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Abstract 
The introduction of Social Innovation Competences in the curricula of Higher Education institutions is a 
recent topic of discussion, that aims to address the gaps have been consistently described in 
academic literature about the competences that graduates students have towards those demanded by 
the labour market. Overall, the calls for the development of transversal competences, that correspond 
to many of the demands for Social Innovation competence, is a timely and generalized concern 
among educators, employers, students and policy makers, integrating the agendas and debates for 
public policies concerning the future of work and qualifications. This article described that research 
work that was conducted in the European project Students4Change, to refine and validate a self-
assessment instrument to support the evaluation of Social Innovation competence in young graduates. 
The research work involved the collaboration of 5 European and 10 Latin America HEIs, from Mexico, 
Brazil, Chile and Costa Rica and Colombia. The data analysis yielded a model with the following 
transversal competences related to Social Innovation: personal, collaborative and transformational 
competences. We discuss the research and practice implications of using a validated instrument to 
assess social innovation competences among higher education students. The validation study was 
conducted with a large sample of Latin America higher education students. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
Social innovation has been gaining space in public debates as a sustainable alternative to meet 
societal challenges in domains that are very diverse, including long-term unemployment, energy and 
environment, demographic phenomena related to ageing and migrations, social exclusion, among 
others. A social innovation project typically combines the conduction of activities that address a given 
social issue, that very often do not generate enough revenue to support all the operational costs, with 
other activities, that might have a more commercial nature, and the can cross subsidize the activity of 
the organization as a whole.  This organization approach has been labelled as a hybrid operational 
model [1,2].  

The growth in number and importance of social innovation is leading to calls for the development of 
adequate education and training approaches to qualify the individuals notably in what concerns the 
domain of transversal competences, and the orientation for social transformation. This study proposes 
a contribution towards such demands by developing and validating a scale for supporting the 
measurement of transversal competences for social transformation.  The study offers two innovative 
insights. The first contribution regards the identification and characterization of a set of transversal 
competences that are specifically related with the capabilities of social transformation. This set of 
competences is added to the portfolio of transversal competences that has been extensively 
documented in the literature, and that are defined as competences that are not specific to a particular 
scientific or technical domain. This array of competences typically refers to domains of performance 
such as critical thinking, time management, teamwork, among others [3]. The set of competences 
proposed to cover the social awareness and transformational or change making capabilities of 
individuals can be included under the scope of transversal competences but refers to the specific 
domain of action oriented to have a social impact in the social and economic ecosystem. 

In this study we present the identification and characterization of three domains of transversal 
competences that are relevant for social innovation and impact, namely: personal competences, 
collaborative competences and transformative competence, as well as a scale to support their 
measurement. The characterization of the competence dimensions results from the review of the 
literature as well as from interviews with educators and stakeholders of social innovation projects that 
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were conducted in Latin American countries in the context of the Erasmus+ project Studetns4Change, 
involving Brazil, Colombia, Chile, Costa Rica and Mexico (No. 2574133-EPP-1-2016-1-MX-EPPKA2-
CBHE-J). The data collected served the dual purpose of refining the competence framework and of 
allowing a preliminary characterization of the transversal competences’ profile of young graduates 
across the Latin American countries addressed in the study. 

The study contributes to the body of knowledge about the management of social innovation offering a 
specific measurement tool to capture transversal competences for social transformation. The results of 
the data analysis conducted in the study aim to provide contributions to the domains of human 
resources management and qualification, notably for the development of education and training 
responses to meet the demands for social innovation. The study builds on the literature and on 
interviews with experts in social innovation education and training to put forward a preliminary list of 
competences that are refined and reduced involving primary data collection about competence 
perceptions by young graduates [4]. The proposed final competence framework distinguishes three 
dimensions of transversal competences including personal, collaborative and transformative domains, 
and proposes their deployment into dimensions, that are measurable trough a list of proposed items.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
The first task in the process of building a tool to support the measurement of transversal competences 
for social innovation was the review of current literature to find how the concept of competence had 
deployed in existing instruments. Existing approaches offered some insights on the measurement of 
transversal competences related with personal and collaborative performance of individuals but tools to 
address the specific measurement of competences for social innovation and transformation were still 
missing. 
The personal and collaborative competences used in the study corresponds to the lists of transversal 
competences that are advanced in the literature and policy documents, such as the strategic literature 
from entities such as the European Commission, the OECD, and the Word Economic Forum  [5]. The 
competences proposed for the transformative dimension build on the characteristics and profiles of that 
have been advanced for change makers in studies concerned with the education and training of such 
individuals [6]. In Table 1 we display the detailed list of transformative competences and the statements 
that were developed and employed in the survey to assess the young graduates self-perceptions.  

