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1 Project context 

The leather industry, as a global industry, being highly dependent on access to raw materials 
and to export markets, is in a quickly changing business environment, which is particularly 
challenging for SME-dominated sectors, as are the leather and leather related ones. In order to 
remain competitive, businesses must be able to adapt to changes. Shortage of raw materials, 
the globalisation of production, environmental reasons, and the change of the profile of the 
leather industry outside EU, have caused a consequent change in the model for the leather 
production in Europe.  

However, Europe remains the leader in fashion, design and quality, as well as in leather 
science and technological innovation. There are opportunities in new technologies and new, 
innovative materials as well as in exports also as the demand in emerging markets is growing.  

Within that context, the necessary qualification requirements for working in the European 
leather industry must be redefined in order for the labour market to be reinvigorated with 
skilled professionals that will offer their full potential to the industry. Consequently, there is a 
need to restructure the leather production model across Europe towards an innovation and 
export oriented mentality. This change would require the leather manger to possess more and 
transverse skills, both technological and non-technological. Subsequently, the industry must 
better anticipate and manage change, and adapt to the future skills requirements.  

LEAMAN aims to address those issues, by creating a framework that will result in better 
qualified professionals in the European leather and leather associated industries; also to 
promote both lifelong learning and equal opportunities in the knowledge-based society, as 
well as the further integration of the European labour market for the existing and potential 
managers in the leather industry. LEAMAN addresses both technological and non-technological 
issues, from leather science to the application of new technologies, and from fundamental 
managerial skills, financial or project management skills, to issues regarding health and safety 
at the workplace, social responsibility or traceability in the leather value chain. 

In the context of the project objectives, the project’s goals are: 

a) to design, develop and set up a MOOC for the manager in an Efficient and 
Innovative Leather Company”; a freely accessible and open licensed training platform 
dedicated to the improvement of knowledge and skills of managers and potential 
managers; and  

b) to create, organize and maintain a Virtual Challenge Community; a community made 
of relevant stakeholders active in the sector of leather and connected ones, that will 
serve as a platform for the operation of the Innovative Leather Products Competition.  

The development of a research report, depicting the state of the art for the leather and 
connected industries, and the development of a European Qualification Framework (EQF) of 
the New Manager for Efficient and Innovative leather SMEs are preparatory activities in order 
to reach the ultimate goals. 
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1.1 Partnership 

The project is being carried out by the partners: 

¶ CTIC  - Centro Tecnológico das Indústrias do Couro (Portugal) 

¶ INCDTP/ICPI - Institutul National De Cercetare-Dezvoltare Pentru Textile Si Pielarie 
(Romania) 

¶ CIAPE - Centro Italiano Per L'apprendimento Permanente (Italy) 

¶ VC - Virtual Campus LDA (Portugal) 

¶ CRETHIDEV - Creative Thinking Development (Greece) 

¶ INESCOP - Instituto Tecnologico Del Calzado Y Conexas (Spain) 

¶ FRP - Fundacja Rozwoju Przedsiebiorczosci (Poland) 

 

2 Description of work 

Output O1 aims to assess the needs of the leather and its connected industries regarding the 
anticipated skills of the workforce that will become its backbone, by identifying and analysing 
those characteristics of the industries today, regarding the provided training, the existing 
trends in the industry, the anticipated skills, and the training needs, using desk and field 
research done by all partners in the project, resulting in a two-part research report.  

The Research Report consists of two parts; one part that is dedicated to the desk research and 
one that is dedicated to the analysis of results from the field survey. The current document 
contains the summary of the findings of the desk research and the field survey analysis that 
were presented in these documents. 

The first part of the report named “Need Analysis & State of the Art for the EU Leather 
Industry, Part 1 - Desk Research” was issued in April, 2017, based on the research that was 
conducted by the partners during the period February/March 2017.  

The second part of the report named “Need Analysis & State of the Art for the EU Leather 
Industry, Part 2: Field Survey Analysis” was issued in June, 2017, based on the research that 
was conducted by the partners during the period April/May 2017.  

Both reports were compiled by the Intellectual Output 1 leader, CRETHIDEV but the research 
for the purposes of the production of these reports was done with the participation of all 
relevant partners, according to the methodology that is described in the following chapters 
and the guidance that was provided in the document “Guidelines for the research activities 
(research methodology)” that was developed and circulated to the partners in January 2017 
by the Intellectual Output 1 leader, CRETHIDEV. For the needs of the current study, when “All 
partners” is used, we are referring to all, with the exception of Virtual Campus, that does not 
participate in the activities of this deliverable. The research for the part of Portugal was done 
by CTIC. 

