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Abstract 
Training students to be not only productive players in labour market, but also to become proactive 
citizens are critical dimensions of Higher Education mission.  More than a high specialized workforce, 
job market is demanding for flexible and adjustable graduates, who, effectively, can contribute 
successfully to the job requirements. In fact, job market hunt for graduates who, besides traditional 
hard skills, have conceptual, instrumental and interpersonal skills that allow them to work in complex 
and multicultural environments. Soft skills, also called as 21st century, generic, or transferable skills, 
integrate those human capital competencies, such as talents, skills and capabilities of Higher 
Education graduates, which would be relevant to a wide range of task and situations beyond the 
academic context. 

A broad range of theoretical models encompasses diverse approaches about the distinction of 
dissimilar dimensions and typologies of soft skills. Based on these insights, we propose the design of 
a conceptual analysis tool to be used to identify what soft skills Higher Education institutions intend to 
promote in their students. A systematic literature review, based not only in research papers, but also, 
in institutional and official data was performed. Our conceptual analysis model includes 21 categories, 
such as critical thinking, decision-making, problem solving, ethical and deontological principles, 
communication skills, or lifelong learning are examples soft/transversal skills. For each code, a 
definition and an example of soft skill is listed. This conceptual analysis model is theoretical and 
empirically tested, based on the intercoder agreement.  The present effort to designing a conceptual 
analysis model allow us to better realize how soft skills are conceptualized by academia. Portuguese 
case is focused in this work as a reference to a possible subsequent international analysis. In fact, a 
focus on soft skills allows higher education institutions to reframe how they think about the relationship 
among education, academic curriculum, and employment.  

Keywords: Soft skills, higher education, job market, curriculum. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
Higher education is basic to the future of society life. The country’s capability to succeed in a 
progressively knowledge-based global society and economy depends on our having a progressively 
well-educated population. The values and practices of pure research, namely discovery, originality and 
innovation could shape and motivate higher education learning. In nowadays, holding a higher 
education diploma represents something more than being training to do a specific task or job. In fact, 
training students to be an active actor in labour market or a responsible citizen for their future role in 
society has become a Higher education explicit aim. In addition to a high skilled workforce, job market 
is requesting for flexible and adjustable graduates, who, successfully, could be able to concur to a 
wider range of job requirement. Soft skills, also named as 21st century, generic, or transferable skills, 
integrate those “human capital competencies, understood as talents, skills and capabilities of Higher 
Education graduates” [1], which would be “applicable to a wide range of task and contexts beyond the 
university setting” [2].  

A clear consensus has emerged about the relevance of these 21st century skills  to successfully deal 
with today´s challenges [3], even if it consider different perspectives and definitions from research 
studies, or institutional and governmental reports. Thus, besides the student achievement of specific-
knowledge, Higher Education institutions are challenged to promote their civic and psychosocial 
development [4] 

In fact, A broad range of theoretical models encompasses diverse approaches about the distinction of 
dissimilar dimensions and typologies of soft skills. Based on these insights, we propose the design of 
a conceptual analysis tool to be used to identify what soft skills Higher Education institutions intend to 
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promote in their students. A systematic literature review, based not only in research papers, but also, 
in institutional and official data was performed. The present effort to designing a conceptual analysis 
model allow us to better realize how soft skills are conceptualized by academia. Portuguese case is 
focused in this work as a reference to a possible subsequent international analysis. In fact, a focus on 
soft skills allows higher education institutions to reframe how they think about the relationship among 
education, academic curriculum, and employment.  

1.1 Soft skills from Higher Education 
Soft skills include a wide range of competencies that are not dependent of formal curricula. In fact, soft 
skills could be a fitting complement to academic or disciplinary knowledge, which is subject-based, 
content-specific and formally assessed and measured. However, persist in academia a debate about 
the role and the relevance of those skills and competences. As stressed by Premuzic et al. [3], the list 
of soft sills varied between studies and interventions, make it difficult to define the core dimensions of 
this concept. Motivational traits, dispositional attitudes, operational skills or interpersonal 
competencies are some generic examples used as soft skills.  

Tunning project has been one of the major contributors for stressing the importance of generic skills in 
higher education, namely in educational programmes [5]. This Project stresses that, competences 
represent a combination of knowledge, understanding, skills and abilities. Tunning also differentiates 
three types of generic competences: 

• Instrumental competences refer to cognitive abilities, methodological abilities, technological 
abilities and linguistic abilities;  

• Interpersonal competences integrate individual abilities such as social skills (social interaction 
and co-operation); and,  

• Systemic competences encompass abilities and skills concerning whole systems (combination 
of understanding, sensibility and knowledge; prior acquisition of instrumental and interpersonal 
competences required).  

In fact, a list of 31 generic competences is assessed in Tunning project. Some of them are related with 
the ability to communicate in a second language, the capacity to learn and stay up-to-date with 
learning, the ability to communicate both orally and through the written word in first language, the 
ability to be critical and self-critical, the ability to plan and manage time, the ability to show awareness 
of equal opportunities and gender issues, the capacity to generate new ideas, the ability to search for, 
process and analyze information, the ability to identify, pose and resolve problems, the ability to make 
reasoned decisions, the ability to undertake research at an appropriate level, the ability to work in a 
team or in an international context, the ability to act on the basis of ethical reasoning, or the spirit of 
enterprise, ability to take initiative.  

