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“There's nothing I really wanted to do in life that I wasn't able to get good at. 
That's my skill. I'm not really specifically talented at anything except for the ability 
to learn. That's what I do. That's what I'm here for.”

Kanye West
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1. Introduction, Summary and Conclusions

Ronald Lievens 
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This manuscript provides a narrative on the utility of Career Portfolios for the labour market, 

drawing on three years of empirical research within an innovative program in The 

Netherlands, “Let’s Connect”. The insights from the conducted study, which are gathered in 

this collection of five papers, provide a new perspective on the concept. Thus far, it has only 

been subjected to academic attention within the realm of education, in which it originated in 

the nineties as the ePortfolio. There, it has predominantly been researched with respect to a 

variety of pedagogical applications.  This manuscript, instead, proposes a paradigm shift in 

which ePortfolios are considered digital profiles from which work readiness can be inferred. 

These profiles, comprising information representing an individual’s talents and skills, serve as 

the basis through which an optimal match between supply and demand of labour can be 

pursued through a richer provision of information. Henceforth, in the light of the labour 

market perspective, the ePortfolio will be referred to as a Career Portfolio. 

The rationale for drawing on the labour market perspective stems from the imperfect nature 

of labour markets, and its consequences for working populations at large. In the wake of the 

economic crisis, contemporary labour markets are characterized by increased dynamism and 

uncertainty. All over the world, countries are dealing with relatively low job finding rates, 

rising unemployment rates and increased spells of unemployment (European Commission, 

2012). Furthermore, the nature of labour markets is changing as a result of structural changes 

such as globalization, demographic imbalances and industries becoming progressively 

knowledge-based (OECD, 2011). The latter is driven by technological advancements, which 

have resulted in firms being able to automate routine tasks which were previously performed 

by middle-rank workers. This contributes to a rise in relative demand for high-skilled labour 

(Katz and Autor, 1999). 

There are strong indicators which support the suggestion that a combination of the 

above has led to less efficient labour markets, i.e. a larger degree of structural mismatch. One 

of these indicators is the Beveridge Curve, which is a graphical representation of the 

relationship between the number of vacancies, and the number of unemployed individuals 

(as depicted in Figure 1). A movement towards the upper-left represents economic growth, 

whereas a movement towards the lower-right indicates a period of decline. The position of 

the curve is argued to represent the degree of efficiency at which a labour market operates 

(Mortensen, 1994; Daly, Hobijn, Şahin & Valetta, 2012). For instance, as can be seen in figure 

1, between 2010’s third quarter and 2014’s second quarter, a steep increase in the number 

of vacancies can be observed, whereas the unemployment rate, counterintuitively, remains 

relatively constant. 
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Figure 1 

Beveridge Curve for EU countries, 2006-2014 (Eurostat, 2014) 

    
 

This worsening mismatch between supply and demand can be explained by the research of 

2010 Nobel laureates Diamond, Mortensen and Pissarides towards markets with search 

frictions.  Drawing an analogy with the marriage market, in simplified terms, the matching 

process is prone to search frictions stemming from the heterogeneity of actors involved. Both 

parties need to invest in resources in order to find each other and determine compatibility to 

maximize the utility of a match (Mortensen, Pissarides, Tatsiramos & Zimmerman, 2011).  

In essence, it is a matter of transparency. Both workers and vacancies are extremely 

heterogeneous. In theory, inducing higher transparency levels would foster the matchmaking 

process, since workers and firms are able to find each other more easily (Autor, 2001). In an 

age with an overabundance of workers who possess similar formal qualifications, it is difficult 

to differentiate between compatible matches. The workforce generally lacks the means to 

convey their human capital, other than through their resumés. While resumés certainly 

possess merit as proxies for an individual’s work readiness, they are imperfect due to their 

lack of depth: learning outcomes, talents, and developed competences are typically implied 

rather than made explicit (Barker, 1996). 

The urgency of the problem has increased given the increasingly boundaryless nature 

of career paths. Careers increasingly take place across boundaries of sectors, organizations 

and regions (DeFillipi & Arthur, 1994, Forrier, Sels & Stynen, 2009). While “golden handcuffs” 

are still a distinct phenomenon in certain sectors of industry, the increasingly flexible 

employment relations of today are a far cry from the phenomenon of working for a single 
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employer over the course of a lifetime which was prevalent up until the nineties (Krueger & 

Solow, 2002). A clear trend towards careers becoming boundaryless can be observed, which 

calls for a shift from thinking about job security (security derived from a specific job) towards 

employment security (security derived from the entire labour market).   

One way of attaining employment security by individuals is through developing and 

maintaining their employability. This entails the continuous development of a varied and 

transferable set of competences, which can be utilized to facilitate various transitions 

individuals go through over the course of their careers (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 

2005). In this respect, in addition to vocational competences (related to a specific industry 

knowledge), the mastery of generic competences (also commonly referred to as “transferable 

skills”, “transversal skills” or “21st century skills”) is crucial (for instance, communication, 

critical thinking and entrepreneurship). These enhance an individual’s prospects of being 

matched outside of one’s occupational domain, and thus facilitate the crossing of boundaries 

in one’s career (Heijke, Meng & Ris, 2003).  

The conception of the labour market as being transitional by nature was developed in 

the nineties by Günther Schmid in his “Transitional Labour Markets” (TLM) model (1998). The 

model, depicted in Figure 2, is designed to foster transitions within employment (for example, 

within or between companies, as can be seen in transition I), and respectively between 

inactivity and employment (transition II), employment and education (transition III), 

employment and household activities (transition IV) and employment and retirement 

(transition V). The core idea is that employment security for a working population can be 

ensured through fostering the flexibility and mobility of workers in each of these transitions.  

 

Figure 2 

Model of Transitional Labour Markets 
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Building on Schmid’s theory, Wilthagen (2004) introduced the concept of “flexicurity”, which 

reflects the balancing act between flexibility of workers on the one hand, and security on the 

other. He suggested that to facilitate these transitions, certain (institutional) transition 

agencies or arrangements will need to be realized. In recent years, online labour market 

intermediaries (LMI’s) have arguably taken up this role. However, while these LMI’s, such as 

LinkedIn, have certainly contributed to a decrease in transaction costs, and an increase in the 

amount of information available and the interconnectedness of professionals, thus far they 

have not been able to structurally provide reliable and valid information that goes beyond an 

individual’s work experience and formal qualifications.   

In 2001, in his book “Wiring the Labour Market”, economist David Autor introduced a 

differentiation between two types of information, which together could improve the 

matchmaking process: “low bandwidth” and “high bandwidth” information. The former is 

related to objectively verifiable information such as education and credentials, whereas the 

latter constitutes information from which quality, motivation, and fit can be derived. Autor 

argues that more detailed information from the high bandwidth category could be facilitated 

through the distribution of “electronic resumés” (or: Career Portfolios) comprising project 

portfolios and personality assessments (2001).  

Thus, in this thesis the utility of the Career Portfolio for matching purposes on the labour 

market is explored. The main research question to be answered is: Is the Career Portfolio a 

suitable medium to foster transparency on the labour market, and, if so, under which 

conditions? This question is answered through a multitude of empirical research projects, 

evaluating Career Portfolio applications in practice and gathering perceptions and attitudes 

of relevant actors in the matching process by means of surveys and interviews. The results 

were interpreted drawing on a combination of the disciplines human resource management 

(HRM) and economics. 

Chapter two, based on Lievens (2014), introduces the macroeconomic perspective on 

the concept from which the Career Portfolio originated, the ePortfolio. Drawing on economic 

literature, a paradigm shift for ePortfolio is proposed. The chapter positions and discusses the 

Career Portfolio as contributor to solving the “information problem” on the labour market, 

by functioning as a mechanism through which search frictions can be reduced and the labour 

market can operate in a more transparent manner. Here, in theory, the Career Portfolio 

provides several benefits. First and foremost, when information on a workforce's 

employability is made structurally available through Career Portfolios, it can be used to 

counteract prevalent mismatches. For instance, when information on skills gaps is made 

publicly available, appropriate actions can be taken to address consequent mismatches 

(either on the individual, organizational, or policy level). Targeted efforts can be made on each 

of these levels to make necessary adjustments in the employability of workers. Therefore, it 

can be concluded that the Career Portfolio should consist of competence-based information 

on both the aggregate and individual levels, to facilitate workers and firms in their career and 

personnel planning, and to aid governmental and educational institutes in devising 

appropriate labour market policies and curricula. Major challenges include the required 
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shared understanding of competences among workers and firms, given their heterogeneity, 

as well as the need for a credible and reliable distribution of this information, due to the 

asymmetrical nature of labour market information. 

In chapter three, the role of competences with respect to employability is further 

explored. It was investigated whether the development of standardized generic competences 

enhanced employment outcomes of youth in a Dutch program aimed at reducing youth 

unemployment. For the program, a set of generic competences was developed, based on the 

SHL Universal Competence Framework which is consistent with a wide range of models used 

by practitioners in competence practice. The effects on employment outcomes were 

subsequently determined. Results indicated that those who achieved favorable employment 

outcomes (obtaining employment in a position which matches their educational level and 

field) experienced greater competence development and achieved higher competence levels 

compared to their less successful peers. These results make a strong case for the inclusion of 

competence-based information in a Career Portfolio. 

In chapter four, based on Lievens (2015), it is researched whether the Career Portfolio 

is a suitable instrument for human capital management (HCM) in the business environment. 

The implementation of Career Portfolio systems in five different organizations is analyzed. It 

is established whether Career Portfolio implementations were successful, and relevant critical 

success factors are identified. For the latter purpose, a theoretical framework for analysis is 

compiled from the literature. The results show that the Career Portfolio proved to be a useful 

tool for HCM purposes in two cases. The Career Portfolio enabled these organizations to 

enhance their talent management and performance appraisal practices. Three out of five 

cases failed, and reached a bare minimum of their company goals and objectives. To explain 

these findings, the implementation processes in each of the five cases is analyzed by means 

of a compiled theoretical framework of critical success factors. The empirical results led to a 

revision of the framework, identifying eleven critical success factors. These factors revolve 

around the linking the Career Portfolio with business objectives, carefully identifying 

information requirements and selecting a suitable system, actively managing the 

implementation by appropriate and dedicated staff throughout the organization, and 

ensuring the employees have ownership over their Career Portfolio profiles. In terms of the 

utility of Career Portfolio for enhancing transparency and the mobility of workers, it is 

concluded that a Career Portfolio can only operate effectively in a platform-function, in which 

data is interpretable and exchangeable by all parties.  

In chapter five, based on Lievens and Wesseling (2015), recruiter and senior year 

student perspectives on the desirability of specific Career Portfolio content are gathered to 

identify the essential elements of a Career Portfolio. Results show that while students and 

recruiters are in agreement about the inclusion of both “high” and “low bandwidth” 

information, an interesting pattern emerged when comparing the preferences of the two 

groups:  recruiters prefer to review high bandwidth information (e.g. a competence 

assessment) whereas students valued low bandwidth information higher than recruiters (e.g. 

a list of grades). This can be explained by the fact that students are at the start of their 
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professional careers, and therefore are likely to have a desire to showcase their academic 

achievements to demonstrate their talents.  

The feasibility of a Career Portfolio in a platform, as a liaison between two separate 

environments, is explored in chapter six, based on Lievens & Ferrante (2015). Here, this 

platform function is explored in relation to the specific transition from education to the labour 

market. This transition was chosen since it entails the first point of contact with the labour 

market, and thus can serve as the starting point for building a Career Portfolio as part of an 

individual’s life-long learning process. A concrete example of n Career Portfolio platform in 

Italy, AlmaLaurea, is evaluated, aimed at bridging academia and the business world. The 

platform consists of graduate profiles which are standardized and relatively reliable due to 

their partially administrative nature. Furthermore, some of the information in the system 

concerns an entire graduate population, which allows for the benchmarking of selected 

candidates. These features alleviate information asymmetry, and therefore mitigate the 

potential risk of adverse selection.  By allowing graduates to add self-administered 

information on their professional ambitions and mastery of their competences, the platform 

also distributes “high bandwidth” information.  

The aim was to assess the contribution of online labour market intermediary 

AlmaLaurea towards enhancing the quality of the information and subsequently facilitating 

more effective recruitment practices by organizations in Italy. An online survey was 

distributed among 276 recruiters who used the AlmaLaurea service for recruitment purposes. 

Results show that recruiters mostly use AlmaLaurea in the pre-selection phase of recruitment, 

and that, compared to other recruitment channels, they are satisfied with the ease and speed 

of use, validity and reliability of information, and quality of the profiles found through 

AlmaLaurea. Furthermore, they rank AlmaLaurea as a relatively effective tool in the spectrum 

of a wide range of available recruitment tools. Certain mismatches between what recruiters 

seek for in candidates and the extent to which they find these characteristics in AlmaLaurea 

profiles were identified, most notably related to hard-to-verify information (professional 

ambitions, competences, knowledge on sector of the firm).  

In conclusion, it can be argued that the Career Portfolio certainly is capable of closing 

information gaps between supply and demand of labour, it can facilitate the distribution of 

information relevant to the matchmaking process. There are two conditions for this which, 

thus far, have not been met by Career Portfolio systems. First of all, Career Portfolios need to 

be more selective and structured to prevent information overload for recruiters. Since cheap 

information (as can currently be found on several online intermediation sites, such as 

Monster) does not fully reveal an individual’s or vacancy’s characteristics, the contents should 

represent both the “low and high bandwidth” information types as proposed by Autor (2001). 

One the one hand it should include verifiable information on an individual’s diploma’s and 

qualifications, and, on the other, information representing more ambiguous aspects such as 

“quality” and “fit” (which, for instance, can be derived from an individual’s competences). 

Obtaining this information is challenging, since individuals and firms generally lack incentives 

to fully disclose relevant information. In some cases, the opposite is true, with individuals 
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padding their resumés and firms misrepresenting a particular vacancy. As a result, 

mismatches are likely through adverse selection. Adverse selection may also occur when 

employers infer that individuals who upload and update their resumés online are in some way 

negatively selected. As such, a mechanism in which a large proportion of stakeholders in the 

matchmaking process are compelled to disclose information they otherwise would perhaps 

be reluctant to do so, is essential.  

A relevant example of such a selective and structured system is the recently introduced 

Higher Education Achievement Report (HEAR) in the United Kingdom. HEAR is a standardized 

electronic documents containing a record of student achievements with respect to academic 

work and extra-curricular activities verified by the student’s institution. It is meant to help 

students convey their employability to prospective employers. The initiative has been 

dismissed by several top British universities, including Oxford and Cambridge, whose staff and 

students voiced concerns about the inability of HEAR, as a standard checklist, to do justice to 

the individual talents and profiles of students, and the consequences of institutionalizing 

extra-curricular activities (Fan, 2012).  With respect to the latter, an analogy been made with 

Foucalt’s panoptic gaze, in which students are tracked and monitored, rather than given an 

active voice (Brown & Boyask, 2015).  

Ideally, stakeholders are incentivized to disclose information relevant to a match 

through an invisible hand mechanism, rather than forced. To promote this, especially in 

current times (which growing global concerns and legislation regarding data ownership and 

privacy of individuals), the use of a Career Portfolio system should be completely voluntarily 

and allow for active authorship of individuals.  

The second condition for an effective contribution of Career Portfolio towards reducing 

labour market imperfections is that it should be part of a platform, bridging different contexts. 

The Let’s Connect project has shown that the tool is not feasible in isolated contexts. This can 

only be achieved through some degree of standardization with respect to the information 

being exchanged. This exchange is contingent on a common and shared understanding of the 

information. While efforts are being made to standardize information relevant to Career 

Portfolios on a policy level (for instance, through the European Competence Framework), at 

the time of writing these developments are still in its infancy stage with, as of yet, a low rate 

of adoption by Career Portfolio systems. 

The “next generation” of Career Portfolio systems which are currently emerging are, at 

least in part, fulfilling both of these conditions and demand-driven. In the United Kingdom, 

where, as in many other European countries, graduates are struggling to make a successful 

transition to the labour market, platforms similar to AlmaLaurea are being developed for 

graduates. These platforms incorporate both the certified information found in HEAR, as well 

as more individualized information obtained through psychometric testing. In this manner, 

both of Autor’s information types relevant to a match are represented.  Another noteworthy 

example of such a platform is the Brainport TalentBOX, which was developed in The 

Netherlands shortly after completion of the Let’s Connect project. The platform was 

introduced in an attempt to attract and retain talented workers to the Brainport region, by 
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allowing job applicants to apply to a range of organizations in the region, as opposed to a 

single one. Organizations involved, who are operating in extremely volatile high-tech markets, 

benefit due to the fact that upon completion of an ending project at one company, a worker 

can be placed at another company in the region, instead of seeking employment elsewhere. 

This strengthens the human capital of a region, and drives down transaction costs 

considerably related to finding new personnel.  
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2.1 Introduction 

 

In the past few years, labour markets have been affected by severe economic turmoil which 

has impacted the labour force and economic activity all over the world. In the EU, many 

member states suffered from low job finding rates, rising unemployment rates and longer 

spells of unemployment (European Commission, 2012). In the US, it has been reported that 

more than half of all adults in the labour force reported a spell of unemployment, a cut in pay, 

a reduction in hours or an involuntary shift to part-time work since the last recession, which 

commenced in 2007 (Pew Research Center, 2010). Currently, economic expansion can be 

observed, however unemployment levels remain relatively stable (International Labour 

Organization, 2013). Many organizations are still experiencing great difficulties in filling key 

positions in certain sectors of the economy. (West, 2013; European Commission, 2012; 

Bureau of Labour Statistics, 2013). Many unemployed jobseekers pursue employment in 

sectors different from where ample of vacancies exist, which is theorized to be one of the 

main causes of the low job-finding rates around the globe (Sahin et al., 2012). Furthermore, 

there are three emerging structural shifts to consider: the globalization of labour markets and 

consequent economic migration, industrialized economies becoming progressively 

knowledge-based, and the ageing of working populations (OECD, 2011).  

These issues have also been identified by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) and the European Commission, which resulted in the OECD Skills 

Strategy and the EU Agenda for new skills and jobs, as part of the Europe 2020 strategy (OECD, 

2012; European Commission, 2013). Both agendas are based on the notion that the matching 

of workers to jobs can improve with a better coordination between recruitment strategies 

employed by firms, public employment services, and private labour market intermediaries. In 

addition, the changing demands for skills have to be translated into up-to-date educational 

curricula. One of the main requirements for achieving this is distributing richer information 

regarding the particular skills that employers demand, and how those contrast with those 

possessed by workers (CEDEFOP, Skill mismatch: The role of enterprise, 2012).  

Currently, the role of job matching is fulfilled by labour market intermediaries, such as 

online job boards and recruitment agencies, who involve themselves in the matching of 

workers to jobs (Autor, 2013). In this paper, the potential of competence-based career 

Portfolio systems will be theoretically explored by drawing from literature on labour market 

economics, as well as human resource management. This is of relevance to the relatively new 

portfolio literature, which typically revolves around the educational context from a 

pedagogical perspective. The research question of this paper reads as follows:  

 

“What is the promise of the Career Portfolio, given the manifestations 

of mismatches and search frictions on the labour market?” 
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The paper is structured as follows. First, the Career Portfolio concept and its potential role in 

the job matching process will be described. Then, existing labour market problems will be 

analyzed on a macro-economic level, by looking at cyclical and structural economic 

developments. On this basis, the required scope of the Career Portfolio concept will be 

established.  Then, underlying mismatches are identified, and the implications for the Career 

Portfolio will be discussed. Subsequently, these mismatches are analyzed by theories on 

search frictions on the labour market. Search frictions are problems arising from the 

heterogeneous nature of workers and jobs, which can hinder the matching process 

(Mortensen, 2010). Based on the characteristics of these mismatches and the common 

denominator of search frictions - the presence of imperfect information - the potential role 

of the Career Portfolio will be discussed by identifying its required features. 

