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ABSTRACT

This study examines the perceptions of competence-oriented
educational practices in the digital age among business school students
from European and Asian cultures. The statement emphasizes the
need for essential competencies and maintaining a balance between
study and personal life. The study sampled 800 undergraduate
students, equally in Thailand and Bulgaria, to assess the impact
of key competencies, digital literacy, and the integration of digital
technologies on students’ educational choices. The findings revealed
significant differences in how students from these two regions perceive
the importance of these factors. Thai students tend to emphasize
a balanced set of competencies but are less inclined to value digital
skills as highly as their Bulgarian counterparts. In contrast, Bulgarian
students place a greater emphasis on digital competencies, reflecting
the European education system’s broader integration of digital literacy
into its curricula. The evidence suggests that a global trend towards the
recognition of digital technologies is crucial for achieving a study-life
balance with minimal differences between the regions in this regard.
This convergence suggests an emerging global consensus on the
role of digital education in promoting lifelong learning. The authors
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recommend incorporating region-specific teaching philosophies to
improve student engagement and promote a healthy study-life balance.
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Introduction

Business schools face increasing digitization, internationalization, and competition
on a global scale. The widespread use of digital technology in university education
and the rise of alternative educational systems, such as Massive Open Online
Courses (MOOCs), have intensified the supply of educational services worldwide.
Various educational platforms such as Coursera', edX?, Udemy?, LinkedIn Learning*,
Futurelearn®, and Skillshare® offer such services. These are shorter courses
focused on acquiring specific knowledge and skills, giving trainees a higher degree
of career readiness through the possibility of faster assimilation and application in
practice. Thus, business schools must meet the expectations of their current and
future students, as well as the requirements of the labor market—employers and
personnel users—competing not only with traditional academic institutions but also
with alternative education systems and online platforms (Nurutdinova et al., 2023).
Therefore, to be competitive and thrive, business schools must be in tune with the
world’s leading innovation trends in higher education. Therefore, the question is how
much and in what ways business schools, as academic institutions, should focus on
teaching models that help students learn more specific skills in line with the needs of
the job market and help them acquire those skills faster in the real world (Christensen
& Eyring, 2011; Schlegelmilch, 2020). However, this question could also provoke
a more comprehensive discussion, interpreted in the context of the fundamental
choice that business schools have to make, that is between training built on basic
scientific principles or a more market-oriented education (Gill & Lashine, 2003;
Thirakulwanich et al., 2020).
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Study-life balance is the condition where students maintain a harmonious
distribution of their academic obligations and personal pursuits (Borowiec & Drygas,
2022; Darling-Hammond et al., 2023). Studies have recently evaluated it using self-
reported assessments of individuals’ well-being, their degree of satisfaction with their
academic achievement, and their perception of stress levels (Padmanabhanunni et al.,
2023). This research adopts a similar approach, utilizing validated survey instruments
to measure students’ perceptions of their balance. The study also examined cultural
differences in how study-life balance is perceived and achieved, recognizing that
students from different cultural backgrounds may have varying expectations and
definitions of a “good” balance. The study offers an all-around awareness of the
influence of study-life balance on students’ academic achievements and welfare in
various settings by examining these variables.

Representatives of Gen Z are extremely analytical and pragmatic in their
approach to responsibilities (Francis & Hoefel, 2018); besides, they are more flexible
and are inclined to change employers frequently (Benitez-Marquez et al., 2022).
Experts anticipate that they will maintain their current job roles and professions, opting
to operate as independent freelancers on multiple projects concurrently rather than
within a particular company (Stanimirov, 2021). Friends’ opinions and information
from social media platforms such as Facebook’, Instagram?® followers, and influencers
strongly influence their decision about business school (Singer et al., 2023). Their
pragmatism in choosing a university is expressed in the search for the so-called
career readiness—the extent to which the higher educational institution provides
an opportunity for quick, professional realization (Stanimirov, 2021), which is also
influenced by factors such as the attractiveness of the region, the vision and public
image of the university, and the type and number of specialties offered, including
whether they sound “modern” enough.

