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Abstract

The present dissertation is an ethnographic study that looks at the role of English skills
in access to junior- and senior-level jobs in Barcelona. It focuses on the internal
operations of recruitment agencies and examines the rationale behind their
construction of the English skills criteria for open positions, as well as the way recruiters
carry out screening and evaluation of English skills during the recruitment process.
English skills are the sine qua non of modern work, they are an asset for companies and
an indispensable work tool. The Spanish labour force however, is known to lack the high
level of English required by businesses that offer new jobs in the Spanish job market. As
the Spanish economy continues to be internationalized, both public and corporate
discourses keep insisting that Spanish workers need to improve their English skills.

Recruitment agencies are labour market intermediaries whose main commitment
is to finding the best profile of worker for the companies that hire them. They develop
mechanisms of selection that predict candidate fit, and this allows these agencies to
thrive in a highly competitive business environment. This thesis shows how recruitment
agencies have inflated the English requirement by requiring spoken English for jobs that
do not actually need it. As the Spanish labour market is experiencing an excess supply
of available workers due to high unemployment, English skills are operationalized by
recruitment agencies as a résumé screening tool. Furthermore, the evaluation of
candidates’ English skills is carried out by means of oral conversations, in which fluency
is the main indicator of a candidate’s language competence. This parameter is highly
problematic and it opens space for recruiters’ subjective biases. The Spanish workers
who invest in acquiring English skills are often unable to reach a level that would be
sufficient to pass such an evaluation. Recruitment agencies have established a selection
pattern based on the English skills requirement, which has negative consequences for
Spanish workers who are having difficulty in accessing jobs. This requirement is only
exacerbating inequalities inherent to the Spanish labour market.



Resumen

La presente tesis es un estudio etnografico que analiza el papel de los conocimientos de
inglés en el acceso a puestos de trabajo de nivel junior y senior en Barcelona. Se centra
en las operaciones internas de las agencias de contratacidon y examina la légica que
subyace a su construccion de criterios de conocimientos de inglés para los puestos
vacantes, asi como el modo en que los reclutadores llevan a cabo la seleccion y
evaluacidon de los conocimientos de inglés durante el proceso de seleccién. Los
conocimientos de inglés son la condicidn sine qua non del trabajo moderno, son un
activo para las empresas y una herramienta de trabajo indispensable. Sin embargo, se
sabe que los trabajadores cualificados espafioles carecen del alto nivel de inglés
requerido por las empresas que ofrecen nuevos puestos de trabajo en el mercado
laboral espafiol. A medida que la economia espafola sigue internacionalizandose, tanto
el discurso publico como el empresarial siguen insistiendo en la necesidad de que los
trabajadores espafioles mejoren su competencia linglistica de inglés.

Las agencias de contratacién son intermediarios del mercado laboral cuyo principal
compromiso es encontrar el mejor perfil de trabajador para las empresas que los
contratan. Desarrollan mecanismos de seleccidén que predicen el perfil de candidato mas
idéneo, lo que permite a estas agencias prosperar en un entorno empresarial altamente
competitivo. Esta tesis muestra como las agencias de contratacién han inflado el
requisito de inglés exigiendo un inglés hablado para trabajos que en realidad no lo
necesitan. Dado que el mercado laboral espafol experimenta un exceso de oferta de
trabajadores disponibles debido a la elevada tasa de desempleo, las agencias de
contratacién utilizan los conocimientos de inglés como herramienta de seleccién de
curriculos. Ademas, la evaluacidn de los conocimientos de inglés de los candidatos se
realiza mediante conversaciones orales, en las que la fluidez es el principal indicador de
la competencia lingistica del candidato. Este parametro es muy problematico y abre
espacio a los sesgos subjetivos de los reclutadores. Los trabajadores espafioles que
invierten en adquirir conocimientos de inglés se ven a menudo incapaces de alcanzar un
nivel que sea suficiente para superar dicha evaluacidn. Las agencias de contratacion han
establecido un patrén de seleccién basado en el requisito de conocimientos de inglés,
lo que tiene consecuencias negativas para los trabajadores espanoles, que tienen
dificultades para acceder a los puestos de trabajo. Este requisito linglistico no hace mas
gue agravar las desigualdades existentes en el mercado laboral espaiol.



Resum

La present tesi és un estudi etnografic que analitza el paper dels coneixements d'angles
al'accés allocs de treball de nivell junior i senior a Barcelona. Se centra en les operacions
internes de les agéncies de contractacié i examina la logica subjacent a la seva
construccio de criteris de coneixements d'anglés per als llocs vacants, aixi com la manera
com els reclutadors duen a terme la selecci6 i avaluacidé dels coneixements de anglées
durant el procés de seleccid. Els coneixements d'anglés sén la condicid sine qua non de
la feina moderna, sén un actiu per a les empreses i una eina de treball indispensable.
Tot i aix0, se sap que els treballadors qualificats espanyols no tenen I'alt nivell d'angles
requerit per les empreses que ofereixen nous llocs de treball al mercat laboral espanyol.
A mesura que l'economia espanyola es continua internacionalitzant, tant el discurs
public com I'empresarial continuen insistint en la necessitat que els treballadors
espanyols millorin la competeéncia linguistica d'angles.

Les agencies de contractacié sén intermediaris del mercat laboral el principal
compromis de les quals és trobar el millor perfil de treballador per a les empreses que
els contracten. Desenvolupen mecanismes de seleccié que prediuen el perfil de candidat
més idoni, la qual cosa que permet a aquestes agencies prosperar en un entorn
empresarial altament competitiu. Aquesta tesi mostra com les agencies de contractacié
han inflat el requisit d'anglées exigint un angles parlat per a feines que en realitat no ho
necessiten. Atés que el mercat laboral espanyol experimenta un excés d'oferta de
treballadors disponibles a causa de |'elevada taxa de desocupacid, les agéncies de
contractacio utilitzen els coneixements d'anglés com a eina de seleccid de curriculums.
A més, I'avaluacid dels coneixements d'anglés dels candidats es fa mitjancant converses
orals, en que la fluidesa és el principal indicador de la competencia linglistica del
candidat. Aquest parametre és molt problematic i obre espai als biaixos subjectius dels
reclutadors. Els treballadors espanyols que inverteixen a adquirir coneixements d'angles
sovint es veuen incapacos d'assolir un nivell suficient per superar aquesta avaluacié. Les
agencies de contractacié han establert un patré de seleccié basat en el requisit de
coneixements d'angles, fet que té conseqiiencies negatives per als treballadors
espanyols, que tenen dificultats per accedir als llocs de treball. Aquest requisit linglistic
no fa més que agreujar les desigualtats existents al mercat laboral espanyol.
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Introduction

Human capital is what companies value most. Paradoxically, an increasing number of
jobs and work projects come with a fixed end date. Looking for a job is an activity we
now undertake every so often, even though most of our parents and grandparents have
had a single job for life (Gershon, 2017). Our generation lives in a reality where jobs are
not guaranteed by the state, our education, private companies, or our own skill set. The
factors that define one’s success at finding a job are in constant transition, so we have
to keep an eye on them not to lag behind.

This thesis is about job recruitment, a process comprised of the activities that lead
to hiring and acquiring a job (Barber, 1998). More specifically, it is about the recruitment
agencies and recruiters, who are in charge of selection processes for junior- and senior-
level jobs, which are designed to single-out the candidate with the appropriate set of
skills. This skill set is determined by the time in which we live and the things that we
value. The topic of recruitment came to my attention in light of the difficulties that many
people face when attempting to access work in Spain. After the 2008 crisis, many people
found themselves unemployed, including young people and workers with university
degrees. Those who were employed did not always have stable jobs. At that time,
discourses that linked English skills to job opportunities were emerging in the press and
in public discourse. The main idea transmitted was that people in Spain needed English
skills for work, but that they lacked this ability, which was and is required for the
contemporary labour market. Contingency of work upon such skills has the potential to
further complicate jobs reality for the Spanish population.

Workers with English skills are what companies want to invest in. It is quite easy to
understand the importance of English skills in the workplace as it has become the sine
qua non of highly qualified work. English proficiency is a resource with an exchange
value, a tool employed to achieve specific work-related goals (Robichaud and Schutter,
2012). The utility of English and other language skills is never subject to doubt, rather, it
is taken for granted. Moreover, the idea that languages are economic assets is
promulgated by scholars who work on the economics of language and who measure the
usefulness of language in-companies’ productivity and efficiency (Grin, Sfreddo, and

Vaillancourt, 2010; Grin 2003). Additionally, corporate learning organizations create



discourses in which English skills present a gap to be filled. These activities and practices
reflect the complex processes that can also be described as the entanglements of English
(Pennycook, 2021). The “entanglements of English” refer to the many levels on which
English is promoted through policies, practices and discourses which reinforce its
hegemonic position in the world. English is not just useful in the context of work-related
tasks, but it has also become neoliberally instrumental (Urciuoli, 2019), which means
that it is imagined as an essential trait for a qualified employee because of the
opportunities it promises. It has become an index of the ideal worker.

Knowledge of English in Spain is varied, but it is considered insufficient, especially
when compared to other European countries. In the recent years, Spain has seen
initiatives, such as CLIL and a minimum language requirement for university graduates,
that were set in motion in order to improve the notoriously poor English language
instruction provided by public schools and the university education system. This issue is
framed as a national shortcoming with a flavour of self-deprecation (Park, 2016; Codo,
2021). The Spanish population has and still relies on private institutions, such as private
bilingual schools (Sunyol, 2019) and language academies, in order to develop their
English skills that are now not just required on the job, but also for access to jobs.

Recruitment agencies are the private organizations where the better jobs are found.
They work in a highly competitive context where offering the best candidate is the logic
that helps their business to thrive. Essentially, they are only an intermediary, or a
mediating party (Finlay and Coverdill, 2002) between companies looking for employees
and job-seekers. However, they have managed to position themselves as an
indispensable service to companies seeking to employ the best, most qualified human
capital in the established and often tight time frames, and as a service that opens up job
opportunities for individuals seeking work. Recruitment agencies have become the sites
that guard access to and distribute a scarce resource — jobs.

The recruitment model of selection constitutes the competency-based evaluation
blended with the neoliberal soft skills approach (Roberts, 2021; Urciuoli, 2019). It also
includes the use of job performance predictors by recruiters—who treat certain skills as
indicators that help them to identify the best candidates (Viswesvaran and Ones, 2010:
177)—and the automated tools that transform decision-making into a matter of

machine data processing (Rivera, 2020). Criteria for selection are typically less regulated
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in the neoliberal labour markets, and they are a subject to change along with the labour
market conditions. Thus, new criteria might emerge out of the imbalances between the
supply and demand of the labour force (Bryson, James, and Keep, 2012). The
recruitment agencies, in applying selection criteria that do not necessarily match the
requirements of the jobs, may produce new inequalities (Roberts, 2021) and limit access
to jobs for particular kinds of job-seekers. Recruitment agencies are also participants in
the conversation about what kinds of skills improve one’s chances to get a job in Spain.
According to the information produced by recruitment agencies, English has been
reported to improve candidates’ employability. The reality of recruitment is also
complex because of the large number of job-seekers in the qualified job sector.

An ethnographic study into the role of language skills in recruitment has a potential
to show how recruitment agencies take up the English language skills requirement and
construct hiring practices around it, converting it into a key determinant in access to
junior- and senior-level qualified employment in Barcelona?, Spain, where finding a job
is difficult. By looking into how English proficiency is measured with respect to other
requirements and how it is used to screen candidates, it is possible to uncover its
importance in the selection process. Furthermore, the consequences for Spanish job-
seekers and for the Spanish labour market can be identified based on information about
the jobs and why English skills are required.

The questions of inequality and language in recruitment have been approached from
the perspective of migrant and minority populations and studied in mainly public
unemployment contexts through the lens of job interviews (Roberts, 2013; Pajaro, 2018)
or unemployment activities directed towards professional reinsertion of workers
(Flubacher, Duchéne, and Coray, 2018). The processes of the elite and class
reproduction have been documented in recruitment processes by Rivera (2016) and
Park (2011), who have found out that recruitment parameters are often set in order to
keep access to better jobs limited to a particular group of society. In the case of the
study by Park (2011), change in the English language skills evaluation method was

evidence for the class reproduction process. This dissertation contributes to the existing

! These junior- and senior-level workers will be herein referred to as “highly qualified professionals”.
This terminology encompasses the university-educated professionals and the workers with professional
training who comprise the participants of this study.



body of work on recruitment and the role language skills play in the systems of
inequality, by unpacking how the English skills requirement is constructed by recruiters
at two private recruitment agencies in Barcelona, Spain. Also, this dissertation shows
how these recruiters create structures where English skills are used to screen
candidates, and how they use English as a negotiation tool in order to close deals and
make profit. The area of sociolinguistics of English in Spain has not previously addressed
recruitment contexts, and this thesis is an attempt to start a conversation on the key
role language plays in access to work and, thus, to contribute to the field of critical
sociolinguistics that investigates processes in which language creates unequal
conditions for people in Spain (Moyer, 2018; Codd, 2021; Pujolar 2020; Sunyol 2019;
Sunyol and Codé, 2020).

This sociolinguistic ethnographic study looks into the practices of two private
recruitment agencies, where | followed the everyday recruitment practices with a focus
on the English requirement present in the selection process of different stages. These
included (1) the creation of the job offer, (2) its publication on the webpage of the
recruitment agency, (3) the screening of candidates’ curriculum vitae, (4) phone-
screening, and (5) the job interviews. | have been able to gain an insight into how English
has become part of a selection pattern by carrying out various research activities at
recruitment agencies. They include observations of recruitment routines, short
conversations with recruiters about their approach to language skills criteria, semi-
structured interviews with both candidates and recruiters, job interview observations,
along with the collection of candidates’ curriculum vitae and job offers.

This thesis is organized in seven chapters. Chapter One, The Spanish Labour Market
and English Skills, provides background on the Spanish labour market and the
employment context, which help to unpack the processes that shape the current
conditions of access to work. It also presents the recruitment agencies and the
information on the English skills requirement they provide in the labour market reports.
Finally, the national media, corporate, and political discourse on English skills in Spain is
overviewed.

Chapter Two, Research Questions, sets forth the questions that address the

recruitment practices of the two private recruitment agencies, in order to identify the



consequences that these practices, that implement and carry out the English language
skills assessment, entail for the Spanish job-seekers.

Chapter Three, Theoretical Framework: Language Skills, Access to Work and
Recruitment, looks into the concepts that provide an understanding about how language
became an economic asset, how it is used or imagined as a work instrument, and how it
is framed as central in access to work. Also, theoretical information on recruitment,
recruitment agencies, and their important role in the distribution of the better job
opportunities is presented, as well as the mechanisms of selection, the recruitment
agenda, and the approach to language evaluation.

Chapter Four, Methods, explains the research design and methodological choices
made throughout the research. It provides the details about access to sites, the steps
taken and the decisions made, and the informants who played a key role in access.
Further on, the information on the sites is presented along with an overview of the data
generated. This chapter also includes my own positionality and reflexivity as a
researcher and an overview of the formal ethical procedures.

Chapters Five, Six and Seven are dedicated to the analysis of the data. Each chapter
addresses the questions posed in the Research Questions chapter. Chapter Five looks
into the value of English and other language skills in recruitment. Chapter Six offers the
perspective of the recruiter on the selection process. It also analyses how English
requirement is implemented at each selection stage and explores the meaning of the
recruitment practices associated with the English requirement. Chapter Seven offers
the candidates’ perspective on recruitment though the portrayal of their lived
recruitment experiences and their struggles in finding employment opportunities. It also
tells the stories of four candidates whose job opportunities were affected by the English
skills requirement.

Finally, Conclusions summarize the main arguments discussed in the analysis section
and the implications of the English requirement for access to work in Barcelona, Spain.

Future lines of research are discussed.



Chapter 1 The Spanish Labour Market and English Skills

The present chapter provides the context for this study. The Spanish labour market and
its functioning, having been affected by global economic processes, are fundamental for
understanding the role of language skills for employment in the more localized context
of recruitment in Barcelona, in the autonomous region of Catalonia, Spain. The global
processes of the labour markets and the economic approach to skills provide a lens
through which the Spanish and Catalan labour markets are explored. The existing
conditions of the labour market—along with the discourses on English skills created by
the state, the media, and the recruitment agencies—sustain the neoliberal work order

under which English becomes a requisite for access to jobs.

1.1 Labour market inequalities and skills

The language criteria imposed on job-seekers are linked to the functioning of the labour
market. The labour market is a social structure, shaped by material conditions and
regulated by the government. It is also a site where employment is negotiated;
therefore, it is where the distribution of resources, namely jobs, takes place (Kraft,
2017). Kalleberg and Sorensen (1979) define the labour market as “the arenas in which
workers exchange their labour power in return for wages, status and other job rewards”.
The concept also refers to the institutions and practices that are in charge of the
purchase, sale and pricing of labour services. As well, it includes the rules that regulate
employment, mobility, and the acquisition of skills and training (Kalleberg and Sorensen
1979: 351).

Labour markets are studied from different perspectives that include inequalities
created by income difference, job security and prestige, labour groups segmentation,
and career mobility (Kalleberg and Sorensen 1979). Changes in labour markets are
caused by a series of influences, such as global and local economic activity, and
technological development. Global networks of production and consumption in the
service sector, the expansion of capital (Duchéne and Heller 2012a: 9), and the specific
features of a given country—such as the availability of labour force—impact what new
firms emerge and which old ones disappear, producing a continuous change (Junankar
2016: 29) in the job market. Multinational companies that establish their business in the

countries of their choice retain a specific role in shaping the availability of jobs.



Income disparity is a type of inequality inherent in any labour market, which is
typically balanced out by social redistribution. Wealth is redistributed through the
intervention of the state, more particularly through taxation, fiscal transfers to workers
with lower incomes, education policies, minimum wages, prevention of employment
discrimination, and union growth (Piketty, 2014). Differences in contractual
relationships also create and reinforce inequalities among different groups of workers.
Contracts can be permanent, temporary, or part-time. They offer different modes of
work engagement, job security, social benefits, training, and career opportunities. Some
workers may be excluded from the labour market altogether. There is an understanding
among the economists that 1-5% unemployment is considered natural or “perfect”
(Piketty, 2014: 48). “Inequalities with respect to employment, a fundamental feature of
contemporary inequality”, as put by Piketty (2014: 48), are hard to measure because
labour market statistics tend to exclude such factors as hidden underemployment, or
they overlook the distinct ways in which different countries calculate active population.
It then becomes hard to estimate how many employed people are seeking better work
opportunities. This affects projections as to how many jobs the economy has to be
generating in order to occupy the workforce, and it can lead to imbalances in the labour
market with respect to employment.

Workers’ skills also play a role in what kinds of inequalities take place in a given
labour market. Jobs are understood in terms of workers’ skills because they denote
productivity; that is, they “generate a performance” (OECD, 2019b: 99). This
understanding of skills is used in the labour markets to match workers to their jobs. Skills
feature in the job announcements and in candidates’ CVs, and they include a broad
spectrum of a person’s abilities and personal traits that are useful for carrying out
specific work-related tasks.

The demand for certain skills is a subject to change. For instance, technologization
increases the demand for a generally more skilled workforce (Junankar, 2015: 2). During
recessions employers can be “choosier and hire workers who have better skills or
qualifications, leaving people with fewer skills unemployed” (Junankar, 2015: 6). Skills
receive a certain value in the labour market, and they can shape how particular groups
of people are viewed with reference to productivity, while discriminating against less

productive groups of people by denying them employment (Junankar, 2015: 4).
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Recessions also cause structural changes in the labour markets. New types of jobs
become available, and they require a distinct skill set in post-recession economies that
unemployed workers do not have. As a result, job-seekers are unable to find
employment because of the mismatch between their skills and the new job
requirements. The skills mismatch may result in long-term unemployment (Cazes,

Verick, and al Hussami, 2013: 12).

1.2 Unemployment in Spain

English has become a valuable skill that enhances one’s chances of getting hired for
junior and senior level jobs in the complex labour market of Spain, which has been
battling high unemployment as a result of the 2008 crisis. The demand for English skills
is related to the specific labour market conditions, to the kinds of jobs available, to the
tasks it allows workers to perform, and to the ways in which recruitment firms carry out
their practices to match people with jobs. Tracing the labour market tendencies
historically up to the present day is essential to understanding how the current
employment context has created the conditions in which English skills play such an
important role in access to work.

High unemployment is a recurring phenomenon in Spain. The lowest records of
unemployment date back to 1965-74 when it was at 1.5%. In those times, under the
Franco regime, people used to have low-paid low-skilled jobs for life that protected
them from economic shifts. The productivity of the economy was low, and the labour
market was rigid, or heavily regulated. Between 1977-86, unemployment rose to 12%
and since then it has had upward and downward tendencies, peaking at 24.2% in 1994
(Harrison and Corkill, 2004: 144) and at 26.1% (ldescat, 2021) in 2013. While always
remaining high, the lowest level of 8.5% was recorded in 2006 before the international
crisis of 2008 (Idescat, 2021). These high unemployment numbers reveal the complex
state of the Spanish labour market over time and it can be explained by political,

economic, and demographic processes.



Table 1.2
Unemployment in Spain 1965-2002

1965-74 1.5 1993 22.7 1998 18.8
1977-86 12.0 1994 24.2 1999 15.9
1986-90 18.4 1995 22.9 2000 14.1
1991 16.3 1996 22.9 2001 13.1
1992 18.4 1997 20.8 2002 11.7e

Source: Harrison and Corkill (2004: 144)

In the late 1970 to 1980s, an international financial crisis and recession occurred. It
corroded employment in manufacturing and the industrial sector. The economy was
undergoing a transformation in which production and agriculture were being replaced
by the service economy, which accounted for almost 40% of the Spanish economy in
1975 and had grown to 67,5% by 1998 (Harrison and Corkill, 2004). The recession
motivated the government to undertake five labour market reforms, thus introducing
the temporary, fixed-term and part-time employment contracts between the 1980s and
2006 (Congregado et al., 2011: 1100). The labour market was also shaken by the 25%
increase in the Spanish labour force that occurred when women and baby-boomers
joined between 1960s and 1990s (Harrison and Corkill, 2004: 149). This resulted in an
inability to provide enough jobs for the people seeking employment.

In the 1980s, technological progress, globalisation, and labour market reforms
promoted other forms of work: temporary and part-time. The number of fixed-term
contracts grew to make up 25% of the market and contributed to unemployment
volatility into the present day. This also created a dual labour market labour, which is
characterized by the split between two job sectors with distinct working conditions
(Bentolila et al., 2012: 2). The primary sector offers jobs with relatively high wages, good
working conditions, career prospects and job security, while the secondary sector offers
low-paying jobs with poorer working conditions, few career growth opportunities, job
instability, and high labour force turnover (Piore, 1975: 126). In Spain, this labour market
duality was the result of the Spanish government’s dual approach to employment
protection legislation, where severance pay for fixed-term contracts was liberalized and,
as a result differed substantially from that of permanent contracts. This resulted in the

growth in fixed-term contracts (Bentolila et al., 2012: 7). The employment rate grew



until the European recession of 1992-1993, which destroyed the Spanish job market
again in 1994.

The economic growth from 1995 to 2006 and from 2000 to 2006 was achieved
through labour-intensive industries such as construction, tourism and personal services
(Bentolila et al., 2012). This was accompanied by migration inflow, which changed the
demographics of Spain once again. Dualism of the labour market, financial deficit, and
the need for external financing grew as Spain accumulated debt in the private sector
(Bentolila et al., 2012: 4). This had negative economic and employment consequences
for Spain and made it vulnerable to the effects of the 2008 crisis. The unemployment
surge was caused to the destruction of jobs in the construction sector and the
destruction of temporary jobs that did not have enough social protection (Cazes, Verick,
and al Hussami, 2013: 15), however, other sectors were heavily affected too. According
to Cazes, Verick, and al Hussami (2013: 10), increasing productivity and more working
hours per worker also may have led firms to fire workers between 2008 and 2009.

The effects that the financial crisis had on permanent and temporary contracts were
different, since those were the temporary contracts that were lost between 2007 and
2011. However, further reforms in 2010 and 2011 did not tackle the divide in the labour
market. The 2012 labour market reform partly addressed this problem, but the
recommendation received in 2014 to further reduce severance pay for permanent
contracts—which would reduce the difference between permanent and temporary
contracts—was still not implemented in 2017 (OECD, 2017a).

Starting in 2014, the Spanish economy was in recovery and new jobs started
emerging. However, the labour market was characterized by low productivity, lack of
innovative business investment, poor job quality (in terms of earnings) and high
unemployment, including long-term unemployment (47.8% in 2016), as well as a high
percentage of temporary contracts (25%) with a very low transition into permanent
contracts (60% of net employment growth has been through temporary contracts). Part-
time work represented 15.2% of the contracts in 2016, with more than half (63%) of
these contracts being involuntary part-time employment, which means that the workers
were forced to accept part-time work conditions (as compared to the OECD average of

17.4%).
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Figure 1.2
Share of Temporary Employment and Transition to Permanent Employment
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B. Transition to permanent employment
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Source: OECD (2017: 34)

In comparison to other OECD countries, Spain has been doing quite poorly in terms
of job quality, which includes labour market security and the low quality of work
environments, which leads to poor productivity outcomes. Labour market insecurity was
the second highest among the OECD countries in 2013. It included the risk of job loss,
the duration of unemployment and fewer possibilities of finding a job after being
unemployed for longer spans of time. This exacerbated income inequality (OECD,
2017a).

