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Abstract 
The educational model based on competences established under the unifying framework 
of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA), has brought new challenges and threats 
for educational institutions at university level, who now have to adapt, update and face 
up to this new educational paradigm. This paper addresses the competences from two 
different perspectives; the first relating to the level reached by the student through 
university training received; and the second concerning the level required by labour 
market in the profession studied. The empirical analysis was performed using 



nonparametric statistics on a sample of 236 individuals, following the methodology of 
the Tuning project. The results support the existence of differences between the two 
blocks of analysed competences, as well as the importance of communication 
competences and the relationships of competences related to communication with all 
other competences with highest differences. This point to a course of action based on 
these competences, especially communication competences, as a way for working on 
improving the competence results in higher education. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

In recent decades, as a result of the process of globalization and the development of new 

technologies, a significant change has occurred at world level, in the conception of the 

educational model in general, and in the planning, development and validation of the 

students’ teaching-learning process in particular (Rodrigo-Alsina and Lazcano-Peña 

2014). All of this, has meant new challenges for higher education institutions in the area 

of university studies, who now have to adapt, renew themselves and face up to, with a 

certain degree of success, this new focus or educational paradigm (Bigelow 1995; 

Nickse and Mcclure 1981). Thus, Gibbons et al. (1994) states that this mode of 

production of knowledge does not rely on any specific and institutionalised scientific 

activity, but is directed at the application of global knowledge, which is distributed 

within the entire social system. 

In this context, the educational model based on competences emerges (Burms and 

Klingstedt 1981; Houston 1974; Lobanova and Sunin 2008), as a new conceptual 

framework unifying knowledge, values and skills, in which continuous learning and the 

development of appropriate skills on the part of the higher education student are 

fostered (De los Ríos et al. 2010; Grootings 1994; Palardy and Eisele 1972). 

Furthermore, the education system plays an essential role as an instrument for the 

training and education of highly qualified individuals, while at the same time being 

useful as a means of generating new knowledge and, lastly, one can highlight its 

function in achieving ethical values, social critique and the questioning of the 

established order (Astin 1993; Jiménez and Palmero 2007; Marina 2010).



At the same time the acquisition of competences by students, is configured as the 

essential piece in this new education model (Bowden 1993; Saliha 2011), but said 

competence acquisition should not be understood as a mere simple arithmetical sum of 

knowledge, skills and values, but as a synergic convergence of the same, which gives 

sense and value to the achievement of a particular performance. 

Thus, generally, authors such as De la Orden (2011), define competence as “the 

capacity to successfully carry out functions and roles in the specific area of human 

activity or in the general framework of life. An individual is competent when he brings 

together the sufficient requirements to do something, to get somewhere, in short, to 

achieve something” (p. 75). Other authors such as Woodrufe (1993) understand that 

competences should refer to a specific mission and they are acquired over time, with 

real practical experience connected to professional activity. 

More closely, as an initial approximation, it is important to highlight the previous 

research of authors such as McCroskey (1982), Spitzberg (1983), or Wiemann (1977) 

relating to the definition and delimitation of the concept of communication competence, 

as well as to the specific modelling and contextualisation, within a particular 

environment of the previous construct. Wiemann and Backlund (1980), for their part, 

underline the relevance of the attainment and achievement of said communication 

competence as the preferential educational objective for the students. We will then look 

more closely into this research and the different perspectives on which their approaches 

are based; while it should be noted that, for the moment, there is no consensus about the 

definition of competence and its appropriate degree of abstraction (Bergsmann et al. 



2015). Moreover, according to Spitzberg (2015a) the concept of competence can be 

found under a variety of rubrics.

Finally, the importance that colleges need to align the competences taught with the 

competences valued by the marketplace must be highlighted. In this sense, in the case of 

the United States, the occupational marketplace is moving away from blue-collar and 

technical white-collar jobs, and more toward interpersonal, communication-based jobs 

(Deming 2015), so that jobs requiring complex communication are increasing (Koenig 

2011) and the overall trend is a significant employment increase in industries based on 

personal interaction (Colvin 2015). 

