.

Fig. 1. What do employers really want? Skills, values and attributes sought  
from new economists. Candidates’ perceptions
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4.1. Principal component analysis as a practical tool  
to classify selection criteria
PCA is a variable-reduction procedure. It is useful when we have data on a number of 
variables but believe that there is some redundancy in those variables. PCA involves a 
mathematical procedure that transforms a number of possibly correlated variables into a 
smaller number of uncorrelated variables called principal components. The application 
of a PCA prior to multiple linear regression requires greater time and effort as more sta-
tistical analyses must be performed and the identity of new variables (factors) obtained 
from the original set of explanatory variables must be interpreted.
Principal component analysis can extract meaningful information from the selection 
criteria shown in Figure 1. PCA creates factor scores that will account for most of the 
variance in the observed variables9. Table 2 presents the factor load matrix resulting 
from PCA where four factors capture 72% of the overall variance10. The responses for  
items of importance to successful interviewing were clustered thus into the following 
four categories:
1. Soft skills (personality and other qualities).
2. Practical experience.
3. Master/languages/study abroad.
4. Hard skills (academic ability/knowledge/computer skills).

4.2. What are the determinants of perceptions?
Econometric analysis allows us to identify the factors behind the demand for hard and 
soft skills – and other attributes – in the graduate labor market. If we had used the 
original answers as a dependent variable, that is, the self-reported rates on a 5-point 
scale, then qualitative response models (e.g., an ordered logit model) are more satisfac-
tory for the analyses. However, we have transformed the thirteen original attributes into 
four factors and now the values for them are measured on a continuous level. So, the 
ordinary least squares (OLS) fit to factors from principal component analysis is more 
appropriate. The regression equation in such a case becomes (one for each of the four 
factors in Table 2):
 y = b0 + b1 x1 + b2 x2 + … + bn xn + error,

where y measures the value of the factor for each individual.
The regression analysis includes as explanatory variables (x1, x2, …, xn) the position/
post hold by the graduate, employer size and type, industries, university degrees and 
other control variables such as type of contract, age and gender. The error term captures 
other influences which are not observed. Table 3 presents the values of the estimated 
parameters beta (coefficients). The most required skills and attributes from candidates 
in the recent economists’ selection process are summarized in Table 4.

  9 See Krzanowski (1988), Jackson (1991) and Jolliffe (2002), among others, for further details.
10 In Table 2, selection criteria are listed in the same order they appeared in the questionnaire.
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5. Discussion of the empirical findings

The recruitment and selection process usually begins with a definition of the ‘ideal can-
didate’. This term refers to the profile of an applicant who would best ‘fit’ the job. The 
profile may be more or less precisely defined in terms of key skills. While the emphasis 
of the present study still lies on understanding what attributes employers want from 
graduates in business, economics, management, and marketing, an additional aspect is 
explored: the existence and nature of sub-groups of recruiters who prioritize different 
aspects of the candidate’s qualifications. Based on the econometric analysis, selection 
criteria are intimately related to soft skills, although hard skills and other characteristics 
are screening devices too to avoid unprofitable candidates.

Table 2. Component score coefficient matrix

FACTOR 1 FACTOR 2 FACTOR 3 FACTOR 4

Good academic qualifications –0.09 –0.08 0.13 0.44

Postgraduate courses/Master’s degree –0.09 –0.10 0.34 0.16

Study abroad experience –0.03 –0.03 0.46 –0.16

Internships during HE –0.07 0.50 –0.07 –0.15

Related work experience during HE –0.03 0.45 –0.09 –0.04

Previous work experience –0.05 0.36 0.01 –0.01

Knowledge of own field or discipline –0.02 –0.04 –0.16 0.60

Knowledge of languages 0.00 –0.03 0.43 –0.11

Computer/Technical literacy 0.15 –0.14 –0.05 0.36

Personality 0.28 –0.03 –0.03 –0.05

Interpersonal abilities/Teamwork 0.29 –0.10 –0.06 0.07

Enthusiasm/Dedication/Hard-working 0.29 –0.02 –0.03 –0.09

Work Ethic/Honesty/Integrity 0.25 0.02 –0.04 –0.06
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Table 4. Matrix of the most required skills and attributes from candidates  
in the new economists’ selection process
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Position/post     
1. Secretary • ◦
2. Accountant
3. Cashier/Bank teller Reference group
4. Sales agent • ◦ •
5. Supervisor/Manager •• ◦
6. Technician ••
7. Instructor •• ◦

Employer size and type
1. Private firm (over 500 workers) Reference group
2. Private firm (bet. 50–499 workers) 
3. Private firm (under 50 workers) 
4. Public sector ◦ ••

Industries
1. Retail Trade/Hotels/Restaurants ◦ •
2. Financial sector • ••
3. Consultancy ••
4. Construction/Manufacturing
5. Health/Education/Social Services Reference group

Degrees
1. Business Studies
2. Economics Sciences Reference group
3. Management Sciences
4. Marketing Studies •• ••

