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Abstract: Within the framework of development of the Erasmus + Joint online program for professional development 

in innovative management, leadership and strategic communication (“e-PROFMAN”), we researched the professional 

development needs and expectations of employers for professional skills, the most frequent obstacles to efficiency of 

human resources in companies/organizations, and the most common personal needs of professional knowledge of the 

young people in the areas of innovative management, leadership and strategic communication in six countries: Bosnia 

& Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Serbia, Slovenia, and Turkey. In this paper we present some interesting findings 

from an online survey of five countries (Bosnia & Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Serbia, and Slovenia). The survey 

results will help us to develop and create the curriculum for the online lifelong learning professional development 

program in the field of innovative management, leadership and strategic communication. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  

The European Communication Monitor (ECM) reports 

that between 2007 and 2015 ‘linking communication and 

business strategy’ has been identified as the most 

enduring challenge for communication professionals 

within the next years and how to build and maintain trust 

for the business of the organization in a digital era where 

active audiences have their own social media, demand 

transparency and produce enormous volumes of 

information at high-speed (Zerfass, Verčič, Verhoeven, 

Moreno, & Tench, 2015; Verčič, Verhoeven, & Zerfass, 

2014; Zerfass, Tench, Verčič, Verhoeven, & Moreno, 

2014; Zerfass, Moreno, Tench, Verčič, & Verhoeven, 

2013). Interviewed professionals said that most important 

factors for career development are further education and 

networking among peers and colleagues. Interviewees 

said that the three most important factors for career 

development and obtaining their current work position are 

further education’ on or off the job, and networking 

among peers and colleagues.  

Furthermore, the European Commission’s Opening up 

Education Initiative (European Commission, 2013) 

stimulates the development new business and educational 

models of curriculum development, more open learning 

environments and innovative ways of teaching and 

learning through new technologies and digital content. 

The initiative proposes developing new business and 

educational models of curriculum development and OER 

in different languages. 

This process is entirely applicable to professions like 

management and communication, which reflect the 

importance of globalization, entrepreneurship, and ICT in 

today’s business environment. Young people should have 

a competitive edge in a rapidly changing transnational 

market.  

Within the framework of the Erasmus + Joint online 

program for professional development in innovative 

management, leadership and strategic communication (“e-

PROFMAN”), DOBA Faculty of Applied Business and 

Social Studies Maribor (Slovenia), together with the 

School of Journalism and Public Relations Skopje 

(Macedonia) and the University of Istanbul (Turkey) 

intends to develop a professional online education 

program to equip the program`s participants with 

appropriate skills and abilities to achieve a competitive 

advantage and effective leadership behavior in a 

transnational corporate environment. With this program, 

we would promote progressive pedagogical approaches, 

virtual mobility, intercultural cooperation and 

internationally recognized competences. The project will 

provide dissemination of teaching and learning 

innovations in in countries from Central Europe to 

Turkey; open and expand access to open education 

resources (OER); and transnational networking through 



 

  

mutual recognition of knowledge and skills, fully in line 

with the Bologna credit-transfer system. 

Even before the preparation of the curriculum for the 

online professional program as a part of lifelong learning, 

we studied the most common obstacles that get in the way 

of the effectiveness of human resources in 

companies/organizations, and the most common personal 

needs of professional knowledge in the areas of 

innovative management, leadership and strategic 

communication. In this context, we are particularly 

interested in the skills and trends in innovative 

management, leadership and strategic communications. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW  

CEDEFOP (2014) prepared a Terminology of European 

education and training policy with a selection of 130 key 

terms, including skill, basic skills and new basic skills. 

The definitions are as following. Skill: "The ability to 

perform tasks and solve problems." Basic skills: "The 

skills needed to live in contemporary society, e.g. 

listening, speaking, reading, writing and mathematics." 

New basic skills: "The skills such as information 

communication technology skills, foreign language, 

social, organizational and communication skills, 

technological culture, entrepreneurship. 

Skills have a major impact on each individual's life 

chances as well as enterprises and countries in today's 

globally connected and complex world, as analyzed by an 

OECD (2013) survey of adult skills (PIAAC). The survey 

focuses on the skills of literacy, numeracy and problem 

solving. As individuals age and spend more time out of 

education, other factors become increasingly important 

for enhancing and maintaining these skills. These are 

participation in adult learning activities, the tasks they 

perform at work and engagement in activities involving 

the use of literacy, numeracy and problem-solving skills 

outside of work. OECD (2012) also prepared the OECD 

Skills Strategy, an integrated, cross-government strategic 

framework to help countries understand more about how 

to invest in skills, to transform lives and drive economies. 

