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Abstract

The proliferation of Bilingual Education (BE) has emerged as a
pivotal strategy for advancing the internationalization of higher
education institutions (HEI) globally. While research has
predominantly focused on linguistic outcomes, there remains a
lacuna in scholarly discourse regarding the exploration of non-
linguistic dimensions and implications of BE implementation. To
address this gap, the present research studies the relationship
between BE, self-perceived intercultural competence and
employability. The views of undergraduates have not been
sufficiently explored and this could be important, because
learning theory posits that motivation and commitment of
learners constitute critical determinants of education efficiency.
Moreover, it elicits aspects which have been overlooked by
research such as the perception of students who have been
involved in bilingual programmes, and also of those who have
been in traditional mainstream courses. The method used in
this study involved a total of 669 students from various Spanish
universities, which were collected through a validated multi-
dimensional survey. Pairwise comparisons were conducted
among students enrolled in three types of degree programmes:
bilingual, partially bilingual, and non-bilingual. Additionally, the
study investigates other variables, such as the branch of
knowledge and the correlation between intercultural
competence and employability perceptions, to evaluate their
potential significant impact. Results revealed that students in
bilingual programmes demonstrated significantly higher levels
of self-perceived intercultural competence and employability
compared to the other two groups, which did not show
significant differences between them. The implications of these
findings for higher education students regarding intercultural
competence and employability are discussed.
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Introduction

There exists a constant concern about the adjustment between the skills acquired at university and the demands
of the labour market. Therefore, this analysis is intended to consider how academic training can be aimed at
closing the gap between university and employment. One of the purposes of this study is to analyse the
relevance of significantly integrating bilingual programmes into university education in order to improve the
employability of graduates. Taking their perceptions into account is a fundamental element, as their opinions
represent a key part of the university-employment equation. In contrast to other studies focusing on bilingual
programmes or specific subjects for learning a modern language, this study focuses on the connection between
linguistic communication skills and the employability possibilities that the acquisition of these skills can bring to
students in university higher education programmes, aligning them with the demands of a close working
environment.

Analysing these views of higher education students allows for a more precise investigation of the need to include
these competences since students' main motivations for applying for a university degree are often career
development in their chosen field of study. This would not only help to prevent future frustrations as well as
inefficiency in educational investment but also ensure that the skills acquired are aligned with the demands of
today's working environment. Universities have been striving to help their graduates to be employed, and
academic training should aim to close the gap between university and employment. Data obtained from various
job and employability portals, such as the Anuario del mercado de trabajo, 2023 or Employability of young
people in Spain, 2024, confirm that the youth (ages 15-24) unemployment rate in Spain stands at 28.5%, which is
double the European Union average and has not improved in recent years (Martinez-Cantero, 2024).

The advancement and implementation of bilingual education remain among the foremost priorities of the
Council of Europe (De Wit et al., 2015). However, establishing effective models for bilingual education is an
ongoing empirical endeavour that encounters considerable challenges at scientific, institutional, and policy
levels. These include unresolved debates regarding the best approaches to language and content integration
(Coyle & Meyer, 2021; Sohn et al., 2022), limited teacher training and the lack of clear, consistent policies
governing programme structure (Domke & Cerrato, 2024; Macaro, 2018; Richards & Pun, 2021; Rose et al., 2021).
In Spain, the recent increase in higher education degrees offered fully or partially in English reflects the
longstanding efforts of the Spanish government to promote English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI), a strategy
aligned with similar initiatives in other European nations and worldwide (Barrios & Lépez Gutiérrez, 2023; De la
Cruz-Cabanillas & Tejedor-Martinez, 2021; Dearden, 2014; Macaro et al., 2018, Patifio-Santos et al., 2024).
Degrees that incorporate various subjects in English aim to equip students with a diverse set of skills and
symbolic resources, thereby enabling them to meet the demands of future employment opportunities. As
Shohamy (2013) argues, this approach is perceived to enhance the institutional prestige of universities that
implement it, based on the assumption that it provides access to what is regarded as “central bastions of society”
(p.201).

