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UNIVERSITY STUDENTS

READINESS FOR THE KNOWLEDGE-

BASED ECONOMY: RETHINKING
THE STRATEGIC ROLE OF HIGHER
EDUCATION

Abstract

The knowledge-based economy refers to an economic model in which knowledge, hu-
man capital, innovation, digital capabilities, and the transformation of information
into productive value become central drivers of competitiveness, employability, and
sustainable development. This study investigates university students’ preparedness
for the knowledge-based economy by empirically validating theoretical constructs
and their association with perceived professional readiness. A quantitative, non-ex-
perimental, descriptive, and explanatory approach was adopted. The survey was con-
ducted between June and August 2025 at the Faculty of Accounting and Auditing of the
Technical University of Ambato, Ecuador, a public university with strong academic rel-
evance in the country’s central region, located in a city whose business sector is under-
going economic and knowledge-based changes. Data were collected through a Google
Forms questionnaire administered to 406 undergraduate students in Economics and
Accounting, selected through purposive sampling. The instrument included 27 Likert-
scale items based on previously validated dimensions and adapted to the Ecuadorian
higher education context. The analysis included Cronbach’s alpha, EFA, CFA, and mul-
tiple linear regression in RStudio. EFA results suggested a two-factor empirical struc-
ture comprising economic knowledge and applied skills. CFA results provided partial
support for this structure, with acceptable CFI, TLI, and SRMR values, although the
RMSEA value indicated limitations in global model fit. The regression model showed
a high R* value; however, this result was interpreted with caution because the predic-
tors and the dependent variable came from the same self-reported questionnaire. This
study concludes that preparedness depends on theoretical knowledge, technological,
and innovation-oriented competencies developed within the university environment.

Keywords knowledge-based economy, higher education, university
students, perceived readiness, human capital
JEL Classification 123, 125, J24, O15

INTRODUCTION

The consolidation of the knowledge-based economy has reshaped the
sources of growth and competitiveness by placing knowledge, hu-
man capital, innovation, digital capabilities, and the productive use
of information at the center of economic and social development. In
this study, knowledge-based economy refers to an economic model
where the creation, application, and diffusion of knowledge drive em-
ployability, productivity, innovation, and sustainable development.
Within this paradigm, higher education moves beyond disciplinary
content transmission and becomes a strategic infrastructure for ca-
pacity building, as it articulates the cognitive, technological and so-
cio-emotional skills required in knowledge-intensive environments
(Becker, 1964; Singh & Blessinger, 2024).
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However, in developing countries, the transition to this paradigm occurs under structural constraints
that limit universities’ educational role (Aleixo et al., 2020; Castro & Lopes, 2022). In Ecuador, unequal
access to technology and connectivity creates an uneven scenario for developing skills associated with
the knowledge-based economy. For example, by 2025, household internet access reached 71.3% nation-
ally, with marked gaps between urban (76.6%) and rural (58.7%) areas. This gap may lead to unequal
educational trajectories in the effective use of digital resources for learning, productivity, and innova-
tion (INEC, 2025).

Added to this material gap is a broader limitation in innovation capacity. Ecuador ranks low in inter-
national metrics of innovation performance, suggesting persistent difficulties in converting knowledge
into technological and productive outcomes. In the Global Innovation Index 2025, Ecuador ranks 113th
out of 139 economies, a position consistent with structural challenges in sustaining ecosystems of ap-
plied research, knowledge transfer, and productive sophistication (WIPO, 2025). These conditions show
that student preparation for a knowledge-based economy depends not only on individual academic per-
formance, but also on institutional and territorial conditions.

In this context, universities must train professionals capable of interpreting economic processes, man-
aging information, adapting to technological change, and participating in innovation-oriented envi-
ronments. This role is especially relevant in cities such as Ambato, located in central Ecuador, where
business and productive sectors have gradually moved toward more knowledge-intensive forms of or-
ganization, management and decision-making. Therefore, higher education institutions in this type of
territorial context must align academic training with the skills required by dynamic labor and produc-
tive systems.

The scientific problem is not simply that students need more skills, but that the structure of university
preparation for the knowledge-based economy remains unclear in contexts such as Ecuador. In particu-
lar, there is uncertainty regarding the internal coherence of the dimensions commonly associated with
this preparation, including economic knowledge, applied skills, digital capabilities, infrastructure, en-
abling conditions, and innovation. Evidence also remains limited on whether these dimensions operate
as separate components or whether they reorganize into broader empirical factors when measured in
specific higher education contexts (Rottleb, 2023; Singh & Blessinger, 2024). Although institutions often
declare alignment with employability and innovation demands, comparable and validated evidence on
the architecture of this preparation remains limited and fragmented.

