Asia—Pacific Journal of Educational Management Research
Vol.6, No.2 (2021), pp.57-72
http://dx.doi.org/10.21742/ajemr.2021.6.2.05

How Employers Evaluate the Employability of Recent Psychology
Graduates: The Case of Chile

Oscar Espinoza®”, Luis Gonzalez?, Luis Sandoval®, Noel McGinn*
and Paulina Cérdenas®

YUniversidad de Tarapaca, Chile
’Programa Interdisciplinario de Investigaciones en Educacion, Chile
>Universidad Tecnolégica Metropolitana, Chile
*Harvard University, USA
oespinoza@academia.cl, *legonzalez.fiegehen@gmail.com, 3lsandoval@utem.cl,
*nmcginn@igc.org, *pcardenas@utem.cl

Abstract

The purpose of this study was to assess employers’ perceptions of the job performance of
recent Psychology graduates of Chilean universities. There have been few studies of the
impact of universities with different admission policies on the value added by their study
programs. Not much is known about how the work performance of Chilean psychologists
varies according to the type of university in which they were trained. The qualitative research
used semi-structured interviews of employers of graduates with less than three years of
employment from three universities. Universities selected represent three levels of admission
selectivity (low, medium, and high). University officials listed all employers of their
graduates. A random sample of 10 employers was interviewed. The employers reported large
differences in quality of performance, linked to the university in which the graduate had
studied. Graduates of the high selectivity university received the highest ratings. The
employers' perspectives suggest that the current education system privileges theoretical
knowledge more than knowing how to be and how to do it, although these are the
competencies required by current occupations and society in the 21st century. This finding
has important implications: The Low Selectivity University (LSU) and Medium Selectivity
University (MSU) can improve their graduates’ skills and opportunities by an increased
emphasis on generic competencies.
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1. Introduction

Beginning around 1980, the term “employability” came into play to justify employers’
preference for some job applicants over others [1]. The introduction of university ranking
systems increased attention to employability by universities and by students, first in
Anglophone countries than in continental Europe. Once intended to produce "“educated
persons” for positions of leadership, the mission of the university now, some claim, is to
produce "employable persons” [2][3].
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The Bologna Process in Europe, which gave “employability pride-of-place” [4], sought
through the Tuning Project to standardize the competencies that students would acquire in
universities. There is, however, considerable disagreement about whether employability
should be regarded as a reliable characteristic of university graduates, or whether it is the
outcome of a complex process involving unpredictable variables [5][6][7]. These and other
authors question the utility of university efforts to elevate the employability of their graduates
[41[8].

In Chile, as elsewhere, there is little reliable information about the job performance of
graduates and how that can be improved. This lack of understanding makes it difficult to
design public policies to support the expectations that new professionals have about their
careers. Our ignorance increases the risk of failure and financial loss by families seeking a
return from their investment in education. Chile recently established a need-based program to
finance higher education, but many students still run up serious debts using bank loans to
finance their studies [9][10].

There is ample evidence to support the assertion that persons with higher education,
compared to those with lower levels of schooling, are advantaged in the labour market [11]
[12][13]. In Chile, this is documented in the results of the annual Supplementary Income
survey by the National Statistics Institute [14]. The results are not; however, equivalent for all
university graduates. Salary information collected by the Ministry of Education reports that
one and four years after hiring indicates significant differences related to the university
attended [15]. Awvailable evidence indicates that continued implementation of the
employability policy will reproduce rather than reduce Chile’s high level of social and
economic inequality [16][17][18]. This suggests that the assessment of higher education
should also include graduates’ level of salary attained and the relationship between the work
performed and training [19][20].

Little or nothing is known about the skills that new professionals are acquiring to meet the
demands of the labor market. In this scenario, not much is known about how the work
performance of Chilean psychologists varies according to the type of university in which they
were trained. There have been few studies of the impact of universities with different
admission policies on the value added by their training study programs [21][22][23].

The Psychology degree program was chosen for this study because the increasing number
of psychologists in the labor force has in recent years exceeded demand [15][24].

