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Working in SMEs as a Way to Improve  
Employability

Dynamic changes on markets cause organizations to search for sources of  com-
petitive advantage in intangible assets. These mostly correspond to human capital. 
As a result, the number, scope, and characteristics of  required competences differ 
among branches and organization types. This is why generic competences stem-
ming from knowledge obtainable by way of  formal education are not enough to 
achieve an appropriate level of  employability. In this article it is the possibility 
of  improving employability by working in SMEs that is analyzed.*  SMEs create 
specific work systems that, because of  their informality and flexibility, can provide 
an opportunity to improve competences crucial for modern organizations.
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Introduction

Employment conditions have been changing rapidly over past decades. Dynamic 
changes in the market situation, a focus on the creation of  value for stakeholders 
as well as higher employee mobility are a reason why job security is something 
seen less frequently than a decade ago [McLarty, Dousios 2006, and Miś, 2007,  
p. 219]. Changes are also visible in work system configuration. As companies need 
to be more adaptive they organize themselves around processes, introduce down-
sizing or “right–sizing” programs [Yi and Wang, 2015], and outsource several func-
tions [Clarke, 2008]. This causes them to be flatter and requires employees with  
a wider scope of  competences, which should result in possibilities to freely change  
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tasks and optimize the deployment of  staff  [Nauta et al., 2009]. Changing em-
ployer requirements make employees face another threat—job instability. This is 
connected with the time frame during which an employee matches current job 
requirements and refers to job content as well as working style [Buelens and van 
den Broeck 2007].

Changing requirements as well as attitudes with respect to work make employ-
ability one of  the most important issues describing the level of  employee–organiza-
tion fit. In general, it is defined as one’s capability to match current as well as future 
job requirements. It is derived from the scope of  competences that an employee 
has as well as the employee’s ability to learn and adapt to a changing work environ-
ment. Current studies show that organizations need employees with technical, prac-
tical, sector–specific as well as cross–sector skills. Furthermore, they expect high 
personal standards involving punctuality, loyalty, and workplace etiquette [Helyer 
and Lee, 2014]. Such competences cannot be developed exclusively through formal 
education or training. They require work experience achieved by working in dif-
ferent environments and fulfilling different tasks. That is why small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) may become an employer of  choice. Because of  SME charac-
teristics such as flexibility, high adaptability, low level of  formalization, direct com-
munication, and openness to innovations, they may create a possibility to enhance 
employability. 

The main goal of  this article is to analyze if  and to what extent working in 
SMEs may support building one’s employability. The definition of  employability 
is discussed in the first part of  the article. It is followed by an analysis of  compe-
tences that form the building blocks of  employability as well as a review of  ways 
of  developing them. The conclusion of  this part looks at issues connected with 
SME working systems, which are analyzed with respect to ways they may support 
employability. Empirical data gathered from 382 Polish SMEs is analyzed and dis-
cussed in the second part.    

The Definition of Employability

According to Nauta et al., definitions of  employability are abundant. From an indi-
vidual perspective employability may concentrate on career aspects such as adapt-
ability, mobility, career development, occupational expertise, personal development, 
and lifelong learning [Nauta et al., 2009]. All of  these aspects refer to the poten-
tial to obtain and retain desired employment in the context of  the current labor 
market situation [Clarke, 2008]. From the organizational perspective, employability 
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concentrates on managing the workforce, both in order to provide the firm with 
employees that have a wide scope of  competences and to prevent turnover [Nauta 
et al., 2009].

Changes on the labor market, increasing job insecurity, expectations of  the pos-
session of  complex competencies by employees, and the rising importance of  the 
self–management of  one’s career have created foundations for a more precise defi-
nition of  employability. Employability refers to the ability to cope with different 
situations on the labor market—both internal and external. It can be managed by 
searching for new jobs, tasks, development opportunities, and planning a career path 
[Marzec et al., 2009]. In this sense, employability is not merely a set of  competences 
that enable entering the labor market. It is also connected with the ability and will-
ingness to enhance one’s potential to contribute to the firm’s strategy and to develop  
a variety of  “soft” skills, technical competences, and personal attributes important to 
employers [Clarke, 2008]. There are many factors that may impact on one’s employ-
ability. The most important ones are engagement in career planning, health, family 
status, quantity of  completed training, level of  education, and personal develop-
ment concerning one’s attributes and abilities [Marzec et al., 2009; Wiśniewska, 
2015]. 

