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Introduction 

University business schools work to produce graduates who are knowledgeable in each of the 
business disciplines (e.g., accounting, management) as well as subject matter related to their 
chosen major or concentration area.  B-schools also seek to develop some of the key professional 
competencies that are needed by individuals working in business.  There are other competencies 
that may be important in business but are either impossible or impractical to develop in a university 
environment, and graduates must develop those competencies after beginning their business 
careers. 

We investigated three research questions relating to the importance, trainability, and development 
of 22 professional competencies in business school students. 

1. Do students, faculty members, and HR professionals agree on the relative importance of 
the competencies? 

2. To what degree do faculty members and HR professionals believe each of the competencies 
is trainable in a college setting? 

3. To what extent do students and faculty members believe that students currently receive 
learning, practice, and feedback to develop the competencies while in college? 
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Literature Overview 

The earliest work to understand the qualities needed for professional success was by Katz (1955) 
whose classic article in the Harvard Business Review articulated three categories of “skills” needed 
by managers:  human, conceptual, and technical skills.  Since that time, there have been countless 
efforts to define, measure, and develop professional competencies (e.g., Boyatzis, 1982; Hackett, 
Betz, & Doty, 1985; Boam & Sparrow, 1992; Spencer & Spencer, 1993; Mullen, 1997; Cripe, 
2002; Rainsbury, Hodges, & Burchell, 2002; Hodges & Burchell, 2003; Tulgan, 2015). 

What is a competency?  Boyatzis (1982) defines a competency as, “an underlying characteristic of 
a person which results in effective and/or superior performance in a job” (p. 21).  Is there one 
commonly accepted list of competencies associated with business success?  Le Deist & Winterton 
(2005) argue that despite the importance of competencies in business, no single definition of 
competencies has emerged in the literature. 

Do business schools actively work to develop the most important business competencies?  Brink 
& Costigan (2015) studied the degree to which business school curricula meet the competency-
development needs of students in one content area – communication skills.  They found that 
AACSB-accredited business programs were not well aligned with the needs of business people in 
that they overemphasized presentation skills while paying too little attention to the more important 
topics of listening and conversing in a business context.  

Key questions regarding business competency development in B-schools have been only partially 
answered.  What competencies are most essential to success for business professionals during the 
first years of their careers?  Which of those competencies is it possible to develop in a college 
environment, and which ones by their nature must be developed on the job after college?  Are there 
opportunities for B-school educators to introduce additional, valuable competency-development 
activities into their courses and curricula that will add to the skill set with which their graduates 
enter the workforce? 

Methodology 
 Identification of professional competencies.  A variety of sources (Katz, 1955; Boyatzis, 
1982; Lombardo & Eichinger, 1996; Cripe, 2002; Tulgan, 2015) was used to define a set 
professional competencies used in this study.  The criteria that guided our selection/definition of 
competencies for our study were as follows: 1) each competency should be potentially important 
to success in business, 2) competencies should be articulated such that they can be clearly 
understood by the three types of participants in our study (i.e., students, faculty, and HR 
professionals), 3) the total number of competencies should be reasonable and manageable, and 4) 
the set of competencies, as a group, should encompass the most essential capabilities for success 
in business professions.  The purpose in developing this set of competencies was not to propose a 
definitive set for use by others.  Instead, effort was made to articulate a sound set of competencies 
based on previous research that would permit comparisons and analysis among the three groups 
included in this study to answer our research questions. 
 Participants.  Information was collected from three types of participants from a single 
university:  students, faculty, and a panel of HR professionals.  Student participants were recruited 
from 15 senior-level classes spanning each of the business majors, and a total of 242 completed 
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questionnaires were received for a response rate of 83.4 percent.  Student participants’ mean age 
was 23.6 years, 63.6 percent were male, and they work for pay an average of 19.5 hours per week.   
Faculty participants included 19 members of the business faculty who represented a cross-section 
of all of the business specialties within the college.  HR panel members were selected based on 
their extensive knowledge and expertise in HR, particularly in the areas of talent identification and 
development.  Of the 30 HR professionals invited to participate, 22 did so for a response rate of 
73.3%, and respondents averaged 16.6 years of HR experience.  HR panel respondents possess 
high level subject-matter knowledge about workplace competencies, they are trained and 
experienced in evaluating competency-based qualifications, and they play a prominent role in 
hiring decisions for positions such as those sought by many business school graduates. 
 Measures.  Online questionnaires were administered to the three groups using Qualtrics 
and addressed three topics related to the 22 competencies in this study.  Students, faculty, and HR 
professionals were asked to evaluate the importance of each competency to students’ professional 
success after college.  Faculty members and HR professionals were asked to judge the trainability 
of each competency in a university setting, while students and faculty members reported the extent 
to which students receive learning, practice, and feedback to develop the competencies while in 
college. 

