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Abstract 
Social Innovation is a key element in the development of modern societies that is motivating a number 
of calls for the development of new and adequate approaches for education and training. The 
characteristics of social innovation projects call for the qualification of individuals for the engagement in 
collaborative forms of organization, in order to address social needs in a sustainable manner. This 
context is triggering changes in Higher Education Institutions (HEI), which play an important role in the 
development of core competences, and are leading to important changes in the curriculum of their 
programs. This paper presents the results of an exploratory study focusing on the identification and 
characterization of competences associated with the qualification for Social Innovation. This works 
corresponded to a preliminary fieldwork phase aiming at the development of a measurement scale, 
targeted to young graduates, to the evaluation of their perceived levels of social innovation 
competences. The study involved an extensive literature review and interviews with experts that allowed 
for the identification of three dimensions of competences that are relevant for social innovation and 
transformation: personal, collaborative and transformational competences. The development of the 
instrument, including the specification and validation of competence statements and the collection of 
data, was conducted under the scope of the Erasmus+ project “Students4Change”, involving both 
European and Latin America HEIs. Data collected from international students was used for the 
refinement and validation of the proposed competence dimensions, involving 128 questions, 
corresponding to 32 social innovation and entrepreneurial competences, covering the dimensions of 
personal competences (16), collaborative competences (10) and transformational competences (6). The 
data collected also allowed for a preliminary characterization of the social innovation competences’ 
profile for the sample of international students in the study. The aim of this study is to contribute to the 
body of knowledge on personal, collaborative and transformational competences, developing tools and 
measures useful to develop education and training responses to meet the demands of the labour market 
in this perspective of social innovation. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
In recent years, the number of Social Innovation initiatives has increased, presenting itself as a viable 
approach to face many of the challenges of today's societies. Social Innovation is the development of 
innovative solutions to current social challenges. Social challenges can englobe diverse problems such 
as youth unemployment, long-term unemployment, mobility, food security, energy efficiency, or even 
any other form of exclusion of a citizen. These challenges and their priorities are reflected in EU 
documents as part of their investment and funding policies. The growing interest on Social Innovation 
in academic curriculum implementation has been  supported in recent studies [1]–[3]. The initiatives of 
Social Innovation are distinguished by offering alternative answers through organizational models that 
can combine activities of a commercial nature with others of social content, thus ensuring sources of 
income and financing of their primary social objectives. In addition, Social Innovation has a transforming 
character of its stakeholders and contexts. Social Innovation projects are normally characterized by 
being collaborative initiatives that involve the participation of citizens and organizations in a balanced 
way in activities and decisions. Some studies highlight the variety and diversity of meanings and 
understanding about this concept, the associated learning methodologies and the diversity of practices 
in what concerns the presence of such topic in academic courses and disciplines.  

Several approaches and understandings of social innovation have been addressing social 
entrepreneurship as a synonymous of the start-up of enterprises with social purpose [4]. In the context 
of the project reported in this study, Students4Change, the term social entrepreneurship is understood 
as an element of social innovation initiatives; these can include the development of projects steaming 
from initiatives developed in the context of courses and programs in Latin American universities. Some 
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examples of this theoretical understanding are based on the diversity of areas of study reported in the 
state of the art of the project [2].  

The concepts of social innovation and social entrepreneurship presented in the prevalent literature find 
ample diversity of dimensions, applicability and meanings and are still far from a consensus of a 
definition, keeping open this topic, thus leading to the development of multidimensional projects, instead 
of a single approach. This argument is refuted when the multidimensional aspects and empirical 
parameters [5] of Social Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship are understood, that can characterize 
a “hybrid domain of social innovation” [6] and lead for actions in a wide range of sectors. But a work 
definition had to be set for the purpose of the project Students4Change, as well as for the development 
of the course reported in this study. As such the adopted understanding of Social Innovation is based 
on the collective action and collaborative learning [7]. 