Table 1. Competences and statements associated with change making/social transformation. 

COMPETENCE STATEMENT 

Social Awareness 
I am capable of taking into account the needs of other groups and individuals. 
I am sensitive to reflect and act with ethics and social harmony. 
I am able to put myself in the position of other in unfavourable circumstances. 

Initiative 
I can take the first step for solving a problem. 
I can identify threats and opportunities in my work context. 

Innovation and 
Creativity 

I can implement new practices. 
I can develop new concepts and ideas. 
I can use my knowledge and expertise to improve tasks or processes. 
I can question the status quo in my work. 

Cultural Intelligence 
I can acknowledge and respect different cultures. 
I can understand and deal with diverse cultural backgrounds. 
I can get along with different cultures. 

Values Driven 
I can take into account human dignity and environmental preservation in my actions. 
I am aware of environmental concerns. 
I am a supporter of social justice and social wellbeing. 

Vision 

I can identify new opportunities strategies and risks in my work. 
I can foresight strategies and objectives aligned with the mission of an organization. 
I can identify opportunities that other didn’t spot. 
I have an holistic view about my projects and their future development. 
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The development of items to support the measurements of transversal competences involved several 
steps. A first array of competence dimensions and the corresponding items were derived from existing 
literature, and were reviewed and refined through interviews with experts in social innovation. The pool 
of experts included educators involved in the development of social innovation projects with the local 
communities in the Latin American Countries addressed in the study and other stakeholders including 
local entities engaged in the promotion of social innovation culture. The items were also reviewed for 
consistency, by being rated by higher education researchers in social innovation, for relevance and 
clearness in the writing. Whereas the inter-rater agreement was over 50%, some refinements in the 
writing of the items were introduced for the sake of clarity. The resulting list of items, developed as 
statements, was used to build a questionnaire were the respondents were asked to use a scale from 1 
to 5 ("strongly disagree" [1] and "strongly agree" [5]) to rate each statement and therefore to express 
their perception about their degree of qualification for each competence. The specific association of 
each statement with the competence dimensions was not visible to the respondents, to prevent from 
bias in the responses. The applicability of the instrument was further pilot tested with 5 students in 
each country who found it easy to use and understand. The proposed questionnaire included 128 
statements distributed across 32 competence dimensions, including 16 personal competences, 10 
collaborative competences and 6 transformative competences (as illustrated in Figure 1).The 
questionnaire was applied across selected samples of young students and graduates in the countries 
addressed in the study.  A total of 445 valid answers were collected from Brazil, Colombia, Costa 
Rica, Chile and Mexico, as displayed in Table 2. The data analysis was conducted using the IBM 
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 23.0. 

Table 2. Questionnaire (valid) responses per country. 

