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Abstract. The purpose of this research was to determine whether the economics and business 

administration higher education institutions from the European Union members states are facilitating 

the development of the future knowledge workers or not. In order to achieve this goal, we employed 

an exploratory research and we combined a qualitative approach with a quantitative one. We focused 

on the common courses that are taught in the best European Union higher education institutions, 

according to the QS World University Rankings. We applied a content analysis to 267 syllabuses that 

belonged to 21 economics and business administration faculties. Then we employed a logistic 

regression in order to determine if the teaching methods, used during the bachelor studies, can predict 

the development of the future knowledge workers.  

The results have showed that the economics and business administration higher education institutions 

from the European Union member states tend to respond positively to companies’ necessity by 

developing almost 50% of the “ideal” knowledge worker profile. Through their programs of study, 

they develop qualified persons, with an inquisitive nature, that will know what to do at their job (they 

will have the explicit knowledge necessary for performing their tasks), will keep in touch with what is 

happening in the micro- and macro-environment and will be capable of understanding and extracting 

the essential from a complex situation. Despite all these, due to a lack of communication and 

teamwork skills, their graduates will have difficulties in sharing their knowledge with others, writing 

a business project, report or letter, presenting their point of view, making a proposal to a colleague, 

manager or client or being part of a team. 

Besides, we have demonstrated that the development of the future knowledge worker is influenced by 

the teaching methods used during the classes. The problem-solving activities, discussions and 

teamwork activities have the most powerful impact although some of them tend to be neglected. Only 

26,22% of the analyzed disciplines use teamwork activities as a way of disseminating knowledge 

among students and for developing their skills. It seems to be overlooked the fact that this type of 

activity increases students’ assertiveness, confidence, actively listening, communication skills, 

persuasion and compromise. 

These findings have implications on both educational and managerial level. At the educational level, 

it reflects the vulnerable area of the educational process namely, skills development. It seems to be 

forgotten that education is more than just sharing explicit knowledge; it is about developing the 

current and the future citizens (in terms of what they know and, most important, what do they do with 

it), building characters and stimulating the need for lifelong learning. At the managerial level, it 

brings forefront the deficiencies of the future human resources and it indicates the need for adapting 

the organizational culture and practices. What had been overlooked by the educational system may be 

complemented by an open organizational culture, an inspirational leadership and an effective 

coaching process.      
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1. General assumption regarding the concept of knowledge worker 

In March 2010, the European Council launched a strategic plan called “Europe 2020: A strategy for 

smart, sustainable and inclusive growth”. This aimed to transform the European Union into “a smart, 

sustainable and inclusive economy delivering high levels of employment, productivity and social 

cohesion” [1]. Although the strategy concentrates on five major areas (employment; education; 

research and development; social inclusions and poverty reduction; and climate/energy), its 

achievement depends mainly on the quality of higher education or, more exactly, on the manner in 

which this manages to adapt to the demand of the economic agents.  

In the current knowledge economy, we advocate that everything starts with the higher education 

institutions since “they produce people with knowledge and skills, generate new knowledge and 

import it from diverse sources and apply knowledge in a range of environments” [2]. Therefore, it 

supports the whole five areas on which the Europe 2020 Strategy focus on. First of all, it provides 

human resources to the labor market. If they develop the human resources that companies need then 

they increase individuals’ chances of getting employed. If their curriculum is out of line and their 

offer is not valued by the public and private economic agents then they will contribute to the growth 

of unemployment. Second of all, they contribute to the research and development activities and 

facilitate the development of innovations. The last ones may generate an increase in productivity, 

sales, benefits which support company’s development (new job openings, new investments, new and 

cleaner technologies etc.). Last but not least, education may increase people awareness to economic, 

social and environmental issues and it may also facilitate the development of a responsible citizen. 

Therefore, in order to satisfy the complex requirements of the Europe 2020 Strategy, the European 

Union faculties should concentrate on developing future knowledge workers. In other words, the 

main skills and abilities that they should develop among their graduates are the ones that characterize 

the knowledge worker (Table 1). Practically, they should invest in developing students’: 

 specialized knowledge – will guarantee the volume and quality of explicit knowledge that the 

graduate owns. It will represent the informational baggage with which each graduate will enter 

on the labor market.  

 learning skills – will ensure individual’s capacity of developing himself/herself continuously. 