The study aims to analyze the possibilities of business schools applying
a competence-oriented educational approach in digital transformation and striving
to achieve sustainability in study-life balance. Applying such an approach in the
European area of higher education is strongly required by the European Commission’s
(EC) policies, and several European business schools are gradually integrating it into
their curricula and programs. The research interest focused on establishing how
students in Europe and other continents perceive this competency-based educational
approach. The present study aims to verify whether significant cultural differences
exist in the perceptions of students from Europe (business schools in Bulgaria, an
EU member state) and Asia (business schools from Thailand) regarding applying
a competence-oriented educational approach in digital transformation.

The study provides a novel contribution by examining how a balanced set of
competencies, including digital, entrepreneurial, and sustainability skills, influences
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students’ study-life balance and career readiness. The study also integrates the
evolving expectations of Gen Z students, addressing the impact of modern educational
practices on their academic and personal lives. This approach offers new insights into
the role of business schools in preparing students for a rapidly changing global labor
market. The study particularly aims to establish whether there are cultural differences
in the two countries—representatives of European and Asian culture—regarding the
role of individual types of competencies for future careers of students, the contribution
of business schools to obtain these competencies, and their impact on students’
decisions to continue their studies in the future. The research thus sets out to achieve
the following objectives:

1. To assess how a balanced set of key competencies, including digital,
entrepreneurial, personal, and social skills, impacts students’ achievement of
a satisfactory study and life balance.

2. To examine the specific influence of digital competencies on students’ ability to
maintain a good balance between their studies and personal life activities.

3. To investigate the effects of modern educational practices on students’ study
and life balance, such as the use of contemporary digital technologies, the
promotion of equal opportunities and diversity, and students’ engagement in
their professors’ research activities.

4. To explore the relationship between students’ study and life balance, this
includes academic sustainability and sustainability culture, and their intention to
pursue further education, such as participating in short open online courses.

Literature Review

Digital technologies, transformation, and globalization have significantly altered the
business environment, the labor market, and the required qualifications for higher
education students. The COVID-19 pandemic acted as a catalyst, accelerating these
changes (Gkrimpizi et al., 2023; Hetmanczyk, 2023). This has heightened the demand
for continuous development of digital competencies in both the public and private
sectors (Gopika & Rekha, 2023). The DigComp framework®, aninitiative of the European
Commission, provides a structured approach to digital competencies. It breaks down
digital competencies into five areas: information and data literacy, communication and
collaboration, digital content creation, safety, and problem-solving. Carretero et al.
(2017) further divides each area into specific competencies. The framework identifies
five main areas, which include “browsing, searching, and filtering data, information,
and digital content,” “interacting through digital technologies,” “creating and editing
digital content,” “protecting devices,” and “identifying digital solutions,” and within
them, it specifies 21 competencies (Carretero et al., 2017).

Calvani et al. (2012) explored digital competence among teenagers in Italy.
They define digital literacy as the safe and appropriate use of digital technologies
to access, manage, integrate, communicate, evaluate, and create information.
The study highlights the diverse components of digital literacy, emphasizing the

9 https://digcomp.digital-competence.eu
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importance of understanding how to use tools and engage critically and ethically
in digital environments. This perspective aligns with the European Commission’s
initiatives to enhance digital education across member states. The main ones are
the Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027, the Digital Competence Framework
for European citizens (Carretero et al.,, 2017), and the Council of Europe’s
recommendation on key lifelong learning competencies (Council of the European
Union, 2018). In the latest document, the EC defines key competencies as a dynamic
combination of knowledge, skills, and attitudes that the learner needs to develop
throughouttheirlife. The EC believes that applying competency-oriented approaches
in all educational, training, and learning environments can ensure their acquisition
through high-quality and inclusive education, training, and lifelong learning (Council
of the European Union, 2018).

