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1. Introduction 

On these last years an intense research work has been developed in the field of 
“competencies based education”. This interest come from the need for European universities 
to adapt to the new European Space for Higher Education but also from the compromise for 
Higher Education Institutions to improve the quality of its services, this is “education”. Up to 
now there is not a thorough consensus about the meaning of “competencies”. Only and as a 
product of the progressive implementation of Bologna process has been a bigger stress on the 
concept of “learning outcomes”. Such concept is directly related to the former but there are 
some aspects related to different agents involved in both processes that make some 
difference. At the beginning the concept of “competency” was restricted to the set of manual 
or instrumental capabilities needed to the correct performance of the tasks required in the job 
position. Or either to the capability to accumulate knowledge related to a certain subject. 
Fortunately during these last years new ideas have been introduced that allow to surpass the 
simple consideration of manual or practical skills adding new dimensions to the conpt of 
“competency”.  

We select the classification of Kellerman (2007) from the many classifications that have been 
produced in these recent years:  

- Generic and academic Competencies: Related to general knowledge  

                                                            
1 This paper is based on the research Project APORTACION DE LA UNIVERSIDAD Y LA 
EXPERIENCIA LABORAL AL DESARROLLO DE COMPETENCIAS EN LOS JOVENES 
GRADUADOS UNIVERSITARIOS, finnanced by the Diputación Foral de Gipuzkoa Department of 
Innovation and Knowledge Society and executed by researchers from Universidad del País Vasco/Euskal 
Herriko Unibertsitatea, Universidad Politécnica de Valencia, Universidad de Valencia y del Institute of 
Education, University of London. 
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- Operational and scientific Competencies: Accurateness and detail care  

- Professional and personal Competencies: Specific knowledge and methods  

- Reflexive and social Competencies: Leadership and teamwork.  

- Manual and physical Competencies: Manual skills 

Based on REFLEX (ROA, 2007) methodology, the Project tried to answer three very general 
and interconnected questions:  

- The competencies that university graduates require to adequately perform in the 
new knowledge society. 

- The role that HEI (Higher Education Institutions) play in order to provide the 
students with such competencies.. 

- The conflict that emerge as university graduates, HEIs, employers and some other 
agents try to reach their own aims and the way to solve it.  

The Project is based on a survey on university graduates that engaged on work five years 
previous to the moment of the study 

This survey is compared with two parallel Studies: with employers to contrast both 
perceptions on competencies acquired and competencies most required, with academics to 
contrast perceptions on competencies acquired in university and the methodologies used to 
provide them. 

 

2. Objetives 

The broad objective of the Project was to “Analyze the competencies that recent university 
graduates acquire in university  and the experience during their first years in work and the 
transition from university to labour market”.  

This general objective was deployed into some others more concrete aims on social 
education, innovation, professional success, gender, etc. We can mention the following ones: 

- Analyze the social competencies as well as the teaching methods associated with 
the learning of the former. 

- Compare the competencies that graduates acquire in university in different 
academic fields and levels of studies from the point of view of academics.  

- Learn what  competencies recent university graduates acquire in university  and 
what they acquire from the experience during their first years in work establishing 
so what educational needs the graduates have. 

- Investigate on the relationship between labour experience and the specific training 
in company and the acquisition of competencies during the transition period to the 
market labour after the graduation from the perspective of the employers.  

- Identify and characterize the graduates with innovation capabilities whose work 
tasks are associated with this competency.  

- Study the personal and educational factors more relevant for the process of 
acquisition of the innovation capability in university graduates.  
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- Examine the competencies that innovative graduates acquire as a result of his time 
in university as well as the ones acquired as a result of their job experience. 

- Determine the characteristics of graduates that have reached professional success 
and the personal and educational factors more relevant during their educational 
process 

- Consider in all the former Studies the influence of gender as a determinant factor in 
the process of competencies acquisition and transition to job market. 

To do all of the above we evaluated the competencies of recent university graduates in 
different moments: a) University Entrance; b) During their stay in  university; c) at the 
moment of graduation, d) during their work life. 

 

3. Methodology 

The study of competencies of university graduates was based in the ANALYZE OF 
DIFFERENT INTEREST GROUPS: 

- UNIVERSITY GRADUATES: A survey directed to the 2005 graduates of 
University of Basque Country in Gipuzkoa: We had some 239 answers, 11,4% 
answer rate, from all academic fields with a sample error of 6%. The results were 
compared with those of European Project REFLEX, (ROA, 2007) on competencies 
and university graduates job market in Basque Country; Spain and some other 
European countries like France, Germany and the UK.. 