 

2.2 Job search and Career Portfolios 

 

Due to the growing prevalence of job search via the Internet, information about jobs and 

workers can be widely spread, increasing the scope of search for both workers and firms at a 

lower cost. In theory, this has a positive effect on match quality, raising the productivity level 

of a match, worker earnings, and firm profits (Autor, Wiring the Labour Market, 2001). 

Additional benefits include lower unemployment levels, reduced transaction costs of 

matching, and an enhanced mobility of workers who can more easily engage in on-the-job 

search (Freeman, 2002; Autor, 2001). These benefits are expected to be achieved by the 

provision of richer market information through Career Portfolios, which has previously been 

operationalized as “organized evidence of work readiness and specific job skills [which] can 

be focused to show the skills that employers want.” Smith (1996) and Woodbury et al. (2009) 

add that the Career Portfolio consists of a resumé, in addition to evidence of abilities, 

knowledge, skills, and potential to build credibility. The evidence consists of artifacts which 

can demonstrate competence, including assessment results, research papers, certificates, or 

reports on projects, teamwork or internships (Amirian & Flanigan, 2006). 

The concept of Career Portfolio is a derivative of the ambiguous “ePortfolio” (electronic 

portfolio) concept, which is considered to be the overarching concept in its relatively new 

field of literature. There is a lack of consensus on what exactly constitutes an ePortfolio 

(Batson, 2013; Grant, 2005).  Several different ePortfolio definitions can be identified, 

contributing to its conceptual confusion. Definitions range from considering it as a collection 

of artifacts for a certain purpose (IMS, 2005), to describing it as an information management 

system which uses electronic media and services (Haywood & Tosh, 2004), to a combination 

of the two (Challis, 2005) Furthermore, the literature for the most part revolves around the 

utilization of ePortfolios in education for learning purposes. This can be explained by the fact 

that the concept originally arose in this setting with the use of paper based portfolios. It was 

defined as a selection of student’s work for learning and assessment purposes, emphasizing 

the importance of aspects such as self-reflection and student’s ownership of the learning 
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process (Paulson, Paulson & Meyer, 1991). The electronic portfolio became a topic of growing 

scientific interest in the early 2000s, nevertheless the literature remained predominantly 

rooted in the educational context. In the contemporary literature, ePortfolios are typically 

characterized as having three distinct purposes: facilitating the learning process, 

demonstrating learning outcomes through assessment and showcasing learning outcomes to 

others (The American National Learning Infrastructure Initiative, 2003; Greenberg, 2004; IMS, 

2005; Balaban et al., 2010). There is a consensus among scholars and practitioners that the 

concept is useful for career purposes, such as professional development, career planning, and 

job seeking (Greenberg, 2004; Tosh & Werdmuller, 2004; Balaban, 2011; JISC, 2007; 

Cambridge, 2010; Amirian & Flanigan, 2006; Jafari & Greenberg, 2003).  

The job matching process is contingent on the availability of representative and reliable 

information about the demand and supply sides of labour (Mortensen, 2010, Isgin & Sopher, 

2013). The Career Portfolio can be utilized to provide this as part of online job search, which 

has become a significant component of the job searching process over the past years. Kuhn 

and Mansour (2011) found that Internet job search reduces individual workers’ 

unemployment durations by 25 percent. They replicated Kuhn and Skuterud’s (2004) study, 

in which it was found that unemployed workers who utilized Internet search in fact endured 

longer unemployment durations compared to their offline searching counterparts. One 

explanation provided at the time was that online job search is an inferior job searching tool. 

The 2011 replication had a different outcome, proposing that the reduced unemployment 

durations which they found can be attributed to the significant uptake of Internet use and 

connectivity, consequent new low-cost channels of interaction between job seekers and 

firms, and an overall improved design of Internet job search sites, such as Linkedin and 

Monsterboard (Kuhn et al., 2011). However, despite these improvements, it can be argued 

that the need to enhance the job matching process further is still present in pursuit of a more 

effective match, given the labour market problems of today.  

 

2.3 Cyclical and structural developments and Career Portfolios 

 

Labour market problems can be the result of cyclical economic problems or structural shifts. 

In order to explain the role of these two phenomena one can start by looking at the behavior 

of a labour market over time.  Macroeconomists use the Beveridge curve for this purpose (see 

fig. 1).  The Beveridge Curve, after economist William Beveridge, is a graphical depiction of 

the relationship between a labour market’s vacancy rate and the unemployment rate. The 

behavior of the curve represents the state of the economy and can be helpful in determining 

if there are cyclical economic problems or structural ones. On the vertical axis, the job 

openings rate measures the number of unfilled jobs in a labour market, whereas the 

unemployment rate on the horizontal axis represents the number of unemployed job seekers. 

Generally, in times of cyclical economic decline, the unemployment rate is high whereas the 

job vacancy rate is low. This can be recognized by a downward sloping movement of the 
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Beveridge curve towards the lower-right. In case of structural changes, the curve is likely to 

shift out- or inwards, indicating a changing degree of efficiency at which a labour market 

operates (Mortensen, 1994; Daly et al., 2012). For example, an outward shift indicates higher 

levels of job openings for a given level of unemployment, indicating increased difficulties for 

job openings to be matched with unemployed workers. 

 

Figure 1 

The Beveridge curve for the United States in the 2000-2012 period (BLS, 2013) 

 

 
 

As can be inferred from Figure 1, the United States economy suffered from a major economic 

contraction between December 2007 and June 2009, illustrated by the decline in job openings 

and the increase in the unemployment rate. After 2009, the curve shifts outwards and shows 

a disproportionate increase in the number of vacancies relative to the unemployment rate.  

This suggests a less efficient matching of workers to jobs (Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago, 

2012). This shift outwards is also observed in many OECD countries, especially in The United 

Kingdom and Sweden. There are several possible explanations for this shift. 

First, it is possible that the shift is the result of cyclical economic behavior, and 

therefore expected to be of temporary, frictional nature. Unemployment rates are known to 

respond slower to economic shocks than vacancies, due to job matches not being 

instantaneous (Mortensen, 2010). In addition, another contributing factor may be that firms’ 

recruiting intensity declined, given the economic uncertainty (Barnichon, Elsby, Hobijn, & 

Şahin, 2012). Employers are also known to be more selective in times of a recession; they keep 

searching for a better alternative given the vast amount of jobseekers (Capelli, 2011). At 
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times, this results in over-inflated selection criteria (National Bank of Belgium, 2012). 

Conversely, the search intensity of the unemployed may also have declined, due to extensions 

of unemployment benefits or because of discouragement (OECD, 2011). Second, it can be 

inferred that the shift reflects a structural change, rather than a cyclical one since there are 

increasing levels of both unemployment and vacancies (Shirefaw & Robertson, 2010). 

Furthermore, when comparing the current behavior of the Beveridge curve to the previous 

post-recessionary period, no previous significant outward shift can be observed (BLS, 2011). 

Therefore, it can be argued that the shift is indicative of a worsening structural mismatch 

between certain characteristics of jobseekers and job vacancies. Third, it is possible that the 

behavior of the Beveridge curve reflects a shift from a cyclical to a structural change (DeLong, 

2010) or a combination of both cyclical and structural changes (Shimer, 2005; Diamond, 2011; 

BLS, 2011). The latter is also suggested in a recent analysis of the US labour market, which 

revealed patterns indicating a strong cyclical, and a relatively small structural effect on the 

unemployment rate (Levine, 2013).  In a different recent study, it was proposed that out of 

all OECD countries, the US was the least vulnerable to an increase in structural unemployment 

(Guichard et al., 2010).  

With regards to cyclical changes, the Career Portfolio could prove to be valuable in the 

matching of workers during inherent fluctuating demands for labour. When information 

about worker and job characteristics in a certain labour market (for example, in a certain 

region) is transparent, this enables the reallocation of workers by facilitating them in finding 

suitable work at various organizations whose demands for labour can be affected differently 

(Bonin et al., 2008). Furthermore, the Career Portfolio could be a viable concept in light of 

careers becoming increasingly boundaryless, with more complex and multifaceted career 

progression across boundaries of organizations, sectors, and regions (DeFillippi & Arthur, 

1996; Gunz et al., 2000).  

To help facilitate this, in Europe, the Europass initiative has been introduced to enable 

citizens to communicate their skills and qualifications in a uniform manner across European 

borders. Europass consists of several standardized documents, among which a curriculum 

vitae, a language passport, and various documents issued by education and training 

authorities. These documents include information on an individual´s skills and knowledge, 

which are recognized across the continent. However, the information included is relatively 

broad and generic, as a standardized common skills and competence model is still under 

development (Open Education Europe, 2010). Currently, the European Commission is 

coordinating the development of European Skills, Competences and Occupations (ESCO), 

which is a European classification of jobs and skills which can be utilized to complement the 

Europass initiative.  

In case of structural changes, for example when new technologies emerge which may 

lead to the obsolescence of certain skills, involved workers whose skills no longer match with 

those required of them find themselves in a precarious situation. This can be prevented by 

workers investing in their employability, which refers to maintaining a varied and transferable 

competence package, which can facilitate necessary transitions to employment in other 
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environments (Van der Heijde & Van der Heijden, 2005). Cyclical and structural developments 

are both strongly associated with mismatches on the labour market, with various 

manifestations. 

 

2.4 Labour market mismatches and the Career Portfolio 
 

In economic terms, a mismatch on the labour market is an imbalance between the supply of 

and demand for human capital. The concept of mismatch arose in the 1980s when economists 

attempted to clarify the sustained rising levels of unemployment in Europe (Sahin et al., 

2010).  

There are several types of mismatches. First, a quantitative mismatch indicates that 

there are fewer workers available than jobs, or vice versa. It is anticipated, for example, that 

many OECD countries will deal with labour shortages in the future as a result of the ageing 

working population (Gautier & Teulings, 2011). Second, there can be a geographical or 

regional mismatch, resulting from a geographic dispersion of jobs and suitable workers. For 

instance, in the Brainport area in The Netherlands, many high-tech organizations are forced 

to recruit suitable workers internationally, due to shortages in the region (NRC, 2013).  Third, 

there can be a mismatch of preferences among workers and types of jobs available. It occurs 

when certain characteristics of available jobs do not correspond with the preferences of the 

job seeker.  For example, a worker may be unwilling to accept a certain job in case he deems 

the remuneration, working conditions or status it provides to be insufficient (Boswell et al., 

2004). 

Mismatches can either be categorized as long run aggregate qualitative mismatches 

or as short run qualitative or quantitative mismatches (Sattinger, 2012). Long run aggregate 

qualitative mismatches follow from structural changes in the economy which alter the mix of 

job and worker characteristics. Such changes include technological change, globalization, 

capital investments and altering educational policies. Mismatches on this level are argued to 

lead to job polarization, inequality, and restricted firm expansion and economic growth 

(Sattinger, 2012).  

Short run qualitative and quantitative mismatches are the result of two fundamental 

labour market features that lead to mismatches, namely that great variety exists among both 

jobs and workers, and that search frictions prevent firms and workers from being fully 

informed about each other. These mismatches often occur upon labour market entry, causing 

workers to frequently change jobs, dealing with spells of unemployment, and accepting 

positions for which they are over- or underqualified (Sattinger, 2012; Wolbers, 2003). For 

firms, evidence was found that firm productivity is positively related to the proportion of 

overqualified workers, and negatively to the underqualified (Kampelmann & Rycx, 2012). For 

the economy as a whole, research by Teulings and Gautier (2011) has shown that mismatches 

cause a 5 to 10% loss in output for the economy, following from idle sources like the 

unemployed, spending resources on recruitment activities and the sub-optimal assignment 

of workers to jobs (Gautier & Teulings, 2011).   
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While this might be a feasible investment for international organizations such as 

Philips and ASML, companies with a smaller scope of business might not possess the resources 

or the desire to recruit personnel internationally.  

Therefore, other than a Career Portfolio for the jobseeker, there should also be a 

Portfolio of the firm. For example, the online job search engine Glassdoor provides 

prospective workers with information provided by current or past employees of a company 

to help workers make informed decisions.  The information provided relates to remuneration, 

company reviews, and experiences with the recruitment process. Another website, WikiJob, 

provides insight into the graduate recruitment process and working life of several companies 

in the United Kingdom. Job seekers, graduates, students and employers can all contribute 

information to this independent website.  This information can help individuals to make 

informed decision about the compatibility of the job with their work values, which is known 

to affect job choice decisions (Judge et al., 1991).  

It is important to note that being well matched with respect to qualifications does not 

rule out the possibility of being mismatched with respect to skills. A horizontal mismatch, on 

the other hand, is estimated to occur in every one out of five jobs and occurs when the type 

of qualifications or skills does not correspond with those required for the job (Sattinger, 

2012). The Career Portfolio can be utilized here to enhance a worker’s employability. This can 

be achieved by facilitating the identification of prior learning, the development, 

demonstration, and presentation of competences through processes of formal, informal, and 

non-formal learning over the course of a lifetime (lifelong learning). Formal learning occurs 

within an organized and structured context such as education and in-company training, non-

formal learning consists of learning embedded in activities which are not designated as for 

learning such as on-the-job learning, whereas informal learning is defined as learning resulting 

from daily life activities such as work or leisure (Bjornavold, 2000). The learning outcomes can 

be formalized and validated through assessments and competence tests which can then be 

used for matching purposes. 

The above described mismatches are in part results of cyclical and structural developments 

and in part manifestations of heterogeneity among workers and jobs. The latter feature of 

the labour market is for a large part responsible for the state of contemporary labour markets, 

as it elicits search frictions which hinder the effective allocation of workers to jobs. These 

search frictions will be further detailed below, in order to further develop the criteria for a 

Career Portfolio. 

 

   

2.5 Search frictions and the Career Portfolio 

 

In the process of matching, search frictions arise due to imperfect information about mostly 

heterogeneous workers and jobs, and a lack of coordination. The key implication is that due 

to the presence of search frictions, the labour market structurally fails to clear, and 

unemployed workers coexist together with unfilled vacancies. The work of Nobel laureates 
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Diamond, Mortensen and Pissarides is considered to be among the most significant 

contributions to the standard theory of equilibrium unemployment, which recognizes that 

labour market trade is a costly and time consuming process.  Their theoretical contributions 

can be applied to other contexts as well, such as the housing and even the marriage market.  

These markets have in common that agents spend time and resources to meet, they typically 

strive for long-term relationships, and there is competition among agents. In these markets, 

a house, partner, or job is deemed of acceptable quality when its expected future value 

exceeds the expected value of a continued search for a better alternative (Mortensen et al., 

2011). Search frictions result in two distinct phenomena, which contribute to mismatches: 

costly job search and adverse selection. 

 

2.5.1 Costly job search 

On the labour market, jobs differ with respect to terms, location, remuneration, career 

development prospects, skills required of the worker, as well as other characteristics.  Among 

workers, there is great variation in their skillsets, preferences, and other relevant attributes. 

This makes it difficult for workers and firms to make informed decisions (Mortensen et al., 

2011).Because information is costly, workers and firms have to invest in resources in pursuit 

of a productive match (Mortensen et al., 2011; Katz and Stark, 1987). The costs for workers 

are related to collecting information and applying for jobs. In turn, firms invest in recruitment 

and selection activities, such as posting job vacancies and conducting assessments. Both 

parties are hereby aided by online job boards, which hold the potential to reduce search 

frictions by the distribution of labour market information at a lower cost than at which 

workers and firms would obtain it for themselves. However, job vacancies typically lack in 

adequate descriptions of the skill attributes, or competences, required by firms, making it 

difficult for jobseekers to demonstrate their suitability (Bennett, 2002). Furthermore, due to 

the conceptual fragmentation of the term competence, in contemporary recruitment 

practices competences are typically approximated based on one’s qualifications. This is 

problematic, as empirical evidence has shown that a match between qualifications and job 

requirements is an insufficient condition for a good skills match (Quintini, 2011). In addition, 

qualifications imply the presence of competences, often without making these explicit 

(Barker, 2003). Furthermore, this approach is time-bounded, without consideration for 

continued (or life-long) learning through experience and on-the-job learning (Winterton, 

2009; Sattinger, 2012).  

In his article “Wiring the Labour Market” (Autor, 2001), Autor introduced the useful 

distinction between “low bandwidth” and “high bandwidth” information relating to a 

worker’s attributes. The former refers to such data as education, credentials, working history 

and salaries, which are considered to be objectively verifiable and available in abundance 

through the Internet. The latter category involves features such as quality, motivation, and 

“fit”, which he deems of crucial importance for a match and relatively hard to verify without 

direct interactions and interviews.  Autor suggests that by transforming the operation of 

labour markets through standardization, matches may improve and adverse selection be 

27



reduced. This can be achieved by developing detailed, verifiable, and uniform skill certificates 

on which basis matches are formed.  However, given the heterogeneity among workers and 

jobs, it is questionable whether this is a realistic solution. The proposed alternative is to 

facilitate more detailed information disclosure through electronic resumés, which “may 

ultimately provide – in addition to credentials and experience - project portfolios, dockets of 

customer evaluations, and even standardized personality assessments.” (Autor, 2001).   

The implication for the Career Portfolio is that it should be part of a transparent 

information system including individual and aggregate information on the competences of 

workers which can be offset against these of firms in certain sectors and regions. This can 

facilitate the strategic personnel planning of firms and foster the ability of individuals to 

anticipate on, and react to the effects of job creation and destruction more adequately. 

Furthermore, this information can aid educational institutes and the government in the 

development of appropriate curricula and labour market policies.  

Competence is a concept which is surrounded by ambiguity and confusion given its 

various interpretations and meanings in the literature. The term is used in a variety of models 

and approaches, complicating practical applications of the concept (Winterton, 2009; Weiner, 

1999). With respect to using competences for job matching, they can be used by firms as the 

basis for establishing the requirements of effective performance in a job (Hoge et al., 2005; 

Sattinger, 2012).  Following an extensive literature review, Winterton et al. (2005) propose a 

typology consisting of cognitive, functional, social, and meta-competences. The first three are 

in line with the influential Bloom (1964) taxonomy, and respectively represent knowledge, 

physical skills, and attitudinal competences. Meta-competences were also included to 

represent the degree to which individuals can learn, adapt, anticipate and create. These are 

related to processes of learning and reflection which are critical in the development of new 

mental models in various jobs (Brown, 1993; Kolb et al., 1986; Briscoe and Hall, 1999). 

Competence utilization and development are dependent on the context in which it takes 

place (Hodkinson, 1992). Abstract, narrow descriptions of competence fail to adequately 

represent their complex nature in a working context (Attewell, 1990).  

Competences can be divided into the vocational (field-specific) or generic category.  This 

distinction is important, as vocational competences are known to positively influence the 

chance of being matched inside a jobseeker’s occupational domain, whereas generic 

competences increase the likelihood of being matched outside of one’s domain, stimulating 

inter-sectoral mobility (Heijke et al., 2003).  Matching on competences can be facilitated by 

including information about available competences of graduates, the employed, and the 

unemployed, as well as information about required competences by organizations.  

Matching on competences can be facilitated by Career Portfolios, by including 

information about available competences of graduates, the employed, and the unemployed, 

as well as information about required competences by organizations, provided that both the 

workers and firms have a shared understanding of the competences involved. This is 

contingent on these parties using the same competence language, which is a challenge of 

considerable proportion, given the intrinsic heterogeneity of workers and jobs (Autor, 2001). 
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There is a top-down development in Europe to stimulate this with the EQF (European 

Qualifications Framework), although, at the time of writing, this initiative suffers from the lack 

of a conceptually sound framework (Winterton, 2009). Apart from working towards a shared 

understanding of competences, it is crucial that this information can be communicated 

between ICT tools and services (such as different Career Portfolio systems) effectively. Several 

technical standards and information models have been developed to facilitate this 

interoperability, among which the NTA-2035 ePortfolio standard in The Netherlands, the 

international Leap2A ePortfolio standard, and the European funded InLOC project which was 

conducted to enable the representation of learning outcomes and competences across 

different Career Portfolio systems. 

