Geographia Polonica
2016, Volume 89, Issue 2, pp. 221-236
http://dx.doi.org/10.7163/GPol.0055

GEOGRAPHIA
POLONICA

INSTITUTE OF GEOGRAPHY AND SPATIAL ORGANIZATION
POLISH ACADEMY OF SCIENCES
www.igipz.pan.pl

www.geographiapolonica.pl

THE ROLE OF COMPETENCES FOR GEOGRAPHY HIGHER
EDUCATION IN UNIVERSITY-TO-WORK TRANSITION

Danuta Pirég

Faculty of Geography

Pedagogical University in Krakéw
Podchorgzych 2, 30-084 Krakéw: Poland
e-mail: dbutryn@up.krakow.pl

Abstract

The objective of the article is to empirically verify the impact of assessing one’s own competences on the tran-
sition of recent university geography graduates from education to employment. The article also looks at the
role of competences in predicting graduates’ situation on the job market. A Poland-wide survey (N = 1120)
was conducted which collected detailed data on self-assessment of one’s competences by students nearing
graduation. A follow-up survey six months after graduation showed that only a high assessment of one’s own
specialised competences had a somewhat significant impact on finding a job that would match one’s degree,
pay reasonably well and give independence in exercising one’s duties at work. Discriminant function analysis
was used to establish that the skills which had the greatest impact on whether the geographer remains unem-
ployed or finds employment included socio-emotional and generic competences such as public speaking, team
cooperation, precision, attention to detail and interpersonal communication skills. The research suggests, how-
ever, that given the current situation on the Polish labour market, these competences are not a key determining
feature in the respondents’ transition to employment. Moreover, the set of competences does not comprise
of variables that allow us to easily predict graduates’ situation on the labour market.
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families spend the largest volume of resourc-
es in building their competence capacity. The
skills that were supposed to ensure a smooth

Introduction

University-to-work transition is considered

to be one of the most important processes
in every person’s life. It is entry into fully-
fledged adulthood for university graduates.
In this context, university graduates are a spe-
cial group of people because they and their

and satisfactory transition to the labour mar-
ket required either private means in the case
of paid education or public resources in cas-
es where the person studied free of charge.
Investments in university education are often
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seen as a means to acquire such competenc-
es and skills that will make graduates sought-
after on the job market, help them find their
first job quickly and generally facilitate satis-
factory career development (Vaatstra & Vries
2007). Virtually unrestricted access to higher
education, slower economic development
and caution or even resistance of academic
milieus towards the idea of implementing
the concept of employability into the educa-
tional process results in increasing difficulties
in finding a fully satisfying job after gradu-
ation, or any job at all for that matter. Cur-
rently, in countries affected by the highest
unemployment, a decision to take up a uni-
versity degree is often considered to be
an insurance policy of sorts which should
protect us from the threat of unemployment
(Ferndndez 2006; Korka 2010). Others con-
sider it to be a strategy to wait until the dif-
ficult time on the labour market passes (Pirdg
2013). Consequently, in the majority of devel-
oped countries, there has been an oversup-
ply of university degree holders who possess
a certain set of skills, competences' and qual-
ifications®. This massification of higher edu-
cation translates into the mass availability
of competences acquired at higher education
institutions (Kivinen & Ahola 1999) and over-
education (Reimer & Steinmetz 2009; Barone
& Ortiz 2011). Given the oversupply of com-
petences, it is unrealistic to believe in the
successful transition of all graduates; in par-
ticular a mismatch often occurs between the
supply and demand for certain skills (e.g.
Garcia-Aracil & Van der Velden 2008; Nunez
& Livanos 2010; McGuinness & Sloane 2011).
Other issues include a failure to transfer the
acquired skills and utilise them during employ-
ment (e.g. Jackson 2013) or a gap between
a formal diploma which claims the graduate

! Competences - a set of traits, skills, and attitudes
which distinguish a subject and allow his/her function-
ing in professional settings to be predicted with high
probability.

% Qualifications - skills required in a given sector
or occupation, often specific for a given profession
or position (e.g. wood processing skills in wood or con-
struction industry, skills of working with talented pupils
in the teacher’s profession).
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possesses a certain set of competences and
the actual mastery of these competences
(Krynska 2011). Literature reviews show that
it has not yet been established which compe-
tences have the greatest impact on success
on the labour market, when we define success
as a relatively smooth and satisfactory transi-
tion from education to professional employ-
ment (Freire & Teijeiro 2010; Teijeiro et al.
2013). More and more graduates experience
difficulties finding a job which triggers seri-
ous economic, social and psychological con-
sequences. Universities are subject to ever
increasing pressure to ‘produce’ graduates
who will be capable of successful transition
(Bridgstock 2009). Candidates, on the other
hand, have doubts and difficulty in finding
reasonable justification that the decision
to take up higher education was a right one.