2 DEVELOPING A COMMON UNDERSTANDING OF SOCIAL INNOVATION 
AND SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

The development of a common understating of Social Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship was 
considered to be a key preliminary condition that is necessary to frame the work and the development 
of intellectual outputs in an adequate and consistent manner across all partners and contributions. To 
this end, information was gathered and shared among the members of the project consortia, about the 
definitions and understandings for Social Innovation that were prevalent at each partners context.  
Regarding Social Innovation, various definitions offered by the partners evidenced some consistent 
elements. The ingredients identified in the social innovation definitions were also aligned with the 
framing of social innovation found in prevalent research and institutional documents relevant in the field. 
It was possible to identify three main (common) defining elements about Social Innovation: i) the idea 
social innovation as a new solution specifically developed to address a social need or challenge; ii) the 
distinguishing characteristic of an ample and diversified participation of social actors in the processes 
of social innovation; iii) the association of social innovation with social change and impact. Building on 
this analysis the following concise definition was offered: “A Social Innovation is a new solution 
developed to address a social need and aims to change the system in which the need is inserted. 
Successful social innovations are a result of an ample and diversified participative process”. Concerning 
the definitions of Social Entrepreneurship offered by the partners of the project, these revealed an 
evident association of the ideas of Social Innovation, notably in what concerns the goals, the objectives, 
and the purposes of ventures/organizations/enterprises created under such label. The partners 
acknowledged the association of Social Entrepreneurship with objectives of social good. A second 
salient element in the most part of the definitions offered for Social Entrepreneurship is the importance 
of resource mobilization and sustainability in the effectiveness of such entrepreneurial approach. Social 
entrepreneurs are approached as resource mobilizers and capable of generating organizational models 
that are superior in their ability to identify relevant resources and in their ability to manage them in a 
sustainable manner. Building on this analysis the following concise definition was elaborated: “Social 
Entrepreneurship is the process of developing a sustainable organizational model, capable of mobilizing 
and integrating resources, for delivering a product or a service that generates social value”. This article 
presents the results of an exploratory study focusing on the identification and characterization of 
competences associated with the qualification for Social Innovation, having in mind that Higher 
Education Institutions (HEI) are leading to important changes in the curriculum of their programs. Higher 
Education Institutions play an important role in the development of core competences of their students 
and there is an expectation for young people to become the social leaders and innovators of tomorrow 
[1]. The idea that graduates are unprepared for the labour market is not new [8] and much of the 
responsibility is imputed to universities. In this regard, HEI that have to play an active role in adequately 
preparing their students. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
This article presents the results of an exploratory study focusing on the identification and characterization 
of competences associated with the qualification for Social Innovation. This works corresponded to a 
preliminary fieldwork phase aiming at the development of a measurement scale, targeted to young 
graduates, to the evaluation of their perceived levels of social innovation competences. The study involved 
an extensive literature review and interviews with experts that allowed for the identification of three 
dimensions of competences that are relevant for social innovation and transformation: personal, 
collaborative and transformational competences. The development of the instrument, including the 
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specification and validation of competence statements and the collection of data, was conducted under 
the scope of the Erasmus+ project “Students4Change”, involving both European and Latin America HEIs 
(see table 1). The project Students4Change (No. 2574133-EPP-1-2016-1-MX-EPPKA2-CBHE-J) aims at 
increasing the relevance of programs aimed at developing the innovation and social competences in Latin 
American Universities to increase the capacity of students to solve the social problems their regions are 
facing.  As part of this aim, the project offers training opportunities for teachers of the partners’ universities 
in order to learn methodologies to foster entrepreneurial and social innovation competences in students. 

Table 1. Entities involved in the development of the instrument.  

Entities Country  
TUDO Technische Universitat Dortmund Germany 
PUCRio Pontifíca Universidade Católica do Rio de Janeiro  Brazil 
PUCRS Pontifíca Universidade Católica do Rio Grande do Sul Brazil 
PUCV Pontifíca Universidad Católica de Valparaíso Chile  
UTALCA Universidad de Talca  Chile 
Ashoka  Chile 
UNIMINUTO Corporacion Universitaria Minuto de Dios Colombia 
UCALDAS Universidad de Caldas Colombia 
ITCR Instituto Tecnológico de Costa Rica Costa Rica  
UCR Universidad de Costa Rica Costa Rica 
UPV Universitat Politécnica de Valencia Spain 
UPV/EHU Universidad del Pais Vasco Spain 
UGA Université Grenoble Alpes France  
UCOL Universidad de Colima Mexico 
ITESM Tecnológico de Monterrey Mexico 
UA Universidade de Aveiro Portugal  

3.1 Procedure 
The analysis of the qualitative data allowed for the identification of an exhaustive list of social innovation 
competences (see table 2), as there were evidences that they populated the concerns, the speech and 
the documents emanated from the various stakeholders.  

Table 2. Social innovation competences. 