Business schools in the European Union had to update their curriculum in
line with the European Framework for Key Competences (Council of the European
Union, 2018). This is one of the reasons that dictated the need for the present study.
This study is related to the implementation of a competence-oriented educational
approach in European business schools, which aligns with the recommendations of
the European Commission on education, training, and learning models. Applying such
approaches necessitates a study of students’ perceptions, and it would be of interest
to investigate potential cultural differences between European and Asian students
in this context. Competency-based education/learning (Gervais, 2016; Sultan et al.,
2020) and competency-based curricula (Kenya Institute of Curriculum Development,
2018; Soare, 2015) could provide the theoretical foundations of competency-based
educational models.

Competency-basededucation, especiallyinhighereducation, requiresinstitutions
to be flexible and responsive. It calls for a shift from traditional teaching methods and
emphasizes the importance of preparing students to meet the challenges they will face
in their careers. With the rapid advancements in technology and the ever-changing
job market, higher education institutions should ensure that students are equipped
with the knowledge, skills, and abilities they need to succeed. In addition to digital
competencies, the EC describes eight more competencies as extremely important:
literacy, multilingual, mathematical, social, entrepreneurial, citizenship, and cultural
awareness and expression competencies (Council of the European Union, 2018).

The COVID-19 pandemic transformed the relationship between employers,
managers, and employees in organizations. The pandemic has changed the work of
both managers and employees, confirming normal “remote work,” increasing the use of
more and more technology in the management process, and changing the expectations
of employees (Bfaszczyk et al., 2023; Gavin et al., 2022). The need for employers and
managers to support and understand their employees during a pandemic, such as by
arranging their work from home, teaching their children from home, and ensuring their
health, has led to a more emotional and supportive relationship between managers and
employees (Kropp et al., 2021; Peter & Ndinojuo, 2024). Deardorff (2011) and Pérez Garcia
etal. (2021) researched the concept of intercultural competence, closely related to cultural
awareness and expression competencies. Intercultural competence is vital in today’s
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globalized world, where interactions across diverse cultures are commonplace. The
researchers emphasized the importance of understanding one’s culture and effectively
communicating and interacting with individuals from different cultural backgrounds.
They also discussed various assessment methods and models to gauge intercultural
competence, underscoring its significance in educational settings and the workplace.

Asian educational frameworks, especially in Thailand, exhibit a cultural
inclination towards memory-based learning, with conventional educational methods
historically emphasizing rote memorization. This approach significantly contrasts with
Western educational systems, such as in Bulgaria, where the development of critical
thinking and analytical skills has traditionally held greater importance, even before the
widespread use of digital tools (Al-khresheh, 2024; Basaran et al., 2024). Although
digital teaching approaches have been implemented in Thailand, the traditional focus
on memorizing remains prevalent (Al-khresheh, 2024; Wilang, 2024). In contrast,
Bulgarian educational methods have constantly emphasized the importance of critical
thinking, which is reinforced by a strong emphasis on study and inquiry (Basaran et
al., 2024; Guo et al., 2020).

In recent years, an increasing number of scientists investigating the role of
different types of competencies in students’ learning processes and their future
professional and personal realization have concluded that a balance should be found
between these competencies (Infante-Moro et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2019; ékrinjarié,
2022). Business school curricula provide a balanced set of key competencies that are
associated with greater career readiness and faster professional realization, while also
promoting a better balance between the learning process and the students’ personal
lives (Rychen & Salganik, 2003).