The outlined processes lead to a number
of questions, e.g. does investing in higher edu-
cation which equips geography students with
certain competences bring the expected ben-
efits, i.e. does it facilitate the smooth and sat-
isfactory transition of graduates to the labour
market? Do competences actually determine
finding the first job after graduation in the
light of an oversupply of degree holders and
an economic downturn? If yes, then to what
extent? What types of competences of geog-
raphy graduates affect successful labour
market entry?

The article tries to answer the questions
based on the Polish example. Poland is a coun-
try where after a long period of when the
role of education in shaping one’s career
was underappreciated (up until the political
transformation of 1989), society’s faith in the
value of educational capital® has recently
been revived. This enthusiasm returned only
to be quickly replaced by a sense of scepti-
cism towards the benefits offered by a higher
education diploma. Nowadays, many draw
conclusions that a university degree not only
does not guarantee attractive employment,

® Educational capital - documented and certified
resources in the form of knowledge and skills, accu-
mulated by a person during education (Turska 2014;
Barwinska-Matajowicz 2015).
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but that it has ceased to protect from unem-

ployment (Rachwat 2011; Pirég 2013).

The objective of the article is to perform
an empirical verification of the role of com-
petences in the transition of recent gradu-
ates to employment based on the example
of geography graduates. The study investi-
gates the situation of graduates at the begin-
ning of their professional career, e.g. approxi-
mately six months after graduation, by:

- analysing the impact of self-assessment
of one’s competences on their situation
and conditions of employment;

- establishing how significant specific com-
petences are in determining whether the
graduate will become employed or remain
unemployed.

University graduates’
competences versus their
situation on the labour market
in the light of existing research

Interest in graduates’ competences on the
labour market has increased since the
Bologna process, but research in this field
dates back much longer. Academic analyses
of graduates’ competences as a determining
feature of professional success commenced
in the 1970s. The focus was first on the
behaviour of graduates in a given profession
and position (McClelland 1973). In the years
to come, it became clear among researchers
specialising in graduates that it is the compe-
tences that should constitute the foundation
of any research into how universities perform
and what their contribution to facilitating
graduates’ transition to the labour market
is (Cabrera et al. 2005).

Literature reviews show various approach-
es towards research into competence types
and their impact on transition. This is due
to the fact that competences are multidiscipli-
nary and can be investigated from the point
of view of different disciplines of study and
in relation to various groups of graduates
on the labour market. Because of this diver-
sity, competences are defined in a variety

of ways and categorised into a variety
of groups (Heijke et al. 2003). Consequently,
there is no consensus as to which classifica-
tion should be universally used in research.
What is more, difficulties in collecting empiri-
cal data has lead to the fact that it is usually
the available data that determines the type
of categories used (Garcia-Aracil et al. 2004;
Garcia-Aracil & Van der Velden 2008).

To summarise the area of competences
vs. graduates’ situation on the labour market,
one needs to say that a lot of attention has
been put into generic and vocational com-
petences - both in terms of theoretical and
empirical research. There have been stud-
ies which have looked into the significance
of these two groups of competences in job
acquisition, how useful they are in a given job
and what their role in career development
is. Some researchers claim that vocational/
occupation-specific skills are of key impor-
tance, while other authors underline the
importance of general (or generic) skills in this
process (Bowen 1977). For instance, Bishop
(1989) claims that vocational competences
are those which first and foremost determine
the high value of university graduates. At the
same time he also states that in times of high
competition and an oversupply of degree
holders, these competences are complemen-
tary and do not alone make job seekers with
university education competitive in their job
search (Kang & Bishop 1989).

Other researchers appear to support the
view that practical education and vocational
competences play a major role, in particular
to the successful transition of recent gradu-
ates (e.g. Vaatstra & Vries 2007; Garcio-
Aracil & Van der Velden 2008; Gibbs et al.
2011). Academics stressed the role of gen-
eral academic competences for guarantee-
ing a more hopeful situation of graduates
on the labour market (e.g.: Stasz et al. 1993).
They claim that screening or sorting theories
are key in the process of candidate selection
by prospective employers (Thurow 1979).
There is also empirical research which proves
that it is pointless to try and estimate which
of the two competence groups determine

Geographia Polonica 2016, 89, 2, pp. 221-236



224

graduates’ situations on the labour market
as each of them affects different aspects.
Research into adjustment to the requirements
of the job and the performance in the job
by graduates on the labour market showed
that “vocational competencies positively
influence the chance of graduates of being
matched to an occupation inside the own
domain and generic competencies positively
influence both the chance of being matched
to an occupation outside the own educa-
tional domain and the training participation”
(Heijke et al. 2003: 227).

