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Introduction 

 

To explore how a framework of graduate attributes can foster innovation in business 

education and support graduates’ transition toward the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 

we conducted a qualitative study involving companies, students, and academics across six European 

countries: Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Poland, and Romania. The study aimed to 

identify the attributes necessary for international business transformation and was organized into 

four phases. We identified fifteen attributes, which could be categorised on four dimensions. The 

dimensions have been visualised through the IBE-ReGloMi model of graduate attributes. We first 

explain the project’s focus on graduate attributes, and how this construct has been operationalised. 

Then we present the model and the dimensions with their short explanations. The listing is followed 

by the main conclusions of the research with companies and students, followed by an explanation of 

the data collection and analysis approach.  

 

Why Gradaute Attributes? 

 

How to understand graduate attributes? 

The project adopted the construct of graduate attributes because they offer a holistic, mission-

aligned framework that integrates knowledge, values, and dispositions essential for navigating 

complex global challenges. Graduate attributes refer to personal qualities and traits that shape how 

individuals approach complex tasks and interact with others. Their mission- and value-driven nature 

distinguishes them from competences and skills. Competences are understood as integrated 

combinations of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that enable effective performance in specific 

contexts (European Commission, 2018; Council of the European Union, 2025). Skills are generally 

defined as the ability to carry out processes and use knowledge to achieve results, encompassing 

practical, task-specific competencies (European Commission, 2018). Unlike competences and skills, 

which may be comprehensive yet tied to specific contexts, graduate attributes articulate broader 

educational purposes (ethical reasoning, critical thinking, adaptability) that shape graduates’ identities 

across local, regional, and global contexts and support their citizenship and career capabilities (Hill 

et al., 2025; Barrie, 2007). 

 

Why graduate attributes matter for green business transitions 

This broader orientation positions graduate attributes as a conceptual bridge between academic 

learning and real-world application, guiding curriculum design that embeds sustainability, ethics, and 

adaptability rather than treating them as peripheral add-ons (Hill et al., 2025). In a volatile, 

sustainability-driven business environment, graduates need more than job specific competences or 

skills. They require dispositions such as ethical reasoning, critical thinking, and adaptability to lead 

responsibly and navigate complexity and uncertainty. As Barrie (2007) emphasizes, graduate 

attributes are not a checklist but socially meaningful outcomes that demand curriculum reform and 

pedagogical alignment. They represent a transformative opportunity for higher education to cultivate 

lifelong learning and ethical reasoning through integrated curriculum design and assessment. This 

focus also resonates with employer priorities: the World Economic Forum (2025) reports that 

companies increasingly seek graduates who combine adaptability, ethical judgment, analytical 
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thinking, technological literacy, and lifelong learning, essential for navigating digital and green 

transformations. 

 

Pragmatic approach in the project 

Clarifying this distinction was essential because conflating the terms risks reducing graduate 

attributes to functional checklists rather than recognizing them as guiding principles for curriculum 

reform. In the IBE-ReGloMi project, this conceptual distinction was maintained, yet competences 

were employed pragmatically as a methodological tool. Competences provided a practical way to 

group related capabilities into dimensions, enabling the translation of graduate attributes into 

actionable components. This approach ensured that the transformative intent of graduate attributes 

was preserved while offering a structured pathway for implementation. 

 

What companies and students told us 

 

The IBE-ReGloMi four-dimensional model 

The IBE-ReGloMi four-dimensional model of graduate attributes results from quailtative  inquiry 

with companies and students, representing the six partners in the consortium, the associated 

network and the EFMD membership. This model includes four dimensions: professional 

development and competences, critical perspectives and relfexivity, cross-cultural collboration and 

adaptive thinking and resourcefullness.  

 

Figure 1 IBE-ReGloMi Four-Dimensional Model 

 
Source: own elaboration 

 

                                        

                                     

 
  
  
 
 
  
 
 
  
 
 
 
  
 
 
  
 
 
  
 
  
 
 
  
  
 

 
  
 
 
  
 
   

  
   

 
   
 
 
  
   

 

               
                 

         

             
          

             

      
           

                   

             
           

                       

                

                

          
              

             

               

            
               

        

      

        

          

        

    



                                                     
 

5 
 

The IBE-ReGloMi graduate attributes  

Each dimension comprises three to five attributes, which are listed in Table 1 along with short 

descriptions. These descriptions are intentionally formulated to be observable and measurable, 

ensuring they can be effectively integrated into curriculum design and assessment.  

 

Table 1 Graduate attributes categorised according to the four IBE-ReGloMi  dimensions 

Professional Development and Competences 

Disciplinary Business 

Competence 

The ability to evaluate and apply advanced business knowledge and skills 

related to a professional field or a discipline. 

Specific Business Expertise Advanced technical skills relevant to a chosen professional field or discipline, 

reflecting a deep understanding and mastery of its specific tools, 

methodologies, and technologies. 

Professionalism An employee's reliability, organizational skills, responsibility, and ability to 

manage time effectively in order to achieve agreed objectives, while aligning 

with the company's goals and stakeholders' interests. 