The university degree in Psychology was first offered in the early 1960s. In the first five
years (1962-1966), approximately 23 Psychologists graduated each year. Thirty years later,
that number had jumped to approximately 378. By 2017, universities were graduating more
than 4000 Psychologists per year [15].

Given the lack of information, it is reasonable to ask: How do employers see the work
performance of graduate psychologists from different universities? The research objective of
this study is to compare employers' perceptions of their Psychologist employees according to
the level of admission selectivity of the universities from which they graduated.

2. Literature review

The task of forming graduates for employment has become more complex, in part because
knowledge has expanded as a result of increased access to education, resulting in more
technological change, which in turn has prompted new occupations and new fields of study
and training. Changes in technology and management theory have resulted in greater
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flexibility in the utilization of human resources, giving employers more options in the hiring
of new staff [25].

Research in Europe and the United Kingdom reported that university diplomas or titles
were no longer a guarantee of employment. Instead, the transition into the labor force
depended on the demonstration of certain competencies [26]. A 2004-2007 study in 16
European countries on employability and professional flexibility (REFLEX) found that one in
four university graduates complained that the skills they had acquired were insufficient to
earn them acceptable employment [27]. Universities competing for students are pressed to
match the profile of knowledge, skills, and attributes of their graduates to a widening range of
occupations, many of which are just now being defined. As a consequence, the employability
of graduates is said to be a major criterion for assessing the quality of a university [2]. A
similar survey, PROFLEX, has surveyed 10,000 university graduates in Latin America. The
study concludes that university programs have a significant effect on graduates' capacity for
innovation [28].

Note, however, that these assertions imply that employment depends only on the attributes
of the candidate. Other research demonstrates clearly that it also is influenced by the actions
of the employer and those of other competitors for the available position. Employability is not
embedded in an individual but instead is a transactional construct. Universities can affect
(some) characteristics of the candidates, individuals can seek certain jobs and not others, and
employers can influence characteristics of the "demand" (job requirements) [29][30].

The construct of employability has been discussed from three complementary perspectives,
which have been labeled as “possessive”, “positional”, and “processing” [31]. The possessive
approach argues that employers select personnel who will be highly productive. In economic
terms, productivity is a function of possessing technical knowledge and skills or human
capital. When this theory was first proposed, years of schooling were seen as a reliable
indicator of a person's human capital [32]. Some research gives less importance to skills as
the basis for employers’ decisions [33]. A more common perspective today is that candidates
are hired also for their appearance, speech, or behavior, which is interpreted as information
about their likely performance in an organization. This approach is called “signalling theory”
[34], and the visible behavioral attributes of a person are referred to as cultural capital.
Membership in a family, community or organization also influences or results in social
relationships, which can facilitate access to and securement of employment. This is known as
social capital [35].

The positional view of graduate employability argues that the likelihood of employment of
a given individual or category of persons depends on the attributes and actions of other
persons [36]. Competition for jobs increases when the expansion of higher education creates
credential inflation. Social elites make use of their resources to acquire more prestigious
credentials, to position themselves better in the queue for limited high-skilled (and more
highly rewarded) vacancies, and therefore, to secure an advantage in the competition [37].
Graduates from working-class backgrounds who, because of their position in society, have
less cultural and social capital, are less employable. They are more likely to find employment
in non-graduate occupations and to earn significantly less than their middle-class counterparts
[38].

The likelihood of employment depends, therefore, not just on the quality of the university's
training program but on the efforts of the student or graduate to "manage"” their career
[39][40]. Beginning with the choice of university, students can seek to improve their future
opportunities. For example, in some countries employment opportunities are greater for
students attending prestigious universities [41][42]. Once enrolled, students can begin to
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make themselves look like successful occupants of their profession. The development of
professional identity can be recognized (and appreciated) by future employers who see the
candidate as capable of contributing to the organization [33][43]. Universities can foster
career management and the building of professional identity in the degree program
curriculum, as part of subject courses, as a separate course, and through practicum and work
placement experiences [44]. An effective “identity” can be acquired in school, but some
research suggests that only direct work experience has a major effect on employability [43].