Despite the above, the research on the population level of communication competence is 

surprisingly limited. Thus, authors such as Spitzberg (2000, 2015a, 2015b) and 

Spitzberg and Cupach (2002) estimate that between 7-25% of people in the general 

population probably experience significant constraints in their communication 

competence and, ultimately, a study carried out by Payscale.com (2016) showed that 

recent college graduates are lacking in several areas closely related to communication.

The aim of this work is to study the training in competences, with special attention to 

those related to communication, the use of language, and second language knowledge. 

Thus, this paper is organized as follows: after this introduction, in the second section, 

we review the previous literature on communication competences, use of language, and 

second language knowledge and the approaches relating to the definition and 

delimitation of the concept of communication competence. In the third section, we 

describe methods; that is, data collection, sample, variables and data analysis. In the 



fourth section, we outline the results obtained from the empirical analysis that was 

performed using nonparametric statistics. The article ends with the discussion and final 

conclusions. 

 LITERATURE REVIEW

In the field of education authors such as Vázquez (2001) argue that “competences are 

both part and final product of the education process. Competence is both its 

construction during the education process, as well as its performance”. Likewise, 

according to Marina (2010) we can understand competence as a knowing-how-to, 

whose immediate reason for existence is not to describe the reality but rather to modify 

it, which implies knowing what needs to be done as well as how and when. 

Moreover, authors like Arene (2007), Bianchi et al. (2015), Dalle Rose (2015), Hawse 

(2017) and Velasco-Martínez and Tójar-Hurtado (2018) define competence as a 

combination of knowledge and skills, and in some cases in combination with attitude. In 

this sense, Tuning (2005, 2008) conceptualises competences as a dynamic combination. 

So, in line with the guidelines Tuning project, we can represent competence as “a 

dynamic combination of knowledge, understanding, skills and abilities. Fostering 

competences is the object of educational programmes. Competences will be formed in 

various course units, and assessed at different stages” (Tuning 2005, p. 32; Tuning 

2008, p. 121). 

Thus, as a result of the aforementioned, the European Higher Education Area implies 

the planning, approach and generation of diverse educational methodologies, in which 



different learning situations are combined, together with evaluation methods in 

accordance with this diversification, and in which the student can acquire, in a way that 

is progressive, active and dynamic, the different values, skills and knowledge 

programmed (Fallows and Steven 2000). For this, the student must participate and 

actively commit to the teaching-learning process, with the purpose of becoming 

competent in the skills and abilities that they will use in the future in their normal 

professional practice. Moreover, it is essential, in this respect, that the student 

consciously carry out a self-reflection of their cognitive reasoning and of their own 

learning process, in such a way that, with support from the teacher, it becomes part of 

the said process of self-assessment, allowing them to judge and validate their specific 

academic process (Arguelles and Gonczi 2000; Delgado et al. 2006; McCroskey and 

McCroskey 1988). 

Furthermore, in the competency-based educational model, it is interesting to focus 

attention on training in competences related to communication (Canale 1983; Hymes 

2017; Morreale et al. 2000, 2016; Rubin 1982; Spitzberg 2013), the use of language 

(Brown 1994; Richards 2006; Richards and Rodgers 2014), and second language 

knowledge (Canale and Swain 1980; Pérez et al. 2016; Richards 2008; Savignon 1972, 

1997; Vedder and Benigno 2016). 

Firstly, relating to the definition and delimitation of the concept of communication 

competence, from the review of the existing literature it is possible to observe two 

approaches or perspectives that should be differentiated. On the one hand, seeds of the 

achievement approach were established by McCroskey (1982). Thus, this author 

defines competence as knowledge of appropriate behavior, distinct from skill and 



effectiveness, so that, from his particular point of view, the author declares that 

“communication competence” must be distinguished from “communication 

performance”, since neither is seen as a reliable predictor of the other. Furthermore, 

from this perspective, clear distinctions must be made between cognitive, affective, and 

psychomotor elements if they are to lead to improvements in either competence or 

performance (McCroskey 1982).    

On the other hand, we should also mention the quality approach established by 

Spitzberg (1983). This author develops a critique of the proposed model by McCroskey, 

so that, from his perspective, a purely outcome-based approach to competence is 

problematic, proposing in turn an alternative approach, based on the argument that 

competence should be viewed as a function of knowledge, skill, and motivation. In this 

sense, Spitzberg (1983, p. 323) declares that “competent communication refers to 

functionally effective interaction appropriate to a given relational context. These 

impressions of appropriateness and effectiveness are more likely when a person is 

motivated to communicate, knowledgeable about communication, and skilled in 

communicating in a particular interpersonal relationship and context”.          

