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Abstract 
The potential of young people to develop their own industrial, commercial or social projects and, 
thereby, to innovate and think “out-of-the-box” is, more than ever, understood as a survival skill to face 
the current socioeconomic context. Accordingly, since the beginning of the third millennium, the 
number of entrepreneurship education initiatives have growing fast. Entrepreneurship education is 
essential not only to shape the mind-sets of young people but also to provide the skills, knowledge 
and attitudes that are nuclear to developing an entrepreneurial culture. For higher education, this 
“new” challenge is particularly high, as the ultimate step in the academic career. Notwithstanding the 
importance given to entrepreneurship in higher education, some questions remain to explain. This 
paper intends to analyze how entrepreneurship is defined in the learning outcomes proposed in the 
new study programs submitted to quality accreditation in Portugal, since 2009. In the scope of a 
qualitative approach, the content of the learning outcomes was analyzed, distinguishing between 
technical and generic skills. In general, results reveal that entrepreneurship is fairly mentioned as soft-
skill, however, encompassing a vast range of definitions. “To be aware of market opportunities to 
develop new ideas and new digital projects”, “to adopt a risk-taking posture in business”, or “to 
develop a sense of initiative and entrepreneurship, and cultural awareness” are examples of how this 
skill is defined. A better understanding of the multiple definitions related to entrepreneurship skill is 
provided for our analysis and their multiple ways of implementation into practice is highlighted. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Improving the key competences of individuals is a major objective of all education and training 
systems [1].Those competence range from basic skills such as reading and mathematics to generic 
(or transversal) skills such as ICT and entrepreneurship. For the European economy, these skills are a 
prerequisite for competitiveness and innovation, and in this increasingly demanding society, young 
people need to be continuously updating their skills and competences through lifelong learning.  

One of these key competences is entrepreneurship, a multifaceted concept, with many different 
meanings and definitions, ranging from a narrow to a more holistic and comprehensive perspective [2]. 
In narrow viewpoint, entrepreneurship appears as the capability to start or create a new business 
activity. However, in a more comprehensive analysis, entrepreneurship should not be restricted only to 
newly registered businesses. This competence also comprises a behavioural and a psychological 
perspective, translated into personal attitudes and an innovative mindset. That is, entrepreneurship 
skills are also related with the individual’s ability to turn ideas into action. It comprises creativity, 
innovation and risk taking, as well as the ability to plan and manage projects in order to achieve 
objectives [3]. 

Given the importance of these skills in current economies, entrepreneurship arises, along with  
creativity and innovation,  as one of the four the strategic objectives of Education and Training  2020 
[1]. That is, entrepreneurship education needs to be prioritised. As stressed by European Commission, 
entrepreneurship should be introduced early, and included at all levels and in all disciplines of 
education and training. Particularly in HE, entrepreneurship needs to be  considered as a cross-
curricular theme to be included in all academic subjects, as appropriate for each particular subject, 
and it should be reflected in HE’ methods and culture [4]. In sum, the overall goal of entrepreneurship 
education is to give students the attitudes, knowledge and skills to act in an entrepreneurial way, for 
either a commercial or non-commercial objective. 

Even though the relevance of entrepreneurship in education (and specifically, in HE) some open 
questions remain. For instance, there is, currently a lack of international data providing comparable 
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measurements of entrepreneurship as a key competence. Most available data apply to a narrower 
understanding of entrepreneurship linked to business start-ups, and do not give information about 
what attitudes and behaviours are related to entrepreneurship [2]. That is, the multidimensionality 
inherent this concept seems to be lost in the studies. Additionally, little is known about if this 
competence is effectively addressed in the academic curricula and how is put into practice by HE 
institutions.  

Accordingly, this paper aims to analyze how entrepreneurship is defined in terms of expected learning 
outcomes in the scope of the new study programs submitted to quality accreditation in Portugal, since 
2009. 