Therefore, the core problem addressed in this study is the insufficient validated empirical understanding
of Ecuadorian university students’ preparation for the knowledge-based economy, both in terms of its
factorial structure and the consistency between enabling conditions and perceived competencies. This
knowledge gap limits the ability to determine whether university education generates skills aligned with
knowledge-intensive environments or whether structural imbalances persist between what institutions
promote and what students consolidate under real conditions of access, academic training, and territo-
rial economic transformation.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW
AND HYPOTHESES

Economic knowledge includes the comprehension
of markets, firms, households, governments, and
institutions, as well as the capacity to analyze eco-

An understanding of economics is central to nomic behavior at both microeconomic and mac-

students’ preparedness for a knowledge-based
economy because it allows future professionals
to interpret how economic systems operate and
how different actors make decisions within them.

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(4).2026.02

roeconomic levels (Singh & Blessinger, 2024; Syed
et al., 2024; Vlasov et al., 2022). In higher educa-
tion, this dimension acquires relevance because
universities must balance their traditional role as

25



Knowledge and Performance Management, Volume 10, Issue 4, 2026

centers of knowledge preservation with increasing
expectations to contribute to economic develop-
ment, employability and productive transforma-
tion (Bosetti & Walker, 2010). Therefore, economic
knowledge does not only refer to theoretical un-
derstanding, but also to the ability to apply eco-
nomic reasoning in practical and changing con-
texts shaped by globalization, digital transforma-
tion and new forms of professional work (Hope &
Limberg, 2022; Nuraini et al., 2024).

The literature also emphasizes that preparedness
for a knowledge-based economy requires more
than disciplinary knowledge. Students need ap-
plied competencies that allow them to respond
to economic challenges, technological change,
and complex labor market conditions. Critical
thinking, creativity, adaptability, problem-solv-
ing, communication, and decision-making skills
have become relevant components of professional
training because they support the transition from
academic knowledge to practical performance in
dynamic environments (Elshaiekh et al., 2024;
Nakano & Wechsler, 2018). Evidence from higher
education contexts shows that students may rec-
ognize the importance of these skills, but gaps
often persist between awareness and application.
For this reason, curricula must strengthen the
connection between theoretical learning, profes-
sional practice, and the productive sector (Al-Abri
et al., 2024; Mhlongo et al., 2025).

Entrepreneurial education and knowledge trans-
fer also contribute to students’ preparation for
knowledge-intensive environments. The litera-
ture suggests that entrepreneurship training
should not be limited to technical content, but
should promote creativity, initiative, critical
thinking and adaptability, since these elements
increase students’ capacity to identify opportuni-
ties and respond to uncertain economic scenarios
(Krueger & Brazeal, 1994; Mhlongo et al., 2025).
In this context, knowledge transfer mechanisms
strengthen the relationship between universities,
industry and society, helping higher education
institutions connect academic training with in-
novation, employability and economic problem-
solving (Compagnucci & Spigarelli, 2024). These
contributions support the inclusion of readiness
for economic challenges as one of the dimensions
of student preparedness.

26

Preparation for education constitutes another rel-
evant dimension because the knowledge-based
economy requires higher education systems ca-
pable of developing both technical and transversal
competencies. University education must provide
students with opportunities to acquire knowl-
edge, apply it in real or simulated contexts, and
develop skills such as critical thinking, interdis-
ciplinary collaboration, creativity, and complex
problem-solving (Happ et al.,, 2018; Holmes &
Mayhew, 2016). In this sense, education becomes a
mechanism for linking disciplinary training with
innovation-oriented learning and professional
transformation. This is especially important in
developing contexts, where universities face the
challenge of adapting curricula to labor markets
that increasingly demand analytical, technologi-
cal and adaptive capacities (Chen, 2012).

Infrastructure is also essential for preparing stu-
dents for a knowledge-based economy. Access to
technological resources, digital libraries, virtual
platforms, connectivity, laboratories, and insti-
tutional support conditions the way students ac-
quire, process, and apply knowledge. Adequate
infrastructure improves access to information
and strengthens students’ ability to participate
in learning environments where digital tools and
applied knowledge play a central role (Dang et al.,
2024). In this sense, infrastructure should not be
understood only as physical equipment, but as an
enabling condition that allows students to trans-
form information into competencies relevant to
professional and productive contexts (Jowi, 2012;
Mizyed & Eccles, 2023).