This current document is a synopsis of both reports and contains therefore summaries of the 
findings of the research implemented by the LEAMAN partnership in the context of the 
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Intellectual Output 1 of the project. The full text of both parts of the research reports is readily 
available, in English, through the LEAMAN project website (http://leaman.eu/outputs/). 

3 Desk Research 

The aims of the desk research were to provide a comprehensive insight on : 

• The current situation of the leather sector in the partner countries (or/and in the 
neighbouring regions); 

• The new skills for the future leather sector based on the European and local sector 
reports. 

3.1 Methodology 

The main qualitative methodological approach used in skills anticipation consisted of 
secondary research through secondary data collection. This involved the summary, collation 
and synthesis of the existing research publications and reports, as: sector reports, 
communications and studies at international, European, national and local levels, statistical 
data, publications (textbooks, articles, white papers), case studies, good practices etc. 

The desk research focused mainly on a qualitative analysis of the Leather sector, recording 
trends and aspects of the industry based on an 8 year framework, using statistical data drawn 
from reliable sources. 

The partners that were involved in this step sought information and collected data using 
existing resources at organizational, national, European and worldwide levels, such as articles, 
textbooks, web resources, relevant documents from National/ Regional Authorities, 
universities, research organizations and training entities. The inventory of searched sources is 
included in the report as “References”. Partners mainly focused on their national sources; 
however, partners have also obtained findings from International/European sources which are 
relevant for the project, which they also put in their respective National Reports. 

The desk research leads to the following results: 

• analysis of the current situation of the leather sector in the partner countries (or/and 
in the neighbouring regions); 

• analysis of the new skills for the future leather sector based on the European sector 
reports (including partners’ countries); 

For the implementation of the desk research, partners involved with this task: 

• Carried out a background and context analysis based on actual statistical data and 
future trends of leather and connected industries in Europe; 

• Identified reports and papers dealing with skills anticipation and training needs in the 
leather industry and connected ones; 

• Identified existing training programmes and MOOCs in the leather sector and 
connected industries with focus to the ones addressed to high-level professionals such 
as managers or head of departments; 

• Identified best practices about innovation and effective management systems in 
leather industries and about the successful experiences of cooperation between SMEs, 
research centres and training centres for products’ development. 

http://leaman.eu/outputs/
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3.2 Summary of the Desk Research Report 

3.2.1 Short Overview of the Leather Sector and Connected ones  

This chapter contains a description of the national contexts in which the leather sector 
operates in each of the 6 participating countries, as well as on the EU level. The analysis 
involved reporting on the sector performance and identifying opportunities for the sector. 
Statistical data have been drawn from reliable sources before being consolidated into cross-
country tables. 

All participating countries have long standing traditions in leather tanning, evolving from 
craftsmanship to high technological production. There are large variations to the size of the 
sector, with Italy having the reigns with 1300 leather companies, followed by Spain (99) and 
Portugal (61) (2015 figures, see Annex of the Desk Research Report). Figures for Poland and 
Greece were inconclusive, due to the fact that statistical figures provided, include also 
companies that use leather as a raw material (shoes, bags and accessories) and/or fur.   

Nevertheless, there is an obvious homogeneity regarding the size of the companies of the local 
leather sectors; small and very small (<9 employees) SMEs dominate the leather sectors in all 
project countries. Frequently, the companies are family owned and family ran businesses.  

a) Social ɀ Workforce  

Regarding employment, Italy has the largest number of employees in the leather sector 
compared to all other countries (~18.000), followed by Portugal (2.300) and Spain (2.200). 
Almost all countries suffered a large decrease in the number of employees in the recent years 
due to the financial crisis; however employment seems to stabilize in most countries and/or 
start to rise again. 

Employees are mostly from the lower education level, low-skilled production workers that are 
mostly found in the “shop floor”, while highly skilled personnel tend to be in higher ranking 
positions; very often these are also the owner(s) of the business, something that is consistent 
with the profile of the average leather SME. Statistical data (Portugal, Spain, Poland, and 
Romania) or empirical data (Italy, Greece) from the participant countries corroborate that 
conclusion. 

b) Financial issues 

All countries examined have suffered due to the recent financial crisis in the Eurozone, 
combined with other long-standing challenges, most importantly the effects of the globalized 
commerce, which they are still struggling to overcome with various levels of success. Being 
that most of the participating countries are from the Mediterranean area that was most 
affected by the crisis, some countries were affected more than others; however, the size of the 
sectors and other factors of sector health (high technological level of production, large 
capacities, adaptation to modern production/environmental requirements, high 
competitiveness) have also played an important role to the speed of recovery. Traditional 
leather producing countries with more sturdy leather sectors (Italy, Spain, Portugal), despite 
the problems, are stabilizing financially and tend to overcome their financial obstacles.  

c) Raw materials  ɀ end products 

Most countries report an initial dependence on the domestic production of raw hides, that 
increasingly evolved to widespread use of semi processed (wet blue, crust) hides and skins 



 Need Analysis & State of the Art for the EU Leather Industry (Synopsis) 

 

 

8 

from abroad, mainly due to the insufficiency of local hides to serve the increased needs as well 
as a way to be relieved of the most environmentally burdened steps of leather production. 
However, some countries (Portugal, Romania) report that they still rely mostly on the domestic 
production or raw hides either in order to maintain high quality standards or due to high 
volumes of produced hides. 