Personal Competences  Collaborative Competences  Transformational Competences  
Positive Action  Relationship, Capability and Network  Social awareness  
Adaptability  Communication Initiative  
Self-Confidence Empathy and respect for diversity Innovation and creativity  
Self-Awareness Work ethic Cultural Intelligence  
Autonomy Leadership Values driven  
Commitment Foreign Languages Vision 
Continuous Learning ICT  
Determination Persuading and negotiation  
Time Management  Problem solving   
Critical Thinking  Team Work   
Perseverance   
Responsibility    
Tolerance to Stress   
Decision Making   
Taking Risk   
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The next phase involved the generation of items to describe each of the dimensions of competences 
identified, following prevalent methodologic guidelines for item generation, revision, refinement and 
validation. Notably, the work involved the task of writing a list of statements associated with each 
competence, derived from the literature and the qualitative data collection; the revision of the item list 
by selected informed experts, from all the partner countries, in order to improve the item writing as well 
assess their relevance for the work. This allowed for a preliminary phase of purification of the item list, 
in order to preserve a preliminary and parsimonious set of sentences for each competence. The next 
step involved the application of the list of items in a questionnaire format across selected samples in the 
countries addressed in the study. Questionnaires were administrated in two languages, one in 
Portuguese and other in Spanish, both addressing young graduates in higher education institutions. The 
quantitative data collected from Latin America students was used for the refinement and validation of 
the proposed competence dimensions and statements for the scale, involving 128 questions, 
corresponding to 32 social innovation competences (see table 2), covering the dimensions of personal 
competences (16), collaborative competences (10) and transformational competences (6). In the 
questionnaire the rating scale used, asked respondents to express a self-assessment about their own 
competences, on a scale from 1 to 5 ("totally disagree" [1] and "totally agree" [5]). In Table 3 we offer 
an illustration of the statements incorporated in the questionnaires, for three competences of the three 
different type of categories of social innovation competences (Personal, Collaborative and 
Transformational competences). 

Table 3. Social Innovation competence requirements. 

TYPE OF 
COMPETENCE  COMPETENCE STATEMENT 

Personal Adaptability 

I am able to perform different tasks and have several responsibilities. 
I am able to work in different teams. 
I am able to adapt and work in different structures and work processes 
I am able to work with different cultures.  

Collaborative  Communication 

I have the ability to communicate information and ideas through a variety 
of means  
I can involve an audience when I make a presentation  
I have the ability to help others understand and retain my messages 
I have good communication skills  

Transformational  Initiative  

I have the ability to act independently 
I can take the first step to solve a problem 
I am able to introduce myself when necessary 
I can detect opportunities and traits in my work 

3.2 Sample Characterization 
The sample consisted of 446 participants (240 female and 206 male) between 17 and 65 years old 
(M=22.92 and SD=6.284) of 10 Latin American Universities (see figure 1). The majority of participants 
are undergraduate students (n = 415; 93%) and only 7% (n = 31) are graduate. Concerning the area of 
studies, 4,5% are on Education, 6,3% on Arts and Humanities, 43.5% belongs to Social Sciences, 
Business and Law area, 8.1% to Exact Sciences and Computation, 27.8% are on Engineering, 
Manufacturing and Construction, 2.9% on Agricultural Engineering, 5.6% on Health and Social 
Protection and 1.3% on other areas such as services.  
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Figure 1. Sample of Universities addressed in the quantitative data collection. 

4 RESULTS  

4.1 Preliminary characterization of the social innovation competences’ profile 
for the sample of Latin American Higher Education Students 

Through the analysis of table 4 it is possible to verify that, in general, students of higher education 
obtained a higher average in transformational competences (M = 4.26; SD = .585), followed immediately 
by the personal competences (M = 4.18; SD = .535). The collaborative competences were, in other 
hand, the ones that had a lower average than the others did (M = 4.10; SD = .575), meaning that they 
are the group of competences for social innovation that students perceive to be less developed. 
Therefore, it is possible to mention that these competences need more attention from higher education 
institutions. 

Table 4. Social Innovation competences.  

Type of Competences Mean SD 

Personal_Competences 4,18 0,535 

Collaborative_Competences 4,10 0,575 

Transformational_Competences 4,26 0,585 

4.2 Ranking of social innovation competences  
Throughout a more detailed analysis of each category of competences for social innovation, and starting 
with the collaborative competences (see figure 2) - in which Latin America higher education students 
perceived them as less developed - it is possible to observe that competences such as "Empathy and 
respect for diversity", "Work Ethic "and "Relationship, Capability and Network" are those that students 
generally perceive to be more developed. In turn, it is the “Foreign Languages”, “Persuading and 
Negotiation”, “Problem Solving” and “Communication”, those skills that students perceive to have less 
developed. 
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Figure 2. Ranking of collaborative social innovation competences.  