At the same time, the development of cross-curricular competences, defined as skills that are common to most
professions and transferable across various activities, sectors or organizations has become a key focus of
academic efforts to ensure a more adaptable workforce in an increasingly complex, dynamic, globalized, and
interconnected world. Intercultural Competence (IC) is one example of a cross-curricular skill (Barret, 2011;
Gutiérrez-Santiuste & Ritacco-Real, 2023; Sierra-Huedo & Nevado-LLopis, 2022). According to Aguilar (2018),
“Intercultural Competence should become a learning outcome in [...] EMI courses” (p. 25). Various studies have
highlighted the significance of incorporating IC as a fundamental skill for professional success in an increasingly
globalized world (Diaz & Moore, 2018; Killick, 2016; Messelink et al., 2015). As countries continue to integrate into
the global community, the importance of intercultural communication skills grows, making competence in this
area a critical necessity. IC is now widely recognized as a graduate attribute sought by employers (Lantz-Deaton,
2017). Employers look for professionals who can identify, respect, and adjust their behaviour to align with
diverse cultures and effectively operate in a variety of contexts (Gacel-Avila, 2005).

The strong connection between IC and employment skills is well-established and requires minimal elaboration.
Students need an education that equips them to meet the demands of the 21st century, enabling them to mana-
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-ge their responsibilities successfully both within and beyond their own ethnic and cultural groups (Banks, 2001).
For example, in today's globalized workplaces, professionals are increasingly required to collaborate with
colleagues and clients from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds, demonstrating adaptability, empathy,
and effective cross-cultural communication skills that are essential for employability and professional success. IC
enhances team effectiveness by fostering cultural sensitivity, cohesion, respect and commitment (Lazar et al.,
2023; Zhang & Zhou, 2019). Importantly, the value of IC extends beyond intercultural settings: these
competences are equally relevant for navigating differences within one’s own cultural or organizational
environment, underscoring their broad significance for workplace success. Barret et al. (2014) argue that
individuals with well-developed IC are able not only to act appropriately in intercultural encounters but also to
function as “mediators” who interpret and articulate differing worldviews. According to Byram et al. (2002) the
foundation of the intercultural competence lies in the attitudes of the intercultural speaker and mediator. This
mediating role is distinct from, and complementary to, other IC-related team benefits such as cultural sensitivity,
cohesion, and respect (Lazar et al., 2023; Zhang & Zhou, 2019). It operates both across and within cultural or
linguistic groups, where intra-group differences in perspectives, values, or experiences may likewise lead to
misunderstanding. Conversely, a deficiency in IC can result in prejudice, discrimination, and hostile
communication, which are closely linked to misunderstandings among people with varying cultural identities and
affiliations.

Building on the links established between bilingualism, intercultural engagement, and the acquisition of
employability-related competences, it can be hypothesized that bilingual degree programmes provide a context
conducive to the development of both intercultural and employability skills. The present study therefore
examines whether students participating in such programmes perceive themselves as better equipped in terms
of intercultural competence and employability compared to those enrolled in non-bilingual degrees.
Furthermore, participants enrolled in partially bilingual degree programmes, which offer some subjects in
English and others in the L1, were selected for inclusion in accordance with the researchers’ decision (e.g.
Basibek et al., 2014 in Turkey; Poon, 2013 in Hong Kong). This decision was based on the fact that, in Spain,
degrees delivered entirely in English mainly fall into two categories: those related to the training of English
teachers or translators/interpreters, and those belonging to various disciplines typically offered by private
universities. Consequently, it was considered that the perceptions of students enrolled in partially bilingual
programmes, situated between bilingual and mainstream tracks, would also be valuable, as they would provide a
more accurate representation of the Spanish higher education context. The paper begins with a review on the
role of bilingualism in employability skills and intercultural competence in higher education. Next, it outlines the
research aims and methodology of the study, including the instrument used, and the sampling approach. The
results are then presented, followed by a discussion, and suggestions for future research.

This study is integrated into a larger research project aimed at understanding the perceptions of Spanish
students across three educational levels regarding the potential advantages of their bilingual education. Hence,
it has been undertaken within the framework of the national project entitled; “Spanish students’ perception of
the expected usefulness of bilingual education” (FOBE - Future of Bilingual Education, reference no. PID2021-
1270310B-100), which received funding from the Spanish Ministry of Science and Innovation. In this context,
acquiring linguistic competences, particularly in English, and intercultural skills emerges as a critical factor for
enhancing the employability of graduates in a globalised labour market (Arnaiz-Castro & Couto-Cantero, 2024;
Gémez-Parra et al., 2021a).

Theoretical framework

This theoretical framework underscores the urgency of reorienting higher education programmes towards a
competence-based model, in which bilingualism serves as a transversal axis rather than an optional
complement. In this section, we will explore the role of bilingualism in developing employability skills, as well as

its impact on intercultural competences.