Furthermore, certain groups of compe-
tences may be important in the process
of entering the job market and different
competences will be helpful in further career
development, i.e. “specific competence may
be considered especially relevant as an
entrance ticket to the labour market, where-
as generic competence may be considered
more important for the longer term” (Semeijn
2005: 1-2). Many competences such as ana-
lytic competences, working independently
and working in a team, positively contribute
only to the development of the later careers
of graduates (Vaatstra & Vries 2007).

Another important research area is also
the impact of specific competences on gradu-
ates’ transition results, the quality of the
transition and the success of their ongoing
professional career. Until now this topic was
investigated usually in retrospective stud-
ies, i.e. when working graduates were asked
to assess their competences (level, relevance
for the job) (e.g. Heijke & Ramaekers 1998;
Heijke et al. 2003; Jaunzeme 2006; Salas-
Velasco 2010). This is how a dependence
between certain competences and remu-
neration was established. Among profes-
sions which commonly used participative and
methodological competences, remuneration
was highest, while professions which relied
on organisational skills, applying rules and
physical competences, were paid lowest.
What is more, specialist competences proved
to be sought-after, but employees who had
specialist knowledge did not enjoy higher
remuneration. This was mainly due to the fact
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that these specialist competences were main-
ly used in traditional jobs in the public sector
(Garcia-Aracil & Van der Velden 2008). It was
also established that the quality of compe-
tences has an impact on employment terms.
Highly specialist competences have an influ-
ence on getting a good job, but finding one
is also much more demanding (Semeijn et al.
2006).

On the other hand, research that looked
into how certain competences are relevant
for professional careers led academics
to conclude that the three most important
areas are the following: strengthening their
own capacities like, for example using time
efficiently or performing well under pressure;
mobilising others i.e. working productively
with others, coordinating activities, making
meaning clear to others and having good
specialist knowledge (Salas-Velasco 2010).
Mastery of given skills during education is,
however, nearly always deficient when juxta-
posed with what is required of young employ-
ees in their first job (Jaunzeme 2006). It has
been recognised that one’s success on the
labour market is to a large extent determined
by certain competences, i.e. communication
skills, leadership, customer focus, under-
standing, emotional intelligence (Stasz 2001).
In non-English speaking countries, being able
to speak English was a key factor for success-
ful transition (Alias et al. 2013).

Surveys of employers established a list
of competences and requirements which
were most desired and useful from their point
of view. These included computer literacy,
effective time management and being able
to work in a team environment. In their self-
assessment, the majority of graduates stated
a mastery of the above competences, but they
reported shortcomings in terms of knowledge
of their own discipline and the ability to work
under pressure. Young employees with higher
education stated that they were overcom-
petent in language skills, in particular when
it comes to English. Graduates claimed that
their knowledge of the language was not suf-
ficiently utilised in their currently held posi-
tion (Allen & Van der Velden 2007).
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Studies of Polish literature revealed
a research gap in the identification of high-
er education graduates’ self-assessment
of their own competences and the role which
acquired competences play in the transition
(Pirég 2015). Thus far, the subject of the rele-
vance of graduates’ competence to their func-
tioning on the labour market has only been
explored in Poland in the summary reports
published as part of the Study of Human
Capital in Poland. Those reports explore
competences in general terms; they relate
to higher education graduates in selected
aspects only. However, they do not attempt
to identify a relationship between compe-
tences mastered by students and their sub-
sequent position on the Polish labour market
after graduation (Strzebonska & Dobrzyriska
2011; Gérniak 2014).

Competences of geography
graduates: Existing research

In Europe the role of competences in facing
the challenges of the labour market in rela-
tion to geography graduates was stressed
by Clark and Higgitt (1997), Richardson and
Solis (2004). However, there is little empirical
research in this field. To date, research in this
area has revealed that geography studies
equip graduates with insufficient competenc-
es (in the view of both graduates and employ-
ers) while offering knowledge which was
excessively broad and detailed. Academic
knowledge, while seen as a priority by teach-
ers in geography degree university programs,
was marginally relevant in recruitment for
almost any job. A far more important factor
for successful job-seeking was skills, while
competences were crucial for retaining jobs.
The competences which proved most relevant
in job-seeking while having been insufficiently
developed (or completely neglected) during
geography studies were: ICT, leadership,
mediation and moderation (50%) and self-
motivation, communication, creativity and
team working (40%). More in-depth analyses
demonstrated that physical geography major
graduates felt well equipped to start working

in jobs which were in line with their educa-
tion subject. Spatial planning major gradu-
ates were the most concerned about their
ability to meet the demands in their future
jobs (Gedye et al. 2004). The European inter-
national research which covered geogro-
phers was the TUNING project conducted
in 2004/2005. This project came up with
the first set of key competences which were
most valued by employers among prospec-
tive employees, graduates of Earth science
degrees (Donert 2007).