Innovation represents a further dimension of stu-
dent preparedness because the knowledge-based
economy depends on the capacity to generate,
adapt, and apply knowledge to solve economic
and social problems. Universities contribute to
innovation when they promote research-based
learning, interaction with productive sectors, en-
trepreneurial initiatives and academic environ-
ments that value creativity and applied problem-
solving (Mosey et al., 2012; Paoloni et al., 2019;
Vesperi et al., 2021). The literature on universi-
ty-industry interaction shows that collaboration
between academic institutions and external ac-
tors can strengthen knowledge transfer, profes-
sional skills, and innovation-oriented capacities

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(4).2026.02



(Brostrom et al., 2021; Lauvas & Steinmo, 2021;
Boardman, 2009). Therefore, readiness for inno-
vation is relevant for examining whether students
perceive their training as aligned with knowledge-
intensive professional demands.

Previous empirical studies provide a basis for ana-
lyzing student preparedness through multiple di-
mensions. Thalgi (2020), for example, examined
the university’s role in developing knowledge
economy skills and found that students may pres-
ent acceptable levels of information organization,
use of technology, and problem-solving, with-
out necessarily showing consistent improvement
throughout their academic progression. Similarly,
Parveen et al. (2021) identified associations be-
tween access to knowledge, infrastructure, financ-
ing, research and development, human capital for-
mation, and university-industry collaboration in
the creation of a knowledge-based economy. These
studies show that student preparedness should be
analyzed through both individual competencies
and institutional conditions.

Based on this literature, the present study ini-
tially considered five theoretical dimensions of
preparedness for the knowledge-based economy:
economic knowledge (PE) (Dobrovolska et al.,
2023; Seidl, 2023; Wirba, 2022); preparation for
economic challenges (KT) (Seidl, 2023; Siddiqui
& Afzal, 2022); preparation for education (KP))
(Brodny & Tutak, 2022; Lotfi et al., 2018); prepa-
ration for infrastructure (KI) (Dang et al., 2024);
and disposition for innovation (KN) (Al-Housani
et al., 2024; Qahl & Sohaib, 2023). These dimen-
sions were adapted to the Ecuadorian higher ed-
ucation context to examine whether they main-
tain empirical consistency among students from
Economics and Accounting.

These dimensions were selected because they
connect disciplinary knowledge, applied com-
petencies, educational conditions, technological
resources, and innovation-oriented capacities.
However, the study did not assume that these five
dimensions would necessarily operate as inde-
pendent empirical factors. Instead, they served
as the initial theoretical structure for examin-
ing how student preparedness is organized in the
Ecuadorian higher education context through ex-
ploratory and confirmatory factor analysis.

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(4).2026.02
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This distinction is important because the theoreti-
cal model derived from literature and the empiri-
cal structure obtained from the data do not nec-
essarily have to be identical. The five dimensions
guided the construction of the questionnaire and
the organization of the initial measurement mod-
el, while the factorial analyses examined whether
these dimensions remained separate or reorga-
nized into broader latent factors. Therefore, the
study treats the five-dimensional proposal as a
theoretical starting point rather than as a prede-
termined final structure.

This approach is relevant for the case of Economics
and Accounting studentsat the Faculty of Accounting
and Auditing of the Technical University of Ambato.
These academic programs are directly related to eco-
nomic analysis, financial decision-making, informa-
tion management, organizational control, and pro-
fessional competencies required in knowledge-inten-
sive environments. In addition, Ambato’s business
sector has gradually moved toward more knowl-
edge-intensive economic dynamics, which makes
this institutional context appropriate for examining
whether university training provides students with
the competencies needed to participate in a knowl-
edge-based economy.

In response to this need, this study investigates
university students’ preparedness for the knowl-
edge-based economy through the empirical ex-
amination of the proposed theoretical dimensions
and their association with students’ perceived pro-
fessional readiness. This formulation allows the
study to distinguish between the initial theoreti-
cal model and the empirical structure obtained
from the data, avoiding the assumption that the
five dimensions necessarily operate as indepen-
dent factors in the Ecuadorian higher education
context.

On this basis, the following hypotheses have been
proposed:

HI: Readiness for the knowledge-based economy
is expected to present a multidimensional
structure composed of economic knowledge
and applied competencies.