- ACADEMICS: A survey directed to the academic staff of University of Basque 
Country in Gipuzkoa campus on the contribution of HEIs to the education in 
competencies. We had 274 answers that represent a 20% answer rate and a sample 
error of 5%. 

- EMPLOYERS: Focus Group with 20 participants, belonging to diverse companies 
and institutions.  

 

4. Results 

In this paragraph we present the results we believe are more relevant. 

4.1. Competencies acquired in university 

The three collectives, Graduates in 2005, Academics and Employers show a high degree of 
consensus on what are the competencies acquired in university through the formal 
educational process. 
 
- Competencies better acquired up in university 
The three of them agree that in university students acquire an adequate level of:  

 
 Ability to handle information technology tools 
 Capacity to acquire rapidly new knowledge  
 Command of the own field of knowledge 
 Analytical thinking  
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Graduates and Academics think that they have also acquired the capacity to “Write reports 
and documents” but the Employers think that this is actually one of their main weak aspects. 
Graduates think that they have learnt to “Work in teams” but Academics and Employers do 
not think the same.  
 

- Most notorious weaknesses in recent university graduates 
The three collectives agree that the most notorious lacks in recent university graduates lay 
in their “Leadership competencies”: 
 

 Ability to mobilize the capacities of  other people 
 Ability to detect new oportunities 
 Ability to coordinate activities 
 Ability to negotiate in an effective way  

 

Graduates think that they have lacks in order to “Speak and write in foreign languages” but 
Academics and Employers do not think the same way. Probably Graduates do speck foreign 
languages far better than both collectives. 

Graduates and Academics agree that they lack “Knowledge in other fields of study” but the 
Employers do not think so.  

 

4.2. Competencies required in university graduates job positions 

There is not a high degree of agreement between the three collectives. In general terms it 
seems that university gives an adequate command of some subjects that are useful but some 
others that are also important are better acquired in the job. Because of this it is important to 
establish shared education processes.  

 

- Competencies more needed in job positions 

There is only one competency in which the three collectives agree and this is “Teamwork”.  

Graduates and Employers agree in the importance of: 

o Capacity to acquire rapidly new knowledge  

o Command of the own field of knowledge 

Graduates and Academics emphasize the importance of:  

o To communícate / to be able to be understood by others 

o To master   information technology tools 

o To use time in an effective way  

But Employers do not give the former much importance, probably because they think all 
university graduates have them in an adequate level.  

Employers also emphasize the importante of “Leadership competencies”: 

o Ability to mobilize the capacities of  other people 
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o Ability to detect new oportunities 

They consider them a typical and banal weakness in university education but this 
competency could be acquired through practical periods in companies.  

 

- Competencies less needed in job positions 

Graduates and Academics think that “Knowledge in other academic fields” and “Leadership” 
are not very important once in the job 

It is very noticeable that Graduates with 5 years experience in the job market think that the 
“Command of foreign languages” is not much necessary for the job. This means that the 
majority of graduates do not use them in everyday job although in some positions they are 
compulsory. 

And what is really revolutionary is that Academics think that the “Command of the own 
academic field” is not so important.  

When considered as a whole, the competency levels acquired by the people and the required 
levels for the job, this allow analyze in multiple dimensions the quality of the match between 
both. Upon this match quality depend finally the productivity of the graduates in their Jobs 
and by aggregation that of the whole productive system. 
  

 
Picture 1. Contribution of Universitary Studies to competency development 

  

If we analyze the contribution of Universitary Studies to competency development, Picture 1, 
show the data corresponding to the different competencies ordered from the point of view of 
the Graduates.  
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Hablar y escribir idiomas

Hacer valer tu autoridad

Negociar

Detectar nuevas oportunidades

Movilizar las capacidades de otros

Conocimientos de otras áreas 

Cuestionar ideas propias y ajenas 

Presentar en público ideas, informes

Coordinar actividades

Rendir bajo presiónEncontrar nuevas ideas y soluciones

Utilizar herramientas informáticas

Redactar informes y documentos

Hacerse entender

Utilizar el tiempo de manera efectiva

Pensamiento analítico

Dominio del área propia

Adquirir nuevos conocimientos 

Trabajar en equipo

Gipuzkoa UPV-EHU Reflex

Analytical thinking

Ability to use time efficiently

Ability to make your 
meaning clear to others

Ability to use computers and the internet

Ability to come up with new ideas and solutions Ability to perform well under pressure

Ability to coordinate activities

Ability to present products, ideas or 
reports to an audience

Ability to write reports, memos or 
documents

Willingness to question your 
own and others’ ideas

Knowledge of other fields or 
disciplines

Ability to mobilize the 
capacities of others

Alertness to new opportunities

Ability to negotiate effectively

Ability to assert your authority

Ability to write and speak in a 
foreign language

Ability to work productively with 
others

Ability to rapidly acquire new 
knowledge

Mastery of your own field or 
discipline
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It can be appreciated that “Teamwork”, “Acquire new knowledge very fast”, “Command of 
the own academic field” are the competencies more commonly acquired in university.  