The role of bilingualism in employability

Quantitative studies demonstrate that graduates from bilingual programmes in Spain perceive higher
employability than their monolingual peers, with statistically significant differences in dimensions such as salari-
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-es, a 6.6% increase in self-perceived salary among bilinguals (Palacios-Hidalgo et al., 2022); labour mobility, and
a greater willingness to work in international environments (Gémez-Parra, 2018). Hence, proficiency in English is
crucial for employability, especially in a globalised labour market. Most reports and studies on universities and
employment define the ideal graduate as one who has a solid basic knowledge of their degree, possesses some
practical knowledge, is proficient in English, and incorporates motivation and the ability to learn (Del Peso et al.,
2013; Solé-Moro et al., 2018). The University of Glasgow investigated employers' perceptions of new graduates'
employability skills, and the steps universities should take to develop them (Lowden et al., 2011). And it is also
notable that, for many professionals, having a sub-standard level of English can be a significant barrier to career
advancement and hinders their access to important information (Hernandez-March et al., 2009).

Moreover, it has been shown that bilinguals are distinguished by greater social awareness and greater social
flexibility, which encourages them to increase both the number and diversity of social interactions in which they
participate (Cenoz & Gorter, 2019; Ikizer & Ramirez-Esparza, 2018). All of these skills will be crucial for students in
their future careers, as they will facilitate both their personal relationships and their employability in an
increasingly diverse and globalised world whose smooth functioning depends to a large extent on intercultural
communication (Deardoff, 2020).

Regarding the importance of English language skills for employment, there are recent studies that explore the
impact of bilingualism on different aspects or dimensions such as intercultural awareness, mobility and
specifically employability (Arnaiz-Castro et al., 2022; Gémez-Parra, 2018; Gomez-Parra et al., 2021b). Precisely,
Arnaiz-Castro and Couto-Cantero (2024) argue that the benefits provided by bilingualism seem essential to meet
the requirements of the globalised labour market:

Bilingual students excel in skills such as written comprehension and production, as well as oral production
and comprehension. The advantages of bilingualism include improvements in communicative competence
and executive brain functions, such as the ability to organise and apply specific behaviours according to the
situation. In addition, bilinguals consciously manage their cognitive processes during language selection
and production, which helps them understand different perspectives and empathise with others. They also
have greater social awareness and flexibility, which increases the diversity of their social interactions (p. 9).

On the other hand, data obtained from various job portals and employability surveys indicate that for graduates
who do not have an adequate level of English for the requirements inherent to the position or the profile
demanded by the employer, accessing their first job is considerably complicated and underline the importance
of English language skills as a determining factor in the employability of graduates (Anuario del Mercado de
Trabajo, 2023; INE, 2024). Spain is in the moderate English proficiency category and occupies an intermediate
position in the overall English proficiency ranking of 116 Countries and Regions (EPI, 2024). This suggests that,
although a significant part of the population possesses English proficiency skills, there is still considerable room
for improvement compared to other European countries showing higher levels of proficiency as: Netherlands,
Norway or Sweden. Consequently, Spanish graduates will have to compete in the labour market with individuals
who have a better command of English.

The role of bilingualism in Intercultural Competence

Bilingualism is widely recognized for fostering enhanced social awareness and sensitivity. By navigating the need
to choose context-appropriate languages to ensure mutual understanding, bilingual individuals continually
practice interpreting social cues. This ongoing engagement cultivates a heightened ability to discern others'
perspectives and adapt communication effectively (Byram, 1997; Greenberg, 2013; Hsin et al., 2024; Liu, 2019).
Empowered by this heightened awareness, bilingual individuals excel at navigating diverse social contexts,
fostering cultural sensitivity and adaptability. As evidenced in Liu's (2019) study, conducted with students from
various national backgrounds studying at a university in Beijing, the mentioned sensitivity increases as their
language engagement deepens. Research further underscores this advantage, revealing that bilingual adults
often outperform monolinguals in social flexibility, a competence that facilitates meaningful intercultural
engagement and promotes frequent, dynamic interactions (lkizer & Ramirez-Esparza, 2018). Effective
communication and adaptive behaviour form the core of intercultural competence (Gutiérrez-Santiuste &
Ritacco-Real, 2023).
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From the mid-20th century onward, a multitude of frameworks for conceptualizing intercultural competence
have developed, offering complementary insights that deepen our understanding of this critical skill. The terms
intercultural communicative competence (ICC) and intercultural competence (IC), for instance, exhibit conceptual
distinctions in their relationship. For certain scholars, this relationship is defined by conceptualizing intercultural
competence as the capacity to communicate effectively and appropriately in intercultural contexts (Deardoff,
2020). In this perspective, intercultural competence is fundamentally equated with effective communication and
encompasses the attitudes, skills and knowledge necessary for engaging in appropriate and meaningful
interactions. In line with this perspective, scholars Barrett (2013, 2018) and Swartz and Shrivastava (2021)
position intercultural communication competence (ICC) as encompassing three core dimensions: cognitive
understanding, emotional awareness, and behavioural adaptability when engaging across cultural boundaries.
This framework aligns with, yet differs from, the perspective that ICC constitutes a specialized subset within the
broader construct of IC. As argued by Lantz-Deaton & Golubeva (2020), IC represents a comprehensive capability
that subsumes ICC's narrower focus on interpersonal communication between individuals from distinct cultural
backgrounds. Within this conceptualization, ICC serves as the foundational mechanism through which IC
develops, emphasizing dialogic interaction as the primary vehicle for competence building. Regardless of
theoretical positioning, both perspectives converge on the centrality of communication proficiency in IC
development, a view strongly supported by Deardorff's (2020) research highlighting interactional skills as
essential components of intercultural learning. In the present study, intercultural competence refers to the
ability to interact and communicate effectively while acknowledging and respecting diverse identities. It is
understood that “intercultural competence is the ability to develop targeted knowledge, skills and attitudes that
lead to visible behaviour and communication that are both effective and appropriate in intercultural
interactions” (Deardorff, 2006, p. 241). This study also frames IC as a dynamic, learnable skill set that evolves
through experiential growth, emphasizing that its interconnected competencies develop progressively over time.
This conceptualization of IC as a lifelong process is already evident in Byram'’s (1997) seminal work.