H2: The theoretical dimensions associated with

the knowledge-based economy are expected
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to show empirical consistency when adapted

to the Ecuadorian higher education context,

although their final factorial organization

may differ from the initial theoretical model.
H3: Students’ perceived professional readiness
is expected to be associated with economic
knowledge and applied competencies, con-
trolling for sociodemographic and academic
variables.

2. METHODOLOGY

The research adopted a quantitative approach be-
cause the objective was to measure and statistically
examine the dimensions associated with universi-
ty students’ preparedness for the knowledge-based
economy (Creswell, 2014). The study followed a
non-experimental, descriptive, correlational, and
explanatory design. Exploratory Factor Analysis
(EFA) was used to examine the empirical organiza-
tion of the theoretical dimensions (Govindasamy
et al., 2024), followed by Confirmatory Factor
Analysis (CFA) to evaluate the consistency and fit
of the proposed structure (Rogers, 2024). Finally, a
multiple linear regression model estimated the as-
sociation between the identified factors, sociode-
mographic variables, and students’ perceived pre-
paredness (Gujarati & Porter, 2009).

The study population consisted of university stu-
dents enrolled in Economics and Accounting at
the Faculty of Accounting and Auditing of the
Technical University of Ambato. This university of-
fered a relevant institutional context because it is
a public higher education institution with strong
academic relevance in central Ecuador, located in
a city whose business sector has gradually moved
toward more knowledge-intensive economic dy-
namics. Purposive sampling selected participants
whose academic training related directly to eco-
nomic analysis, financial decision-making, infor-
mation management, and organizational control.
The final sample consisted of 406 students, from
the first to the seventh semester, who responded
to a digital questionnaire via Google Forms. Data
collection took place over a three-month period,
between June and August 2025, under conditions
of anonymity and voluntary participation (Giner-
Sorolla et al., 2024).

28

The study used a structured questionnaire based
on dimensions previously validated by Nagari et
al. (2023) relating to preparedness for the knowl-
edge-based economy and adapted to the context of
Ecuadorian higher education. The questionnaire
included five theoretical dimensions associated
with the knowledge-based economy: knowledge
of economics, readiness for economic challenges,
readiness for education, readiness for infrastruc-
ture, and readiness for innovation. The instru-
ment operationalized these dimensions through
27 items, organized on five-point Likert scales (1
= Strongly disagree; 5 = Strongly agree), to cap-
ture students’ level of agreement with statements
related to their training for a knowledge-based
economy.

Given the scope of the study, the factorial analysis
was conducted at the level of aggregated theoreti-
cal dimensions rather than at the individual item
level. First, the 27 questionnaire items were orga-
nized according to the five theoretical dimensions
proposed in the literature: economic knowledge,
readiness for economic challenges, readiness for
education, readiness for infrastructure, and readi-
ness for innovation. Then, composite scores were
calculated for each dimension and used in the ex-
ploratory and confirmatory factor analyses. This
procedure allowed the study to examine whether
the theoretical dimensions remained empirical-
ly differentiated or reorganized into broader la-
tent factors in the Ecuadorian higher education
context.

The internal consistency of the instrument was
evaluated using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for
each dimension, obtaining the following values:
knowledge of economics (a = 0.841), readiness for
economic challenges (a = 0.841), readiness for ed-
ucation (a = 0.758), readiness for infrastructure (o
= 0.862), and readiness for innovation (a = 0.798).
All coefficients exceeded the minimum acceptable
threshold of 0.70, confirming the adequate reli-
ability of the scales.

Data processing used RStudio software, version
4.4.2, together with libraries specializing in multi-
variate analysis. The psych package supported the
Exploratory Factor Analysis (Revelle, 2025), la-
vaan supported the Confirmatory Factor Analysis
and semPlot enabled the structural visualiza-
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tion of the models (Epskamp et al., 2022). The
stats package fitted the multiple linear regression
model to estimate the influence of the validated

factors on students’ perception of preparedness
(Ackerman, 2025).

The EFA made it possible to examine the dimen-
sional organization of the five aggregated theoreti-
cal constructs derived from the 27 questionnaire
items. Rather than analyzing each item separate-
ly, the analysis evaluated whether the theoretical
dimensions proposed in the literature remained
independent or reorganized into broader empiri-
cal factors. To this end, the maximum likelihood
(ML) method was used, given that the data met the
assumptions of multivariate normality (Costello
& Osborne, 2005); Varimax orthogonal rotation
was also applied to facilitate the interpretation of
the factors obtained (Zhang et al., 2024). The anal-
ysis suggested a two-factor structure at the level
of aggregated theoretical dimensions. This factor
solution explained 77.2% of the total variance and
presented high communalities, providing prelim-
inary evidence of dimensional reorganization in
the study sample.