He/She will improve his/hers ability of keeping in touch with what is happening in the 

environment and will learn how to adapt to the future challenges.   

 analysis and synthesis capacity – will emphasize individual’s ability of understanding a 

complex situation and also his/hers capacity of extracting the most important information.   

 problem-solving skills – will improve graduate’s critical and creative thinking. He/She will be 

able to find answers to current problems and also to offer innovative and creative solutions to 

complex situations.  

 time-management skills – will guarantee individual’s capacity of working with deadlines. 

He/She will be capable of working under pressure, in stressful conditions and will be able to 

organize his/hers activities efficiently.  

 written and oral communication skills – will highlight graduate’s ability of expressing 

himself/herself in writing and also orally. The individual will know how to transmit the 

information that he/she has or needs in both written and oral form.  

 teamwork skills – will facilitate individual’s capacity of accessing the knowledge that his/hers 

colleagues own and also will allow him/her to disseminate his/her knowledge.   

 risk-taking skills – will reflect graduate’s ability of anticipating and reacting in a timely manner 

to future events. 

 using ICT skills – will highlight the fact that the individual is capable of using the information 

and communication technologies (ICTs) in order to gather, process and disseminate data and 

information. 
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  Table 1.  Skills and abilities of the knowledge worker. 

Author/-s, year Skills and abilities 

E. Dune et al., 

1997 
 comunication skills; 

 study skills; 

 problem-solving skills; 

 political and economical literacy; 

 using ICTs; 

 networking; 

 coping with uncertainty. 

D.H. Hargreaves, 

1999 
 flexibility; 

 networking; 

 creativity; 

 learning skills. 

C.L. Jenks, 2004  critical thinking; 

 creativity; 

 sensitivity; 

 respect; 

 appreciation of other points of view; 

 interacting and working cooperatively and productively with others. 

D. Johnson, 2006  technology skills (using ICTs in order to collaborate, learn, solve problems, make decisions, 

construct models, produce creative works and interact with peers, experts and other audience); 

 information problem-solving skills and higher-order thinking skills (seeking information, 

using information creatively, demonstrate, interpret, analyze, compare, estimate); 

 conceptual skills (seeing the large piture, synthesizing information, being emphatic). 

C. Brătianu,  and 

C.L. Shook, 2006 
 critical thinking; 

 strategic analysis. 

M.E. Lindberg, 

2008 
 risk-taking skills; 

 teamwork skills; 

 flexibility; 

 strategic analysis. 

H. Uluorta, and L. 

Quill, 2009 
 flexibility; 

 risk-taking skills; 

 using ICTs; 

 innovation; 

 learning skills. 

P. Sahlberg, and 

E. Boce, 2010 
 broad cognitive learning; 

 communication and collaborative skills; 

 risk-taking skills; 

 creativity; 

 innovation. 

R.D. Leon, 2011  learning skills; 

 technology skills; 

 problem-solving skills; 

 teamwork skills; 

 communication skills; 

 risk-taking skills; 

 critical thinking. 

 Source: adapted by [11]. 

 

But are the economics and business administration higher education institutions from the 

European Union member states managing to develop this profile of graduate? Did they adapt their 

curriculum to the dynamic and uncertain economy in which their students are going to work or they 

remained faithful to the traditional school paradigm? Will they bring their contribution to the 

achievement of the Europe 2020 Strategy or they will be a source of vulnerability? We will offer an 

answer to these questions in the following sections. First, we will present some methodological 
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aspects; we will highlight the main objectives and also the methods and techniques that we have used. 

In the third part, we will emphasize the skills and abilities on which the courses taught at the 

undergraduate level, in the economics and business administration higher education institutions from 

the European Union member states, are focusing on. We will also emphasize the impact of the 

teaching methods on the development of the future knowledge workers. In the end, we will 

summarize the main implications of our research and we will bring forward some directions for future 

research.      