2 METHODOLOGY  

2.1 Procedure 
A content analysis of the LO identified in the proposals of new study programs submitted to 
accreditation by the Portuguese Agency for Higher Education Accreditation (A3ES) was carried out 
using the MAXQDA software (version 12). Six steps were taken to identify patterns (themes) within the 
data. This analysis followed a conceptual framework, in which 24 technical and generic skills were 
included. This procedure uses a theoretical thematic analysis approach, instead of a data-driven 
option [5]. 

2.2 Measures 
At an initial stage of the accreditation process, HEI submit an accreditation proposal to A3ES: 
“Request for Prior Accreditation of a New Study Cycle”. In the description of each study cycle that is 
submitted, institutions must describe what are the “intended learning outcomes” they expected 
students will achieve at the end of a specific period of learning. Data analysis focused on information 
included in this question, and which is limited to 1000 characters. All LO (n = 619) included in every 
proposal of new study programs submitted to accreditation in A3ES, from 2009 to 2014, were 
examined. From those 619 documents, 54,8% were 2nd study cycle (master degree) proposals, while 
26,2% referred to 1st study cycle (bachelor degree), and 18,9% to 3rd study cycle (PhD degree).   

3 RESULTS 
From the content analysis of the LO that are proposed in the new study programs emerged two 
different outputs. First, the frequency of each category coded informs about the relevance of such skill 
as an expected LO. Then, when focusing on the excerpts coded as “entrepreneurship”, the variety and 
diversity of perspectives on this subject becomes evident.  

Accordingly, as presented in Table 1, discipline-specific or technical skills are the most relevant LO 
(corresponding to 26% of total codifications). On the other hand, even though entrepreneurship is 
mentioned as an expected learning outcomes (in a total of 136 times), its representativeness within 
total of skills coded seems to not to be particularly relevant (1,5%).  

Table 1.† Frequencies of each category coded in LO. 

Skills Frequencies % by total of skills coded 
Discipline specific/technical skills 2354 26 
Critical thinking 1199 13,3 
Oral and written communication 963 7,6 
Information management  867 9,6 
Innovation 553 6,2 
Creativity 448 4,9 
Information and communications technology 363 4 
Leadership 311 3,4 
Social, economic and environmental sustainability 310 3,4 
Problem solving 285 3,2 
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Organising and planning 253 2,8 
Lifelong learning 238 2,6 
Team work 191 2,1 
Autonomous work 190 2,1 
Personal and social responsability 142 1,5 
Entrepreneurship 136 1,5 
Decision making 135 1,5 
Adaptability to new contexts 133 1,5 
Ethics and professional regulation 117 1,3 
Strive for excellence 106 1,2 
Interpersonal relationship 46 0,5 
Cultural awareness 39 0,4 
Communication in a foreign language 34 0,4 
Total 9043 100 

Focusing on the excerpts coded as entrepreneurship, a wide range of expressions and labels were 
used. As displayed in Table 2, entrepreneurship is understood as: i) initiative and innovation; ii) a 
personal attitude; iii) the development of new paradigms; iv) a strategic thinking and vision; v) a start-
up creation; and, vi) critical self-assessment. For each label, an example of a LO is presented. For 
instance, when entrepreneurship is labelled as initiative and innovation, the related LO stresses the 
ability to “to think out-of-the box about everyday situations” or the development of “a sense of initiative 
and entrepreneurship, and cultural awareness”. “To adopt a risk-taking posture in business” or “an 
entrepreneurial spirit and pro-activity mind-set” are operative examples of the personal attitudes 
associated as entrepreneurship. The development of “new paradigms in gaming” and “new platforms 
for innovative forms of human interaction” as well as the creation of new start-ups are also examples 
of entrepreneurship LO. Critical self-assessment and strategic thinking and vision are other 
dimensions of entrepreneurship too.  

Table 2.† Labels of entrepreneurship and examples of LO. 