The large number of fixed-term contracts creates high turnover in some sectors and
makes employees vulnerable to economic change; when companies start reducing costs
due to economic downturns, they get rid of the workers who are least protected by the
labour legislation first. On the other hand, the permanent contracts that have collective
bargaining and offer protections in the form of severance pay still keep the labour
market rigid in comparison to countries such as Denmark, which uses the flexicurity
model where costs of hiring and firing are low but the workers are protected by
unemployment insurance (Carrasco and Ejrnaes, 2012: 4).
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The labour market contract conditions are also more favourable to large, high-
productivity firms, which can do their own bargaining and keep their salary levels higher
than collective agreements. Smaller firms have more limits with regards to collective
bargaining and, therefore, are less likely to grow because of the existing contract models
(Bentolila et al., 2012). This prevents the Spanish economy from growing and adds to its
low productivity, since small and medium firms represent a large portion of business in
Spain and in Catalonia. Various market regulations also prevent them from
internationalizing (Ministerio de Trabajo y Economia Social, 2020: 101). These
regulations restrict the scope of business innovation and competition in professional
services, legal, architecture, engineering and accounting (OECD, 2017a), also inhibiting

the creation of qualified jobs.

Figure 1.3
Life Index Spain
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The dual contract nature in Spain (Cabrales, Doblado, and Mora, 2013) has affected
the development of workers’ skills in Spain, negatively impacting their employability
(OECD, 2017b). This process is rooted in the past and it affects the quality of the labour
force that is much needed for the growing knowledge-intensive economy. According to
the Bertelsmann Foundation (2002, 3), in the 1990s, investment in on-the-job training
was 40% lower than in the rest of the EU, resulting in skill mismatches—either over- or
underqualification of workers in relation to available employment. In 2006, Spanish

firms managed to provide training to 40% of their permanent staff while only 24% of
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temporary workers received training. Bentolila et al. (2012) argues that temporary
contracts and poor on-the-job training destroyed chances of a professional career for
many workers who were in their thirties and forties, and it added to their job insecurity.
According to OECD (2017b), the professional skills of university graduates in Spain are
comparable to those of secondary education graduates in some of the other OECD
countries. At the same time, a large number of university graduates are overqualified
for the jobs they currently occupy. There has been a mismatch reported between the
quality of university education and the demands of the labour market: “training in
Spanish universities offers little adjustment to the professional profiles demanded by
today’s society” (Caballero, Vazquez, Quintas, 2015: 398).

According to the Spanish labour market report (Ministerio de Trabajo y Economia
Social, 2020: 101), it is necessary to improve on-the-job training programs by making
them more flexible and by adapting their content to match the new requirements of the
labour market. There exists a gap between the jobs that cannot be covered due to the
lack of employees that match the job requirements, and the high number of people who
cannot find jobs because they lack the skills that are in demand. The positions that are
especially hard to cover are those produced by the digital economy. There is also a
general consensus about the “deficit of language competencies, mainly English, but also
other languages” (Id.) for qualified jobs. These gaps are the consequence of what the
post-crisis economy looks like in Spain; available jobs are in the growing sector of digital
economy, even though the workers are not trained for these kinds of jobs. The
generation of workers over forty years of age are especially affected by the structural
unemployment that is related to the mismatches between their training and the jobs on
offer.

The requirement for English is important for qualified jobs in the Spanish labour
market. This includes jobs that need at least post-secondary education or a university
degree, where unemployment is still relatively high. According to the OECD (Table 1.4),
in 2015 there was a 21.6% unemployment in population with postsecondary non-
tertiary education, (as compared to 8.1% in 2007), and 13.2% unemployment in the
population with tertiary education (as compared to 5.3% in 2007). Especially negative
were job conditions for young people, aged between 15 and 29 who were not in

education, employment or training. Among them, non-tertiary and tertiary
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unemployment was at 45% and 35.9% respectively (as compared to 16.5% and 13.4% in

2007).

Table 1.4
Labour Market Indicators Spain and OECD

Spain OECD
2007 2015 2007 2015

Employment/population ratio 66.8 58.7 66.5 66.3
Labour force participation rate 72.8 75.5 70.5 71.3
Unemployment rate 8.3 22.2 5.8 7.0
of which long-term unemployment (> 1 year) 20.4 51.6 28.4 338
Youth (15-24) 18.1 48.3 12.0 14.0
Prime age (25-54) 7.2 20.6 4.9 6.2
Older population (55-64) 6.0 18.6 4.0 49
Men 6.5 28.7 5.6 75
Women 10.7 25.5 6.1 7.6
Lower secondary or less 10.5 31.0
Upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary 8.1 21.6
Tertiary 5.3 13.2
Youth:

Lower secondary or less 20.4 56.3

Upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary 16.5 45.0

Tertiary 13.4 35.9
Youth "not in education, employment, or training"
NEET rate (15-29) 1 15.9 22.7 13.5 14.6

1. Unweighted OECD average for the Youth NEET rate, instead of the OECD total.

Source: Jin, Caldera-Sanchez, and Garcia-Perea (2017: 9)

Table 1.5 shows the evolution of unemployment in Barcelona province and

Catalonia, which followed the same increase and decrease patterns as that of the rest

of Spain while being 2-4% lower than the average Spanish unemployment.

Table 1.5
Unemployment Rate Comparison Catalonia, Barcelona Province and Spain

Barcelona
Year Catalonia | province Spain
2020 12.6 12.5 15.5
2019 11.0 10.9 14.1
2018 11.5 11.1 15.3
2017 13.4 13.1 17.2
2016 15.7 15.5 19.6
2015 18.6 18.2 22.1
2014 20.3 20.0 24.4
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Barcelona
Year Catalonia | province Spain
2013 23.1 23.1 26.1
2012 22.5 22.5 24.8
2011 19.2 19.1 21.4
2010 17.7 17.7 19.9
2009 16.2 16.2 17.9
2008 8.9 8.6 11.3

Source: Idescat (2021)

In order to show the full picture of the Catalan labour market and the labour market
in Barcelona, further information on the employed and the unemployed in Barcelona
and Catalonia is provided. Also, the account of companies that produce jobs in the
region is presented. The population of the autonomous region of Catalonia totalled
7,496,276 people which accounted for 16.1% of the Spanish population in 2017.
Barcelona province is the largest province of Catalonia in terms of population and it
totals 5,533,459 people. Unemployment figures in Catalonia typically approximate the
unemployment scene in the northern regions of Spain, which are lower than those of
the southern regions.

The active population of Catalonia, which includes the working and the unemployed,
totalled 3.7 million people in 2017, out of which 3.2 million people were employed and
507 thousand people were unemployed. Out of the people who were employed, 559
thousand people were on a job for less than one year, 526 thousand people were
employed between one and three years, and 2.2 million people were on a job for more
than three years. Out of the 2.7 million salaried workers, 2.3 million were employed in
the private sector while the rest of the employees worked in the public sector. 2.2
million employees had an indefinite contract, and 592 thousand had a temporary
contract. Thus, over two million people in Catalonia had stable jobs, while over one
million and a half were either looking for work, recently changed jobs or were on
temporary contracts.

Out of the unemployed population (507 thousand people), approximately half had
been looking for a job for more than one year. Also, 342 thousand unemployed people
were aged between 25 and 54, while 81 thousand people were aged over 55. The

province of Barcelona had 367 thousand people unemployed in 2017, while registered
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unemployment in the metropolitan area of Barcelona amounted to 265 thousand
people (out of the 4,786,697 residents). In Barcelonés County (it hosts a population of
2,226,828 million people) there were 116 thousand unemployed people. The Barcelonés
area includes the city of Barcelona and the four towns in the immediate surroundings of
the city, which together are typically referred to as Barcelona. There is no visible border
between the Barcelona city and these towns (the statistical data is taken from Idescat,
2021).

Table 1.6 shows the numbers of people who have higher education and are in
registered unemployment in Barcelones County and the metropolitan area of Barcelona.
Thus, approximately 20% of all people in registered unemployment had higher
education in the Barcelones area and the metropolitan area of Barcelona. These were
the people that would potentially face the English skills requirement when looking for
jobs, as well as the people who were already employed but looking for more stable

working conditions.

Table 1.6
Registered Unemployment. Higher Education in the Barcelonés Area and the
Metropolitan Area of Barcelona

Barcelonés Barcelonés
Professional Barcelones 1°t Barcelonés 2" Total
Year Training cycle and 3" cycle Unemployed
2019 7,575.5 2,808.8 10,823.1 106,469.6
2018 7,570.9 2,951.5 10,564.3 109,837.4
2017 7,892 3,330 10,597 116,381
Metropolitan Metropolitan
area Metropolitan Metropolitan area
Professional area area Total
training 1%t cycle 2" and 3" cycle | Unemployed
2019 16,882.4 5,512.8 18,452.6 240,588.3
2018 16,677.3 5,792.7 17,682.2 247,810.8
2017 17,517 6,429 17,785 264,947

Source: Idescat (2019b)

Catalonia is the fourth largest economy of Spain, although it grew a bit slower than
the Spanish economy in the years 2018-2019 (EURES, 2021). In the year 2017, there

were 619 thousand companies active in Catalonia, mainly including small and medium-
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sized companies, with over 80% of them involved in the service sector. Over half of all
companies have no paid workers, one quarter of all firms have two or three workers,
while less than 5% of all companies have more than ten workers (EURES, 2021; Idescat
2019a). Wholesale and retail trade account for one quarter of these businesses (EURES,
2021). Tourism accounts for around 12% of the Catalan GDP (Generalitat de Catalunya,
2021).

Currently, there are 8,908 foreign multinational companies in Catalonia. By contrast,
in the year 2013, there were 5,602 companies, which means that the presence of
multinational companies has almost doubled over a period of five years. These
companies are predominantly French, German, American, Italian, British and Dutch. An
important 16% percent of these companies belongs to the growing technological sector,
which includes the fields of information technology, industry 4.0, biotechnology,
electronics, health and medical equipment, and smart cities, among others (Generalitat
de Catalunya, 2021). These companies were attracted to Barcelona as a result of
internationalisation and direct investment initiative programs implemented by the state
and the Catalan government in order to create jobs and improve the economy.

According to the labour market report for Barcelona, (Servicio Publico de Empleo
Estatal, 2020), language skills are required for jobs in public administration, ICT and
Commerce. They are clearly important for the digital economy, which includes ICT
companies, but also for companies in other sectors that are implementing digitalization.
In Barcelona, these digital sectors are: ICT, Media and Communication, Firm Services,
Production, Finance, and Other (Barcelona Digital Talent, 2020). In Barcelona, there are
36 professionals available for every published job offer, while there are 15 professionals
available for every published job offer in the digital economy. However, one third of all
professionals that currently occupy the recently available positions in the digital
economy are represented by the globally mobile workforce (Barcelona Digital Talent,

2020).

1.3 Recruitment scene and English skills
The economic transformations in Spain and in Barcelona have led to the emergence of
a particular kind of jobs and a requirement for English that is linked to these jobs. The

high rate of unemployment has also raised interest in the language competencies,
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because in the conditions where there are no jobs, English has become the main
competency considered important for job opportunities at home and abroad (Moyer,
2018).

Recruitment agencies have become an important player in the transformation of the
labour market, since they are responsible for providing access to new jobs. Private
recruitment agencies also mediate access to a pool of applicants, saving many
companies from the task of finding human resources for their businesses. Campos et al.
(2014) states that the job search in Spain is making more use of the available online
platforms. Between 2008 and 2011 employers and job-seekers increased their searches
online (firms increased from 17.7% in 2008 to 20.% in 2011 and job-seekers increased
their searches from 21.5% to 25.2%) while the number of job offers posted decreased
drastically (Campos et al., 2014: 1098).The available platforms where one could apply
for a job can belong to the private recruitment agencies, but they can also be
independent platforms, where recruiters post job offers and where candidates upload
their curriculum vitae (CV henceforth).

Due to the development of specific job application platforms, job searches and job
recruitment processes have changed — they have become faster and easier for
employers, but not necessarily for job-seekers in the conditions where they economy is
not providing enough jobs. The information available on the candidates is also more
detailed and the pools of candidates have become larger (Campos et al., 2014: 1095). At
the same time, recruitment agencies that have their own online job application
platforms, have acknowledged that they receive a high volume of applications and that
not all applications meet the professional qualifications they are seeking, which
complicates screening (Campos et al., 2014: 1098).

Private recruitment agencies, called “agencias de colocacion” in Spain, carry out
their labour intermediation activities autonomously but in coordination, or formal
cooperation with the public employment system (Real Decreto Legislativo 3/2015). The
information on these agencies is integrated into the national public employment system
for equal access to employment opportunities. The employment law (Ley 18/2014) has
modified the rule that regulated the activity of these agencies to guarantee the market
unity, which means that recruitment agencies can begin to offer their services without

the obligation to obtain an administrative authorization. This procedure has been
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simplified and replaced by an obligation to submit a declaration of responsibility, as a
measure to combat the grave employment situation, particularly youth unemployment,
and it was implemented by the government in order to stimulate employment and job
creation (Ley 18/2014). According to the national employment system, Sistema Nacional
de Empleo (2021), 1,824 public and private agencies and unemployment offices in Spain,
and 227 offices in Catalonia provide labour intermediation services. Private recruitment
agencies have to guarantee free services for job-seekers. Also, they are obligated to
provide information about their activities, such as job offers, professional profiles that
match these offers, and the information about the job-seekers they have met with. They
also have to guarantee equal access to employment with no direct or indirect
discrimination based on ethnicity, gender, age, marital status, or the official languages,
among others (Real Decreto Legislativo 3/2015).

Private recruitment agencies have an active role in shaping the labour market, since
they assign value to certain skills, and therefore, may promote a demand for the skills
they use for their selection practices. English and other language skills have become the
subject of various publications by private recruitment firms, which insist on the labour
market deficit in this skill and link it to employability. These publications made the front
pages of the national media, thus reinforcing the original message that English is an
important requirement not just for the emerging qualified jobs, but also for the
possibility of being employed; that is, to improve one’s employability.

An article published by Randstad (2017), and reprinted by La Vanguardia stated that
“knowledge of languages improves chances of finding a job by 37%”, which makes it the
competency with the biggest impact on employment success. The article states that 26%
of all the job offers come with a requirement for English, while other language skills are
also reported make a difference in a recruitment process. RRHH Press claims (RRHH
Press, 2021), that 70% of better remunerated job posts and jobs with responsibility
come with a requirement for English. In the year 2018, English was the most required
skill in all the published job posts, and recruitment agencies were admitted to evaluating
English proficiency as a general practice.

According to Adecco (2019), a prestigious recruitment firm that elaborates annual
labour market reports, for the past eight years, English skills are claimed to be

“increasingly more present in the general requirements list that candidates have to
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comply with in order to be able to opt for a job post” (Adecco, 2019: 178). However,
statistics on the number of jobs that require the knowledge of a second or third
language—, 90% of which require English, reveal that the growth is not so drastic.
Rather, the following table shows that since the year 2014, between 32% and 34% of all

the jobs in Spain have required language skills (Adecco, 2019: 179):

Figure 1.7
Job Postings With Language Skills in Spain

2019
33,99%

2018
32,25%

2017
3484%

2016
34,73%

2015
33,38%

2014
32,98%

Source: Adecco (2019: 179)

Solé and Alarcén (2001) looked into the role of official state languages, Spanish and
Catalan, in Catalonia, as well as that of foreign languages in the Catalan labour market.
They found out that 37% of all job offers for highly qualified positions required the
knowledge of foreign languages in the more advanced economic sectors: the
automotive industry, electronics, and communications. In 1991, 928 large and medium-
sized companies filled out a questionnaire about linguistic requirements for personnel
selection, which stated that English and Catalan were required by these companies in
around 50% of cases, while French was required in around 23% of cases. English skills
were also a requirement for promotion in around 38% of cases. Furthermore, foreign
companies in Barcelona reported that there was deficit in the knowledge of foreign
languages, and that the situation was aggravated by the additional pressure caused by
Catalan revitalisation policies, which the companies perceived as an obstacle and a loss
of opportunities for such sectors as telecommunications and information technology
(Solé and Alarcén, 2001: 53).

Catalonia is one of the regions in Spain that currently requires language skills the

most. The following data (Figure 1.8) shows the percentage of the job posts that had a
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requirement for English and other language skills in Catalonia (Adecco, 2016; 2018;
2019), which, in fact, has been decreasing rather than increasing. The year 2017 saw the
biggest number of job posts with the language skills requirement. In Catalonia in the
years 2018 and 2019, English has been the requirement in 64% to 87% of all the job
announcements that had a language requirement, while French was required in 13% to

21%, and German in 9% to 13% of all job announcements.

Figure 1.8
Job Postings With the Language Skills Requirement in Catalonia
2019 37,39%
2018 40,99%
2017 43,11%
2016 43,11%
2015 42,31%

Source: Adecco, (2016; 2018; 2019)

The Adecco reports from 2015 to 2019 also provide data on the requirement for
language skills among the different professional categories on a national level. This table
demonstrates that while fewer job posts for mid- and senior-level management, and

entry-level employees required English skills, the opposite was true for technicians:

Figure 1.9
Language Skills Requirement for Professional Categories
Professional
categories/

Year 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015
Directives 47.13% 52.05% 57.02% 54.38% 51.68%
Managers 37.77% 46.11% 39.12% 39.33% 38.87%
Technicians 40.70% 35.18% 34.02% 34.95% 34.87%
Employees 17.04% 16.49% 22.35% 23.32% 22.03%

Source: Adecco (2016; 2018; 2019)

Furthermore, the job offers with the greatest requirements for English skills in the
years 2017-2019 were in marketing, business administration, sales, engineering,
logistics, IT and customer service. The sectors that needed English skills the most were

international organizations, travel agencies, research, international sales, engineering,
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internet, the leather industry, information and assessment, aeronautics and general

consulting.

1.4 English skills in the media discourse

The national media discourse in Spain has produced many articles with the titles that
disparage the English skills of the Spanish population, for example “Spain’s level of
English continues to be low while other countries improve” (Zafra, 2019), or “The level
of English is Spain is not improving and Spain stalls in the global ranking” (Ecoaula.es,
2020). These articles compare Spanish citizens’ English skill levels with those of
neighbouring countries based on the global English skills proficiency index (EPI),
provided by Education First, a private organization that promotes English language
learning around the world. According to this index, in 2019 Spain was ranked 35" among
the 100 tested countries, which translates as having moderate level of English
proficiency. This puts Spain behind most European countries, which have high
proficiency.

According to the Education First statistics—which are based on English tests taken
by approximately 2.3 million people in about one hundred countries between 2007 and
2016 respectively—46.6% and 45.8% of Spaniards did not know English, while the
English skill level improved by 20% in Italy and by 10% in Greece over the same period
of time (Zafra, 2019). Among the reasons for the lack of improvement, as argued by El
Pais (Zafra, 2019) is the lack of financial well-being and the large size of Spain. When
compared to smaller countries whose citizens are inevitably more open to job
opportunities in foreign labour markets—and therefore more interested in learning
English—Spain has a larger interior labour market, offering greater job opportunities for
its citizens. Further reasons are that Spanish is a language with a large number of
speakers; movies are always dubbed; and the Spanish educational system employs a
language teaching methodology (Meneses, 2019) that does not place emphasis on
communicative skills. Organizations such as the British Council, however, have stated
that people who are studying English in private academies are mostly taking B2- and C1-
level courses, which is evidence of an overall improvement of the English skills at a
national level (Zafra, 2019). El Economista (Ecoaula.es, 2020) argues that in Spain and

Italy people have low levels of English skills.

22



Figure 1.10
Ranking of Countries by English Skills Competency

Clasificaciones del
EF EPI 2019

Niveles De Dominio Del Inglés

@ Muyalto
@ Alto
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Bajo

® Muy bajo
Nivel Muy Alto Nivel Alto Nivel Medio
01 Paises Bajos 70,27 15 Hungria 61,86 30 Costa Rica 57,38 39 Uruguay 54,08
02 Suecia 68,74 16 Rumania 61,36 31 Francia 5725 40 China 53,44
03 Noruega 67,93 17 Serbia 61,30 32 Lituania 56,85 41 Macao, China 53,34
04 Dinamarca 67,87 18 Kenia 60,51 33 Hong Kong, China 55,63 42 Chile 52,89
05 Singapur 66,82 19 Suiza 60,23 34 India 55,49 43 Cuba 5270
06 Sudéfrica 65,38 20 Filipinas 6014 35 Espaiia 55,46 44 Republica Dominicana 52,58
07 Finlandia 65,34 21 Lituania 60,11 36 Italia 55,31 45 Paraguay 52,51
08 Austria 6411 22 Grecia 59,87 37 Corea del Sur 55,04 46 Guatemala 52,50
09 Luxemburgo 64,03 23 Republica Checa 59,30 38 Taiwan, China 5418
10 Alemania 63,77 24 Bulgaria 58,97
11 Polonia 63,76 25 Eslovaquia 58,82
12 Portugal 63,14 26 Malasia 58,55
13 Bélgica 63,09 27 Argentina 58,38
14 Croacia 63,07 28 Estonia 58,29

29 Nigeria 58,26

Source: Education First (2019)



These countries also face recurring unemployment problems. English skills, the article
suggests, have a potential to help these companies improve their economy through
carrying out faster and easier communication with the rest of Europe.

Moreover, big cities in Spain, such as Madrid, Barcelona, Bilbao and others, have
better estimated English skill levels, as reported by the Education First ranking. The

regional distribution of the skill levels is represented in the table below:

Figure 1.11
Spain. Ranking of Regions by English Skills

EF EP1 2020 Hoja de Datos del Pals www.ef.com.es/epi/

o~
Espana
Spain
Competencia Intermedia ® Savills

Puntuacién EF EPI: 537
N.° 34 de 100 pafses/regiones

: o
Canarias
Regién EFEPI Regién EF EPI Ciudad EFEPI  En Comparacién con la Regién
Madrid 573 Cantabria 543 Madrid 573 +0
Cataluna 568 Comunidad Valenciana 536 Barcalona 572 +4
Pals Vasco 6566 Andalucta 630 Bilbso BTN 46
Castilay Laon 661 Istas Baleares 522 La Coruna 568 +7
Galicia 561 Castilla-La Mancha 521 Zaragoza 569 +4
Aragon 555 Murcla 513 Sevilla 554 +0
Asturias 664 Canarias 506 Malaga 549 -5
Navara 554 Extremadura 500 Valencia 536 +0

Source: Ecoaula.es (2020)

The population over forty is also reported to have poorer English skills, which, as the
publication El Economista (Ecoaula.es, 2020) argues, puts pressure on university and job
training in helping the workers acquire the necessary skills. It is further reported that
the OECD is also planning to launch the English skills country level rankings in 2025.
English skills are becoming an important economic indicator.
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Some media have argued that poor English skill acquisition in Spain is related to
political inaction, that is, a lack of funding to improve English skills among population.
From 2008 to 2010, there were a number of grants earmarked for English education
initiatives, but since then, English has not been among the priorities of the central
government (Meneses, 2019). In 2016, the Rajoy government passed a law mandating
that by 2026 all university students would be required to attain a B2 in a foreign
language, primarily English, before graduating (Herndndez and Sanmartin, 2016). A
similar measure had already been adopted in Catalonia in 2014 (Law 2/2014 states that
students who started the university in the 2014-2015 academic year, would have to
certify a B2 in a third language in order to graduate). However, the implementation of
this law was postponed (Law 1/2018 postponed the obligation to certify the third
language skill level for another four years, in order not to compromise obtainment of
university degrees), once the analysis of the English skill level of the students who
started their degrees in the 2014-2015 academic year revealed that their knowledge of
a third language was yet insufficient and therefore, university degrees could not be
contingent on students’ English skills. The idea behind the obligatory B2-Level English
requirement was to help university graduates be better incorporated in the labour
market (Ibafiez, 2017). However, the existence of the requirement at the university level
has also unveiled the existing socio-economic inequalities among the student body,
which affect access to resources necessary for the acquisition of English (Ibafiez, 2017).

Furthermore, a B2 certification in a second language became the minimum
requirement for Erasmus grants in 2014, reportedly as a measure—implemented by the
central government—to cut down on state expenses associated with these programs.
The requirement made it impossible for many students to qualify for the Erasmus grants,
which in turn reduced the overall number of participants in the program (Sanmartin,
2014). This set a precedent for employing the language requirement as a barrier to
accessing resources, such as mobility grants, in Spain.

Thus, Spain has become a country with poor English skill levels among the population
in the aftermath of the 2008 crisis. Economic instability and unemployment problems
caused by the structural labour market problems have negatively impacted the skills
acquisition necessary for the emerging jobs. Corporations such as Education First and

Cambridge, whose goal is to promote English learning worldwide, have been able to
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identify the deficit in the English skills among the Spanish labour force (Figure 1.12) and
the labour force worldwide (Figure 1.13).

Figure 1.12
English Skills Gap

How many employers have an English language skills gap?
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Source: Cambridge English (2016)

Figure 1.13
English at Work. The Most Important English Skills for Spain and Global
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They have also generated discourses that frame the gap in employees’ English skills

as a problem that needs to be solved. These discourses further promote the idea that
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companies should employ workers with English skills. By promoting such discourses,
these companies also guarantee a business niche for language teaching organizations
which can now provide English teaching programs not just for school and university
education, but also for the workplace. This allows these companies to gain profits
directly from businesses through on-the-job training, or from individuals who need

English skills in order to get more job opportunities or gain access to work.
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Chapter 2 Research Questions

This thesis is concerned with the (re)production of inequality and the role that language
skills in recruitment, namely English, play in it. Inequality manifests itself through the
unequal, uneven distribution of material resources for the qualified labour force, such
as work and access to it, leaving a particular group of people at a socio-economic
advantage, while depriving the other group of the same resources.

Access to work and the quality of work in Spain are determined by the economic
conditions that have warped the labour market. The number of people looking for jobs
has outweighed the jobs available in the years since the 2008 crisis, and newly available
jobs have required a distinct skill set from workers as the economy reorients itself
towards internationalization (Ministerio de Trabajo y Economia Social, 2020). Thus, job-
seekers belonging to the qualified labour force found themselves in economically
different conditions — one sector of the working age population had stable permanent
jobs, while a significant portion of people were hired on a temporary basis or became
unemployed as a consequence of the 2008 crisis.