While the balance between key competencies in education is a global concern,
individual countries have taken distinct pathways in reforming their higher education
systems to address contemporary challenges. One notable example is Thailand,
which has embarked on an ambitious journey of transforming its higher education
landscape. Thailand prioritized higher education research studies by developing a 15-
year long-term plan (Dipendra, 2023; Scott & Guan, 2022). Thailand began reforming
higher educationinthe 1990s, and this is still ongoing. However, even before the 1990s,
there was a gradual shift in Thailand toward private higher education. The Private
College Act of 1969 authorized six private higher education institutions to use the term
“college,” gradually allowing these schools to transition from associate to bachelor’s
degrees. Indeed, higher education in Thailand has grown dramatically since the
COVID-19 pandemic (Leurcharusmee et al., 2023). Given the government’s five-year
national development plan, which expects higher education to drive economic growth,
this educational sector has seen rapid growth (Napathorn, 2022).

With the changes in the research-based learning process, Khon Kaen University is
one of nine national research-based learning universities. To conduct quality research
studies, the university required a solid foundation, with a focus on research culture and
the intellectual product of its students. The student’s development had to be carried
out in order for them to be able to associate the relationship of intellectual ability, real
practice, and research process through instructional management in various courses
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of the program until it became a desirable characteristic of the students. Therefore,
knowledge management, as a research-based mechanism, significantly contributed
to the integration of instructional management and research-led teaching (Prayuth et
al., 2014; Tungkasamit & Junpeng, 2012). Thailand’s higher education landscape has
undergone significant transformation over the past few decades, aiming to elevate the
quality of research and teaching in universities nationwide. Khon Kaen University, which
is part of the national research universities initiative, is a testament to this shift towards
research-based learning. In the late 20" century, Thai universities traditionally focused
on a teaching-centric approach. However, with the onset of globalization and the
increasing need for innovation, there was a paradigm shift towards integrating research
into the curriculum, emphasizing knowledge creation (Hallinger & Chatpinyakoop, 2019).

The Thai government, recognizing the importance of research for economic
growth and global competitiveness, introduced policies to foster a research culture
in higher education institutions. This led to increased funding for research projects,
collaborations with international institutions, and the establishment of centers of
excellence in various domains (Salmi & Bassett, 2014; Thawesaengskulthai et
al., 2024). Transitioning to a research-based model was challenging. Universities
had to revamp their curricula, train faculty in research methodologies, and build
infrastructure to support intensive research activities. However, this shift also allowed
Thai universities to collaborate internationally, attract global talent, and produce
groundbreaking research with real-world applications (Buasuwan, 2018; Rhein, 2017).
The push towards research-based learning has borne fruit. Thai universities, including
Khon Kaen, have seen a surge in research publications, patents, and collaborations.
Moreover, students graduating from these institutions are better equipped with critical
thinking and problem-solving skills, making them highly sought after in the job market
(Pimpa, 2003; Ruchiwit et al., 2019). As Thailand continues to emphasize the role of
research in higher education, the country is poised to become a hub for innovation
in the ASEAN region. With continued government support and collaboration with
the private sector, the future of research-based learning in Thailand looks promising
(Jongbloed & Vossensteyn, 2016).