Building employability requires the consideration of  a wide context of  labor 
market demands. Some characteristics of  the current job as well as career expecta-
tions should be taken into account [Marzec, 2010]. According to Van der Heijde 
and Van der Heijden, five crucial dimensions of  employability can be defined—
occupational expertise, anticipation and optimization, personal flexibility, corporate 
sense, and balance [Van der Heijde and Van der Heijden, 2006]. They refer to the set 
of  competences that cannot stem solely from education and training. Also required 
is experience that can only be obtained by fulfilling different tasks or by working in 
different work contexts.

Competence Development 

Competences include motives, traits, attitudes, knowledge, and skills. They make 
up a person’s characteristics and lead to the achieving of  the expected or a superior 
level of  task fulfillment [Spencer and Spencer, 1993, p. 4; Boyatzis, 1982, p. 21]. 
The most common approach to competences assumes that they are “universal” 
constructs that can be defined regardless of  context, can appear in many different 
activities [Capaldo et al., 2006], and consider a person and the work context sepa-
rately [Sandberg and Pinnington, 2009]. The basis for such an approach is the as-
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sumption that competences can be defined by identifying most common behaviors 
associated with a high level of  achievement of  particular tasks. This results in the 
building of  highly standardized competency code–books that can be used within 
many organizations [Capaldo et al., 2006].

In contrast, the situational approach assumes that a competence—considered 
as an individual capacity—can be analyzed only in the work context [Sandberg, 
2000; Delamar le Deist and Winterton, 2005]. It is not only the knowledge and 
skills that one has, but also the way they are used in a particular situation. According 
to Capaldo et al., competences are highly interdependent with personal attributes, 
organizational and environmental resources [Capaldo et al., 2006] as well as with 
artifacts and social relations that stem from historical practice [Sandberg and Pin-
nington, 2009]. 

In line with the situational approach, employability may result from both com-
petence transferability and employee flexibility. Transferability refers to the level 
at which an employee’s competences can be used in a wide context. It means that 
those competences are not organizationally bound and can be valuable in many 
other firms [Garavan et al., 2001; Clarke, 2008]. Employee flexibility consists of  
behavioral flexibility and skill flexibility. Behavioral flexibility refers to the extent to 
which the employee can behave in a non–routine way and can adapt to the situa-
tion–specific demands of  acting. Skill flexibility defines the number of  alternative 
uses of  the employee’s skills, which may result in increasing the number of  possible 
tasks or jobs he or she may fulfill [Beltrán–Martín and Roca–Puig, 2013]. 

The most common way of  developing competences is training and development 
programs. Unfortunately, due to the changes organizations face, such activities are 
insufficient and the importance of  work–based learning increases [Delamar le Deist 
and Winterton, 2005]. As competences are both knowledge and tasks specific [Ga-
ravan et al., 2001], linking on–the–job activities with skill improvement and knowl-
edge enhancing can bring about a synergy effect [Helyer and Lee, 2014]. Moreover, 
the development of  competences can be based on not only formally structured 
group or individual programs, but it can be reached by engaging employees in dif-
ferent work situations or task changes [Sandberg, 2000]. Introducing such activities 
should be followed by reflection, which helps employees to review the way they act 
[Helyer and Lee, 2014] as well as enables better understanding of  the necessity of  
behavior change. 

The source of  employability may originate from a set of  individual competences 
based on personal characteristics. The development of  competences may result 
from learning programs as well as from work experience. The level of  employability 
will correspond highly to the number and variety of  (1) training programs the em-

HRM(ZZL)_2015_6(107)_Pauli_U_97-110



101Working in SMEs as a Way to Improve Employability

ployee attended, (2) development programs he or she took part in, (3) tasks he or 
she fulfilled, and (4) job positions he or she occupied. A person who would like to 
ensure job security should search for organizations that provide such possibilities. 
The number of  SMEs means that their share in total employment is very high. The 
question is whether they are employers of  choice and create conditions enabling 
the enhancement of  employability. Literature review suggests that SME working 
systems may support the development of  competences through the application 
of  experiential learning. On the other hand, many authors claim that SMEs do not 
invest in human capital due to limited resources.