Finally, today’s graduates vary in the extent to which they are able and willing to adapt to
different circumstances. Research from the processing perspective identifies different stages
of career development, the knowledge and skills that enable employees to move to the next
level, and how employees acquire the awareness of opportunities [45]. Researchers have
developed an instrument that measures job applicants' self-confidence, curiosity, self-control,
and concern for performance, producing an "Adapt-Ability" scale [46]. These psychological
characteristics have been shown to contribute to the employability of a job candidate.

Research on job performance usually has focused on establishing the degree to which the
abilities graduates have are those required in the labour force [47][48]. The relationship has
been studied looking at salaries [49], work satisfaction, underemployment, workplace
conflicts [50], and psychological effects on professional workers [51]. The fit or disjunction
between abilities and job requirements has also been studied in graduates of doctoral
programs [52].

Graduates with attributes and skills sought by employers can find work without major
difficulty and perform adequately on the job [53]. This reflects the relevance and quality of
the training they received [47][54].

Among the important skills are those sometimes referred to as non-cognitive, generic (hot
particular to a discipline), or "soft". They include, among others, communication, critical
thinking, capture, and analysis of information, social relationships, self-esteem, and self-
understanding [38][53][54].

In a competitive labor market, these skills are not directly related to the tasks that defined
the occupation but they can command the same or more importance than job-specific abilities
[55][56]. As a consequence, although graduates are "well-prepared” (in their discipline) they
may not be hired. A study of the employability of new professional graduates, carried out in
16 European countries between 2004 and 2007, found that one in four university graduates
complained that the knowledge and skills acquired in their study programs were not sufficient
to ensure an acceptable job [57].

Another study, including more than 7000 firms in 27 countries in the European Union,
reported that employers put the most importance on skills in teamwork, communication,
reading comprehension, writing, computing ability, adaptability in new situations, and
problem-solving ability. Significantly, 80 percent of those interviewed were satisfied with the
skill levels of the graduates they had hired [58].

In Chile, the work performance of psychologists has been studied from the perspective of
practicing professionals and compared with their university training. The results highlight that
the lack of generic skills leads to reduce effects on the job [59]. The same conclusion was
reached by Garcia and others [60] using a qualitative approach to study psychologists
working in primary and secondary education. Using a different methodology, Makrinov and
coauthors [61] looked at the work performance of 237 psychologists who had graduated from
a highly selective university between 1989 and 1999. Among their findings was that
graduates had inadequate training in interpersonal relationships, especially those involved in
leadership. They also reported a high turnover in jobs, on average graduates spending only 2
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years in a given position. This study was especially important as it tried to identify a more
direct relationship between training and job performance of psychologists. None of the three
studies identified inadequate training in specific discipline-based work skills.

In summary, the study reported here is a first attempt to relate employers” perceptions of
the job performance of psychologists they have hired to the selectivity of the university in
which the psychologists were trained.

3. Methodology

This study followed a qualitative research design. This design is appropriate because the
focus of the study is on understanding employers' perceptions of the professional performance
of graduates of the Psychology program. Data was collected using a semi-structured interview
method. Fieldwork was carried out between January and September 2017, in the Metropolitan
Region of Chile.

Interview data were subjected to content analysis [62]; inductive categories were
developed working with the interview transcripts. The categories were constructed to be
consistent with the objectives of the study. The analysis focused on the employers' perception
of the characteristics of employability of candidates, and their inferences concerning the
candidates' training.

These perceptions were arranged in four categories:

(a) University training;

(b) Professional performance competencies;

(c) Ethics and values compatible with the quality of performance; and
(d) Skills required for different settings and situations.

Most of the employers' comments were expressed in colloquial, “street” Spanish. This has
been translated into English more accessible to the general public. Content Analysis was used
applying inductive categories. These aid in the categorization of the employers™ perceptions
of the graduates.