Intercultural competence starts forming in early childhood and continues in high school and university (McGuire-
Snieckus, 2015), but it is during university years that its development becomes most pronounced (Holubyncha et
al., 2021). As elucidated by Lazar et al. (2023) in their examination of Hungarian university students’ intercultural
competences from a labour market perspective, it is imperative that students receive an education that equips
them for the complexities of the 21st century; they must be adept at managing their work both effectively and
efficiently within and beyond their ethnic and cultural community. Moreover, recent studies carried out across
various countries have demonstrated that employers consider intercultural competences essential for graduate
employability (Lazar et al., 2023; Lantz-Deaton & Golubeva, 2020; Pinto & Lourengo, 2021). These findings
underscore the importance of integrating intercultural competence development within higher education
curricula.

The study

While existing literature features extensive empirical investigations into intercultural competence across various
educational levels, research on employability competences remains relatively underdeveloped. Notably the
current Spanish research landscape lacks an integrated analytical framework that synthesizes both domains
through the lens of university students' lived experiences. This study therefore aims to elucidate undergraduate
perceptions regarding the perceived developmental impact of bilingual or partially bilingual degree programme
participation on their intercultural capabilities and professional market readiness.

Research question and objectives

In this context, the research question that emerges from this study is the following: what is the perception of
university students in bilingual programmes on the expected usefulness of their bilingual education? In order to
answer this question, the following objectives (O) have been specified:

O1. To compare the self-perceived employability skills of students enrolled in bilingual, partially bilingual
and non-bilingual degree programmes.

02. To compare the self-perceived intercultural competence of students enrolled in bilingual, partially
bilingual and non-bilingual degree programmes.
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03. To analyse the correlation between the employability and intercultural competence dimensions of
students enrolled in bilingual degree programmes.

O4. To compare the different branches of knowledge among students enrolled in bilingual degree
programmes with regard to self-perceived employability skills.

O5. To compare the different branches of knowledge among students enrolled in bilingual degree
programmes with regard to self-perceived intercultural competence.

Method

Participants

This study includes data from students from various Spanish universities, collected through a validated multi-
dimensional survey in the first semester of the academic year 2024-2025. Of the 744 participants who submitted
the questionnaire, 75 were excluded due to incomplete responses or failure to meet control question criteria.
Consequently, the final sample included 669 students, yielding a response rate of 89.9%. Participants were
categorized into three groups according to their level of engagement in bilingual education programmes, also
referred to as English as Medium of Instruction (EMI). The implementation of EMI across undergraduate
programmes in Spain exhibits significant heterogeneity in scope, structure, and institutional adoption. Although
EMI is the established central term used to describe the distinct educational practice of teaching through English,
variation is an integral part of what makes this type of instruction unique (Macaré, 2018; Richards & Pun, 2021;
Rose et al., 2021). The three groups were described as follows:

1.Students in bilingual programmes: Students completing a university degree delivered entirely in a
language other than their first language (n = 306).

2.Students in partially bilingual programmes: Students enrolled in degree programmes including between
two and four subjects delivered in a language other than their first language (n = 189).

