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Abstract 
This paper reports the results of the study on the importance and development of generic competencies 
in the Personnel Management specialty of Business Management curriculum at Estonian 
Entrepreneurship University of Applied Sciences. Authors’ aim was to identify the perceptions of both 
the students and academic staff and current practices regarding the development of generic 
competencies. The data was collected through document analyses and two surveys, based on the 
previously formed framework of generic skills. Nineteen last year students and twenty-six teachers from 
Personnel Management specialty of EUAS completed the questionnaires. The findings indicate that 
according to self-ratings the students have improved their proficiency level of a wide range of generic 
competencies, in many of them rather substantially. The results of the document analysis revealed a 
lack of cohesion for generic competences in course descriptions and study programmes. Teachers´ 
survey results indicated that in many cases teachers fostered the development of generic competencies 
without assessing them. The students´ self-ratings of their level of competence were “good” for most 
competences, except for Creativity, Language skills, Mentoring and supervising, Research and 
analytical skills, and Mathematical skills which were rated as “satisfactory”. 

The findings contribute to the curriculum design development and faculty training to enhance 
methodological skills, in order to support university teachers as fosterers of the development of their 
students’ generic competencies. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Continuous learning has become a natural part of present-day working life. Globalization accompanied 
by technological advancement and innovation has resulted in extensive labour market changes 
shortening the life span of employees’ traditional careers, reducing the stability of jobs and transforming 
the nature of work itself. ([1], [2], [3]). Job insecurity and new forms of employment have accentuated 
the issues of employability ([3]). Employability can be viewed from the individual i.e. competence-centred 
perspective as individual competencies and abilities an employee possesses to successfully manage in 
a competitive labour market with rapidly shifting demands, or from a societal i.e. employment-centred 
perspective as the proportion of individuals/graduates employed. ([3]) 

Enhancing employability has been a priority in both European Union and global policy making, which 
has been stressing the need for better fit between higher education (HE) and labour market needs ([4], 
[2], [3]). OECD Skills Outlook 2017 [5] emphasizes the importance for countries to enhance their 
employees’ generic competencies development in order to participate at the technologically advanced 
end of the global value chains and benefit from higher productivity. According to World Economic Forum 
Future of Jobs and Skills report [6], rather than eliminating jobs, technology will create the need and 
demand for new and different skills. Even jobs with stable outlook will see drastic changes in skills 
required and technical skills will increasingly need to be complemented with social and collaboration 
skills. In post-industrial knowledge-based economies generic competencies have become employability 
skills as they enhance an individual’s ability to adapt to changes and acquire new skills ([7], [8], [3]). 

Generic competencies are regarded as knowledge, skills and attitudes a person can apply in various 
fields or contexts regardless of discipline and are considered essential for managing one’s everyday life 
as well as increasing one’s employability ([7], [3]). As the focus of HE has turned towards enhancing 
students’ employability ([7], [9], 3]), the discussion subject for generic competencies in HE has changed 
from whether to enhance students’ generic competencies towards how to foster them and which 
particular competencies should be developed ([10], [1]). 
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Several parallel concepts have been used to refer to generic competencies, such as transferable skills, 
generic skills, generic attributes, generic capabilities or key skills. There has been a lack of clarity both 
in the meaning of specific competencies and in the understanding, whether generic competencies are 
truly generic regardless of discipline or primarily bound to a particular field. Another dilemma has 
presented itself in whether HE should concentrate on fostering certain specific generic competencies or 
rather enable lifelong learning and support development of ethical human character instead ([1], [11], 
[4], [3]). To sum up, although generic competencies have received widespread attention from both 
policymakers and academics, there is still lack of understanding regarding how students perceive and 
acquire these competencies, or how to enhance their development in HE curricula ([1], [12]).  

As a private HE institution, Estonian Entrepreneurship University of Applied Sciences (EUAS) considers 
it vitally important to meet the interests of its various stakeholders and to anticipate the trends of labour 
market. Great emphasis has been put on the quality of the teaching process by paying close attention 
to the cohesion and relevance of its curricula, teaching methods and assessment. This includes 
integrating development of generic competencies into learning. In 2016-2017 EUAS research group 
developed a generic skills framework of 19 skills [13] and started conducting studies about adult 
learners’ ratings of the importance of transferable skills for their current working life and their self-
reported levels of skills in these areas. The studies showed that adult learners consider generic skills as 
very important for their work. The results of the studies have been used to form study groups of 
specialties with similar expectations and needs, enabling teachers to use appropriate teaching 
methodology and adapt the content of the learning [14].  