It is proposed by Blings and Spöttl (2008) that a bottom up approach, developing the 

framework through empirical analysis on the sector and occupational levels, is more feasible. 

The US-based Occupational Information Network (O*NET) system resembles this approach. 

It comprises of almost 250 measures of skills, abilities, work activities, training, work context 

and job characteristics for approximately 900 different occupations in the US. Striving for 

current labour market data, the information is periodically retrieved directly from the workers 

through survey questionnaires (United States Department of Labour, 2013). In addition, there 

are developments in the field of semantic matching, which entails the automated matching 

of competences by identifying similarities in their underlying meaning (Fazel-Zarandi & Fox, 

2009).  Furthermore, given the wide variety of contexts in which competence development 

can take place, credibility is of important consideration as well (Barker, 2003). This can be 

countered by the implementation of certain validation mechanisms, such as rubrics and 

feedback.  

 

2.5.2 Adverse selection 

The presence of costly and asymmetric information inhibits an externality of adverse 

selection. Following the principles of Akerlof’s classic Market for Lemons model (1970), both 

workers and firms possess private information which might be of interest to each other, and 

other trading partners. For workers, the information can be related to the amount of training 

the worker has received and/or the worker’s abilities (Katz & Ziderman, 1990; Chang & Wang, 

1996). This harms the value of the worker to other firms, as the value of a worker is contingent 

on this type of information (Katz & Ziderman, 1990). Jobseekers need to signal their suitability 

for a job whereas firms need to utilize various technologies to screen these candidates 

(Jovanovic, 1984).  

Adverse selection is likely to arise, because jobseekers may apply for jobs which skill 

requirements they cannot meet. The risk of adverse selection is reinforced by the growth of 

Internet job search, which lowers the barriers to applying for jobs.  A natural consequence is 

that more workers will apply for more jobs (Autor, 2001). This lowers the average quality of 

the applicant pool, and increases the cost of selection and the likelihood of mismatch 

(CEDEFOP, 2012). Adverse selection can also occur through opportunist behavior among 

workers and firms. Both parties can choose to conceal or falsely provide information which is 
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exchanged with the other party, in an attempt to maximize the return from the match. A 

worker can, for example, misrepresent their skill and productivity levels during a job 

application. As a consequence, the equilibrium return to jobseekers skill investments is 

reduced (Akerlof, 1970; Kuhn et al., 2004).  

Adverse selection can be mitigated by facilitating and implicitly or explicitly compelling 

workers and firms to disclose information that they would rather keep to themselves through 

Career Portfolios. An example for workers is the job search engine AlmaLaurea, set up in 1994 

by a consortium of Italian universities, which revealed detailed administrative records on its 

students in the database, including information such as grades and rank in class. This made it 

possible for potential employers to screen the candidates based on credible information. As 

a consequence, the possibilities for lower performing students to misrepresent themselves 

were reduced. Furthermore, because firms can easily ascertain which students are high-

performing, excelling students need to put less effort in signaling their abilities. An empirical 

analysis has resulted in compelling evidence that this site has reduced the unemployment 

rate of the participating graduates. The Career Portfolio could work in similar manner, adding 

information on developed competences of students. While this system raises concerns about 

whether only successful students will grant permission to be included in the system, it could 

be argued that less successful students are implicitly compelled to do the same as their 

absence from the database might cause employers to make unfavorable inferences about 

their competences.   

For firms, the job search engine Glassdoor provides prospective workers with 

information provided by current or past employees about a company to help them in 

screening a job, preventing a potential mismatch of preferences. The information includes 

salaries, company reviews, and experiences with the recruitment process.  However, because 

the information provided by (former) workers is not necessarily credible and may be biased 

(and even inhibits an externality of adverse selection, in case the reviewers are predominantly 

unsatisfied), the need for organizations to signal company and job characteristics remains.  In 

case an organization discloses this information voluntarily, in addition to detailed information 

about the competences they require from workers, qualitative and preferential matches 

could be avoided. 

 

2.6 Conclusion 

 

The Career Portfolio can prove to be a valuable instrument in the matching of workers to jobs, 

which process is becoming increasingly dependent on information and communication 

technology in online job search. Despite its advancements, the need to gather relevant 

information about workers and jobs is still present. By facilitating a more detailed and 

systematic disclosure of relevant information for a match, this may boost the quality of 

matches and the mobility of workers, and it holds the potential to decrease unemployment 

levels and transaction costs related to a match. 
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By looking at recent labour market statistics, it can be inferred that many labour 

markets are affected by structural shifts and cyclical recessionary effects. The Career Portfolio 

can enable workers to maintain their employability levels by developing a varied and 

transferable set of competences, in order to be less threatened by competence obsolescence. 

Furthermore, the Career Portfolio can facilitate the reallocation of workers across boundaries 

of affected organizations, sectors, and regions.  

Given the various manifestations of mismatches on the labour market, the Career 

Portfolio needs to go beyond the profiling of individual jobs or workers. It should be part of 

an information system which contains information on both the aggregate and individual level. 

Workers need to be able to establish where suitable jobs are located, and in which quantity. 

Conversely, organizations need to be informed about the degree of availability of suitable 

workers, for personnel planning purposes. The information in this system can also aid 

educational and governmental institutes in the development of appropriate curricula design 

and labour market policies.  

Due to the nature of search frictions, the Career Portfolio should contain information 

on the competences possessed by workers, as well as those required in jobs by firms. A major 

challenge here relates to the required mutual understanding about competences by firms and 

workers. Given the heterogeneity among workers and firms, it is hard to align their 

terminology and understanding of the ambiguous term. Other challenges follow from the 

need for credible information, in order to prevent workers and firms from misrepresenting 

themselves.  

While the potential utility of the Career Portfolio is evident from a first and foremost 

theoretical perspective, there is a need for empirical support to further investigate its 

practical merits. As part of a government-support project in The Netherlands, between 2012 

and 2015 the above mentioned theoretical promise of the Career Portfolio, as well as related 

challenges, are empirically researched. The most challenging issues are as follows: 

 

- Compatibility of different competence languages: In order to exchange information 

about competences between workers and firms, this requires a shared understanding 

of its meaning. Therefore it is of crucial importance to explore the possibilities for this. 

In the research project, experiments are conducted with the creation of a universal 

competence framework, as well as with semantic-based competence matching.   

- Implications for HRM departments in organizations: Organizations typically utilize 

organization-specific instruments as part of their personnel management, for example 

through assessments in cycles of appraisal. The Career Portfolio requires the 

transferring of information stored in these systems. The extent to which Career 

Portfolios can be integrated with these systems needs to be established.  

- Support for individuals in building a Career Portfolio: There are large differences in 

digital literacy in the working population. Furthermore, competence assessments are 

often costly. Support and guidance are required to help facilitate the recognition of 

competences on a large scale. 
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- Ownership of data, security and privacy: Information about an individual’s 

competence is often made explicit in organization or education-specific processes 

such as assessments. This raises questions about who owns the data: the individual, 

or the organization which provides the tools for assessment. Furthermore, concerns 

of privacy and data security are the subject of global public debate. In 2012, social 

networking site LinkedIn suffered a hack which resulted in over six million accounts 

being compromised. Given the sensitivity of information which can be stored in a 

Career Portfolio system, the safety of this information needs to be ensured. The 

European Commission funds several projects in which experiments are conducted to 

ensure a reliable distribution of personal data. One such project is TAS3, in which the 

aim was to give the individual full control of his or her personal data within a trusted 

services network. An infrastructure was developed in which compliance with data 

protection was preserved (Centre for International ePortfolio Development, 2012). 

Follow-up projects are being undertaken at the time of writing this article (ABC4Trust, 

2014). 

- Individual and organizational perceptions: Career Portfolio use is contingent on the 

perceptions and attitudes of workers and firms.  

- Anecdotal evidence of the project shows that organizations are wary of facilitating 

Career Portfolios, fearing they will lose their best personnel to competing 

organizations. Furthermore, individuals fear that the information collected for the 

Career Portfolio can be used to their detriment, for example in reorganizations. These 

concerns need to be systematically explored further. 

- Credibility and validity of information: Competences can be developed in various 

settings, which are not always supported by assessment tools, especially in non-formal 

and informal learning settings. Therefore, it is a major challenge to ensure that claims 

made about competences are credible and valid.  

- Given the variety of these challenges, answers will be sought through a multi-

disciplinary research approach, and through examining relevant international 

practices and developments. 

  

32



3. Towards Competence-Based Career Portfolios: The Effects of Generic 

Competences on Employment Outcomes 
 

 

 

Ronald Lievens 

Wendy Wesseling 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Submitted 

 

33



3.1 Introduction 

 

As in many OECD countries, The Netherlands experiences great difficulties in 

successfully integrating youth into the labor market. The prevention of unemployment and 

the matching of qualifications and skills of youth with suitable jobs have proven to be 

challenging tasks. To illustrate, following the start of the economic crisis in 2008, the youth 

unemployment rate increased dramatically from 8 to 16 percent in 2014 (CBS, 2014). 

Furthermore, the average job search period until one founds his/her first job has nearly 

doubled across all educational levels from 2006 to 2011 (ROA, 2013). 

There are several possible explanations for these work-entry related problems. First 

of all, the economic crisis has impacted various sectors on the labor market, causing 

employers to be more reluctant towards hiring young staff. Due to the abundance of 

unemployed individuals, employers can afford to inflate their selection criteria, resulting in a 

highly competitive environment for youth, who typically cannot compete in terms of their 

work experience. Second, employers often hire youth based on available “signals” such as 

their diploma’s, which are used as proxy for their knowledge and skills, instead of fully 

evaluating their human capital (which is a costly endeavor). This is problematic given, due to 

the segmented nature of the labour market, some sectors are dealing with an oversupply of 

workers, whereas others experience a shortage. As such, the chosen field of study of youth 

can greatly impact their job prospects upon graduation.  

There are two ways to look at the work-entry related problems: from an information 

point-of-view and a skills mismatch perspective. Following the informational perspective, 

which originates from signaling theory, it can be maintained that the job matching process is 

contingent on the availability of representative and reliable information about the demand 

and supply sides of labor (Isgin & Sopher, 2013; Mortensen, 2010). This may be addressed by 

inducing transparency on the labour market, reducing transaction costs related to a match 

and fostering informed decisions based on information on the human capital of youth, as 

opposed to merely their qualifications.  This has previously been identified as an important 

cause of work-entry problems (European Commission, 2013; Sattinger, 2012; Rosenbaum, 

Kariya, Settersten, & Maier, 1990).  According to the skills mismatch perspective, the fact that 

youth are inadequately prepared for the labour market accounts for their unemployment. 

They should pay more attention towards the enhancement of their employability, which 

entails the maintenance of a varied and transferable set of competences to facilitate the 

transition to the labour market.  

To address this issue, we launched a program in the Netherlands, “De Startersbeurs” 

(henceforth referred to as the Work Experience Grant, or WEG), aimed at improving the job 

prospects of youth. During the six month program, youth are stimulated and facilitated to 

find a placement at a company or institution that matches both the level and relevant content 

of their education in order to gain relevant work experience. No job search assistance or 

formalized training is provided. Participants can, however, in some instances use a special 

budget for training purposes. Participants also receive on-the-job training to strengthen their 
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vocational and generic competences. The development of generic competences is a large 

component of the program.   

 In this paper, we test whether generic competences affect the person-job fit of youth 

who are enrolled in a work experience program. More specifically, we will address the 

following research questions: (1) Do generic competence development and mastery levels 

differ between employed and unemployed participants? (2) Does person-job fit differ for 

participants who obtained employment at or outside their training company? 

 

3.2 Theory and hypotheses 

 

There are a lot of studies in which the employment effects of training programs for 

the unemployed are explored. For instance, a study by De Vos, de Hauw and Van der Heijden 

(2011) focused on the mediating role of employability between competence development 

and career success. Another study by Finch, Hamilton and Baldwin found that employers place 

high emphasis on generic skills. However, this conclusion is not substantiated by concrete 

employment outcomes of participants.  What sets our study apart is its longitudinal design 

and direct measurement of competence development while also relating it to employment 

outcomes. In the previously mentioned study, competence development was only indirectly 

measured; respondents were asked if they participated in competence development 

initiatives (e.g., mentoring, training, career discussions, etcetera.), and if so, competence 

development was assumed. Furthermore, only a few studies take the number, characteristics, 

and labor market prospects of program dropouts into consideration. This is problematic given 

the fact that dropouts represent a substantial proportion of participants in work experience 

schemes (Waller, 2009). As such, our study also contributes to the literature by including 

program drop-outs in the analyses, and comparing them with participants who completed the 

full program. Another import distinction we make is between employment within and outside 

the training company. 

 

3.2.1 Generic competences 

Competence is a concept which is surrounded by ambiguity and confusion given its various 

interpretations and meanings in the literature. The term is used in a variety of models and 

approaches, complicating practical applications of the concept (Winterton, 2009; Weiner, 

1999). It is, however, a common understanding that it comprises knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes of people. A distinction can be made between vocational (i.e. specific or technical) 

and generic competences. The former are related to a specific task or situation and help to 

obtain or retain particular jobs. The latter, on the contrary, apply to all occupations and jobs.  

 The value and content of vocational competences changes with the introduction of 

new technologies (Mariachristina et al., 2003). Some competences accumulated by workers 

will become less relevant or even obsolescence, while others will become crucial (De Grip, 

Van Loo & Mayhew, 2002). Generic competences (which are applicable to a variety of 

occupations) enable youth to transcend the occupational specificity of their study. As such, 
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they are increasingly in demand among employers (ILO, 2013), because other signals (e.g. 

educational level) are poor indicators of suitability. Those who attended the same level and 

type of education can differ notably in their command of various competences, and this 

problem is further exacerbated by processes of appreciation and depreciation of 

competences over the life course (Allen & van der Velden, 2005).  

Generic competences are standardized in the KBB-competence model, which is based 

on the SHL Universal Competence Framework. This model is consistent with a wide range of 

models used by practitioners in competence practice and has been supported empirically 

(Bartram, 2005). The model defines competences as “sets of behaviors that are instrumental 

in the delivery of desired results.” (Bartram, Robertson, & Callinan, 2002, p. 7). Examples of 

generic competences include: ‘relating & networking’, ‘planning & organizing’, and ‘coping 

with pressure and setbacks’.  

 

3.2.2 Person-job fit 

It is important to ensure that the right job goes to the right person for the job applicant as 

well as the organization. One way to assess suitability for a particular job is person-job fit. 

Person-job fit typically refers to the match between employees’ knowledge, skills, and 

abilities and the demands of their jobs (Edwards, 1991, Kristof, 1996). As such, a distinction 

can be made between a job in which there is a vertical, horizontal, and a skills fit. In other 

words, to have a job that fits one’s: a) level of education, b) field of education, and c) 

competences. These different kinds of fits or matches are related, but distinct; a good match 

in terms of educational qualifications does not necessarily imply that individuals possess the 

skills that are required by their jobs, or that skill mismatches will not emerge over time due 

to insufficient training, skills obsolescence or emerging job requirements (e.g. Cedefop, 2010). 

A mismatch can result in being either under- or overemployed. Many definitions of 

underemployment prevail, but they all reflect that a job is substandard in some way (Clogg, 

2013). 

 Younger workers, as new entrants into the labor market, tend to experience a higher 

degree of mismatch compared to older workers (EC, 2013). Younger workers are less affected 

by overemployment and more by underemployment compared to older workers (ILO, 2013).  

These mismatches are detrimental for employees, as they may have long-term scarring 

effects (Clark, Joubert, & Maurel, 2014, ILO, 2010). Moreover, during recession people are 

more willing to accept a job that neither matches their educational level, nor their educational 

field, or competences, making underemployment a stringent, contemporary problem. 

 

3.2.3 Competences and job-fit 

According to human capital theory, investing in one’s skills should lead to greater value in the 

labor market (Becker, 1964). Individuals’ human capital has been shown to be robustly and 

consistently related to various indicators of career success (Ng, Eby, Sorensen, & Feldman, 

2005). Since generic competences apply to all occupations, the likelihood of finding 

employment increases, as they increase the likelihood of finding employment outside of one’s 
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domain, stimulating inter-sectorial mobility (Heijke, Meng, & Ris, 2003). Not surprisingly, 

regarding employment that matches one’s educational background, vocational competences 

positively influence the chance of finding employment inside one’s occupational domain 

(Heijke, Meng, & Ris, 2003). Concerning finding employment that matches one’s level of 

education, measures of both vocational and generic competences seem to be of importance 

(Semeijn, van der Velden, Heijke, van der Vleuten & Henny, 2006). However, there are no 

studies which have measured this relationship directly within work experience schemes.   

 

Hypothesis 1: Those who are employed have higher competence levels compared to 

those who are unemployed. 

 

Regarding employment after the program, one can be employed at the training company or 

outside the training company. In the literature, it is uncommon to differentiate between 

participants obtaining employment in or outside their training company. This is important 

because training companies might use the Work Experience Scheme as a selection 

mechanism/recruitment process; they screen the participant during the program, and employ 

the participant with the greatest competence development or highest competence mastery 

levels, thereby improving the employment status of participants. 

 

Hypothesis 2a: Those who are employed at their training company achieved greater 

competence development compared to those who are employed outside their training 

company. 

Hypothesis 2b: Those who are employed at their training company have higher 

competence mastery levels compared to those who are employed outside their training 

company. 

 

Training companies might also screen the participant during the program, gain insight in 

his/her abilities, and tailor a future job opening to the abilities of the participant, thereby 

increasing person-job fit.  

 

Hypothesis 3a-c: Those who are employed at their training company have a better 

person-job fit in terms of (educational field (a), educational level (b), and 

competences (c)) compared to those who are employed outside their training 

company. 

 

One might question, however, how valuable one’s own claim about their competences is, as 

one can been selective in the (amount of) information one shares with future employers 

(Guillory and Hancock, 2012).  According to network theory, other-reports are valuable, 

because they are embedded in the context of ongoing social or institutional relationships 

(Rosenbaum, Kariya, Settersten, & Maier, 1990). The ongoing relationships increases the 

understanding and trust of the relatively reliable information.  
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Hypothesis 4: Competences as reported by supervisor are stronger associated with 

employment compared to competences as reported by trainees. 

 

3.3 Method 

 

Participants 

In total 241 young people enrolled voluntary during the spring/ summer of 2013 in 

WEG and simultaneously agreed to participate in this research. Inclusion criteria for WEG 

included: a) a completed education and qualifications, b) aged between 18 and 27, c) living in 

a municipal participating in WEG, d) not enrolled in education or social assistance, and e) had 

T1 data available. At Time 1, the mean age was 23.61 years (SD = 1.74 years), 64.4% were 

women, 18.8% had lower education, 35.6% higher education, and 45.6% university education. 

The ethnic composition of the sample was 98.7% Dutch and 1.3% of another origin. The 

supervisors also participated in the study. 

 

Procedure 

Data were collected by means of a four-wave longitudinal survey, with three months 

between each measurement (see Table 1). Participants filled in a competence test at the start, 

halfway, and at the end of the program. During the program, participants and their 

supervisors regularly report on the competence mastery of the participants in a Career 

Portfolio environment which is solely dedicated to the competence development of 

participants. In this environment, both the participants and supervisors are able to 

substantiate claims about the development of competences by referring to practical 

examples, which is necessary due to the contextual nature of competence utilization and 

development (Hodkinson, 1992; Attewell, 1990). 

 

Table 1 

Overview of data-collection and response rates 

  Wave 

  1 2 3 4 

  N % N % N % N % 

CT – T 149 / 149  100 124 / 139   89.2 103 / 103   100    

CT – S       81 / 139  58.3   54 / 103 52.4    

Questionnaire 149 / 149 100         149 / 149 61.8 

Note. CT – T= Competence test by trainee; CT – S= Competence test by supervisor 

 

Participants completed an online questionnaire at the end of the program and at three 

months follow-up. In case a participant left the program before 6 months, he/she filled in the 

same questionnaire as he/she would when he/she had completed the entire program. Wave 

two and three (both competence tests) are dependent on the duration of the program, so if 
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a participant would leave the program in the fourth month, he/ she would only fill in 

competence tests one and two. 