2. Research methodology 

2.1 Goal and objectives 

In this research, we aimed to determine if the economics and business administration higher 

education institutions from the European Union member states are facilitating the development of the 

future knowledge workers. In other words, we wanted to find out if the future economists will have 

the necessary skills and abilities in order to be described as “knowledge workers” and to facilitate 

companies’ success in a dynamic and unpredictable knowledge economy.   

Our main research objectives were: 

 to identify the most important economics and business administration higher education 

institutions from the European Union member states; 

 to analyze the syllabuses of the common courses that are taught to the undergraduate 

students from the economics and business administration higher education institutions; 

 to identify the skills and abilities that the graduates may possess, according to the academic 

curriculum developed in the economics and business administration higher education 

institutions from the European Union member states; 

 to identify the teaching methods used during the bachelor studies in the faculties of 

economics and business administration from the European Union member states; 

 to determine the influence that the teaching methods used at the undergraduate level may 

have on the development of the future knowledge workers.  

2.2 Data collection 

In order to achieve our research goal, we developed an exploratory research in which we combined 

the advantages of a qualitative approach with the ones of a quantitative approach. 

We used the case study as research strategy and we focused on the faculties of economics and 

business administration from the European Union member states. We have chosen this specific area 

of education because its graduates are going to work in the most dynamic economic sectors, like: 

banking, commerce, business administration, tourism etc. From each European Union member states, 

we aimed to select the economics and business administration faculties from the best universities. 

Therefore, the main units of analysis were selected based on five criteria: university’s number of 

students, research level, experience on the market of educational service, presence in the QS Worlds 

University Rankings, position occupied in national ranking and access to information (Table 2). 

Although 293 universities were present in the QS World University Rankings, they represented only 

24 European Union member states. Cyprus, Luxembourg, Malta and Slovakia were the missing 

participants.  

Table 2.  Criteria used for selecting the units of analysis. 

Criterion Reference level Number of the units of analysis 

Presence in the QS World University Rankings Present 293 

Number of students > 12.000 students 226 

Research High 185 

Experience on the market of educational services > 25 years 182 

Position occupied in national ranking First 24 

Access to information Syllabus in english 21 
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Besides, we noticed that only 21 universities from the European Union member states met all the 

selection criteria. From these, 17 have a faculty dedicated to economics and business administration 

studies while 4 included these studies with the social ones and established a faculty of social studies. 

Despite these differences, we analyzed the whole 21 faculties because, as long as their students 

graduate an economic specialization, they are going to compete on the same dynamic market. 

In the next stage, we analyzed the web pages of the selected economics and business 

administration higher education institutions and we identified the common courses that are taught 

during the undergraduate studies, no matter the area of specialization that students will choose. In this 

way we identify 267 syllabuses. To each of them we applied a content analysis in which the units of 

analysis were represented by educational goals, practical assignments, teaching and evaluating 

methods. We analyzed both educational goals and practical assignments in order to determine if 

courses’ objectives are transposed into reality or they remain on a declarative stage. Techniques like 

systematization and tabling had been used. 

2.3 Data processing 

In order to give a meaning to the collected data, we used a frequency analysis and a logistic regression 

analysis using Microsoft Excel application and SPSS Program. 

The frequency analysis was applied with the purpose of obtaining a general image on the skills and 

abilities developed during the bachelor studies. It reflects the intensity with which a specific skill or 

ability is promoted in the economics and business administration higher education institutions from 

the European Union member states. 

The logistic regression analysis was chosen because of its robust character [12] and its ability to 

explain the relationship between a dependent (nominal or non-metric) variable and more independent 

(nominal, categorical, continuous) variables [12], [13]. We used it in order to determine if the 

teaching methods (independent variables), used during the bachelor studies, influence the 

development of the future knowledge workers (dependent variable). 

Both types of variables – the dependent and independent ones – were dummy variables. In the case 

of all five independent variables (namely, lectures, solving problems activities, case study activities, 

discussions and teamwork activities), “1” – represented “the use of the teaching method during the 

courses” whereas “0” represented “the absence of the teaching method during the courses”. 