SME Work Systems and HR Practices

Reaching a high level of  performance and achieving competitiveness by companies 
requires HR practices that focus on increasing employability orientation among 
employees as well as lowering turnover [Nauta et al., 2009]. Many large organiza-
tions introduce training programs, carry on career interviews, support job rotation, 
and provide feedback, all of  which aims at development. These practices are com-
ponents of  high performance work systems (HPWS) that comprise selective hir-
ing, extensive training, job design programs, performance appraisal, self–managed 
teams, incentive–based compensation, employment security, and internal promotion 
[Foley, Ngo, and Li, 2012; Patel and Conklin, 2012]. Large organizations are able 
to introduce HPWS because they have the resources and, in general, well organ-
ized HR departments. Implementing HPWS in SMEs is difficult because it requires 
upgrading the firm structure, which is costly, introducing detailed performance sys-
tems, which is inadequate in terms of  the low level of  formal control, and engaging 
middle level managers, who have gaps in leadership competences [McLarty and 
Dousisos, 2006; Patel and Cardon, 2010]. Although there are barriers making im-
plementation of  HPWS difficult in SMEs, this does not mean they cannot provide 
employees with opportunities to increase the level of  their employability. 

In general, SMEs are perceived as organizations that have a less formalized 
control system, a direct management approach, a faster and more direct informa-
tion delivery system, and closer relations among employees [Hill and Stewart, 2000; 
Pauli, 2014, p. 4]. Being employed in an SME often forces performance of  multiple 
roles in the organization and the fulfilling of  tasks that may not be directly related 
to the job contract or job description. Moreover, employees have a greater oppor-
tunity to deal directly with customers and also have contact with other stakeholders 
of  an organization [Sheehan, 2014]. In SMEs, group culture is more likely to exist 
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than in large companies [Patel and Conklin, 2012] because teamwork is crucial for 
achieving goals where resources are limited. Subsequently, knowledge flow as well 
as action learning can help in competency development that increases the level of  
employability. SMEs also play a significant role in innovation [Hill and Stewart, 
2000]. Openness to information provided by suppliers and customers as well as 
organizational flexibility cause SMEs to be more likely to adapt to changes and to 
restructure process configuration or redesign products/services. This results in the 
development of  the same competences (openness, adaptability, flexibility, and sen-
sitivity to stakeholder demands) among employees. 

SMEs have fewer resources available for HR initiatives. This results in providing 
less formal training opportunities [Pajo, Coetzer, and Guenole, 2010; Pocztowski 
and Pauli, 2014]. Additionally, according to Hill and Stewart, if  training occurs it 
is reactive, short–term, and refers to immediate work–related problems [Hill and 
Stewart, 2000]. Despite the fact that training practices do not correspond to best 
practices, this does not mean that SMEs do not pay attention to development 
programs. Furthermore, because of  greater attention to cost issues and ROI ex-
pectations, these programs might be more relevant to employee demands and any 
competency gap. SMEs delegate their employees to supplier–sponsored training 
programs or trade association organized training. Moreover, they place greater reli-
ance on informal learning processes that focus on improving competences while 
on–the–job [Pajo, Coetzer, and Guenole, 2010]. This results in the achieving of   
a higher return from training because new competences or behavior might be im-
plemented more effectively while such an employee is a part of  a cohesive working 
team [Patel and Cardon, 2010].

Concluding the literature review, it may be stated that SMEs provide opportu-
nities to improve employability by developing competences, which is mostly con-
nected with specific work systems, as well as paying more attention to learning by 
doing. Employees in SMEs are able to play different roles, fulfill different tasks, and 
act in different environments, which widens the scope of  their potential duties. 

Data and Results

The data used in this paper are a part of  a wider study focused on the structure of  
investments in SMEs. The data were gathered using the PAPI technique from 382 
SMEs operating in Poland in 2015. The interviews were conducted with the owners 
or managing directors of  SMEs in April–May of  2015.
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Table No. 1. Sample Characteristics

Company size Micro Small Medium
Share (%)   1.4 73.6 16.2
Profile Production Services Sales
Share (%) 28.0 61.5 31.2
Market International National Regional Local
Share (%) 12.8 25.1 34.2 37.2

Source: Empirical data.

The information gained can be divided into two groups. The first refers to the 
work systems of  the investigated SMEs and the second to competence develop-
ment programs. Work systems in SMEs are analyzed bearing in mind such fac-
tors as the decision–making process, job descriptions, structure formalization level, 
information delivery scheme, information managing system, and relations among 
employees. Competence development programs refer to the number of  provided 
incentives as well as to their goals. The programs focused on the induction of  the 
newly hired, training, obtaining formal certification, e–learning courses, conference 
attendance, postgraduate studies, and meetings.