61.8% of the eligible participants (N=149) completed the follow-up questionnaire. In 

order to test whether the drop-out was selective, the composition of the sample was 

compared on demographic variables (age, gender, nationality, and educational level). The 

participants who also filled in the follow-up questionnaire did not differ from those who did 

not fill in the follow-up questionnaire with regard to age, gender, nationality, and educational 

level (Table 2). 

Table 2 

Demographic statistics (percentages) of the total and follow-up sample 

  Total Follow-up  
N  241 149 
Age  M=23.61 (sd=1.74) M=23.83 (sd= 1.56) 
Gender women 65.6 64.4 
 men 34.4 36.6 
Educational level lower  24.5 18.8 

  higher  36.9 35.6 
 university  38.6 

 

45.6 
Nationality Dutch 98.8 98.7 
 other 1.2 1.3 

 

 

Measures  

Background variables. Three background variables were measured: age (continuous, 

ranging from 18 to 26 at T1), gender [0] male, [1] female, and educational level [0] lower 

education (MBO and lower), [1] higher education (HBO), [2] university. 

Generic competences. At the start of the program, participants chose one to three 

generic competences out of a list of 25, which was based on the SHL model (Bartram, 2005). 

The competences were rated on a five-point scale, ranging from 1 (insufficient) to 5 

(excellent). The participant rated his/ her competences at T1, T2, and T3 and the immediate 

supervisor of the participant rated the same competences at T2 and T3. Since the number of 

competences could differ across participants, a mean score per wave was computed for the 

participant and supervisor individually.    

  Employment measures.  At T4, participants were asked about their employment 

status, person-job fit and job satisfaction. 

 Employment status. Participants were asked about their employment status and 

responses were dummy coded [1] employed (n=95), [0] unemployed (n=54). A distinction 

was made between those who left the program early (n= 46) and those who completed the 

program (n=103), and those employed at their training company (n= 45) or outside their 

training company (n= 50). This resulted in six groups: early leavers employed at their 

training company (n= 11), early leavers employed outside their training company (n= 24), 

unemployed early leavers (n= 9), program completers employed at their training company 
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(n= 34), program completers employed outside their training company (n= 26), unemployed 

program completers (n= 43). 

 Person-job fit. Participants were asked to what degree their employment matched 

their educational level, -field, and competences. Person-job fit in terms of match with 

educational level was rated on a three-point scale: [0] work is below educational level [1] 

work is above educational level, [2] work matches educational level. Person-job fit in terms 

of match with educational field and competences was rated on a five-point scale, ranging 

from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very high degree).  

 

Statistical analyses 

T-tests for independent samples and MANOVA's were performed to test for group 

differences on competence scores and person-job fit. In case of post hoc test, a Bonferroni 

correction was used. To test for age, gender and educational level effects on our competence 

variables, a MANOVA was performed. It yielded no multivariate main effect of age (Wilks' 

Lamba = .924, F (5.81) = 1.332, p = .259), gender (Wilks' Lamba=.948, F (5.81) = .883, p = .496) 

or educational level (Wilks' Lamba=.951, F (5.81) = .837, p = .527) on competence mastery 

levels and competence development as reported by the trainee and his/ her supervisor. To 

test for age, gender and educational level effects on our person-job fit, a manova was 

performed. It yielded no multivariate main effect of age (Wilks' Lamba = .959, F (3.85) = 1.212, 

p = .310), gender (Wilks' Lamba=.966, F (3.85) = 1.003, p = .396) or educational level (Wilks' 

Lamba=.971, F (3.85) = .846, p = .473) on person-job fit in terms of educational field, 

educational level and competences. Since participant's age, gender and educational level did 

not affect the competence, nor the person-job fit measures and given our relative small 

sample size, we did not control for these variables in the further analyses.  

 

3.4 Results 
 

Preliminary analyses 

 Competence (development) 

Although the participants were free to choose one to three competences, most participants 

(74.3%) chose to develop the maximum of three generic competences; the average amount 

was 2.68 (sd = 0.59). Trainees as well as supervisors reported that participants developed 

their competences during the program. The mean self-reported competence level according 

of trainees at the start of the program (M = 3.24; sd = 0.47) differed significantly from the 

mean at the end of the program, (M = 3.64; sd = 0.41; t (148) = -9.168, p = .000). The mean 

competence level according to supervisors halfway the program (M = 3.64; sd = 0.57) also 

differed significantly from the mean competence level at the end of the program (M = 3.86; 

sd = 0.43; t (33) = -2.600, p = .014). At the end of the program, the mean competence level 

according to trainees (M = 3.70; sd = 0.36) did not differ significantly from the level according 

to supervisors (M = 3.70; sd = 0.50; t (100) = .163, p = .871). 

 46 of the 149 participants (30.87%) left the program before the maximum of six 
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months. The mean program duration was 5.24 months (sd = 1.35) for the entire sample, and 

3.54 months (sd = 1.33) for the early leavers. Those who completed the program had higher 

competence levels compared to those who did not completed the program. According to 

trainees, the mean competence level of early leavers (M = 3.50; sd = 0.37) differed 

significantly from the mean competence level of the completers, (M = 3.70; sd = 0.42; t (147) 

=-2.829, p = .005). According to supervisors, the mean competence level of early leavers 

(M=3.62; sd = 0.45) also differed significantly from the mean competence level of the 

completers, (M = 3.71; sd = 0.51; t (94) = -2.135, p = .035).  

 

 Employment status 

Three months after the program, 95 of 159 (59.75%) participants were employed; 35 of 46 

(76.09%) of the early leavers were employed and 60 of 103 (58.25%) who completed the 

program. While 11 of 35 (31.43%) early leavers were employed at their training company, 

whereas 34 of 60 (56.67%) participants who completed the program were employed at their 

training company. 

Table 3 presents the descriptive Statistics for and Spearman correlations between 

main study variables.  The correlations among the demographic variables and the main study 

variables were non-significant. Competence levels as reported by trainees were positively 

associated with competence levels as reported by supervisors correlations ranged between 

.47 and .53. Competence development as reported by supervisors is half that of the 

development as reported by trainees. This can be explained by difference in duration; trainees 

reported their competence development over a period of six months, supervisors over a 

period of three months. Interestingly, all person-job fit measures were correlated; 

correlations ranged between .37 and .56.  
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Table 3 

Descriptive Statistics for and Spearman correlations between main study variables 

 M SD Min. Max. 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 

Age 23.8

3 

1.56 20 26 -

0

.

0

9 

0.41 -0.03 -0.04 -0.03 -0.27 -0.04 0.06 -0.03 0.14 

Gender 0.64 0.48 0 1  0.06 -0.07 -0.01 0.16 0.21 0.14 0.05 0.14 0.16 

Educational level 2.27 0.76 1 3   -0.09 -0.01 0.07 -0.19 0.10 -0.07 0.11 0.13 

Competence mastery – T 3.64 0.41 1.76 4.65 
   0.47 0.53 -0.13 -0.13 -0.03 -0.01 -0.07 

Competence mastery - S 3.70 0.50 2.42 5     0.25 0.22 -0.01 0.07 0.06 0.08 

Competence 

development - T 
0.44 0.54 -2.16 2.56 

     0.11 -0.07 0.05 0.09 0.10 

Competence 

development - S 
0.22 0.49 -0.81 2 

      -0.25 -0.31 -0.07 -0.26 

Employment 0.64 0.48 0 1        NA NA NA 

P-J fit: educational level 1.51 0.86 0 2 
        0.37 0.56 

P-J fit: educational field 3.29 1.03 1 5          0.48 

P-J fit: competences 3.89 0.90 2 5 
          

Note. Correlations with p < .01 are bold; correlations with p < .05 are italicized; T= trainee; S= supervisor; P-J fit= person-job fit.

42



Primary analyses 

An independent samples t-test was conducted to compare competence levels of employed 

and unemployed individuals. No differences were found (Table 4), which means that we have 

no support for hypothesis 1: Those who are employed do not have higher competences scores 

compared to those who are unemployed. 

 

Table 4 

Means and standard deviations of employed and unemployed on competences variables 

  Employment Status  

 Employed Unemployed Contrasts 

 M sd M sd  

Competences           

Mastery - T 3.60 0.45 3.71 0.34 NS 

Mastery - S 3.69 0.53 3.70 0.46 NS 

Development - T 0.41 0.57 0.49 0.49 NS 

Development - S 0.10 0.22 0.35 0.66 NS 

Note. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses. 

 

In order to test for differences in competence levels and person-job fit between those who 

are employed at or outside their training company, several independent samples t-test were 

conducted (Table 5). According to trainees, the competence development of those who were 

employed at their training company (M = 0.58, sd = 0.54) differed marginally significant from 

those who were employed outside their training company (M = 0.26, sd = .56; t (83) = 2.655). 

We did not found the same difference for supervisors (inside M = .10, sd = .25; outside M = 

.10, sd = .18; t (16) = .060) and thus only found partial support for hypothesis 2a: Those who 

are employed at their training company achieved greater competence development 

compared to those employed outside their training company. 

Regarding competence mastery, we found that competence levels differed according 

to both trainees and supervisors. According to trainees, the competence level of those who 

were employed at their training company (M = 3.72, sd = 0.39) differed significant from those 

who were employed outside their training company (M = 3.49, sd = .47; t (93) = 2.548). The 

competence level according to the supervisor differed between those who were employed at 

(M = 3.81, sd = .54) and outside the training company (M = 3.58, sd = .49; t (56) = 1.723). This 

supports hypothesis 2b: those who were employed at their training company had higher 

competence levels compared to those who were employed outside their training company. 

Concerning person-job fit, we found that those who were employed at their training 

company had a better person-job fit compared to those who were employed outside their 

training company. The person-job fit in terms of educational level of those who were 

employed at their training company (M = 1.67, sd = 0.75) differed marginally significant from 

those who were employed outside their training company (M = 1.36, sd = .92; t (91) = 1.818). 

The person-job fit in terms of educational field of those who were employed at their training 
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company (M = 3.59, sd = 0.95) differed marginally significant from those who were employed 

outside their training company (M = 3.02, sd = .1.04; t (92) = 2.768). This partially supports 

hypotheses 3b and fully supports hypotheses 3a: those who are employed at their training 

company have a better person-job fit in terms of educational field and educational level 

compared to those who are employed outside their training company. We did not found 

support for hypotheses 3c: those who are employed at their training company (M = 4.05, sd 

= .83) do not have a better person-job fit in terms of competences compared to those who 

are employed outside their training company (M = 3.75, sd = .93; t (90) = 1.595). 

 

Table 5 

Means and standard deviations of those employed at and outside their training company on 

competences and person-job fit variables 

 Employment Status  

 Employed at TC Employed outside TC Contrasts 

 M sd M sd  

Competences      

Mastery - T 3.72 0.39 3.49 0.47 p=.012 

Mastery - S 3.81 0.54 3.58 0.49 p=.009 

Development - T 0.58 0.54 0.26 0.56 p=.090 

Development - S 0.10 0.25 0.10 0.18 NS 

Person-job fit      

Educational level 1.67 0.75 1.36 0.92 p=.072 

Educational field 3.59 0.95 3.02 1.04 p=.007 

Competences 4.05 0.83 3.75 0.93 NS 

Note. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses. TC= Training Company 

 

Overall, we did not find any support for hypothesis 4, in that competences as reported by 

supervisors are not stronger associated with employment compared to competences as 

reported by trainees (Tables 4 and 5). In the case of competence development, we did not 

found any difference between employed (either at or outside the training company) and 

unemployed individuals on competence development as reported by the supervisor.  

Since a significant amount of participants left the program early, we performed a 

MANOVA to test for differences on the competence and person-job fit measures (Table 6). A 

6 (employment status Groups) MANOVA yielded no multivariate main effect of employment 

status group on the four competence measures, Wilks’ Lambda= .817, F (15, 257) = 1.305, p 

= .199. Univariate F tests indicated that competence levels reported by trainees, F (5, 95) = 

2.102, p = .072, and competence development, F (5, 95) = 2.884, p = .018, differed significantly 

among the employment status groups. Early unemployed leavers and those who completed 

the program and are employed outside the training company reported less competence 

development compared to those who completed the program and are employed at the 

training company. A multivariate main effect of employment status group on the three 
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person-job fit measures was also not found, Wilks’ Lambda = .884, F (9,207) = 1.194, p = .300.  

Univariate F tests indicated that person-job fit in terms of educational field, F (3, 87) = 3.450, 

differed significantly among the employment status groups. Early leavers who are employed 

at their training company reported higher person-job fit in terms of educational field 

compared to those who are employed outside their training company (both early leavers and 

full program).  
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Table 6 

Means and standard deviations of those employed and unemployed on competences and person-job fit variables 

  Employment Status group   

 Early leaver Full program  

 Employed  

at TC 

Employed  

outside TC 

Unemployed Employed 

at TC 

Employed       

outside TC 

Unemployed 

Contrasts 

 M sd  M  sd M sd M   sd M  sd M sd  

Competences                           

Mastery - T 3.90 0.14  3.52 0.29 3.61 0.35 3.8 0.41 3.56 0.42 3.77 0.28  

Mastery - S 3.90 0.14  3.58 0.55 3.61 0.30 3.81 0.56 3.58 0.47 3.72 0.48  

Development - T 0.63 0.05  0.32 0.37 0.17a 0.28 0.75ab 0.54 0.35b 0.47 0.49 0.48 a: p=.076, b: p=.086 

Development – S NA NA  NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA  

Person-job fit                       

Competences 4.27 0.91  3.75 1.03 NA NA 3.97 0.82 3.75 0.85 NA NA  

Educational level 1.82 0,6  1.38 0.92 NA NA 1.63 0.79 1.38 0.92 NA NA  

Educational field 4.09ab 0.83  3.12a 0.95 NA NA 3.44 0.95 3.00b 1.14 NA NA a: p=.053; b: p=.020 

Note. Standard deviations are presented in parentheses. Common subscripts indicate that means are significantly different from each 

other.TC= Training Company
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3.5 Discussion and conclusions 

 

The present study aimed to contribute to the career literature by unraveling the relationship 

between competence mastery and person-job fit. A difference was found on competence 

mastery and person-job fit between participants who left the program early and who 

completed it. A further distinction could be made between those who were employed at their 

training company and outside their training company three months after ending their 

program.  

First, employed and unemployed participants did not differ with respect to 

competence levels. At first glance this may seem remarkable, but it should be noted that a 

great portion of the employed participants left the program early. Moreover, the mean 

competence levels of early leavers were lower compared to those of the participants who 

fully completed the program, which could explain why the mean competence levels of 

employed participants were equally low as those of unemployed participants. 

Second, we found significant differences between those who were employed at their 

training company and outside their training company three months after ending their 

program. Those who were employed at their training company: achieved greater competence 

development, had higher competence levels, and had a better person-job fit compared to 

those employed outside their training company. As such, the Work Experience Scheme 

seemed a recruitment strategy for employers that let them “try before they buy”. Employers 

are able to recruit motivated employees that already fit into the working environment, who 

can hit the ground running and who have a realistic view of work tasks and the job role they 

are expected to do (Jensen, 2009). Workers recruited through such programmes have also 

been found to be very well suited – performing more effectively, requiring less training, 

demonstrating better respect for supervisors and a greater ability to work in teams (Hughes, 

Bailey and Mechur, 2001; Shamash & Shoesmith, 2010). So, by meeting and informally testing 

potential future recruits, employers reduce recruitment costs. 

Third, we did not found that competences as reported by supervisors are stronger 

associated with employment compared to competences as reported by trainees. It might be 

that trainees did not alter their responses, because they knew their competences would also 

be evaluated by their supervisor and thus would know whether a trainee filled in the 

assessment favorably. Also, we had more missing data on the competence assessments from 

supervisors than from trainees. This was part due because supervisors only filled in the 

competence assessment halfway and at the end of the program, and a significant amount of 

the participants were at these moments no longer in the program. This negatively impacted 

our statistical power to find an effect. 

 Fourth, those who completed the program and are employed at the training company 

reported more competence development compared to early unemployed leavers and those 

who completed the program and are employed outside the training company. Taking into 

consideration the fact that participants who obtained employment at the training company 

have a better person-job fit in terms of their field and level of education, this indirectly 
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supports the notion that competence development is positively associated with favorable 

employment conditions, in terms of person-job fit. 

 Fifth, we found that early leavers who are employed at their training company 

reported higher person-job fit in terms of educational field compared to those who are 

employed outside their training company (both early leavers and full program). This could be 

explained by the selection of the training company by the trainee. Recent graduates, which 

constitutes the majority of our sample, are known to merely look for jobs and internship 

which fit their educational background. As graduates are longer unemployed, they widen 

their search.  

 

3.6 Implications 

 

Our study reveals that competences affect employment outcomes. The documentation and 

possibly presentation of competences could enhances one’s employment chances. A 

potentially suitable medium for this type of information is the Career Portfolio. The Career 

Portfolio, among many other definitions, has previously been operationalized as digital, 

organized evidence of work readiness and specific job skills which can be focused to show the 

skills that employers want (Smith, 1996). The Career Portfolio could be especially useful in 

times of recession, when employers are more selective about whom to hire, because it 

consists of an individual’s best and most relevant work and their unique selling points: 

personality and competences.  

 

3.7 Limitations 

 

Some limitations should be noted. Although the sample of this study was relatively large 

(N=241), the response rates, especially among supervisors, was not very high. As a result, we 

were not able to test for company differences with respect to employment outcomes. 

Furthermore, it is unknown whether (and how) participants communicated their competence 

mastery in job applications. Future research could examine the role of this information in the 

job application process, in the light of Career Portfolio design. 

Despite these limitations, we conclude that this study contributes to the discussion on 

the roles of generic competences during the transition from education to the labor market. 

Generic competences affect the career success and job-fit of young people who are enrolled 

in a Work Experience Scheme. However, further research is needed to unravel its complexity 

and causality. It could include information about the traineeship (e.g. fit with level and field 

of education) and the trainee-supervisor relationship. The trainee-supervisor relationship 

could account for the association between competence mastery and employment, since rate 

subordinate’s performance as higher when their relationship is better (Duarte, Goodson, & 

Klich, 1994). As a result, subordinates who have a good relationship with their supervisor, are 

more likely to remain employed at the company or to be recommended to other employers. 

It might also be interesting to look at the difference between participant and supervisor rating 
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of competence mastery; are those who overestimate their competences more likely to find 

employment, because they make a self-confident impression. Or are they less likely to find 

employment, because their inflated self-view are obvious or excessive attempts to 

manipulate or influence and create a defensive response and a negative evaluation from the 

recruiter (e.g. Paulhus, Westlake, Calvez, & Harms, 2013). Future research could also take a 

closer look at which competences have been strengthened, and how they relate to 

employment. Furthermore, there is a large debate about “21st century skills” and which 

competences this concept constitutes. While the SHL competences utilized in this study are 

widespread and validated, the changing nature of competences over time is an important 

theme for future research. The role of voluntary and compulsory competence development 

could also be investigated. In our study, participants were free to choose which, and the 

number of competences to develop. It could be useful to identify a hierarchy of generic 

competences, in accordance with employers’ expectations in the job-matching process.   
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4.1 Introduction 

 

As a result of contemporary shifts in worker demographics and structural changes of the 

nature of work, there is a need for firms to prepare and utilize their workforce in an 

appropriate manner. Therefore, in recent years, human resource management (HRM) 

scholars are increasingly paying attention to the management of human capital (HCM) in 

organizations throughout the entire employee life cycle, with a growing emphasis on learning 

and development, performance and incentive management, employee retention, workforce 

planning and worker redeployment (Schweyer, 2010).  