The sample of employers interviewed was intentional, including 10 persons selected from
a group that in the present or past had a working relationship with psychologists who had
graduated from one of the three universities in the sample. Three interviews were conducted
with employers of psychologists from the low selectivity university, 4 with employers of
psychologists from the medium selectivity university, and 3 with psychologists from the high
selectivity university.

The level of selectivity of the universities included was based on the years of accreditation
of each institution, and scores on the national University Selection Test (PSU) required for
admission. The PSU has an average score of 500 and a standard deviation of 100.

Using these criteria, the selected institutions had the following characteristics:

() High Selectivity (HSU). For the years 2012, 2103, and 2014, the average attained PSU
score of 660.

(b) Medium Selectivity (MSU). For the years 2012, 2013, and 2014, the average attained
PSU score of 476.

(c) Low Selectivity (LSU). For the years 2012, 2013, and 2014, the average attained PSU
score below 400.
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Confidentiality of respondents has been protected by identifying each of the paragraphs of
their narrative with the following coding scheme: the individual employers were assigned a
number (E1 to E10); the selectivity of the university in question was indicated as UAS
(High), MSU (Medium), or LSU (Low); and the gender of the employer as feminine (F) or
masculine (M).

4. Results

Results, in the form of employers’ perceptions or opinions, grouped under the four
categories listed in the Methodology section, that is: University training, Professional
performance, Ethics and values compatible with the quality of performance, and Skills
required in actual job situations

4.1. University training

This concerns the employers™ evaluation of the technical, theoretical, and methodological
training that graduates demonstrated in their job performance.

The employers agreed that the LSU graduates” preparation in the use of psychometric
instruments was weak. In addition, the training methods were not up to date. This did not,
however, reduce their perceived level of professional performance. On the other hand, the
employers referred positively to the graduates' soft skills, in the sense that the LSU graduates
tried hard to perform well on the job. This was attributed by the employers to the social
profile of graduates from that university.

That is to say, they have the basic knowledge, but that is not optimal. [One would hope]
that they could manage a larger and more up-to-date pool of tests or psychometric methods.
They are following the results of tests from two decades ago (E 1 — LSU — F).

| attribute [the issue of lack of more transversal skills] in this case to the “house of
studies” in which they were formed (...) which has a lot to do with the socio-economic profile
“C3” [medium low].2 To that one adds, besides, the issue of the effort of being the first
generation of professionals in their families (E 1 — LSU — F).

They come well prepared for the school environment, with skills in handling networks,
interruptions, fights...But, in the work on applying instruments (...) they were a bit more lost.
But this is a technical thing, which they can learn. For us it is more important than the
professional connection with the students (...) It seems to me that the distinguishing mark that
these professionals have is their closeness to their students, without ignoring the issue of the
diagnostics (E 3 - LSU - F).

In the case of graduates from the MSU, the employers’ emphasis was on the scarce training
they appeared to have received in some dimensions of human resources; both technical and
theoretical weaknesses are noted. At the same time, the employers, most of whom are in
community organizations, were content with these graduates. They indicated that they are
well enough prepared to develop satisfactorily in the work setting. They did note, however,
their lack of rigor in the use of various techniques. This was attributed to their lack of
training.

2 Chile categorizes individuals in five income levels. C3 is equivalent to US$12,000 per year and is
medium-low.
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[the graduates of the MSU] arrive with low general knowledge. For example, in Human
Resources, you can see that [they do not know] (...) they are determined enough to want to
get ahead, but there are areas requiring knowledge in which they are weak (...) one can see
that they lack technical and theoretical knowledge (E 1 — MSU — M).

Look, what we are looking for is a community orientation, as | was telling you (and this
orientation we find) in the graduates of the MSU (E 2 - MSU - F).

[the graduates of the MSU] 1 think show strengths informative terms. | see a much more
social focus, they have it well set and are more conscious about holding a critical social
posture. They are people who understand community work, they have covered a lot of ground
and life to clinical practice, but clinical from the community perspective. On the other hand,
thinking about their failings, | have noted, principally in the beginning, certain failings about
a more technical or theoretical perspective, we could say (...) a lack of rigor... (E 3 — MSU —
F).