Hypothesis and Conceptual Framework Development

Our conceptual research model employs a competency-based educational approach
to support our first hypothesis. As a learning framework based on a predefined set of
competencies, we use the groups of competencies described in the Council of Europe
Recommendation on Key Competencies for Lifelong Learning (Council of the European
Union, 2018). The use of modern technologies in business schools’ educational
processes would enable a higher degree of individualized and personalized student
training, as well as diverse and timely feedback. The researchers proposed the first
hypothesis in the following way:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): The development of a balanced set of key competencies
(including digital, entrepreneurial, personal, and social skills) is positively associated
with students’ ability to effectively manage and maintain a healthy balance between
their academic and personal life.
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Digital competencies, encompassing skills like digital communication, information
literacy, and problem-solving in online environments, have enhanced efficiency in the
learning process. According to Henderson et al. (2017), students with adept digital
competencies are often better equipped to manage their study time, utilize online
resources, and streamline learning. As a result, these students often spend less
time on academic tasks, leading to better work-life balance. Furthermore, effectively
navigating and using online collaborative tools can reduce the time spent on group
projects and assignments. Students proficient in digital collaboration tools often find
group work less time-consuming, which can positively impact their study-life balance.
Moreover, in online and blended learning, digital competencies are crucial. Tamim et
al. (2011) conducted a meta-analysis on the impact of technology on learning. They
found that students with strong digital competencies often experience more flexible
learning schedules, allowing them to balance academic and personal lives more
effectively. Conversely, empirical studies have also demonstrated that enhancement
in technological competencies has the potential to adversely impact education in four
ways: eroding students’ proficiency in reading and writing, degrading educational
settings, blurring social interactions between educators and learners, and fostering
individual isolation during technology usage (Alhumaid, 2019; Timotheou et al., 2023).
This review led to the proposal of the next hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): The enhancement of digital competencies is positively
associated with students’ ability to effectively balance their academic responsibilities
and personal life activities.

A global trend is an orientation toward implementing ideas for sustainable
development and responsible learning in business schools (van Weenen, 2000)
and creating a culture of socially responsible and sustainable leadership (Aguinis &
Glavas, 2019). It aligns with Gen Z students’ growing sensitivity to social engagement
issues. Some business schools are offering more and more courses on these issues,
developing full academic programs. For example, the Presidio Graduate School in San
Francisco offers an MBA in Sustainable Solutions, and the University of Otago in New
Zealand offers an MBA in Sustainable Business. The University of Wales Sustainability
Leadership Online Master’s Program is also available (Jack, 2020). The international
community increasingly considers the provision of equal opportunities and access
to higher education for different social groups to be a pressing issue, as well as the
reduction of inequalities, including the prevention of discriminatory practices in higher
education. These challenges are also enshrined in the UN Sustainable Development
Goals. Several EC funding programs support its use in higher education and scientific
research (European Commission, n.d.).

Hypothesis 3 (H3): An education using contemporary digital technologies,
ensuring equal opportunities and diversity, as well as involving students in research
activities of their professors positively influences good study and life balance.
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In studies of the attitudes of students and employers toward the educational
process in business schools, there is undoubtedly a very strong focus on developing
digital competencies and using modern technologies in the research and teaching
processes (Hendersonetal.,2017). However, these practices have both positive effects
and raise ethical dilemmas, as noted by Tamim et al. (2011). Meanwhile, Serafimova
and Andreeva (2021) recommend educational models for business schools that aim
to balance the competencies and innovations generated by digital technologies with
proven good traditional educational practices, including sustainability principles and
practices. A possible approach is implementing an ambidextrous educational model
(O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013), in which institutions simultaneously pursue efficiency
in current educational practices while experimenting with innovative teaching and
learning methods. Thus, academic institutions contribute to achieving sustainable
development goals by creating a culture for sustainable and responsible business
while developing a balanced set of diverse competencies necessary for students to
successfully realize themselves in the conditions of a technological revolution. An
approach that integrates competency-based educational models with research-based
strategies is essential for promoting academic sustainability and fostering a culture
of responsible, sustainable leadership in business schools. According to Healey and
Jenkins (2009), developing undergraduate research and inquiry is crucial, as outlined
in their work Developing Undergraduate Research and Inquiry published by the Higher
Education Academy. The fourth hypothesis was proposed as:

Hypothesis 4 (H4): A good study and life balance (including academic
sustainability/sustainability culture) positively influence intention to continue education
and attend short open online courses.