Despite often-heard claims that human capital is the most valuable resource of an 

organization, firms that proactively act on this notion by implementing HCM processes (e.g., 

strategic workforce planning) are found few and far between (Huber, 2012). CedarCrestone’s 

(2013) 16th Annual HR Systems Survey revealed that only 14% of respondents reported 

adoption of such processes in 2013. This can be explained by the fact that the HR profession 

is still developing an acquaintance with evidence-based management, and a lack of research 

on how to accurately and effectively utilize existing information systems for this purpose 

(Huber, 2012). Furthermore, the management of human capital is an intricate and complex 

ordeal (Schweyer, 2010). It is a process that is dependent on the gathering and analysis of 

reliable, qualitative data of an organization’s workforce. In the process of HCM, the gathering 

and interpretation of qualitative (e.g., competences-based information) and quantitative data 

(e.g. turnover rates) are vital (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006; Rousseau, 2006; Westphalen, 1999). 

Empirical research has shown, however, that many organizations struggle to gather 

qualitative data on employee performance, potential and competences (Lukaszewski, Stone, 

& Stone-Romero, 2008).  

Barker (2003) proposed that Career Portfolios are a feasible instrument in this process, 

due to their close linkage with the tracking and development of human capital, lifelong 

learning, and the assessment of prior learning by gathering qualitative data about individuals. 

Career Portfolios possess unique properties which differentiate them from more commonly 

used human resource information systems. As a digital professional profile of an employee, 

Career Portfolios enable the capturing and comparison of qualitative data regarding the skill 

level and competences of employees, their ambitions, developmental potential, and their 

career expectations (JISC, 2007; Smith, 1996; Woodbury, Addams, & Neal, 2009). 

Furthermore, in current times, multiple career shifts are increasingly common. Therefore, 

there is a need for a so-called “career-passport”, which professionals carry with them as they 

move from one setting to another (Clark & Eynon, 2009). The Career Portfolio can facilitate 

this. 

To this day, the Career Portfolio has not been empirically researched in the 

organizational setting. The concept, which originated in the educational context as the 

ePortfolio, has however been argued to be suitable for professional purposes by many 

scholars in the ePortfolio domain (Balaban, Divjak, & Mu, 2011; Cambridge, 2010; Amirian & 

Flanigan, 2006; Greenberg, 2004; JISC, 2007; Jafari & Greenberg, 2003; Tosh & Werdmuller, 
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2004). This study aims to substantiate these claims by empirically evaluating the 

implementation of Career Portfolio systems in organizations in an innovative 3-year program 

called “Let’s Connect,” which took place from early 2012 until late 2014. The program was 

aimed at enhancing the mobility of workers, both within and across organizations, by 

introducing a Career Portfolio.  

The aim of this research is to investigate the feasibility of Career Portfolio use in the 

workplace. The objectives include establishing whether the implementations were successful 

and identifying the critical success factors. In order to achieve the research objectives, the 

following research questions were formulated: 

1. To what extent were the Career Portfolio implementations successful? 

2. What critical success factors are associated with the implementation of a Career 

Portfolio system in organizations? 

 

4.2 Theory 

 

4.2.1 Human Resource Information Systems 

A human resource information system is a “technology-based system used to acquire, store, 

manipulate, analyze, retrieve, and distribute pertinent information regarding an 

organization’s human resources” (Tannenbaum, 1990, p. 27). Examples of such systems 

include SAP and Oracle. It comprises a database of performance-related information 

(Kavanagh & Thite, 2009; Kovach & Cathcart, 1999). The information relates to such aspects 

as recruitment, training and development, performance evaluations, and turnover rates 

(DeSimone, Werner, & Harris, 2002). Utilizing this information, organizations can effectively 

manage, develop, and deploy their human capital (Bassett, Campbell, & Licciardi, 2003; 

Lawler & Mohrman, 2004). Therefore, human resource information systems have been 

deemed critical contemporary HRM tools that enable organizations to transform data into 

critical business information (Marler & Floyd, 2009).  

 

4.2.2 Career Portfolio 

Career Portfolios are “personalized Web-based collections of work, responses to work, and 

reflections that are used to demonstrate key skills and accomplishments for a variety of 

contexts and time periods” (Lorenzo & Ittelson, 2005, p.2). The information in a Career 

Portfolio typically relates to work experience, ambitions, and acquired and developed 

competences and may include assessment results, research papers, certificates, or reports on 

projects, teamwork, or internships (Amirian & Flanigan, 2006; Greenberg, 2004; Tosh & 

Werdmuller, 2004).  

The Career Portfolio is a broad concept with a wide array of definitions and described 

purposes. This is the result of two conflicting paradigms that surround the Career Portfolio 

concept: the constructivist and positivist approach. The constructivist approach emphasizes 

the learner’s perspective, the importance of reflection and considers the Career Portfolio as 

“a learning environment in which the learner constructs meaning. This learning environment 
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as given shape through the process of portfolio construction assumes that meaning varies 

across individuals, over time, and with purpose. The Career Portfolio presents process, a 

record of the processes associated with learning itself; thus a summation of individual 

portfolios would be too complex for normative description” (Paulson & Paulson, 1994, p.36). 

The positivist approach, on the other hand, considers the Career Portfolio a tool to assess 

externally defined learning outcomes, and “assumes that meaning is constant across users, 

contexts, and purposes” (p.36). The latter approach was central to the Career Portfolio 

implementations in the Let’s Connect program, due to the necessary evaluations of employee 

performance by certain organizational standards. 

 

4.2.3 Career Portfolio implementations 

While there is no existing framework for the evaluation of Career Portfolio implementations 

in the workplace, there is a substantial amount of research towards Career Portfolio 

implementations within educational institutes. The Learning Sciences Research Institute at 

Nottingham University developed the ePortfolio Maturity Model in 2007 to aid monitoring of 

implementations. This model can be found in Appendix A.  

The ePortfolio Maturity Model (EMM) consists of factors which reflect the readiness of 

an educational organization to effectively engage in Career Portfolio use. Such a model does 

not exist for Career Portfolio use in the workplace. However, there has been a lot of research 

towards the implementation of HR information systems in the workplace which can be used 

to complement this model. In the literature, this is better known as the critical success factors 

approach. One of the most cited definitions was introduced by Rockart (1979), who states 

that critical success factors are “the limited number of areas in which results, if they are 

satisfactory, will ensure successful competitive performance for the organization” (p. 85). 

Today, these factors are increasingly used by information system experts as a means of 

support to the planning process (Esteves, 2004). The eight critical success factors identified in 

a leading study by Rockart and Delong (1988) have been reconfirmed by various other 

researchers (Pallar & Laska, 1990; Bird, 1991; Watson et al., 1995; McBride, 1997). Poon and 

Wagner (2000) identified two additional factors from the literature, which resulted in the 

executive information system success factors (ESF) framework as presented in Appendix B. 

 

4.3 Method 

 

This research was conducted in accordance with the interpretivist paradigm and followed a 

two-stage qualitative approach. First, a critical literature review was conducted to compile a 

theoretical research framework consisting of indicators of system success, and critical success 

factors which could be used as a basis to evaluate the Career Portfolio implementations. In 

the second stage, the critical success factors in this framework were empirically verified in 

five case studies through qualitative research.  
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Participants 

The five organizations studied include five private, commercial businesses in the southeast 

region of The Netherlands (also known as the “Brainport region”). These businesses 

voluntarily enrolled in the project early 2012 and completed the project late 2014. They were 

provided with a Career Portfolio system of their choice, free of charge, to experiment with. 

Table 1 provides a brief overview of their company size and number of participants in the 

pilot. 

 

Table 1 

Participating pilot organizations 

 Case studies 

 C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 

Sector of industry Materials Industrial Materials Information 

Technology 

Materials 

Company size  

(# employees) 

500+ 500+ 100-250 100-250 0-10 

Participants 70 40 58 20 7 

 

The defined HCM goals and objectives and their outcomes are presented in appendix C for 

each of the five cases. 

 

Materials and Procedure 

Stage 1. To establish whether the implementations of Career Portfolio systems in the 

Let’s Connect project were successful, the evaluation criteria have to be decided on. The 

literature on executive information systems provides a set of criteria which has been 

thoroughly researched by various scholars. In a study by Poon and Wagner (2000), five main 

criteria were distilled from the literature: 

 

1. Access: the system is made available and users are given access to the system 

2. Use: the system is used by the intended users 

3. Satisfaction: users are satisfied with the system 

4. Positive impact: the system has positive impact on the executives and the organization 

5. Diffusion: the system tends to spread  

 

To contextualize and explain these outcomes, a systematic analysis of the implementation 

process is required. First, Poon and Wagner’s (2000) five criteria were used to establish the 

degree of implementation success and the suitability of Career Portfolios for the workplace. 

Subsequently, to contextualize these findings and to explain success and failure, a framework 

of critical success factors was compiled. This framework consists of a combination of the 

ePortfolio Maturity Model (EMM) and the Executive Information System Success Factors (ESF) 

frameworks. Together, the two models share a degree of complementarity. The ePortfolio 
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Maturity Model addresses factors which represent the unique characteristics of the Career 

Portfolio by emphasizing such aspects as interoperability, autonomy in Career Portfolio use 

and the ownership of data. Furthermore, it consists of more generic factors related to the 

hosting institution and staff. These generic factors are covered more elaborately in the 

Executive Information System Success Factors framework, which has been validated through 

decades of empirical research. The two models’ frameworks were compared side by side, 

identifying unique and overlapping factors. This comparison resulted in the combined critical 

success factors (CSF) framework, as depicted in Table 2. The left and right columns include 

nineteen unique factors from both sources, while nine overlapping factors are presented in 

the most right column. Factors from the EMM framework have been reworded where 

appropriate to represent the workplace, since it was originally designed for the educational 

context. 
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Table 2 

Critical Success Factors Framework for Career Portfolio implementations (compiled from: 

Poon & Wagner, 2000 and The Learning Sciences Research Institute, 2007) 

Critical Success Factor Source Overlapping Factor 

      ESF EMM  

Committed and informed executive sponsor   

 

 

Appropriate supporting staff   

Staff ICT Skills 

Staff engagement 

Staff providing 

feedback 

Operating sponsor    

Appropriate technology   Usability 

Reusability 

Management of data   

Connectivity 

Interoperability 

ICT policy 

Clear link to business objectives   Career Portfolio policy 

Management of organizational resistance    

Management of system evolution and spread    

Evolutionary development methodology    

Carefully defined information and system 

requirements 

   

Employee autonomy in learning     

Employee autonomy in Career Portfolio use    

Electronic links to the organization    

Access to Career Portfolio    

Employees as active users    

Employees as seekers of feedback    

Engagement of employees    

Institutional embedding    

Career Portfolio ownership    

 

Stage 2. To identify the critical success factors of Career Portfolio implementations, 

five case studies were analyzed. After establishing whether the implementation was 

successful, the critical success factors determining success and failure were analyzed through 

primary and secondary data collection. To facilitate data triangulation, the questions were 

answered through an analysis of different sources, including project documentation (such as 

presentations, field notes, and meeting reports), and semi-structured interviews conducted 

in the beginning and final stages of the project. The interviews were held with HR-personnel 

involved in the implementation process, and employees using the Career Portfolio. To answer 

the first research question, the fulfilment of the five main success criteria was established by 
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seeking answers to such questions as “Does the organization intend to continue with the 

Career Portfolio after the pilot phase?” (i.e. diffusion) and “To what extent were pre-defined 

HCM goals and objectives reached?” (i.e. positive impact). To determine the critical success 

factors in all cases, all factors from the compiled framework were discussed as themes in a 

semi-structured interview. Examples of interview questions included “To what extent did you 

define system requirements for the Career Portfolio?” and “In your view, does the Career 

Portfolio belong to the organization or the employee?” In the search for patterns, the 

similarities and differences about relationships within the data were examined. Cross-case 

analysis was done to examine the identified CSFs.  

The method involved a content analysis to corroborate the compiled CSF framework and 

make adjustments where appropriate. Content analysis entails a systematic, rigorous 

examination of data which results in discerning themes (Marsh & White, 2006). As a result, a 

redefined CSF framework for Career Portfolio implementations in organizations was 

developed. 

 

4.4 Results 

 

Career Portfolio success 

Overall, the organizations experienced varying success rates of the Career Portfolio 

implementation. Despite the fact that the Career Portfolio was available without restrictions 

in most organizations in terms of accessibility, the system failed in all other areas in three out 

of five organizations (see Table 3).  These areas are discussed in detail below for each case 

study. 

 

Table 3 

Pilot outcomes 

 Case Studies 

 C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 

Access ±     

Use   ± ±  

Satisfaction      

Positive impact   ±   

Diffusion      

Overall      

Note. =Successful, ±=Acceptable, =Unsuccessful  

 

Case 1 

The implementation was a failure. In terms of accessibility, participants indicated that they 

had no problems accessing the system. The Career Portfolio, over the course of a year, was 

used once by all participating employees. They completed their profile and did a standard 

assessment. Staff members that were responsible for on-the-job learning with the Career 
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Portfolio did not use or promote the system. Reported satisfaction with the Career Portfolio 

was, however, high among all participating employees. They indicated that it could be a very 

useful tool for their professional development and careers and wished that the organization 

had taken better arrangements to ensure a proper implementation. The Career Portfolio did 

ultimately not have a positive impact; none of the HCM goals were reached, and only one of 

the six objectives was partially reached. Consequently, the Career Portfolio use did not spread 

and the system has been discontinued. 

 

Case 2 

The implementation was a failure. In terms of accessibility, participants indicated that they 

had no problems accessing the system. The Career Portfolio, over the course of two years, 

was used once by all participants, who completed their Career Portfolio profile and a 

personality test. However, there was no follow-up to this by the organization, despite some 

employees showing interest in the system. Reported satisfaction levels with the Career 

Portfolio were low. Some workers indicated that it could be a useful tool for their professional 

development and careers and thought of the Career Portfolio as complementary to their 

LinkedIn profile due to the personality and assessments, if it would actively be used in the 

organization. Others employees were skeptical of the Career Portfolio and feared that the 

contents would be used in lay-off procedures. In addition, the HR manager was not satisfied 

with the quality of the assessments included in the system. The Career Portfolio did ultimately 

not have a positive impact; none of the HCM goals or objectives were reached. Consequently, 

the Career Portfolio use did not spread and the system has been discontinued. 

 

Case 3 

The implementation was a success. In terms of accessibility, participants indicated that they 

had no problems accessing the system. The Career Portfolio was used by all participants once.  

Reported satisfaction with the Career Portfolio was high among all participating employees. 

They indicated that it was convenient to have the system integrated in the HR-system they 

were already using. Consequently, they had a single-access point for all employment-related 

matters, such as salary slips, completed training, and developed competences. The Career 

Portfolio did have a positive impact; the two HCM goals are partially reached as the process 

is still on-going. Both the HR manager and the participating employees believe that the 

introduction of the system contributes to talent management and mobility, and that effects 

will materialize in the long run. The organization has decided to use the Career Portfolio as an 

inherent part of future performance appraisals; as such the system has spread across the 

organization. Four of the eight objectives were reached; the remaining four are in progress. 

The organization decided to continue Career Portfolio use in the organization after the 

project. 
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Case 4 

The implementation was a success. In terms of accessibility, all participants indicated that 

they had no problems accessing the system. The Career Portfolio was used multiple times by 

all participants, who had feedback sessions with supervisors.  Reported satisfaction with the 

Career Portfolio was high among all participants. Both supervisors and employees indicated 

the Career Portfolio was extremely useful as a basis for a performance appraisal. The HR 

manager was satisfied that they managed to structure the Career Portfolio in accordance with 

existing competence profiles in the organization. This will enable the organization to make a 

quick scan of all present competences in the organization. The organization and its employees 

are positive the Career Portfolio will reach the HCM goals across the entire organization once 

its development is complete, which is illustrative of the positive impact of the Career 

Portfolio. Furthermore, efforts are currently being made to collaborate with a local university 

to achieve consensus on a fixed set of competences which can then foster the recruitment of 

graduates through standardized competence profiles. Their Career Portfolio system will then 

function as a linking pin between the organization and university. Three of six objectives were 

reached; the remaining three are in progress. The organization is continuing Career Portfolio 

use after the project. 

 

Case 5 

The implementation was a failure. In terms of accessibility, there were no experienced issues. 

The system was used once during a brief introduction by the HR manager. Users were not 

satisfied with the system, and indicated they were not interested in using it. The Career 

Portfolio did not have a positive impact in the organization, none of the HCM goals were 

reached and only one out of four objectives was accomplished (describing relevant 

competences for various functions). The organization decided to discontinue Career Portfolio 

use. 

 

Implementations 

To contextualize these findings, and to identify critical success factors, all factors from the CSF 

framework are analyzed for each case study and compared (see Table 4). First, constant 

factors across all cases are discussed, followed by factors in which there was a notable 

difference between successful (C3, C4) and unsuccessful (C1, C2, C5) cases. 
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Table 4 

Critical Success Factors outcomes 

Critical Success Factor Case studies 

 C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 

Committed and informed executive sponsor      

Appropriate supporting staff     ± 

Operating sponsor   ±   

Appropriate technology      

Management of data      

Clear link to business objectives      

Management of organizational resistance      

Management of system evolution and spread      

Evolutionary development methodology      

Carefully defined information and system 

requirements 
     

Employee autonomy in learning  ± ± ± ± ± 

Employee autonomy in Career Portfolio use ± ± ± ± ± 

Electronic links to the organization      

Access to Career Portfolio ±     

Employees as active users      

Employees as seekers of feedback      

Engagement of employees      

Institutional embedding      

Career Portfolio ownership ±     

Note. =Successful, ±=Acceptable, =Unsuccessful 

 

4.5 Discussion 

 

Constant factors across successful and failed cases. 

In both successful and failed implementations, the moderate levels of employee autonomy in 

learning and Career Portfolio use seemed to have been a constant. All organizations indicated 

that employees were provided with certain degrees of freedom in defining professional 

learning goals and using the Career Portfolio, as long as these goals and activities were 

relevant to the function in which they were employed or to which they were aspiring to grow. 

The nature and contents of the assessments were dictated by the organization. As one HR 

manager stated “We want to use the Career Portfolio for performance appraisals, therefore 

the Career Portfolio contents and use must be related to competences which we find relevant 

for a particular function” (C3).   This is necessary since the ability to benchmark qualitative 

Career Portfolio data is inherent to nearly all formulated HCM goals and objectives, in line 

with the positivist perspective on Career Portfolios (in which externally defined learning 

outcomes are crucial). Therefore, these factors can be considered irrelevant as they are 
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inherent to the workplace and human capital management. This factor originates from the 

ePortfolio Maturity Model, which was tailored to the educational setting and as such places 

more emphasis on the constructivist perspective (in which Career Portfolio meaning is mostly 

limited to the individual). 

Furthermore, in all five cases the electronic links to the organization and access to the 

Career Portfolio were mostly unhindered.  The former is unsurprising given the increased 

interconnected nature of the workplace through cloud-based applications, therefore this 

factor can be considered outdated and irrelevant. As for access to the system few minor 

complications were reported with regards to log-in problems in the early phase of the pilot, 

however these were resolved quickly and participants were all able to access the Career 

Portfolio whenever they wished to do so.  

A striking observation is that all five organizations suffered from the lack of a 

committed and informed executive sponsor. This is illustrated by the following quotes during 

the interviews with HR managers “Executive management support merely consists of them 

allowing me to spend time on it” (C1), “[The company executive] never has time to discuss 

this project with me, he initiated the project and delegated it do me” (C3), “The company CEO 

made arrangements to participate in this project and handed it over to [the HR department]” 

(C4). As a result, the responsibility of the implementation rested with the supporting staff and 

operating sponsor in all organizations (due to the small company size of C5, one person 

fulfilled all three roles).  