Interest in geography graduates’ compe-
tences is high among American researchers.
The development of such research was large-
ly motivated by the will to demonstrate to stu-
dents, their parents, employers, politicians,
and the general public that it was worthwhile
to study for a geography degree and that the
skills acquired in geography studies were use-
ful in various areas of everyday life.

According to the EDGE project survey
results (the Enhancing Departments and
Graduate Education) led by the Association
of American Geographers, geography gradu-
ates are equipped with wide-ranging skills
that are relevant for a variety of career path-
ways (Solem et al. 2008). The most important
ones include skills related to time manage-
ment, teamwork, writing, computer technol-
ogy and critical thinking. On the other hand,
it might prove problematic to transfer skills
normally acquired during a work experience,
especially to transfer them to non academ-
ic work environments where cultures and
expectations differ considerably in practical
terms. Thus, the research pointed out to the
need for geography study programs to focus
more on the graduates’ transferable skills
and ways of communicating their abilities
to varied audiences and employers as well
as to develop those skills through applied
practice in different contexts (Solem et al.
2013: 110-111).

Another important study of competenc-
es acquired by geography students is the
research carried out under the Geospatial
Management Competency Model (GMCM).
This model specifies 74 essential competencies
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and 18 competency areas that characterise
the work of the most successful managers
in the geospatial industry. In the model, geog-
raphy studies were listed among the univer-
sity programs which equip their graduates
with academic skills, mainly in geographic
information systems (GIS), cartography, spa-
tial statistics and field methods, which are
fundamental for the geospatial industry. GIS
skills make it possible to acquire, manage,
display, and analyse spatial data in digital
form. Cartography skills are fundamental
for producing, creating, and designing paper
or digital maps. Fluent skills in field methods
play a crucial role in conducting interviews,
preparing questionnaires, doing observa-
tions, interpreting photographs, etc. Using
quantitative methods is important in making
calculations, models, and inferences about
space, spatial patterns, and spatial relation-
ships (DiBiase et. al. 2010: 60, 69).

In Poland to date, competences of geogra-
phy graduates were the subject of academic
analyses by geography education experts,
as documented by the work of W. Osuch.
He conducted research to explore the self-
assessed competences of students planning
a career in teaching and active geography
teachers; however, his study did not look
at the impact of competences on success
in finding a job (Osuch 2010). Another pub-
lished study aimed to identify the compe-
tence level of geography teaching degree
holders and how useful those competences
were in those graduates’ work. The study
showed that geography graduates’ compe-
tences most valued by their employers were:
the ability to apply theoretical knowledge
in practice, the ability to use information
technologies, the ability to seek informa-
tion in various sources, and the use of one’s
theoretical background in practical activities
(Pirég & Pirég 2007). Still another study diag-
nosed the self-assessed key competences
and distinguishing competences of geogra-
phy graduates of the Pedagogical University
of Krakéw, Poland (Pirég 2011).
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Methodology

The empirical data necessary to meet the
objective of the study was collected through
a diagnostic survey. The survey consisted
of two stages: stage one took place between
May and June 2011 and stage two encom-
passed January and February 2012. During
the first stage, the survey was distributed
in paper form and the second stage encom-
passed an online survey. The first stage of the
study was addressed to students graduat-
ing from full time geography degree pro-
grammes in the academic year 2010/2011
in all fourteen higher education institutions
which offer geography studies in Poland. The
objective of this stage of the research was
to diagnose (@mong others) self-assessment
of competences acquired during the educa-
tional process.

The set of competences to be included
in the survey was created in several stages.
First, competences closely related to those
from the TUNING project (Donert 2007)
were tested. Next, the set of competences
was subject to a final verification, drawing
on the research experience of specialists from
other countries who looked into students
and graduates of geography (Gedye et al.
2004; Baylina & Villanueva 2011). The final
set was further tested during a pilot project
on 120 people who graduated from geogra-
phy degree programmes in Krakéw in 2011.

In this way a list of 21 competences was
created. They were used during a Poland-
wide survey on the impact of competences
on job seeking efforts shortly after gradua-
tion (see Tab. 1).