In the case of the dependent variable, data was codified. We assumed that a student may become the 

future knowledge worker if the course to which he/she attends develops at least half of the necessary 

skills and abilities (Table 3). Therefore, “1” highlighted the fact that “through that course, the future 

knowledge worker is developed” while “0” emphasized that “through that course, the future 

knowledge worker is not developed”. 

 

Table 3.  Necessary skills and abilities in order to be a future knowledge worker. 

Knowledge worker’s characteristics Sources 

Specialized knowledge [3], [11] 

Learning skills [3], [4], [9], [10], [11] 

Analysis and synthesis capacity [5], [6], [7], [11] 

Problem-solving skills [3], [6], [11] 

Time-management skills [9], [10], [11] 

Written communication skills [3], [10], [11] 

Oral communication skills [3], [10], [11] 

Teamwork skills [5], [8], [10], [11] 

Risk-taking skills [3], [6], [7], [8], [9], [10], [11] 

Using ICT skills [3], [6], [9], [11] 

 

The result of these analysis and their implications are presented in the following section of this 

article.  
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3. The profile of the future knowledge workers developed in the European universities 

In an economy characterized by interdependencies, increased informational flows and uncertainty, 

organizations must have competitive human resources in order to survive and be successful. The 

competitiveness of its human resources comes from employees’ knowledge and from the way they 

manage to understand and react to the changes that occur in the environment. From this point of view, 

it seems that the economics and business administration higher education institutions from the 

European Union member states respond to companies’ necessity. We can even assume that they 

provide them with qualified human resources because most courses that are taught at the 

undergraduate level (Figure 1) focus on developing students’ knowledge regarding economic 

phenomena (99,25%), their analysis and synthesis capacity (91,76%) and their learning skills 

(76,03%). Hence, they will offer to the labor market, individuals with an inquisitive nature, that will 

know what to do at their job (they will have the explicit knowledge necessary for performing their 

tasks), will keep in touch with what is happening in the micro- and macro-environment and will be 

capable of understanding and extracting the essential from a complex situation. 

 

 

Fig. 1. The main skills and abilities on which the courses taught at the undergraduate level focus on. 

 

Although on a first look it seems that the future graduates are going to become a valuable asset for 

any organization, we must notice that the development of two critical types of skills is rather 

neglected than encouraged. It is the case of the communication and teamwork skills, two aspects that 

are vital in an interconnected and fast changing world. Because of the lack of these skills, the future 

graduates will have difficulties in sharing their knowledge with others, writing a business project, 

report or letter, presenting their point of view, making a proposal to a colleague, manager or client or 

even in being part of a team. In other words, they will have all the knowledge that they need in order 

to do their job but they will not know how to use it efficiently. 

The development of these skills is supported by the teaching methods that are used during the 

courses. As we can notice from Fig. 2, most courses focus on lectures (98,88%), case studies 

(60,67%) and problem-solving activities (57,68%).       

 

Fig. 2. The main teaching methods used during the courses that are taught at the undergraduate level, in the economics 

and business administration higher education institutions from the European Union member states.  
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Most disciplines (98,88%) focus on using lectures because they have an important role in 

communicating conceptual and systematic knowledge. They are offering a general image on a 

specific topic and usually act as a starting point for further study. Since the activity is based on oral 

communication, it facilitates the processes of knowledge dissemination and acquisition between 

teachers and students. But, by attending to lectures, students are not only acquiring specialized 

knowledge regarding economic phenomena, they are also having access to teachers’ know-how and 

develop their listening skills. They learn how to maintain their concentration for a specific time and 

how to synthesize a big amount of information  

Using case studies as teaching methods facilitates, first of all, the development of critical thinking. 

Students become capable of analyzing complex situations from different perspectives. They can 

identify a specific problem and they also develop their capacity of finding potential solutions. 

Besides, they have the opportunity to look beyond theory, to see how things are applied in the 

economic reality and to understand the connections between a wide variety of variables.  