The Work System in SMEs

In most cases, decisions are made solely by the owner. Employees are rarely re-
sponsible for the decision–making process. In more than half  of  the organizations, 
despite job descriptions, employees are made to fulfill tasks that go beyond those 
descriptions. Moreover, in one–quarter of  the organizations there are no job de-
scriptions at all. A formally designed structure does not appear in 40 percent of  
the organizations, while in one–third it is designed on a basic level involving the 
formation of  the main departments. In almost half  of  the organizations informa-
tion is shared exclusively in an informal way and in 41 percent information is shared 
both formally and informally. One–third of  the SMEs declare that they do not have 
procedures describing the way data and information should be stored. Only 21 per-
cent of  them created their own databases. In most organizations, informal relations 
among employees dominate.
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Table No. 2. Characteristics of  Work Systems in SMEs

Characteristics Share (%)
Decision–making process 
Decisions are made solely by the owner 65.7
Decisions are made by the owner, but they are discussed with managers 24.6
Decisions are made by managers   5.2
Decisions are made by managers, but they are discussed with employees   2.1
Employees are highly involved in the decision–making process   1.9
Decisions are made by teams developed to solve certain problems   0.3
Job description standardization and formalization
There are no precisely defined job descriptions 27.7
Job descriptions exist, but it is necessary to fulfill many tasks that go beyond them 50.8
Each employee has a precisely defined job description 20.7
Organizational structure design 
There is no formally designed organizational structure 40.3
There are departments that are responsible for tasks and processes 35.1
There are departments and project teams that are formed additionally 12.0
There is a precisely defined structure, there are divisions, departments, and special-
ist posts 

  9.9

Information delivery system
Information in general is shared in an informal way 45.8
Some of  the information is shared informally, but some is delivered using internal 
procedures

41.4

There are precisely defined information sharing procedures 11.5
Information and data storage
There are no procedures referring to the way data should be stored 35.9
Most of  the data are stored as internal documents 27.5
All of  the information and data are stored in in–house databases 21.5
Internal relations 
Informal relations are dominant 22.0
Informal relations are dominant, but in line with department or post 51.3
Relations are partly formalized 15.7
Relations depend on the department or post   6.8
Relations are formal   3.7

Source: Empirical Data.
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The presented data correspond to the general image of  SME work systems. 
They pay little attention to introducing formal procedures defining structure, job 
descriptions as well as information managing systems. Relations are informal, which 
enhances the effects of  teamwork, and the decisions are made mostly by owners. 

Competence Development Programs

According to the data, 52 percent of  the investigated SMEs have introduced pro-
grams aimed at competence development. The most commonly used ones are train-
ing programs, conducted in one–third of  the investigated companies. Moreover, 
17 percent of  the companies organize meetings aimed at building relations and 
teamwork. Merely one out of  six SMEs organizes induction programs for the newly 
hired. Almost one out of  ten companies provides employees with opportunities for 
formal education required to obtain certification or qualifications. 

Table No. 3. Competence Development Programs

Type of  incentive Share (%)
Induction of  the newly hired 16.2
Training programs 31.2
Obtaining certification 12.0
e–learning programs   2.4
Conference attendance 10.7
Postgraduate studies   5.8
Meetings 17.3

Source: Empirical data.

In–depth analyses show that 18 percent of  employers use only one of  the 
above–mentioned incentives, 14 percent use two, and a mere 13 percent provide 
employees with an opportunity to attend three or more methods of  competence 
improvement.

SME Image

Only 15 percent of  the investigated companies perceived themselves as employers 
of  choice (EoC). There is a difference in the approach to competence development 
programs between organizations that perceived themselves as valuable to employ-
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ees and others. Only 37 percent of  the companies that see themselves as an em-
ployer of  choice do not offer any competence development programs whatsoever, 
while, in the group of  other SMEs, the share of  such companies is at the level of  
55 percent. 

Table No. 4. Share of  Companies Offering Competence Development Programs

Type of  incentive Other SMEs Share of  SMEs that perceived 
themselves as EoC

Induction of  the newly hired 15.0 28.6
Training programs 30.4 46.4
Obtaining certification 10.5 25.0
e–learning programs   2.6   1.8
Conference attendance   9.2 23.2
Postgraduate studies   4.6 14.3

Meetings 15.7 32.1

Source: Empirical data.