More recently, Spitzberg (2015a, 2015b), delimits and differentiates the concepts of 

communication skills and communication competence, in addition to developing a 

taxonomic approach to associating communications skills to competences, so that, for 

this author “competence and communication skills are often difficult to differentiate 

from a panoply of cognate construct. Competences can be found under a variety of 

rubrics.” (Spitzberg 2015a, p. 254). In the same vein, Spitzberg and Cupach (2011) 

proposes aligning skills and competence along a continuum and Spitzberg (2015a, p. 



241) argues that “in the domain of social and communicative interaction, the most 

commonly recognized criteria of quality are appropriateness and effectiveness”.

Secondly, it is important to highlight the works of Auría and Carmen (2007), 

Fahrutdinova et al. (2016), Foster and Skehan (1996), or Pérez-Llantada (2006) on the 

importance of the design of active and collaborative methodologies that stimulate the 

competence related to use of a second language among university students. For these 

authors, the knowledge of a second language must, on the one hand, integrate, oral and 

written comprehension and communication skills, using written texts in a language 

other than one’s own (manuals, articles, reports, complementary readings, among other 

things) and, on the other hand, attendance at colloquiums, conferences, and debates in 

which speakers from different countries deliver their presentations in different 

languages, may also be useful in this area. 

Furthermore, more concretely, we should highlight the research by authors such as 

Raigón (2015) who talk about the impact of the introduction of the requirement of a 

second foreign language in the specific case of students at the University of Cordoba or 

the study by Rodríguez and Espinar (2013) which focuses on analysing the postgraduate 

student’s perception of the linguistic requirements of a foreign language, in the access 

to the Masters in Secondary Teacher Training. Lastly, mention should be given to the 

research by Sawaki (2007) that developed a construct validation study of a second 

language speaking assessment that reported a language profile based on analytic rating 

scales and a composite score; as well as the research from DeKeyser (2016) or Muñoz 

(2014) that highlighted the importance of knowledge of a second language.



Thirdly, oral and written communication in native language is configured as an 

essential competence for the achievement of various objectives in both the academic 

and work fields, since, it is normal for the result of a many learning processes to be 

communicated via written and/or oral presentations (Albers 2001; McCroskey 1982). 

In particular, the need to communicate through oral expression is based, progressively, 

on the increasingly dynamic, pluralist and open character of the complex contemporary 

societies to which we belong, in which, currently, the volume of interactions between 

individuals and organisations is multiplying exponentially (Engleberg 2017; Horowitz 

and Samuels 1987; Morreale et al. 2011; Morreale and Pearson 2008). In this regard, 

considering Hayes (1996), the development of this competence requires a process of 

conceptual planning and organisation of the ideas to transmit, planning of the syntactic 

structure and activation of lexical information, the selection of the details of 

pronunciation, and lastly, the revision, detection and correction of lexical and 

syntactical errors and incongruencies between the ideas one wants to express and those 

actually expressed.

Likewise, for authors such as Bajo et al. (2003) the key aspect to develop, and one 

which requires more effort, is the planning of the text or speech, since, by virtue of its 

analysis, experts communicators allocate two-thirds of their time to silent thought, 

planning and organising what they are going to write or say, and only one-third to 

writing or speaking, while those who have little practice in this, dedicate most of the 

time to writing without first planning. Thus, the use of written works, oral presentations, 

presenting arguments, and having debates in class can be configured as effective 

learning methods and techniques to strengthen this competence in the student.



Finally, the competence to communicate with people who are not experts in the field is 

also considered to be a relevant variable for the students to develop (Delgado et al. 

2006), even more so in the professional field, where knowledge of and communication 

between the different functional areas of the company is fundamental for its 

development. 

METHODS 

Data collection and sample 

The study is of a quantitative and exploratory character, with the tool for data collection 

being a questionnaire. The data was collected in the year 2015 at Complutense 

University of Madrid, Polytechnic University of Madrid, and Autonomous University of 

Madrid; and those interviewed were either finishing their studies that year or had 

finished them the year before. The answers to the questionnaire were voluntary and 

anonymous.