The most common end use of leather in all project countries is upper for footwear, followed by 
leather for accessories (mostly bags, gloves, belts, etc), but recently the largest companies 
operating in Italy, Portugal and Spain have found a profitable outlet for their leathers in the 
automotive industry. Poland also reports that furniture industry is an important recipient of 
the polish leather. 

d) Geographic concentration  

Regional concentration is strong, and the industry often plays a key role in the local economy, 
being the predominant creator of wealth and employment. Leather companies generally tend 
to be geographically concentrated in each country. The number of locations that the tanneries 
are concentrated in is generally analogous to the size of the sector in the country, but that is 
not a rule. For example, Italy has a large concentration of tanneries in many locations, most of 
which are in the broader area of Tuscany, but there are also large numbers of tanneries in 
Campania, Veneto, and Marche. In Portugal tanneries gradually became concentrated in the 
area of Alcanena, in Spain they are in Catalonia, Valencia, Murcia, and Madrid. In Greece, 
tanneries are mostly in Athens and Thessaloniki and a few in Crete. Poland has the Radom 
region with a large concentration of tanneries and several others are scattered in other 
locations. Romania on the other hand has reported that no particular concentration for its 
tanneries exists. 

e) Environmental issues  

The environmental aspects of leather making have been a key driver of evolution for the 
leather industry in all participating countries. Whether it is the environmental consumer 
concerns about the end product or the burden of the environmental management of the 
leather making process, tanneries throughout Europe have been forced to change and to 
adapt to new conditions due to environmental regulations in Europe as well as consumer 
requirements. Overall, environmental aspects have led to a production model focusing on 
higher product quality and corporate social responsibility.  

 

3.2.2 European literature on skills anticipation and training needs in the leather 
industry 

All of the reports analyzed by the partners agree that the EU tanning and leather 
manufacturing industry is a characteristically labour intensive industry, one that is highly 
dependent on skills; as such, it is subject to many economic and global pressures, and one 
whose products are constantly changing to satisfy consumer demand. This means it is 
susceptible to many factors that influence sector requirements and the skills needed. It also 
means that human capital and training are essential for the EU leather industry. 

Regarding the current situation on employment and skills in the leather sector, according to 
the Social and Environmental Report by Cotance and Industriall (2012), at present the EU 
leather industry has a predominance of professional profiles with technical and production 
oriented skills in the tanneries; low specialisation production workers prevail in the shop floor, 
while highly skilled personnel tend to be higher in other departments or services. Few 
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managerial jobs are available and practical decision-making is usually delegated to middle 
management personnel with proven experience, mainly due to the predominance of family 
(owned and operated) SMEs. However, Research and Development related jobs are increasing 
their importance both in the area of process technologies and fashion, design and style. 
According to the 2014 Report of the ESC TCLF Skills Council, the TCLF sector has an ageing and 
experienced workforce nearing retirement who’s high-level of skills could soon be lost; in this 
context, there is a need to attract a new generation of workers and to train them effectively. 

The Social and Environmental Report supports that the sector should emphasize on animal 
welfare practices, efficient local raw material sourcing, renew the sector image for new 
generations, CSR branding, skills development and the support of education and training.  

In the same context, important skills, according to the Sectoral Analysis by the European 
Commission (2009), can be those focusing on ecology, R&D, internationalization, innovation 
and sell, as well as marketing and networking, CSR, management, logistics, etc. 

The 2014 Report of the ESC TCLF Skills Council notes that the new demands for occupations 
are at managerial, professional and associate professional level, but there is also high demand 
for skilled trades and operative occupations, to ensure new technologies are used to a high 
standard. 

 

3.2.3 Analysis of the existing training and/or study programs for the leather sector  

The analysis of the information collected by the partners provided useful conclusions regarding 
education and training about leather or any of the connected products. 

One of the most important conclusions from the analysis is that education and training about 
leather is usually offered in combination or through training about an adjacent topic; 
footwear, leather accessories or fashion design are the topics most frequently studied.  