One of these activities is the development of skills 

through education, which should result from labor market 

needs. This is also the focus of our study and the project 

e-PROFMAN. 

Chell (2013) stresses that there are a set of baseline skills 

that young people learn thorough education. They are 

then built upon through experience and training. These 

skills are for life, employability and 

entrepreneurial/innovative capability. Leitch (2006) 

recommends investing in the following skills: literacy and 

numeracy of young people to improve their chance of 

employability, enhance productivity at company-level, 

and competitiveness internationally. 

Katz (1955; 1974) first argued the importance of 

identifying management skills for successful performance 

in managerial roles. He proposed a three-category 

typology of skills - technical, human and conceptual. 

These are general categories, but within each category, 

more narrowly focused abilities could be identified. 

Management authors (Peterson & Fleet 2004; Bigelow 

1991; Carrol & Gillen 1987) believe that only a set of 

managerial skills, coupled with technical skills enable 

managers to manage effectively. Davis et al. (1996) 

emphasizes that a successful manager and an effective 

leader should have certain skills: be able to communicate 

clearly, resolve conflicts, analyze problems, coach and 

develop subordinates, and make decisions. Burke and 

Collins (2001) in their study analyzed the following 

management skills: delegating, conflict management, 

coaching and developing, personal organization and time 

management, communicating, personal adaptability, 

problem analysis and decision-making, and their 

association between leadership styles.  

In our study, we are interested in the importance of 

certain management and leadership skills to fill the 

vacancies in companies/organizations: organizational 

skills, problem-solving skills, making strategic decisions, 

strategic planning and creative thinking. 

The history of the discipline of communication is the 

story of identifying, investigating, and teaching social 

skills. There is also an ethical aspect to communication 

skills in that they can be used for good or ill. The 

integration of behavioral and psychological approaches 

has been, and continues to be, one of the greatest 

challenges in the study of communication and social 

interaction skills. 

Within the field of public relations, practitioners have 

been noted to assume a variety of roles, which are 

necessary specific competencies, knowledge and skills. 

Dozier (1992) distinguishes between the managerial and 

technician role of communicators: “Managers make 

policy decisions and are held accountable for public 

relations program outcomes,” whereas “technicians carry 

out the low-level mechanics of generating communication 

products that implement policy decisions made by others” 

(p. 333). He argued that communication managers enact 

elements of the expert prescriber, communication 

facilitator, and problem-solving process facilitator roles 

whereas the communication technician role could be 

conceptualized as separate and focuses on the technical 

aspects of public relations work. The top communicator 

plays a strong managerial role and participates in strategic 

planning and programming for the organization, and has 

close partnerships with the dominant coalition of the 

organization (David M. Dozier, Grunig, & Grunig, 1995; 

Grunig, 2008; Grunig et al., 1992). Skills and 

competencies required for most occupations today differ 

from those required in the twentieth century due largely to 

the emergence of complex information and 

communication technologies. Arising from this dual role 

of communicators, the following main communication 

skills are required: social and intercultural skills, 

information literacy, analytical, critical thinking and 

problem solving skills, strategic communication planning, 

digital/social media use, and intercultural 

communications. 

In our study, we are interested in the importance of 

certain communication skills to fill the vacancies in 

companies/organizations: strategic communication 

planning, digital/social media use, intercultural 



 

  

communication, marketing communication, issues 

management, and risk and crisis communication.  

3. METHOD 

The survey is based on a questionnaire, and was 

conducted online by using 1ka.si web platform, developed 

by the Faculty of Social Sciences of the University of 

Ljubljana. The survey was carried out from 15 January to 

15 February 2016 in six countries: Bosnia and 

Herzegovina, Croatia, Macedonia, Serbia, Slovenia, and 

Turkey. The simple random sampling consisted of 

representatives from various levels of employees and 

management from public, private and non-profit 

organizations, students from three higher education 

institutions and unemployed graduates. Most of the 

questions were closed-ended with a 7-point Likert scale of 

possible answers. In some survey questions, it was 

possible to give multiple answers.  

The online questionnaire consisted of four sets of 

questions:  

I. About professional development needs and 

expectations of employers for professional skills in 

management, leadership and communication (only 

managers answered these questions). 

II. About obstacles in the efficiency off the human 

resources in companies / organizations and personal 

needs for professional development – all who are 

employed answered these questions. 

III. About trends in the business environment, 

innovative management, leadership, and strategic 

communication – all respondents answered these 

questions. 