Critical Perspective and Reflexivity 

Open mindedness Open-Mindedness refers to being curious and receptive to different 

viewpoints without immediate judgement, to consider alternative approaches 

and explore alternative solutions. 

Positionality Positionality refers to values and ethics and how individuals position 

themselves in the world. It is about understanding and practicing ethical 

behavior and social responsibility in all business activities through transparent 

and accountable actions. 

Analysis and interpretation Analysis and interpretation involve the capability to derive meaningful insights 

from complex situations, contributing to informed and data driven decision-

making within a given professional context. 

Global Awareness Global awareness involves recognizing and understanding global trends and 

challenges, and the connections with evolving global business environments, 

cultural diversity, and international and national contexts. 

Adaptive Thinking and Resourcefulness 

Ways of thinking Ways of thinking refers the cognitive capability to solve problems presented in 

the complex and interdependent global (business) landscape. It includes 

critical thinking and analytical skills, systems thinking and creativity enabling a 

multidisciplinary approach to problem-solving and independent decision 

making. 

Self-efficacy Self-efficacy refers to the belief in the capability to reach  goals, a clear sense 

of purpose and a ‘can-do’ (business) attitude.  

Resilience  Resilience indicates the capability to handle setbacks and challenges, learning 

from failures and adapting to changing circumstances. 

Adaptation to Innovation 

in Technology 

Adaptation to innovation in technology refers to the capability  to embrace 

change and harness emerging technologies. Staying informed about, adapt to 

industry trends, and displaying a proactive approach to integrating emerging 

technologies into the professional toolkit. 
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Continuous learning Continuous learning refers to a curious and inquisitive mindset and a 

motivation to continuously learn and adapt to changing (business) 

circumstances. Learn to learn, and filter information. 

Cross-Cultural Collaboration 

Global citizenship Global citizenship is understood as a mindset which fosters a sense of duty 

towards the well-being of the local and global community and promotes 

ethical and socially responsible behavior. 

Collaboration Collaboration includes understanding the importance of partnerships and 

working effectively with diverse individuals, teams, and organizations to 

achieve common goals inside and outside a company. 

Intercultural competence Intercultural competence entails not only working appropriately and 

effectively in a global business environment but also understanding and 

respecting different cultures. Ability to speak different languages. 

Source: own elaboration 

 

The IBE-ReGloMi Example Profiles 

 

To identify specific graduate profiles for each discipline, we developed a graduate attribute survey 

tool that allowed for scoring the importance of the 15 attributes on their level of perceived 

importance on a 7 point Likert scale (1-not important – 7 very important). The analysis of the 

scores provided by academics for disciplinary differences in importance did not reveal any significant 

differences. More global, systemic graduate profiles were arising related to specific business contexts 

(sustainability, entrepreneurship) or environments (regional, international) that could be applied to 

any disciplines seem more relevant. These intersection profiles are visualised in figure 2. 

 

Figure 2 Context specific orientation of the graduate profiles 

 

 

Source: own elaboration 

 

These systemic graduate profiles focused on roles at a regional level, roles that were international in 

scope, and on roles with a specialised focus on sustainability or social innovation and 

entrepreneurship. Although all graduate attributes were considered important, with scores ranging 

between 5 and 7, the emphasis on specific attributes varied across contexts.  
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Table 2: context specific orientations 

Graduate Profiles Context specific orientation Emphasis attributes* 

Business Expert Graduate role with a local and 

regional focus or reach 
Global awareness with a focus on 

regional implications of trends 

and developments. 
International Business 

Expert 
Graduate roles with clear 

international components or 

orientations 

The dimension cross-cultural 

collaboration with a focus on 

maintaining business relationships; 

global awareness and their 

implications for business risks and 

opportunities. 
Sustainability Business 

Expert 
Graduate roles that focus on 

sustainability and green 

transitions (international and 

more local) 

Positionality with a focus 

ecological implications of business 

decisions; Global awareness, 

global citizenship and 

collaboration to reduce ecological 

footprint. 
Social Impact Business Expert Graduate roles that focus on social 

innovation and entrepreneurship  
Positionality with a focus on 

ensuring equity and social justice; 

Ways of thinking with a focus on 

systems thinking. 

* Note: All graduate attributes are important. Their focus can vary. 

In addition to these four systemic profiles, we created example seven profiles for starter job roles. 

These are visualised in figure 3 and are for illustration purposes only.  

 

Figure 3 Seven example profiles for graduate starter roles 

 

Source: own elaboration 

 

Through engagement with local companies and students during the five round table sessions, we 

recognized that the graduate attribute survey tool could serve multiple purposes. For example, 
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programme or course / module. Although within the context of the project we did not identify any 

significant disciplinary differences, applying the survey tool might be useful for curriculum design  

The tool can be furthermore used in instances such as: 

• Curriculum Review: to evaluate a study programme on the inclusion of the graduate attributes 

• Student Experience: to understand how students perceive the graduate attributes and how there 

are included in their study programme. 

• Employability: to understand and profile (starter) job requirements by employers. 