In general, the majority of employers of the HSU graduates don't refer specifically to their
academic training; instead, they allude to their distinguishing characteristics or graduate
profile. This is revealed in the attitudes of the employers—in the organizational and
community areas—about the work of these professionals. The graduates (of the HSU) are
seen as having an orientation and general focus, a culture that plays a fundamental role in
their professional work. Their formation is compared (favorably) with that of graduates from
other universities, even of high selectivity, that does not have the same profile.

For his part, the employer from the consulting area also comments on the graduates’
technical training which, even if not of top quality, is seen as positive and more balanced than
that characteristic of graduates from other universities. The comments that follow support
these assertions:

[These professionals have a] more matching technical training, to describe it in one way
(...) as if they had an education more adequate in everything (E 1 — HSU — M).

I like the profile of the psychologist from the HSU because he is more grounded, more
about doing things (...) They are more "let's move ahead" and that is truly very pleasing. So,
they have this idea, from the beginning, that one has to jump into the fight (E 2 — HSU — M).

4.2. Evaluation of professional competences

This dimension includes the opinions of employers about the competencies of the
graduates to meet the expectations and objectives of each of their organizations. The
evaluation of the professional performance of the LSU graduates emphasizes their perceived
weaknesses in the "technical” aspect of their work, independent of what they can learn
quickly and incorporate into their performance. Even so, they are valued for their
commitment to their job.

Their failures are more related to technique, but this issue can be straightened out and
changed by working (E1 — LSU — F).

1 feel they lack soft skills (...) They had difficulties (...) in the area of group relationships,
interpersonal relationships, which were (...) getting better in time and (...) in some moments
it was not so difficult. | believe that many variables come into play, but there was an issue
[difficulty] with the soft skills on (...) the arrival of the team (E2 — LSU — M).

In the case of employers of MSU professionals, the graduates hired showed theoretical
weaknesses that had to be reinforced by the organizations themselves. It stands out, on the
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other hand, that they are characterized by being active, but this distinction is affected by their
limited social abilities, which isn't the fault of the university but rather where they come from.
This speaks well of the graduate profile which prepared them for community work on the
ground, along with the ability to form adequate connections with their clients.

The following quotes illustrate this:

Three or four professionals have come from the MSU in recent years. They come with
failings in knowledge. I see it in (...) how much help they need to be able to work
autonomously in the job, [because] these psychologists ask you for training. But two parallel
things happen. They begin to work and continue making mistakes despite the training, and
that makes you aware that...they don't get it [understand] and they don't dare to tell you so.
And the other issue is that they stop asking questions to not appear that they don't know; this
leads to constant errors, a repetition of mistakes, so you become aware that at the core they
are not good (E 1 — MSU — M).

They are hardworking, they are people that want to do better (...) [however] the good
impression of being persevering (...) gets tarnished when they start with attitudes that act
against the workplace climate in which you are; [which manifests itself]... since they don’t
know how to converse, because anything you say to them is resented, until there are attitudes
or actions tied up with ethics, loyalty, with commitment, that type of thing. (...) I don’t know if
it is the university or something from the crib (E 1 — MSU — M).

I have seen certain failings in them more to technique and methodology, in analysis and
organization of information, writing of reports and memos, etc. (...) They lack a little
theoretical baggage, | believe (E 3 - MSU - F).

The opinions of the employers of the HSU graduates focused on aspects related more to
generic competencies than to those based on the disciplines. In both the consulting office and
in the community, they believe that the graduates' training has been adequate, but they
emphasize that for their introduction to work to be successful and lead to good performance,
they require more personal skills, rather than more technical and theoretical training. The
employer from the organizational area varied in his judgment depending on the graduate
psychologists' specialization. Those who had been trained in labor psychology were evaluated
positively, but the employer was critical of those trained in clinical psychology, believing
they need the training to make up for various gaps. This same employer thought that overall
the graduates had good basic training.