The current labour market in Spain, represented by private sector firms, requires
English skills in order to enter the workforce. French and German are the other two
foreign languages that feature in job offers. The knowledge of the two official languages
in Catalonia, Catalan and Spanish, is implicit, Catalan being given the least attention by
the private sector in line with the ideas that companies do not operate solely in a local
Catalan context, but often in the national Spanish or the international context (Solé and
Alarcén, 2001: 64). Contingency of jobs on the English skills requirement leads to
conditions that resemble the “English Divide” (Terasawa, 2017), which refers to the
existing split in the global labour market, where those who have been able to get the
education and the English skills relevant for the knowledge-based economy have come
to represent the globally mobile workforce employed at the multinational corporations
that comprise the upper tier of the labour market (Ricento, 2015).

In Spain, the temporary work conditions have prevented the workforce from
receiving formal training in the skills necessary to secure jobs in the future or improve
their career. The reportedly poor English language education in schools and universities

have made employability dependent on an individual’s socio-economic status, material
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resources, and investment in language skills. The current English skill level of many
Spanish job-seekers is preventing them from competing for the newly created jobs
offered by large corporations in Barcelona. These jobs are instead occupied by the
globally mobile workforce, which is recruited worldwide. Spain provides an
economically attractive platform for large corporations to set up their subsidiaries, but
the Spanish labour force is not able to qualify for these types of jobs due to the lack of
English skills. In the post-2008 crisis, many unemployed Spaniards decided to move to
other European countries in order to improve their English skills. Moyer (2018) provides
an account of how the logic of learning English abroad for improving work-related
opportunities at home further marginalized the bright, young, qualified Spaniards.

The focus of this thesis is the inequality that is the result of the English language
criterion for recruitment. Park (2011) has studied how English skills testing in
recruitment in South Korea was used in order to limit access to jobs to a more privileged
group of society. The implemented testing system, once it was no longer able to secure
a competitive edge for the more privileged group, was modified to include oral interview
tests that were harder and still unattainable for South Koreans who had previously
learnt to do well in the TOEIC tests in order to qualify for the jobs posted. This research
demonstrates that parameters that guard class boundaries are fluid and they are shifted
or “recalibrated”, once “the perceived value of such qualifications leads a wider
selection of the population to pursue them” (Park, 2011: 452). This value readjustment
to prioritize certain skills is part of the social inequality reproduction system (Bourdieu,
1984; Krais, 1993; Park, 2011). Furthermore, Park (2016) notes that English skills were
not necessarily useful for the actual jobs, but were rather a way to retain jobs for the
upper classes. Similar conclusions were drawn in the study by Herat and McLoughlin
(2010: 57), where English was introduced into job advertisements as a requirement and
a way to select a particular kind of an employee irrespective of the job demands with
regards to English.

While English may be a necessary skill for a greater number of jobs than in the past
due to the globalization and internationalization in Spain, there is a need to unpack its
role and determine whether and how participation in processes leading to access to
work is the outcome of the complex labour market context and the interests of large

corporations who might need this language resource to build their businesses globally.
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Private recruitment agencies are central to the production of the systems of value
or “symbolic boundaries” around skills that they use to define the worthiness of job
candidates. This might shift the real social boundaries (Lamont and Molnar, 2002).
Rivera (2016: 14) argues that recruitment practices, more particularly, the sorting and
evaluation criteria, “shape individuals’ income trajectories and influence broader social
inequalities” (Rivera, 2016: 14; Bills, 2003). The role of private recruitment agencies is
to represent the interests of the firms (Gershon, 2017: 66), and thus—in signalling the
labour market skills requirements—they may present themselves as merely the
speakers for the ultimate employers. However, by defining the value of skills in the
selection process, they themselves establish a value for skills that is responsible for
exacerbating the socio-economic divide in the labour market by determining the
parameters for an employable worker. In line with these ideas, the following research
guestions are addressed in this thesis:

e What are the complexities around the construction and operationalization of the

English requirement in recruitment?

e What are the consequences of the recruitment practices that include English

skills evaluation for job-seekers?

These questions address the perspectives of recruitment agencies and job-seekers
who attempt to get a job in the current labour market. In order to account for all the
complexities that the English requirement entails, we must first establish how recruiters
create the requirement for English and upon which principles, and then examine how
English skills are evaluated. Therefore, | suggest to operationalize these two questions
through three additional questions that will guide the three analytical chapters.

The first question is: What are the rationalities behind the English language criterion
in selection? What value is assigned to English and other languages?

Recruitment agencies create discourses about English skills being important for job-
seekers’ employability. When the English skills requirement is set up, it is assigned a
certain value which has to do with the clients’ requirement for this skill, the type of job
and the type of company it is needed for. This research question aims to explore what
companies in Barcelona have available positions, what is their need for English skills,

and why. | also aim to understand the relationship between the English skills criterion,
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the type of job, company and the job task it is needed for. The criterion for English skills
is compared with that of other languages.

The second question is: How is the English skills requirement built into recruitment
practices and how are candidates differentiated on its basis?
This research question focuses on English skills screening and evaluation practices. The
neoliberal understanding of skills, employment of the skills paradigm in recruitment,
goals with which such assessment is done, and the recruiters’ agenda have an effect on
how language skills are evaluated and eventually, on the role assigned to them in the
recruitment process. English is formally taught as a foreign language with subsequent
certification, which is not part of the screening or evaluation practices in recruitment
agencies. The screening and evaluation of English skills is carried out in an informal
communicative style, where the category of communicative skills and foreign language
skills merge (Urciuoli, 2019; Flubacher, Duchéne, and Coray, 2018). The evaluation of
candidates through their level of oral expression impacts their ability to demonstrate
the desired proficiency, while the constraints of the interview format —in which
candidates must show cues recognizable to the recruiter (Pajaro, 2018: 3)—puts
additional pressure on them. Evaluations in which fluency is measured by recruiters’
judgements (Kirilova, 2013) further problematize the ways in which English language is

tested and evaluated.

The third question is: What do individual candidates’ work and recruitment
experiences in relation to English skills tell us about the effect of English skills on access
to work?

The candidates’ perspective is crucial for understanding how recruitment practices
surrounding English skills evaluation, affect their lives, their prospects of finding jobs,
and their ability to make different career moves, such as promotion. Their narratives on
the recruitment experiences unpack their understanding of the English requirement and
allow us to track how they respond to it. Some candidates are able to capitalize on their
language skills, and they do get better employment offers, while others remain
unemployed or have to change jobs because of the language requirement. Discourses
about English skills and employability are an outcome of the neoliberal agenda to

stimulate people into agreeing to readjust to the current reality in which jobs are not
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guaranteed and the chances of individual economic success depend on skills
accumulation. In Spain, the English skills discourse for success legitimizes the duality of
the labour market and the lack of jobs. In that sense, job-seekers aspire to learn English
in order to improve their socioeconomic status. They understand that private
recruitment agencies play a crucial role in measuring employability to the English skill

level of job applicants.
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Chapter 3 Theoretical Framework: Language Skills, Access to Work and
Recruitment

This chapter provides the theoretical basis for the exploration of the links between
language and economy, work and access to it, and the evaluation of language skills in
the recruitment agencies according to their own business agenda. In an attempt to
unpack why language is talked about in economic terms and how it is understood and
used by organizations, | draw on several approaches that include language economics
(Grin, 2003; Grin, Sfreddo, and Vaillancourt, 2010), political economy (Ricento, 2015),
and language management (Piekkari et al., 2014), in addition to the main sociolinguistic
approach. With the help of these approaches, | try to trace the processes that underpin
the framing of language as a skill and show the interconnectedness of English, the
neoliberal order, human capital, professional skills, and the value of English and other
languages in the current economy (see section 3.1 Language skills as an economic asset).

Language skills are central to the production, communication, and acquisition of
professional knowledge that comprise work processes. The English-as-a-lingua-franca
and multilingualism approaches are used to create policies that frame the relationship
between language and work (see section 3.2 Language and business operations). The
way different languages operate in the workplace and how they are seen as a work
instrument, reflects and forms a perspective that people with English and other
language skills are ideal job candidates.

Language, namely English, becomes critical in access to work. Concepts such as
employability, linguistic advantage/disadvantage, the English divide, language wall
/language ceiling, and occupational gatekeeping, demonstrate how the centrality of
language in access to jobs may contribute to the production and perpetuation of
inequalities (see section 3.3 Language skills in access to work). Mediation of jobs
through recruitment agencies obscures the relationship between language skills as a
general requirement and the actual language demands on the job. Linguistic ability is
seen as a matter of competence or incompetence in the selection processes rather than
a criterion determined by the anticipated use a given language on the job (Roberts,
2021). Understanding how recruitment works and how new assessment strategies and

paradigms emerge and influence which candidates are deemed valuable sheds light on
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the ways in which recruiters may approach language as a skill (see section 3.4
Recruitment agencies as labour market intermediaries). In the last section of the chapter
Language skills evaluation (see section 3.5), | present an overview of the way recruiters
handle language assessment and evaluation. | also highlight the potential problems with

the soft/hard skills testing in selection processes in relation to language skills.

3.1 Language skills as an economic asset

The demand for language skills for employment purposes is an inevitable outcome of
global economic processes, the current understanding of work, and work management
in organizations. The types of jobs available and access to them are tied to the economic
power of capital, mainly concentrated in multinational corporations and their decisions
to invest in countries where they can make a profit (Ricento, 2015). Private corporations
and businesses form alliances with powerful financial institutions such as the
International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and governments that provide a legal
framework for the production and distribution of resources (Ricento, 2015: 37; Harvey,
2005: 75). With their help, policies and discourses that regulate work management in
organizations and access to jobs are created. Language, as Heller (2010: 102) argues, is
used for the reproduction of the social order, as it becomes a requirement for jobs
justified by the discourses about its usefulness for carrying out work in a tertiarized
economy.

The labour relationships between workers and business organizations have
undergone substantial change brought about by the expansion of a neoliberal free
market that promotes the mobility of capital, people, and skills (Angouri, 2018: 41).
These relationships now shape the labour market and structure how people compete
for jobs. According to Gershon (2017), the key shift in the nature of work took place
when corporations began to focus on their short-term stock value and act in the interest
of their share-holders. By contrast, in the 1950s, a worker was considered the main
business asset, and shareholder value was measured by the business contributions to
stable communities and careers (Gershon, 2017: 212; Ho, 2017: 3). From the 1980s
onward, companies started seeing workers as expendable. Workers could no longer
hold stable, life-long jobs with career-development plans, as such plans were considered

costly and, therefore, went against the business profit-making logic (Cappelli, 2009).
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Flexibility is one of the characteristics of contemporary work. For businesses,
flexibility means being able to hire and dismiss workers easily, while using their skills for
profit gains. For the workers, it means that they accumulate skills and compete for jobs
with no state-guaranteed employment and fewer social protections. Job insecurity is
inherent to the current labour markets and is typified by fixed-term, temporary work
contracts and a high risk of unemployment (Harvey, 2005).

The current framework of economic development that determines work conditions
for individuals is based on the ideas that were formulated by a number of economists,
such as Becker (1964) and Smith (1776), Mincer (1958), and Schultz (1963). Gary Becker,
the pioneer of the modern human capital theory—developed in the 1950s at a time
when technological progress was calling for skill-based qualified labour (Teixeira, 2014:
10-11; Tittenbrun, 2017)—established the link between economic advancement and
investment in human capital (Becker, 1964). Skilled labour and higher education were
both incorporated into the market logic, which is to say that investment in education
and knowledge resulted both in economic growth and monetary returns for workers.
For Becker (1964), human capital represented knowledge and skills. Similarly, Adam
Smith (1776) argued that skills lead to greater efficiency and productivity of the workers
(Tittenbrun, 2017: 10).

The contemporary neoliberal ideology promotes the concept of human capital,
which determines the ways in which individuals should develop. By means of advancing
their skills, they can then gain an advantage over others on the labour market
(Holborow, 2015: 32, Piekkari, Welch, and Welch, 2014: 34). These ideas are reflected

in the working definition of human capital provided by OECD:

Human capital can be broadly defined as the stock of knowledge, skills and other
personal characteristics embodied in people that helps them to be productive.
Pursuing formal education (early childhood, formal school system, adult training
programmes) but also informal and on-the-job learning and work experience all

represent investment in human capital. (OECD, 2019a)

For private firms, productivity and efficiency are the two cornerstones that translate
into the competences and qualifications required of workers. Page (2010: 33) argues
that the qualifications of employees are used to measure potential workers’
productivity. In this regard, the value of language for work is in that it is considered, and
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promoted as, a necessary skill and part of human capital, thus leading to both societal

and personal economic prosperity:

Language skills are... a type of ability that contributes to economic prosperity, an
asset that increases the competitiveness of European companies, and a form of

human capital that can positively affect citizens’ employability (Gazzola, 2016: 14).

The problem with the human capital theory—which is used for the moulding of most
economic and language policies, including those in Europe (Holborow, 2018)—is that it
does not account for the complexities of a job market formed under processes of
globalization and the expansion of the neoliberal free market (Brown, Cheung, and
Lauder, 2015: 210). That is, the existence of global competition for jobs and possibilities
made possible by technology have rendered faulty the logic that more human capital
and more skills can bring better individual gains and economic prosperity to nations,
since companies can now find highly-skilled workers at a low cost beyond their national
borders (Brown, Cheung, and Lauder, 2015: 216; Holborow, 2015). Human capital
theory also serves to obscure the “shift of responsibility for employment outcomes from
the social to the individual” (Holborow, 2018).

Neoliberal work conditions oblige workers to invest in and acquire language skills.
Heller and McElhinny (2017: 232) point out that there has been a “scramble for access
to linguistic resources in a world where it is not clear which skills will allow one to
succeed”. Flubacher, Duchéne, and Coray (2018: 13) state that the logic of investment
links acquiring additional language competences with job opportunities, presumably
making candidates more employable. However, this investment does not work equally
for everyone in the context of employment or recruitment. This idea opens a discussion
about the value of language skills in the labour market and their role in access to work.

Sociolinguistic theory sees language as a form of capital. Bourdieu (1986, 1991)
argues that there are different forms of capital: economic, cultural, and social. Linguistic
capital, which is part of cultural capital, exists within a linguistic market where different
language varieties acquire a certain value and create a social distinction. Cultural capital,
in its turn, represents knowledge, skills, and qualifications that can be converted into
economic capital and vice versa. Cultural capital may also bear a symbolic value, which

means that individuals are recognised for the prestige of the capital they possess, which
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is likewise convertible into economic capital. Thus, language skills, as a form of
knowledge necessary for jobs or as symbolic added value, can gain an economic value
or be exchanged for a higher salary. Similarly, Duchéne and Heller (2012b) argue that
the neoliberal context treats language no longer as a source of pride, but as a source of
profit. Language is commodified because it “becomes useful in order to both produce
resources and enter the globalized market” (Duchéne and Heller, 2012b: 371). This
means that besides having a use value, language also acquires an exchange value.

The concepts of use value and exchange value were introduced into economic
theory by Smith (1776) and later, Marx. According to Smith (1776: 32), the word value
has two meanings: it expresses the utility of an object or “the power of purchasing other
goods which the possession of that object contains”. According to Marx (1859: 34), the
use value is the service an object renders, while an exchange value means all the effort
spent in the production of an object. David Block (2018) claims that language
commodification cannot be explained merely by applying these concepts to language,
as definitions provided by Marx are too narrow. However, he admits that these two
concepts may be applicable to the notions of skills put forth by Urciuoli (2008), which
are subsequently commodified. According to Urciuoli (2008: 221), the definition of
commodity by Marx was developed outside of the neoliberal economic context in which
we now live, and while he didn’t “fully develop a social theory of use-value, he did open
the door for anthropological analysis of commodification”. Urciuoli (2008: 224) claims
that skills have become commodities because they are part of productive labour with a
market value: “skills discourses structure the conditions under which workers are
recruited into the labour market and they structure the conditions under which new
labour recruits imagine themselves as workers.” In addition, Urciuoli (2008: 221) states
that use value and exchange value are “socially constituted”, and they depend on a
person’s perspective, framed socially and historically.

This thesis shares the view on skills commodification by Urciuoli (2008), and it
intends to analyse data relying on the idea that language skills represent an economic
asset, since it is simultaneously used as resource in work processes and an asset with an
exchange value that grants or denies access to work. According to Park and Wee (2012:
28), the belief that English grants economic success is an outcome of its perceived

economic value. In the recruitment context, this means that besides the fact that English
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can be a technical tool with an exchange value, it can also be a form of symbolic capital
and serve as an index of desirable work identity or class that has the capacity to grant
access to work.

This view is supported by the fact that English skills are only truly needed for a
limited number of jobs, typically reserved for the highly-qualified workforce in the
knowledge-based economy that contributes to the wealth of nation-states and their
GDP (Ricento, 2015; Castells, 2006). The framing of language skills as an economic asset
helps companies make a profit by using language as an instrument of work, as well as
putting constraints on access to work in order to guard social boundaries. Existing
selection criteria on the basis of language are bound to change further as more people
learn English in order to gain a competitive advantage in the labour market (Ricento,

2015).

3.2 Language and business operations

The previous section overviewed how the current economic order puts pressure on
workers to acquire language skills as they are seen as a part of human capital with a use
and an exchange value. This section further explores the economic dimension of
language from the pragmatic perspective of its use for the production and work
management processes, which is relevant for how language skills are taken up in
recruitment processes. This is also done with an understanding that the framing of
language skills as a work tool is non-neutral. It is a construct that justifies the exchange
value of language skills for work, and it continues shaping the choices made by
companies and people seeking work. The many ways in which English is linked to social
and political processes can be called the “Entanglements of English” (Pennycook, 2021:
11).

International economic activity and business operations seem to drive the necessity
to use language skills in work processes, conceptualizing them as a work tool. This
process is true for English as well as other languages. Two paradigms, that of English as
a lingua franca and that of multilingualism, are typically used by political and economic
institutions to explain how languages can be useful for the workplace. The English-as-a-
lingua-franca approach is critiqued and called “politically disengaged” (Pennycook,

2021: 11), because it does not account for the non-neutrality of the processes in which
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English is submerged. The European approach to multilingualism promotes the idea that
“language skills”, in a generic sense, are an important tool for communication and an
economic asset. This masks the reality that English language skills are prioritized above
all others and have been made vital for access to work (Studer, Kreiselmaier, and
Flubacher, 2014). Additionally, more inequalities arise from an approach that frames
multilingual language ability as an indispensable work tool due to unequal access to
linguistic resources.

One cannot overlook the importance and the global role of the English language in
many spheres of modern life, which extend to work domains such as science,
technology, international organizations, business (Graddol, 1997), and the knowledge-
based economy itself. English is the European and the global lingua franca that is used
to bridge communication between speakers of different languages with an emphasis on
information transfer (Jenkins et al., 2011; Park and Wee, 2012; Van Parijs, 2011). The
utility of English as a skill lies in its capacity to be the seemingly neutral and purely
communicative tool that advances understanding, cooperation, and work progress
(Sanden and Kankaanranta, 2018). However, there is a general acknowledgement that
as a work instrument, English only does not solve world’s communication problem or
account for all the complexities that come with modern ways of doing work (Piekkari, et

al., 2014; Angouri, 2018). Hence, other languages become imagined as work assets:

English has an undisputed economic usefulness in the European labour market, but
it is not the only linguistic asset worth investing in; in some contexts, skills in other

languages may be better rewarded than English (Gazzola, 2016: 7).

The European Union promotes multilingualism as an asset for businesses (Studer et al.,
2014: 258) and a key competency for work (Martin Rojo, 2020: 165). In the Skills Agenda
2018 (Official Journal of the European Union, 2018/C 189/01), multilingual competence
is described as “using different languages appropriately and effectively for
communication”, and it consists of “the ability to understand spoken messages, to
initiate, sustain and conclude conversations and to read, understand and draft texts,
with different levels of proficiency in different languages...”. Although no mention of a
particular language denotes a neutral stance towards the different national languages

that are considered equally important in accordance with the language rights of EU
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nation-states, the European agenda generally makes no reference to the “asymmetrical
distribution of languages in business and institutional contexts” (Studer et al., 2014:
258), where English clearly predominates.

In line with the idea that language skills are an economic asset for companies,
language economist Grin et al. (2010) argues that foreign language skills are central to
production and they should be considered in relation to key economic variables, such as
productivity, costs, and profits on which multilingual workers have positive effect. He
sets forth a language-augmented theory of production, which accounts for better
resource allocation and profit maximization. In this theory, the following points with
regards to language skills are considered: the language used for internal or external
communication, language in the supply chain, and the language of the target market,
among others. For Grin et al. (2010), a foreign language is one that is different from the
language predominant in a particular geographical area, for ex. English for a French
speaker in France, or German in French-speaking Switzerland. Assessment of the
language needs of a given company and their efficient integration into work processes
by means of hiring workers with the required language skills lead to profits.

Further on, studies that look into how language is used in international business and
trade have established that the distance between markets and economies (Beckerman,
1956) is measured through such parameters as culture, political system, economic
function and language, among others (Schroedler, 2016: 21). Hence, the processes of
internationalization depend on trade partners sharing a common language, a mother
tongue, a target language, or a lingua franca, which is determined by proximity of the
countries where a business operates. While English is believed to “reduce linguistic
trade frictions” more than any other language (Melitz, 2016), it is not necessarily the
first choice for small and medium exporting firms across Europe, as explained by Hagen
et al. (2006) in a study that showed that German and French, not English, were chosen
by two thousand such companies for language training.

Contemporary work is carried out within what is called the knowledge-based
economy, where technical and scientific advancement generates new knowledge that is
incorporated into the activities of companies in different sectors in order to gain a
competitive advantage (Powell and Snellman, 2004). Hence the necessity for employees

to have access to the knowledge that can upgrade the skills that they need to undertake
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their jobs. According to Giddens (1991: 18), expert or technical knowledge shapes how
people and organizations act and how the world changes accordingly. In addition,
workplaces have become horizontal collaborative environments, where mostly project-
based work is distributed among the team members with a minimal oversight (Angouri,
2018; Turco, 2016: 15). Consequently, language skills become central to work processes
because of the need to receive and assimilate technical knowledge, but also to
communicate and coordinate work with fellow workers who may not share the same
physical space.

Large multinational companies offer work globally, and they have an ability to shape
the labour markets and skills that become important for jobs. Thus, multinational
corporations contribute to the division of the labour market into two tiers: (1) the upper
tier that employs the mobile, English-speaking and university-educated global
workforce and is linked to the knowledge economy and (2) the lower tier that makes
use of the national and regional languages, although this is industry-dependent (Ricento,
2015:111). However, Angouri (2018: 41) argues that in light of changes to the ways firms
operate, we can no longer determine a firm’s global reach based on size alone.

English is incorporated in language policies of multinational companies as a
corporate language to standardize internal communications, that is, communication
between staff units and subsidiaries, but also external language communication, that is,
between clients and providers. Piekkari et al. (2014) argues that in reality, English is
needed for survival in a corporation, although other languages may be useful too. The
individual employees’ need to self-skill in a corporate language is pushed lower and
lower down the firm hierarchy, and some companies (Piekkari et al., 2014) want every
employee to be fluent in English to avoid communication problems in meetings and to
diminish the distance between subsidiaries of a larger enterprise.

Furthermore, English as a corporate language is an answer to rising linguistic
diversity in the workplace or subjective diversity (Grin et. al, 2010) in Europe and other
prosperous regions throughout the world, which is an outcome of immigration (Grin et
al., 2010: 15; Piller, 2016: 23; Sanden and Kankaanranta 2018: 544). However, Angouri
(2013) argues that regardless of the existence of a language policy, a multilingual
workforce employs all resources available to them to reach mutual understanding. In

practice, language policies can be formal or informal, since companies may start to
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internationalise without regulating or assessing their language needs. Thus, language
may end up “at the back of strategic planning” (Sanden and Kankaanranta, 2018: 558).
In line with the ideas outlined above, the understanding of English as a lingua franca
has now evolved into “English as a multilingua franca” to be understood as an additional
resource of multilingual users, “where English is always potentially in the mix, regardless
of whether or not, and how much it is actually used” (Jenkins, 2015: 74). Coulmas (2005)
admits that the EU commitment to multilingualism and its promotion as an asset
(Duchéne and Heller, 2012b) is reduced by market pressure, thus, lending an

instrumental function to English and a symbolic one to other languages:

Multilingualism is seen as a skill required by the linguistic market. A badge of
Europeanness, it is claimed, is the ability to create functional and marketable

“added value” for things like languages (Holborow, 2018: 522).

Consequently, the value of foreign languages other than English is in their symbolic or
added value. In other words, they have an exchange value, but they are not necessarily
useful for work processes, while English is considered instrumental to work (Coulmas,
2005; Holborow, 2018; Van Parijs, 2011: 183). According to Van Parijs (2011: 14), the
reason English is so valued lies in its maximal-minimal competence: when confronted
with a multilingual audience, the choice of language falls on the language understood
by the maximum of people while minimizing laboriousness of communication.
Consequently, the dominant (Grin, 2015: 131) and hegemonic position of English

remains relatively unchallenged (Coulmas, 2005: 10).

3.3 Language skills in access to work

Language is a site of struggle in contemporary economic and political contexts, a terrain
(Duchéne and Heller 2012a: 14) upon which inequalities are being enacted, “a site for
production of social differences” (Duchéne, 2020: 93), since it becomes a critical
element in access to jobs. This section explores the conditions in which language skills
become embedded in processes associated with unequal distribution of work
opportunities, as well as the mechanisms that legitimize the treatment of language as
key for candidate selection. Unpacking these mechanisms challenges the idea that
language skills are part of recruitment simply because they present an economic asset

for organisations.
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The labour market is a space where people made up of the skills they possess
(Urciuoli, 2008), compete for desired jobs, which are not available for everyone. When
language is a resource that is added to this mix, the opportunities to get a job are
diminished for people who do not possess the given language or the type of proficiency
in question, which qualified professionals in Spain currently do not. To understand how
and why the requirement for language skills is created, what is the relationship between
the language skills as a work tool and as a job requirement, and how the language
requirement shapes the selection process, we need to unfold the underlying processes
that turn competition for jobs into a competition where the job candidates’ language
skills are assessed in order to determine who is worthier of a job. Opportunities are
always somewhat unequal; however, language skills might make them even more
unequal when they are key for access to work.