Some OECD studies, such as, “Assessment of Higher Education Learning Outcomes” – AHELO [6] 
recognized that learning outcomes must be a blend of generic skills and discipline-specific skills. 
Critical thinking, discipline knowledge, problem solving, teamwork, communication, professional skills, 
ethics and values, creativity, and learning to learn are examples of the most mentioned learning 
outcomes. In fact, literature agree that the most relevant outputs of Higher Education attainment seem 
to be related to students psychosocial development, behaviours and ethics [7]. Thus, illustrative cases 
of non-cognitive learning outcomes related to Higher Education identify by several authors [4,7] could 
be the identity maturing, the self-esteem growth or building up relations with peers, teachers, and with 
the institution, the interpersonal and intercultural know-how, the autonomy, and the social awareness. 
But it's not just the academy that recognizes the importance of soft skills. In fact, mostly with the 
implementation of Bologna Process became clear an growing trend to explicit the acquisition of soft 
skills in Higher education programmes, considered as critical learning outcomes [8].  

1.2 Soft skills to Job Market 
Social changes, globalization and technological development, and a job market increasingly 
demanded, challenge people to improve continuously their skills, being prepared with a set of tools 
suitable to the new knowledge economies [9,10]. In fact, “if world is changing, education must also 
change” [11] Therefore, beyond the development of technical skills, competences or knowledge, 
education needs to “promote democratic principles and a set of values and beliefs relating to equality 
and social justice so that all children can participate in teaching and learning” [12]. As stressed by Dias 

2593



and Soares [13], young people should be helped to develop social and civic competences, reinforcing 
the improvement of competences asked in the 21st century world. 

Theoretical frameworks concerning employability skills also pointed out the relevance of soft skills. 
The USEM model of employability [14] is an acronym for four inter-related dimensions of 
employability: 

• Understanding is the mastery of the subject matter of a field,  

• Skills integrate generic and subject-specific skills,  

• Efficacy beliefs, as a trust that one can make some impact on situations and events, and,  

• Metacognition as the awareness of one’s own competence as well as limitations combined with 
an insight in how to learn more. 

Similarly, UCLAN Model of graduate employability [15] emphasized generic skills as a key for 
employability, besides degree subject knowledge, understanding & applied skills.  

In the same line, a OCDE publication [9], discussed about the current trends related to the 
competencies and skills needed in emergent economic and social models. This framework, called as 
21st century skills and competencies, encompasses the “must have” skills emphasis on what students 
can do with knowledge, rather than what units of knowledge they have to achieve [16]. A three-
dimensional structure, comprising skills related to information, communication, and ethics and social 
impact, is suggested in literature [9,17].Representative skills in the information dimension are 
“research and problem solving skills as they both involve at some point defining, searching for, 
evaluating, selecting, organising, analysing, and interpreting information”  [9]. In order, the ability to 
communicate exchange, criticise, and present information and ideas, including the use of new 
technologies to participate in and make positive contributions to the digital culture are related to 
communication dimension. Finally, ethics and social impact dimension integrate social responsibility, 
critical thinking, responsibility and decision making as well as digital citizenship [9]. 

The present paper intends to focus the analysis in the learning outcomes defined in the study 
programs by Portuguese Higher Education Institutions, highlighting the diverse knowledge, skills and 
competences are stressed to Portuguese Higher Education. It is proposed a we propose a conceptual 
map, which try to capture the multiplicity of dimensions linked to learning outcome concept, stressing 
the soft skills role in the higher education landscape. An extensive literature review was performed, 
highlighting the major convergences and divergences between theoretical and processual 
approaches. Based on these conceptual contributions, a set of specific and generic skills is defined as 
an evaluation tool of the learning outcomes presented in the study programs submitted to quality 
accreditation, since 2009.  

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Procedure 
With this study aims in mind, the definition of a conceptual map encompasses a two-step procedure. 
Firstly, an extensive literature review was conducted, analysing a large set of academic papers and 
official reports. Some criteria were considered in the analysis. All of them are key references on this 
subject, being largely cited and mentioned in literature about learning outcomes, skills, and 
competences in Higher Education. After the documents compilation, all the definitions and all the 
categories of learning outcomes were compared, based on the similarity and the divergence between 
perspectives. From that theoretical effort, a first version of a conceptual map resulted.  