A teaching method that seems to be somehow neglected in the European academic environment is 

represented by the teamwork activities. During these, students have to work together for a period of 

time in order to achieve a common goal (for example, finishing a task or a project etc.). In this way, 

they have access to their colleagues’ knowledge and they learn how to work in a group, how to listen 

and respect other opinions, how to present and sustain their own ideas and, last but not least, how to 

accept or dispute the ideas launched by other colleagues. Therefore, they develop their assertiveness, 

confidence, actively listening, persuasion and compromise. 

Based on the fact that the teaching methods determine the skills that students develop during the 

courses, we assumed that they may influence the development of the future knowledge worker. In 

order to properly determine this influence, we used the logistic regression analysis. The model was 

tested (Table 4) and since it passed the Omnibus test (the Chi-Square value for 5 degrees of freedom 

and a probability of 0,001 is 125,225 – greater than Chi-Square theoretical which equals 20,515) and 

the Hosmer-Lemeshow test (the level o significance is greater than 0,05), we rejected the null 

hypothesis. As a result, adding the teaching methods as variables to the model increases our ability to 

predict the development of the future knowledge workers in the economics and business 

administration higher education institutions from the European Union member states.  

  
Table 4.  Testing the model according to which the teaching methods used by the academic members influence the 

development of the future knowledge workers. 
   Chi-square df Sig. 

Omnibus Test Step 1 Step 125,225 5 0,001 

Block 125,225 5 0,001 

Model 125,225 5 0,001 

Hosmer-Lemeshow Test   4,792 7 0,685 

 

Besides, according to data presented in Table 5, 54,20% of the variance in the dependent variable 

(the development of the future knowledge workers in the economics and business administration 

higher education institutions from the European Union member states) can be explained by the 

teaching methods used during the bachelor studies.  

 
Table 5.  The coefficient of determination regarding the influence of teaching methods used by the academic members on 

the development of the future knowledge workers. 
Step -2 Log likelihood Cox & Snell R Square Nagelkerke R Square 

1 188,029
a
 0,374 0,542 

a. Estimation terminated at iteration number 7 because maximum parameter estimates changed by less than 0,001. 
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The influence that each method has it on the development of the future knowledge worker was 

determined using the Wald Chi-Square statistic test (Table 6). This reflects the unique contribution of 

each predictor in the context of the other predictors being constant. 

Employing a 0,05 criterion of statistical significance, we have noticed that problem-solving 

activities, discussions and teamwork activities have significant partial effects on the development of 

the future knowledge workers in the economics and business administration higher education 

institutions from the European Union member states. Taking these into account, we claim that by 

using: 

 problem-solving activities  as the main teaching method, there will be an increase in odds of 

developing the future knowledge worker by 34,917 times. 

 discussions as the main teaching method, there will be an increase in odds of developing the 

future knowledge worker by 12,406 times. 

 teamwork activities as the main teaching method, there will be an increase in odds of 

developing the future knowledge worker by 38,246 times. 

 
Table 6.  The influence of each teaching method on the development of the future knowledge workers in the economics 

and business administration faculties from the European Union member states. 

 

  B S.E. Wald df Sig. Exp(B) 

Step 1
a
 Lectures 0,718 1,438 0,249 1 0,618 2,050 

Problem-solving  activities 3,553 0,581 37,356 1 0,001 34,917 

Discussions 2,518 0,551 20,883 1 0,001 12,406 

Case study 0,037 0,411 0,008 1 0,929 1,037 

Teamwork activities 3,644 1,077 11,440 1 0,001 38,246 

Constant -2,955 1,511 3,828 1 0,050 0,052 

a. Variable(s) entered on step 1: Lectures, Problem-solving activities, Discussions, Case study, Teamwork activities. 

 

Synthesizing, we sustain that in order to develop the future knowledge workers – that economy 

needs – the academic programs should focus on using more activities based on interaction like, 

problem-solving, discussions and teamwork. These will develop students’ capacity of coping with the 

uncertainty, gaining access to their colleagues’ knowledge and adapting to the turbulences that 

characterize the knowledge economy. 

4. Conclusions and further research 

The current economic environment and the changes that occur on international level bring to 

forefront the importance of the higher education institutions in the society. As we have noticed, the 

economics and business administration higher education institutions from the European Union 

member states will contribute to the achievement of the Europe 2020 Strategy by developing the 

future knowledge workers, which will be capable of supporting the development of a smart, 

sustainable and innovative economy. 