Companies with a positive image on the labor market offer more incentives than 
other SMEs. Almost half  provide employees with training while merely one–third 
introduce induction programs for the newly hired as well as meetings improving 
teamwork or building relations. SMEs perceived as an EoC create possibilities for 
obtaining formal certification as well as postgraduate education more often. For 
this reason working for such SMEs may increase the level of  employability.

Discussion

The number and scope of  competence development programs in SMEs is lower 
than in large companies. That is why working in such organizations provides fewer 
opportunities to develop generic as well as branch or sector specific knowledge and 
skills. This can definitely lower the possibility of  improvement of  the level of  em-
ployability. However, almost one–third of  SMEs declare that they organize training 
programs for their employees and more than 17 percent organize meetings aimed 
at increasing group culture and teamwork skills. Such results seem to correspond 
to Pajo, Coetzer, and Guenole’s view that SMEs in general offer fewer training pro-
grams, where if  they engage in formal training the programs are mostly supplier–
sponsored or organized by trade associations [Pajo, Coetzer, and Guenole, 2010]. 
The number of  companies that introduce programs for the newly hired may reflect 

HRM(ZZL)_2015_6(107)_Pauli_U_97-110



107Working in SMEs as a Way to Improve Employability

an approach whereby SMEs are more likely to employ well–qualified candidates 
rather than provide them with training, which brings with it more risk because of  
possible turnover. To sum up, the scope and number of  training programs in SMEs 
creates limited possibilities for the enhancement of  employability. However, there 
is a group of  SMEs, perceived as EoCs, that provide employees with an appropriate 
number of  incentives aimed at competency development. 

Taking into account work systems in the investigated SMEs, it can be stated that 
in general they provide the possibility of  development of  competences through 
action learning. In many companies there are informal relations, direct communi-
cation systems, and no strict or highly formalized structures. Because precise job 
descriptions are not defined, employees perform many different tasks and play dif-
ferent roles. This can enhance competence development in accordance with the 
situational approach [Sandberg, 2000]. What can be problematic is the decision–
making process and the ways in which SMEs manage and store data. The domi-
nant role of  the owner in the decision–making process reflects Sheehan’s findings 
according to which responsibility for managing in SMEs often falls on the organi-
zations’ executives [Sheehan, 2014]. Such an approach lowers the level of  respon-
sibility for planning and performance and may decrease competency development 
orientation. Shortcomings in data and information managing systems cause a great 
part of  the knowledge accumulated in SMEs to remain tacit, where lacking a pos-
sibility to teamwork it, it will not be shared. 

Summary

The main aim of  this article was to verify if  working in SMEs provides opportuni-
ties for employability improvement. Taking into account the importance of  com-
petences such as flexibility, adaptability, teamwork, and multitasking it was assumed 
that SME work systems support the development of  such skills and abilities. Con-
ducted research has confirmed that there exist opportunities to develop such com-
petences in the investigated SMEs, but mostly by action learning. It should be added 
that most of  the firms do not provide employees with an appropriate quantity and 
scope of  training supporting the development of  generic or sector specific compe-
tences. This may cause an imbalance among subject–specific, generic, and personal 
skills, which can create difficulties in reaching an appropriate goal level [Helyer and 
Lee, 2014]. Working in SMEs may be perceived as an opportunity for employability 
improvement, but whether or not such organizations provide employees with train-
ing must be considered because only then is it possible to develop both generic and 
job–specific or sector–related competences.
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Wzbogacanie zatrudnialności poprzez pracę  
w małych i średnich przedsiębiorstwach

Streszczenie
Dynamiczne zmiany w otoczeniu skutkują poszukiwaniem przez organizacje nowych 
źródeł przewagi konkurencyjnej. Za główny czynnik budujący pozycję firmy uważa-
ne są obecnie aktywa niematerialne, a w szczególności kapitał ludzki, czego efektem 
jest wzrost oczekiwań pracodawców względem kompetencji pracowników. Powo-
duje to, że posiadanie ogólnych kompetencji jest niewystarczające do zapewnienia 
sobie odpowiedniego poziomu zatrudnialności. W artykule przedstawiono możliwo-
ści podnoszenia zatrudnialności poprzez pracę w MŚP. Organizacje te, ze względu 
na swoją specyfikę, kreują unikalne systemy pracy, które mogą tworzyć warunki do 
rozwoju pożądanych obecnie kompetencji. 
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