Before, the first version of the conceptual map was empirically tested. A random selection of 40 
learning outcomes proposed in the new study programs submitted to quality accreditation by 
Portuguese Agency for Assessment and Accreditation of Higher Education (A3ES) was analysed. 
Four evaluators, after a specific training in qualitative methodologies, analysed the contend of the 
same 40 learning outcomes, matching the data with the conceptual map. The intercoder agreement 
was calculated, and, after a discussion between all evaluators, a second version of conceptual map 
was elaborated. Once again, this framework was empirically tested. With two evaluators, coding a 
random of 20 learning outcomes, the applicability and adequacy of our conceptual map to the data 
were assessed. Based on the intercoder agreement results and after a discussion with academic 
experts on this subject, a third (and the final) version of the conceptual map was accomplished.  
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3 RESULTS 
Thus, conceptual map includes two major categories, divided each one into several micro-dimensions:  

• Hard skills; 

• Soft Skills 

Firstly, hard-skills cover discipline-specific knowledge and generic knowledge. Applied knowledge 
(such as “to conceive, implement and evaluate a communication plan”) and theoretical knowledge (for 
instance, “to assimilate information about psychological learning theories”).   

On the other hand, generic/soft and transferable skills incorporate a set of 21 micro-categories (see 
Figure 1). For each one, an example of a learning outcome is provided. To “be able to make the best 
decisions in the process of developing a product” is an example of a learning outcome coded as 
Decision-making skill. Problem-solving is related to “ability to diagnose problems and use different 
qualitative and quantitative models in the analysis of complex situations”. The “capability of planning 
and organizing work” is also represented as a micro-dimension. Critical thinking (“student's 
development of analytical and critical capabilities”), and “the ability to communicate to different 
listeners, both orally, written or in a foreign language” are also considered in our conceptual map, as 
three micro-categories of the Communication skill. To “know how to manage data” and “to adopt an 
active role in new technologies” correspond to Information Management and Information 
Communication Technologies soft skills. In turn, Team work comprises two micro-dimensions: working 
in international and interdisciplinary teams. Here, “being able to collaborate in teams with elements 
from other scientific subjects” is an example of a learning outcome. Interpersonal relationship is also 
divided in two dimensions: negotiating skills and conflict management. The motivation for the 
development of a rigorous research and the striving to achieve an excellent work is presented as well 
as the ability to adapt to new contexts and situations are also key dimensions in our conceptual map. 
Skills related to innovation, entrepreneurship and the capability to develop an autonomous work are 
also considered. A core dimension is lifelong learning, corresponding to “the continuous achievement 
of skills and competences through life”. Lastly, a set of four dimensions, related to civic attitudes and 
competences as well as ethics and professional regulation, is also emphasized in this conceptual 
map. To “take personal and social responsibility for their own actions and behaviours”, or to “develop a 
more accurate cultural awareness” are representative learning outcomes of these dimensions 

 
Fig.1 Conceptual map of learning outcomes (soft-skills) 
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4 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
Recognizing the so diverse approaches and perspectives, both theoretical and/or processual, about 
learning outcomes typology in general, and about soft skills in particular, it becomes urgent to define a 
conceptual map that can settle dissimilar taxonomies proposed by diverse sources. This task is very 
complex and challenging due the apparent discrepancy and misperception between different 
proposals and perspectives of soft skills. 

This paper intends to present a conceptual map to assess how soft skills are conceptualized by higher 
education institutions. Based on an extensive literature review, convergences and divergences 
between taxonomies and theoretical frameworks were explored and analysed. This analysis result in 
the definition of a set of generic skills understood as representative examples of learning outcomes. 
This research investment is mainly complex if considering the wide range of theoretical perspectives 
on the topic. Not only is the definition of soft skills diverse and, in some ways, ambiguous and unclear, 
but also the “catalogue” of skills and competences varies between studies, make it difficult to define 
the core dimensions of learning outcomes.  

A relevant concern reports to the flexibility and the comprehensiveness of such taxonomy. A soft skill 
conceptual map need to be flexible and broad enough to fit different theoretical perspectives allowing 
comparisons between researcher, taxonomies or higher education settings. That is to say, if it is 
intended to fit and compare our data with Nusche [18], Adam [19] or Garcia-Aracil and Van der Valden 
[20] perspectives it is possible to outline convergence and divergence points.  

Overall, the methodology beyond the elaboration of the present taxonomy mixes two different 
validation efforts. Firstly, it was made a systematic literature review, in which a wide range of 
institutional documents and research papers were analysed and systematically compared. This first 
validation was followed by an empirical analysis, based on the intercoder agreement results, thus 
obtaining an empirical validation. Hence, the conceptual map here presented is validated both 
theoretically and empirically. A further development of this study implies the systematic application of 
this conceptual map to the content analysis of learning outcomes proposed by Portuguese academia 
in the scope their study programs quality accreditation. An international comparison would be also an 
expected next step in the validation of the conceptual map now proposed. 

A final conclusion can be drawn from this effort to construct a conceptual map for soft skills, as 
learning outcomes. Although this study does not explore the data of a quantitative way, the importance 
that the Portuguese academy can attribute to soft skills can already be recognized. In fact, results are 
clear: Portuguese academic are very discriminative in terms of soft skills considered as learning 
outcomes for their students. The richness of this discrimination is clear evidence of this. In fact, it can 
be stated that soft skills plays a strategic role in Portuguese higher education, assuming that the date 
between academic curriculum and the job market may not be so blind… 
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