Based on the exploratory structure, CFA evalu-
ated the fit of the two-factor empirical model. The
results showed acceptable values for CFI = 0.955,
TLI = 0.909, and SRMR = 0.031; however, RMSEA
= 0.178 indicated limitations in global model fit.
Therefore, the CFA results were interpreted with
caution. The model was not treated as definitive
confirmation of the theoretical structure, but as
partial evidence supporting a two-factor empiri-
cal organization that requires further validation
in future studies.

To identify the factors associated with students’
perceptions of their preparedness to enter a
knowledge-based economy, the study estimated a
multiple linear regression model. The dependent
variable corresponded to students’ perceived pro-
fessional readiness and was measured through
the following self-assessment item included in
the questionnaire: “I consider that my university
training has prepared me to participate effectively
in a knowledge-based economy.” This item was
treated as the global measure of perceived readi-
ness. The predictor variables included economic
knowledge and applied skills, together with the

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(4).2026.02
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sociodemographic and academic variables: degree
program, academic semester, and gender.

Since both the predictor variables and the depen-
dent variable came from the same self-reported
questionnaire, the regression results were in-
terpreted as associative rather than causal. This
design may involve common method variance
because students evaluated their competencies,
learning conditions, and perceived readiness in
the same instrument and at the same point in
time. Therefore, the model identified patterns of
statistical association, not causal effects.

The proposed mathematical model is shown below:

Percetion = 3, + f,Factorl + ,Factor?2 1)
+B,Gender + 3,Semester + B, Degree + &,

where f is the intercept or constant term of the
model. B to B, represent the coefficients of each
of the factors included. € is the random error term,
which groups together all the variability not ex-
plained by the predictors.

The regression model produced a high R* value
of 0.91. However, this result was interpreted with
caution because both the predictors and the de-
pendent variable came from the same self-report-
ed questionnaire. Therefore, the high explained
variance may partly reflect shared measurement
method, conceptual proximity between the vari-
ables, or response consistency across items. The
normality of the residuals was assessed using the
Shapiro-Wilk test, obtaining a value of p = 0.094.
Additionally, homoscedasticity was tested using
the Breusch-Pagan test, which yielded a result of p
= 0.118, indicating the absence of significant het-
eroscedasticity. The variance inflation factor (VIF)
was also calculated to detect collinearity between
the independent variables, and in all cases the val-
ues were less than 2, indicating acceptable levels of
independence between predictors.

3. RESULTS

The results show that the preparation of students
in the Faculty of Accounting and Auditing for a
knowledge-based economy is organized around
two main dimensions. On the one hand, a fac-
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tor linked to economic knowledge (PE) is identi-
fied; on the other, a set of applied skills emerges,
which groups together the constructs of econom-
ic challenges (KT), educational preparation (KP),
technological infrastructure (KI), and innovation
(KN). These dimensions suggest a two-factor em-
pirical organization that received partial support
from confirmatory factor analysis. When exam-
ining how these dimensions are associated with
students’ perceptions of their level of preparation,
the results indicate that both theoretical knowl-
edge and practical skills show statistically signif-
icant relationships. Applied skills carry greater
weight in this perception, highlighting the rele-
vance of operational, technological, and attitudi-
nal elements in the context of a knowledge-based
economy.

Exploratory factor analysis reveals a two-factor so-
lution with clear and consistent loadings between
the theoretical constructs (Figure 1).

The EFA representation shows an empirical group-
ing into two factors: the first associated solely
with the construct of economic knowledge (PE_
Knowledge) and the second comprising economic
challenges, education, infrastructure, and innova-
tion. This configuration suggests a possible differ-

entiation between conceptual knowledge and a set
of practical or applied skills.

The factorial structure highlights the differentiation
between a component exclusive to economic knowl-
edge and another that empirically groups the applied
competencies related to economic challenges, educa-
tion, infrastructure, and innovation. This grouping
identifies patterns in the organization of the aggre-
gated theoretical dimensions. Therefore, the results
should be interpreted as evidence of dimensional
reorganization at the construct level, rather than as
item-level validation of the questionnaire.