The basis for current study was derived from challenges in the development and implementation of 
generic competencies in the HE curriculum as identified by Chan et al. [1]. Generic competencies 
framework of Õunapuu and Einpaul [13] was used to conduct surveys and curriculum analysis. 

Authors’ objective was to identify the perceptions of both the students and academic staff, and current 
practices regarding the development of generic competencies in the teaching of Business management 
(BM) at the EUAS.  

The research questions were: 

1 What are the current teaching and assessment practices of generic competencies in Business 
management curriculum at EUAS? 

2 What are the academic staff’s perceptions and expectations regarding the development of generic 
competencies? 

3 What are the students’ perceptions and experiences regarding the development of generic 
competencies in BM curriculum? 

2 METHODOLOGY 
There is still a little agreement regarding the required generic competencies for HE graduates and a 
range of different conceptual frameworks to define those skills [9]. In 2016, two of the authors, Õunapuu 
and Einpaul, formed the list and descriptions of generic skills as the basis for the questionnaire according 
to seven different generic skills frameworks/models. The content analysis was used for mapping 
features of those models and frameworks and for the identification, codification and categorization of 
specific generic skills. There was a total of 47 different competencies, skills and sub-competencies within 
the frameworks used. The content analyses revealed 22 most frequent skills.  During the analysis 
content-wise similar categories were given denominators. The revised framework contains 19 general 
competencies [13]. 

2.1 Document analyses 
In order to clarify what generic competencies are currently developed in courses of the BM curriculum, 
document analyses of the content and structure of the programmes of study (syllabus) of the courses 
taught and study regulations of the curriculum was conducted. The data for analyses of all the study 
programmes was included from the description of the subject, learning outcomes, main topics, teaching 
methods, assessment methods and assessment criteria, to identify the content related to the list of 
generic skills or their descriptions from the framework of generic competencies. There are 35 different 
courses in the BM curriculum of EUAS: 17 PM specialty courses and 18 courses from basic studies and 
core studies modules.  
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2.2 Survey amongst academic staff 
To clarify the EUAS academic staff’s perceptions and current practices regarding development and 
assessment of their students’ generic competencies, a questionnaire was designed. It contains 11 items, 
most of which are answered on a 5-point Likert scale, e.g. the importance of competencies are rated on 
a scale from “not important at all” (1) to “very important” (5). 

Respondents were provided with the list and descriptions of nineteen generic competencies and were 
asked to indicate their perceptions, i.e. to mark the competencies they develop and the competencies 
they assess in their courses. The survey was conducted in june 2018, 26 teachers (out of 35 EUAS 
personnel management specialty teachers) provided their answers. 

2.3 Survey amongst students 
To find out the attitudes, experiences and preferences of the students of EUAS the authors created a 
questionnaire to assess the importance of and experiences with developing generic competencies at 
the BM curriculum. It contains 10 items that are answered on a  5-point Likert scale, e.g. the importance 
of competencies on a scale from  “not important at all” (1) to “very important” (5) and self-ratings 
regarding the presence competencies on a five-point Likert scale from “none” (1) “to excellent” (5).  

Respondents were provided with the list of nineteen  generic skills and were asked to make self-
evaluation of their own level of every skill, the level required in their current job and their future job (in 
3-5 years), the level of development of these skills during their university studies and their preferences 
regarding the development of these skills at university. 

The survey was carried out in September 2018 and involved 34 last year Personnel Management 
students of EUAS, of which 19 provided their answers. 

3 RESULTS 

3.1 The development of generic competencies in the Personnel Management 
specialty of Business Management curriculum at EUAS  

Teaching the specialization of Personnel Management at EUAS is based on the Business Management 
curriculum, which learning outcomes include generic competencies like teamwork, communication skills, 
IT-skills and ethical thinking. An overview of all the 18 subjects in basic studies module and core studies 
module of the BM curriculum is presented in Table 1.  

Table 1. An overview of the modules and courses of Business Management curriculum of EUAS. 