3.Students in non-bilingual programmes: Students completing all coursework in their native language
(Spanish) (n = 174).

In all cases, English was the language of instruction in the bilingual and partially bilingual programmes. Within
the bilingual group, participants were further categorized by their academic discipline (branch of knowledge) (see
Figure 1 below).

160
140
120 134
100
80
60
40

20 ‘35\ |31\
0

Teacher Business, Translation, Other
Training Management & Interpretation  (excluded)
Engineering & Languages
Branch of knowledge

106

Number of students

Figure 1. Background of participants (bilingual group).
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Instrument

The instrument used was a closed-ended questionnaire consisting of five sections and employing an 11-point
Likert scale (0 = not at all, 10 = to a great extent). The first section collected demographic information and data
about participants’ programmes of study through approximately 30 questions; the second focused on
internationalization, including one question about participation in mobility programmes and around 15 items;
the third on employability (8 items); the fourth on intercultural competence (9 items); and the final section on
plurilingual competence (8 items). The third and fourth dimensions, employability and intercultural competence,
were the primary focus of this study. This questionnaire was developed under the Spanish national research
project: “Future of Bilingual Education (FoBE)" (Ref. PID2021-1270310B-100) funded by the Ministry of Science
and Innovation.

Prior to full data collection, the questionnaire was meticulously validated. A pilot test with 325 participants
confirmed both its internal validity and reliability, with key psychometric indicators (e.g., CFl = 0.919, TLI = 0.909,
RMSEA = 0.06) all within acceptable thresholds (Espejo-Mohedano, 2024). These results ensure that the tool
provides robust and nuanced insights into students’ attitudes and beliefs about bilingual education’s role in their
academic and social development.

With the data collected for the present study, internal consistency analyses were conducted separately for each
dimension, as summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Internal consistency reliability for each dimension.

Dimension Cronbach’s a McDonald's w Interpretation

Employability 0.9424 0.9437 Excellent reliability

Intercultural

0.9487 0.9515 Excellent reliability
Competence

Note. All coefficients exceed 0.94, indicating high internal consistency. Iltem deletion did not improve reliability for either dimension.

Data collection

This study was approved by the Ethics Review Committee at the University of Cérdoba (Spain) and was
conducted under the tenets of the Declaration of Helsinki. The online survey was distributed to universities
across Spain, targeting bachelor's and master's degree students, along the year 2024. Students were invited to
participate by their teachers and informed about the study's purpose and the anonymity of their responses
before providing consent and completing the survey. Most responses were received from the Universities of Las
Palmas, A Corufia, and Cérdoba, institutions affiliated with the research team, where student participation was
actively encouraged. As a result, other universities were less represented than initially intended.

Data analysis

Descriptive statistics were first calculated for the full sample. To test differences between groups, a Kruskal-
Wallis test was performed for both employability and intercultural competence. Subsequently, Spearman’s rank
correlation coefficient was employed to examine the relationships between the two core dimensions and their
constituent items, focusing specifically on students participating in bilingual programmes. This analysis was
followed by a more detailed examination of potential differences across branches of knowledge within this

group.
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General results according to programme type

Regarding the employability scale, analysis of the data showed that students enrolled in bilingual degree
programmes reported the highest self-perceived scores (M = 7.90, SD = 1.97), followed in descending order by
those in partially bilingual programmes (M = 7.46, SD = 2.24), and those in non-bilingual programmes (M = 7.30,
SD = 2.37) (see the left panel of Figure 2).

10
8.05

E 8 746 73 717 139
a,
S 6
a0
a,
C 4
=
S 2
>

0

Employability Intercultural Competence

Dimension

EBilingual M Partially bilingual B Non-bilingual
Figure 2. Mean employability and intercultural competence scores by programme type.

A Kruskal-Wallis test was conducted to assess overall differences among the three groups, yielding a statistically
significant result (x*(2) = 8.13, p = 0.017), which justified the use of post hoc pairwise comparisons. These
comparisons (see the first three rows in Table 2) were performed using the Dwass-Steel-Critchlow-Fligner (DSCF)
test, which indicated that the only statistically significant difference was between the bilingual and non-bilingual
groups. When focusing exclusively on students in the bilingual and partially bilingual degree groups and
analysing individual items, students in the former consistently achieved higher scores; however, statistical
significance was noted solely for the item “/ believe that my participation in a bilingual programme will offer me the
profession of my choice" (W =-5.2057, p = 0.0007).