[The psychologist from the HSU] coordinated the information coming out of the
development of the projects (...) which consisted of assessing whether the information found
in the questionnaires was correct (...) I think that she had a very good profile for the job that
she was carrying out (E 1 — HSU - F).

[With respect to their professional development] | have to separate the graduates into two
groups: those that are labor psychologists, who have, in general, got ahead very well; but
those that are clinicians, we have had to reconvert (...). But in general, the professional
evaluation is very positive, technically they are good, one sees that they know, one sees they
have had good training (E 2 — HSU — M).

I could tell you that the HSU psychologist has a broadly adequate and satisfactory
performance inside the team of professionals. He stands out for his contributions, he is a very
good professional, very willing. Besides, in the work, he contributes with plenty of ideas. He
has been a good contributor (E 3 — HSU — F).
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4.3. Ethics and values

The concern here is the relationship between the set of norms and principles that delineate
a correct attitude and quality performance. Their coherence strengthens the professional
image as well as the image of the institution.

The employers generally feel that the values of the LSU graduates are weak, which affects
their image and the quality of their work performance.

[They fail in] some very small things, such as notifying that you are going to arrive or not
or calling in 10 minutes before the start of a session to say that they are sick, super simple
things. In this work there is a lot of responsibility for the welfare of the patient, so not coming
to work or waiting until 10 minutes before the session to inform that they are not coming, |
consider enormously irresponsible (E 1- LSU-F).

The behavior of [some graduate psychologists of the LSU] without doubt generates
difficulties and friction with people because | have received comments about some
professionals that have been laid out (...) [that] (...) certain ways of relating with respect to
asking things and making statements are not appropriate. It's not a question of a particular
form of bad behavior, I've looked at it and it’s not so, but there is the issue of how people feel
when they are asked for something (E 2- LSU- M).

In the case of employers of professionals from the MSU, on the one hand, reference is
made to their appreciation of the effort and commitment the graduates have. But on the other
hand, the employers are critical of the MSU graduates' inadequate behavior in an
organization, and their incapacity to develop professional criteria that match the quality of
their work.

The majority are kids that have a common characteristic, they are eager to get ahead but
have problems with their level of knowledge and with their value system, where they are weak
(E1-MSU - M).

They have attitudes and act in ways that conflict with values such as loyalty and
commitment, that kind of thing. Run down the boss [try to get him fired] to give you a
practical example, begin to overload him with issues unrelated to the job, so | see a weakness
in this type of person that comes from that university (E 1 — MSU — M).

In this aspect, the employers of psychologists from the HSU are positive in their
assessments. They emphasize the graduates’ reliability, productivity, and desire to do
satisfactory work, to help work teams with whom they are connected. The following remarks
illustrate that position:

He always answered and on that basis, | always had total trust in the work that he was
going to carry out (...) and if we had some typical problems at the end of the analysis, for
example, if something was missing. | could count on him doing a comparatively good job (E1-
HSU- F).

Yes, but here leadership rises (...) emerges from the group (...) They can run their projects
by themselves, but with the help of the rest of the team, in some way leadership is generated
within the team (...) because there’s no struggle for power (...) but at the same time it
generates a lot more synergy and connectivity within the group and makes it possible for
them to contribute horizontally (E2 — HSU- M).
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4.4. Skills required for current work settings

This dimension refers to the generic abilities required to analyze problems, generate
proposed solutions, promote required changes, and apply the knowledge acquired both in
professional training as well as in the work career.

The predominant opinion of employers of graduates of the LSU is that the university does
not adequately develop these competencies sufficiently for their graduates to be flexible and
able to adapt in a context of constant change. They cannot also perform in different settings
and articulate interests and stages.

I believe that in their formation current graduates of different universities did not receive
adequate training for working with and in groups, which makes them anxious (...) They had
nothing on working with groups of patients nor with how to handle the stress of clinical
rounds. These are situations they will experience whether in a public health center or a
private clinic. The administration part can be learned later (...) but they don't leave well-
prepared.