On the one hand, the economics and business administration higher education institutions from the 

European Union member states are trying to adapt to companies’ demand. Although the adaption 

process is not complete (there are still some leaks that focus on graduates’ lack of risk-taking, 

time-management, communication and teamwork skills), they tend to provide qualified human 

resources to the labor market. Most courses that are taught at the undergraduate level focus on 

developing students’ knowledge regarding economic phenomena (99,25%), their analysis and 

synthesis capacity (91,76%) and their learning skills (76,03%). Based on these, their graduate will be 

what is generically called “a specialist”. He/She will know how to do his/her job efficiently and will 
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keep in touch with what is happening in the environment. Unfortunately, he/she will not be able to 

share his/her knowledge with others because of a lack of communication and teamwork skills. These 

are considered to be important by less than 40% of the analyzed courses. 

The necessity of emphasizing the importance of acquiring specialized knowledge during the 

bachelor studies reflects universities’ need to distinguish themselves from the vocational schools. It 

appears that the myth according to which universities focus on knowledge while vocational schools 

develop skills is still available. Well, in a dynamic knowledge economy, universities must overcome 

this myth because in order to be employed their graduates must have both explicit and tacit 

knowledge; they must know what to do and how to do it. Hence, the specialized knowledge is no 

longer sufficient for surviving and being competitive in the current economy; it has to be completed 

with a range of skills and abilities that help graduates to cope with the uncertainty and to adapt in a 

timely manner to the challenges that appear in the environment.        

On the other hand, if we compare the ideal profile of the knowledge worker with the one that is 

developed in the economics and business administration higher education institutions from the 

European Union member states (Table 7), we observe that the future European graduates will have 

only half of the knowledge worker’s characteristics. The aspects that the two of them will have in 

common will be: specialized knowledge, learning skills, analysis and synthesis capacity, 

problem-solving skills and using ICT skills.  
 

 Table 7.  Comparative analysis between the “ideal” and “real” profile of the future knowledge worker, developed in 

the economics and business administration higher education institutions from the European Union member states. 

Characteristic Ideal profile Real profile 

Specialized knowledge + + 

Learning skills + + 

Analysis and synthesis capacity + + 

Problem-solving skills + + 

Time-management skills + - 

Written communication skills + - 

Oral communication skills + - 

Teamwork skills + - 

Risk-taking skills + - 

Using ICT skills + + 

 

Last but not least, the development of this profile is influenced by the teaching methods used 

during the classes. The problem-solving activities, discussions and teamwork activities have the most 

powerful impact but some of them tend to be neglected. For example, only 26,22% of the analyzed 

disciplines use teamwork activities although these increase students’ assertiveness, confidence, 

actively listening, communication skills, persuasion and compromise. 

These results are limited by the fact that the analysis focused on the best higher education 

institutions from the European Union member states, according to the QS World University 

Rankings. There may be better economics and business administration faculties that, from one reason 

or another, had not been included in the world ranking developed by Quacquarelli Symonds. Besides, 

we have only focused on the faculties of economics and business administration although any faculty 

may develop knowledge workers. 

Despite this limit, the research findings have implications on both educational and managerial 

level. At the educational level, it reflects a vulnerable area of the educational process namely, skills 

development. It seems to be forgotten that education is more than just sharing explicit knowledge; it 

is about developing the current and the future citizens (in terms of what they know and, most 

important, what do they do with it), building characters and stimulating the need for lifelong learning. 

At the managerial level, it brings forefront the deficiencies of the future human resources and it 

indicates the need for adapting the organizational culture and practices. What had been overlooked by 
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the educational system has to be complemented by an open organizational culture, an inspirational 

leadership and an effective coaching process. 

All these elements create the conceptual framework for some future researches in which we aim to 

find an answer to the following questions: 

1.  What are the real skills and abilities that students obtain during their bachelor studies? Are there 

any differences between the skills on which the teacher focuses on and the ones that students develop 

during the course?  

2. What are the reasons that make the academics chose a teaching method instead of another one? 
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