The questionnaire is based on the Tuning (2005, 2008). Nevertheless, the slight 

modifications introduced were validated through diverse pre-tests and previously 

carried out studies. More specifically, the questionnaire was validated using a group of 

10 experts and later carrying out a pre-test on 40 university students. Also, previously, 

during the years 2011, 2012 and 2013 data was collected from different Spanish 

universities and used in various studies, without incidence nor anomalous data.



The sample is made up of 236 university students, 124 women (53%) and 112 men 

(47%), studying for degrees in economics and business studies (32%), communication 

(17%), sciences (25%) and engineering (26%). 

Variables

The variables used covered the competences identified in the Tuning project (see 

Tuning 2005, 2008). This project was carried out with the aim of defining the 

competences that university students should acquire during their university education. 

In fact, the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) takes into serious consideration 

the results of this project, as they constitute the basic principles followed in the creation 

of a higher education system with a central focus on competences. Thus, higher 

education becomes a system based on the generation and development of competences 

in the students.  

Likewise, the design of the variables is based on the competences required in educating 

students at higher education level, as Tuning (2005, 2008), Beckett (2004), Boni and 

Lozano (2007), Bruce and Gerber (1995), Carracedo et al. (2018), Gómez (2014), 

Gómez et al. (2017), Kohrt et al. (2015), Hager and Gonczi (1996) define them. The 

variables are: applying knowledge to practice; planning and time management; basic 

practical knowledge of the profession; oral and written communication in native 

language; knowledge of a second language; basic computer user; adapting to new 

situations; generating new ideas (creativity); problem solving; decision making; 

leadership; working in an interdisciplinary team; communication with non-experts in 

the field; working in an international context; project design and management; 



entrepreneurial initiative and spirit; motivation to achieve (attain objectives); analysis 

and synthesis; basic general knowledge in the field of study; research; learning; 

information management (for finding and analysing information from diverse sources); 

criticism and self-criticism; teamwork; interpersonal relations; appreciation of diversity 

and multiculturalism; knowledge of cultures and customs from other countries; working 

autonomously; ethical commitment; and concern for quality. The denomination of each 

variable corresponds to the detail of the variable in the questionnaire –which also 

includes the definition of competence (a dynamic combination of knowledge, 

understanding, skills and abilities).

The measurement scale for the variables is a Likert scale of 5 points, with 1 (very low), 

2 (low), 3 (medium), 4 (high) y 5 (very high). 

Furthermore, based on the Tuning (2005, 2008) two contexts are identified as objects of 

study, the first related to the competence level demanded by the labour market and the 

second related to competence level reached by the student as a result of the training 

received in their university studies. In this way, two blocks of competences are detailed 

in the questionnaire, the first measured in accordance with the level achieved (in the 

competence) by the student thanks to the university education received, and the second 

measured through the level required (in the competence) by the labour market in the 

studied profession.  

Data analysis 



The statistical analysis was carried out using the SPSS 15 statistics programme. Firstly, 

a descriptive analysis of the competences performed, divided into two identified blocks. 

Secondly, nonparametric statistics were calculated, such as the Wilcoxon test for related 

samples, Spearman’s correlation, Pearson Chi-square, Likelihood ratio and the 

Goodman-Kruskal Gamma. The non-parametric tests were applied, given that they are 

the most appropriate in the case of ordinal variables, as is the case for Likert type 

variables; that is to say, the use of parametric tests is not appropriate, as ordinal 

variables do not fulfil the necessary assumptions for their application. 

RESULTS

In the context related to university education, the competences with the highest averages 

(higher than 3.5) are basic general knowledge in the field of study, learning, information 

management (in order to find and analyse information from different sources), problem 

solving, teamwork, concern for quality and motivation to achieve (attain objectives). 

The competence with the highest score is teamwork with 3.75, followed by basic 

general knowledge in the field of study, with 3.72.

In the context related to the market, the competences with the highest averages (higher 

than 4) are the applying knowledge in practice, knowledge of a second language, basic 

computer user, adapting to new situations, generating new ideas (creativity), problem 

solving, concern for quality and motivation to achieve (attain objectives). The 

competence that achieves the highest value is problem solving, with 4.17, after which 

come basic computer user and motivation to achieve (attain objectives), both with 4.16.