[These psychologists] have to deal with the difficulties of a community mental health
program...where you face problems every day. (...) There, the person in charge of the
program gets in the car and leaves, so you have to be proactive and resilient in the face of
those challenges (E2 - LSU — M).

Employers of the MSU graduates see these professionals as lacking soft skills, for example
in the kind of leadership they show, which makes it difficult to achieve the kind of balance
that makes a collaborative style possible. They also underline that it would be costly to
change to work settings that would alter the logic and variables to be considered by the
various actors in the decision process. They report that the graduates are excessively critical
of the institutions in which they work, which reflects on their performance. On the other hand,
they appreciate the good treatment the graduates provide their clients, recognizing their
capacity for empathy.

Another employer noted satisfaction by identifying the fundamental competencies that lead
to optimal performance, acknowledging the proactivity of these graduates:

All those who have come from the MSU have ended up confessing to me that when they
arrived they listened and were surprised by what they found here, but if you talk statistics to
them and scare them, they die of fright but later they can tell me, for example when they have
been here six months, "this question was all Greek to me (...)

[With regard to leadership] ...I can tell you about one of the psychologists I was
supervising whose turn came up to lead other psychologists that had been her classmates in
the university. In the beginning, she relied on participatory leadership, but at the first sign of
friction that stopped and changed into despotic leadership...and instead of resolving the
conflict she adopted a more confrontational attitude (...) (E1-UMS-M).

You have to work down on the street, in the community (...) link up with the base social
organizations, work with the youth in their setting, [give] psychotherapy but on the street (...)
1 think that the professionals that come from the MSU (...) are mostly from the low social
strata, and therefore are not afraid of the setting (E4 — MSU — M).

The employers of HSU graduates note their communicative abilities, their productivity,
their work in networks, commitment, flexibility, and capacity to adapt themselves to different
contexts. They also value their motivation to improve their learning and constantly innovate.
The idea occurs to one employer that universities are not preparing people for the world of
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work, but rather fundamentally are locating them, in a skewed manner, in the world of
knowledge.

They always are willing to take on different kinds of work, without major complaints (...) I
have not seen this in [graduates from] other kinds of universities. Besides, their technical
training is more appropriate. You see that they had a better all-around education, but as
recent graduates in their field, they don't have deep knowledge in anything, so when you want
to involve them in a project, you have to teach them, but they learn and learn quickly (E 2-
HSU- M).

... Their performance is broadly adequate and satisfactory (...) They distinguish themselves
by their contributions, both in their training and their characteristics (...)

They have certain personal characteristics that make them very good workmates, very
professional, and willing to take on anything, but besides the work and training (...) they have
lots of ideas, they are innovators, creative, they apply their knowledge to the job. They have,
therefore, been a good addition (E 3- HSU- F).

They indicate that employers place importance on graduates being capable of adapting to
different work settings and organizational strategies. This is linked to the job candidates’
capacity for leadership and adaptability to change. While these could be understood as
generic competencies, these are featured by employers in the context of changing conditions
of work. The employers thought that graduates from all three universities were not well
prepared in this regard.

[Figure 1] summarizes the main findings associated with the perceptions of employers of
graduates of psychology majors.
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Figure 1. Summary of findings on employer assessments

5. Discussion

One finding is the importance that employers assign to generic competencies. The
weaknesses identified are principally in the domain of generic competencies, which is what
limits the optimal professional development of the psychologists who graduated from LSU
and MSU. This is not, however, the case for HSU graduates, who demonstrate fundamental
skills for good work performance. Perhaps the HSU graduates have a superior level of social-
cultural capital since it is known that university selectivity is based on the socio-economic
and cultural level of applicants. This is consistent with Coleman’s study [35].

Another factor to take into account is the work setting experienced by the new
psychologists. It is possible that the graduates of the LSU and the MSU were placed in
situations more complicated and demanding than what they had been trained to handle. The
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work contexts for the HSU graduates were perhaps more favorable, enabling them to learn
more quickly on the job, which would bias employers’ perceptions. This conclusion is
consistent with the findings reported for other professional fields in Chile [18].