IV. About the company / organization profile and 

personal background of respondents (socio-

demographic questions). 

Respondents who were not identified as a managers, 

students or unemployed, started to answer questions about 

the obstacles and needs for professional development. 

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Answers from 1,305 respondents were received; the 

realized sample consisted of 33 % of managers (at all 

three levels - at 12 % peak managers and middle 

management and 9 % first-line managers), 35 % of 

respondents were employed at different organizational 

levels and 32 % of students and the unemployed. In this 

paper, we present only some results for the first five 

countries, which were until 25 years ago in the same state, 

Yugoslavia: Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, 

Macedonia, Serbia, and Slovenia.  

4.1 Professional development needs and 

expectations of employers 

The surveyed managers consider that the most important 

managerial and leadership skills to fill the vacancies in 

their organizations are problem solving, as they gave an 

average assessment of 6.47 on a 7-point Likert scale. 

Following by importance, are organizational skills 

(average score 6.33), creative thinking (6.27), the ability 

to make strategic decisions (5.85), and the ability to 

network (5.84). Problem solving is the most important 

managerial skill in filling vacancies in their companies for 

managers in Croatia (score of 6.47 on a 7-point Likert 

scale), Serbia (score of 6.82) and Slovenia (score of 6.26). 

Organizational skills are most important for the managers 

in Bosnia and Herzegovina (6.62), and creative thinking is 

the most important skill for managers in Macedonia 

(6.55).  

Issue management, risk and crisis communication are the 

most important communication skills when recruiting 

personnel for the surveyed managers of all the countries 

considered, except for the surveyed managers from 

Macedonia – in their case, digital / social media use is the 

most important communication skill. 

The surveyed managers from Serbia are the least satisfied 

with the skills of employees (average score of 4.28 on a 7-

point scale Likert), and the most satisfied respondents are 

managers from Macedonia (average score of 4.99). The 

surveyed managers from Bosnia and Herzegovina 

(average score of 4) and Slovenia (average score of 4.1) 

are the least satisfied with systemic thinking approach of 

their employees, and Bosnian (with average score of 5) 

and Serbian surveyed managers (average score of 4.6) are 

the most satisfied with practicality - the ability to use 

knowledge (hands on know-how) of their employees. The 

surveyed managers from Croatia are the least satisfied 

with the digital / social media use literacy of their 

employees (average score of 4) and the most satisfied 

with the communication and collaboration of their 

employees (an average score of 5). Managers from 

Macedonia (average score of 5.3) and Slovenia (4.9) are 

the most satisfied with the information literacy of their 

employees. Finally, the surveyed managers from Serbia 

are the least satisfied with creativity and innovation, and 

flexibility and adaptability of their employees (both times 

the average rating 4). 

4.2 The most frequent obstacles in the efficiency 

of human resources in companies  

In all of the five countries, according to the surveyed 

managers, the biggest obstacles in the effectiveness of 

human resources in organizations are problem solving 

skills, communication skills, creative and critical thinking 

skills. Respondents therefore consider that the obstacles 

are more in soft skills than hard skills (see Image 1).  

 
Image 1: The most frequent obstacles in the effectiveness 

of human resources in organizations (1.533 answers).  



 

  

70 % of respondents stated that the biggest obstacle in the 

efficiency of human resources in their organizations is the 

lack of problem solving skills, not to mention the lack of 

communication skills and creative thinking skills. 

Soft skills also prevail in response to a question regarding 

personal needs for professional development, since they 

are among the top five along with only one so-called hard 

skill (strategic planning skills), as can be seen in Image 2 

below. 

 
Image 2: The most frequent personal needs for the 

effectiveness of human resources in organizations (1.528 

answers).   

4.3 The importance of trends in business 

environment, innovative management, leadership 

and strategic communication 

Not only do respondents on average give the highest 

rating to the importance of ‘knowledge and information as 

a source of competitive advantage and the challenge of 

security of cyberspace’ as a trend in business 

environment, but also show the highest differences in 

assessing the significance of this trend. Respondents from 

Croatia, Serbia and Slovenia provided the highest value of 

this trend, while respondents from Bosnia and 

Herzegovina marked ‘mobility in production and 

consumption’ as the most important trend. Respondents 

from Macedonia consider that ‘the new (‘social 

networks’) technologies led to rethinking consumption’ is 

the most important trend in the business environment. 

Respondents in all countries gave the lowest importance 

to the trends of ‘the potential for radical political shifts is 

rising’, ‘cross-border investments’ and ‘reshaping the 

financial system’ (see in Image 3 below). 