Results and Implications 
 Importance of 22 professional competencies.  Students, faculty members, and HR 
professionals evaluated the importance of the 22 competencies on a five-point scale (not necessary, 
somewhat important, quite important, extremely important, essential).  Correlations among mean 
importance ratings are shown in Table 1, and there was strong, overall agreement among the three 
groups. 

 Faculty Ratings HR Panel Ratings 

Student Ratings 0.875 * 0.868 * 

Faculty Ratings  0.752 * 

    Note.  * p < .001   

Table 1.  Correlations among Importance Ratings 

Mean ratings for each of the individual competencies across the three groups was analyzed, and a 
summary of that analysis is shown in Table 2.  Means of 4.5 to 5.0 were considered “Essential” 
and labeled with an “A.”  Lower importance ratings were marked B, C, and D (see the table note 
for details).  The items are displayed in three tiers, based on the importance assigned by the HR 
panel.   
Three of the competencies – respect for diversity, approachability, and understanding others – 
were rated much more important by the HR panel and students than by the faculty.  The largest 
difference was seen in the respect for diversity competency where analysis of variance was 
significant, F(2,279) = 9.27, p < .001.  Post hoc Scheffe’ tests revealed that both the HR panel 
(M=4.23) and students (M=4.10) rated respect for diversity as significantly more important (p < 
.002 and p < .001 respectively) than did the faculty (M=3.16). 
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 HR 
Panel Faculty Students 

Tier 1    

   Integrity and trust   A B B 
   Drive and work ethic   A B A 
   Understanding others   A C B 

Tier 2    
   Analysis and problem solving   B A B 
   Respect for diversity   B D B 
   Decision making   B A B 
   Personal organization/time management   B B B 
   Teamwork   B C B 
   Written communication   B B B 
   Personal impact/presence   B C B 

Tier 3    
   Oral communication   C B B 
   Building work relationships   C D B 
   Planning   C B B 
   Conflict management   C D C 
   Self-awareness and personal development   C C B 
   Approachability   C E C 
   Leading/motivating others   C D C 

  Note: A = 4.50 – 5.00   B = 4.00 – 4.49 C = 3.50 – 3.99 
   D = 3.00 – 3.49 E = 2.50 – 2.99 
 

Table 2.  Importance of 22 Professional Competencies 

 Trainability of the competencies.  Faculty members and HR professionals considered the 
degree to which each of the 22 competencies is trainable in a college setting, using a four-point 
scale (not at all trainable, somewhat trainable, quite trainable, highly trainable), and their mean 
ratings were highly correlated (r = 0.907, p < .001).   Complete results are shown in Table 3.  Of 
the most important competencies, only “understanding others” was judged to be relatively 
trainable.  The top two competencies (integrity and trust, drive and work ethic) were rated as not 
easily trainable in a university setting by both faculty and HR professionals and therefore may 
involve individual differences that organizations must seek to through their employee selection 
process instead of through development of the competency. 
 Current development of the competencies.  Faculty members and students evaluated the 
degree to which students currently receive development and practice for each of the competencies, 
and those results are also shown in Table 3.  There was strong agreement between the two groups’ 
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mean ratings (r = 0.922, p < .001).  Faculty members identified nine competencies that are 
currently developed through college coursework – all nine judged to receive only a moderate level 
of development.  Students believed they are receiving development opportunities in 17 of the 22 
competencies, including three at the highest level (i.e., analysis and problem solving, written 
communication, oral communication). 

  Trainability Development 
 Faculty HR 

Panel 
Faculty Students 

Tier 1     

   Integrity and trust    d 
   Drive and work ethic    d 
   Understanding others t t  d 
Tier 2     
   Analysis and problem solving T t d D 
   Respect for diversity t t d d 
   Decision making T t d d 
   Personal organization/time management t t d d 
   Teamwork t t d d 
   Written communication T T d D 
   Personal impact/presence t t  d 
Tier 3     
   Oral communication T T d D 
   Building work relationships  t  d 
   Planning T t d d 
   Conflict management t t  d 
   Self-awareness and personal 

development t t d d 

   Approachability    d 
   Leading/motivating others t t  d 

 
 Note: Trainability T = 3.50 – 4.00 t = 2.50 – 3.49 
  Development D = 3.50 – 4.00 d = 2.50 – 3.49 

Table 3. Trainability and Development of Competencies by Tier of Importance  
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Conclusions 

There was strong agreement among students, faculty members, and HR professionals regarding 
the importance of 22 professional competencies.  However, there were some interesting 
differences of opinion for specific competencies, and surprisingly, student perceptions of 
importance seemed to match the HR panel better than do those of the faculty. 

Both the faculty and HR panel agreed that many of the 22 competencies are trainable in a college 
setting.  Students and faculty reported that students are currently receiving opportunities for 
development of some of the competencies, but other competencies judged as trainable are either 
not being currently developed or are receiving minimal development.  These results suggest that 
there may be additional opportunities for competency development in the college setting, and 
faculty members are urged to seek new opportunities to do so, both within and across courses and 
curriculum.  
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