English language skills are considered critical in access to the quality jobs that are
considered in this project. According to a number of studies in the field of economics of
language, language and political economy, and sociolinguistics, there are more job
opportunities for candidates with several foreign language skills, and there is also a
language premium on the foreign language competence in most non-English speaking
countries in Europe like Austria, Italy, France, Germany, Switzerland, and Spain (Grin,
2001; Ginsburgh and Prieto-Rodriguez, 2011; Lang and Siniver, 2009; Stéhr, 2015).
Similarly, a person with a sufficient proficiency in English and tertiary education degree
has an advantage in competing for jobs in the knowledge-based economy— the higher
the level of that person’s English, the more opportunities emerge (Ricento, 2015: 38).
The idea that English—or any other language that is important in a given nation-state—
grants more job-related opportunities is described by Flubacher, Duchéne, and Coray
(2018) through the notion employability, which denotes one’s probability of finding a
job:

The current public discourse on language competences as pivotal for professional
success results in an association of language competences as a central aspect of
employability. The interplay between investment and employability thus becomes

highlighted in the context of unemployment (Flubacher, Duchéne, and Coray, 2018:
25).
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In a similar vein, Shorten (2017) considers the concepts of linguistic advantage and
disadvantage in order to illuminate processes through which individuals are denied
capabilities (in other words what they can achieve) or resources, such as access to
employment due to their lack of language skills or inadequate linguistic repertoire.
Linguistic advantage or disadvantage may serve as a basis for exclusion from access to
material resources or work, although Piller (2016: 5) admits that there is a need to
further identify and recognize disadvantage on the basis of language, which can be
overlooked due to a larger societal focus on discrimination related to other factors such
as gender, age and ethnicity. Besides, inequalities may also be produced at the
intersection (Crenshaw, 1989) of language and these factors. Findings presented by
Flubacher et al. (2018) specify that in the context of employment, language can indeed
be a benefit unless other factors, such social class, nationality, and so on, come into play.
In addition, these authors determine that language skills may also be presented as an
advantage or a disadvantage, in order to “rationalize failure” or legitimize other
institutional practices.

The requirement for language skills is critical for access to jobs through a recruitment
process, and it is for that reason that it should be problematized from the perspective
of its practical need or use on the job. According to Roberts (2021: 211), the linguistic
demands of jobs are not clear-cut or well-defined by the national legal frameworks, and
there is little or a lack of transparency between the language criteria and the actual
workplace demands. Moreover, companies hire people on the basis of a skill that is not
immediately required to carry out the job, and they then justify the presence of the
language requirement as “ensuring the flexibility in the labour market” (Roberts, 2021:
212). Because of this framing, the inequality created by the requirement may be seen
more as a language incompetence issue rather than language discrimination (Roberts,
2021). According to Roberts (2013), requiring a language for a given job should not be
considered appropriate unless that language is necessary for the satisfactory
performance of the job. The lack of information about the correspondence of the
language criteria for hiring and language use at a workplace (Grin et al., 2010) and lack
of legal state control (Roberts, 2021: 211) over this issue, leaves a margin for companies
to require language skills for a larger number of jobs and for recruitment agencies to use

these skills as a deciding factor in the job distribution.
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Park (2016: 458) points out that in Korea corporations were pushing for their
workers to have English skills despite the evidence from research that they did not need
English for their jobs. Possessing these skills allowed job-seekers to compete for better
jobs and better schools. In a study by Herat and McLoughlin (2010: 56-57), English was
used to select and screen employees rather than as a way of fulfilling a particular need
for language to carry out a particular job. Such findings are an outcome of recruitment
practices that do not correspond with the actual utility of language skills at work. Such
practices may be conditioned by standardized language policies of large multinationals,
which require a minimum level of English language skills for all their workers. These
policies are the outcome of economic and ideological discourses that have turned
language skills into an economic asset.

Park and Wee (2012: 4) claim that English plays a part in the reproduction of class
divisions due to the unequal access to English with a consequence in the job market.
Those with access to a better-quality language education most likely come from
privileged backgrounds. Therefore, the candidates who do not possess these
competences, are excluded from access to social and economic wealth (Park and Wee,
2012: 10). These processes become possible due to the hegemonic role of English, which
is only supported by the neoliberal frameworks of skills and job access through
intermediary recruitment institutions, where the perceived value of English may reserve
a better job position for a particular profile of worker. Furthermore, Terasawa (2017)
argues that the “English divide” accounts for the difference in the English language skills
among people, and it is related to social and economic disparities. Similarly, in Kubota’s
view (2012) that there is a “disparity in aspiration and proficiency” among people from
different socioeconomic backgrounds, a higher proficiency being a feature of elites.

This thesis does not focus on class reproduction directly, although it does
acknowledge that gaining a good proficiency level in English or any other foreign
language comes at an immense investment of resources and time which is limited to the
people who can afford both. Therefore, the English divide is creating different socio-
economic conditions and has potential to aggravate the already existing inequalities in
the Spanish labour market. It is important to point out that universities throughout Spain
(Hernandez and Sanmartin, 2016), including Catalonia have adopted the policy of issuing

degrees to students in all disciplines with an obligatory minimum of a certified B2 in
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English (Diari Oficial de Generalitat de Catalunya, 2018), in order to provide the future
workers with the necessary English knowledge and improve their chances of finding
employment. However, this policy has not been enforced due to the lack of institutional
resources necessary to provide the adequate English education, which continues to be
the prerogative of private teaching institutions. Besides, the promised English
certification level may be insufficient for people to get jobs, because it does not
correspond to how the language criterion is applied in job recruitment practices, and it
certainly does not account for the professionals who have graduated earlier with no
certified minimum of B2 English skills.

The lack of language skills limits access to jobs as well as other possibilities for career
development (Piekkari et al., 2014; Peltokorpi and Vaara, 2012; Neeley, 2013). These
processes are referred to by Piekkari et al. (2014: 72-80) as the language wall and
language ceiling. “Language ceiling” denotes the impossibility of vertical career
opportunities such as a promotion, while “language wall” refers to the inability to
“engage in horizontal career moves, such as moving to a different functional area, taking
an international engagement, or not being hired due to a lack of language skills”
(Piekkari et al., 2014: 80). In these cases, a job candidate’s career depends on recruiters,
hiring managers, and human resources officers who may have different guidelines and
understandings of the language requirement. However, a candidate’s career also
depends on his or her agency (Ahearn, 2001). When confronted with a language
requirement in a job description, one may simply refrain from applying for a job because
of a perceived lack the language competence. Investment in the language skills does not
directly lead to career advancement because of the high language criteria.

The notion of gatekeeping is often used to highlight the production of inequalities
in access to jobs (Roberts, 2021). The initial definition of institutional gatekeeping
provided by Erikson and Shultz (1982), stressed the asymmetrical power relation
between the interviewer and the interviewee in a gatekeeping encounter, where the
interviewer has the power to grant or deny access to employment. Typically, studies on
gatekeeping (Gumperz, 1982; Roberts and Campbell, 2006) focused on the interactional
analysis of the interplay between linguistic/cultural behaviour, membership
categorization and the interview outcomes, which revealed discriminatory practices

towards migrant job candidates (Tranekjaer, 2015). Migrant candidates were often
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constructed by interviewers as lacking the cultural/linguistic knowledge—due to a lack
of access to the necessary resources—in order to be able to showcase interview-
appropriate behaviour, and for that, they suffered a “linguistic penalty”, as portrayed in
the study by Roberts and Campbell (2006). Hence, gatekeeping resulted in denying job
access to a certain group of candidates based on a specific categorisation of those as
“illegitimate” speakers of the language in question.

Tranekjzer (2015: 83) takes the notion of gatekeeping a step further by arguing that
the very process of categorization is the cornerstone of a gatekeeping process as
opposed to gatekeeping as a result of the immediate candidate’s performance at the
interview: “gatekeeping processes consist of subtle hierarchizations of categories,
behaviours and individuals within a given cultural context of established meanings and
ideologies”. In order to show what constituted a legitimate language competence by
candidates of migrant background who were interviewed for medical internships, Pajaro
(2018) made use of the term passing, introduced by Goffman (1963). Gatekeeping of
Norwegian non-nationals to enter the medical field in Norway was the result of how
interview processes we organized, what candidates knew and how they understood the
evaluative agenda. As well, how language competence was conceived as a category and
how it was evaluated by the interviewers (Pajaro, 2018: 307).

The present thesis approaches gatekeeping as both the institutional or bureaucratic
frame (Kirilova, 2013: 27; Maryns and Slembrouck, 2021) and the individual recruitment
decisions that are instilled with the power to shape recruitment process and outcomes.
The point taken up about gatekeeping consists in identifying the processes associated
with the construction and implementation of the language skills requirement through
recruitment practices. This will help me explore and problematise how the requirement
for English skills is understood by recruiters, how it is constructed in relation to its
relevance on the job, and how it is evaluated. | will also be able to explore how
candidates who lack proficiency may be kept from accessing work in Barcelona and how
those with a good knowledge of English are selected as valued candidates. Following
Flubacher et al. (2018: 24), gatekeeping stems from the complexity of selection
processes that guard access to jobs. Additionally, new forms of gatekeeping may emerge
from irregularities in the labour market, such as excess supply or demand of workers

(Granovetter, 1995: 26), financial crisis, unemployment, or economic restructuring.
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3.4 Recruitment agencies as labour market intermediaries

Recruitment agencies have become key players in international labour markets as they
mediate the processes of work distribution and access to jobs for both companies and
people seeking work. Recruitment agencies are embedded in national economies with
differing political and economic systems, different labour market conditions, and global
and national discourses that shape recruitment practices (Sharone, 2013). These
practices in turn define the patterns by which people get selected for jobs (Bonet,
Cappelli, and Hamori, 2013). The recruitment context is complex, since, according to
Gershon (2017: 185), different stakeholders in job candidate selection—recruiters,
hiring managers, human resources employees—view the process through different
lenses, such as that of the speed and legality of hiring, a candidate’s fit, and the
profitability of the client firm. Recruiters have to reconcile these different perspectives
in order for their agency to make a profit by presenting candidates who get hired.
Therefore, it is necessary to examine the mechanisms of work of recruitment agencies
and recruiters in order to understand their rationale in relation to the construction and
assessment of the English skills requirement.

The way people find work has changed over the last few decades, as has the average
time one spends at a single job. In the past, the main difficulty associated with getting a
job consisted in learning about an open position. Social capital or personal networks,
also called informal hiring, played a major role in finding and securing a job (Granovetter,
1973; 1995). Now, candidates mainly find jobs online through various job portals and
professional networking sites, or by applying directly to companies. According to
Gershon (2017: 105), more than two-thirds of jobs are currently found online and
through private recruitment agencies that use the online resources to post job
announcements. The main difficulty in getting a job today consists in making one’s
résumé stand out among the multitude of almost identical résumés that flood
recruitment offices (Gershon, 2017; Cappelli, 2012); in overcoming the automated
résumé screening barriers set up by recruiters; and in matching the complex hiring
criteria throughout the lengthy selection recruitment processes.

Hiring, as a market “transaction between an employer and a candidate” (Bill, Di
Stasio, and Gérxhani, 2017: 293), is external to companies (Cappelli and Keller 2014:

307). This means that job vacancies are no longer filled by internal promotions, which
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used to be the case more than three decades ago. As a consequence, employers have
to rely on the evaluation of candidates’ skills by recruiters rather than their actual work
performance (Bill, Di Stasio, and Gérxhani, 2017: 293; Cappelli and Keller, 2014: 312-13;
Williamson, 1981). This pivotal change has “fostered an industry of search consultants
and other businesses that act as brokers to match candidates to jobs” (Bonet, et al.,
2013: 343). It has also generated a framework for skills evaluation, which has become
an integral part of recruitment practices and has gained further relevance as jobs have
become increasingly short-term.

Recruitment is defined as all organizational activities designed to generate a
qualified pool of applicants (Viswesvaran and Ones, 2010: 178; Barber, 1998).
Recruitment agencies are mediating bodies, or matchmakers (Finlay and Coverdill,
2002), between national and multinational firms and job applicants seeking
employment. Their main business consists in finding job-seekers through the
accumulation of candidate profile information in their databases, as well as finding
companies who would want to hire the agencies’ candidates through daily cold calling
and routine visits to firms. These two lines of work are equally important, although it is
the client companies that recruitment agencies profit from.

Before the 1970s, recruitment agencies charged candidates for finding them jobs
(Finlay and Coverdill, 2002). Since then, private recruitment agencies have reoriented
towards taking fees from companies for finding candidates to fill vacant positions. This
means that a recruitment agency’s success relies on convincing companies to hire
candidates. It also establishes different forms of cooperation between the recruitment
agencies and the client companies, which shape how recruiters carry out recruitment
practices.

The two distinct forms of work that recruitment agencies engage in are called
contingency and retainer (Finlay and Coverdill, 2002: 4). Recruitment agencies are
divided into departments that manage temporary and permanent junior or senior, and
elite jobs separately. The departments that manage temporary and permanent senior
or junior jobs typically work on contingency basis. That is, they only receive a fee once
one of their candidates is hired (Finlay and Coverdill, 1999). Since there is no upfront
payment made, client companies hire several recruitment agencies to look for the same

position. This puts pressure on recruiters and creates fierce competition among the
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agencies, success often being contingent upon their speed and ability to find the
candidate with the best technical and personal qualities. Alternatively, recruitment
agencies sometimes work on an exclusive basis, or retainer, which means that they are
the only agency that the company has hired. This is the case for recruiters who have
managed to establish good relationships with their clients and for elite executive jobs
where several separate fees are paid by the client for an activity called headhunting.
Fees are paid for several activities carried out by a headhunter that include completing
the list of potential candidates and interviewing them. The final fee is received if the
candidate is hired.

The companies’ need for new employees grows as new companies set up new
businesses in different locations around the world. Recruiters may be hired by
organisations that require candidates for hundreds of new job positions. Special
outsourcing departments are created for this purpose, from which client firms borrow
recruiters and keep them in-house while the hiring project lasts. The different modes of
work with client companies define how candidates are searched for and the skill sets
that are evaluated. While a single job posting requires finding a candidate with a
particular skill set fast, elite jobs require a more detailed examination of all the
candidate skills and personal characteristics. Companies that hire recruiters for larger
projects typically have specific job requirements for the whole body of future workers,
which often include language skills and other characteristics that are defined by the
culture and origin of the firm.

The main value of recruitment agencies lies in their ability to position themselves as
a central segment in the recruitment chain. By proving their indispensability to the other
actors in the labour market, they become a powerful player that sells or distributes two
valuable resources: human capital and jobs. In order to achieve this, recruitment
agencies promulgate several ideas among firms: (1) the idea that attracting talent is
essential to firms as there is a direct link between profitability and human capital; (2)
that because talent is scarce, due to job mobility, firms need to manage potential risks
with regards to finding employees (Beck, 1992; Brown and Hesketh, 2004; Brown et al.,
2010; Faulconbridge et al., 2009: 804). For recruitment agencies, the risks associated
with companies’ finding the right employees are viewed as “market opportunities”

(Beck, 1992: 46). As a consequence, recruitment agencies occupy a dominant role in
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regulating access to work. Recruitment agencies operate within the war for talent
paradigm (Michaels et. al., 2001), where employability skills need to be developed by
employees in order to get better job opportunities. This theory is deconstructed and
challenged by Brown and Hesketh with an emphasis on the role of recruitment agencies
in the process of shaping these discourses (2004).

Bonet, Cappelli, and Hamori (2013: 342) argue that recruitment agencies transform
the employer-employee connection into a triangular relationship. In the context of this
relationship, the boundaries of companies become more permeable (Bonet et al., 2013:
342). As a consequence, recruitment agencies are able to shape companies’ business
strategies, such as outsourcing employees. The recruitment agencies also shape the
hiring outcomes as they fulfil three functions. First, they provide information for
employers and employees about each other; second, they mediate selection; and third,
they maintain the network of relationships with people for whom they have found
candidates or jobs. Faulconbridge et al. (2009) argues that recruitment agencies have
the power to shape and determine what constitutes an “employable candidate” as they
find new methods of testing and assessment that promise to deliver even better results.
According to Jackson, (2007: 379), labour market inequalities “are the macrolevel result
of a whole range of microlevel decisions by employers and prospective employers”.

Recruitment agencies are considered efficient at finding good job candidates; they
have the infrastructure, the pools of candidates, and they work within tight time
constraints. Efficiency often serves as a justification for contracting an external
recruitment agency. However, it is the social aspect of recruitment that adds value to
their work. Recruitment agencies are used by hiring managers to strengthen their
positions within organizations and diminish that of the human resources departments
(Finlay and Coverdill, 2002: 186). Recruitment agencies also act as a buffer to protect
companies in case they hire staff from competitor companies and help to conceal the
company’s business strategies or vulnerabilities (Gershon, 2017: 75). Moreover, the
candidates who already have jobs are more valuable to recruiters, in line with the idea
that more successful workers are typically content with their jobs (Finlay and Coverdill,
2002: 186). The main recruiter’s goal is then to convince job-seekers to accept the job
on offer. In doing so, they contribute to increasing the employee turnover (Bonet et al.,

2013: 358).
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Modern recruitment is conditioned by several processes such as technological
development, globalization, internationalization of businesses, labour market
fluctuations, and the changing modes of work, which all affect the methods used in
recruitment and the desired set of skills and other characteristics to be assessed.
Researchers who look into recruitment agree that there is a need for better
understanding of wider economic processes, such as unemployment and greater
competition that affect employee selection (Viswesvaran and Ones, 2010: 177). Also,
there is a need to understand the hiring criteria used in recruitment and the logic behind
them (Bill, Di Stasio, and Gérxhani, 2017: 304).

Bill et al. (2017: 294) and Grin et al. (2010: 76-77) point out that several theories
about candidate’s knowledge and skills, and how they transform into future job
performance, inform recruitment assessment practices. In this sense, recruitment is
carried out with the purpose of predicting workers’ job performance and matching a
candidate to a job. These theories are that of human capital (Becker, 1964), screening
(Arrow, 1973; Berg et al., 1970), and signalling (Spence, 1974). According to the ideas of
the human capital theory, knowledge obtained from education is converted into
workers’ skills, thus increasing worker’s productivity. The screening theory (Arrow,
1973: 194), however, suggests that knowledge obtained in education and training only
orders students according to those of their educational abilities that are not convertible
into productivity, which is more relevant for the job. However, the information about
one’s training and skills may provide the employer with an idea about a candidate’s
other abilities (motivation, ability to learn) that are relevant for job performance. The
signalling theory states that skills assessed in recruitment may indicate other workers’
abilities that employers find valuable for jobs. In line with these ideas, job requirements
may include skills and profile features that do not necessarily correspond to the use of
the same on the job, as they are considered proxies for other candidates’ abilities.

Recruitment agencies tend to rely on requirement criteria that differ across
countries; however, most of them include an evaluation of educational and skills
credentials, work experience, and personal characteristics called soft skills (Urciuoli,
2008). Sharone (2013: 11) argues that recruitment practices draw on discourses
available in national and global contexts and that the weight given to each of the profile

features of a given candidate is made into a recruitment pattern that becomes
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characteristic and defines what it takes to get a job in a given context. Thus, in Israel
specs, or a combination of credentials, skills, and work experience, are salient in a
selection processes, while in the Unites States one’s personality or fit with the company
matters more.

Predictors, the indicators that predict job performance and help recruiters in
decision-making, are used in recruitment practices. Recruiters typically look for skill sets
associated with globalization and internationalization. However, they may be country-
or context-specific. Among the modern predictors are an increased cultural intelligence
and a global mindset (Viswesvaran and Ones, 2010: 177). A global mindset is defined as
“cross-cultural skills: competence in effectively interacting with managers from different
cultures, foreign language skills”. Hence, language skills in recruitment may perform the
role of a job performance predictor rather than a requirement that corresponds to the
actual need for a given skill on the job. Predictors may be specific to a given context, and
they may also be related to other processes, namely screening.

In line with the trends outlined above, technology has an impact on how the initial
screening of candidates is conducted, including key searches of résumés, computer-
based scoring of application blanks (Viswesvaran and Ones, 2010: 180). Rivera (2020:
2027) argues that hiring algorithms that identify key words in résumés, and screen out
candidates on that basis, shift the recruitment paradigm from human decision-making
to mere data-processing by machines. Automated screening is an outcome of the
overwhelmed state of the institutions that mediate access to work (Cappelli, 2012).
Additional requirements are introduced via the automated screening systems in order
to cope with the multitude of résumés received, which is the consequence of sizeable
unemployment. Cappelli (2012) argues that critical questions need to be asked about
the actual role of certain requirements in selection. Employers, who often have
difficulties finding adequate job candidates, tend to place the blame on skills gaps
among the potential labour force, in spite of the fact that these gaps are formed by
unrealistic expectations of employers and the number of requirements they put on a job
posting (Handel, 2003).

Bryson, James, and Keep, (2012: 131) argue that labour markets may influence the
way recruitment is carried out. During recessions, when there is an over-supply of skills

on the local and global labour markets, new criteria for employment might emerge.
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Additionally, the less regulated the labour markets are, the more freedom there is to
choose key skills employers would like to see in their candidates. Research on
recruitment points out that recruitment practices may contribute to overskilling and
overqualification of workers in relation to the jobs they occupy. In other words, workers
have more skills, education, and experience than they need to occupy a particular job
as a consequence of the job access criteria.

A selection process typically starts with a job order from a client firm, which is
subsequently made into a job description that is posted on a given agency’s webpage.
Recruiters sort out the incoming applications and begin phone-screening candidates.
The number of people they call depends on the nature of the job and the candidates
who applied for a job or who are already in the recruitment database. Further on, the
candidates whose characteristics match the job requirements are invited for an
interview (Bryson et al., 2012: 126). Interviews are considered to be the key events for
checking and gathering additional information “for the purpose of making selection and
job choice decisions” (Stevens, 2009: 41). As an evaluation or assessment strategy,
interviews are typically intentionally informal. As pointed out by Lockyer and Scholarios
(2007), carrying out the informal recruitment assessment of skills via questions about
candidates’ past experiences is cheaper and quicker. These methods of evaluation
respond better to the time constraints, and sometimes they are even more reliable.
Brown and Hesketh (2004) argue that both formalized (tests or sets of formal selection
criteria) and non-formalized (questions about candidate’s profile) recruitment
practices— may result in inequalities, as they are carried out by recruiters, who are not
objective parties to the processes at hand.

The role of individual recruiters within a recruitment agency deserves special
attention. They are in charge of selection processes, but their role is that of an
intermediary, which means that they are not part of a hiring organization. Instead, they
relay the information they obtained about a candidate during the selection process to
the hiring managers of the client firm. This position potentially adds complexity to the
hiring process (Gershon, 2018: 66), since subjectivities underlying the structure or
process of selection may shape the outcomes. For instance, the interpretation of a job
description or prioritization of certain skills over others affects the course of the

recruitment process and ultimately defines which candidates will apply and eventually
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be hired. Similarly, Rivera (2016: 14) argues that the decision as to who to present as a
job candidate—along with everything that comes before—is subject to their judgement

and their ideas about merit:

Taking a closer look at the realities of résumé review exposes that what counts as
a skill, ability, and human capital—and perceptions of who has more or less of it—

resides in the eye of the beholder (Rivera, 2016: 105).

The selection and screening logic in a given recruitment agency, as well as a role of an
individual recruiter in a job interview, should not be overlooked. The institutional
agenda of a recruitment business and recruiter’s subjectivities often shape selection
process in ways that narrow down opportunities of qualified professionals who are
looking for job opportunities.

The language skills dimension in a selection process should be examined taking into
account how a recruitment agency is embedded in a wider national and global context,
its intermediary role, profit-making agenda, and the individual recruiter who has the
power to make judgments about candidates’ skills. English skills may be used as a
screening and evaluation requirement linked to the logic of recruitment operations, thus
shaping an employable candidate. The research on recruitment institutions in relation
to how they change their recruitment practices over time as political and economic
conditions undergo change as well, is still scarce (Bill et al., 2017). More research is still
needed regarding foreign language skills as a requirement in relation to the whole
selection process and what the implications of such assessment practices are. The
recruitment process and recruitment agencies have a transformative power to shape

the labour market and determine who gets access to jobs.

3.5 Language skills evaluation

This section looks into how language skill evaluation is conceptualized in recruitment
with reference to the competence-based interview evaluation framework and the
framework of skills. While interviews are key events where language is assessed as a
competence, it is framed and approached by recruiters as a skill during the entire
selection process. The way English skills are judged at various stages of selection may

also shift their conceptual understanding in relation to the hard/soft skills paradigm.
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Competence-based interviews (Roberts, 2021) have been used in recruitment
practices since the 1990s, and they are considered ethical, rational, legitimate processes
(Weber and Parsons, 1947) that evaluate candidates’ competencies, that is skills,
knowledge, and professional behaviour in a seemingly neutral and efficient way. The
competence-based approach is typically considered holistic, which means that it focuses
on finding out about candidate’s ability to apply one’s skills, knowledge, and ways of
behaving in a potential job through questions about past work experiences.

At the core of the job interview lies the construction of a self-narrative by
candidates, which is then assessed by a recruiter through detailed questioning. Roberts
(2021) argues that this process is enacted through mechanisms of Foucauldian key
technologies: examination and confession (Foucault, 1977; Fairclough 1992). A
candidate’s narrative about his/her work experience, education, skills, and personality
presents a valued “identity display” (Silverstein, 2003) or a display of competence
(Bauman, 1975). Therefore, an interview should not be understood as a direct
examination and assessment of competences, but rather as a representation of these
competences through a narrated self by a candidate, and an evaluation by a recruiter
that is carried out through perception of candidate’s abilities.