Basic studies Core studies 

Entrepre-
neurship 
module  

Business 
process 
module 

Research 
methods 
module 

Basic courses 
module 

Management 
module 

Written papers 
and internship 

No separate 
courses 
(15 EAP) 

No separate 
courses 
(15 EAP) 

Research 
methods 

Public speaking Study of law Subject paper 

Data analysis Organizational 
behaviour 

Labour law and 
contracts 

Enterprise 
internship 

Business and 
management 
ethics 

Communication 
psychology 

Health psychology 
and work 
environment 

Final paper 

Academic writing Self-management 
in university 

Economic theory Specialty 
internship 

The results of the document analyses are presented in Table 2. Data collected from the sections of 
study programmes (course description, learning outcomes, main topics, assessment description) is 
summed up by the number on study programmes mentioning the particular generic competence. Total 
for each competence mentioned in the sections and the total number of study programmes containing 
each competence are also given.  
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Table 2. The results of document analyses based on the sections of programmes of study 

Generic competence (GC) 
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Research and analytical skills 17 19 16 23 75 32 

Critical thinking 7 7 17 17 48 27 

Problem solving and decision making 9 10 17 12 48 26 

Planning 8 12 5 10 35 19 

Teamwork 6 3 11 11 31 19 

Oral communication skills 3 2 12 9 26 18 

Written communication skills 3 4 4 13 24 14 

Learning, development and achievement 5 3 7 8 23 11 

Creativity 4 2 2 5 13 7 

Ethics 2 5 5 1 13 10 

Digital skills 3 3 3 4 13 7 

Leading, initiation and involvement 3  4 3 10 9 

Communication skills 3 1 2 2 8 4 

Cultural competence 2 1 2 2 7 3 

Resilience and adaptability 3 1 3  7 5 

Mathematical skills 2 1 2 1 6 3 

Mentoring and supervising 1 1 1 1 4 3 

Language skills   1 3 4 4 

General knowledge of world       

According to the results of document analyses, the most frequently mentioned generic competencies in 
contents of programmes of study were Research and analytical skills (mentioned 75 times), Critical 
thinking (48)  and Problem solving and decision making (48), followed by Planning (35), Teamwork (31), 
Oral communivation (26), Written communicatin (24) and Learning, development and achievement (23).   

3.2 The perceptions of the academic staff regarding the importance and 
development of generic competencies in BM curriculum   

Survey amongst academic staff revealed that teachers consider generic competencies as very important 
in improving the employability of university graduates (6.7 points out of 7) and consider the developing 
of generic competencies to be universities’ responsibility. As shown in Figure 1, the results indicate the 
following generic competencies as most supported competencies in different courses – Planning, 
Problem solving and decision making, Communication skills, Written communication, Critical thinking, 
Ethics, Oral communication skills, Research and analytical skills, Teamwork and also Learning, 
development and achievement. 

According to the results, assessment of generic competencies is clearly not as common as supporting 
of their development in different courses. Among competencies that are both supported and assessed 
are Research and analytical skills, Written communication and Oral communication skills. A remarkable 
gap between developing and assessment of a skill was found in responses for the following 
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competencies – Planning, Problem solving and decision making, General knowledge of the world, 
Communication skills and ethics,  as those competencies were rarely found in the assessment section 
of the study programmes (course outlines).    

 
Figure 1.  The development and assessment of generic competencies in courses 

 of BM curriculum according to the results of the teacher’s survey. 

3.3 The perceptions of the Personnel Management students regarding the 
importance and development of generic competencies  

The survey indicated that from the point of view of their employability, students consider generic 
competencies as very important (100% of respondents regarded generic competencies as rather 
important or very important, an average rating of 4.53 on a 5-point scale). Enhancing the development 
of generic competencies was considered to be a mission of HE institutions to a rather substantial degree, 
58% of respondents regarded it rather or fully to be a mission of HE institutions, an average rating of 
3.68 on a 5-point scale. The students also indicated, that as a result of their HE studies, they have 
improved their proficiency level in generic competencies rather substantially (79% of respondents 
assessed improvement to be rather substantial or very substantial, an average rating of 3.89 on a 5-
point scale). 
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Table 3 displays students’ ratings of the importance of generic competencies in their working life at 
present and 3-5 years into the future, and their rating of how their studies at EUAS have supported them 
in developing various generic competencies. Also displayed is students’ self-rating of their current 
proficiency level in all the generic competencies listed. Higher ratings have been highlighted with a 
darker background. 