Concerning the analysis of the intercultural competence scale, it can be observed that students in the bilingual
degree group once again reported the highest scores (M = 8.05, SD = 1.92), followed by students in the non-
bilingual degree group (M = 7.39, SD = 2.24), and those in the partially bilingual programme (M = 7.17, SD = 2.40)
(see the right panel of Figure 2 above). A Kruskal-Wallis test revealed a statistically significant overall difference
among the three groups (x*(2) = 21.12, p < 0.001), with a small effect size (€2 = 0.0316). Given this result, pairwise
comparisons were conducted using the DSCF test, which identified statistically significant differences between
participants in the bilingual and non-bilingual degree programmes, as well as between those in the bilingual and
partially bilingual degree programmes (see the last three rows of Table 2). No significant difference was observed
between participants in the partially bilingual and non-bilingual degree groups.

To explore these results in greater depth, an item-level analysis was conducted between students in the bilingual
and partially bilingual degree programmes, revealing a consistent trend in favour of those in the bilingual group
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across all items. The most statistically significant differences emerged in statements related to personal and
global development, such as: “[I believe that my participation in a bilingual programme] will offer me the possibility
of feeling a citizen of the world” (W = -6.1257, p = 0.0001); “will improve my empathy" (W = -5.7349, p = 0.0001); and
“will have a positive impact on the way | am as an intercultural individual” (W = -5.4545, p = 0.0003).

Table 2. Pairwise comparisons for employability and intercultural competence (DSCF Test).

Dimension Dimension W p-value

Bilingual vs. Non-

o i «
bilingual Employability 3.603 0.029
Bilingual vs. Partially .
bilingual Employability -3.018 0.083
Non-bilingual vs. Employabilit 0.624 0.898
Partially bilingual ployabiiity ' '
Bili I vs. Non- I I I

I Ingua vs. Non ntercultura 467 0.003%*
bilingual Competence
Bili | vs. Partiall Int ltural

IIngua vs. Partially ntercultura 5910 0.007+*
bilingual Competence
Non-bilingual vs. Intercultural
Partially bilingual Competence -1.180 0.683

Note. Statistical significance is indicated as follows: p < 0.05%, p < 0.07*%*, p < 0.007**%*,

Correlation between intercultural competence and employability among students enrolled in bilingual
programmes

The Spearman correlation performed with the scores corresponding to students in the bilingual programme
revealed a moderate-to-strong association between the employability and the intercultural competence
dimensions (p = 0.6294, p < 0.001).

At the item level, notable and statistically significant correlations (all with p-values <0.001) were found between
employability and intercultural competence statements. For example, “[I believe that my participation in a
bilingual programme will offer me the following in the future:] create a competitive international profile in social
media" was significantly correlated with “[I believe that my participation in a bilingual programme] will offer me
the possibility of feeling like a citizen of the world” (p = 0.5607), “improve my empathy (i.e., the ability to put oneself
in someone else’'s shoes)” (p = 0.4433) and “have a positive impact on the way | am as an intercultural individual”
(p = 0.5118). Likewise, the item “get a job abroad” showed strong correlations with “improve my ability to adapt to
different cultural contexts” (p = 0.5338) and “improve my knowledge of other cultures” (p = 0.5567). These findings
suggest that students who perceive greater intercultural development through bilingual education also
anticipate professional advantages, particularly regarding global mobility, personal branding, and cross-cultural
career readiness.

Focused results: Students in bilingual degrees by branch of knowledge
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To assess whether the branch of knowledge associated with students' degree programmes influenced their
perceptions, the data from those enrolled in the bilingual programme were analysed separately. The aim of this
analysis was to determine whether students enrolled in degrees from different academic disciplines perceive
bilingual education differently in terms of its contribution to employability skills and intercultural competence.
The results of the Kruskal-Wallis test indicated some statistically significant differences in both dimensions
across the branches of knowledge. Specifically, pairwise comparisons using the Dwass-Steel-Critchlow-Fligner
test (see Table 3) revealed that students in Translation and Interpretation/Languages had significantly higher
perceptions of both employability skills and intercultural competence than those in Teacher Training. No
significant differences were observed between the other branches of knowledge.

Table 3. Pairwise comparisons - Employability and Intercultural Competence by branch of knowledge.