Skills comprise learned abilities and behaviours that can be productive for
organizations (Urciuoli, 2008, 2019). Skills are divided into hard skills, which are forms
of knowledge that are teachable and trainable—also described as technical
requirements for the job—and soft skills, which are aspects of personality,
communication and ways of social participation (Urciuoli, 2008, 2019). These skill sets
have a variable value that gets assigned by the recruiter in the selection process.
However, the general value of each skill and the requirement to test them is also defined
within the larger economic, political, societal and institutional context (Roberts and
Campbell, 2006). According to Roberts (2021: 79) and Urciuoli (2019), in English-
speaking countries, there has been a shift towards prioritization of previous work
experience and soft skills, rather than technical or hard skills. Communication skills,
defined as soft skills, are given the utmost importance as they are emblematic of
alignment with the current neoliberal beliefs and practices, and ways of being and

speaking (Urciuoli, 2008, 2019). They are the “technologies of self” (Foucault, 1988) that
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indicate the kind of profile that is valued by the current organizational system. This ideal
profile is also called a workplace fit (Allan, 2016).

In Spain, English skills improve one’s employability, and there is evidence that these
skills are given substantial weight in a selection process. English skills are teachable and
trainable, and since they are often a job requirement, they can also be considered hard
skills. However, it is not clear whether English skills are a technical requirement in the
selection process, that is whether they are a requirement because of their use value or
their exchange value. It is equally unclear whether they are assessed and presented to
client firms as a hard skill, a form of knowledge and expertise, or as a competence that
indicates neoliberal subjectivity. Understanding what English skills represent within the
paradigm of skills in the selection process can yield answers as to what role they are
given in recruitment in Spain, although the paradigm of hard and soft skills itself is seen
as problematic (Angouri, 2018). That same paradigm, however, is inherent to selection
processes and the assessment of competences that are carried out at recruitment
agencies.

A number of authors (Flubacher et al., 2018; Allan, 2016; Urciuoli, 2015, 2019) agree
that language occupies a unique position within the soft/hard skills paradigm. According
to Urciuoli (2015), language as a hard skill refers to the linguistic knowledge that has
utility or provides a worker with capacity to cope with the job tasks. Language as a soft
skill presents language as an instrument of communication or social participation
(Urciuoli, 2019). Flubacher et al. (2018) states that language is a hard skill “when a
certain level of language competence is required for a position”. It is also a soft skill,
“when communicative competences are at stake, and it is therefore labeled as
communicative skills”. Urciuoli (2019) argues that there is a conflation of
communication skills and language skills and that talk is the common denominator for
both. Also, language as a form of knowledge and as a form of social practice can be
equally valued within the neoliberal framework.

If English and knowledge of other languages are assessed at interviews, there is a
need to unpack what is being measured and by whom. In other words: What is
considered the level or indicator of skill that would have a positive impact on job access?
Why? And how this is articulated? Important is the point that the conversation in English

is led by a recruiter. Because of the recruiter’s role as official interlocutor, the
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candidate’s ability to demonstrate this competence depends not only on his or her own
knowledge of English, but on the recruiter’s as well. In other words, the English language
competence is produced jointly by the recruiter and the candidate (Roberts, 2021,
Roberts and Campbell, 2006).

In line with the competence-based framework used in recruitment (Roberts, 2021:
73), English skills are evaluated as a competence, through an oral conversation with an
inquiry into candidates’ past experiences associated with their language ability. This
interactive approach seeks to demonstrate that a candidate can effectively
communicate while also showcasing the candidate’s previous experience using English
in a similar work context. This type of an assessment serves to define who has a higher
level of English knowledge (a hard skill) in order to perform the job functions. Also, it
can help to identify “a desirable profile that fits the flexible labour regime” (Allan, 2016:
618), which is also valuable for the neoliberal communication skills (a soft skill).
Candidates may then be declared a mismatch with the desired profile, based on either
of these parameters. In Allan’s view (2013), the conflation of language skills with
communicative skills may lead to interview practices where an inability to communicate
appropriately is, sometimes erroneously, understood as inability to perform
professional tasks in the language in question. The type of test given lends a profit of
distinction (Bourdieu, 1991), where an individual who possesses the right
communicative ability in English is recognized as a valid candidate. Questions about how
the candidate used English in previously held positions create a reproductive mechanism
whereby those who have used English at work in the past will be automatically
considered to have the right language skills.

In an oral assessment, English skills can be considered from the perspectives of
fluency and meaning-making, which also puts emphasis on the communicative aspect
of the language skill. Fluency is commonly understood as the ability to produce speech
easily and accurately. Kirilova (2013: 77) describes fluency in a foreign language as the
“production of smooth speeches without pauses, disruptions, hesitations, seeking for
words, or self-repetitions”. Fluency also includes appropriate vocabulary, grammar, and
pronunciation. Roberts (2016) argues that in interviews, fluency may not necessarily be
judged by the number of errors or speech inconsistencies, but rather by the ability to

produce valid meanings. Codd (2021: 236) problematizes fluency and native-like English
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as the articulation of a valued competence from the perspective of comparability of the
fluency of different speakers.

In Pajaro’s (2018: 194) view, the evaluation of language skills competence in job
interviews is highly problematic. The language competence is assessed in terms of his or
her interview performance, whether the candidate has the necessary knowledge to
carry out job tasks, in terms of communication, produced together by the recruiter and
the candidate, and in terms of fluency. Besides, the level of language ability prescribed
by the job interview assessment may be distinct from that required by the actual job
functions and the context in which the language has been learnt (Pajaro, 2018;
Shohamy, 2007).

A given candidate’s language skills have the potential to positively influence both
the recruiter’s and the client’s decision-making processes when those language skills are
considered from the perspective of both hard and soft skills. One negative aspect,
however, is that this type of a language evaluation gives the recruiter the power to
decide on the “appropriateness” of a given candidate’s competence.

At the interview, the recruiter is faced with a responsibility to make judgements on
the oral language skills ability. Candidates’ success depends on how well they are able
to perform the desired language competence such that they are seen not just as having
the necessary knowledge or expertise, but also as fitting the profile of a hireable worker.
Assessing English skills as a competence privileges communicative skills (Shohamy, 2007:
120) while also legitimizing this form of testing, and it imposes the specific language
knowledge on job-seekers (Shohamy, 2007: 118). In carrying out English assessment
practices, recruitment agencies legitimize themselves as institutions that have the right
to verify these skills. This may have further consequences for language policies, which
often draw on de facto practices (Shohamy, 2007: 119). The language skills of candidates
acquired through education and the certifications they obtain are devalued in the

recruitment institutions, which impose their own methods of language skills validation.
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Chapter4 Methods

This thesis is an ethnographic study which delves into the situated recruitment practices
with the goal of understanding why the English requirement is ubiquitous in selection
processes in Spain and how it is conceived and evaluated by recruiters. The choice of an
ethnographic approach is conditioned by the imperative to understand how recruitment
works as a social process embedded in our understanding of access to work, and to gain
first-hand knowledge (Mason, 2002) about the private recruitment practices that are
otherwise unknown and are impossible to gain insight and to tap into. The critical
sociolinguistic approach is adopted as a lens through which the centrality of language
skills in access to work is explored and as a way to unpack how recruitment agencies—
which distribute an important and scarce resource, work—have come to construct and
reinforce inequalities on the basis of language (Heller, Pietikdinen, and Pujolar, 2018).
The same approach is used to determine what consequences the recruiting practices
analysed have for job-seekers.

This chapter is divided into six sections. The first section Research design describes
the steps undertaken in order to carry out this ethnographic study. Section Two, Access:
a winding road to recruitment, provides insights into how access to the two private sites
where fieldwork was carried out, was achieved and negotiated. The section Data
overviews the time frame of this project and the types of data that were collected. The
section Recruitment sites: Spencer and IT Power contains information on the two main
sites where fieldwork was carried out. The section Ethics protocol outlines the formal
ethical procedures that were followed in order to carry out the present research. The
section Researcher’s reflexivity: (Not) A fly on the wall provides the critical thinking on

the decisions, thinking, and actions that have shaped this research.

4.1 Research design
In the design of this dissertation, the theory, the data generation and the data analysis
were approached in a dialectical, recursive way. The decision-making was seen as an
ongoing process, with strategic decisions—such as the choice of sites and selection
processes, the methods of data collection and coding, and the choice of theoretical
concepts to analyse the data—taken as the research and fieldwork developed (Heller,
Pietikdinen, and Pujolar, 2018; Mason, 2002).
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The choice of sites and ethnographic methods was conditioned by the research
interests, preliminary fieldwork and preliminary research, but also by the possibility of
access to the sites, and different spaces and informants within those sites. Recruitment
sites were chosen as a nexus where distribution of jobs takes place and is negotiated
(Heller, Pietikainen, and Pujolar, 2018: 49), and where the approach to language skills in
a selection process brings out the issues of unequal access to jobs for the Spanish labour
force. The initial idea was to choose two or three sites where recruitment processes with
the requirement for English, described in the media, could be observed. Public and
private recruitment and headhunting agencies were considered as potential sites, as
well as human resources departments of larger firms.

The selection process, which includes several stages such as the screening of job
applications and curriculum vitae, as well as subsequent phone and in-person interviews
of the recruiters with job candidates or clients, was identified as central for tracing how
English skills requirement is implemented at various recruitment stages. Private
recruitment agencies were selected as suitable sites to explore the role that English skills
play in access to jobs in Spain because they are the spaces where the making of the job
posting, the screening and selection of job candidates were taking place. Observation of
these processes could provide insight into what kinds of job-seekers would be selected
as candidates for the jobs offered by businesses and corporations through labour
market intermediaries. Private recruitment agencies are seen as a key player in the
Spanish labour market that mediates access to the pools of valuable jobs and
candidates, and that produces discourses about English skills and employability.

Besides private recruitment agencies, human resources departments of larger firms
were also considered in order to provide a perspective of the kinds of data they could
yield, as compared to recruitment agencies. Human resources departments could shed
light on the side of the recruitment process that did not take place on premises of the
recruitment agency, that is, they could provide a perspective on the manner in which
companies undertake recruitment. Also, the companies’ premises are spaces where the
more advanced stages of interviewing and candidate selection not managed by
recruitment agencies, such as the selection of the final candidate, take place. However,
choosing a human resources department as a main fieldwork site would not yield this

type of data, since typically the interviewing for job positions is carried out by the
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companies’ managers who then only have to seek the approval from the human
resources department of a given company. | opted out of pursuing access into human
resources departments of larger companies after many unsuccessful attempts.
However, through semi-structured interviews with the recruiters of some of the most
important multinational firms in Barcelona, it was possible to learn how they applied
the English requirement.

Another concern was to identify observations of which types and levels of jobs were
going to provide insight into how English skills were relevant for recruitment. Private
recruitment is typically split into departments that handle temporary low-skilled jobs,
qualified junior and senior jobs that need a higher education, and elite or high-
management jobs. The decision-making with respect to these options was based on the
preliminary data collection | carried out as a participant in a larger project on
recruitment and on an initial exploration and testing of all of these options. My options
became more limited as | navigated through the pragmatics of gaining access and got a
sense of which level of recruitment presented a better perspective on the role of English
skills in the candidate selection process.

In the end, | decided to look into the jobs for highly qualified professionals. My probe
into the different recruitment departments revealed that English skills seemed to be
more relevant for the junior and senior candidates with higher education, as they were
more scrutinized by the recruiters. Additionally, the labour market data on the category
of workers with higher education was checked to see whether unemployment among
the qualified labour force was indicative of how difficult it was for them to find and get
a job. This could provide an estimation on the number of people who could be looking
for jobs among this group. In their turn, headhunters downplayed the English skills
requirement when the actual interviews took place. At that professional level, once the
candidates were pre-screened, English skills were taken for granted.

Further methodological considerations refer to the sorts of processes that would be
accessible for observation at recruitment agencies, and to what kinds of ethnographic
data | would be able to obtain with the aim of answering the research questions posed
(Mason, 2002: 54). Preliminary data collection revealed how recruitment offices were
organized, both spatially and operationally. Interviews with candidates are the key

events that usually take place in small interview rooms at recruitment agencies, while
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the rest of the recruitment process is carried out in a shared office space where all
recruiters sit in front of their computers with their headsets on. Fieldwork had to take
into consideration this separation of the office space and the constraints imposed on
access to these two spaces, as well as the recruiters’ work routine.

Observations of recruitment interviews with candidates were going to shed light on
the ways English and other foreign language skills were assessed, but this slice of the
recruitment process would only provide a fixed moment of a given applicant’s situation
within the wider selection process. Similar to the way Rivera (2016) approached the
design of the interview data gathering, | intended to obtain a deeper understanding of
what | saw at the job interviews. That meant that | would need to talk to recruiters
before and after the interviews to contextualize each interview event. These short pre-
and post-interview conversations were also going to help me gather additional
information, such as candidates’ curriculum vitae and the specific job descriptions or job
postings. Also, recruiters could describe the selection processes and the logic of their
decision-making.

Besides the job interviews, the data that | aimed to gather consisted of observations
of other stages of the selection process, including curriculum vitae and phone screening
and the daily recruitments routines and practices, such as the creation of postings and
looking for potential job candidates online. Observation of all of these stages was not
feasible at the beginning of my fieldwork due access constraints, but negotiation and
renegotiation with the recruiters finally opened up the possibility of obtaining these
kinds of data. Additionally, semi-structured interviews with recruiters and candidates,
as well as other people involved in recruitment—such as the manager of an online job
platform, the director of a headhunting company, the sales people from IT Power who
went out to companies in order to secure new job projects for the recruiters—were
chosen as a method to explore the perspectives of those stakeholders on the language
skills criteria for access to jobs and how it was weighed against the other skills in the
recruitment process. In the case of the candidates, these interviews allowed me to tap
into their recruitment experiences and explore how English skills criteria affected the
lives of the people seeking jobs through recruitment agencies. Thus, the study has
considered how the importance of English skills for applicant selection was experienced

from the perspectives of both the candidates and the recruiters, which was then
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reflected in the design of the questions and the analytical chapters. The findings with
regard to the two sites have yielded similar results. Spontaneous conversations and
semi-structured interviews with candidates helped to gain insights into the outcomes of
the selection processes (Mason, 2002: 66) that were not available in or through the
recruitment agencies. Over the course of two years, | carried out fieldwork in two private
recruitment agencies. More than ten other recruitment agencies, headhunting offices
and human resources departments were contacted in an attempt gain access, which

enabled me to gain a better insight into the recruitment scene in Barcelona.

4.2 Access: A winding road to recruitment

Pdjaro (2018) noted that gaining access to institutions where recruitment is carried out
is complex because of the sensitive context, where personal information about the
candidates and the client companies is exposed, and due to the high stakes for the main
stakeholders, the recruitment agency, the job-seekers, and the businesses. Also, private
recruitment agencies function in highly competitive, time-sensitive and very
unpredictable conditions. These aspects inherent to recruitment made access one of the
biggest constraints for this ethnographic study. A lack of a personal connection that
could facilitate access to a recruitment site, and the fact that | was an outsider to
recruitment also meant that | had to build my way in from scratch, which took time.

In the spring of 2017, | started actively contacting recruitment agencies and
multinational companies by email. Going to agencies’ offices in person was not an
option since recruitment companies only open their doors on an invitation basis. They
are usually located in larger buildings with guarded access open to those with a special
entry card or an appointment. Emails were written to the directors and managers of
several recruitment agencies. In those letters (always written from an institutional email
account), | introduced myself as a researcher, explained what my research consisted in,
and asked for their collaboration. The project information was always provided in the
letters. The companies contacted this way rejected collaboration due to tight employee
schedule or big load of work. | continued contacting recruitment agencies, but this time
| asked to speak to recruiters through the reception call numbers. On the phone with
recruiters, | stated that | was a researcher on a project and provided information about

it. | was explicit about the project and its goals, but | asked for an interview with a
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recruiter as a first research step. In this way, | carried out the first round of interviews
with the recruiters at three major multinational agencies and a headhunting firm. The
bottom-up approach where | first contacted recruiters who then informed their
superiors about my study seemed to work better.

Simultaneously, in the spring of 2017 | was preparing to leave my part-time teaching
job at a language academy and start my full-time grant contract with the university. At
the time | was teaching a group of adults at the language academy and | mentioned my
research to them. Some adult students, as it turned out, had recruitment experiences —
they had recently changed jobs or they had been involved in a job search. From the
beginning, my research design included interviewing a minimum of ten job candidates.
Several of my students were happy to participate. This resulted in audio-recorded
interviews, three of which turned out to be key for this project. The information | learnt
from those participants helped me to determine which recruitment agencies to contact.
The recruitment agencies that came up in the conversations with my participants were
quite well known and well established in Barcelona, and they were a more or less typical
choice for a person looking for a job. | understand this step as rhizomatic, where
“research processes are networked practices in which each decision is conditioned by
the previous ones and impacts on the future ones” (Heller, Pietikdinen, and Pujolar,

2018: 15).

4.2.1 Access to Spencer
Prioritizing the recruitment agencies that came up in the interviews with the informants
led me to browse through their webpages. Difficulties with gaining access were also
making me explore other ways of getting in touch with the research sites. Spencer, my
first research site, had a fly-in chat window on the webpage at the time. Without having
my hopes up, | typed the information about me and my research into the chat. | like to
think that it was partly because of how | contacted the agency that this project was made
possible.

The chat operator gave me an email address for the marketing department at
Spencer. | wrote an email to the marketing department, and shortly after, | was
contacted by email by a recruiter named Paula from Spencer Junior. We agreed on an

interview, which took place a few days later. It was held at Spencer and it lasted almost
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two hours. At the end of the interview | explained my research in general terms and
requested to observe some interviews with candidates. Paula turned out to be my way
into Spencer but not without a few bumps along the way.

After the initial interview with Paula at Spencer, | had to call her several times and
send various emails to ask when | could come in and undertake research, which we had
agreed upon at the first interview. It was not until the end of October of that same year
that | was able to observe my first job interview. Recruiters that | called generally stated
that they were busy and this was the reason to put me off. After the first interview
observation, Paula presented me to two of her colleagues, Melanie and Maribel, who
promised to help me with more observations. However, after four interview
observations at Spencer Junior, Paula found another job and left the company. She put
me in touch with the division manager Valentina, who, after a negotiation, gave me the
legal permission to observe 15 more interviews by mid-December 2017. Also, an intern
was assigned to manage the communications with me and coordinate the interview
observations with recruiters.

Alfredo, the intern at Spencer Junior, contacted me after the Christmas vacation in
January 2018. In February, | was finally invited to come to the office to observe an
interview but it got cancelled, so instead | was given the opportunity to observe phone
screenings. Alfredo and the other recruiters were very friendly towards me; however, |
was only admitted to the Spencer office to listen in on phone screenings and attend
interviews. | would usually come in and sit at reception while waiting for the interviews
to begin without the possibility of being in the large office room where all the recruiters
had their desks. Sometimes, | felt it was awkward when the candidates whose interviews
| was there to observe encountered me in the interview room after we had shared the
same reception area. At some point, | was relocated to the interview rooms where |
could wait for the candidates to arrive. In June 2018, when my allotment of observations
was nearly met, | was attending interviews with Valentina, the division manager. It came
as a surprise to hear her ask “What do you want?” with the connotation that she could
be of further help in response to my saying “Well, this is nearly over”. | asked her for a
contact from another department at Spencer that was manging senior profiles and jobs

for permanent positions. She gave me the contact, and we said goodbye.
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Around the same time, | also found out that Alfredo, the intern who was in charge
of communication with me, had become employed at the recruitment and consultancy
firm, IT Power, just as Paula had been earlier on. | decided to interview him in his new
position as | was still trying to access a second site. We had got to know each other well
over the course of six months, and | knew he would not mind. Thus, | interviewed Alfredo
in September 2018. In September, when the recruiters were back from vacation, |
contacted the person that Valentina had put me in touch with at Spencer Senior. This
person had gone on maternity leave, however, so she kindly gave me the email of her
replacement, Marc.

Marc welcomed me to the office on the next floor. | did not have a chance to debrief
him on my research and who | was, as he interrupted me and explained all of it to me
instead. He had been talking to Valentina so he was well-versed in the parameters of my
research project. Marc gave me the interview schedule for a week. We agreed on 15-
20 interview observations. | also could come and sit in the office in-between the
interviews, and | was also allowed to audio-record them (I could only write notes of the
interviews at Spencer Junior). During the month of October 2018, when | was at Spencer
Senior, | sat at an empty desk in the recruiters’ office and | observed some of their work.
| also got to know the people sharing the desk with me (the desks in both Spencer and
IT Power are long and fit several people), as well as those sitting right in front. | had
conversations with them over the course of my stay in the office. | could now enter the
building and go directly to the elevator and then into the office just like a standard
employee. This second round of fieldwork was shorter but more productive because |
could observe the office routine and because | was allowed to audio-record the

interviews. Recruiters were generally friendly.

4.2.2 Access to IT Power

| had interviewed Alfredo, who was now employed at another recruitment agency called
IT Power, over the summer. As my fieldwork at Spencer was coming to an end, | asked
him if it would be all right to come in and do observations, similar to those he had
managed at Spencer. Alfredo kept his promise and very shortly | had a first meeting with
Edgar, the manager of the recruitment unit, and then another meeting with the whole

team where | explained my research and what kinds of data | was intending to collect.
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Similar to how things worked at Spencer, | inquired if | could come in on certain dates,
and whether recruiters could inform me of their scheduled interviews. However,
everyone was much more casual and laid-back at this firm, and they said that | was
welcome to come by anytime, and that | could talk to recruiters directly and agree on
interview observations. Having Alfredo as a contact and the fact that Edgar, the
manager, had himself done ethnographic observations for his Master’s project—
meaning he understood my work—helped me to gain the kind of access where | could
observe more of the recruiters’ routines and practices beyond the interview
observations.

| spent three and a half months at IT Power between March and June 2018, coming
in several times a week. During that time, Alfredo was helping me with my research but
in the role of a recruiter (unlike at Spencer, where he had been responsible for
overseeing my observations). | also established good relationships with several other
recruiters who did not mind showing me their candidate database. They allowed me to
watch them screen curriculum vitae on their computers and do phone-screenings. |
could see what information they typed into their computers on candidates. Some
recruiters shared their job processes and hardships associated with candidate searches
for certain positions, others explained the steps they took in the process of reworking a
job order into a job description they posted online and how the information they
highlighted in the job description would affect who applied and who would eventually
be selected for a job. | was a witness to recruiters’ work conversations, and | shared
lunch with them many times, whether in the office or a nearby restaurant where the
team would go together. | got to know quite a few employees further up the hierarchy,
including the Team Manger, the Recruitment Manager and Director, as well as the
company CEO, with whom | once shared the elevator. | spent hours being involved in
these activities, and when | was waiting on interview observations and there was
nothing going on, | could observe how recruiters worked or what they said on the phone

or to each other.
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4.3 Data: Inside a recruitment site

The data that were collected over the period of two years, are grouped by type and
research site in the table below. The table with more details on the data collected can
also be found in Appendix C.

The fieldwork was carried out between April 18, 2017, when | began interviewing
informants, actively contacting recruitment agencies and interviewing recruiters (with
the first interview taking place in May 2017) and June 11, 2019, which is the date of my
last fieldwork observations at IT Power. During these two years, there were periods of
time when | was not present at either of the sites due to the constraints explained in the
section Access: A winding road to recruitment. In that time, | interviewed the informants,
called other companies or agencies, and interviewed their staff. That is, | was involved
in activities that would lead to gaining more knowledge about recruitment and to
establishing a larger network of recruitment contacts. That work was important because
it provided an overview of the active recruitment agencies and companies in Barcelona,
and their hiring practices. It also opened up a possibility to meet more informants and
to compare what was observable at my sites with the information | gathered at other
similar sites. My fieldwork activities are presented as a timeline of events in Appendix C,
since | view it as a continuum of events and activities | undertook in order to collect the
data relevant for this project, which were not limited to the two research sites.

The activities that were carried out outside of my main sites are presented in Table
4.3. Among them was my attempt to get an internship in one of the headhunting
agencies, with the goal of being able to carry out fieldwork. This activity provided me
with the experience of a being a candidate myself. | also went to the public
unemployment office in Barcelona to investigate how it worked and how it could be
useful for my study. Furthermore, | managed to get a pass to attend a business fair held
in Barcelona (through a personal connection). | checked booths of the companies and
recruitment agencies represented there. | had conversations with people from one of
the most popular job-search websites, as well as with some recruiters from a
multinational company | later visited to conduct an interview. | collected booklets
provided in those booths that were relevant to my research. This activity provided me

with the knowledge about which companies participate in the fair, what their goals are
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and whether and how human resources and recruitment agencies participate in this
type of events. | also attended a few presentations within the scope of that event.

The main types of data generated (Mason, 2002: 52) in this project were
observations of recruitment processes, the real interviews held at the two research
sites, and the semi-structured interviews that | conducted with my participants, both
recruiters and job-seekers/job candidates. People within recruitment sites were my data
sources because they possessed the knowledge and experience that were relevant for
my research (Mason, 2002: 51). By means of semi-structured interviews | found out
(1) what impact English skills had on candidates’ job access or promotion, (2) what firms
had specific language policies that shaped selection processes with regard to language
skills, (3) what candidates were selected and how they were selected, and (4) why
English was or was not subsequently used on the job. Another technique, pre- and post-
interview observation chats with recruiters, helped me to gather the documents
relevant for the observations (curriculum vitae, job descriptions, job announcements).
In that regard, interviews and chats with informants were the way of tracing what lay
beyond the observations | could carry out, especially when | had access constraints.

These data were collected and stored safely in a digital format, on the cloud and
hard drives, or as hard copies. The digital data is organized by research site, type, date,
and recruiters. All the fieldwork is recorded in the fieldwork diary with entries made
chronologically. The fieldnotes include information on the recruitment practices |
observed, the people | met, my conversations with them, the descriptions of the sites,
as well as my reflections, questions and ideas. The transcriptions of the audio-recorded
materials were added to the fieldnotes; therefore, each entry represents all the data
available for a particular event, which had an impact on the analytical logic.