Written consent to conduct the survey
was received from twelve out of fourteen
higher education institutions. In stage one,
with the help of heads and academic staff
of the given faculties, face-to-face meetings
were held with students of each higher edu-
cation institution. The survey was confidential
but not anonymous as the respondents had
to fill in their email addresses in the question-
naire. 1347 surveys were collected via this
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Table 1. Categories of competences subject to geographers” self-assessment

Groups of competences

IT skills, including GIS

specialised specific generic socio-emotional
¢ conducting research, * cooperation with * ability to apply the e ability to quickly adapt
including fieldwork people from different acquired knowledge to new situations
¢ solving of geography- cultures in practice * qutonomy
related problems * entrepreneurial coop- analysis and synthesis * leadership skills
eration creativity * negotiation and inter-

critical assessment
planning and executing
projects

public speaking
speaking and writing
in a foreign language .
team cooperation
the will to succeed
time management

personal communica-
tion skills,

precision and attention
to detail in executing
tasks

responsibility

channel, which accounts for approximately
78% of all graduates from full time geogra-
phy degree programmes in the academic
year 2010/2011. The respondents repre-
sented all student types, i.e. undergraduates
(bachelor’s degree), postgraduates (2 year
master’s degree) and students of long-cycle
five-year master’s programmes*, which were
still running at the time in some universities.

The second stage of the study was con-
ducted approximately six months post-
graduation. An online survey was sent to all
respondents who in stage one declared plans
to seek employment immediately after gradu-
ation. 597 respondents declared in stage one
that they were planning to look for a job after
graduation and all of them received an elec-
tronic invitation to participate in the second
stage of the project. The invitation included
a link with an individual password necessary
to log into the database. The objective of this
stage was, among others, to examine the situ-
ation of graduates on the labour market, look
into the job market entry mechanisms and -
in the case of working graduates - to find out
more about their working conditions.

The relatively short, six month period
between the two stages was chosen for

4 A fiveyearlong rolling master’s degree pro-
gramme without the possibility to graduate in the
meantime with an undergraduate degree.

a number of reasons. Firstly, a period of six
months since the official cessation of studies
is the period most often used to analyse the
speed and characteristics of the transition
process from academic education to profes-
sional career (Mller & Gangl 2003). Moreo-
ver, it is shortly after graduation when com-
petences acquired during a course of study
are at the peak of their powers and still fresh
in the memory as this capital was heavily
invested in during the course of study. There-
fore, it is in this timeframe when educational
capital has the strongest positive impact
possible on the professional future of gradu-
ates. Furthermore, the longer one remains
unemployed after graduation, the higher the
risk of deterioration of these competences
(Roznowski 2009).

The collected statistical data from two
databases (from stage one and two) was
used to generate a single output database.
The email addresses were unique keys which
explicitly identified each respondent at the
moment of graduation and approximately
six months later. The connected databases
underwent formal and technical control
measures in order to find out any possible
mistakes or discrepancies. As a result, a set
with complete data from 375 graduates was
extracted translating into a responsiveness
rate of 68.2%. This personalised collective
group of graduates was the study group
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which was subjected to further in-depth sta-
tistical quantitative and qualitative analysis.
The group consisted of representatives of all
degree types in nearly equal measures, i.e.
graduates of undergraduate bachelor’s pro-
grammes accounted for 32.5%, postgradu-
ates accounted for 32.0% and graduates
of long-cycle five-year master’s programmes
accounted for 35.5%°.

Findings

Self-assessment of one’s competences
and transition outcome

The respondents were asked to self-assess
their mastery of the above listed 21 com-
petences on a scale from 1 to 6°. Bearing
in mind that successful entry into the job mar-
ket may be interpreted in a variety of ways,
current  methodological recommendations
were used to select what would be subject
to analysis. Besides the actual status of the
graduate (employed/unemployed), other ele-
ments that had to be established included:

« to what extent graduates use their educa-
tional capital acquired at university in their
job. This was analysed by establishing how
related their current position was to their
level of education and field of study;

« remuneration which gives us an idea
about how probable it is that a graduate
can make the actual transition to the adult
world of financial independence;
professional development prospects which
was, among others, assessed by the posi-
tion held;

« level of satisfaction and subjective feel-
ing of contentment with one’s job (Miller
& Gangl 2003; Raffe 2008; Gajderowicz
et al. 2012).

® The research did not include employers. This

resulted from the objective of the entire research pro-
gramme, in which the exploration of competences was
one of many elements analysed in order to identify the
directly modifiable determinants of recent graduates’
transition into the labour market.