Overall, there are but a few long-term study programmes aimed to develop highly qualified 
professionals, by HEIs for example or relevant institutes. Only Romania offers 2 undergraduate 
higher education studies dedicated exclusively to leather. Other countries have masters’ 
degrees for leather technology (Spain, Italy). In all other cases, leather is taught as part of 
another subject , for example footwear, accessories, textiles, and fashion (Italy, Romania, 
Poland) at both bachelor’s or master’s levels. In Greece there is no training at this level about 
leather. Portugal has a course for leather technicians implemented by a HEI, but it only offers a 
vocational training certificate (TESP-level 5 according to the NQF). 

Regarding the vocational training level, with medium-term courses, almost all countries (with 
the exception of Romania) have at least 2 training programs that offer a VET certification, 
usually offering enough qualifications to be employed in a leather company. 

Similarly, short training courses, with duration of some days, weeks or months, offering only 
certificates of attendance are present in all countries. Some of these are exclusively dedicated 
to leather, specifically some parts of the leather making process, but most frequently they 
refer to some relevant product, such as footwear, bags, accessory-making, etc. 

Finally, MOOCs in the field of leather in the countries under examination are very rare. Only 
Poland has an e-learning platform for leather and Spain has a long-distance masters’ degree 
about tanning; there are also the e-learning courses offered by UNIDO.  
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3.2.4 Conclusions of the desk research 

The global and European outlook on skills in the leather making business, as depicted in the 
literature that was analyzed at this stage of the research, points out that Research and 
Development related jobs are increasing their importance both in the area of process 
technologies and fashion, design and style; also, due to the aging of high-skilled personnel of 
the sector, there is a need to attract a new generation of workers and to train them effectively. 
Renewal of the sector image for new generations, CSR branding, skills development and the 
support of education and training are considered basic paths for the reinvigoration of the 
sector. Important skills can be those focusing on ecology, R&D, internationalization, 
innovation, as well as marketing and networking, CSR, management, logistics, etc.  

Also, the existing offered education and training in Europe about leather is low, an approach 
that has so far been characteristic to the leather sector of most countries participating in the 
project, as well as on a European level. Most countries (with some notable exceptions) offer 
higher level education dedicated to leather only at a master’s degree level and vocational 
training is usually offered within the framework of learning other, leather based, products. 
Similarly, there is an obvious absence of long-distance training programs in the subject; it is 
therefore confirmed that provision of such training in the form of a MOOC, as the project 
context and rationale suggests, compatible with the existing trend of alternative methods of 
learning, would be indeed a viable solution to the overall evident lack of training solutions 
about leather. 
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4 Field Survey Analysis 

4.1 Survey goals 

The field research sought to identify the combination of transversal and professional skills that 
the leather manager ought to possess in order to increase the competiveness of the leather 
sector. In order to do that, we took into consideration the objective of the LEAMAN project to 
addresses both technological and non-technological issues as well as the conclusions about the 
global and European outlook on skills in the leather making business, as depicted in the first 
part of the Report on Needs and State of the Art of the LEAMAN project. 

The survey aimed to record and analyse the characteristics of the leather sector that are 
related to the training status of its employees at managerial positions, the relationship of the 
leather companies with the HEIs, RTOs and VETs in the field of leather regarding research and 
development, training and overall support and the views and perceptions regarding the main 
areas of focus of the survey, as to specific and generic skills and knowledge on the basis of the 
axes previously mentioned, i.e. technological and non-technological skills, quality, research, 
innovation, and environment, as expressed by the employees in managerial positions in 
leather companies, future managers as well as experts from HEIs, RTOs, and VETs in the field 
of leather, in order to produce meaningful conclusions about the methods necessary to 
optimally provide the workforce of the leather sector the necessary support to adapt to new 
and shifting skill requirements. 

4.2 Methodology 

Based on the results of the desk research as well as the context of the project, the target group 
of the survey was specified into two profiles of respondents:  

• Managers or/and other professionals having managerial responsibilities (engineers/ 
technicians, designers) in European leather enterprises, including aspiring managers, 
trainees, interns with or without formal training about the leather sector; 

• Experts from the leather sector and VET professionals who have study/training 
programmes for the leather sector. Partners could also address other experts, 
specialists and practitioners that could have a relevant contribution to the research. 

Therefore, the survey was implemented using 2 different questionnaires that were defined 
based on the desk research results and the profiles of the target group previously defined and 
designed according to standard research methodology: a Questionnaire (No.1) for Managers 
and Potential Managers was defined, and a Questionnaire (No.2) for Experts and VET 
professionals. The questionnaire included mainly closed-ended questions and also provided 
respondents with the opportunity to add additional comments /proposals/ observations. 

The questionnaires contained specific questions according to profile of the respondents. Also, 
common questions (background) were included. 