Regarding the personal competences group (see figure 3), it is possible to observe that there are three 
competences that stand out positively from the other, being those the one students consider to be more 
developed in a general way: "Continuous Learning", "Autonomy" and the competence "Responsibility". 
On the other hand, the results also suggest that competences that students consider to be less 
developed are, in this order: "Tolerance to Stress", "Time Management" and "Risk Taking". Although 
this category of skills for social innovation is not the one showing worst scores, it is important that higher 
education institutions pay special attention with "Tolerance to Stress", "Time Management" and "Risk 
Taking", as they stand out in a negative way and due to the fact that their importance on the labor market 
is widely referenced in the literature. 

 
Figure 3. Ranking of personal social innovation competences.  

At last, figure 4 illustrates the transformational competences ranking’. Results indicate that the “Values 
Driven” and “Social Awareness” competencies are those that students perceive as more developed and 
“Vison” and “Innovation and Creativity” as the least. 
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Figure 4. Ranking of transformational social innovation competences – Latin America 

 higher education students profile. 

4.3 General overview of social innovation competences  
Table 5 shows the averages obtained by Latin American higher education students for all social 
innovation competences. These results demonstrate a greater difficulty in learning collaborative 
competences, such as "Foreign Languages", “Persuading and Negotiation” and Problem Solving as well 
as for the personal competence "Tolerance to stress". The competences that seem to have been well 
developed by students are, curiously, belonging to the category of collaborative competences, 
specifically “Empathy and respect for diversity” and “Work Ethic” competencies, but also in the personal 
competences category: "Continuous Learning" and "Autonomy" as well as in the transformational 
competences category (Values Driven). 

Table 5. General overview of Social Innovation competences. 

Social Innovation Competences Mean SD 
Foreign Languages 3,47 1,184 
Persuading and Negotiation 3,74 0,880 
Problem Solving 3,96 0,783 
Tolerance to stress 3,97 0,855 
Communication 3,97 0,860 
Time Management 4,02 0,719 
Taking Risk 4,05 0,731 
Vision 4,06 0,759 
Team Work 4,07 0,723 
Positive Action 4,07 0,692 
Self Management 4,10 0,711 
Innovation and Creativity 4,12 0,712 
Determination 4,12 0,724 
ICT 4,13 0,791 
Self Confidence 4,17 0,653 
Self Awareness 4,18 0,674 
Critical Thinking 4,18 0,682 
Commitment 4,19 0,653 
Perseverance 4,20 0,702 
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Leadership 4,21 0,704 
Decision Making 4,21 0,659 
Adaptability 4,22 0,652 
Cultural Intelligence 4,27 0,674 
Initiative 4,31 0,695 
Social Awareness 4,33 0,668 
Responsibility 4,35 0,631 
Relationship, Capability and Network 4,38 0,661 
Autonomy 4,41 0,582 
Values Driven 4,45 0,658 
Continuous Learning 4,49 0,600 
Work Ethic 4,54 0,609 
Empathy and respect for diversity 4,58 0,587 

5 CONCLUSIONS 
Transversal competences are increasingly valued in job contexts, and, particularly for young graduates 
their qualification on this domain seems to be determinant for employability [9], [10]. This paper offers a 
contribution to the acknowledgement of the importance of integrating objectives related with the 
qualification in transversal competences in the Higher Education agendas, while advancing with the 
development of a measurement tool to support their consistent assessment. The paper offers a timely 
contribution aligned with the concerns associated with the new and evolving context of work, i.e, the 
increasing demand for young graduates with well-developed transversal competences. Competences 
such as communication skills, teamwork, initiative, will be increasingly on the top of the agendas of 
student aspirations, and HEs will need to find adequate responses to address such calls.  The proposed 
competence measurement tool can offer a good contribution to promote the dialogue between 
employers and employees which can be a first step in approaching the mission of universities in terms 
of their relationship with the business sector, taking the realities of the workplace and the practical 
requirements of employers into account. This could allow universities to reframe their teaching methods 
and the focus of their research in order to provide students with the skills and abilities that they need to 
have a good integration in work contexts, and simultaneously leverage technical capabilities. 
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