® Grading scale: 1 - unsatisfactory; 2 - acceptable;
3 - satisfactory; 4 - good; 5 - very good; 6 - excellent.
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For the purpose of analysing the relation-
ship between self-assessment of competenc-
es and the given elements of transition, the
competences were broken down into: special-
ised, specific, socio-emotional, generic (Bay-
lina & Villanueva 2011) (cf. Tab. 1).

The studied groduates on average
assessed their own competences acquired
during the course of study relatively high
(average of 3.97). The top five mastered com-
petences included: autonomy, team coopera-
tion, solving of geography-related problems,
conducting fieldwork research, analysis and
synthesis. The respondents felt least con-
fident in speaking and writing in a foreign
language, entrepreneurial cooperation, lead-
ership skills, IT skills and cooperation with
people from different cultures.

As regards terms of employment, the
survey highlighted a relationship between
the self-assessment of certain groups
of recent geography graduates’ compe-
tences and remuneration. Respondents
who declared high earnings in a Polish con-
text, i.e. higher than 2,500 Polish zloty per
month (approx. 620 Euro) also on average
assessed their competences highest: 4.5
for specialised. People, who earned even
more, assessed their specialized (6.0), socio-
emotional (4.0) and key competences (4.0)
very highly. Therefore, it can be stated that
the high assessment of the above mentioned
groups of competences facilitated acquiring
a better paid job. Yet again, specialised com-
petences proved to be the most significant.
In lower remuneration brackets, no relation-
ship between the self-assessment of one’s
competences and salary was observed.

The self-assessment of competences, but
only those from the specialised category,
had a partial impact on getting a job relat-
ed to the field of study. Respondents who
assessed their specialised skills highly more
often found employment which was related
to their degree and level of education. The
performance of other groups of respondents
was not a determining factor in transition.

Similarly, the clearest relationship was
noticed between specialised competences
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Table 2. Self-assessment of one’s competences and selected transition outcomes (arithmetic mean)

Competences
Question Answer g
= 2 9 S
%) o 1% %)
Remuneration less than 1,000 PLN 3.82 4.07 4.28 4.49
1,001 - 1,500 PLN 3.59 3.94 4.27 4.47
1,501 - 2,000 PLN 3.65 3.95 4.11 4.51
2,001 - 2,500 PLN 353 3.99 3.89 3.89
2,501 - 3,000 PLN 4.50 413 3.00 4.00
3,001 - 3,500 PLN 3.67 3.50 3.40 4.67
3,501 - 4,000 PLN 4.00 4.00 4.00 6.00
over 4,000 PLN 3.81 4.65 4.55 5.25
Are you satisfied | definite yes 398 413 4.06 4.52
with the job? rather yes 350 | 393 | 410 | 4.59
rather no 3.55 3.84 4.02 4.37
definite no 3.74 4.03 4.33 4.21
Is ajob related definite yes 3.66 3.90 4.20 4.62
to the degree? rather yes 349 | 396 | 420 | 458
rather no 3.70 3.92 4.09 4.58
definite no 3.64 397 4.09 4.30
Position assistant (office staff and other entry-level positions) 3.65 4.01 414 4.52
specialist, other independent position 3.68 3.90 4.08 4.09
medium level managerial position 2.35 3.42 3.12 4.60
other 3.70 3.89 4.25 4.44

and the position held. Again, respondents
working at managerial positions evaluated
their own skills higher at the time of graduo-
tion than those who ended up working in less
attractive jobs.

Finally, there is a relationship between
job satisfaction and assessment of compe-
tences. People with higher self-assessment
of their specialised and socio-emotional com-
petences were more likely to be ‘definitely
unhappy’ with their work than those whose
assessment was lower in this area. This result
is mostly due to the fact that only a relatively
small group of graduates found employment
that matched their level of education and the
discipline they studied. On top of that, if they
assessed their own skills highly, the more

disillusioned and unhappy they were (Pirdg
2014). For the same reason, graduates who
assessed their specific competences as high
were less likely to be unhappy with their job
because they were more likely to work in jobs
closely related to their degrees (Tab. 2).

To sum up, it can be concluded that
while transition outcomes among the stud-
ied group of graduates was not determined
by the level of competences acquired dur-
ing education, there is some relationship
between the transition and self-assessment
of these competences. Research results
suggest that in Poland, specialised compe-
tences have the strongest impact on terms
of employment.
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Key competences for predicting
graduates’ situation on the labour
market

Graduates who comprised the research
group were subjects of empirical investiga-
tion regarding which competences have
an impact on their situation on the labour
market. The variables were subject to a for-
ward stepwise discriminant analysis using Sta-
tistica software. This method makes it possi-
ble, among others, to identify variables which
divide the population under research into nat-
ural subsets; in the present case, the subsets
of working graduates and jobless graduates.
The division is done precisely by an analy-
sis of a combined and simultaneous impact
of a set of independent variables. This type
of analysis was used as it allows one to deter-
mine which variables discriminate the given
set and divide it into natural groups - the
group of working and unemployed graduates
in this case. The division was based on the
collective and coexisting impact of several
or more independent variables whose interre-
lationship was the core of educational capital
(Klecka 1980; Radkiewicz 2010).