Figure 2 shows positive and statistically significant
correlations among the aggregated theoretical di-
mensions included in the exploratory factor analy-
sis. These relationships suggest that the constructs
share common variance, which may explain their
empirical reorganization into broader factors.
However, this evidence should be interpreted as
descriptive support for the observed associations,
not as proof of model robustness.

Based on these findings, a confirmatory factor
analysis was conducted to evaluate the fit of the
proposed two-factor structure and examine its
consistency with the empirical data.

Table 1. Exploratory factor analysis loadings at the theoretical-dimension level

Dimension ML1 : : h? Dominant Factor
KT_EconomicChallenges 0.48 : : 0.736 : F2
KPEducation 0247 07 i 0§71 R
KN_Innovation : 0.549 : 0.698 0.789 : F2

KI_Infrastructure

KP_Education

KT_EconomicChallenges

KN_Innovation

RE_Knowledge

0.9

Figure 1. Diagram of factor loadings for the dimensions of the knowledge-based economy
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0.49** 0.59** 0.76*** Lo
0.66“'“ 0.73Ktﬁ 0.75“'“
0.65*** 0.62"** Lo
: Kl bbasrucire
” 0.76***

Figure 2. Scatter plot matrix of the exploratory factor analysis

Figure 3 suggests a two-factor organization simi-
lar to that obtained in the exploratory analysis.
Factor 1 is mainly associated with PE_Knowledge,
while Factor 2 groups KT_Economic Challenges,
KP_Education, KI Infrastructure, and KN_
Innovation. However, given the elevated RMSEA
value, this structure should be interpreted as a
context-specific empirical solution rather than as
a fully confirmed measurement model.

A significant correlation was observed between
both factors, indicating a common underlying ba-

y

KI_Infrastructure

KP_Education

KT_EconomicChallenges

KN_Innovation

RE_knowledge

\

sis despite their theoretical differentiation. This
result suggests that economic knowledge and ap-
plied skills are related dimensions of students per-
ceived preparedness. However, given the mixed
CFA fit indices, this relationship should be inter-
preted as preliminary evidence of structural con-
sistency rather than as definitive validation of the
conceptual framework.

Based on the two-factor empirical structure, a

multiple linear regression model was estimated
to identify which factors were associated with stu-

0.79

Figure 3. Factor loadings of the confirmatory factor analysis for the knowledge-based economy

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/kpm.10(4).2026.02
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Table 2. Linear regression model for the knowledge-

based economy

Variable Coefficient (B) Standard error p-value
ntercept Lol 0.0165 ...50.001%>>
Factor 1 5 51 0.003**
Factor2 0L L0033 L5000
Gender . L0005 00328 Lo ossa
Semester 0.042 0.0172 0.015**
e e R s

Note: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; no symbol: insignifi

dents’ perceived preparedness to enter a knowl-
edge-based economy.

The multiple linear regression model indicates
that both economic knowledge and applied skills
are significantly associated with students’ per-
ceived preparedness to enter a knowledge-based
economy. The coefficient of Factor 2 (B = 0.141; p
< 0.001) represents the largest contribution to the
model, showing that practical skills related to eco-
nomic challenges, education, infrastructure, and
innovation showed the strongest association with
student perceptions. Economic knowledge (Factor
1) also showed a significant association ( = 0.105;
p = 0.003), although with a lesser effect. The mod-
el indicates that, holding all other variables con-
stant, a one-unit increase in Factor 2 increases stu-
dents’ perception of preparedness by 0.141 units.
Similarly, a one-unit increase in Factor 1 is associ-
ated with a 0.105-unit increase in the perception
of preparedness.

In terms of sociodemographic variables, the aca-
demic semester ( = 0.042; p = 0.015) and the de-
gree program (B = 0.058; p = 0.019) are signifi-
cantly associated with the perceived level of pre-
paredness, indicating that students in higher lev-
els and in the Economics degree program perceive
themselves as more prepared than students in the
accounting degree program. On the other hand,
gender does not have a statistically significant ef-
fect (p = 0.884), suggesting similar levels of self-
perceived preparedness between men and women
in this sample. In this sense, it can be inferred that
as students progress through their studies, their
perception increases by 0.042 units, while belong-
ing to the Economics program increases the per-
ceived level of preparation by 0.058 units.