The survey was conducted from April to May 2017; questionnaires were delivered by partners 
via e-mail, fax, hand, and an online form (using Google forms). The data collected from all 
questionnaires were analysed by means of the statistical software SPSS.  
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4.3 Summary of findings 

4.3.1 Managers 

A total of 123 respondents from 6 EU countries completed the survey. The number of 
respondents from the partners’ countries varies from 5 (Italy) to 36 (Portugal). The target 
number of responses being 120 responses in total, 20 responses per country, it is evident that 
the overall goal was superseded (102,5%), but individual goals were not always succeeded. 
These differences in the countries samples have to be born in mind when analyzing results by 
country. 

The questionnaire was completed by staff in several managerial positions in leather SMEs, as 
well as persons wishing to become managers, such as students or trainees. Almost 70% of 
respondents have at least a Bachelor’s degree, a Master’s or a PhD, ensuring that they 
understand the importance and significance of education and training. Gender was not equally 
represented, with 72% of the respondents being male which, however, is relatively 
representative of the sector. In summary, from the analysis of the data provided by the 
respondents, our participants were predominantly male, well educated, holding a University 
Degree, with an age ranging between 40-59 years old, mostly owners of their companies who 
work in their companies, in other positions, such as production or sales. 

More than 50% of the respondents come from leather tanning and/or finishing companies, less 
are working in companies in leather related companies (footwear, accessories, clothing, 
leather chemicals) and a 20% of all respondents work in a company that operates in trading 
and services (the operation of a company in trading or production not mutually exclusively 
though). SMEs represent the largest percentage of the companies participating in the survey; 
over 62% have less than 50 employees. The vast majority of the companies (both SMEs and 
larger ones) are involved in export, while very small companies work a lot for the national 
market too. 

Most companies include the following main departments: Production, R&D, Design, Marketing, 
Quality and Export but there is also a significant number of companies that do not have 
different departments, mainly very small companies. Larger companies tend to have more 
complex structures to accommodate the broader range of activities and demands. 

The survey shows also that most of our respondents are owners of the companies, which also 
occupy managerial positions and performs other duties as well. It is interesting to note that 
multiple responsibilities are prevalent in SMEs rather than in the large companies in the 
survey, something that is consistent with the literature findings at a European level. 

The respondents are working in companies that are either increasing their staff, or keeping it 
stable. The smaller companies tend to keep their staff stable and the larger companies to 
increase theirs. Companies, especially the small SMEs, tend to invest regarding equipment 
change and technological change, but are far less disposed to do changes regarding business 
processes and administrative level modernisations; larger companies have invested in all 
categories. The companies also rely for their support on technological centres but far less on 
other providers, including HEIs.  

At first look, almost all respondents agree that there are skill gaps in the leather sector and 
that the skills required are not matched by those offered by the prospective staff. However, 
further analysis shows that skill sufficiency in the leather companies does not necessarily imply 
that they believe there is an equally important lack of training in the existing or prospective 
employees for the companies.   



 Need Analysis & State of the Art for the EU Leather Industry (Synopsis) 

 

 

13 

Regarding training, most respondents in the survey have not participated in training about 
leather in the last 5 years; this is irrespective of company size. Those who have however have 
been trained mostly about business and management issues, as well as advanced leather 
issues, indicating how significant these topics already are to the leather businesses.  

The training was mostly provided by training and research centres and not HEIs. This is 
something that is consistent with the finding that companies rely on technology and research 
centres for support. The link with the HEIs, either for R&D or for training purposes, is not very 
strong with the leather companies in our survey, especially with the small ones.  

Most of our respondents reported that, prior to their employment to the company they are 
working for today they had received no kind of training about leather or they were trained 
during an internship or apprenticeship. This is common in the leather SMEs, due to the fact 
that most SMEs are family-owned businesses, and the knowledge is passed on from one 
generation to the next; even more so due to the fact that there are not many training courses 
available for leather that our respondents are aware of, local or long-distance. 

The respondents also mostly follow the latest developments in product quality enhancement, 
process optimization, waste management/clean technologies, new business/management 
techniques, and market trends and the preferred method of information is the internet, for all 
age groups participating in the survey. 

Regarding the skills for the manager of the leather SME, the vast majority of the respondents 
in the survey understand the importance and necessity for further training which is a 
significant advantage for the subsequent activities of the project. Leather SMEs value mostly 
the skills that are connected to quality and innovation in technological terms, aspects that are 
key to the improvement of the offered product. 

There is a slightly lower positive response for the need for skills, compared to their 
importance. The fact that the need for skills is underrated in the responses of this survey can 
be explained by a possible underlying belief of the professionals that have already gained 
substantial experience in their work and therefore the need for further training, especially in 
technological topics is perceived as less significant. The dominant age group in our survey 
being 40-59 can possibly support the explanation that the gained experience of the 
respondents outweighs the perception of need for further training. Also it can be considered 
that the knowledge and skills concerning quality and environment are already developed and 
therefore there is no need to further deepen their knowledge on such topics. 