Analysis parameters between discriminant
variables from the group of competences are
illustrated in Table 3.

Table 3. Summary of discriminant function analysis

Danuta Pirog

Relatively significant predictors of tran-
sition outcome included specialised skills,
knowledge of a foreign language, will to suc-
ceed as well as precision and attention
to detail in executing tasks. Other variables
recorded significance levels higher than the
critical value of 0.05 which means they did
not show statistical significance in discrimina-
tion between the studied groups.

Moreover, the model also took the follow-
ing competences into account: time manage-
ment, cooperation with people from different
cultures, critical assessment of oneself and
others, responsibility, negotiation and inter-
personal communication skills. Other compe-
tences were not included in the model.

Calculation results let the author conclude
that competences have a weak discriminato-
ry power in respect of the respondents’ tran-
sition prospects, i.e. they did not clearly divide
the graduates into those who ‘have a chance
to find employment’ and those ‘with little
chance of finding employment’. This is due
to a high Wilk’s lambda value which amount-
ed to 0.9300 (Tab. 4).

Average canonical variables of the dis-
criminant  function amounted to -0.269
for unemployed and +0,277 for working
graduates.

To sum up, the highest individual con-
tributors to predicting graduates’ situation

Variables Wilk’s lambda | F to remove sisgfgitflisctéimacle Tolerance R—l;il;er;d
Speaking and writing in a foreign 0.941 4.391 0.037 0.845 0.155
language
Solving of geography-related 0.947 6.819 0.009 0.830 0.170
problems
Precision and attention to detail 0.941 4194 0.041 0.716 0.284
in executing tasks
Time management 0.938 3.024 0.083 0.623 0.377
The will to succeed 0.941 4.203 0.041 0.663 0.337
Responsibility 0.937 2.683 0.102 0.670 0.330
Team cooperation 0.935 2.131 0.145 0.694 0.306
Cooperation with people from 0.935 2121 0.146 0.724 0.276
different cultures
Critical assessment 0.934 1.586 0.209 0.801 0.199
Negotiation and interpersonal 0.934 1.488 0.223 0.733 0.267
communication skills
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Table 4. Test for statistical significance of discriminant variables.

Function Eigenvalues Conom.col Wilks" lambda | Chisquared Degrees Significance
correlations of freedom of F
0 0.075241 0.264529 0.930024 26.69632 10 0.002908

and their inclusion in either the unemployed
or working group were: speaking in foreign
language, team cooperation, precision and
attention to detail and interpersonal com-
munication skills. The more often these fea-
tures (high self-assessment of linguistic skills,
cooperation with people from different cul-
tures, responsibility, leadership skills) were
indicated by the respondent, the higher the
likelihood of them belonging to the ‘working’
group (Tab. 5).

Table 5. Standardised coefficients for canonical
variables

Variables Function
Speaking and writing in a foreign -0.449
language
Solving of geography-related 0.563
problems
Precision and attention to detail -0.477
in executing tasks
Time management 0.435
The will to succeed -0.496
Responsibility 0.395
Team cooperation -0.346
Cooperation with people from 0.338
different cultures
Critical assessment 0.278
Negotiation and interpersonal -0.282
communication skills

Conclusions

The theoretical and empirical papers pub-
lished so far and analysed in the current
article indicate that competences have a sig-
nificant impact on the situation of graduates
on the labour market. Previous research
highlighted the significance of competences
for remuneration and job satisfaction. These
findings have been also positively verified
in empirical studies.

The empirical research conducted during
the present project showed no relationship
between Polish geographers’ assessment
of their own competences and their situation
on the labour market. A negligible relation-
ship was discovered between self-assessment
and terms of employment, with special-
ised competences having the most impact.
A high self-assessment of these skills resulted
in a higher likelihood of finding work which
corresponds to education level, slightly higher
pays and generally holding more attractive
posts. Discriminant function analysis, on the
other hand, indicates that while competences
are not significant for predicting transition
outcomes, the strongest individual predictor
of ending up working/unemployed was shown
by key and socio-emotional skills, i.e. public
speaking, team cooperation, precision and
attention to detail and interpersonal commu-
nication skills.