Figure 1: arithmetic means of competences in the university and market context. 
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The biggest differences in the arithmetic means between the market and the university 

are found in the following competences: applying knowledge in practice, planning and 

time management, basic knowledge of the profession in practice, oral and written 

communication in native language, knowledge of a second language, basic computer 

user , adapting to new situations, generating new ideas (creativity), problem solving, 

decision making, leadership, working in interdisciplinary teams, communication with 

non-experts in the field, working in an international context, project design and 

management, business initiative and spirit, and motivation to achieve (attain objectives).

The biggest difference corresponds to knowledge of a second language (1.41). 

Likewise, problem solving has one of the biggest differences (0.65), despite being in the 



group of competences with the highest averages in the context of university education.  

Another aspect that should be highlighted is that the three competences most related to 

communication (oral and written communication in native language, knowledge of a 

second language, and communication with non-experts in the field) are also in the group 

that present the greatest differences between the two contexts. Lastly, it should be 

pointed out that on the list of the greatest differences are competences such as the 

adapting to new situations, generating new ideas (creativity), problem solving, business 

initiative and spirit, decision making and leadership; all of which are related to issues 

relevant to the business sector, like creativity, entrepreneurship, leadership and change. 

Figure 2: differences in the arithmetic means between the competences of the university 
and market context.
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Table 1 shows the results of the Wilcoxon test (with related simple variables) for each 

competence between the university context and the market context. The differences in 

each of the competences between the results of university training and the demand of 

the labour market are significant in all cases, with the exception of basic general 

knowledge in the field of study, which does not present significant differences. The 

significance level is very good with an asymptotic significance (Asymp. Sig.) or p-value 

below 0.01 in all the competences with significant differences, except in research 

competence with a value below 0.02. In any case it is also good being below 0.05. The 

competence that does not present significant differences has a p-value greater than 0.1. 

In addition, Holm-Bonferroni correction was used to control the family-wise error rate, 

because it controls the risk of committing Type I error (false rejection of a true null 

hypothesis) – and in comparison with other procedures – without increasing the risk of 

committing Type II errors (acceptance of a false null hypothesis). The competences 

remain significant in all cases, after Holm-Bonferroni p-values adjustments.

Thus, higher education achieves results in relation to training in competences that fall 

short of the demands of the labour market, with the exception of basic general 

knowledge in the field of study. 

Table 1: Wilcoxon test between the university and market contexts.

            Wilcoxon Test   

    Z

Asymp. 
Sig 

(bilateral)

Holm-
Bonferroni 

p-value 
adjustment 

(a)
Knowledge of a second language   -9.208 0.000 ***
Generating new ideas (creativity)  -8.627 0.000 ***



Working in an international context  -7.760 0.000 ***
Basic practical knowledge of the profession  -7.428 0.000 ***
Problem solving    -7.474 0.000 ***
Adapting to new situations  -7.337 0.000 ***
Applying knowledge to practice  -7.335 0.000 ***
Basic computer user  -7.233 0.000 ***
Decision making    -7.133 0.000 ***
Working in an interdisciplinary team  -7.093 0.000 ***
Leadership     -6.951 0.000 ***
Entrepreneurial initiative and spirit   -6.754 0.000 ***
Planning and time management   -6.636 0.000 ***
Project design and management   -6.447 0.000 ***
Motivation to achieve (attain objectives) -6.374 0.000 ***
Oral and written communication in native language -6.238 0.000 ***
Communication with non-experts in the field -6.036 0.000 ***
Criticism and self-criticism   -5.769 0.000 ***
Concern for quality   -5.352 0.000 ***
Interpersonal relations    -4.299 0.000 ***
Learning    -4.220 0.000 ***
Working autonomously  -4.213 0.000 ***
Knowledge of cultures and customs from other 
countries -4.046 0.000

***

Teamwork    -3.751 0.000 **
Ethical commitment    -3.519 0.000 **
Information management (for finding and analysing 
information from diverse sources) -3.334 0.001

**

Analysis and synthesis   -2.765 0.006 *
Appreciation of diversity and multiculturalism  -2.630 0.009 *
Research   -2.448 0.014 *
Basic general knowledge in the field of study -0.608 0.543

(a) * p < 0.05  ** p < 0.01  *** p < 0.001

The existence of differences among the competences obtained by the students after 

finishing their university education and the competences demanded by the labour 

market of new professionals (those students who have finished their studies), highlights 

the need to look more deeply into the relationships between the competences. More 

specifically, below is addressed the group of competences identified before, 

characterised by having the greatest differences in arithmetic mean between the 

university and market contexts. These competences are analysed in the university 

context, through the Spearman correlations, which are described in table 2, taking as the 



starting point, the communication competences (oral and written communication in 

native language, knowledge of a second language and communication with non-experts 

in the field), which could be categorized as a basic or primordial subgroup of 

competences. 