Overall, the tendencies seem to favour traditional knowledge and skills: technological aspects, 
quality and, to some degree, research and innovation are considered important for the 
business, but non-technological and transverse skills are still underrated. This can be further 
supported by the history of changes, support and training in the last 5 years which shows there 
a prevalence of quality, technology and innovation investments in the companies, and far less 
on non-technological, management and business oriented aspects. However, it is concerning 
that the managers of the leather SMEs do not value non-technological aspects of skills neither 
in terms of importance or of need as much as they value the skills regarding quality, 
technology and innovation. It is the obligation of the Technology & Research Centres and HEIs 
to strengthen their relationship with the companies of the leather sector, in particular those of 
the smaller sizes, so that there is an emphasis on non-technological, transverse issues that will 
enable the pursuit of innovation in a business environment of optimal efficiency. 
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The respondents of the survey consider as most important problems that they are facing as 
the ex-EU countries’ competition and the high cost of production. Lack of training for 
personnel is not considered as a main problem, especially for the smaller companies, but this 
changes as the company size grows. 

These responses indicate that there is a necessity and room for improvement for the perceived 
need for training. Smaller leather companies in specific are the most in need of support and 
cooperation; they are the least interested for further training and obtaining skills and they feel 
the most threatened by types of problems regarding their business survival. It should be an 
object of examination to find the ways to provide training and support that would most fit 
their needs and capacities. 

4.3.2 Experts 

The survey was completed by 70 respondents from all of the countries participating in the 
project, plus from 2 other countries that participated via the online form. The questionnaire 
was addressed to Experts in the field of leather and/or training and education. The 
respondents were almost equally from HEIs and Research Institutes, although the percentages 
varied across countries. From the HEIs, most respondents were professors, and when the 
organisation was non-HEI, respondents were mostly Researchers and Consultants. 

Genders were not equally represented, but gender representation was relatively balanced, 
with 60% of the respondents being male and 40% female. In summary, from the analysis of the 
data provided by the respondents, our participants were predominantly male, aged between 
40-59 years old, mainly professors in an Academic institution. 

Our respondents in the survey report mixed histories of cooperation with the leather SMEs. 
When it concerns cooperation with regards to research, the majority (65%) has had 
cooperation in the last 5 years and is almost unanimously satisfied with it (although the level 
of satisfaction was not examined). The joint research has been funded either by EU, nationally 
funded or regionally funded. Answers to this question vary extensively between countries, 
owing to the status or financing schemes and options across Europe.  

Training and other types of consultancy towards leather SMEs however are not very popular 
among our respondents. Over 60% of the respondents have never provided training to 
employees of leather SMEs; almost 60% have never provided consultancy in the last 5 years to 
a leather company. Reasons mentioned are lack of affinity with the organisational scope of 
operations, lack of interest by the companies, lack of opportunities, distance problems. 
Possible underlying explanation is that the lack of interest by the leather companies has not 
given the opportunity to the organisations to adapt to the demand and provide services. On 
the other hand, the organisations have not actively sought to cooperate with the leather 
companies in other areas such as training or provision of technological or non-technological 
know-how. 

On the issue of the skill gaps in the leather sector, the vast majority of the respondents 
consider the personnel underqualified or correctly qualified (only 1 person answered that the 
personnel is over qualified). The reasons for the skill gap are generally attributed to lack of 
training, education, and information, with an almost uniform manner in most countries, with 
the exception of Poland and Greece. However, there were many extra reasons offered by the 
respondents, mentioning a lack of focus on transverse skills or new skills such as social media, 
the introverted nature of the sector due to bad financial state, the aging of skilled workers and 
the lack of young ones, or the lack of Occupational Standards, which is very interestingly the 
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further work that is to be carried out in the project. So it is obvious that for the experts in our 
survey, lack of training is only one side of a multifaceted problem that causes the skill gap. This 
information is vital for the further steps we have to take in this project and for the formation 
of the curriculum for the new manager of the leather SME. 

The respondents of the survey have rated very high the specific skills, regarding the need and 
their importance.  They value Research and Innovation most, both regarding its need and its 
importance, as well as other skills, for Quality and Non-technological skills. The least regarded 
skill by the respondents is logistics. There are differences between the perceptions of need and 
importance by the experts and the managers of SMEs, which is further analysed in the 
comparative analysis that follows. 

Regarding the perceived problems, experts have responded a little different than the 
managers. They consider as a major problem for the sector the lack of high skilled personnel, 
followed by the competition from non-EU countries. They also offer a variety of alternative 
sources of problems for the sector, such as the lack of adaptation of companies to new 
practices, the lack of training and of the importance of training, and the negative image of the 
industry and the lack of willingness to work in the industry. Counterfeiting has also been 
mentioned which is an important problem for the TCLF sectors in Europe but might be 
considered in connection with the competition from outside EU. In total, we see that the 
experts consider more as problems issues related to skills and training, but also issues of 
attractiveness of the sector to new staff and issues of competition and market forces. 