 

Factors fulfilled in successful cases and unfulfilled in failures 

The presence of active information system (IS) support and an operating sponsor were two 

of thirteen factors in which there are distinct differences between failed (C1, C2, C5) and 

successful (C3, C4) cases. In the failed instances, both the HR manager and the employees 

reported that they Career Portfolio was not actively managed by the organization. In C1, 

employees indicated that the HR manager briefly introduced the Career Portfolio to them, 

but that there were no follow-ups which led to the participants losing interest. In this case, 

the HR manager himself also admitted that the Career Portfolio was placed low on his priority 

list due to the effects of the economic crisis on his organization and that there was no 

operating sponsor who could manage the implementation. In C2, the HR manager indicated 

she lost interest due to an interplay of other factors: promises about the Career Portfolio’s 

functions were not lived up to and the quality of standard assessments was disappointing 

(appropriate technology); employees were skeptical about the organization’s intentions with 

the Career Portfolio (managing organizational resistance); and other staff members were 

struggling with the concept of competences (managing organizational resistance). In this case, 

an operating sponsor was also lacking. In C5, the company executive (also acting as IS support 

and operating sponsor) did not have sufficient time for the pilot: “In a small company such as 

mine, you either need someone who is fully dedicated to the implementation or a system 

which is instantly ready to use, I simply did not have the time”.  
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In C3, the role of IS support staff and operating sponsor also both rested with the HR 

manager, however she did manage to accomplish a partially successful implementation. She 

indicated that it was tough to handle the entire project, however succeeded to systematically 

(albeit slowly) develop the system in accordance with the organization’s needs and gathering 

support throughout the organization by frequently discussing the project with employees and 

senior management. In an interview she stated that the project would have developed 

quicker if it hadn’t rested completely on her shoulders. In C4, the role of IS support rested 

with the HR manager, and another HR staff member functioned as operating sponsor. They 

also frequently held meetings with employees and senior management to ensure the Career 

Portfolio aligned with organizational needs. In both cases, this evolutionary development 

methodology resulted in the absence of organizational resistance.  

The management of the system’s evolution and spread, in which the Career Portfolio 

is tailored to the needs of the organization and its users, was also severely lacking in the failed 

cases. In C1 and C2, employees indicated that no efforts were made by the organization to 

cater to their needs and that their feedback was not acted upon. In C2, employees stated “we 

thought the project was finalized two years ago, we did not hear anything from the 

organization since the system was introduced”. Similarly, in the case of C1, employees were 

in agreement that the organization’s efforts were “lackluster”. In C5, the CEO also struggled 

to develop the Career Portfolio, despite being aided by an additionally hired HR-consultant 

halfway through the pilot. In the two successful cases, meetings were held by the operating 

sponsor with supervisors and employees to further develop the system. This resulted in C3 

being successful by embedding the Career Portfolio in the company’s existing HR software, 

and C4 switching to a different Career Portfolio supplier after employees and staff complained 

about the quality of standard assessments of the previous acquired system, stating that “they 

were similar in quality to those you find in a magazine at the dentist’s office”.  

In the three failed cases, there was a lot of unmanaged resistance against the Career 

Portfolio implementation. In C1, employees were enthusiastic about the system’s 

possibilities, however expressed dissatisfaction with the way the system was introduced and 

distrust in the organization’s intentions. They indicated that an HR manager briefly introduced 

the Career Portfolio to them, but that there were no follow-ups at which led to the 

participants losing interest. Furthermore, participants seemed to be wary of the 

organization’s intentions. They expressed a fear of being monitored and thought the Career 

Portfolio use could be used against them in the case of lay-offs. It also became apparent that 

employees had to request permission from the HR manager to share their Career Portfolio 

contents with others. This reinforced their suspicions about being monitored and their 

reserved attitude. In C2, there also was a group of employees who feared that Career Portfolio 

contents would be used to substantiate lay-off procedures. Furthermore, the HR manager 

was dissatisfied with the purchased Career Portfolio system (a decision made by the 

corporate executive), which did not meet her expectations. In C5, the resistance was caused 

by employees not being interested in the system, who stated that they did not understand 

what it is about and why it was needed. The company executive admitted he failed to gather 
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support for the system. He attributed this to a lack of time, which resulted in a slow 

customization of the system, tailored to the company’s needs (a lack of evolutionary 

development). In addition, he said that in hindsight he wished he had considered other Career 

Portfolio systems, to compare customization options and user-friendliness, which he felt were 

lacking in his system. The choice of an appropriate Career Portfolio system turned out to be 

of crucial importance in three other cases. In C2, the Career Portfolio was considered to be 

unsuitable to meet the company’s HCM goals and objectives. The competence assessments 

lacked substance and were “more suitable for orientation purposes rather than evidence-

based decision making”. The HR manager said that “I feel like this Career Portfolio system 

prioritized the technology over the quality of the competence assessments, it is not suitable 

for our needs”. The HR manager in C4 had a similar stance, however took efforts to switch to 

a more appropriate system. In these cases, the factor “management of data” was of great 

importance; the systems lacked ability to provide access to reliable data on employee’s 

competences. Furthermore, the Career Portfolio s lacked sophisticated importing and 

exporting functionalities, which resulted in organizations being unable to exchange 

competence data with educational institutes. This can also be explained by the highly 

contextual nature of competences, which hinder standardization. The existing IMS standard 

and its derivatives do not facilitate the exchange of competence data. There are 

developments in this field, such as O*NET in the United States (descriptions of competences 

related to various occupations) and the European Qualifications Framework, however these 

have not yet been applied to a Career Portfolio infrastructure. C4 is continuing efforts to 

pursue this after the project, by using a Career Portfolio system that connects the company 

with a local university. This idea is similar to an Italian Career Portfolio platform connecting 

the workplace and education, AlmaLaurea, which consists of a database of student Career 

Portfolios from which companies can recruit graduates. C4 is making efforts to also include 

standardized competences to the platform they envisage. 

In C3, no separate Career Portfolio system was purchased; instead the existing HR tool was 

customized to include desired Career Portfolio functionalities (competence profiles of each 

employee). Only in C1, the system’s choice did not have a significant impact. 

In the two successful cases, there was a clear link of the Career Portfolio to the 

business objectives. In C3, the HR manager stated that “Now that the Career Portfolio’s 

development is complete and that all our company’s competence profiles are included, we 

can use the profiles of our employees as input for performance appraisals”.  In C4, the Career 

Portfolio’s added value also stemmed from the system allowing the organization to 

benchmark employees (in terms of their competences) and to start using the system for 

recruitment purposes in cooperation with a local university. The management of data was 

inherent to the successful linkage of the Career Portfolio with business objectives. 

In turn, the successful management of data was dependent on a careful definition of 

information and system requirements. While in a broad sense all five organizations defined 

HCM goals and objectives, only in the two successful cases efforts were made to identify the 

exact information required from the Career Portfolio to fulfill these. In C3 and C4, relevant 
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competences for each participating function in the pilot were identified and described. In 

addition, meetings were held to identify the needs of all staff members that would be using 

the system. This information was crucial to customize the Career Portfolio in a manner 

through which it could be implemented effectively. 

In two failed cases, Career Portfolio ownership had a detrimental effect on the 

evolution and spread of the system. In C1, employees reported that they had to ask 

permission from their supervisor to share Career Portfolio contents with others. Therefore, 

they felt that the system was only being used to monitor the employees, and that they had 

limited freedom in the way it could be used. The HR manager was unaware of this, indicating 

that this was a wrongful interpretation by the employees, however did not undertake actions 

to take away these concerns. In C2, the company executives expressed a worry that the Career 

Portfolio could be harmful for the organization, as it could facilitate the headhunting of 

talented employees by other organizations. Therefore, they insisted that the Career Portfolio 

ownership rested with the organization and that employees would be limited in sharing their 

profile.  

The institutional embedding and engagement and use of the Career Portfolio (activity 

and seeking feedback) by the employees was negative in the failed cases, and positive in the 

successful ones (except for C5, in which case the company executive struggled to explain what 

the system was and why it was being introduced). Employees were unanimously positive 

about the concept of Career Portfolio, however dependent on the implementation by senior 

management since this was a top-down organizational process. In each of the five cases, a 

combination of the above discussed factors resulted in a lack of use and engagement of the 

employees and institutional embedding. As such, they were not of critical importance in these 

cases and can be considered as outcome measures rather than conditions for the 

implementation. 

Judging by the outcomes, Career Portfolio implementations in organizations are likely 

to be a best practice rather than a best fit. The processes show a lot of similarity in terms of 

factors which made a difference between success and failure. In each case success a different 

interplay of a constant set of factors made a difference. The successful cases demonstrated 

that linking the Career Portfolio to business objectives by using appropriate technology, 

carefully defined information requirements and an evolutionary development methodology 

with committed and informed staff led to a successful implementation. The failed cases 

suffered from a lack of informed and committed staff, which in turn resulted in a lack of 

information requirements, poor management of organizational resistance, and inappropriate 

technology being used. Furthermore, the cases in which Career Portfolio ownership mostly 

remained with the employees led to an uptake in use and engagement. C5 was the least 

successful case, which can be explained by the relatively small company size compared to the 

other cases and the lack of HR expertise to implement a new information system. These 

observations result in the revised framework of critical success factors for Career Portfolio 

implementations in organizations as depicted in Table 5. 
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Table 5 

Critical Success Factors Framework for Career Portfolio implementations in organizations 

Critical Success Factor 

  Committed and informed executive 

sponsor 

Management of organizational resistance 

Appropriate supporting staff 

 

Management of system evolution and 

spread Operating sponsor 

 

Evolutionary development methodology 

Appropriate technology Carefully defined information and system 

requirements 
Management of data Career Portfolio ownership 

Clear link to business objectives  

 

 

4.6 Conclusions 

 

This study aimed to investigate whether the Career Portfolio is a suitable instrument for the 

workplace. This was researched by an analysis of a three-year case study which took place in 

The Netherlands. The two successful cases show that the Career Portfolio can be a valuable 

instrument in the process of internal human capital management. In both cases, the system 

facilitated the gathering of qualitative data on competence mastery of employees which can 

be used for performance appraisals and to identify talented workers by comparing their 

competence profiles, in line with the theoretical assumptions on the utility of the Career 

Portfolio. Organizations failed to exchange Career Portfolio data with educational institutes 

to foster recruitment. Therefore, it can be stated that the Career Portfolio is not suitable as a 

record of life-long learning. This can be explained by the fact that the Career Portfolio s were 

used in isolation in the organizations, and that the import and export functionalities suffer 

from a lack of standardization. As such, the Career Portfolio in its current form is not suitable 

as a life-long learning record. 

Three out of five cases failed to implement the Career Portfolio, which is illustrative of 

the complexity which surrounds the implementation of such an information system. The only 

constant positive success indicator across all five cases was providing access to the system. 

To explain these findings, an analysis of the implementation processes in each of the five 

cases by means of a compiled theoretical framework of CSFs followed. This resulted in the 

identification of eleven critical success factors which impacted Career Portfolio 

implementations in this case study (Table 5). These factors can be summarized as linking the 

Career Portfolio with business objectives, carefully identifying information requirements and 

selecting a suitable system, actively managing the implementation by appropriate and 

dedicated staff throughout the organization, and ensuring the employees have ownership 

over their Career Portfolio profiles. In all five cases, a combination of these factors determined 

failure or success. 
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This study contributed to the literature on Career Portfolio use by empirically 

investigating theoretical claims about the utility of the concept in the workplace. This further 

advances the knowledge on the different applications of the concept. Furthermore, it 

provides organizations with a framework of critical success factors, which can be used to plan 

an effective Career Portfolio implementation. The Let’s Connect program ultimately aimed to 

enhance mobility of workers. The research reveals that the Career Portfolio is not suitable for 

usage across different contexts, due to the inability to exchange qualitative data across 

different contexts in a uniform manner. This suggests that the Career Portfolio can only 

perform effectively in a platform-function, in which data is interpretable and exchangeable 

by all parties. Such a platform could not be realized within the timeframe of the Let’s Connect 

program. Future research could investigate the effects of Career Portfolio use in such a 

platform-function (such as AlmaLaurea), in which the exchange of qualitative data across 

different contexts takes place. Individuals and organizations which are part of such a platform 

could be followed, to establish whether the Career Portfolio fosters mobility. 

   

4.7 Limitations 

 

One limitation of this study is related to generalizability. The sample size was relatively small. 

Furthermore, there were large differences between the five organizations. They all varied in 

company size, operated in different sectors, and faced different external pressures (such as 

the recession) impacting the time and resources allocated to this project. These contextual 

factors may have accounted for the different outcomes. However, despite these differences 

the CSFs identified shared a large degree of similarity across all cases and as such we have a 

deepened understanding of Career Portfolio applications in the workplace.  

Another limitation of this study is the external financial incentive for participation. All 

costs related to the purchase and use of Career Portfolio systems were covered by the project. 

It is a possibility that implementation outcomes, as well as the accomplishment of critical 

success factors were affected by this. 
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5.1 Introduction 

 

Both the demand and supply sides of contemporary labour markets are characterized by great 

heterogeneity.  Jobs differ with respect to aspects such as career development prospects and 

required competences, while there is also great variation among workers with respect to their 

competences, preferences, and other relevant attributes.  Furthermore, the information 

about job seekers and employers is asymmetrically divided. Both parties have private 

information, which might be of interest to each other in respectively the hiring decision and 

the decision to accept a job offer.  This is problematic, since the job matching process is 

dependent on the availability of representative and reliable information about the demand 

and supply sides of labour (Isgin & Sopher, 2013; Mortensen, 2010). In loose labour markets 

of today - in which there are more workers than jobs - , this problem gravitates towards 

employers rather than job seekers.  They run the risk of making the wrong hiring decision, 

because they do not have enough information about the job applicant. Because information 

is costly, firms have to invest in resources in pursuit of a productive match (Mortensen et al., 

2011; Katz & Stark, 1987). They invest in recruitment and selection activities, such as posting 

job vacancies and conducting assessments.  

In his book “Wiring the Labour Market”, Autor (2001) suggests that detailed, verifiable 

skill certificates and/ or more detailed information disclosure might be a solution for this 

problem.  Doing so, he grouped information in two groups: “high bandwidth data” which are 

objectively verifiable information (such as education, credentials, and experience), and “low 

bandwidth data” which are typically hard to verify (such as quality, motivation, and "fit"). A 

potentially suitable medium for the distribution of both types of information is the Career 

Portfolio. This study aims to investigate these theories by gathering students’ and recruiters’ 

perceptions of the Career Portfolio. 

 

5.2 Theory 

 

5.2.1 Career Portfolio 

The Career Portfolio has previously been operationalized as “organized evidence of work 

readiness and specific job skills [which] can be focused to show the skills that employers 

want.” Smith (1996) and Woodbury et al. (2009) add that the Career Portfolio consists of a 

resumé, in addition to evidence of abilities, knowledge, skills, and potential to build 

credibility.   The Career Portfolio could reduce the information asymmetry between 

jobseekers and companies, by providing the two groups of information as identified by Autor 

in a standardized and transparent manner. 

 

  

70



5.2.2 Career Portfolio challenges 

One major challenge surrounding the Career Portfolio is information overload due to a lack 

of focus; Career Portfolio readers can become overwhelmed by excessive, disorganized 

information (Lorenzo & Ittelson, 2005). As a result, the tool is still predominantly used in 

isolation in certain contexts, mostly within education. Mosely (2004) further substantiates 

this by identifying two main reasons for non-use of Career Portfolios: the lack of time and the 

unstructured nature of Career Portfolios. An important recommendation from the study was 

that applicants should reduce the amount of time it takes to view portfolios. This could be 

done by being more selective in the items included to reduce the size of the portfolio and 

make items more focused. This is in line with the finding that recruiters believe that Career 

Portfolios provide prospective employees with an opportunity to showcase their 

competences (Boody, 2009).  

In an attempt to make Career Portfolios more suitable for recruitment purposes, 

efforts have been made to standardize Career Portfolios to make the contents interpretable 

and exchangeable among different parties. Examples of standards include the international 

IMS ePortfolio standard, which saw derivatives being developed in the United Kingdom 

(Leap2A specification) and The Netherlands (NEN ePortfolio specification). In spite of these 

efforts, this has not yet materialized in Career Portfolio uptake for jobseeking purposes. While 

the standard provides insight into the types of information that could be incorporated into a 

Career Portfolio, it emphasizes an exchange of information from a technical point of view and 

as such does not include a list of specific Career Portfolio elements for jobseeking purposes. 

The needs and perspectives of job seekers and employers regarding Career Portfolio elements 

are rarely addressed in the Career Portfolio literature.  Therefore, the research question 

reads: “what are essential elements of a Career Portfolio profile, according to job seekers and 

recruiters”? In accordance with Autor’s division of objectively verifiable and hard to verify 

data, we hypothesize that students and recruiters are in agreement on the inclusion of 

elements representing both types.  

 

5.3 Method 

 

Participants and procedure 

Three samples participated in this study; one student and one recruiter sample for the 

identification of the essential elements of a Career Portfolio profile (RQ1). For RQ1, a total of 

158 respondents (63 students and 95 recruiters) voluntarily participated in our study by 

completing an online survey. The mean age of the students was 21.14 years (SD = 2.44 years), 

58.7% were women, all attended university education. Recruiters completed the survey 

during a HR conference. The mean age of the recruiters was 41.91 years (SD = 8.74 years), 

58.9% were women. Most of the recruiters worked in the profit sector (80.0%; non-profit 

sector 20.0%). 
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Measures 

A Career Portfolio’s essential elements 

Following Autor’s (2001) distinction between two types of information (high and low 

bandwidth data), we constructed a scale of 10 items (5 items for both information types), 

with each item representing a Career Portfolio element. Examples of items include: 

“Description of education” (easily verifiable), and “Professional goals and aspirations” (hard 

to verify; see left side Table 1). Students were asked whether they would like to include the 

item in a Career Portfolio and recruiters were asked whether they would like to review the 

item in the selection process. Items were rated on a five-point scale, ranging from 1 

(completely disagree) to 5 (completely agree). These scores were also transformed into a 

dichotomized variable using a cut-off score of 3 to create two groups of items, specifically 

those which should be included in a Career Portfolio (Mean>3), and those which should not 

be included in a Career Portfolio (Mean<3). 

 

 

5.4 Results 

 

A Career Portfolio’s essential elements 

Table 1 provides the means and standard deviations of a Career Portfolio’s elements for 

recruiters and students. 
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Table 1 

Means, Standard deviations, and difference scores of a Career Portfolio’s essential elements 

   Recruiters Students     

  Cat. CP M SD CP M SD t df 

Description of (extra-curricular) activities in (former) positions E Y 4.25 0.77 Y 3.94 1.03 -2.203** 156 

Description of education E Y 4.11 0.77 Y 4.17 0.87  0.528 156 

Description of professional goals and aspirations H Y 4.04 0.78 Y 3.76 0.98 -1.903* 113 

Results of a validated competence / personality assessment H Y 3.85 1.01 Y 3.43 1.10 -2.490** 156 

Products or designs H Y 3.64 0.98 N 2.79 0.95 -5.395*** 156 

Skill-video H Y 3.46 1.21 N 2.79 1.00 -3.780*** 148 

Testimonials of former employers E Y 3.30 1.02 Y 3.59 0.87 1.798* 156 

Copies of obtained certificates/ diplomas E Y 3.29 1.12 Y 3.75 0.90  - 2.800*** 150 
List of grades E N 2.55 1.01 Y 3.56 0.95   6.305*** 156 

Results of a free online competence and/or personality test  H N 2.38 1.17 N 2.63 1.04   1.409 156 

Note. Cat. = Category; E= easy to verify; H= hard to verify; CP= should be part of Career Portfolio; Y = yes; N = no; *= p < .08, **= p < .05, *** =        

p < .01. 
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Agreement about a Career Portfolio’s essential elements 

Recruiters and students both agreed that a Career Portfolio should constitute of: a description 

of activities and responsibilities in (former) positions, a description of education, a description 

of professional goals and aspirations, a validated competence assessment, testimonials of 

former employers, and copies of obtained certificates/ diplomas. The elements were, 

however, not all valued equally by students and recruiters. A description of education was 

valued the same. A description of (extra-curricular) activities and responsibilities in (former) 

positions, a description of professional goals and aspirations, and the results of a validated 

competence assessment were valued more by recruiters than by students. Testimonials of 

former employers and copies of obtained certificates/ diplomas, on the other hand, were 

valued higher by students than by recruiters. Results of a free online competence or 

personality test were not considered essential by both groups.  