These results indicate that both the empirical fac-
tors and academic characteristics were associated
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cant.

with students’ perceptions of their preparedness
for the knowledge-based economy. Applied skills
show the greatest marginal association, highlight-
ing the relevance of operational, technological,
and attitudinal components in students’ self-as-
sessment of their ability to face current challenges.
Based on these findings, the analyzed dimensions
provided useful evidence for examining students’
perceived preparedness for the knowledge-based
economy. However, because the analysis was
conducted at the level of aggregated dimensions
and the CFA showed mixed fit indices, the re-
sults should be interpreted as preliminary and
context-specific.

Based on the statistical evidence presented, the
hypotheses received partial empirical support.
The EFA results supported the presence of a two-
factor structure, while the CFA results provided
mixed evidence due to the elevated RMSEA value.
Therefore, H1 and H2 should be interpreted with
caution. The regression model supported H3 in
associative terms, showing that economic knowl-
edge and applied skills were significantly related
to perceived readiness.

4. DISCUSSION

The findings provide preliminary empirical evi-
dence on how university students perceive their
preparedness to face the challenges of a knowl-
edge-based economy. In line with the views of
Rottleb (2023) and Singh and Blessinger (2024),
higher education cannot be limited to the trans-
mission of content but must act as a catalyst for
the development of skills for highly dynamic work
contexts. In this regard, the results suggest that
students’ perceived preparedness is associated not
only with disciplinary knowledge, but also with
the perceived capacity to apply knowledge in tech-
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nological, institutional, and innovation-oriented
environments.

The evidence associated with HI and H2 suggests
that student readiness may follow a multidimen-
sional structure in the Ecuadorian higher educa-
tion context. However, the high RMSEA value in-
dicates that the two-factor solution requires fur-
ther refinement and validation before being treat-
ed as a stable measurement model. Furthermore,
the evidence associated with H3 underscores that
while theoretical knowledge is essential, the in-
stitutional environment and applied skills are
strongly associated with students’” perceived pro-
fessional readiness.

In this institutional context, students appear to
perceive a connection between their academic
training and the demands of the knowledge-based
economy, especially considering its role as a public
university located in a central region where pro-
ductive and business sectors are gradually moving
toward more knowledge-intensive dynamics.

In this sense, the finding that applied skills car-
ry more weight in the perception of prepared-
ness than economic knowledge itself reinforces
the findings of Alattiq (2023) and Zaidan et al.
(2024), who highlight that innovation, creativity,
and adaptability have become fundamental as-
sets within the knowledge-based economy. This
transition towards practical skills implies a recon-
figuration of the educational objectives of higher
education institutions, where theoretical learning
must be complemented by applied, technological,
and problem-solving competencies. These find-
ings should not be generalized to all Ecuadorian
universities. Rather, they describe a specific insti-
tutional context and provide a basis for compari-
son with future studies in other faculties, regions,
and higher education systems.

This result also aligns with the findings of Castro
and Lopes (2022), who point out that the relevance
of university education becomes more visible
when students can integrate theoretical knowl-
edge with functional skills that enable them to
function in technological, collaborative, and com-
plex problem-solving environments. This con-
vergence between theory and practice is clearly
reflected in the empirical grouping of the second
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factor identified, which brings together economic
challenges, education, infrastructure, and innova-
tion. Therefore, the two-factor solution does not
reduce the complexity of preparedness but orga-
nizes it into two complementary axes: economic
knowledge and applied skills.

Within this framework, the empirical results sug-
gest that students do not perceive their prepara-
tion as an isolated result of disciplinary knowledge,
but rather as an integral construct influenced by
various learning environments. This is closely re-
lated to the findings of Makarenko et al. (2021)
and Dang et al. (2024), who emphasize that edu-
cational infrastructure, as a facilitator of access to
technology, information, and collaborative envi-
ronments, is a key component in the consolidation
of human capital. In the Ecuadorian context, this
point is particularly relevant because differences
in connectivity, access to digital resources, and
institutional support may shape the way students
develop competencies for knowledge-intensive
environments.

The significant association between the academic
semester and the perception of preparedness also
supports the findings of Happ et al. (2018) and
Holmes and Mayhew (2016), in that academic
progress can enhance the development of cross-
cutting skills. In other words, as students prog-
ress in their education, they not only accumulate
knowledge, but also consolidate the skills neces-
sary to respond to the demands of the global la-
bor market. This finding suggests that the uni-
versity trajectory contributes progressively to
students’ self-perceived readiness, although this
effect should be interpreted in relation to the spe-
cific curriculum and learning experiences of each
program.