Branch of knowledge Dimension Mean W p-value
Teacher Training 7.57
Employability 2.592 0.159
Business, Management & 811
Engineering ’
Teacher Training 7.57
_ Employability 4.862 0.002**
Translatlon. & 308
Interpretation / Languages
Business, Management & 811
Engineering '
Employability 0.638 0.894
Translat|on. & 8.8
Interpretation / Languages
Teacher Training 7.87
Intercultural 0.019 1
Business, Management &  Competence 2 44
Engineering ’
Teacher Training 7.87
Intercultural 3.971 0.014*
Translation & Competence 8.4
Interpretation / Languages '
e emgerante
Intercultural 2199 0.266
Competence
Teacher Training 7.87

Note. All pairwise comparisons were performed using the Dwass-Steel-Critchlow-Fligner (DSCF) test. Sample sizes: Teacher Training
(n = 134), Business, Management & Engineering (n = 35), Translation & Interpretation / Languages (n = 106).
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When comparing students in the Teacher Training (TT) degree with those in the Translation & Interpretation /
Languages (TIL) degree, several statistically significant differences emerged in favour of the TIL group. In the
employability dimension, TIL students scored notably higher in “the profession of my choice” (8.83 vs. 7.53, p <
.0001), “a better salary” (8.56 vs. 7.49, p < .0001), “early access to the labour market” (8.38 vs. 7.83, p = .0310),
“getting a job abroad” (9.04 vs. 8.41, p = .0006), and “creating a competitive international profile” (7.78 vs. 7.41, p =
.0072). Although differences in “promotion,” “social prestige”, and “collaboration networks” were not statistically
significant, the TIL group consistently showed higher mean values.

Similarly, in the dimension of intercultural competence, TIL students reported significantly greater perceived
benefits in several areas: “adapting to different cultural contexts” (8.75 vs. 8.01, p = .0009), “willingness to live
abroad” (8.19 vs. 7.59, p = .0224), “knowledge of other cultures” (8.93 vs. 8.29, p = .0053), “access to cultural
products” (9.12 vs. 8.41, p = .0011). Additionally, they reported significantly higher scores in self-perceptions as
intercultural individuals, specifically in “the way | am” (8.50 vs. 8.05, p = .0336) and “the way | live” (8.47 vs. 8.09, p =
.0465) as intercultural individuals. Although other items, such as “will improve my empathy” and “will favour my
understanding and acceptance of others” did not reach statistical significance, the overall trend continued to
favour the TIL group.

Discussion

This study makes several important contributions to the literature on employability skills and intercultural
competence in bilingual contexts. First, it describes the self-perceived benefits of bilingual education in these
areas and compares the scores obtained by three groups: students in bilingual, partially bilingual and non-
bilingual degree programmes. The results indicate that those in the bilingual programme reported higher levels
of self-perceived employability skills and intercultural competence than the other two groups. However,
statistical significance was not observed in all cases. Notably, the only statistical significance between
participants in the bilingual and partially bilingual degree programmes in the employability dimension was found
in the item [l believe that my participation in a bilingual programme] will offer me the profession of my choice. This
finding aligns with previous research on the subject (Palacios-Hidalgo et al., 2022; Gomez-Parra, 2018). In fact,
the importance of acquiring English language skills to find the profession of one's choice, within the
employability dimension, has been highlighted by several scholars, including Arnaiz-Castro et al., (2022); Gbmez-
Parra, (2018) or GOmez-Parra et al. (2021a). Furthermore, Arnaiz-Castro and Couto-Cantero (2024) emphasise
that the advantages conferred by bilingual education programmes are essential for accessing improved labour
market conditions.

In the intercultural competence dimension, a statistically significant disparity was identified between participants
in bilingual degree programmes and those in the partially bilingual degree programmes across all evaluated
items, with the most pronounced statistical relevance attributed to aspects pertaining to personal development
and global perspective. These results suggest that individuals' self-assessed intercultural competence is indeed
influenced or moderated by their engagement with and utilization of the target language. As individuals interact
more extensively with the target language, they are likely to develop heightened intercultural sensitivity, a
pattern also observed in previous research (Greenberg, 2013; Hsin et al., 2024; Liu, 2019).

The moderate-to-strong association between employability and intercultural competence underscores the
imperative of integrating bilingual programmes within educational institutions to foster these competences. This
perspective aligns with the work of Bochenek et al. (2025), who emphasise the critical importance of cultivating
intercultural skills to advance global partnership and enhance student employability. Furthermore, it is essential
to recognise that the term “global”, as articulated by Johnston & Lépez (2022), functions as an inclusive construct
that encompasses domestic, intercultural, and international collaboration. This reinforces the notion that
education should not focus solely on the individual learner but must also address their adaptability and
effectiveness across diverse sociocultural and professional settings (Herrera Granda et al., 2022; Pugh & Lozano-
Rodriguez, 2019).