For analysis purposes, the data were transcribed and coded by themes and by cases
(holistically). In the data set, perspectives of the candidates and the recruiters were also
clearly defined. The themes and cases were compared across the two sites, the types of
jobs (by sector and title), the recruiters and their practices, and the candidates. The
analysis followed the logic of the mismatch in the language requirement, the
recruitment practices emerging from it and the consequences for candidates who were

also observing this mismatch.
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Table 4.1
Spencer Data

Data Type

Description

Recordings

Interview Observations

32 interview observations:

19 interview observations at
Spencer Junior (4 of them were
audio-recorded and 15 non-audio-
recorded)

13 interview observations at
Spencer Senior (12 audio-recorded
interviews and 1 non-audio-
recorded interview)

Non-audio-recorded

+ 8, 3 hours

Pre- and post-observational
chats with recruiters

Short audio and non-audio-
recorded conversations with
recruiters from Spencer Junior and
Senior

Non-audio-recorded + 3,07
hours

Semi-structured interviews
with recruiters

4 semi-structured interviews with
recruiters from Spencer Junior and
Spencer Elite

3,8h

Phone screenings and general
observations

3 recruitment processes

Non-audio-recorded

Meetings and phone
conversations with recruiters

3: informal meeting with recruiter
Paula; a 15-minute phone
conversation with Valentina, head
of Spencer Junior; official meeting
with Marc, manager at Spencer
Senior

Non-audio-recorded

Semi-structured interviews 3 1,7h
with candidates met at Spencer

Fieldnotes 182 pages

Documents Candidate CVs

Job descriptions/job
announcements

Documents provided by a recruiter

Paula

Written account of the
overviewed elite job test

Personality test

Pool of job offers hand-picked
from the Spencer webpage

155
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Additional data

Email correspondence, photos

Table 4.2
IT Power Data

Data Type Description Recordings
Interview Observations 19 interview observations 14h
Pre- and post-observational Yes Yes
chats with recruiters
Semi-structured interviews 4 semi-structured interviews 2,5h
with recruiters with recruiters
Phone screenings and general 2 recruitment processes
observations
Meetings and 2 formal meetings:
audio-recorded conversations 1 with the head of recruitment
with recruiters Edgar

1 meeting with the whole

recruitment department

Several informal meetings over

lunch
Conversations with recruiters 6 audio-recorded conversations 1h

with recruiters

Fieldnotes

127 pages of fieldnotes

Documents

Candidate CVs, job
descriptions, job orders, 1
personality test, booklets,
photos
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Table 4.3
Additional Data

Data Type Description Recordings
. . . 5

Semi-structured interviews 3,6h

with recruiters + 1 telephone interview with

recruiter from HR of a company

Semi-structured interviews 14 6h
with job applicants

Visit to a public employment
office
Visit to an elite headhunter

Visits

Visits to the premises of other
recruitment agencies

4.4 Recruitment sites: Spencer and IT
Spencer is a reputable multinational recruitment company with headquarters in Europe
that was founded in the second half of the 20" century. The company is present in over
30 countries across the globe, mainly in Europe, the Americas, and Asia. It employs
several thousand workers. This business specializes solely in recruitment and positions
itself as a recruitment firm that typically works on a contingency basis. This means that
the fees for recruitment services are paid by firms once they have hired the person
selected by Spencer. Up until the actual job offer to the selected candidate, Spencer
competes with other recruitment agencies to seek candidates with the most suitable
profiles. Hence, the time-sensitive nature of their work and the goal of choosing the
most attractive profiles. The company’s business strategy is to establish collaborations
with client firms in order to sell their services, and also to extend their unique client
database which they draw the candidates from. The database can be updated by
recruiters who do specialized searches using other available internet platforms or simply
by candidates themselves who upload their CVs onto the Spencer webpage when they
are in search of work. Spencer collaborates both with private- and public-sector firms,
private sector firms prevailing.

The Spencer brand and business model is promoted through an ideological mission
by means of profile matching, which is essentially placing itself in between people and

companies. They contribute to business success and profit maximization, which
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eventually leads to positive impact on the economy and, as they claim, on individual
career development. Spencer argues that the current labour market conditions are
characterized by constantly changing job markets, fixed-term work projects, workforce
mobility, and digitalization. The recruitment agency can be useful to businesses because
it has access to pools of flexible workers with the right skills.

Spencer and other recruitment firms control knowledge production that aids their
business, by carrying out and publishing their own research on labour market trends and
by gathering and analysing data they draw from their own work or other sources. They
claim to be in a constant state of innovation and to be in the process of patenting their
own candidate selection methodologies. They are also on the lookout for opportunities
to capitalize on. Technology is used by them to gather data they need to work and make
profits, and then to produce knowledge that favours them. The labour market reports
done by recruitment agencies outline the future of work, the importance of human
capital, and the scarcity of talent. In other words, they cultivate insecurity while
reinforcing their usefulness and indispensability. All the knowledge they produce
through various modern media such as industry magazines, blogs, and podcasts, are
shaping how the world sees work and workers.

The Barcelona office is located in a beautiful neighbourhood. It occupies several
floors in a shared building and employs around 50 recruiters. Spencer is split into several
branches that specialize in different types of jobs defined by rank and contract type:
lower-level/entry-level jobs, or junior positions with temporary or permanent contracts;
mid-level jobs that are characterized by high qualifications and permanent contracts;
and elite jobs (this division does headhunting). | call these different departments
Spencer Junior, Spencer Senior and Spencer Elite respectively. Spencer Junior has about
12 recruiters, Spencer Senior employs 40 people, and Spencer Elite has three
headhunters. Spencer Senior accounts for 65% of the company’s profits.

Additionally, Spencer has a division specializing in IT and HR outsourcing. Three
recruiters from the latter division work as in-house recruiters for one of Spencer’s client
firms, a Shared Service Centre that provides services for all of Europe. That means these
recruiters only hire employees for a single firm, and they do not spend a lot of time on
the premises of Spencer. They typically stay at the client firm and only come to Spencer

to check in. Three recruiters carry out the entire recruitment process in English, which
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requires English proficiency from both the recruiters and the candidates. The job profiles
that Spencer works with are divided into different sectors: Finance and Banking,
Customer and Office Support, Digital, IT and Engineering, Logistics, Marketing, Law,
Sciences, Retail etc.

Spencer’s clients are all types of companies, including small ones that do not know
how to hire specific profiles, as well as big or medium multinational firms that seek
external help with their recruitment processes. Typically, recruiters say that they
partner up with or help HR departments of their client firms. However, the main
contacts that guide them through a company’s recruitment needs are managers and
directors, who know what kinds of profiles they are looking for. Recruiters each have
their own specializations. Paula specializes in Engineering and Logistics, and at the time
of the interview, she was managing 15 recruitment processes. She was interviewing up
to 20 people a day either on the phone or in person, subject to work load and variation.
For each process, a Spencer Junior recruiter needs to send a shortlist of three to five
final candidates. The job offers are published across all available job portals like Infojobs,
Infoempleo, Indeed, Infofeina and their own database. The unique database owned by
Spencer is integrated with LinkedIn (Spencer has a special agreement). This allows
recruiters to see the real-time employment status and the place of work of all the
candidates from their database that are registered and updated on LinkedIn. The real-
time information is relevant for recruiters because it saves them time and makes the
information that they would otherwise have to find on their own easily accessible.
Therefore, they can speed up their processes and present the candidates faster. The
Spencer database allows recruiters to have a selection of job candidates with the job
title in question and have access to their updated curriculum vitae. Time is also of the
essence, because if Spencer is not quick enough to find and present candidates, other
recruitment agencies will. In the next step, recruiters check if the curriculum vitae of
candidates at their disposal are a match for their job position. Then they call the
candidates by phone to specifically check their educational background, career
experience and language skills. Knowing about candidates’ language abilities also saves
recruiters time (according to Paula). If the Spencer database does not yield results,
recruiters have to search for profiles across all platforms. Paula has difficulties finding

industrial engineers because they are in high demand and they do not apply for jobs.
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Moreover, these profiles typically ask for a higher salary than the one on offer. In this
case, Paula resorts to LinkedIn and actually does her own search there, and then on
other platforms, if necessary. Subsequently, around ten candidates are invited for an
interview where their hard and soft skills are assessed. The interviews are carried out in
Spanish with an English language assessment. They normally last for about half an hour.
After that, three to five candidates are chosen as finalists, meaning they are handed
over to the manager from the client company. If the client firm decides to interview the
candidate, he or she is given the name of the company and guidelines on how to prepare
for the interview. It is essential that the candidate knows how to organize his/her speech
at the interview. The recruiters ask the client firm and the candidates for feedback after
the interview. If the client company hires one of the candidates, Spencer gets a fee.

IT Power is an IT and engineering outsourcing firm and recruitment agency that has
offices in Spain, the UK China, and Asia. Offices in China and Asia offer support to client
firms that need to oversee production and development while also serving as
intermediaries between providers and manufacturers.

This company is the result of a relatively recent merger of several businesses, and
that is why it works in several different ways, which makes it unique and very profitable.
The emergence of this business strategy is a consequence of the changing corporations’
needs with regard to outsourcing and the ability of the IT Power business strategists to
notice these changes and build a structure that allows IT Power to capitalize on them.

IT Power provides outsourcing services to its clients like a standard outsourcing firm.
A candidate that is hired by IT Power, has the contract with the IT Power but works on
the premises of big corporations. In some cases, such employees eventually become
part of the corporations’ permanent staff. Another business line, which is also a form of
outsourcing, is carrying out engineering or IT projects by teams of IT Power engineers.
A client firm orders an entire product and IT Power develops it. As explained by Edgar,
the manager, this kind of collaboration is profitable for companies because they do not
have the infrastructure that allows them to develop these products themselves. Lack of
infrastructure means that if they wanted to develop the product on their own, the
company would have to make a lot of investments. IT Power has all the infrastructure

and the manpower waiting for such collaborations. This is their margin for making profit.
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They also buy a lot of software licences in cheaper packs, which can be used for a variety
of projects.

The recruitment office manages recruitment for both the Development department
that belongs to IT Power, and for the client companies that want an additional worker
but are not willing to make him/her part of their company staff. Additionally, since the
all the recruitment agency infrastructure isin place, it also functions as a typical Spencer-
type recruitment office that matches job candidates with client firms. However, it is
smaller in size, and it specializes in technical types of jobs in the IT and Engineering
Sector.

Edgar is in charge of the IT Power recruitment branch with 24 employees. The
recruitment office is split into two divisions. Unlike Spencer, there are special Sales
people who do what a Spencer recruiter calls “the commercial part”. This means they
have to secure new business collaborations. These employees always look like they are
on a catwalk presenting the latest business suits produced by the best fashion designers.
All the attributes of their physical appearance and their manner—their hairstyles, their
faces, their voices, and the way they speak—are impeccable.

The second division is the recruiters who are in charge of the different types of
recruitment processes outlined above. They always dress and behave more casually
around the office. They put on a blazer and proper shoes before going on an interview,
but they take them off as they come back to their office. They sound very professional
on the phone and at interviews. As at Spencer, there is an open office plan in which
recruiters share long desks which are organized so that they face each other. They put
on headsets if they phone-screen people and move to an interview room if they do a
Skype interview or need to escape from the office noise. The atmosphere is always lively
and cheerful. Recruiters come and talk to each other or meet in the kitchen over lunch
or coffee where they either discuss their work or their personal lives.

IT Power is in search of their own philosophy that would contribute to employees’
happiness at work and would motivate them to stay with the company long-term. They
call their human resources division People to show that they value the input of each and
every employee. Recruiters’ mission is not just to find workers for companies or the
other way around. They are “accompanying talent to the opportunities that make them

happy”. The value of the company as an outsourcer is also in the fact that once
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employees are placed with a client firm, recruiters keep an eye on the them and make
sure they do their job properly. Also, that they are happy. If not, the workers are free to
negotiate the projects that they are put on. The goal is to retain the worker who is
already an IT Power employee and place him or her on another assignment, if necessary.

Recruiters are aware of how many recruitment processes they currently have in the
department. One recruiter is in charge of distributing these processes equally among
themselves. Guarantee of equal distribution is a chance for all the recruiters to earn the
commission they receive with every single job placement (around 30% of their salary
depends on their ability to close job processes). This does not imply competition.
Recruiters often help each other find candidates. If candidates that they helped with get
hired, the recruiter who sourced the candidate gets a part of the bonus fee. This tactic
encourages teamwork and collaboration. In the year 2018, over one thousand projects

were managed by the team.

4.5 Ethics protocol

The data generated for this project comes from individual job applicants seeking work
and from workers at two private recruitment agencies. Taken the sensitive nature of the
data and my obligation to protect the identities of the research sites and the people who
have voluntarily participated in this study, | have taken all necessary measures in order
to maintain their anonymity. The names of all firms and informants in this thesis are
anonymized.

This project was approved by the Ethics Committee of the UAB in accordance with
the ethics protocol that applies to ethnographic studies with qualitative research. For
the purposes of data collection, two documents were designed, the project information
sheet and the consent form. The project information sheet (included in Appendix B)
outlines the general data on the project and the aims and goals of the study. It describes
forms of cooperation between the researcher and the research sites, and handling of
the data. The consent form overviews the time frame of data collection and presents
explicit statements of what the informants were agreeing upon by signing it: being
observed and recorded on the condition that access to the data would be limited to the
researchers of the project, and that anonymity would be preserved. In addition, several

options on subsequent treatment of the data obtained from the informants were
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offered to them. They had to choose whether they would like to review the notes or
transcripts, and whether they agreed to be quoted directly. There was also a specific
reference to how the data may be used for academic purposes (in academic papers,
spoken presentations etc.). The option to withdraw from the project was explicit in the
consent form.

The project information sheet was included in the emails that were sent to
companies from my official university email. When | started interviewing the individual
job applicants in the study, | explained the information in the project information sheet
and the consent form, gave the participants time to read through the forms
independently and to choose the options suitable for them. Two copies of the consent
forms were signed; one was for me to keep, and the other one, which contained my
contact information, was for participants. For the first four interview observations at
Spencer Junior, | introduced myself as a researcher and gave the candidates whose
interviews | observed and the recruiters whom | interviewed the opportunity to sign the
form. However, after the renegotiation of access with Valentina, she told me that
showing the forms to the candidates was not an option for Spencer, and that they would
rather ask candidates for an oral agreement. Spencer also decided that the company
already had all the information they required and that recruiters did not have to sign
additional forms. | had to agree to these conditions knowing that oral consent was also
a common practice in the field and that it was also my duty to carry out careful and
ethical research. To the candidates whose interviews | was going to observe, |
introduced myself, explained my research and asked them if they accepted my
observing the interview and taking notes. Before | did that, recruiters would ask
candidates beforehand if they were okay with me being present at their interview. Only
once did a candidate deny permission to observe her job interview when she was asked
about it by the recruiter, while | was outside the interview room waiting to be let in.
Later on, | learnt that she was offered the job.

There were also procedures at Spencer Junior that | was not allowed to record once
| had renegotiated access with Valentina. When | contacted Spencer Senior, | attempted
to show Marc all the documents | had, but he said it was not necessary because Spencer
had already agreed to grant me access, therefore, legally everything was in order. |

introduced myself to the informants the same way as at Spencer Junior with the only
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exception that | asked candidates if they agreed to being recorded for research
purposes. It was also common practice for recruiters to introduce me, explain what |
was doing, and make candidates feel comfortable in my presence. Recruiters also
offered candidates the opportunity to ask any questions they may have had about my
research.

At IT Power, | also brought the Project Information Sheet and the Consent Form to
the attention of Alfredo’s boss Edgar. However, he said that the company had their own
data protection policy and that these additional documents were not necessary. IT
Power had me sign their own confidentiality agreement, explaining that the firm deals
with patents or machines in development and that it was necessary to protect that
information. The oral consent at the interview observations was obtained following the
same procedure as at Spencer Senior. | introduced myself or was presented by the
recruiter and asked for an explicit oral agreement to participate in the study. When the
interviews took place on Business Skype, everything was done the same way as if the
candidates had been in the office. | asked for their explicit agreement and | was
introduced to the candidates on camera.

The candidates at Spencer and IT Power did not mind my presence at the interviews.
They made explicit statements about their willingness to participate and to my
knowledge and perception, it did not make them anxious. | noticed that they
occasionally made eye contact with me during the interviews as they explained their
biographies and work trajectories while recruiters would write down notes about these
aspects. This was how | acknowledged that my presence was changing the reality | was
observing. The interview rooms were small and private, therefore | always sat next to
the recruiter. | tried to keep my head a bit down so that the candidate understood that
they were talking to the recruiter. However, while the recruiters would write down their
notes, the candidates would continue narrating their experience and make eye contact
with me, from which | understood they were comfortable with me being present in the
room. Furthermore, | noticed that once one recruiter switched the language of the
interview from Catalan to Spanish because she thought | could not understand Catalan
as well as Spanish. Recruiter Maribel made an explicit comment to the candidate that
the interview language was Spanish and not Catalan because she thought it was better

for me. The candidate agreed, but | suspected that both the recruiter and the candidate
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would have chosen to speak Catalan if | had not been present in the room. After the
interview, | approached her and said that she should not have to speak Spanish at the
interview because of me and that | could perfectly understand Catalan. After that she
spoke Catalan at the next interview. However, most of the interviews were carried out
in Spanish, which was agreed upon with candidates in a non-explicit way.

It was commonly understood that pictures should not be taken in offices where
recruiters worked. | took a few pictures of the entrance hall at Spencer and the interview
rooms, in order to save the commercial information that was on the board in front of
the entrance and the mottos in the interview rooms that represented the company
values. | opted not to provide pictures in this thesis, as that might compromise
anonymity of the firms that entrusted me with their sensitive information. However, |
was allowed to take pictures of the recruiter’s screens (in their presence and with
explicit permission), and to keep copies of the job descriptions, job orders and
curriculum vitae of the candidates. The documents of such kind that appear in the
analysis chapters of this thesis were modified so as to protect the identities of the
research sites and the participants. The information about the two research sites where
| carried out fieldwork, provided in the section Recruitment sites: Spencer and IT, has

also been slightly modified in order to protect their anonymity.

4.6 Researcher’s reflexivity: (Not) A fly on the wall
The nature of this research has obliged me to direct my ethnographic gaze not just
towards the object of this study, but also to my own position as a researcher and a
person inside the professional recruitment context that included interaction with job
candidates and recruiters (Heller, Pietikdinen, and Pujolar, 2018: 11). | acknowledge that
my physical appearance, my personality and my conduct affected how | navigated this
research and how | was perceived by the participants, which then had an impact on what
kind of data | could collect and what the participants were willing to share. It also
affected the things | noticed and the way | analysed them.

When | embarked on this project, | was 27 years old, which is considered a relatively
young age in Spain. | am European (Belarusian) but not Spanish. | was quite fluent in
Spanish and | had some basic knowledge of Catalan. | was in a dual role, that of a student

and that of a university employee. My age went in line with this duality: | could pass for
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a student but also for a teacher. The fact that | was recruiters’ peer facilitated our
communication. This was evident from the casual references to the things our
generation shares and the cheerful conversations with recruiters during breaks. My
rather fluent, lightly accented Spanish and my European and somewhat Nordic-looking
physical appearance is usually a bit misleading with reference to my origins. | do not look
Spanish, but Belarus is too small and too far away to be indexical in Spain (this was true
before the political events of 2020). My accent in Spanish does not give away my
national belonging to a particular language group. Most often people have identified me
as being from Western and Northern Europe, for example, Britain, Holland, Denmark,
Sweden, by my looks. At recruitment agencies, | must have been categorized with
reference to the topic of my study, my professional affiliation and the fact that | speak
English. My physical appearance does not go against me being an English speaker. In my
experience, the questions about my origins are never the topic of the immediate
conversation. Rather, some people get curious as they compliment me on my Spanish
skills, assuming that | have lived in Spain for a long time, and they then ask me about my
origins. This was the case at IT Power when one recruiter asked me where | was from.
He got very keen on the fact that | am Belarusian and even said a few words that he
knew in a Slavic language. The fact that my Spanish is rather fluent led me to believe
that it did not play a role in accessing the sites.

Interviewing the job applicants on the subject of their recruitment experiences, was
generally not a problem regardless of how well they knew me. Out of the 14 job
applicants’ interviews, a few could be described as friends because of the trust that we
had built up over time. Some were acquaintances who, | knew, met the requirement for
an interview because they had recently changed jobs. | got acquainted with two
participants in the recruitment office at Spencer, and they were equally willing to be
interviewed. The job applicants knew or saw me in my professional role as a teacher or
a researcher. Knowing who | was and knowing the subject of my study, was enough for
them to agree to share their recruitment-related stories.

My personal and unchangeable features, such as looks, age and gender, helped me
to establish the initial contact with the recruitment agencies and helped me to navigate
relationships with different recruiters once | was already part of their daily routine.

However, in the moments that were key in negotiation with the recruitment agencies
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and with the recruiters at the beginning of my fieldwork, all my personal and research
skills were put to test. The highly competitive and time-sensitive recruitment context,
which was reflected in the reasons companies and recruiters were providing as they
rejected participation in the research, made me reconsider how | had to behave and
what image | wanted to project so that it would help me, or at least that it would not
prevent recruiters from participating in the study.

My dual role, that of a student and a university worker also helped me navigate the
initial stages of fieldwork and to form a position from which | approached access
negotiation. Recruiters initially promised to invite me to observe interviews, but they
were less accommodating when | called to remind them about their verbal
commitments. That is why | decided to be more corporately formal, business-like and
more convincing when | talked to them. Instead of presenting myself as a student in
need of help with data collection for my project, | instead emphasized that | worked at
the university and that the research that | was carrying out was part of my job.

Most of the recruiters are graduates in Psychology. This was important because it is
in their job description to evaluate people’s profiles. | had to keep in mind that my
gestures, my appearance, and how | talked or formulated my thoughts could have a
meaning for them. At the same time, recruiters presented a professional front, so what
they thought at a particular moment was not evident. Even though my role at the offices
was not that of a job candidate, | felt | would be scrutinized through the prism of their
professional skills, especially when | was in the role of the interviewer towards them. |
wanted to project an image of a good professional, or a profile they would like, and
hopefully, be willing to help.

Strategically, | made an effort to look and seem corporately professional and
likeable. Also, if | was going to be on the premises of the recruitment agencies, it was
better not to stand out, as | would be part of the image of the recruitment agency.
Recruiters could not be ashamed to present me to their interviewees, and since | was in
their office, | had to keep up their reputation. To the offices, | always wore a blazer, a
shirt, formal trousers and loafers which made me look corporate. At the same time, this
look did not contradict with my research identity. When | had very important interviews,
as the one with an owner of a headhunting company, | would add an expensive watch

to the formal look. This was what recruiters also did.
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In person, | always introduced myself (or was introduced) as a pre-doctoral
researcher doing fieldwork project about the role of English skills in recruitment. | would
add that | was interested in the interview parts where English skills are talked about and
assessed, and in the jobs that came with an English requirement in order to understand
what kinds of jobs needed English skills. Some recruiters would confess that they were
not great at English, and | believe it was partly because they knew | was from the English
philology department. However, they quickly understood that my focus was more on
the requirement for English and | was not there to evaluate their job performance. If
anything, they may have thought | was there to look at the situation with English skills
among candidates. | came to this conclusion because the recruiters shared their concern
that school and university education was not providing enough training in English and
that they were having a hard time finding candidates who possess good English
knowledge. It was as if they hoped | was sent by university to solve this situation. They
dealt with the English skills requirement on a daily basis, and it was critical to their job
that they find more candidates with English skills, because they could make more
business out of it. The fact that there were not enough candidates with good English
was considered problematic for their own recruitment agenda.

One of my priorities in my position as a researcher who was looking into language
skills was not making the recruiters uncomfortable when being observed. They felt less
insecure by knowing the focus was more on the language and less on them. | noticed it
by observing how they introduced me to the candidates and how they always pointed
out it was about the language. The candidates seemed calm. The language part of the
research made a lot of sense to the them because the topic of English skills is part of the
national discourse. The candidates whose interviews | came to observe were rather
friendly towards me. Some of them said in private conversation that it was time for
someone like me to start looking into what was happening with the jobs and English
skills.

Initially, | was an outsider to the recruitment firms and the recruiters who worked
there. It was a pressure-intensive environment with the big time constraints, and one of
the difficulties | had anticipated was making sure that dealing with me was not going to
alter recruiters’ work routine. The research design is conditioned by the access

constraints and the strategic decisions | took in order to adapt my research agenda to
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how the work was organized at recruitment agencies. In the pre- or post-interview
observation chats with recruiters | had to be aware of the time they could dedicate to
talking to me. The very format of these chats was a way to wrap my research around
their busy schedule so | could learn more about their work, interviews, companies and
their assessment of candidates. | had to ask them to bring or allow me to make copies
of curriculum vitae or job offers so that | would not have to bother them later. At
Spencer Junior, Alfredo managed recruiters’ communications with me and the schedule
of interview observations. He kept track of the interviews | attended and other activities,
such as phone screening, that | observed. He was the one who greeted me in the office
and the one who saw me off. When | was at Spencer Senior, nobody worried about me,
the time | spent in the Spencer office, or security concerns, because they knew how |
worked and what information | was seeking. | was trusted. However, both at Spencer
Senior and IT Power, | was very careful with how | approached recruiters and how much
of their time | was taking. | always asked how much time recruiters could dedicate to
talking to me, and | made sure | did not waste their time. In this sense, | also felt the

sense of urgency they had in their jobs.
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Analysis

Chapter 5 Value of English and Other Languages in the Spanish Labour
Market

The present chapter investigates the construction of value for English and other
language skills and the rationalities behind the language criterion in recruitment
agencies’ selection processes. English and other language skills have value because they
are associated with economic gains for organisations and for individuals. Companies
believe that language skills bring them profits through their usefulness in work
processes, or as an asset that provides flexibility and makes workers more productive.
The language skills value for individuals lies in the promise of material gain in the form
of salary, or in language skills serving as a competitive advantage in work contexts,
including hiring.