 

Disagreement about a Career Portfolio’s essential elements 

Students and recruiters were divided about the inclusion of several items. Recruiters thought 

that products or designs, as well as a skill video should be part of a Career Portfolio, whereas 

students thought it did not. Students, however, thought of a list of grades as an essential part 

of a Career Portfolio, contrary to recruiters. 

Recruiters and students were both asked whether they would include additional 

elements in the Career Portfolio. Most recruiters (86.7%) did not want to review additional 

elements other than those surveyed. Two recruiters mentioned that they would also like to 

review links to social media. Students did not suggest any additional elements. 

 

5.5 Discussion and conclusions 

 

This study investigated the essential elements of a Career Portfolio according to students and 

recruiters. Results showed that students and recruiters agreed about the inclusion or 

exclusion of most of the elements.  They agreed, for example, about the inclusion of a 

description of professional goals and aspirations and the results of a validated competence 

assessment and about the exclusion of a free personality and/or competence test. Perhaps 

unsurprisingly, we found that the latter (which is included in many commercial Career 

Portfolio systems) was not valued an essential Career Portfolio element by both students and 

recruiters. This can be explained by the implied low quality of the free tests, rather than a 

disinterest in personality or competence levels. This argument is corroborated by the 

popularity of the validated competence assessment, which reflects the interest in hard-to-

verify data. These results support the notion that both low bandwidth information and high 

bandwidth information are crucial in the job matching process; according to students and 

recruiters the Career Portfolio’s essential elements fit both categories. Descriptive 

information about educational and employment history is recurring (low bandwidth), but also 

descriptions of professional goals and aspirations, as well as the outcomes of a competence 

assessment (high bandwidth). Therefore, hypothesis 1 is partially confirmed. 

74



In case of traditional CV’s, it is challenging to make informed decisions based on the 

latter. Information on quality, motivation and “fit” generally lack evidence-based support. 

This could explain why recruiters favor such Career Portfolio elements as a validated 

competence assessment, or a design or product. These items fit the concept of Career 

Portfolio, which shows achievements in relation to particular work or developmental goals. 

As stated by Barrett (2005), in “high-stakes” environments, like a job application, the signals 

need to be validated by a trained reviewer, using a well-developed rubric with identifiable 

and specific criteria.  

While recruiters and students were in agreement on the in- or exclusion of most of 

the items, an interesting pattern emerges when comparing the average scores for each item.  

Recruiters prefer to review high bandwidth information (e.g. competence assessment) 

whereas students valued low bandwidth information higher than recruiters (e.g. a list of 

grades). This can be explained by the fact that students are at the start of their professional 

careers, and therefore are likely to have a desire to showcase their academic achievements, 

in the absence of other meaningful professional accomplishments. 

In terms of the implication for the design of Career Portfolios, Malita (2013) states that 

employers favor a standard tool where they know where to find the necessary information. 

This could be achieved by utilizing a standardized platform, in which the Career Portfolio is 

the linking pin between education and businesses. The types of information identified in this 

study could serve as the basis for the Career Portfolio contents in this platform. As stated by 

Tosh and Werdmuller (2004, p.8): “A company seeking to fill a vacancy can just search the 

network of [Career Portfolio] systems for people with a set of required [competences] and 

experience levels. Furthermore, the guesswork in hiring a candidate is reduced, as a person’s 

portfolio contains examples of actual work they have done as embedded artefacts.” 

 

5.6 Limitations and directions for future research 
 

The main limitation of this study is the use of perceptions, rather than actual observed 

behavior. Future research could address the sector specificity of the Career Porfolio, since 

Fowler (2012) suggested different Career Portfolio templates for different sectors, i.e. health 

care and manufacturing. While our study focused on the Career Portfolio for jobseekers, 

future research should also focus on essential elements of a Career Portfolio for employers 

(and vacancies), facilitating the decision for jobseekers to apply or accept a job. In addition, 

future research could investigate the feasibility of the proposed Career Portfolio platform. 

One example of such a platform is the Italian AlmaLaurea service.  
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6.1 Introduction 

 

A recent study on online job search reported that unemployed workers who search for jobs 

online obtain employment 25% faster than their offline searching counterparts (Kuhn and 

Mansour, 2014). This finding supports the utility of online job search, which has become a 

commodity in contemporary labour markets. Kuhn and Mansour’s study did not provide 

conclusive insight in the exact dynamics responsible for the apparent effectiveness of online 

job search. They raise several explanations, speculating that their reported findings can be 

attributed to the significant uptake of internet use and connectivity, consequent new low-

cost channels of interaction between job seekers and firms, and an overall improved design 

of online labour market intermediators (LMI’s). Online LMI’s facilitate, inform, or regulate the 

matching of workers to firms (e.g. Monster and LinkedIn). 

In the literature, studies which offer robust empirical support for the dynamics which 

explain the utility of online LMI’s with respect to labour market matching are few and far 

between (Kuhn & Mansour, 2014).  This can be attributed to the complexity and diversity of 

labour markets, among which there is considerable variety with respect to market 

segmentation and educational attainment levels. Few studies exist which evaluate the 

capability of online LMI’s to enhance the job matching process in targeted areas.  

One study in particular succeeded in providing evidence for the utility of a specific 

online LMI by focusing on the job market for graduates in higher education. Bagues and Labini 

(2007) investigated the labour market outcomes of graduates using the AlmaLaurea platform. 

AlmaLaurea is an Inter-university Consortium, founded in Italy in 1994, at the University of 

Bologna. It is a bottom-up initiative that now involves 72 Universities and more than 90% of 

Italian graduates.  The AlmaLaurea database comprises over 2 million resumés which are 

made accessible to recruiters. In 2013, the service sold over half a million resumés to 

recruiters. Part of the information contained in the resumés is based on administrative data 

(certified by the universities) and the compilation of the resumés is compulsory in the large 

majority of universities, thereby avoiding problems of self-selection, which may reduce the 

value of the credentials (Autor, 2001). Statistical analysis has shown that this service 

enhanced the labour market outcomes of graduates, by reducing the non-employment rate 

of university graduates and enhancing the matching quality (Bagues and Labini, 2007). It is 

believed that the LMI enriches the information available to recruiters and job seeking 

graduates and at the same time improves their ability to screen on-line applications and 

opportunities at lower search costs. According to job matching theory, this is expected to 

increase workers’ productivity and their wages due to an enhanced alignment of required and 

acquired skills (Pissarides, 2000; Van Eijs, Heijke, 2000).   

In this study, the characteristics of job seekers and the contribution of AlmaLaurea to 

filling information gaps on the labour market are central. These aspects become especially 

relevant in the case of more educated and qualified workers because of the higher complexity 

of the skills to be assessed and of the greater opportunity costs stemming from an inefficient 

recruitment process, i.e. the long term productivity loss due to hiring the wrong candidates. 
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Therefore, the recruitment practices of young university graduates is a relevant area of 

investigation for assessing the effectiveness of these online tools. 

Other than fulfilling an online LMI function, the graduate profiles found in AlmaLaurea 

closely resemble the Career Portfolio concept. Career Portfolios, which have been used for 

educational purposes for over a decade, have previously been operationalized as organized 

evidence of work readiness and specific job skills which can be focused to show the skills that 

employers want (Smith, 1996). A Career Portfolio consists of a resumé, in addition to evidence 

of abilities, knowledge, skills, and potential to build credibility (Woodbury et al., 2009). These 

elements are also present in the AlmaLaurea profiles, which makes this a unique case for 

further exploration given the fact that the Career Portfolio concept has, thus far, been unable 

to transcend the boundaries of education despite its theoretical utility for career purposes. 

As stated by Bryant and Chittum (2013), there is a need for increased focus in gathering and 

analysing data on concrete outcomes of Career Portfolio use, and to investigate the most 

effective Career Portfolio platforms. 

As such, the scientific contribution of this paper is two-fold. First, it aims to deepen the 

understanding of the processes underlying the previously established utility of online job 

search through LMI’s in a specific market segment (graduates in higher education). Second, 

the paper contributes to the Career Portfolio literature by presenting an empirical analysis of 

recruiters’ experiences with the usage of Career Portfolios fulfilling a platform function 

between education and businesses.  

The questions addressed in the conducted survey are aimed at identifying the unique 

contribution of AlmaLaurea in the recruitment process. To achieve this, the following 

objectives are defined: establishing the recruitment phase in which AlmaLaurea is used; 

recruiters’ satisfaction with AlmaLaurea in terms of aspects such as reliability and quality of 

profiles; the perceived effectiveness of AlmaLaurea compared to other recruitment channels 

used by recruiters; the most critical aspects of the graduate profiles in AlmaLaurea; the quality 

of candidates in relation to the most critical aspects; and critical feedback of recruiters on the 

AlmaLaurea service. 

 

6.2 Theory 

 

6.2.1 The role of online LMI’s in the matching process 

In theory, it is plausible to assume that online LMI’s have indeed contributed to a more 

efficient job matching process. Their scope is provided by the imperfect nature of labour 

markets, which are characterized by incomplete or asymmetric information on the 

heterogeneous parties involved. Jobs may differ with respect to terms, remuneration and 

skills required, whereas among workers there can be great variation in their skillsets, 

preferences and other relevant attributes. Furthermore, workers and firms may engage in 

opportunist behavior by misrepresenting themselves (Mortensen, 2010). Consequently, 

workers and firms have to invest in resources in their pursuit of an optimal match (Mortensen 

et al., 2011; Katz and Stark, 1987). The emergence and growth of various online LMI’s has 
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likely contributed to a decrease in transaction costs, and an increase in the amount of 

information available. In theory, this leads to a more efficient job matching process in terms 

of both speed and quality (Autor, 2013).  

 

6.2.2 Career Portfolios for career purposes 

There is a major practical challenge surrounding the Career Portfolio which can explain why 

the use thus far has not moved beyond education: information overload. Career Portfolio 

readers can become overwhelmed by excessive, disorganized information (Lorenzo & 

Ittelson, 2005). Mosely (2004) further substantiates this claim by identifying two main reasons 

for non-use of Career Portfolios: a lack of time and the unstructured nature of Career 

Portfolios. An important recommendation from the study was that the amount of time it takes 

to view portfolios should be reduced. This could be done by being more selective in the items 

included and making items more focused.  

AlmaLaurea provides this by using standardized graduate profiles. This enables 

recruiters to engage in targeted searches by means of search filters. Furthermore, since the 

information in the profiles is partially administrative by nature, the degree of reliability is 

considerable.  

 

6.2.3 Causes of skills mismatch 

According to a simplified view, the lack of skills by graduates and the quality and the reliability 

of university credentials are the main obstacles to fill vacancies with the right employees. 

First, the universities may underprovide those skills which are most demanded by firms. 

Second, young graduates may lack the skills certified by their diplomas and resumés so that 

employers have to work hard to de-codify their credentials in order to select the appropriate 

candidates.  

Unfortunately, the picture is more complex than this because the potential availability 

of the graduates with the right skills does not necessarily imply that the firms in need will be 

able to find them and to exploit their skills even if they hire them. This may happen for several 

reasons concerning mainly information gaps but also HRM practices (CEDEFOP, 2012; Adams 

et al., 2000). These are partially determined and constrained by firms’ (interrelated) 

characteristics such as their size, ownership structure and managerial organization (Barber et 

al., 1999). An inefficient match between demand and supply can also arise due to the lack or 

inefficient functioning of those tools and actors, i.e. LMI’s, which should facilitate the 

matching through the provision of information and job placement services (university job 

placement offices, public and private employment agencies), notably, by means of online CV 

databases.  

The task of investigating the causes of the skills mismatch is not a simple one. Both 

demand and supply factors appear to play an active role that may be difficult to disentangle. 

Instead, more viable is the task of finding out how specific tools and actors such as 

AlmaLaurea, improve the skills match. 
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6.3 Method 

 

Participants 

Recruiter characteristics. In total, 276 individuals in charge of the recruitment process 

were interviewed, equally distributed between male and females. Almost half of them were 

in charge of HRM and the remaining part either were the owner/CEO of the firm or were in 

charge of other managerial functions. Their average age was 42 years; 56% of them held a 

university degree and 24% an upper secondary degree. Of course, this distribution by position 

occupied within the firms varies a lot according to the size of the firms: in large firms, 73% of 

the recruiters were also in charge of HRM functions whereas in small firms this percentage is 

only 22%.  

Company characteristics. The size distribution of the firms is as follows. 8.7% of the 

recruiters worked for small firms, 61.8% for medium firms, and 29.5% for large firms. Since, 

for some firms, more than just one recruiter was interviewed and, most important, since we 

were interested to get information based on recruiters’ perceptions and views, in most of the 

analysis of the data our unit of observation is the recruiter. 50% of the firms belong to the 

service sector, 47% to the industrial sector and only 1.5% to the agricultural one. 76.6% of 

them are localized in the north of Italy, 15.1% in the center and the remaining part in the 

Mezzogiorno of Italy (south and Islands). 

 

Procedure 

During November and December 2014, 1,138 companies that recently used the AlmaLaurea 

placement services for graduates’ and young graduates’ recruitment were invited to 

complete a survey via e-mail. In order to collect as many opinions as possible, for some firms 

involved, more than one recruiter was contacted. Consequently, the total number of 

recruiters involved increased to nearly 4,000. The data was collected by means of an online 

survey, which was used to cut costs and data collection time. The survey procedure also 

included three e-mail reminders. The response rate was 22.5% of the firms involved (256 firms 

interviewed and, on the whole, 276 recruiters’ opinions). 

 

Measures 

In the survey, recruiters were asked to rate various aspects representing AlmaLaurea’s 

contribution to the recruitment process.  

Phase of use. This aspect reveals the phase in which recruiters use the AlmaLaurea 

service: in the pre-selection phase (prior to an interview), interview stage, or final decision 

stage. Multiple items could be selected by recruiters, which were asked in how many 

instances in each recruitment stage they utilized AlmaLaurea.  

Recruiters’ satisfaction with AlmaLaurea. This aspect consists of the following six items: 

ease of use, time required to find a suitable candidate, quality of the profiles, reliability of 

information, and validity of information. These items were rated on a 10-point scale, ranging 

from “extremely unsatisfied” (0) to “extremely satisfied” (10).  
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The performance of AlmaLaurea compared to other recruitment tools. Here, the utility 

of AlmaLaurea was compared to the following other recruitment channels: Cliclavoro (portal 

of the Ministry of Labour); CIP (Job Centre); job agency; university placement services; events, 

fairs, career days, job meetings; newspaper advertisements; general recruitment websites; 

social networks or social media; company website; informal contacts; other search channel. 

Their utility was rated on a 10-point scale, ranging from “extremely useless” (0) to “extremely 

effective” (10). 

Most critical aspects sought for in graduate candidates. This aspect consists of the 

following 23 aspects which were ranked on a 10-point scale: pre-university studies; 

qualifications received; university of origin; average degree score; speed of academic career; 

dissertation topic; earning a master’s or doctorate; awards/ credits / publications; gender; 

place of residence of the graduate; availability to work; internship done during study; 

postgraduate internship; work experience obtained during or after studies; experiences 

abroad; knowledge of specific field of activity of the firm; computer skills; language skills; soft 

skills; references; “online reputation” of the candidate (social networks, blogs); presentation 

of the candidate; and professional goals / ambitions. 

The degree to which information on these aspects is found through AlmaLaurea. 

Recruiters indicated the extent to which they found these aspects in the graduate profiles in 

AlmaLaurea in a percentage value.  These were compared with the most critical aspects 

sought for in candidates (determined by an average score of 8 or higher by recruiters).  

 

Data representativeness 

In order to obtain representative data of the firms that have recently used the job placement 

services of AlmaLaurea, a post-sampling procedure was adopted, stratifying by company size 

(“small companies” with less than 50 employees, “medium-size companies” between 51-100 

employees, and “large companies” with over 100 employees) and branch of activity 

(“industrial sector”, “service sector”, and “agricultural sector”). For every layer available a 

weight has been given so that the breakdowns related to the variables undergoing the re-

proportioning process are as close as possible to those found in the overall population. 

Intuitively, if a firm’s recruiter characteristics are largely widespread among the overall 

population, but not in the AlmaLaurea sample, he/she will be granted a proportionately 

higher weight. Conversely, a firm’s recruiter with characteristics that are widely found in the 

AlmaLaurea sample but not in the overall population will receive a proportionately lower 

weight. 

 

Hiring profile of companies 

In the last two years, the 41.4% of firms in the sample hired from 1 to 5 young graduates and 

28.9% of them from 6 to 20 graduates. Only 8.3% of them did not hire any young graduate. 

The hiring propensity varies a lot according to the size of the firm: 76.1% of the small firms 

hired from 1 to 5 graduates. 51.7% of the firms expect to hire from 1 to 5 young graduates in 

the year 2015-2016 and 21.2% from 6 to 20. Most of the hiring activity will consider 
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applications from graduates mainly in engineering studies (79.1%) and economics and 

statistics (47.9%); graduates in political sciences are the less demanded by the firms in the 

sample (4.3%). This pattern appears very consistent with the evidence that recruiters look for 

candidates to employ mainly in the engineering area (54.7%), in the commercial area (33.7%) 

and in the production area (27.7%). Recruiters look mainly for graduates with master degrees 

(77.6% second cycle degree/second level tertiary degree according to the Bologna process), 

in particular, if the firms involved are large (82.2%), or with a B.A. (30.2%, first cycle 

degree/first level tertiary degree). Only the 3.8% of recruiting activity searches for graduates 

with a PhD. (6.3% in large firms and none in small firms). 

The three main difficulties that firms generally face in the recruitment process are (1) 

an insufficient number of candidates (65.2%), (2) candidates lack the appropriate skills 

(44.7%), (3) the selection process is too slow and this implies also that some of the candidates 

are lost during the process (13.8%). The most used social media is by far LinkedIn (96.3) 

followed by Facebook (32.2%). 

 

Hiring through AlmaLaurea 

On average, 50% of all companies used the AlmaLaurea service for at least 1 in 4 graduate 

vacancies. Higher frequencies of use are found among small and large firms (respectively 39% 

and 37% use the platform for at least half of the applicable vacancies). The vast majority of 

companies use the AlmaLaurea service to actively look for students, whereas a smaller group 

also use the platform to actively post vacancies.  