The employers' perspectives suggest that the current education system privileges
theoretical knowledge more than knowing how to be and how to do it, although these are the
competencies required by current occupations and society in the 21st century. Considering
the soft skills and competencies demanded in the labor market, it can be said that the more
positive evaluation of graduates of the HSU is influenced by their disciplinary and technical
training. The LSU and MSU universities can improve their graduates' opportunities by an
increased emphasis on these competencies, which usually are included within general
training. As far as soft skills are concerned, these results are consistent with the findings of
Balcar [55] and Heckman and others [56].

Another caution concerning the findings is to keep in mind that the employers' perceptions
are based on graduates' performance in a recent, concrete situation. They say nothing about
the development of competencies required in the future. Current opinions should be compared
with expert judgments about possible future performance. For example, the World Economic
Forum, as well as Humburg and Van der Velden [63], list the skills currently required for
employment.

The employers view these graduate Psychologists as varying in their level of competence
as well as institutional identity. Each one of them may find employment in a given context,
but they are not equally well-prepared for their fields and would not be considered to be
equally employable for all jobs. In terms of quality, however, each program has produced
graduates who have been effective in the jobs they have taken. In principle, the programs are
of the right quality for the public they seek to serve. On the other hand, this reality preserves
the social inequalities of the labor market, as described by Puga, Polanco, and Corvalén [18].

6. Conclusions

Based on the interviews carried out it can be concluded that employers in Chile do not
think that the three universities studied offer the same quality of training in their Psychology
degree programs. Employers distinguished between graduates from the three universities on
two dimensions. First, those from the non- and moderately-selective universities generally
were characterized as having had incomplete training in theory and technical skills. That is,
candidates from these two universities did not meet all the requirements in the job profile.
Some psychologists, for example, had not been trained in the application of the latest version
of a children's intelligence test. Others were not familiar with a particular statistical test. Lack
of specific conceptual or practical knowledge and skills were attributed to their training
program (or university), and not described as reflecting the graduates' level of intellectual
ability. In other words, the graduates were educated, but not a perfect fit for the job.

This should worry the State. The failure to provide all graduates with the human capital
required by the labor market affects in some measure the equality of opportunity in
employment. The principal effect is about those successful work efforts that result in
permanence and promotion in the work setting.

In the first order of importance is the improvement of the kind of training given to students
who arrive with lower levels of cultural capital. This could be done with the intent of ensuring
their stability on the job once employed and raising their employability to the level of those
students who come from social sectors that offer greater educational resources.
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Another disturbing feature noted by the employers is ethical and value training. The
psychology graduates show deficiencies in this area. The employers of the LSU and MSU
graduates clearly stated their dissatisfaction in this regard. In the case of the HSU graduates,
on the other hand, employers remarked on the confidence they feel that the graduates will
comply with specified codes of conduct. This difference also is probably related to the social-
cultural capital of the graduates.

In third place, satisfaction with the performance of graduates varied significantly across the
work setting. Graduates from the non and moderately selective universities performed much
better in situations with which they were familiar by their socio-economic background.

The findings raise another concern, that universities can or will have little effect carrying
out this kind of training. This is a fundamental issue to be addressed, perhaps requiring
specific steps to ensure that training programs include, and succeed in developing, awareness
of ethical and value concerns and actions in the profession. While it is true that these values
are (or are not) learned in the family context, they could be reinforced by universities, as a
basic element of those characteristics considered in awarding the professional degree. These
aspects should be considered in future research.

7. Limitations of this Study

The results may not be generalizable to Chile or elsewhere, as the employers are not a
statistically representative sample of all employers of psychologists. As they were
recommended by the universities, their opinions may be favorably biased. In that case,
graduates from these institutions may have even fewer generic and specific competencies than
the employers stated, especially those from LSU and MSU. The study does not indicate the
validity or reliability of the data provided by employers. The interviews with employers made
clear that many subjective factors enter the hiring process. A much larger sample of
employers would be required to attain a reasonable level of reliability for the data.
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