Table 2 shows the existence of positive and significant correlations between the 

competences of oral and written communication in native language, knowledge of a 

second language, and communication with non-experts in the field with all the other 

competences with the greatest differences. This point to a possible course of action 

based on these three competences, as a means of working on the improvement in the 

competence results in higher education. Nevertheless, to confirm the existence of 

relations and the direction of the relations the Pearson Chi square calculation, the 

Likelihood ratio and Goodman-Kruskal Gamma are required.

The Pearson Chi-square test allows us to contrast the independence between variables 

(Pearson, 1911), as well as the Likelihood ratio (Fisher 1924; Neyman and Pearson 

1928). The two are normally used with categorical variables. The Goodman-Kruskal 

Gamma shows the intensity and direction of the association between two ordinal 

variables (Goodman and Kruskal 1954). This measurement of the association between 

two ordinal variables takes values between -1 and 1, in which perfect positive 

association is 1, perfect negative association is -1 and independence is 0. Thus, table 2 

also shows Pearson Chi square and Likelihood ratio values with a significance level less 

than a p-value of 0.05 in each case, indicating that the null hypothesis of independence 

between variables is rejected, except in “oral and written communication in native 

language” with “working in an interdisciplinary team” (Pearson Chi-square is p < 0.05 



by only three thousandths, and Likelihood ratio is p > 0.05). Likewise, the Goodman-

Kruskal Gamma coefficient has values that oscillate between 0.19 and 0.538, with p < 

0.05. Therefore, it is possible to state that association between the variables exists – 

except in “oral and written communication in native language” with “working in an 

interdisciplinary team”–, that this association is positive (that is to say, as one variable 

increases the other does too) and with a good intensity situated above 0.3 –in general. In 

other words, a positive association exists between “oral and written communication in 

native language” and “applying knowledge to practice”, “planning and time 

management”, “basic practical knowledge of the profession”, “basic computer user”, 

“adapting to new situations”, “generating new ideas (creativity)”, “problem solving”, 

“decision making”, “leadership”, “working in an international context”, “project design 

and management”, “entrepreneurial initiative and spirit” and “motivation to achieve 

(attain objectives)”; between “knowledge of a second language” and “applying 

knowledge to practice”, “planning and time management”, “basic practical knowledge 

of the profession”, “basic computer user”, “adapting to new situations”, “generating 

new ideas (creativity)”, “problem solving”, “decision making”, “leadership”, “working 

in an interdisciplinary team”, “working in an international context”, “project design and 

management”, “entrepreneurial initiative and spirit” and “motivation to achieve (attain 

objectives)”; lastly, between “communication with people not expert in the field” and 

and “applying knowledge to practice”, “planning and time management”, “basic 

practical knowledge of the profession”, “basic computer user”, “adapting to new 

situations”, “generating new ideas (creativity)”, “problem solving”, “decision making”, 

“leadership”, “working in an interdisciplinary team”, “working in an international 

context”, “project design and management”, “entrepreneurial initiative and spirit” and 

“motivation to achieve (attain objectives)”.  



Table 2: Non-parametric association measurements. 