Table 3. Students´ perceptions of the importance, development and current proficiency level  
of the generic competencies. 
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Leading, initiation and involvement 3.84 4.63 3.32 3.72 

Teamwork 4.50 4.74 3.74 4.16 

Mentoring and supervising 3.42 4.32 3.74 3.32 

Communication skills 4.83 4.79 3.79 4.26 

Oral communication skills 4.58 4.79 3.63 3.74 

Written communication skills 4.42 4.74 3.74 3.63 

Critical thinking 4.26 4.58 3.74 3.63 

Research and analytical skills 4.16 4.58 4.26 3.28 

Creativity 4.11 4.37 3.00 3.47 

Learning, development and achievement 4.00 4.26 4.16 3.53 

Planning 4.42 4.37 3.58 3.84 

Resilience and adaptability 4.42 4.47 3.42 3.95 

Problem solving and decision making 4.37 4.32 2.89 3.79 

Ethics 4.50 4.42 3.32 4.00 

Cultural competence 3.63 4.05 2.79 3.53 

General knowledge of world 3.89 4.32 3.50 3.74 

Language skills 4.37 4.47 2.00 3.42 

Mathematical skills 3.32 3.79 2.89 3.11 

Digital skills 4.16 4.53 2.44 3.63 

Total 4.17 4.45 3.37 3.67 

When comparing the ratings, one can observe that studies have supported students to a rather 
substantial degree to develop many generic competencies that they consider to be important in their 
working life currently and in the future. Self-ratings of their proficiency level in these important 
competencies are also higher accordingly. The aforementioned pertains to Teamwork, Communication 
Skills, Oral and Written Communication Skills, Critical Thinking and Planning. On the other hand – even 
though studies have supported the development of Research/Analytical Skills and 
Mentoring/Supervising rather substantially, students’ self-ratings of their proficiency level in these 
competencies were “satisfactory”, lower than for most other competencies. There is a group of 
competencies (Leadership, Initiation and Involvement; Resilience and Adaptability; Problem Solving and 
Decision Making; Ethics; Cultural Competence; Language Skills; Digital Skills) that had lower ratings in 
terms of support received in studies for their development, yet students’ self-ratings on their proficiency 
in these competencies were higher. For example, students rated their proficiency “good” in Digital Skills 
while having assessed their studies to provide little support for development of this competence. The 
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students’ self-ratings of their proficiency in less developed competencies, such as Creativity, Language 
Skills and Mathematical Skills, were marked lower, as “satisfactory”, by students. In terms of how studies 
at EUAS have supported students in developing their generic competencies, the ratings indicated little 
support for two out of 19 competencies  - Language skills and Digital skills. At the same time, students 
consider these competencies to be among the ten most important within the framework for their future 
working life. Students consider Digital Skills and Leadership, Initiation and Involvement to be very 
important in their future working life but assessed their studies to provide no substantial support in 
developing them. Creativity, Resilience and Adaptability, Problem Solving and Decision Making, Ethics, 
Cultural Competence, Language Skills and Mathematical Skills are regarded as rather important by 
students in their future working life, but their development was rated to have no substantial support by 
their studies.  

The results of the study indicate a significant cap between teachers’ and students’ ratings of the 
importance of generic competencies, as shown in Figure 2. For students among the most important 
skills are oral communication skills and teamwork, while teachers consider research and analytical skills 
and written communication skills to be among the most important.  

 
Figure 2. The importance of generic competencies according to perceptions  

of EUAS personnel management teachers and last year students. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The results of the study indicated that great attention is paid at EUAS to support the development of 
generic competencies in teaching of Personnel management students. Students reported to have 
improved their proficiency level of a wide range of generic competencies, in many of them rather 
substantially. According to students’ perceptions, the development of generic competencies have been 
more supported in general and core subjects of the curriculum than in specialty subjects. Students 
expect to be able to develop most of generic competencies throughout the whole curriculum, i.e. 
including in specialty subjects. The results of the document analysis revealed a lack of cohesion for 
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generic competencies in course descriptions, emphasising the need for more precise formulation of 
learning outcomes and the role of the generic competencies in those outcomes.  

The students´ self-ratings of their level of competence were “good” for most competencies, except for 
Creativity, Language skills, Mentoring and supervising, Research and analytical skills, and Mathematical 
skills which were rated as “satisfactory”.  These results should be taken into account by the 
administration and academic staff to enhance the ways of development of those competencies during 
university studies. 

Teachers´ survey results revealed that in many cases teachers fostered development of generic 
competencies without assessing them. Without a clear presentation of competencies taught and 
assessed it cannot be expected to develop by the end of the course.  

The findings of the current study, which is a part of research aimed to improve the role of generic 
competencies and study quality in the EUAS curriculum, are useful for further organization of studies 
and curriculum development. 
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