The discourses about the economic value of English shape the practices at
recruitment agencies, who treat it as an indispensable skill. By setting up a language
criterion, they transform and structure the ways people gain access to jobs. Recruitment
agencies also create new discourses in which English is presented as a skill that is
“missing” from the labour market. The artificially created demand for a high level of the
English competence combined with its reported scarcity among the highly qualified
professionals reinforces the position of the recruitment businesses as a labour market
intermediary and allows them to make profit using the value of English skills. According
to Cappelli (2012), the skills gaps are typically the consequence of recruitment practices
rather than the candidates actually lacking the skills they would need to carry out their
job.

The construction of the English skills requirement takes place in the recruitment
agencies, where it is included in the job announcements that get published on the
recruitment companies’ webpages. This requirement is usually framed as “high” or
“indispensable”. This articulation allows agencies to treat English skills in two distinct
ways depending on the specific job function and the salary the client is willing to pay.
The English requirement represents two different sets of value that are known to the
recruiter. English skills may be a requirement because they are essential for a given job,
or they may have a symbolic added value when they are not necessarily instrumental,
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therefore producing a contradiction between the requirement criteria and the use of
these skills on the job. According to Roberts (2021), language skills competence should
not be a requirement unless it is necessary for carrying out a job.

Further consideration of the value of English skills brings us to a discussion of the
bargaining role that is assigned to them in recruitment processes. The positions that
require English are generally considered to be better remunerated. However, the skill is
used by recruitment agents as a negotiation tool, and the requirement may be changed
in order to meet the client’s salary expectations. The English skills that add to the
monetary benefit for a potential employee only correspond to the level that has been
deemed valuable by the recruiter. Otherwise, the candidate may be penalized for the
lacking competence.

Finally, this chapter compares the value of other language skills with that of English
skills. In cases where another language is required in addition to English, English skills
are considered essential to the job, while the second language is often a symbolic
addition or a plus. Typically, the second language is required due to the location of the
company’s headquarters. However, the second language is not orally assessed by
recruitment agencies during the interview process, and the level that defines eligibility

for a profession is lower than that of English skills.

5.1 The English skills gap
English is one of the top skills in demand and in shortage in the Spanish labour market.
The discourse about the missing English competence is produced by the Spanish
recruitment agencies, and this message is reinforced by the national media, which insist
on the link between English skills and employment possibilities (covered in Chapter 1,
The Spanish Labour Market and English Skills). This section explores the English skills gap
from inside the recruitment agencies Spencer and IT Power, in order to find out what it
consists in and why job candidates’ English competence is not sufficient to get a job.
Recruitment agencies are the spaces where the English skills gap is visible through
recruiters’ judgements about their candidate search experiences. Paula is a recruiter at
Spencer Junior who specializes in positions for the Logistics and Engineering sectors.

Paula explains that her job is harder because the candidates’ English is not good enough:
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PAU:

Extract 5.1

Here in Spain, we have a big problem with this. Because people don’t speak English good
enough. We have a salary guide, and every year we publish it, and it's very interesting
because it says the customers need high level of English for a lot of jobs we recruit for, but
the truth is the candidates don’t have this level of English you know, because the education
here it’s not, it’s not not investing e: in English so it’s contradictory. The companies need a
very high level of English but the school, the universities don’t provide this. What can we do?
Pay particular, private classes, go to UK or Canada for learning English, yeah, ok, but that’s...
So, for us recruiters it’s very hard because you have a good profile, CV is correct, you know
the skills are correct but the person don’t speak English.

Semi-structured interview, recruiter Paula, Spencer Junior, 09/05/2017

Paula points to the contradiction that is created by the discrepancy between the

poor level of English provided by the education system and the high demand for that

same skill. She readily admits that the level of English required by companies is higher

than what the candidates can offer. Individual efforts to learn English in private

academies also fall short of the required level. The main problem with the candidates in

Engineering that she typically works with is their insufficient speaking skills, which

prevents her from sending these candidates to be interviewed by clients.

According to Melanie, a recruiter from Spencer who specializes in Retail, it is very

difficult to find someone who speaks good English in Barcelona. Clients usually ask for

English when Melanie looks for store managers for shops or shopping centres that are

located in the city centre:

MEL:

Extract 5.2

Honestly, | have to tell you that here in Barcelona it’s something, it’s very difficult nowadays
to find someone who can speak very good or very fluent English... So, it’s a shame, because
I have really good profiles, but the candidates don’t speak English. So, | feel frustrated and
imagine maybe the candidate as well, they know that they have less chances to work in these
places because in Retail a lot of people, the dream is to work in Paseo de Gracia. And in
Paseo de Gracia they have to speak English okay.

Semi-structured interview, recruiter Melanie, Spencer Junior, 25/10/2017

The feeling of frustration and desperation, expressed by recruiter Melanie, is a

common sentiment among recruiters as they struggle to find the candidates with the

right skills, that is, fluent English. The English skills gap is understood by Paula and
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Melanie as the inability by candidates in the Engineering and the Retail sectors to
communicate well in English.

According to an internal report elaborated by Spencer, private companies and the
education sector have different understandings of the value of language skills in the
contemporary labour market. According to the document in Figure 5.1, which is based
on the questionnaire filled out by the academic sector and private companies, in the
context of access to the labour market, language skills are more valued by the
companies (87%) than they are by the academic sector (67%). These estimations may
be one explanation for why education does not seemingly provide people with the right
language skills. According to Caballero, Vazquez, and Quintas, (2015: 399), the Spanish
university education system fails to provide the right skills, including language skills, that

would match the current professional demands.

Figure 5.1 Figure 5.2
Key Skills for Job Access Valued Languages
Para el sector Académico repiten las habllidades clave 3 En una linea muy SIMIar se mueven ias recomendaciones de Los Idiomas mas Importantes para Ias empresas espancias
desarroliar durante los estudios con i3 finalidad de tener una las empresas para los skills que aconsejan a los estudiantes se mantienen Inalterables respecto a ediciones anteriores:
entrada mis facil al Mercado Labora(.gn cabeza.:afdwacdad :e;:yen dia. &l uderazgoseml[aadm)m ozcbnmeelsecux sigue dominando el inglés (91%) y el espanol (85%),
de adaptacin y polivalencia y los Idiomas, seguidos de jémico no contempia. Por su l3do, os Idiomas. cogen ms & : . !
Proactividad, Dotes de COMUNICACION, y empatados en el pesoen el 13do de [as empresas. seguidos a clerta distancla por el francés (31%), el cataidn

quinto puesto, Conocimientos digitales y Mothacion. (24%, del cual 60% corresponde a I3s respuestas de
empresas catalanas) y el aleman (17%).

5 habilidades clave para desarrollar durants I3 fase de estudios y tener mejor entrada al Mercado Laboral

Sector Académico Empresas <Que idiomas son Impomnuu en t(ompron?)
Capacidad ada; <o
M Lserazgo [T

; tsomas [z
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Translation of Figures 5.1; 5.2

Figure 5.1 Figure 5.2

For the academic sector, the key skills to be developed in The most important language for the
education with the goal to gain access to the labour market Spanish companies remains unchanged
are listed. First, is the ability to adapt and versatility, and the as compared to the previous editions:
languages, followed by proactivity, communicative abilities English keeps dominating (91%), and
and in the last position is motivation. Spanish (85%), followed at a distance
by French (31%), Catalan (24%, out of
which 60% are answers by Catalan
firms), and German (17%).

In a similar vein, come the recommendations by companies
for the skills that are recommended for students today.
Leadership is the only skill that the academic sector does not
contemplate. Languages, on the other side, are more What the important languages in your
important for companies. firm?

English 91%
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5 key skills to develop during the period of studies for a Spanish 85%
better access to the labour market. French 31%

Academic Sector

Ability to adapt and versatility 68%

Languages 67%

Proactivity and dynamism 56%

Communication and negotiation and abilities 43%
Digital skills 39%

Motivation 39%

Companies

Leadership 40%
Languages 87%
Communication 57%

New technology 57%

Department documents, Spencer, 09/05/2017

The Spencer document provided in Figure 5.2 shows that English is even more
important than Spanish for the companies that operate in Spain. According to Paula
(Spencer Junior), in each department of every company in Spain, there are only a small
number of employees that are fluent in English, and this represents a problem for
businesses. This judgement reflects the discourse created by language teaching
corporations such as Cambridge that state that language skills gaps in companies’
employees represent a problem for businesses.

Furthermore, the yearly labour market report by Spencer states that the decade-
long crisis has kept Spain unable to recover from high unemployment, which is triple
that of other European countries. According to this report, education has to become
more flexible, and the “improved adaptation of worker skills to meet company needs is
essential in order to build the balanced, sustainable model that is the vision of the
future. Flexibility is watchword, with the areas of contract legislation and education and
training potential areas for improvement” (Spencer labour market report, 2017). Among
the key profiles sought by Spanish companies are: sales people and industrial engineers
with foreign language skills.

Thus, the recruitment agency Spencer sees the English skills gap as the problem of
candidates and the academic sector, which cannot meet the growing demand for these

skills. While recruiter Stella from Spencer Senior also supports this view, she points out
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that the high-level English skills requirement is the result of the rapid change in the

labour market that occurred due to globalization:

STE:

STE:

Extract 5.3

Antes/ el inglés/, el tenerlo era que pudieras ser el mejor de los demas/, pero es que a dia
de hoy no tenerlo es que pierdas oportunidades\. Por tanto creo que es indispensable\. Y
que ademads creo que hay un error, y es que las personas no estamos formadas/ con el nivel
de inglés que el mercado exige, es decir, el mercado ha cambiado de una manera muy
rapida/, y hay un gap de personas\ que tienen entre te diria entre (.) 27, 28 afios hasta los (.)
55 no, que no tienen ese nivel de inglés que, que el mercado exige. Eh eh o o mentira, que
si lo tienen/ es porque se han formado e:h fuera/ de de lo que es la educacidn reglada, no,
por tanto para mi hay un problema de base que es qué educacién reglada se ha dado para
que el mercado esté exigiendo un nivel de inglés, que no se tiene\, entonces si realmente yo
creo que y desde mi vision/ e, hay un problema de, e, educacién/, creo que las empresas lo
gue pueden hacer (.) o lo que tenian que hacer es brindarle a sus profesionales, que por lo
que sea, en su momento no requerian este nivel pero ahora si/, porque se ha globalizado
todo/ y porque a diario tenemos que tratar con personas en inglés, brindarle como por
ejemplo hace **Spencer, no, con clases cada semana en inglés/

Translation Extract 5.3

Before/ having English/ meant that you could be the best of the others/, but nowadays not
having it means that you lose opportunities\. So, | think it is indispensable\. And | also think
that it is a mistake that people are not trained/ with the level of English that the market
demands, that is to say, the market has changed in a very quick way/, and there is a gap of
people\ who are between (.) 27, 28 up to (.) 55 years old no, who do not have the level of
English that the market demands. Eh eh or, or that’s a lie, if they have/ it is because they
have been trained e:h outside/ of of what is formal education, no, therefore in my opinion
there is a root problem which is the formal education that has been given so that the market
is demanding a level of English, which is not there\, so if | really believe that, and in my vision/
e there is a problem of, e, education/, | think what companies can do (.) or have to do is to
offer their professionals, which for whatever reason, at that time they did not require this
level but now they do/, because everything/ has become globalised and because we have to
deal with people in English on a daily basis, to offer them, as for example **Spencer does,

no, with classes every week in English/

Semi-structured interview, recruiter Stella, Spencer Elite, 16/10/2018

According to Stella, the age group that does not meet the requirement represents

the whole candidate pool, except for the job-seekers under 27, who most probably are

not applying for their jobs through Spencer. This points to a major problem where the

whole labour force is deemed unqualified as it lacks English skills. Following Stella’s

comment about the rapid change in the labour market that led to change in the

requirement, the English skills gap should be linked to the kinds of jobs emerging in
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Barcelona, as well as considered as one of the outcomes of the recruitment practice,
where the language skills criterion itself has become unreasonable. Similarly, Cappelli
(2012) argues that skills gaps are often a false reason for why people cannot become
employed while countries worldwide have large candidate pools and are experiencing
high unemployment. The truth about skills gaps is that companies have overly high
expectations for their future employees, and the job requirements have become very
detailed and often excessive. Furthermore, companies are often unwilling to pay
accordingly for the skills they require.

Recruiters from IT Power who specialize in Engineering and IT admit that it is not
easy to find candidates with a combination of technical skills and English because these

profiles are very expensive:

Extract 5.4

MAR: Aqui es cierto, es que aqui en Espafia/ (.) encontrar el mix entre un muy buen nivel técnico\ y
un muy buen nivel de inglés/ cuesta\. Y los que encuentran son muy caros\. Por qué, porque

trabajan en un proyecto internaciona:l/, normalmente se tienen que desplaza:r/, y eso sube
mucho su, su precio. (.) Vale?. Entonces es mas facil encontrarlos fuera de Espafia\. Es mucho
mas facil, también es verdad/ que en este caso en el que son proyectos internaciona:les
donde se trabaja de forma remo:ta y demds aqui en Espaiia pues aun no estd tan
implementado como en otros paises/, (...) en Holanda por ejemplo, estd mucho mas
implementa:do, en, en Alemania estd mucho mas implementa:do.

Translation of Extract 5.4

MAR: It is true that here in Spain/ (.) it is difficult\ to find a mix between a good technical\ level and
a very good level of English/. And those that are found are very expensive\. Because, because
they work on an interna:tional/ project, they usually have to mo:ve/, and that raises their,
their price a lot. (.) Ok? So it is easier to find them out of Spain\. It is much easier, it is also
true/ that in this case in which they are interna:tional projects where you work remo:tely and
so on here in Spain it is still not as implemented as in other countries/, (...) in Holland for
example, it is much more impleme:nted, in Germany it is much more impleme:nted.

Semi-structured interview, Sales Representative Maribel, IT Power, 17/04/2019

Engineers and IT experts who work on international projects are very valuable in the
Spanish labour market. In accordance with business logic, it then becomes easier to hire
workers among the mobile workforce with the same set of skills at a cheaper price and

even implement remote forms of work. Thus, the language skills gap in Spain actually
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represents the lack of “affordable” profiles with good English skills rather than an
absolute lack of candidates who possess them.

Recruiters have more difficulties finding candidates with both technical and English
skills in smaller cities in Spain, where some companies are establishing subsidiaries.
Maribel is managing a project that looks for candidates for a subsidiary of a well-
established firm called “Sports Things” located in Zaragoza. She points out that there is
a difference in labour supply between large cities like Barcelona and smaller cities like
Zaragoza. However, the implementation of remote work makes it possible to find
suitable profiles more easily thanks to the ability to tap into larger pools of foreign

talent:

Extract 5.5

MAR: Vale pues por ejemplo, e:: unos proyectos internacionales que tengo es con ** Sport Things.
** Sport Things, ellos por ejemplo fisicamente estan en Zaragoza, en Zaragoza la verdad que
la oferta técnica que hay es muy limitada. (...) Aqui en Barcelona te va a ser mucho mas facil
pues porque aqui hay mucho cruce cultural, hay mucha gente que viene de fuera, y se ha
implementado también pues con toda la creacién por ejemplo en drea mas técnica de IT con
la implementacién de 22@ donde vinieron muchos startups con inicio en Silicon Valley, es
decir con toda la capa de management e::, Americana. Al crearse aqui, ya se involucré mucho
o se captdé mucho perfil mas internacional o con tendencia hacia una funcién mas
internacional porque al fin y al cabo el negocio sigue estando en Estados Unidos. Y la
interlocucién sigue siendo con la headquarter. Entonces se ha ido creando aparte de que
mucha gente ha venido a Barcelona pues atraida por este hub tecnoldgico que tenemos y
este cruce multicultural, el 22@, es un hub tecnolégico que tenemos aqui en Barcelona (...)
entonces eso ha hecho que aqui en Barcelona estemos mas ricos en temas multiculturales.
Y en Madrid igual. E::, pero bueno, otras zonas de Espafia pues donde la inversién técnica o
la presencia de compaiiias tecnolégicas no es la misma que aqui, pues también, obvio, y va
de la mano no hay tanta disponibilidad de perfiles tan cualificados. (...) En Zaragoza lo que
pasa es que no hay mucho recurso técnico, al que poder acudir. Vale es normalmente la gran
mayoria de gente que estudia en Zaragoza acaba trabajando en Barcelona o en Madrid.
Porque alli no hay mucha oferta, entonces cuando vas a buscar un perfil tan técnico y tan
internacional, alli obvio no lo vas a encontrar. De tal manera que entonces **Sport Things se
apoya en nosotros, igual que en otras consultoras, para que vayamos a otros puntos de
Espafia incluso fuera de Espafia, a buscar recursos para que puedan trabajar por ellos de esta
forma. A ellos les da igual que sea presencial o no, estan trabajando de forma remota, con
metodologias Scrum, metodologias agiles que les permite encadenar.

Translation of Extract 5.5

MAR: Well, for example, some international projects | have are with ** Sport Things. ** Sport
Things, for example, they are physically located in Zaragoza, in Zaragoza the truth is that the
technical offer is very limited. (...) Here in Barcelona it is going to be much easier because
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here there is a lot of cultural crossover, there are many people coming from abroad, and it
has also been implemented with all the creation for example in the more technical area of IT
with the implementation of 22@ where many start-ups came from Silicon Valley, that is to
say with all the management e::, (being) American. When it was created here, they got
involved a lot or they captured a lot of more international profiles with a tendency towards
more international because at the end of the day the business is still in the United States. And
the interlocution continues to be with the headquarters. So, apart from the fact that many
people have come to Barcelona because they have been attracted by this technological hub
that we have and this multicultural mix, the 22@, it is a technological hub that we have here
in Barcelona (...) so this has meant that here in Barcelona we are richer in multicultural issues.
And the same in Madrid. E::, but well, other areas of Spain where the technical investment or
the presence of technological companies is not the same as here, well it's also obvious and it
goes hand in hand there is not much availability of such qualified profiles. (...) In Zaragoza
what happens is that there are not a lot of technical resources to turn to. So normally the
majority of people who study in Zaragoza end up working in Barcelona or Madrid. Because
there is not much on offer there, so when you are looking for such a technical and
international profile, you are not going to find it there. In this way, **Sport Things relies on
us, as well as other consultancy firms, to go to other parts of Spain, even outside Spain, to
look for resources so that they can work for them in this way. They don't care if it is in-person
or not, they are working remotely, with Scrum methodologies, agile methodologies that
allow them to manage.

Semi-structured interview, recruiter Maribel, IT Power, 17/04/2019

Victoria from IT Power explains that the main difficulty in finding a person for

Engineering and IT positions is associated with the English requirement, because

professionals in these areas do not typically have the advanced knowledge of English as

they do not need to communicate as much due to the nature of their work:

VIC:

VIC:

Extract 5.6

Aqui si que hay muchos programadores, pero qué pasa, que hay muchos proyectos, que
como es todo muy técnico, quizas no necesitan tanto el tema de: de: comunicarse, pues
como menos importante. Entonces hay muchos perfiles que no:, que no necesitan inglés,
entonces hay perfiles muy buenos que yo pienso “ostras, muy bueno, pero luego a lo mejor
no tiene inglés”. Entonces para esta posicidn si que me piden porque claro, xxx **Fly With
Me tiene la central creo que en Alemania, entonces esta persona va a tener que ir alla.

Translation of Extract 5.6

There are a lot of programmers here, but what happens is that many projects, since
everything is very technical, maybe they don't need to communicate so much, so it is less
important. So there are many profiles that do:n't, that don't need English, so there are some
very good profiles that | think “wow, very good, but maybe they don't have English”. So for
this position they do ask me because, of course, xxx **Fly With Me has its headquarters in
Germany, | think, so this person is going to have to go there.
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Short conversation, recruiter Victoria, IT Power, 27/03/2019

When looking for a position of Java Software Engineer (Image 5.3) for a
pharmaceutical company, with an annual salary between 30 and 39 thousand euro—
which is well above average in Catalonia—Victoria chooses to prioritize English skills
over the technical profile of a candidate as there are no available candidates with English

skills.

Image 5.3
Job Announcement

Working in an international team with Scrum Methodology.

REQUISITOS: English is mandatory

Your task: You will collaborate with end-users, mainly in Germany and Austria, and with IT colleagues in small virtual teams
globally.

IT Power, 27/03/2019

Extract 5.7

VIC: Vale, es para una posicion para el cliente **Fly With Me que es cliente farmacéutico,
entonces nos han pedido a alguien pues que pueda hablar en en inglés, porque el parte del
equipo que esta en Austria y en Alemania. Entonces me esta costando muchisimo encontrar
gente que hable en inglés, y el otro dia buscando por Info Jobs hace ya dias, e: encontré este
perfil. Es muy junior, vale, yo en verdad quiero alguien mas senior\. Pero como me ponen
por aqui que tiene Inglés, ves? Avanzado, Inglés avanzado, entonces le mandé un mensaje,
y me ha dicho que si, que le puede interesar.

Translation of Extract 5.7

VIC: Okay, it is for a position for our client **Fly With Me, which is a pharmaceutical client, so
they have asked us for someone who can speak English, because part of the team is in Austria
and Germany. So | am having a hard time finding people who speak English, and the other
day I was looking through Info Jobs, and | e: found this profile. It is very junior, okay, | actually
want someone more senior\. But as it says here that he has English, you see? Advanced,
advanced English, so | sent him a message, and he said yes, he might be interested.

Short conversation, recruiter Victoria, IT Power, 27/03/2019

The candidate that was found for this position is Bulgarian. Before the phone
screening and during the call with the candidate, Victoria expresses the judgement that

the candidate’s English must be good because he is Bulgarian.
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Extract 5.8

VIC: Vale, e:, otra pregunta ya por tener un poco mas de informacién, veo por aqui que tienes
inglés avanzado?

SAM: si, bastante avanzado.

VIC: vale, porque de:: de donde eres?

SAM: de Bulgaria.

VIC: vale o sea que ningun problema con el inglés. Vale, e:, genial, pues me guardo todo esto, y

en todo caso e cuando tenga una posicién que quizas te pueda encajar de ubicacién o de
remoto, te volveria a contactar, de acuerdo?
SAM: okay, gracias.

Translation of Extract 5.8

VIC: Ok, e:, another question for a bit more information, | see here that you have advanced
English?

SAM: yes, quite advanced.

VIC: ok, because whe::re where are you from?

SAM: from Bulgaria.

VIC: ok so no problem with English. Ok, e:, great, so I'll keep all this, and in any case when | have

a position that might fit you, by location or remotely, | would get back to you, ok?
SAM: okay, thank you.

Phone-screening, recruiter Victoria, IT Power, 27/03/2019

Candidates of different nationalities, such as Poles, Romanians, and Bulgarians are
usually assumed to have good English skills. They are at a competitive advantage with
respect to Spanish nationals because they offer the required level of English skills while
Spanish profiles in the same salary range do not have a comparable level of English
competence. The judgements recruiters make about these foreign candidates’ English
skills are based on their recruitment experience, which is why the English skills of
candidates from these countries are not questioned or validated on the phone.

The job posts that require spoken English skills but offer lower pay also rely on
candidates from other European countries that are willing to take the jobs for less
money. At Spencer, | attend a phone screening with Angela, a recruiter who works on
retainer for a shared service centre, filling Customer Service and Sales positions. The
position in question is that of Helpdesk First Line Support with a C1 English requirement,
which is a hybrid role combining customer support and first-level technical support.
English is needed for this role in order to attend to incoming calls from France,
UK/Ireland, and Scandinavia. In addition, the manager is French and does not speak
Spanish. Angela states that she can find good English speakers in Poland, Romania, and
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Eastern Europe in general, but not so much in Spain. In her view, it would be ideal to
have a Spaniard as a candidate for these kinds of jobs, because there would be no need
to relocate, however, she inevitably has to look for candidates outside Spain in order to
fill some positions. The pay that the position offers is also below average at 23 thousand
euro annually. Subsequently, Angela contacts two candidates from Poland and the UK
by phone. The requirement for English is C1, but there is also a German requirement.
When the call ends, Angela mentions that she has another candidate who is German.
Because of the required competence in English and German, Spanish profiles are not
present in the candidate pool.

This section has focused on the English language skills gap that is linked to the English
requirement for the jobs available at recruitment agencies. The English skills gap is
represented by the insufficient verbal competence, as reported by recruiters, that is
characteristic for the whole Spanish labour force, which includes the older generation
of workers that received their training under different labour market conditions. These
labour market conditions are, in fact, a direct consequence of this gap. Nevertheless,
the blame for the inadequacy of candidates’ skills for the jobs on offer is placed on the
candidates themselves. They are expected to be flexible and to adapt rapidly to the
changes in the economic conditions that regulate access to work. Formal education also
receives part of the blame for the inability to estimate the companies’ need for English
skills and for not providing the adequate university training for the future workers.

Recruiters express frustration that the English requirement forces them to carry out
more complicated searches. However, they do not seem to question the legitimacy of
companies’ need for English skills and simultaneously fail to link the English skills gap to
their own recruitment practices. Further consideration of the English skills gap reveals
that it is also a consequence of companies access to the mobile international workforce,
members of which have the skills companies require, and they may be available at a
more affordable rate than local talent.

Recruiters at Spencer and IT Power turn to a non-Spanish candidate pool when they
need to find a combination of a technical expertise and English skills. The positions for
which it is more difficult to find candidates may be located away from cosmopolitan
cities like Barcelona or Madrid, where not just English skills but also people with the

required professional skills are difficult to find. Lastly, good English skills are sometimes
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required for rather low-paying positions, which forces recruiters look for candidates
abroad or seek out young native English- or German-speakers who live in Spain and are

in a position to accept these jobs.