Other variables
Training contract ••
Age (when entered first job)
Woman • • •

Notes: ◦ Not important; •Important; ••Very important; [Blank cells: variables that have not shown 
statistical significance]
Self-employed excluded
Source: author’s calculations
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Looking at screening in terms of soft skills (personality and other qualities), they vary 
mainly according to the type of position being filled. Compared to cashiers/bank tellers, 
which is the reference group, soft skills (values, attitudes and motivation) are highly re-
quired to supervisors and managers, technicians, and instructors; and to a lesser extent to 
sales agents, and secretaries11. However, there are not statistically significant differences 
by type of company and industries. Only in the public sector, and retail trade and hos-
telry industries, soft skills are not perceived as important by graduates in the recruitment 
and selection process. Lastly, other two variables have shown statistical significance. 
On the one hand, by university degrees in a business-related field, the results reveal 
that, ceteris paribus, soft skills should be embodied mainly in those students who got a 
degree in Marketing Studies. This is the result in our study, but, in general, demand for 
soft skills has drastically increased in importance for MBA recruiters worldwide accord-
ing to the latest survey of TopMBA.com over 5,000 MBA recruiters in 36 countries. On 
the other hand, if an employer cannot assess a worker’s productivity ex ante, firms are 
willing to pay to learn about a worker’s true productivity. This way, during a probation 
period, training contracts provides employer an option in order to find the ones that  
s/he wants to retain and the ones to be fired. 
With regard to hard skills – knowledge and academic ability, and computer literacy, 
significant differences were detected in the perceived importance of these skills in the 
selection processes of graduates in the public sector and financial industry (banking, 
insurance and other financial services). In the latter case, technical skills matter. The 
financial sector businesses are becoming more reliant on information technology (IT), 
and there is an increasing need for employees with IT skills. And firms tend to screen 
very carefully at recruiting as well, and usually have promotion systems that correspond 
well to our probation story above, at least in the first few years on the job. In the former 
case, public sector needs to sell its organizations as good equal opportunities employ-
ers. Therefore, as might be expected, grades matter, either directly during the selection 
process or indirectly in the examinations to become a civil servant. Spanish civil service 
exams are normally theoretical and students with good grades supposedly studied harder 
and they have both good study habits and better knowledge so can ‘easily’ get a place 
in the public administration.
Looking specifically at previous work experience and internships during higher edu-
cation, they are most often used to inform the screening process of new graduates in 
Marketing Studies – and to a lesser extent, female graduates. Conversely, regardless of 
the position to be filled, previous practical experience is perceived by graduates as not 
important in the selection process. In addition, we have not found statistically significant 
differences by workplace size and industries.
Finally, this research shows that postgraduate courses, languages, and study abroad 
are marketable investments only if graduates are able to find an employment in Con-
sultancy – and to a lesser extent in the Retail Trade/Hotels/Restaurants, and Financial 
industries – or they take a job as a sales agent.

11  The questionnaire contained eight broad groups of entry-level positions which are normally attrib-
uted to graduates in business-related degrees. In the analysis done in this article we have considered 
only seven of them because the last group, ‘others’, was not responded by any interviewee.
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6. Conclusion

Organizations have always been concerned with attracting and selecting the right types 
of employees. This article focuses on the recruitment process of graduates and it ap-
proaches the question of ‘which core attributes should recent economists offer’ from 
the candidates’ point of view. Based on a sample of young graduates in a business-
related field from the University of Seville, Spain, the answers by graduates already on 
the labor market are used to deduct a list of job attributes sought by employers when 
recruiting for skilled vacancies. The methodology used in the data analysis follows a 
two-stage approach. Principal component analysis seeks to separate the signaling effect 
of education on first entry into the labor market from other softer qualities. In a second 
stage, econometrics analysis is used to develop a matrix of previously identified attri-
butes by university degrees, type of employer, positions and industries. Among other 
interesting results, this research highlights the fact that we are surpassing the era where 
employers would hire candidates based solely on experience, grades or hard skills; and 
transpiring into a period where many of the soft skills – communication, teamwork, 
leadership and so on – are desired in recent graduates. Good academic records only 
matter in the public sector.
The findings of this study are expected to be useful for employers considering the in-
troduction of new graduate recruitment programs as well as for institutions of higher 
education to reconsider the type of knowledge and skills they provide in order to prepare 
their students for the real world of work. Controversy exists within the business com-
munity concerning whether a business school education is congruent with the needs of 
business. The conclusions should, of course, be judged in the light of the limitations 
of this study and the findings must be interpreted with some caution. Future research 
with large representative samples of both, employers and employees surveys, would 
be desire. A finest methodology could include the same questionnaire to the employer 
and his/her employee in order to check reliability – the reliability of a study is to what 
extent it is bias-free. If there is a high correlation of ratings to the same questions, one 
can conclude reliability of the study.
In terms of topics meriting future research, the need for attention to be given to tar-
geted recruitment in terms of skills should be emphasized. In the era of globalization, 
skill requirements of employers are clearly changing. Employers will have to take into 
account cultural differences which will shape business organization. But they will be 
challenged by the increase in the qualifications of the labor force as well. The massifi-
cation of higher education and the huge expansion in the number of graduates entering 
the labor force in Europe – and other countries such as China or India – is one example. 
The move to mass higher education will radically alter the skilled labor population from 
which firms will try to recruit. So assessing how different graduates bring ‘value’ to the 
organization will become difficult. In other words, the challenge for human resource 
professionals will be how to separate the ‘wheat’ (scarce talent) from the ‘straw’ (abun-
dance of university degrees).
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