Respondents had many propositions about what can be done on their behalf for the 
betterment of the leather sector and the leather SMEs, which included the invigoration of the 
bonds between academia and industry, with the reinforcement and enhancement of training 
provisions towards the leather SMEs staff and technology and knowledge transfer, the 
promotion of joint Research and Development activities, as well as the provision of state of the 
art technology support and environmentally friendly techniques. 

4.4 Comparative analysis 

Cooperation between SMEs and knowledge institutions, such as HEIs and research/technology 
centres has generally been established on the basis of joint research, and the provision of 
support services. Joint research is sought after by HEIs as an essential part of their activities, 
whereas SMEs are interested in these projects for the development of new materials and 
products. Experts, mainly academics, note that they have cooperated on joint research 
projects with leather SMEs and, on a very high proportion, are satisfied with this cooperation. 

There is, on the other hand, a variety of support services that leather SMEs are using and could 
potentially be using, provided not only by HEIs, but also by Technology Centres, Research 
Centres, Training Centres, VETs and other Service providing companies. 

On the part of Managers of the leather SMEs, most of the respondents have an experience of 
cooperation with Technology and Research Centres, the subject of the cooperation however 
has not been examined. Our experts’ respondents do not have much of cooperation other 
than joint research schemes with the leather SMEs, which is consistent with the results from 
the managers’ respondents. There is a broad range of activities that could engage both leather 
SMEs and support providers in projects that could be mutually beneficial, that would involve 
technology transfer and training. 

Regarding the skill gap between the provided training and/or education and the skills required 
of a manager in a modern leather company, all of our respondents, irrespective of profile, 
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agree to the existence of the skill gap, however, they do not agree on the root cause: 
managers do not as intensively attribute the skill gap to training (with varying degrees of 
agreement, depending on the company size they work for), whereas for experts it is clear that 
training and lack thereof are the lead causes of the skill gap.  

All responses, regarding the need for and importance of the knowledge and skills included in 
the questionnaire, have scores above the average, being rated as important (4) toward very 
important (5) and requiring some to a lot of training. There are however differences between 
the perceptions of need and importance by the experts and the managers of SMEs. 

Managers of the leather SMEs, value mostly the skills that are connected to quality and 
innovation in technological terms, aspects that are key to the improvement of the offered 
product, whereas experts value Research and Innovation most. 

Overall, manager favour traditional knowledge and skills: technological aspects, quality and, to 
some degree, research and innovation are considered important for the business, but non-
technological and transverse skills are still underrated.  

It is concerning that the managers of the leather SMEs do not value non-technological aspects 
of skills neither in terms of importance or of need as much as they value the skills regarding 
quality, technology and innovation. Also, it is of some concern that managers have consistently 
underrated the skills regarding their need, compared to their importance.  

Experts on the other hand value Research and Innovation, both regarding its need and its 
importance, as well as other skills, for Quality and Non-technological skills. They generally 
consider skills important as much as necessary. 

Overall, managers do not value training in the same manner as a professional of training and 
education would. They do recognise the importance and significance of training, however 
training is a) difficult to access, due to unavailability of suitable courses and lessons and b) low 
in the hierarchy of necessary activities for the viability of the company, because of financial 
concerns that are exponentially stronger with the diminishment of size of the company, as well 
as the personal underlying belief that the need for training is outweighed by experience. 

It is the obligation of the Technology & Research Centres and HEIs to strengthen their 
relationship with the companies of the leather sector, in particular those of the smaller sizes, 
so that there is an emphasis on non-technological, transverse issues along with the focus on 
technological innovation that will enable the pursuit of innovation in a business environment 
of optimal efficiency. 

Regarding the perceived problems, experts and managers have different views on the 
hierarchy of the problems that burden the businesses of the sector. Managers consider that 
the biggest problems that they are facing are the competition from ex-EU countries and the 
high cost of production. Lack of skills for personnel is not considered as a main problem, 
especially for the smaller companies. Contrary to that, experts consider as a major problem for 
the sector the lack of high skilled personnel and then the competition from non-EU countries. 

This is a difference of mentalities which needs to close in favour of the strengthening of the 
companies of the sector. Smaller companies cannot afford to invest in training for their 
managers and do not consider this a high priority matter for their survival. On the other hand, 
HEIs and RTOs must make efforts to better understand and respond to the real needs of 
leather SME managers and close this gap between them and the SMEs regarding research and 
development, training and other support services. 
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5 Conclusions and next actions for the new Manager in an 
Effective and Innovative Leather SME 

The results of the research allow us to draw some conclusions about the state of the leather 
businesses in the countries that participated in the survey and to propose the next actions that 
are to be taken next in this project for the new Manager in an Effective and Innovative Leather 
SME.   