On the opposite, “Command of foreign languages”, “The use of authority” and “Ability to 
negotiate” are the competencies less commonly acquired in university.  

4.3. Teaching-learning methods used in university education  

There is a total lack of agreement between university Graduates and Academics. The former 
remember that the methodology more Commonly used with them (that is before 2005) were: 

 Written papers  

 The Professor as the main source of information 

 Theories, concepts and paradigmas  

On their side Academics declare that those were, precisely, the methods that they used the 
less while they used more commonly:  

 Practical knowledge 

 Lectures atendance 

 Project and problema based learning  

 Teamwork 

During this last five years we are presencing an enormous change in the university teaching-
learning paradigma promoted by the adaptation to the Higher Education European Space 
(“Bolonia”) and it is possible that an important part of the Academics in University of the 
Basque Country are assuming it. This change could be resumed in the phrase ·”from teacher 
teaching to student learning”. Graduates on the opposite do not quite agree with this idea as 
they remember that the methodology more commonly used with them were: 

 Research projects 

 Practical work in companies 

 Oral lectures and conferences 

Employers on their side emphasize as critical factors to the success of the education the 
transmisión of “values” related to the work world:  

 Trust in people,  

 Authonomy in work 

 Loyalty to the company 

For this purpose they claim the importante of shared education university-enterprise but with 
some changes to the currente models. Most of all more implication from enterprise managers 
themselves serving as models or mentors for students. 

4.4. Professional success perception  

If we consider professional succes in the economic side exclusively, the salary level of 
Gipuzkoa graduates is higher that the one of their counterparts in the rest of the Basque 
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Country and Spain. This is so not only in the geographical comparison but also in  the gender 
comparison. 

Even though Gipuzkoa graduates show themselves not particularly satisfied with their Jobs 
compared with the graduates from the rest of Spain.  

The expectations that them see more thoroughly fulfilled are: 

 The possibility to learn new things  

 The usefulness for Society   

 Social prestige  

However they have some other expectations not so thoroughly fulfilled such as:  

 Labour estability  

 The possibility of conciliate family dedication and work 

 High salary 

Frequently graduates find problems not only in their own organization but also in the 
environment in which they work.  

 
 

4.5. Gender on the graduates access to work  

In general, graduate women are still not en equal terms with their male colleagues in most of 
the issues related to the transition from university to work: 

 Their work is less estable and with less dedication  

 Is harder for them to get the same positions and salaries  

But those differences are less obvious in Gipuzkoa as we see the results of our study.  

Work autonomy

Job security

Learn new things

High earnings

Career prospects

Time for leisure

Social status

Useful for society

Time for family

New challenges

Job security

Learn new things

Time for family

Time for leisure

Career prospects

Work autonomy

New challenges

High earnings

Useful for society

Social status

Importance of job values for graduates Importance of job values for their jobs
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During the transition from university to work women suffer more frequently and longer 
unemployment periods. I this ontext, women are more likely to change job, contrary to what 
happen in the rest of Spain.  

Once in the job, contracts for women are more often part time, less duration and lesser salary. 

5. To conclude 

5.1. – University graduates level of competencies: 

1. University graduates consider themselves relatively better in some competencies 
as: Teamwork, Acquire new knowledge very Fast, Command of information 
Technologies.  

2. There are evident improvement areas such as: Move other people, Detect new 
opportunities, Coordinate activities, Negotiate in an efficient way. 

5.2. – University contribution to competencies development: 

1. University is efficient in providing students with high level of competencies as: 
Teamwork, Acquire new knowledge very Fast, Command of the own area of 
knowledge.  

2. Some other competencies as: Command of foreign languages, Effective use of 
authority, Negotiate in an efficient way are better acquired in other places out of 
university.  

5.3. – Critical factors for competencies efficient aprenticeship: 

From the employers point of view there are some critical factors able to significantly 
contribute to the acquisition of competencies needed in job: 

1. Practical periods (internship) in company  

2. Development of work values  

3. To offer effective leadership referents to the students when in companies. 

4. To look for common views between students interests and enterprise interests  

5. To promote a higher implication of students with their work  
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