5.2 Barcelona business allure
This section investigates how the demand for English skills and other languages is
created by the new businesses which are settling in Barcelona.

In the post 2008 economic crisis, Catalonia has made important efforts to create jobs
by attracting foreign investment. It became a pioneer for new business models such as
shared service centres, for which various benefits, tax rebates, and grant incentives
were created. Shared service centres are offices that transfer operations of specific
units—for example IT, Finance, and the HR of company subsidiaries—into one

centralized office:

Extract 5.9

MON: They (companies) used to work in really local areas, so in each country they used to have er,
marketing specialists, IT support and let’s say like a recruiter, just an example, so the idea of
shared service centre is to share all these areas so, er, they build like an office with global
services, like global, they provide globally, so the idea is just to er, from a very local way to
work, they put like in a global one. So, they establish just one office, one building with four
different areas, mainly IT, human resource, marketing and finance.

Semi-structured interview, Monica, Johnson 01/10/2017

Barcelona is promoting itself as an ideal business location in terms of cost-efficiency,
logistics and international talent, represented by highly qualified European nationals,
such as Italians, Romanians, French and Germans. Moreover, the trade and investment
initiative promotes Barcelona as a location to which the labour force would willingly
choose to relocate for the things Barcelona has to offer, such as the lifestyle, and the
higher quality of life (Generalitat de Catalunya, 2021).

Recruitment agencies manage job positions for shared service centres. Marc, a
recruiter specializing in Finance and Head of Spencer Senior, has a background in
consulting. He explains that consulting firms, like the one he used to work for, carry out
market research for businesses that wish to relocate in order to reduce business costs.

Among the countries in Europe that companies consider for relocation are Poland,
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Spain, and Portugal, because these countries are considered cheap for maintaining
business. Marc explains that relocation to Poland is technically even cheaper, but the
climate and the possibility of attracting necessary workers are less favourable. Shared
service centres, several multinational companies, and companies in the IT sector, have
chosen Barcelona because Spain has better weather, and there are better chances of
attracting international talent. The language requirement in such shared centres is an
advanced level of English and proficiency in another European language. This

requirement for language skills is linked to how shared service centres operate.

Extract 5.10

MAR: Es imprescindible, o sea el idioma oficial de la empresa es el inglés, su dia a dia es el inglés.
Si que igual pues con el compafiero puedes hablar en castellano, en espafiol si ellos lo hablan,
pero las comunicaciones internas son en inglés. Entonces (...) es el idioma oficial de la
empresa. Y trabajan siempre en inglés (...) porque son equipos multinacionales. Porque él
trabaja, él gestiona tres-cuatro personas, que hay chicos alemanes, polacos, austriacos,
después habra un equipo de gente francesa. Y el requerimiento es que hablen francés, por
si tienen que tener contacto telefénico con alguien, con un proveedor que no esta pagando
en Francia, con un cliente que ha tenido una incidencia y esta en Francia, ¢Vale? Y el inglés
como idioma oficial vale para la comunicacién que vale hacemos el reporting, lo hacemos en
inglés. Asi es el idioma que todo el mundo entiende.

Translation of Extract 5.10

MAR: It is indispensable, well the official language of the company is English, his day-to-day is
English. Yes, equally well with a colleague you can speak Castilian, Spanish if they speak it,
but the internal communications are in English. So (...) it is the official language of the firm.
And they always work in English (...) because they are multinational teams. Because he works,
he manages three-four people, there are German guys, Polish, Austrian, then there would be
a French team. And the requirement is that they speak French, in case they need to establish
telephone communication with someone, with a provider that is not paying in France, with a
client that has had an incident and is in France, ok? And English as an official language ok for
communication that ok we do reporting, we do it in English. This way it is the language
everyone understands.

Post-interview conversation, recruiter Marc, Spencer Senior, 10/10/2018

The official language in shared service centres is English. They are usually very strict
with the English requirement, and, according to recruiter Marc, workers are supposed
to communicate with each other only in English. Marc admits that one company of
Spanish origin that has a shared service centre in Barcelona is less strict with the

language employees use when they communicate with each other.
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Besides English, an additional European language is also required because each of
the units in such shared centre covers operations for a group of European countries.
That is why these workers may have the need to communicate with France, as is pointed
out in Extract 5.10. Antonio, the candidate who works at a shared service centre and
attends an interview with recruiter Marc, leads a team of three or four people that
manage operations for Germany and Poland. On his team there is at least one native
German-speaker and a native Polish-speaker. Antonio is 46 years old, he earns 42
thousand euro a year at the shared service centre, but he is looking for a new job
because the company itself is not doing very well. In order to work in a shared service
centre, a professional in Finance is required to have advanced English and another
European language. The cost reduction for companies comes at a price for the
professionals in Barcelona who are required to have advanced skills in two foreign
languages in order to gain access to such positions.

The global hubs created in Barcelona by big multinational corporations follow a
similar business logic to that of the shared service centres. Angel, an HR consultant at a
multinational company called “Tasty Co”, is in a long hiring process for a global
technological hub that aims to employ a total of 400 people. The technological hub is
intended to provide technological solutions, such as the updating and building of new
applications used by “Tasty Co”. However, “Tasty Co” does not only employ developers
or IT engineers, but also employees with a background in marketing, who are now
focusing on e-commerce and analysis of consumer behaviour. The global hub is only
focused on tasks that pertain to global operations. This means that teams of workers

are assembled in order to cover operations for countries or regions.

Extract 5.11

ANG: They are working from here for different countries, it depends on about the project, about
the team, about the languages that they talk as well, because most of them they are focused
more about the languages that they can talk, and giving support to different countries. For
example with Brazil it happens a lot, because we have a lot of Brazilians here, they are
working mostly for the Portuguese market, so it depends, it’s organized depends the
urgency, the projects and also timings, about different time between countries.

Semi-structured interview, recruiter Angel, Tasty Co, 06/11/2018
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For this hub, candidates are selected worldwide and relocated to Barcelona. The

company even offers small relocation packages to attract workers. The initial idea

behind the global hub was to hire the highly qualified applicants already located in

Barcelona, however this recruitment strategy was soon changed either because of a lack

of candidates with technical expertise, language skills, or both. The company decided to

create an international team instead.

ANG:

Extract 5.12

We also have to go abroad because for us it’s very easy to go to Barcelona, to find people,
and but we are, we found that is not easy to hire people in Barcelona. So, for that reason |
think that we have to go abroad, and is more difficult because we have to sell better because
for example we have people here from different countries.

Semi-structured interview, recruiter Angel, Tasty Co, 06/11/2018

The hub now consists of professionals belonging to around 50 nationalities who are

all located in Spain, but they cover global operations. Very few Spanish job candidates

are selected for these jobs, which Angel justifies by the fact that the teams are truly

international.

ANG:

Extract 5.13

We take into consideration international profiles, er, before than the Spanish profiles, it’s
true that depends the audiency, we start working in the Spanish, in the Spanish market, but
we are not closed at all, e::, to bring people from er, from outside from abroad. Errm, the
reason is because we want to build an international team, and this is the reason. Now we
will be around 40 nationalities, or 50 nationalities here, different languages. (...) it’s true that
we go first out abroad, or at the same time, but our managers most of them they are not
from Spain, they are from different countries, and they are based now here, but they were
based maybe in the headquarter in Switzerland, or in different countries already working for
**Tasty Co, so they are more open to the Spanish managers here too::, to to work with
people from different countries, mostly just to be diverse and to:, to build like I said before,
e: international team. Because anyway it’s a global hub. So we don’t want to work just with
e:, just with people from here, or Spanish speakers.

Semi-structured interview, recruiter Angel, Tasty Co, 06/11/2018

Advanced English is a requirement for all positions in the Tasty Co hub. Spanish

people may become candidates if they meet the requirement. Most of them, however,

are screened out in the first screening round based on the English skills requirement.
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After that, Angel calls the remaining candidates and short-lists them for phone
interviews. Angel states that he also eliminates candidates who do not match the English
skills requirement after the phone screening. He points out that all candidates from Asia
or South America have good English on the phone, while he finds lower English skills
among the Spanish, the Italians, and the French, who are eliminated from the
recruitment process as a result.

The case of the shared service centres and the global hub shows how companies,
attracted by the tax incentives provided by the local government, choose Barcelona as
a business destination with the logic of saving costs. As a result, offices that cover global
operations for corporations rely on the international talent attracted into the city, as
well as on the multilingual skills of their employees to keep these business structures
viable. The English requirement is mandatory for these business projects because the
teams assembled are international, which means that English is going to be used for
communication amongst the employees. The jobs created in Barcelona this way cannot
solve the local unemployment problem as there is lack of Spanish nationals with the
required technical or language skills expertise.

The English skills requirement emerges in other sectors as well, since the influx of an
international workforce in Barcelona creates spaces where there is a need for
infrastructure to accommodate it. Recruiter Melanie from Spencer’s retail division
admits that the English skills requirement in her specialization is related to the growth

of new international business areas that attract foreign people:

Extract 5.14

MEL: So, nowadays Glories, Diagonal Mar, there is also international space, international business
places and nowadays they are asking for more English.

Semi-structured interview, recruiter Melanie, Spencer Junior, 25/10/2017

Sectors such as private education are also receiving students whose parents belong
to the multinational workforce in Barcelona (Sunyol, 2019). Therefore, the English
requirement is becoming more important for the private Education sector. Recruitment
agency Williams has opened a small division that manages various job positions in

private education. According to recruiter Nuria, teachers who specialize in teaching
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curriculum in English and international reception specialists, who welcome international
students to schools, are in demand.

This section provides support for the claims that the requirement for English skills in
the Barcelona labour market is linked with new kinds of jobs that emerge as a result of
company strategies to relocate to Barcelona. These companies create offices with global
operations for which they also hire globally, which raises the general demand for English
skills in Barcelona. However, this type of business does not necessarily solve the
unemployment problem, as relatively few Spanish candidates are considered eligible to

hire.

5.3 English skills: The “nice to have” and the “indispensable skill”

This section looks into the meaning of the English skills requirement for selection from
the recruiters’ perspective. English is required for most job postings that are published
on webpages of the recruitment agencies. However, as stated in the job
announcements, the requirement does not reflect any nuances in the level of
competence that is actually needed on the job. The way recruiters talk about the
requirement in relation to its job functions, as well as the way they carry out screening
and interviews, reveals that English skills have an exchange value in recruitment but they
do not always have the corresponding use value. In other words, the English skills
requirement does not match the job function. The theoretical definitions for “use value”
and “exchange value” (Urciuoli, 2008) are adopted in this section to explain how the two
types of English skills are valued in the observed recruitment practices.

When | began fieldwork at Spencer in November 2017, a significant number of the
job announcements that appeared on the Spencer webpage included an English
requirement. The job announcements at the two departments, Spencer Junior and
Spencer Senior, are always organized by economic sector, and the recruiters usually
specialize in each of them. Out of a total of 155 job announcements published Spencer
Senior’s webpage, 114 included the requirement for English. 153 of these jobs offered
a permanent contract, while only two were temporary positions. Out of the 24 jobs
published at Spencer Junior, 19 offered a permanent contract and five offered a
temporary contract. 16 jobs had an English requirement, out of which three job

announcements mentioned other languages in addition to English; two job
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announcements required French; and six jobs had no explicit requirement for English. A
high level of English was required for 12 the jobs, and this requirement was formulated
in the following ways: “high level of English is essential”; “it is necessary to have a high
level of English”; and “high level of English is indispensable” (original: imprescindible un
nivel alto de inglés; es necesario aportar un nivel de inglés alto; indispensable un nivel
alto de inglés). The three job posts in the production and engineering sectors required
a medium English level, articulated as: “medium English level (B1-B2)”; and “good level
of English is valued” (original: inglés medio (b1-b2); valorable buen nivel de inglés). Only
one job announcement, where a high level of English was required, had an explicit
reference to the advanced level within the European reference framework. In practice,
“high level of English” can mean different things to clients, recruiters, and to candidates

themselves. The requirement can also refer to different linguistic competencies in

English.

Image 5.4
English Skills and Job Titles
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Spencer Junior department document, 09/05/2017
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Table 5.5
Job Announcements With English Skills

Number of Number of
Jobs Jobs Requiring
English

Automotive

Construction

Business, Consulting and Management
Energy and Mining

Pharmaceutical

Engineering

Real State

Logistics and Suppliers

Production and Manufacturing

Legal Practice

Publicity, Public Relations and Mass Communication
Retail and Consumer Goods

Health and Medical Services
Recruitment of personnel

Technology and Internet
Telecommunications

Travel, Catering, Leisure and Tourism
TOTAL

Job announcements collected from the Spencer website, 01/11/2017

Paula from Spencer Junior (Image 5.4) drew an approximation of the English skills
level needed for the job titles she worked with, in line with her experience. However,
when recruiters formulate the requirement, they tend to think in terms of different job
functions, as well as in terms of what the clients want. As seen in Image 5.4, recruiters
most often assign the jobs a B2 or C1 level of English skills. These two levels refer to very
different job functions and have different meanings for recruiters.

During the period of my research, IT Power was managing a selection process for the
airline company “Fly Cosy”. Typically, recruiters receive a job description from the client
company, they discuss the job with their client, and then they post a job announcement
on their webpage. In the job description for Agile and Scrum Master, as seen in Image
5.6, there is an explicit statement that there is no requirement for any language.
However, in the job announcement, published on the webpage (Image 5.7), a high level

of English is among the main requirements.
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IT Power, 03/04/2019

Image 5.6
Job Description

ilo Funcions a realitzar:

Duties:

- Guide the team on how to use Agile/Scrum practices

- Promote self-organization of the Scrum Team

- Act as team coach

- Removes impediments or blockers

- Build a trusting and safe environment where problems can be raised
without fear of blame, retribution, or being judged, with an emphasis
of healing and problem solving

- Facilitates getting work done without coercion

- Facilitates discussion, decision making, and conflict resolution

- Assists with internal and external communication, improving
transparency

- Supports the Product Owner, especially in grooming and
maintaining the product backlog

- Provides all support to the team using a servant leadership style
whenever possible, and leading by example

2. Descripci6 del projecte: Indefinido
3. Data prevista d'incorporacié: Inmediata
4. Duracié del projecte: Indefinido

5, Sou: 35.000-40.000

6. Tipus de contracte: obra i servei / indefinit:
Indefinido

7. Horari laboral:

Entrada semiflexible 8:00-9:00
8. Formacio:

9. Idiomes: No es requerido

10. Requisits (CAD 3D/IT SW):

iLil. Desitjat (no descarta)

12. Anys experiéncia minima: 2 afios de experiencia

También se puede valorar alguien que tenga experiencia en
desarrollo que haya trabajado en Agile y quiera dar el paso a este

cambio de rol

st Ubicacion: El Prat de Llobregat

Translation of Image 5.6

N UL A WNR

Tasks to carry out:

Project description: Undefined

Expected start date: Inmmediate.

Project duration: Undefined.

Salary: 35000 - 40000

Contract type: Work and service / Undefined.
Working hours: Semiflexible starting time: 8:00
-9:00

Training:

Languages: Not required.

10. Requirements: (CAD 3D/IT SW)
11. Advisable: Does not rule out.

12. Minimum years of experience: 2 years of

experience. It will also be valued having
experience in development, having worked with
Agile and willingness to switch to this role.

13. Location: El Prat de Llobregat.
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Image 5.7
Job Announcement

¢Qué haré? Estas seran tus funciones principales:

- Te encargaras de la gestion del uso de metodologia agil/Scrum
- Seras el coach del equipo

- Facilitaras la consecucién de objetivos creando un equipo sélido

- Seras el responsable de facilitar el dialogo, la toma de decisiones y
resolucién de problemas

Beneficios que tendras en tu lugar de trabajo:
- Horario de 8h/dia
- Contrato indefinido

- Trabajo con equipos de alto rendimiento

Requisitos
- Nivel alto de inglés

- Valorable experiencia en equipos de desarrollo web (como
developer o como scrum master)

Translation of Image 5.7

What will I do? These are going to be the following tasks:

You will manage the use of Scrum/Agile methodology
You will be the team coah

You will facilate the reaching of objectives by means of
creating a solid team

You will be responsible for facilitation dialogue, decision-
making and problem-solving

Benefits you will have in your job:
8h workday

Permanent contract

Highly productive teams

Requirements:

High level of English

Valued experience in web development teams (as a
developer or a Scrum Master)

IT Power, 03/04/2019

Recruiter Elena explains that the requirement is an additional bonus, stating that

candidates should have it, but that it is not needed to carry out the job:
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Extract 5.15

ELE: Por qué lo hacen, porque el inglés es un punto extra, es decir, si tengo muchos perfiles
iguales, pero uno tiene inglés, me quedo con el de inglés, por si lo necesito. O sea, el inglés
es un nice to have.

Translation of Extract 5.15

ELE: Why do they do it, because English is an extra point, that is to say, if | have a lot of similar
profiles, | chose the one with English in case | need it. | mean, English is a nice to have.

Short conversation, recruiter Elena, IT Power, 03/04/2019

In the given extract, Elena refers to her own recruitment practice, as well as to the
candidate’s wish to have employees with English proficiency. The discrepancy between
the two stated “requirements” arises during the conversation with clients, which in turn
affects how the recruiter organizes selection. The new, adjusted requirement then
appears in the job offers that get published online, even though it was not among the
initial requisites provided by the client.

Recruiter Albert, IT Power who hires people for the multinational company, Smart
Things, explains that even if the requirement is not mentioned in the job description

tasks, it is implicit that the client is expecting candidates with a minimum of B2:

Extract 5.16

ALB: Si no pone nada del inglés es que se da por hecho que lo tienes que mas o menos defenderte
por eso decia antes de un B2 que es lo que siempre estamos buscando.

Translation of Extract 5.16

ALB: If nothing is written about English, it is that it will be taken for granted that you more or less
have to be able to get by (in English), that is why I told you B2 before, which is what we are
always looking for.

Semi-structured interview, Albert, IT Power, 24/04/2019

Recruiter Paula from Spencer Junior shares her experience on how the process of
negotiation with clients develops. According to her, English is very important to clients.
When the they give a job order to a recruiter, they always state that the highest level

possible is needed for the position:
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PAU:

RES:

PAU:

PAU:

RES:

PAU:

Extract 5.17

Yo siempre cuando me siento con ellos (mis clientes) les pregunto xxx
=uhuh sobre idiomas\

exa:cto\ algun/ idioma\. O cuando por ejemplo veo/ en la job description/ requisitos... e:
que: el candidato tiene que tener un nivel advanced\ de inglés\ por ejemplo\. Entonces yo
pregunto (.) vale (.) para qué\? Para qué va utilizar el inglés no/ porque por ejemplo esta
chica me decia/ (.) le digo, idiomas/ es necesario/? Si, si, si, muy necesario/, un nivel muy
alto de inglés/ digo (.) para qué lo va a utilizar dice (.) bueno (.) a veces... va a hablar con los
clientes. A ver (.) si lo va a utilizar a veces/ (.) no necesitas\ que hable (.) un advanced o un
proficiency (...) una persona que se defienda, que sea capaz (.) de: e coger el teléfono... y
entende- y mandar un email\ no/ en inglés/ porque si no\ a lo mejor estamos descartando
a candidatos (...) Ella primero me pidié el inglés pero esto/ lo hacen mu:chos clientes eh/ (.)
te piden un nivel de inglés muy alto/ (.) y cuando tU empiezas a preguntar (.) por qué tan
alto/ (.) entonces es cuando ves que (.) no hace falta que sea (.) tan/ tan/ alto\.

Translation of Extract 5.17

When I sit down with them (my clients) | always ask them xxx
=uhuh about languages\

exa:ctly\ any/language\. Or when | see/ in a short job description/ among the requirements...
er: tha:t a candidate needs to have an advanced) level of English\, for example\. Then I ask
(.) ok, (.) for what\? What are they going to use English for right/ because for example this
girl was telling/ me (.) and | tell her, languages/ are necessary/? Yes, yes, yes, language is
very necessary/, a high level of English/ | say (.) what are they going to use it for says (.) well
(.) ok (.) sometimes... to speak with clients. Let’s see (.) if the person is only going to use it to
occasionally/ (.) you do not need\ an advanced or a proficiency level (...) a person who can
get by, who is able (.) to: answer the phone... and under- send an email\ right/ in English/
because if not\ maybe we are excluding candidates eh/ (.) they ask for a very high level of
English (.) and when you start asking (.) why such a high/ level (.) it’s when you see that (.)
they do not need that it’d be (.) such/ such/ a high level\.

Post-interview conversation, recruiter Paula, Spencer Junior, 25/10/2017

Recruiter Paula interprets the English skills requirement in terms of job functions.

When she sees that the client does not have a reason to require an advanced English

skills level, she tries to negotiate by saying that she cannot screen out otherwise valid

candidates if they are not going to use English on the job. In her case, she resists the

client’s requirement for the advanced skills level, which, according to Paula, is not

justified. This particular recruiter’s approach does not mean that she is seeking justice,

but rather it is a pragmatic approach that reflects her role as a recruiter. Paula knows
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that finding a candidate with advanced English skills is going to be difficult and time-
consuming. By lowering the requirement, she will manage to deliver the candidate, and
the recruitment agency will profit from it. Nevertheless, it can be argued that a minimum
of B2 is still not justified for many positions in terms of the relevant job. At the interview,

such requirement is explained to the candidate in the following way:

Extract 5.18

PAU: Te preguntaba un poquito el tema de::, del inglés, porque si que es verdad que no lo vas a
utilizar diariamente en tu dia a dia, porque sobre todo el ambito de actuacién es a nivel
nacional, pero puede ser que con algun artista que venga de fuera tengas que utilizarlo, o
gue algun, alguna exposicion para coordinar algin equipo lo tengas también que utilizar,
mejor ellos prefieren que la persona lo haya utilizado ya y que lo domine que no alguien que
no, que no sea capaz de tener una conversacién en inglés

CAN: si
PAU: ya te digo que no se necesita en el dia a dia cien por cien...
Translation of Extract 5.18
PAU: I also asked you a little bit about the issue of English, because it is true that you are not going

to use it daily in your day-to-day life, because above all the field of operation is on a national
level, but it may be that with an artist coming from abroad you may have to use it, or that
some, some exhibition to coordinate some team you may also have to use it, they prefer that
the person has already used it and knows it rather than someone who is not capable of having
a conversation in English.

CAN: Yes

PAU: I am telling you, you don't need it day-to-day one hundred per cent...

Interview observation, recruiter Paula, Spencer Junior, 25/10/2017

At the interview where the requirement for English skills cannot be justified by the
job function associated with this skill, Paula invokes expressions that denote the
possibility of having to use English, while simultaneously reassuring the candidate that
he qualifies for the given job. Day-to-day use of English skills is the key factor recruiters
use to determine which positions actually require English on the job.

Recruiter Albert, from IT Power, draws a distinction between the English skills
requirement that has a use value and the requirement that only has an exchange value.
For Albert, a “wish” refers to the English skills candidates are not going to use daily. A
“must” means that candidates will use English on their job daily, or that they will have

to travel or work with an international team. Recruiters use these terms in order to
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define what kinds of English skills they have to look for, even though the resulting job

announcements call for a high or even advanced level of English.

ALB:

RES:
ALB:

RES:
ALB:

RES:
ALB:

ALB:

RES:
ALB:

RES:
ALB:

RES:
ALB:

Extract 5.19

Depende mucho de la posicion. Hay posiciones que son muy cerradas dentro de un entorno
muy local, y solo hablan con gente de su oficina, si la oficina estd ubicada en Espafia o en
Catalunya, hablaran espafiol o cataldn en el 99 % del tiempo, el inglés es, es mandatory en
todos los casos pero el nivel B2, para que la, porque la documentacién todo va en inglés.
**Smart Things es una empresa corporate worldwide y el el idioma vehicular de todas las
comunicaciones oficiales es el inglés. Entonces la persona, si le hago un mail en inglés, lo
tiene que entender. Pero su dia a dia serd en espafiol o serd en catalan. Vale, hay otras
posiciones que estan expuestas a otros departamentos de **Smart Things, que estan en
otros paises

en Asia

en Asia, en Estados Unidos, donde sea en el mundo, y alli, el inglés pasa a ser una main skill,
y no un wish vale

cémo? Main skill

main skill o wish. Wish o must. Hay hay hay posiciones donde el inglés es un must, y hay
posiciones que es un wish. Vale.

so wish is as minimum B2.

B2 si, es un minimum

Translation of Extract 5.19

It depends a lot on the position. There are positions that are very closed within a very local
environment, and they only talk to people in their office, if the office is located in Spain or
Catalonia, they will speak Spanish or Catalan 99% of the time, English is, it is mandatory in
all cases but B2 level, so why? because the documentation is all in English. **Smart Things is
a corporate worldwide company and the vehicular language of all official communications is
English. So the person, if | send him an email in English, he has to understand it. But their
day-to-day work will be in Spanish or Catalan. Ok, there are other positions that are exposed
to other **Smart Things departments, which are in other countries.

in Asia

in Asia, in the United States, wherever in the world, and there, English becomes a main skill,
and not a “wish”, OK

how? Main skill

main skill or wish. Wish or must. There are positions where English is a must, and there are
positions where it is a wish. OK.

so wish is as minimum B2.

B2 yes, it is a minimum.

Semi-structured interview, recruiter Albert, IT Power, 24/04/2019

Recruiter Albert is on retainer for a renowned multinational company, “Smart

Things”, that is currently working with an innovative technology. Because Albert

understands that in this company most employees’ first language is Spanish or Catalan,
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he keeps in mind that English skills are a wish, and he does not discard candidates as
long as they can communicate well in English and their English skills can stand up to an
interview with the Smart Things manager. In his mind, this translates as a B2 level.
Albert’s colleague, who is also on retainer for “Smart Things”, considers the same
requirement an advanced level. In the job announcement, it is presented as “fluent
spoken and written English for an engineer in Electronics”.

Multinational companies are the ones creating the highest demand fo