 Female Respondents Male Respondents 

Brazil 39 26 

Colombia 66 20 
Costa Rica 85 118 

Chile 2 16 
Mexico 47 26 

TOTAL 239 206 

Data analysis involved exploratory factor analysis to explore the characteristics of the structure of the 
proposed measurement instrument. The analysis revealed a factor structure that was largely consistent 
with the preliminary array of proposed transversal competences and their items. Nevertheless the 
process of refinement leading to a final reduced item list involved iterative steps to achieve the deletion 
of items that had their highest loading on a factor not consistent with the literature or that rather exhibited 
almost equal loading on more than one factor. Several exploratory principal components analysis were 
undertaken on the reduced item set leading to a clearer factor pattewith. Overall, the analysis of item 
correlation led to the deletion of 53 items that evidenced redundancies leading to a reduced version of 
the proposed scale. Moreover, some competence dimensions were merged leading to a final structure of 
12 personal competences, 9 collaborative competences and 6 transformative competences (as 
displayed in Figure 1). A total of 75 questionnaire items were retained, following the prevalent guidelines 
in factor analysis, including the investigation of the coefficient alpha and item to scale correlations. 

3 RESULTS 
The proposed final competence framework distinguishes three dimensions of transversal 
competences including personal, collaborative and transformative domains, and proposes their 
measurement trough a list 75 items. The data collected served the dual purpose of refining the 
competence framework and of allowing a preliminary characterization of the transversal competences’ 
profile of young graduates across the Latin American countries addressed in the study. 

The three proposed domains of competence were strongly, correlated. Personal competences were, 
relatively, more strongly correlated with age, as compared to transformative competences, suggesting 
a more expressive change making orientation in younger individuals. The correlation between age and 
collaborative competence was negative, suggesting a decrease in the capabilities for working with 
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others over the years (see Table 3). Differences across competences were explored across the 
countries through ANOVA analysis. The most significant differences existed between Mexico, Brazil 
and the remaining countries for personal and collaborative competences, whereas for the 
transformative significant differences were found only between Mexico and Brazil. 

Table 3. Correlations between competence dimensions and age of respondents. 

  
Personal 

Comptences 
Collaborative 
Competences 

Transformative 
Competences Age 

Personal Comptences Pearson 
Correlation 

1 
,847** 

(0,000) 
,854** 

(0,000) 
0,027 

(0,466) 

Collaborative 
Competences 

Pearson 
Correlation 

,847** 1 
,884** 

(0,000) 
-0,059 
(0,107) 

Transformative 
Competences 

Pearson 
Correlation 

  1 
0,006 

(0,863) 

Age Pearson 
Correlation    1 

The data analysis for the graduates’ self-perceptions about the transformative competences suggests 
a relatively homogeneous scenario across the Latin American countries addressed in the study (ee 
Figure 2). Overall, the respondents expressed relatively higher competence for Social Awareness and 
for the Values Driven actions, when compared towards Initiative, Innovation and Creativity and Vision.  
These results suggest that whereas individuals are expressing a social orientation, the capabilities to 
advance with the implementation of social transformative initiatives can be reinforced. Therefore the 
study results suggest that there is margin for the development of qualification opportunities in the 
domain of specific competences for change making and social transformation and impact. 

 
Figure 1. Competence list pre and post (data analysis) reduction. 
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Figure 2. Cross country perceptions about personal, 

 collaborative and transformative competences. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The development of social innovation requires an update and renewal in the qualification programs for 
the individuals that are at the forefront of the setup of such new entrepreneurial models.  Along with an 
evident entreprenurial capabiltiy, rooted in transversal competences, such individuals seem to be 
fueled by a mission and values oriented purpose to improve society [6, 7]. The challenge of identifying 
and characterizing the nature of such competences is a preliminary step to inform adequate education 
and training policies and strategies. This study offers a contribution in this direction, defining a social 
innovator as a changemaker, i.e. an individual that embeds a social change agenda in its projects [8]. 

Despite the extensive lists that exist in the literature for competences for innovation and 
entrepreneurship, including personal characteristics, attitudes and skills such as problem solving, 
leadership, communication, self-awareness and assessment skills, and collaborative competences 
related to the management of team work and the interaction with other, there is a lack of specific 
dimensions related to social innovation, transformation and impact. This study we build on the 
acknowledged lists of transversal competences available in the literature and policy reports, that 
typically distinguish personal from collaborative competences, and we add a layer of competences 
associated with the transformative capability of social innovators, building of the characteristics that 
are associated in research to change makers. 
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