Communication with non-experts in the field Oral and written communication in native 
language

Knowledge of a second language 

C
orrelations 

Spearm
an

Pearson 
C

hi-square

Likelihood 
ratio

G
oodm

an-
K

ruskal 
G

am
m
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C
orrelations 
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hi-square

Likelihood 
ratio
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C
orrelations 

Spearm
an

Pearson 
C

hi-square

Likelihood 
ratio

G
oodm

an-
K

ruskal 
G

am
m

a

Applying 
knowledge to 
practice

0.289*** 42.587*** 47.763*** 0.33*** 0.372*** 61.305*** 51.954*** 0.414*** 0.168* 42.287*** 45.621*** 0.199*

Planning and 
time 
management

0.339*** 49.221*** 46.333*** 0.39*** 0.472*** 88.446*** 79.041*** 0.538*** 0.246** 45.089*** 46.774*** 0.273**

Basic practical 
knowledge of 
the profession

0.300*** 57.342*** 48.879*** 0.338*** 0.471*** 98.899*** 90.524*** 0.523*** 0.212** 40.78** 36.408* 0.233**

Basic computer 
user

0.320*** 48.649*** 42.747*** 0.38*** 0.415*** 61.421*** 61.26*** 0.48*** 0.241** 40.222** 37.937** 0.28**

Adapting to 
new situations

0.311*** 64.189*** 46.19*** 0.355*** 0.253*** 42.115*** 36.289** 0.284*** 0.388*** 45.729*** 46.555*** 0.425***

Generating new 
ideas 
(creativity)

0.403*** 85.435*** 68.286*** 0.457*** 0.328*** 70.857*** 61.121*** 0.373*** 0.270*** 49.561*** 48.158*** 0.299***

Problem 
solving 

0.304*** 35.623** 33.425** 0.355*** 0.300*** 52.115*** 41.797*** 0.349*** 0.271*** 45.561*** 43.506*** 0.308***

Decision 
making 

0.361*** 53.208*** 45.494*** 0.415*** 0.433*** 56.639*** 54.03*** 0.487*** 0.295*** 45.474*** 49.418*** 0.332***

Leadership 0.442*** 63.16*** 58.171*** 0.502*** 0.373*** 55.766*** 53.279*** 0.423*** 0.371*** 42.276*** 44.212*** 0.405***



Working in an 
interdisciplinary 
team

0.413*** 73.55*** 61.805*** 0.462*** 0.203** 31.691* 30.523 0.229** 0.240** 46.905** 46.305** 0.254**

Working in an 
international 
context 

0.422*** 67.323*** 59.818*** 0.466*** 0.278*** 37.819** 38.739** 0.302*** 0.461*** 88.086*** 82.427*** 0.485***

Project design 
and 
management 

0.446*** 69.451*** 63.177*** 0.509*** 0.406*** 71.967*** 64.784*** 0.46*** 0.260*** 32.449** 32.874** 0.286***

Entrepreneurial 
initiative and 
spirit 

0.499*** 102.377*** 82.524*** 0.566*** 0.314*** 73.359*** 55.713*** 0.353*** 0.411*** 48.189*** 54.413*** 0.447***

Motivation to 
achieve (obtain 
objectives) 

0.321*** 59.548*** 52.974*** 0.365*** 0.366*** 82.335*** 56.881*** 0.418*** 0.175* 36.18** 34.517** 0.191*

* p < 0.05  ** p < 0.01  *** p < 0.001



DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

 

Universities have as their main mission to produce, disseminate and exchange 

knowledge, which leads to the formation of professionals. However, the importance of 

this function can only really be understood in the context of other functions, such as 

achieving civic individuals and broadly educated citizens (Jiménez and Palmero 2007; 

Marina 2010). 

Individuals receive an education aimed at enabling them to carry out a profession, 

thanks to a specific curricular itinerary. In education based on competences, the 

itinerary is based on the improvement in a number of competences (Arguelles and 

Gonczi 2000; Lobanova and Sunin 2008) which the student needs to acquire during 

their studies, with the aim of enabling them to carry out the professional activity chosen, 

whether it be as an employee or self-employed. Along the same lines, authors such as 

De la Orden (2011), state that education based on competences can be significantly 

useful and valuable for the future attainment of a job on behalf of the student, as it 

strengthens and improves their professional performance.

Likewise, as Marina (2010) asserts, the relevance of the education model based on 

competences is configured as a new academic culture, which is necessary for the 

development of entrepreneurial spirit, in the integrating framework of contemporary 

societies. In this sense, the student’s learning does not only cover the attainment of 

basic knowledge in the area of study but rather a series of competences which are vital 

for the exercise of their profession and the future development of the graduate, at the 

same time these competences facilitate the improvement of the knowledge acquired at 



university, the acquisition of other new knowledge specific to the activity or functions 

performed and the adaptation to changes in the environment or advances in the area of 

study. In this way, students not only achieve basic knowledge within their degree, but 

also the competences necessary to advance in their professional careers, improving their 

abilities and knowledge throughout their professional lives. 