Based on these results, one can formulate
a conclusion that, given the current oversup-
ply of university graduates, their chances
of finding employment become higher, the
better their mastery of key and socio-emo-
tional skills. However, finding a job closely
related to one’s field of study and with relo-
tively better terms of employment is largely
dependent on high self-assessment of spe-
cialised skills. It is worth noting, however,
that the current analysis of the Polish labour
market appears to show that graduates
who gave a higher evaluation of these skills
found better terms of employment not merely
because the demand for such specialists was
high (Pirég 2014). Instead it may be related
to a deeply rooted higher education model
which puts the primary focus on knowledge
and related specialised skills. These are mas-
tered best by the highest achieving students
who then prove to be relatively more success-
ful on the challenging job market.
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The results of the present study appear
to illustrate how the basic problems of all job-
seekers have grown in severity. In particular,
these problems refer to the group of higher
education graduates who face the issue
of oversupply of employees with similarly high
formal qualifications, as well as the struc-
tural, mindset, behavioural and institutional
mismatch of their competences and the cur-
rent needs of employers (e.g.: Barone & Ortiz
2011).

Post-communist countries in Europe have
experienced a troublesome situation for
graduates for similar reasons as Poland.
The difficulties are not only due to the eco-
nomic downturn and the very high supply
of university degree holders, but also a lack
of history of cooperation between academia
and employers, as well as insufficient under-
standing of the nature of the labour market
(Jaunzeme 2006; Korka 2010; Pirég 2013).
These phenomena trigger undesirable, social
and individual costs. Performing tasks below
one’s competence level acquired during
academic education, constitutes a partial
financial loss of public and/or private means
invested in education. Moreover, candidates
with degrees compete for the same positions
as those with lower education levels, but
perfectly sufficient for the given job. Conse-
quently, people without a degree are forced
out of the market by university graduates
and are unsuccessful in applying for positions
matching their qualifications.

Due to the situation on the labour market,
graduates’ high level of competences do not
trigger successful transition. In a wider higher
education context, this may exacerbate the
loss of interest in taking up higher educa-
tion at a given university or faculty or the
complete loss of interest in degree pro-
grammes. This situation should give some
food for thought as to whether universities
should make more effort to transform their
non-material resources into skills that might
be valuable in transition. Another reflection
which comes to mind is to consider whether,
in the current turbulent labour market situa-
tion, universities should ensure better corre-
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spondence between learning outcomes and
the current requirements of the job market.

Engagement in ensuring the smoothest
and most satisfactory transition of graduates
is an important factor in providing high qual-
ity education which also improves the status
of the given degree programme on the edu-
cational services market. This is why univer-
sities should develop both student specific
competences, closely related to the disci-
pline of study and transferable competenc-
es. Specific competences are a particularly
valuable and unique capital and, provided
they are developed at the most optimum
level possible and properly presented, will
become a significant component of transi-
tional capital regardless of other conditions.
Transferable competences are key for being
able to adapt to work at different positions
and taking up new challenges. This is crucial
in the current situation. Promotion of gradu-
ates’ competences also cannot be neglected.
It has been proven that the better the reputa-
tion of the university (particularly in the opin-
ion of employers) and the clearer the profile
of the prospective employee defines their set
of specific competences, the higher the grad-
uate’s chances of successful transition (Solem
et al. 2013).

Matching is also of crucial importance.
It has been empirically verified that higher
matching improves graduates’ chance of find-
ing employment (Teijeiro et al. 2013). Another
important action to be taken in this area
is to engage employers in the process of aca-
demic education (Mason et al. 2009). On the
other hand, even graduates who appreciate
the skills they developed during their educa-
tion and their role in enhancing their chances
on the job market, valued practical educa-
tion and on-the-job experience much higher
than academic training (Crebert et al. 2004).
Therefore, it has been recently recommended
to pay more attention, not so much to match-
ing, but improving the competence transfer
of graduates (Jackson 2013).

Literature reviews and results of empiri-
cal research seem to confirm that in Poland
(and many other countries) academic training
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should not follow the model of ‘education
matched to the requirements of the labour
market’. This is because, firstly, the labour
market requirements change so quickly over
time and geographical location that it is
impossible to keep up with the changes in the
educational system. Secondly, preparing stu-
dents for future work is one of universities’
key tasks, but it is not the only one. Higher
education institutions, however, need to be
more ‘sensitive’ not so much to the needs
of the labour market, but to its nature and
the dynamic changes that occur within it. This
sensitivity should be manifested through con-
stant juxtaposition of academic theories with
actual real problems and practical thinking.
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