Entrepreneurship labels LO examples 

Entrepreneurship as 
initiative and innovation 

To develop a sense of initiative and entrepreneurship, and cultural awareness 
(bachelor degree) 
To be able to manage a project in an exploratory, innovative and creative 
perspective (master degree) 
To be able to think out-of-the box about everyday situations (PhD degree) 

Entrepreneurship as a 
personal attitude 

To adopt a risk-taking posture in business (master degree) 
To develop an entrepreneurial spirit and pro-activity mind-set (bachelor degree). 

Entrepreneurship as the 
development of new 

paradigms. 

To develop new paradigms in gaming (bachelor degree) 
To explore new platforms for innovative forms of human interaction (master 
degree). 

Entrepreneurship as a 
strategic thinking and 

vision 

To be aware of market opportunities to develop new ideas and new digital projects 
(master degree) 
To develop a strategic vision and thinking in advertising communication design 
(master degree). 
To develop a strategic vision for an international and global management (PhD 
degree). 

Entrepreneurship as a 
start-up creation 

To set up and run a creative business (master degree)) 
To know how to create a new company (Bachelor degree) 
To transform an idea in a new company (PhD degree) 

Critical self-assessment To develop self-monitoring and self-correction mechanisms (master degree). To 
critically assess one's own work and define new methodologies (PhD degree). 
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4 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
In the present paper, our main goal was to explore how entrepreneurship is operationalized and put 
into practice by Portuguese HE Institutions. Using a qualitative methodology, the content of the LO 
that are proposed in the new study programs submitted to quality accreditation was analysed, 
differentiating technical from generic skills. Here, the focus was to observe the importance given to 
entrepreneurship as well as what definitions were used to describe such skills.  

In light of the literature review, two main aspects are stressed. First, despite the relevance of 
entrepreneurship as a key competence in the current socioeconomic context [1], Portuguese HE 
institutions are, still, exploring ways to effectively develop this competence. Here, an important 
question needs to be answer. Is entrepreneurship really neglected by institutions or are institutions 
confused about what is effectively entrepreneurship? Our results show, in one hand, the high 
relevance of critical thinking, creativity and innovation as expected learning outcomes to be achieved 
by students. In the other hand, entrepreneurship seems to be poorly mentioned. This apparent 
ambiguity seems to be result of an unclear definition of each one of these competences, and a clear 
difficulty in translating these competences into learning outcomes (that is, moving from theory into 
practice). Secondly, when analyzing the excerpts that were coded as entrepreneurship, a wide range 
of labels appeared as possible definitions of this skill. Personal attitudes and abilities (such as 
strategic thinking or critical self-assessment), initiative and innovation as well as the development of 
new paradigms are working examples of a broader perception of entrepreneurship. The results also 
reflect a traditional perspective, understanding entrepreneurship as a start-up creation. Being 
entrepreneurship a complex and a multifaceted concept [2,3] it can hard be explained only by a single 
or simple definition. Additionally, each qualification level (bachelor, master, and PhD degree) defines 
entrepreneurship in a specific way, reflecting, for instance, a major complexity as the academic degree 
increases. This hypothesis helps to explain the diversity of labels that emerged from our data. 
Different perspectives of entrepreneurship allied to different demanding of each study cycle. 

This multiplicity, from a narrow to a broader perspective [2,3] helps to create difficulties when it is time 
to implement this skills in HE. The closeness between concepts (critical thinking, innovation, creativity 
and entrepreneurship) combined with the multiples labels of entrepreneurship makes the translating to 
learning outcomes much more complex and challenging. It is hard to understand where are the 
boundaries between concepts and to dissociate what knowledge, skill and attitudes belong to each 
one.  

Such a possibility calls for future investigation. In future studies about the labels used to define 
entrepreneurship and operationalize it as a LO, it is necessary to compare this competence with those 
which may have similar definitions and understandings. This would assist HE institutions in finding 
ways to effectively implement entrepreneurship skills in their academic curricula and in their 
teaching/learning methods, envisaging the high-value of an entrepreneurship education.  
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