In this way, the fact that Economics students
perceive themselves as better prepared than
Accounting students could be related to a great-
er theoretical-practical focus in the curriculum
of the former, which coincides with Brodny and
Tutak’s (2022) assertion about the need to integrate
entrepreneurship and financial education into the
classroom as a strategy to increase professional
competitiveness. However, this difference should
not be interpreted as a deficit in Accounting train-
ing, but as evidence that different curricular ori-
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entations may influence how students assess their
own preparedness for knowledge-intensive profes-
sional environments.

In contrast, the lack of significant influence of
gender on the perception of preparedness suggests
that training and self-assessment opportunities
are being offered more equitably in this educa-
tional context. This finding is consistent with the
principles of inclusion and equity promoted in
SDG 4 (Aleixo et al., 2020); which emphasizes the
importance of ensuring quality education without
distinction based on gender or other social condi-
tions. Nevertheless, the absence of statistical sig-
nificance should be interpreted with caution, since
it reflects the behavior of this sample and does not
necessarily imply the absence of gender-related
differences in other institutional or disciplinary
contexts.

These findings can be related to broader discus-
sions on quality education and employability, par-
ticularly because applied skills, infrastructure,
and innovation are relevant to the transition from
university training to professional performance.
However, the results should be interpreted with-
in the specific institutional context analyzed and
should not be generalized to the entire Ecuadorian
higher education system.

From a broader theoretical perspective, this re-
search also supports Mok and Sawn Khai (2024),

who point out that, in a globalized, knowledge-
based economy, countries that invest strategi-
cally in higher education, research, and emerg-
ing technologies achieve sustainable competitive
advantages. The significant relationship between
factors such as infrastructure and innovation and
the perception of preparedness provides empirical
evidence in favor of this assertion. Thus, the study
contributes to the literature by showing that, in
the institutional context analyzed, students’ per-
ceived readiness was associated not only with eco-
nomic knowledge, but also with applied and in-
stitutional conditions related to education, infra-
structure, and innovation (Comunian et al., 2014).

Finally, it should be emphasized that preparing for
the knowledge-based economy cannot be under-
stood as an individual or isolated goal, but rather
as the result of an educational ecosystem that ar-
ticulates multiple dimensions of training. As pro-
posed by Vlasov et al. (2022) and Syed et al. (2024),
the promotion of an entrepreneurial culture and
comprehensive university policies is essential for
students to not only acquire knowledge, but also
develop a transformative mindset geared toward
innovation, sustainability, and collective well-
being. Accordingly, the main implication of this
study is that higher education institutions may
use these findings as contextual evidence to re-
view the articulation between disciplinary train-
ing, applied learning, and institutional support
conditions.

CONCLUSIONS

The aim of this study was to examine university students’ preparedness for the knowledge-based
economy through the empirical analysis of theoretical dimensions and their association with per-
ceived professional readiness. The results suggest that student preparedness was organized around
two complementary empirical dimensions: economic knowledge and applied skills. Economic knowl-
edge appeared as a differentiated component, while applied skills grouped the dimensions related to
economic challenges, education, infrastructure, and innovation. However, this structure should be
interpreted with caution because the CFA provided only partial support due to limitations in global
model fit.

The regression results indicated that both economic knowledge and applied skills were significantly as-
sociated with students’ perceived professional readiness, with applied skills showing the strongest as-
sociation. Academic semester and degree program were also associated with perceived readiness, while
gender did not show a statistically significant relationship. These findings suggest that students’ percep-
tion of preparedness depends not only on disciplinary knowledge, but also on applied competencies
developed through academic training and institutional learning conditions.
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The main conclusion derived from these findings is that preparation for the knowledge-based economy
should be understood as a combination of conceptual economic knowledge and applied competencies.
In the context analyzed, students’ readiness was not explained by isolated theoretical knowledge, but
by the articulation between knowledge, educational experiences, technological conditions, and inno-
vation-oriented skills. Therefore, higher education institutions should interpret these results as con-
textual evidence for reviewing how academic training connects disciplinary learning with professional
demands in knowledge-intensive environments.

This study has methodological limitations that should be considered. First, the factorial analysis was
conducted using aggregated dimension scores rather than individual item-level responses; therefore,
the results do not replace a full item-level validation of the questionnaire. Second, perceived readiness
was measured through a self-assessment item, which captures students’ subjective evaluation but does
not necessarily reflect objective professional performance. Finally, the institutional scope of the study
limits the generalization of the findings to other universities, regions, or academic fields. Future re-
search should replicate the model in other higher education institutions, compare different disciplinary
areas, and conduct item-level EFA and CFA.
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