The impact of higher education programmes, measures, and systematic evaluations on promoting graduates' e-
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-mployability skills remains relatively underexplored, particularly within the domains of Teacher Training (TT) and
Translation & Interpretation / Languages (TIL). However, a report by the University of Glasgow (Lowden et al.,
2011) investigated employers' perceptions of new graduates' employability skills and the steps universities
should take to develop them. These findings align closely with the third domain of this study: Business,
Management & Engineering (BME). The report revealed that faculties and departments were not significantly
engaged in promoting student employability. It also indicated that internships were more prevalent in
management and business courses, as well as finance and accounting degrees, where practical skills and
business experience are deemed essential for achieving employment competences.

Regarding the comparison between the TT and TIL domains, the study highlighted that TIL Spanish students had
significantly higher perceptions of both employability skills and intercultural competence compared to TT
Spanish students. These results are consistent with Jackson's (2012) research, which suggested that factors such
as work experience, engagement with the skills agenda, and the stage of degree studies significantly impact
employability skills. The higher employability scores for TIL students may be attributed to the greater likelihood
of these programmes providing real opportunities to secure their desired profession, receive better salaries, and
access the labour market through internships and paid work-based learning experiences during their studies. On
the contrary, TT students do not receive paid work-based learning experiences during their studies, at least in
Spain (Hall et al., 2010; Lowden et al., 2011).

As well as the authors of this research, Lowden et al. (2011) concur that developing employability skills and
intercultural competence should be integrated into Higher Education Institutions' strategic planning at both
faculty and departmental levels. Furthermore, Higher Education Institutions should assume a significant
responsibility for facilitating graduates' integration into professional life and, consequently, into society
(Petreikiené & Pukelis, 2007).

Conclusions

Limitations

This study addressed the existing research gap by examining the relationship between intercultural competence
and employability skills within the framework of bilingual education. Nevertheless, as in many other studies
several limitations should be considered when interpreting the findings. Firstly, the authors were unable to
obtain comparable sample sizes across the three participant groups. A larger sample of students in Business,
Management, and Engineering would be required to explore potential differences with greater statistical power.
Consequently, future research should prioritise recruiting balanced numbers of respondents from each sector to
enhance generalizability and enable more precise comparative analyses. Additionally, extending the research
context to include other communities within Spain would be a valuable direction for subsequent studies.

Future directions and recommendations

Future studies should employ mixed-method designs to explore participants' perspectives on intercultural
competence experiences and employability skills through interviews and self-reflective writing. This approach
would not only triangulate the quantitative findings but also help assess the strengths and weaknesses of
specific programmes. Our findings underscore the potential for higher education institutions to enhance their
commitment to intercultural sensitivity. Examining students' perceptions is essential, as data from participants in
bilingual programmes may contribute to the design of more effective and tailored programmes. The information
gathered in this study aims to be useful to educational authorities and public policymakers.

Empirical evidence supports that bilingual programmes not only enhance employability but also mitigate
cognitive and social asymmetries in the global labour market. Scaling these programmes requires public policies
that prioritise equity and alignment with sectoral demands, avoiding the saturation of degrees with low labour
market insertion. Therefore, two lines of action are proposed regarding the implications for educational policies
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to bridge the employability-labour market gap. The first involves curricular strengthening, integrating linguistic
and intercultural competences into all degrees, with a focus on technical-professional English. The second entails
collaboration between universities and industries which should be fostered to design degrees aligned with
strategic sectors where English is a priority requirement (Del Peso et al., 2013).

Summary

In conclusion, the data analysis presented in this study successfully addressed the previous research question
regarding university students' perceptions of the usefulness of their bilingual education. Comparing the self-
perceived employability skills and intercultural competences of students in the bilingual, partially bilingual, and
non-bilingual degree programmes (O1 and O2) revealed that students in the bilingual programmes consistently
achieved higher scores. Regarding the correlation between the employability and intercultural competence
dimensions among students in the bilingual degree programme (03), the results demonstrated that those who
perceived greater intercultural development through bilingual education were also more likely to anticipate
professional advantages such as global mobility, personal branding and cross-cultural career readiness. Finally,
when comparing students in bilingual degree programmes across different branches of knowledge in terms of
self-perceived employability skills and intercultural competence (04 and O5), students in the Translation &
Interpretation/Languages group reported significantly greater benefits in most items.

Overall, we contend that this study contributes to the field of bilingual education by drawing attention to the
following: the interconnection between intercultural competence and employability skills; and the importance of
considering less-explored parameters in the Spanish context, such as branches of knowledge. As Arco-Tirado et
al. (2018) argue, the successful implementation of high-quality bilingual education programmes and policies is
contingent upon the nature and robustness of the available evidence.
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