Thus, in line with authors such as Arguelles and Gonczi (2000) or Bowden (1993) 

teaching based on competences, together with collaborative learning, are configured as 

the response of higher education institutions to the current demands of an environment 

which is increasingly more dynamic and complex.

On the other hand, the development and competitiveness of the economy require 

professionals with the best abilities and skills, apt to face the challenges of the future. In 

fact, companies give great relevance to the competences in which the students are 

trained. Nevertheless, the level demanded by the labour market is in discord with that 

reached by the graduates. Here, the striking thing is that all the competences present 

significant differences, except for the competence which has traditionally held a central 

role in higher education, basic general knowledge in the field of study. The advances in 

the training in competences have been significant in recent years, but there is still a long 

way to go, in which the future improvements will be oriented towards the specific tasks 

for developing each competence and for exploiting and taking advantage of the relations 

between the competences. In this area, universities still do not offer what organizations 

are looking for, nor what entrepreneurial activity demands. Likewise, training in 

competences is not something which should, nor can be done correctly with a sudden 

dedication during the last 4 years of a student’s education. In fact, competences have to 



be worked on, intensified, encouraged and promoted throughout an individual’s whole 

education (from primary to higher education) in a constant and gradual way. 

The competence that is most distant from labour market standards is knowledge of a 

second language, with an extremely high difference, after which can be found the 

competences of working in an international context and generating new ideas 

(creativity). These three competences are strongly related to an ever-increasing 

globalised environment and based on knowledge. Higher education institutions have 

been adapting to the changes and demands of the environment, even though 

requirements are becoming greater and greater.

Furthermore, today’s knowledge society offers a wide range of ways to access 

information and for communication between individuals, institutions and individuals to 

institutions, at the same time as an increasing amount of information is easily available. 

In this context, the competences related to communication grow in importance, as well 

as those related to the selection, analysis and synthesis of information. One of the 

focuses of universities has been training in the use of equipment for treatment and 

analysis of data and new technologies in information and communication. However, the 

group of competences related to communication and interaction among individuals also 

requires greater attention and focus. The increase in communication and interaction 

between individuals, not only requires mastery of the means to carry it out but also the 

essential competences for communicating and interacting with others.

It is also worth highlighting that the competences which are most valued in the business 

world are to be found on the list with the greatest differences between the university and 



the market, such as the adapting to new situations, generating new ideas (creativity), 

problem solving, entrepreneurial initiative and spirit, decision taking and leadership. 

Moreover, a competitive business network is unlikely to exist without these 

competences.

With regard to the relations between the competences with the greatest differences 

between the university and the market, all of these competences present significant 

relations, which reveals a large inter-related group on which to concentrate the efforts of 

improvement. On the other hand, the existence of relations could be a sign of common 

points on which to work as a whole group. Because of their current relevance and basic 

role, the competences relating to communication serve as a starting point; that is to say, 

a way of addressing the whole group of competences which require the most urgent 

action. In other words, oral and written communication in native language, knowledge 

of a second language and communication with people that are not experts in the field 

are considered to be the foundation stone for narrowing the gap between the differences 

in the competence level resulting from university studies and the demands of the labour 

market.

Lastly, the primordial role of the three aforementioned competences, while relatively 

obvious, is no less important or transcendental. In reality, these competences could have 

the effect of strengthening or obstructing other competences. A high level of oral and 

written communication in native language, knowledge of a second language and 

communication with people who are not expert in the field are highly related to the 

applying knowledge in practice, adapting to new situations, generating new ideas 

(creativity), problem solving, decision taking, leadership, working in an international 



context, project design and management, and entrepreneurial initiative and spirit, and 

knowledge of a second language and communication with people who are not expert in 

the field also with working in an interdisciplinary team. In fact, this becomes more 

evident if we consider that an individual is unlikely to achieve the skill of working in an 

international context without knowledge of a second language such as English, nor are 

they likely to attain leadership competence if their oral and written communication is 

limited or if they are incapable of communicating with people who are not expert in the 

field. 
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