The first aspect that needs to be addressed is the EQF profile for the New Manager. The survey 
shows that the activities of managers in leather SMEs include multiple tasks and thus require 
diverse knowledge and skills regarding a multitude of topics that go beyond the technical field, 
such as entrepreneurial and managerial skills. 

Taking into consideration the rationale and objectives of the LEAMAN project, that 
restructuring the leather production model in Europe is a long-term process which will require 
that the leather manager will possess a diverse and interdisciplinary skill set, both 
technological and non-technological and that the leather industry needs a mentality to better 
anticipate and manage change and better adapt to the industry’s future skills requirements, 
we are able to propose the next steps for the project .  

Based on the findings of the survey and the objectives of the project, the proposed action plan 
is directed into 2 axes: 

¶ Close the gap between the leather SMEs and the support providers (HEIs, RTOs); 

¶ Develop training contents suited to the needs of leather companies; 

5.1 Closing the gap between the leather SMEs and the support providers 
(HEIs, RTOs) 

The survey findings confirm, from the information obtained mainly from the cooperation 
history between leather SMEs and HEIs/RTOs, that there is an imbalance in the type and 
amount of cooperation. Although HEIs and RTOs report that 65% have cooperated in joint 
research with leather SMEs, only 40% has provided any training to the leather sector. Similarly, 
managers report that they have not recently received any training and their cooperation with 
Universities is at 32%. Moreover, there is a gap in mentalities concerning the need and 
significance of lifelong training for the health and strength of the leather businesses. 

Engaging SMEs and HEIs/RTOs is crucial for the success of the project. Involving both in the 
definition and validation of the proposed EQF as well as the training material for the leather 
managers will ensure better match between qualification supply and companies’ needs. 

There is a broad range of activities that could involve both leather SMEs and support providers 
in projects that could be mutually beneficial, that would involve technology transfer and 
training. In order to promote the idea of training at managerial levels a first step could be 
benefiting from existing relationships and upgrading existing schemes and projects to include 
training and knowledge transfer. 

In this context, activities such as the Virtual Challenge Community can provide the necessary 
breeding ground for the cultivation of innovation through the joint participation and 
involvement of both HEIs/RTOs/VETs and leather SMEs. 
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5.2 Develop training contents suited to the needs of leather companies 

The specific needs of the leather SMEs, in order to become efficient and innovative are 
accurately identified by the field survey conducted in the partners’ countries.  

The responses of SMEs and experts in the survey indicate that there is certainly a need for 
knowledge and skills for the managerial staff in the leather companies; a need that stems not 
from the existing mentalities but from the mentalities that need to change in order to adapt to 
new conditions. The leather sector is a traditional sector; low profile and family-owned, with 
knowledge and skills that are being transferred from generation to generation. If we add to 
that the financial troubles that burden most micro-enterprises and globalization issues, we 
have the challenge of a sector that recognises the importance of lifelong training but is less 
inclined to adapt. 

Even so, the survey has provided powerful insights as to what is needed to emphasize on in 
order to provide what is best suited for the sector we are to support with this project. 

According to the results of the field survey, the content of the training material and the MOOC 
to be developed should be focused on the following specific knowledge and skills (ranked by 
their combined need and importance): 

¶ Research and innovation; Knowledge/awareness of modern production methods, 
technological innovations, clean technologies and effluent treatment that would lead 
to a higher value and quality final product 

¶ Technological knowledge:  
o Knowledge about the production processes 
o Knowledge about the technological aspects of production that would lead to 

different end products 

¶ Quality knowledge: 
o Knowledge about the quality characteristics of raw and semi-processed (wet 

blue, crust, pickled…) hides and skins and finished leather and how to evaluate 
them 

o Knowledge about the various characteristics of the finished leather according 
to its end use (clothing, footwear, furniture, automotive, etc) 

¶ Non-technological skills for : 
o Following fashion, market trends 
o Identification of market developments and trends 
o Pro-actively understand customers’ and market needs 
o Recognition and implementation of opportunities for business growth 
o Promoting products through new ICTs and social media /Digital Marketing 
o Financial Management 

¶ Environmental knowledge: 
o Knowledge about the available methods of solid waste management of the 

leather making process at its various stages and their exploitation 
o Implement environmental management methods 

In order to ensure the sustainability of the MOOC “New Manager for the Efficient and 
Innovative Leather SME”, its contents should be based on experiential learning and real-life 
situations resulting from feedback from SMEs. For sustainability purposes, continuous 
updating of the real-life examples consistent with any future changes in the leather sector will 
be necessary. 