 

Used recruitment channels 

The three main recruitment channels used by the surveyed recruiters are the university 

placement offices, the web site of the recruiting firms and the AlmaLaurea job placement 

service. This ranking changes a lot depending on the size of the firm (Table 1). Overall, small 

companies used a smaller set of recruitment channels than the larger organizations. It is 

noteworthy that small firms rely much more on the AlmaLaurea placement services than on 

other channels. Large firms rely a lot on events such as job meetings, career days and job fairs 

(60.1%) and on the use of social media and social network (54.5%). The three least used 

channels are newspapers advertisements, the CIP (public employment centers) and 

Cliclavoro, a public placement portal implemented by the Ministry of Labour. 
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Table 1 

Recruitment channels used by recruiters (percentage values) and their reported effectiveness (1-10 scale) 

Recruitment channel Small  Medium  Large  

 N % Effectiveness N % Effectiveness N % Effectiveness 

Cliclavoro (Italian public placement service) 0 0 - 2 1.2 3.5 3 3.3 3.0 

CIP 1 6.0 8 16 9.6 4.2 7 7.6 3.7 

Job agency 2 12.0 5 54 33.4 6.1 29 32.0 6.7 

University placement services 8 40.2 6.3 57 45.6 6.5 72 78.9 7.3 

Events 0 0 - 37 22.7 6.3 55 60.1 7.1 

Newspaper advertisements 4 17.1 6.4 16 9.6 5.5 4 4.3 5.0 

General recruitment websites 8 37.5 5 70 42.8 6.7 49 52.9 7.6 

Social media 5 23.1 5 31 19.1 6.5 50 54.5 7.3 

Firms' web site 7 35.1 6.3 74 45.3 6.9 73 79.1 7.8 

AlmaLaurea 13 61.5 6.6 76 46.9 6.8 48 52.6 7.7 

Informal contacts 5 25.5 7.2 72 44.3 6.9 22 23.6 6.6 

Other channels 0 0 - 2 1.4 6.4 2 2.4 8.6 

Note. Percentages do not add up to 100% because the usage of channels was established on a channel-by-channel basis. 
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6.4 Results 

 

Phase of use 

The majority of recruiters used the AlmaLaurea service for the pre-selection phase (95%). 

When considering the company size, some notable differences surface. Small companies also 

use the platform for the interview stage in 28.1% of all cases, whereas this occurs in nearly 

one in five cases in medium sized companies (19.1%). Medium sized companies also use 

AlmaLaurea in the final decision stage in nearly 1 out of 10 cases (9.1%). Large companies 

almost exclusively use AlmaLaurea for pre-selection purposes. This can be explained by the 

fact that smaller organizations generally lack the resources to complement AlmaLaurea’s 

services with company-specific recruitment activities. Especially in small firms, the 

responsibility for these activities typically rests with the company-owner (Saridakis, 2013).  

 

Satisfaction with AlmaLaurea 

Recruiters indicated that they are satisfied with AlmaLaurea due to ease of use of the service 

(7.5), a combination of reliable and relevant information (both 6.9), relatively high quality of 

the profiles (6.8), and an acceptable search period leading up to a match (6.6). They are least 

satisfied with the availability of up-to-date information (6.3). When looking at different 

company sizes, a discernible difference is that small firms are more satisfied with the search 

period leading up to a match (7.2) than large firms (6.3). The reliability, relevance, and quality 

of the profiles can be explained by the fact that AlmaLaurea provides administrative, verified 

information on the graduates in the database. This leads to a compulsory revelation of 

information which applicants might otherwise conceal (Autor, 2009). The presence of 

extensive search filters, 110 selection variables, and the standardized and structured nature 

of information on graduates’ degrees are likely to reduce the search period and promote ease 

of use of the system (AQU Catalunya, 2008). 

 

Perceived effectiveness 

The ranking of AlmaLaurea’s effectiveness within the spectrum of other recruitment channels 

is in line with the previously identified most used channels (table 1). Respectively, the firms’ 

recruitment website and AlmaLaurea are the two most popular channels, followed by 

university placement services, general internet recruitment sites, social media, and informal 

contacts. It has to be noted here that university placement services typically make use of the 

AlmaLaurea database as well. When considering company size, AlmaLaurea’s service is the 

only recruitment channel which ranks as a top 3 channel for all company sizes. Among the 

three least effective channels, in addition to “newspapers advertisements”, there are the two 

main public employment services, Cliclavoro and “Public Employment Centres (CIP). This 

ranking is, however, heavily affected by the size of the firms: according to recruiters of small 

and medium firms, CIP is the most effective channel. 
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Most critical characteristics of graduates 

What do firms look at when they search for their candidates? Which section of the resumé 

and which information they consider most valuable? First of all, they look at the type of 

university degree they hold. Second, to their skills in foreign languages, and third to their 

professional and career motivations. Very important are also the graduates’ soft skills, 

willingness to accept geographical mobility, the software/computing skills, their experiences 

abroad for work or study reasons, the university grades attained, graduates’ knowledge of 

the sector of activity of the employer and, finally, previous work experiences. 

Again, it is interesting to note how the ranking changes according to the size of the 

firms involved (Table 2). Small firms, which make up most of the Italian employers, especially 

value graduates’ university grades and their knowledge of the sector of activity of the 

employer. This interest may be attributed to the problems of these firms to adopt more 

sophisticated recruitment practices due to their limited amount of resources.  

It is noteworthy to stress that the standard certified credentials such as the university 

grades and, most important, the name of the university that awarded the degree, play a minor 

role in the recruitment process: recruiters do not seem to consider those credentials valuable 

signals. 
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Table 2 

Most valuable graduate characteristic by firm size 

Section Small Medium Large Total 

Type of university degree held 8.6 8.2 8.7 8.4 

Foreign languages skills 8.1 8.2 8.2 8.2 

Professional and career motivations 7.7 7.9 8.1 7.9 

Software/computing skills 7.9 7.9 7.7 7.8 

Geographical mobility 7.6 7.6 7.6 7.6 

Speed of university career 8.0 7.2 8.0 7.5 

Soft skills 6.6 7.2 8.2 7.5 

Experiences in foreign countries  6.2 7.2 7.9 7.3 

Knowledge of the employer’s sector 8.2 7.3 7.2 7.3 

University grades attained 8.1 7.0 7.6 7.3 

Previous work experiences 6.1 6.9 7.3 7.0 

Dissertation topic 6.9 6.8 7.2 6.9 

Post-graduate internship 6.2 6.6 7.1 6.7 

Internship during study 6.7 6.3 7.1 6.6 

University of origin 7.5 6.3 6.8 6.6 

Place of residence graduate 7.1 6.6 5.5 6.3 

Earning a Master or Doctorate 5.7 6.0 6.7 6.2 

Presentation of candidate 7.2 6.3 5.9 6.2 

Pre-university studies 6.8 5.6 5.2 5.6 

References 5.6 5.5 4.9 5.3 

Awards/ credits / publications 5.0 5.2 5.4 5.3 

Online reputation (social media) 5.1 3.8 4.1 4.0 

Gender 4.6 2.8 2.9 2.9 

Note. Small: < 50 employees, Medium: 51-100 employees, Large: > 100 employees. 

 

Quality of the graduate profiles in view of the most critical aspects. When comparing the 

importance assigned by recruiters to the different characteristics of graduates to the extent 

to which these characteristics are fulfilled in profiles found in AlmaLaurea, certain mismatches 

were identified (Table 3).  
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Table 3 

The importance assigned by recruiters to different attributes reported in the resumés 

compared to the extent to which they are found among candidates in AlmaLaurea in 

percentage values 

Attribute Importance of 

attribute 

Attribute found 

among candidates 

Mismatch 

Type of university degree held 78.1 67.6 11.5 

Foreign languages skills 73.5 51.6 21.9 

Professional and career motivations 66.9 33.0 33.9 

Software/computing skills 64.1 39.2 24.9 

Geographical mobility 59.8 39.4 20.4 

Speed university career 58.4 41.5 16.9 

Soft skills 

 

 

 

 

56.9 26.3 30.6 

University grades attained 55.6 41.8 13.8 

Knowledge of the employers’ sector 52.5 21.4 31.1 

Experiences in foreign countries 51.0 25.5 25.5 

Previous work experiences 44.2 25.0 19.2 

University skills/degree thesis 41.8 21.2 20.6 

Postgraduate internship 41.2 20.0 21.2 

Domicile/residence of the candidate 39.3 26.4 12.9 

Internship during study 39.0 20.5 18.5 

University of origin 37.9 17.5 20.4 

Earning a Master’s degree / Doctorate 30.3 13.7 16.6 

Appearance / way of presenting 29.1 13.2 25.9 

Pre-university studies 18,7 10.9 7.8 

References 15.9 3.9 12.0 

Awards, events, publications 13.6 2.7 10.9 

Gender 7.6 4.4 3.2 

Online reputation (social media) 6.4 1.2 5.2 

Note. The percentage reflecting the importance of an attribute reflects the proportion of 

recruiters which assigned an 8 or higher to the individual item. 
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The largest mismatches are related to professional and career motivations, knowledge on 

the employers’ sector, soft skills, experiences in foreign countries and software/computing 

skills.  Universities typically do not certify this type of information and recruiters cannot rely 

on self-attributed scores. The recruiters can only infer if and how graduates have cultivated 

such knowledge and skills through their academic experiences and the information 

regarding extra-curricular experiences and personal interests.   

The aspects prone to the largest degree of mismatch fit the “high bandwidth data” 

typology which was introduced by Autor in his book “Wiring the Labour Market” (2001).  

These data are typically hard to verify and represent quality, motivation, and "fit". Low 

bandwidth data, on the other hand, represents objectively verifiable information (such as 

education, credentials, and experience). Take the measurement of soft skills, for example, 

which is not an easy task: typically, they are measured through costly psychometric tests, 

while the most reliable way to assess them is through the actual graduates’ engagement in 

task requiring those skills. In his book, Autor (2001) suggests that detailed, verifiable skill 

certificates and/ or more detailed information disclosure might be a solution towards the 

provision of high bandwidth data for matching purposes. In the Career Portfolio field, there 

are relevant developments related to standardization (with respect to soft skills) and peer-

reviewing systems which could facilitate an enhanced provision of such information by 

platforms such as AlmaLaurea in the future.  
 

6.5 Conclusions 

 

AlmaLaurea is mostly used by recruiters for pre-selection purposes. Recruiters are satisfied 

with the platform in terms of ease of use and speed of using the service, the reliability and 

relevance of information, and relatively high quality of the profiles.  Moderate satisfaction 

levels were reported with regards to the availability of up-to-date information. Furthermore, 

AlmaLaurea’s service was deemed an effective tool compared to other recruitment channels. 

It is a top three recruitment tool for all firm sizes in terms of use and reported effectiveness. 

Especially recruiters working for large firms found the service to be relatively effective.  

The most vital information sought for in graduate candidates included the type of 

university degree they hold, their skills in foreign languages, and professional and career 

motivations. In addition, their soft skills, willingness to accept geographical mobility, the 

software/computing skills, their experiences abroad for work or study reasons, university 

grades attained, graduates’ knowledge of the sector of activity of the employer and, finally, 

previous work experiences were reported to be vital. 

When comparing this to the extent to which these characteristics are found in the 

graduate profiles in AlmaLaurea, some mismatches arose. Most notably, the professional and 

career motivations, knowledge on the employers’ sector, soft skills, experiences in foreign 

countries and software/computing skills were found to lacking in the graduate profiles. While 

there are relevant developments with regards to standardization (with respect to soft skills), 
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big data analytics and peer-reviewing systems that could facilitate an enhanced provision of 

such information in the future, it is evidently a challenging task.  

The mismatch between the supply of skills by young graduates and the demand of skills 

by firms is mainly a question of lack of information. Of course, this is not the only explanation. 

Young graduates may lack the skills needed or their university credentials could be not 

reliable, i.e. university credentials declared in the resumés do not correspond to recruiters’ 

expectations, thus making the recruitment process more costly and less reliable.    

Soft skills are becoming more important in the selection process and the recruiters are 

very much interested in detecting them when they select their candidates. But the detection 

of the soft skills through the resumés is not an easy task in that these skills may be better 

assessed in real working life situations and could be fully revealed later in time.   Since the 

skills mismatch is mainly a matter of lack of information, the availability of tools to enhance 

it and its reliability are central questions. From this respect, AlmaLaurea can be considered a 

valuable service: it has contributed towards improving the match between demand and 

supply of skills and the transparency of the Italian labour market of graduates. A very concrete 

measure of the benefits generated by the AlmaLaurea online CV-data bank has been 

computed by Bagues and Labini (2007) who show that graduates coming from universities 

belonging to the consortium enjoy a higher employment probability (3%), higher wages (3%) 

and are more satisfied with their job. Moreover, they appear to be geographically more 

mobile.  

As Autor (2001) rightly argues, the benefits of tools like AlmaLaurea should be assessed 

by looking at society as a whole, not just by considering the private gains of the individuals 

who are using these tools. To this respect, one should consider that social mobility can be 

improved thanks to a wider use of formal channels, such as the online CV-data banks, as 

opposed to informal channels such as family and friends networks, to recruit workers. For 

instance, empirical evidence shows that managerial and CEO positions within firms are often 

inefficiently transmitted within families and social networks (Pellegrino and Zingales, 2014). 

A wider use of formal recruitment channels such as the online CV-data banks can also bring 

benefits in terms of a more meritocratic and more inclusive society. Hence, the support to 

the development of these tools is a means of fostering social mobility and to include those 

talents who could be otherwise marginalized in the labour market. 

It can be concluded that online platforms such as AlmaLaurea are valuable means 

towards improving the transparency of the labour market. It is important to stress that not 

all the “technical” and “institutional” solutions are effective in achieving this outcome. The 

critical issues are the reliability and the relevance of the information provided on the profiles 

of graduates but also the reputation of the institutions providing information.  On these 

grounds, the AlmaLaurea bottom-up governance model that was followed in Italy can be 

considered a “best practice” to be followed. 
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6.6 Limitations and directions for future research 

 

A drawback of this study is that while the sample is statistically representative of the 

companies using the AlmaLaurea job placement services, it is not representative of the entire 

Italian economy. In particular, the sample underrepresents small and micro firms which make 

up most of the Italian economy.  Future research could address the extent to which services 

such as AlmaLaurea can be considered effective in a broader, representative context. In 

addition, this study only presents the perceptions of recruiters, no actual recruitment 

behaviour was observed. Future research could address the critical aspects of the graduate 

profile by comparing purchased and not-purchased CV’s. 

Furthermore, there is robust statistical evidence that HRM practices may be affected by 

the education of the manager/firms owners involved: for instance, Schivardi and Torrini 

(2011) show that an Italian an employer with a university degree hires three times as many 

graduates as one with a lower educational attainment. The extent to which educational 

attainment of the recruiters affects the choice and use of recruitment channels such as 

AlmaLaurea also poses an interesting area for future research. Nevertheless, this study 

provides valuable information on recruitment practices and the use of AlmaLaurea among 

Italian firms. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix A 

The ePortfolio Maturity Model (The Learning Sciences Research Institute, 2007) 

 

Maturity Factor Description 

Career Portfolio Policy The institute has an articulated policy relating 

to Career Portfolio purpose, use, and 

development 

Connectivity to support Career 

Portfolio development 

Systems are networked together  to allow the 

sharing of Career Portfolio resources 

Interoperability/transferability of data The system offers flexibility with regards to the 

import and export of data 

Curriculum ICT Policy A clear vision has been defined on the use of 

ICT in the institute 

Institutional embedding Acceptance of the Career Portfolio in the 

institute 

 

Staff ICT Skills The majority of staff is ICT affluent 

Staff engagement to Career Portfolios Engagement is universally positive 

Staff as providers of online feedback Staff work regularly, constructively, and 

formatively on giving feedback on Career 

Portfolio material 

Autonomy in the construction of Career 

Portfolios 

Students autonomy is encouraged as a matter 

of policy 

Student capability of autonomy in 

learning 

All students are capable of making autonomous 

choices regarding their learning goals and style 

Student’s electronic links to the 

organization 

Students can access the Career Portfolio from 

home 

Access to Career Portfolio The Career Portfolio is available anywhere, 

anytime 

Career Portfolio ownership Students can decide which aspects of the 

Career Portfolio are shared 

Learners as active creators of digital 

content 

Students are active and regular creators of 

content 

Learners as seekers and users of 

feedback 

Students seek feedback regularly 

Learner engagement to Career 

Portfolios 

Engagement is almost universally positive 

Useability The interface is well designed and intuitive 

Reusability Any agreed type of data/file can be stored 
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Appendix B 

Executive Information System Success Factors (Poon & Wagner, 2000) 

 

Critical Success Factor Description 

Committed and informed executive 

sponsor 

Executive sponsor who is committed to the 

implementation, invests time and effort and has a 

realistic understanding of the system. 

Operating sponsor Operating sponsor who actively manages the 

implementation and its details, to leverage the time 

of the executive sponsor. 

Appropriate supporting staff  Supporting staff who have technical as well as 

business knowledge to support the implementation 

of the system. 

Appropriate technology Selecting the most suitable system on the market, 

which is crucial since the choice has a major bearing 

on the acceptance of the system. 

Management of data Ability to provide access to reliable data from 

internal and external sources. This may involve the 

aggregating, accessing and extracting data from 

various databases. 

Clear link to business objectives The benefits of the system and link to a certain 

business problem / objective are clearly defined. The 

system should provide something that adds value. 

Management of organizational 

resistance 

Proactively managing organizational resistance in 

the introduction and operational phase, which is a 

common cause of implementation failure.  

Management of system evolution and 

spread 

Identifying specific job functions, technical 

orientation, work style and support needs of each 

user 

Evolutionary development 

methodology 

Prototyping to discover how the system can add 

value. 

Carefully defined information and 

system requirements 

Identifying information requirements which meet 

the organization’s needs in terms of the defined 

objectives.  
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Appendix C 

Defined goals and HCM objectives for the five cases in the Let’s Connect project (chapter 4). 

C1 Result  

HCM goals 

 
Shift to recruiting personnel based on competences (clusters of 

knowledge/skills/attitudes which enable a worker to work effectively) 

 
Structuring training and on-the-job learning with the Career Portfolio by 

using elaborate competences 

 
Recording and monitoring process of in-house education with the Career 

Portfolio 

Objectives 

± 
Describing 16 job functions in terms of primary tasks in alignment with 

educational records 

 
Completed Career Portfolio profiles of all employees currently involved in 

(internal or external) education 

 
Identifying competences relevant for the different job functions and 

embedding them in the Career Portfolio 

 Gaining insight in the talents of employees 

 
Shortening duration of training due to enhanced insight in competence 

mastery levels 

 Expanding the number of participants to 200 in 2 years’ time 

Note. =Successful, ±=Acceptable, =Unsuccessful  

 

 

C2 Result  

HCM goals 

 
Improve the composition of teams based on competence assessments in 

the Career Portfolio 

 
Fostering internal mobility (using personnel in positions appropriate to 

their skills) through identifying employee talents based on Career Portfolios 

Objectives 

 Develop a valid competence test to be used in the Career Portfolio 

 Completed Career Portfolio profiles of all participants 

 Gain insight in the competences of participants on an aggregate level 

 Expand the number of participants 

Note. =Successful, ±=Acceptable, =Unsuccessful  
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C3 Result  

HCM goals 
± Gain insight in professional development of employees 

± Fostering (internal and external) mobility of employees 

 

Objectives 

 

 A description of all job functions, roles, tasks and associated competences 

 Completed Career Portfolio profiles of all participants 

± Including Career Portfolio training in the company training 

 Embedding the Career Portfolio in the existing HR software 

± Active use of Career Portfolios among employees 

± Gain insight in the talents of employees 

± Expand the number of participants to 120 

± 
Exchanging data on requested competences with the vocational institute 

where employees are recruited from 

Note. =Successful, ±=Acceptable, =Unsuccessful  

 

 

C4 Result  

HCM goals 

± Fostering (internal and external) mobility of employees 

± 
Improve the composition of teams based on competence assessments in 

the Career Portfolio 

± Stimulating professional development of employees 

Objectives 

 Completed Career Portfolio profiles of all participants 

 
Active use of the Career Portfolio system by both the participants and 

supervisors 

± Insight in the competences of participants on an aggregate level 

± 
Developing a competence test which is linked to relevant job functions in 

the pilot 

± 
Exchanging data on requested competences with a local university to 

recruit graduates more effectively 

 
Embedding existing competence profiles of the organization in the Career 

Portfolio 

Note. =Successful, ±=Acceptable, =Unsuccessful  

 

 

C5 Result  

HCM goals 
 Enhancing the professional development of employees 

 Stimulating mobility of employees 

Objectives 

 
Describing relevant competences for the job functions in alignment with 

vocational training institutes 

 
Recording both the vocational generic competence levels of employees in 

the Career Portfolio 

Note. =Successful, ±=Acceptable, =Unsuccessful  
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