 

Summary of the Main Conclusions from the Research on Graduate Profiles 

 

The following main conclusions can be drawn from the research with companies and students into 

the desired graduate profile for International Business. 

o Companies and students assume that an international business graduate has developed generic 

knowledge and skills in terms of the hard-core business fields such as Marketing, Finance, Supply 

Chain Management, Management and Entrepreneurship (International Business professional).  

o Our data and analysis show that different graduate profiles per disciplines is probably not 

representing the reality. More global, systemic graduate profiles are arising related to specific 

business contexts (sustainability, entrepreneurship) or environments (regional, international) 

that could be applied to any disciplines seem more relevant. 

o The fifteen attributes (see ppt revised model) point towards a shift from knowledge and skills 

purely related to the core business domains to a focus on person related skills.  These person-

related skills refer to the development of the student as  

+ an ethical, interculturally competent professional,  

+ capable of informed problem solving and decision making (‘informed problem solving’ 

professional). 

o As core elements of the ethical interculturally competent professional the following attributes 

came to the fore: open mindedness, curiosity, learning and adaptability, motivation, resilience, 

self-regulation, social initiative, interculturally sensitivity and self-awareness (intercultural 

competence), ethical and value driven (global citizenship).  

o As core elements of informed problem-solving professional the following attributes came to the 

fore: critical and systems thinking, analytical skills, creativity, global awareness, technological and 

digital competences, professionalism.  

o Graduates are expected to address real-life business cases and situations in a holistic 

and integrated way, combining their business knowledge and skills and their informed 

problem-solving capability in an ethical and culturally sensitive way.   

o The context in which graduates are expected to operate can be characterised as increasingly 

complex and volatile, diverse, globally interdependent and interconnected, with a focus on a 

transformation towards a sustainable world and ways of doing business and on technological 

advancement.  

Moreover, companies and students expressed that Business Schools were expected to deliver on the 

development of the ethical professional, who is capable of solving problems in an informed and 

evidence-based way. Advanced and industry specific business and technical knowhow better could be 
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developed on the job, especially with the current speed of technological advancements and the need 

for transformation towards a sustainable world.  

 

Data collection and analysis 

 

Phase 1: Development of interview and focus group guides 

Two guides were created: one for interviews with companies and another for student focus groups. 

Both guides included four sections with open-ended questions addressing: 

• International, intercultural, and global dimensions (IIG); ethics, responsibility, and 

sustainability (ERS); and social innovation and entrepreneurship. 

• The relationship between these elements and core business skills. 

• Desired graduate profiles. 

• The role of business schools in educating toward these profiles. 

The guides were informed by an exploratory study and refined through expert feedback from the 

consortium. 

 

Phase 2: data collection iteration 1 

We conducted 19 interviews with companies and 17 focus groups with students, totalling 110 

participants across the six countries (Table 2).  

 

Table 3: Number of participants for iteration 1, composition data per group 

Data collection iteration 1 

Group Participants Gender Age Range Experience / Study Level 

Companies 19 organizations 13 men,  

6  female 

24–53  

(Mean = 38) 

1–28 years  

roles from managers to CEOs 

Students 17 focus groups; 

79 students 

44 female  

29 men 

7unspecified 

19,–38 (Mean 

= 22) 

2nd–4th year of study 

EFMD 

Academics 

12 respondents  8 women, 4 

men 

31–62 (Mean 

= 50 

5–26 years; EFMD and partner 

networks 

 

Each partner institution conducted three to four company interviews and at least  two student 

focus groups. In total, the interviews and discussions produced 43 summaries, which were compiled 

into a joint database for analysis. 

 

Phase 3: data analysis 

The summaries formed the primary dataset for thematic and computational analysis. Using 

IRaMuTeQ software, we applied: 

• Classical Lexicographical Analysis (CLA) to identify term frequencies and semantic patterns. 

• Similarity Analysis to examine word co-occurrences (34,206 instances). 

• Descending Hierarchical Analysis (DHA) to cluster text segments into 988 groups and 1,308 

categories, covering 75.54% of the data. 
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These analyses were complemented by manual coding and AI-assisted categorization to develop a 

conceptual model of graduate attributes. Preliminary findings were presented during a transnational 

project meeting and validated through three stakeholder-specific focus groups. 

 

Phase 4: validation 

The model was refined internally by project partners and externally validated by 33 academic 

experts from each of the partner institutions and two accreditation agency representatives.  To this 

end, a flexible survey tool was developed in excel, which the graduate attributes could be scored 15 

attributes on a 1–7 importance scale. Additionally, five local round tables with businesses provided 

feedback to ensure practical relevance. This iterative process confirmed the conceptual soundness 

and applicability of the framework for international business education.  

  

To identify specific graduate profiles for each discipline, we analysed the scores provided by 

academics for disciplinary differences in importance. This analysis did not reveal any significant 

difference. More global, systemic graduate profiles are arising related to specific business contexts 

(sustainability, entrepreneurship) or environments (regional, international) that could be applied to 

any disciplines seem more relevant. Instead, we created example seven profiles for starter job roles 

and 4 profiles related to regional or contextual differences 
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Results of the analysis  

 

Figure 4 Seven example profiles for graduate starter roles 
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Figure 5 Hierarchical Decomposition Analysis (HDA): factorial representation of lexical classes 
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