Image 3: The importance of trends in business 

environment 

 

Respondents in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia and 

Slovenia consider that the most important trend in 

innovative management is ‘stronger cross-industry 

collaboration’. Respondents from Macedonia believe that 

the most important trend is ‘internal expert innovation 

networks / intra-company crowdsourcing’. Respondents 

from Serbia however, indicate that the most important 

trend is ‘organizations can demand a direct contribution 

of innovation to reach business goals’ (see Table 1). 

Table 1: The importance of trends in innovative 

management 

Please rank the 

importance of the 

following statements 

about some of the key 

trends in innovative 

management

Bosnia & 

Herzegovina Croatia Macedonia Serbia Slovenia

co-creation process using 

hybrid online/offline 

methods and gamification

5,19 5,14 4,88 5,32 5,29

innovation becomes 

more entrepreneurial
5,43 5,92 5,52 6,05 5,71

organizations demand a 

more direct contribution 

of innovation to reach 

business goals

5,47 5,84 5,49 6,09 5,57

stronger cross industry 

collaboration
5,95 6,03 5,59 5,96 6,21

internal expert 

innovation networks / 

intra-company 

crowdsourcing 

5,90 5,89 5,77 5,96 5,77

 

It appears that respondents from all countries, except for 

Macedonia, are most uniform in assessing the significance 

of trends in leadership with the most important trend in 

leadership being ‘reaching goals, achieving productivity 

and engaging employees‘. Respondents from Macedonia 

however give a slightly higher priority to the trend ‘talent 

development and empowering employees throughout'.  

‘Linking communication and business strategy’ is the 

most important trend in strategic communication for 

respondents from Macedonia, Serbia and Slovenia. In 

light of the results of the ECM it is needed to be 

understood that this as a concern regarding building and 

maintaining trust between business and the organizations. 

For respondents from Bosnia and Herzegovina the most 

important trend in strategic communication is ‘social 

media impact on communication’, and for respondents 

from Croatia, it is ‘dealing with the speed and volume of 

information flow’ (see Table 2 below). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  

Table 2: The importance of trends in corporate 

communication 

Please rank the 

importance of the 

following statements 

about some of the key 

trends in strategic 

communication:

Bosnia & 

Herzegovina Croatia Macedonia Serbia Slovenia

social media impact on 

communication
6,43 6,18 5,99 6,09 5,62

linking communication 

 and  business strategy
6,38 6,13 6,12 6,59 5,92

dealing with the speed 

and volume of 

information flow 

6,29 6,21 6,10 6,55 5,85

integrated 

communication, content 

creation, storytelling, 

native advertising, brand 

journalism, etc.

6,24 6,11 6,06 6,32 5,76

integrating 

communication by intra-

organizational 

collaboration

6,05 5,95 5,85 6,18 5,70

 

Generally, the most important trends in strategic 

communication are ‘linking communication  and  business 

strategy’, ‘dealing with the speed and volume of 

information flow’ and ‘integrated communication, content 

creation, storytelling, native advertising, brand 

journalism, and so on’. The less pronounced trend is 

‘integrating communication by intra-organizational 

collaboration’. 

5. CONCLUSION  

The survey results will help determine the specific needs 

of organizations in the private, NGO and public sector for 

knowledge and skills of their employees for effective 

market presence. They will also help us develop and 

create the curriculum for the joint online lifelong learning 

professional development program in the field of 

innovative management, leadership and strategic 

communication. During the one-year program, young 

working practitioners and bachelor students with no 

previous professional work experience will master 

innovative management, leadership, and communication 

skills for management positions in a competitive 

transnational business environment. 

The professional education program will have to follow 

the most important findings of the research presented 

here. The curriculum should be designed in a way that 

will put emphasis on the skills, which employers consider 

that their employees are in need of. At the same time, we 

will also have to follow the most important trends, and the 

most common personal needs for professional 

development as presented in the above results. 

The participants will acquire skills and develop strategies 

on how to develop innovative services and products and 

use their creativity to introduce new ideas. The 

curriculum will prepare students to think strategically and 

critically and to be leaders of teams in any field - public 

or private, profit or nonprofit. The students will master 

the abilities for professional public relations practice and 

ethical decision-making in a communication management 

position. They will acquire skills and have detailed 

understanding of the forces that affect organizations and 

shape global society. That way, the curriculum will 

provide the participants and their present and future 

employers with a competitive edge in a truly transnational 

competitive environment. 
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