This conceptual framework visually represents the relationships among key
variables related to digital competencies in education (Figure 1). The first construct
is the Balanced Set of Key Competencies (SK1-SK9). They are the foundational
skills required for education, grouped under the first construct. This is hypothesized
to influence digital competencies (H1). The second construct—Digital Competencies
(DK1-DK8)—focuses on the specific digital skills required for modern education. This
construct is influenced by the balanced set of key competencies (H2) and is also linked
to educational outcomes and the use of digital technologies. The construct Education
Using Digital Technologies (ED1-ED7) represents the use of digital technologies in
education, suggesting that digital competencies are essential for the effective use
of these technologies (H3). The construct of Good Study-Life Balance (GL1-GL5) is
concerned with the outcomes of good education, hypothesized to be influenced by
digital competencies (H2) and the balanced set of key competencies (H3). Intention
to Continue Education (14-18) is the final construct, which represents students’
intention to continue their education and is linked to both educational outcomes and
digital competencies (H4). The arrows represent hypothesized relationships (H1-
H4) between these constructs, showing how they influence each other to lead to
educational outcomes.
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Figure 1

Hypothesized Model of a Good Study and Life Balance in Intention to Continue an
Education and Attend Short Open Online Courses
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This study applied a mixed-method qualitative and quantitative survey research design
that identifies the most important factors influencing students’ intention to continue
education and attend short open online courses. The study follows a research plan
of three phases. The first phase is the qualitative aspect, which involves building the
theory by conducting a literature review to create a foundation and initial estimation
model, as well as determining a suitable method to analyze the data. The next two
phases cover the quantitative aspect; the second phase involves data collection,
which includes preparing and conducting the survey, and the third phase analyzes the
data and synthesizes it with the literature to conclude.
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Undergraduate students from higher education institutions in Thailand and
Bulgaria made up the research population, with a focus on specific demographics
that the competencies in question could affect, such as those studying business,
management, and related fields. We determined the sample size using the Krejcie
and Morgan (1970) table. As a result, a minimum sample size of 378 participants
was required to accurately estimate the percentage with a maximum error of 5% at
a 95% confidence level. We standardized the value at 400 to ensure consistency. We
multiplied this value by two, taking into account the independent data collection in
Bulgaria and Thailand, resulting in a total population of 800.

At the second phase, we collected data using a developed online questionnaire
with a five-point Likert scale to determine respondents’ perceptions of the relevant
factors. We pretested the questionnaire on 30 students to optimize its efficiency,
and the results met all the research’s intended variables. At the final phase, that is
analysis, the results obtained from Thai and Bulgarian respondents are compared.
The participating institutions distributed the questionnaires via group social
media platforms. We obtained informed consent from all respondents prior to their
involvement in the study. Participants were fully informed of their rights, including
the option to withdraw from the study at any point during the data collection process,
without any penalty or consequence. We used descriptive statistics to describe
general information and a structural equation model (SEM) to test hypotheses based
on the collected data.

The fundamentals of multi-group analysis stipulate that this method requires the
participation of two or more groups. According to Cheah et al. (2023), the z-test is
adequate for performing multi-group analysis with a large sample size. In practice,
the t-test is limited for small sample sizes and therefore insufficient for large ones.
Researchers use the z-test for two population proportions to determine if there is
a significant difference in some exogenous to endogenous construct influences
between two populations or groups, such as Thailand and Bulgaria. Consequently,
it is important to emphasize two requirements: a sample drawn randomly from each
population group to be compared; a sample size of more than 30 should be used. The
information should be categorical.

Results

The Respondents’ Descriptive Information

The analysis of 310 (77.50%) responses from Thailand and 303 (75.75%) from
Bulgaria yielded a combined questionnaire completion rate of 76.63%. Ali et al. (2021)
and Gleiser et al. (2022) inform that acceptance rates above 60% are appropriate.
Therefore, the survey completion rates in this study are above the limits. The majority
of the respondents, 509 (83.03%), were born after 1997, while 104 (16.97%) were born
before or in 1997. Of the Thai respondents, 294 (47.96%) were born after 1997, and 16
(2.61%) were born before or in 1997. Of the Bulgarian respondents, 215 (35.07%) were
born after 1997, and 88 (14.35%) were born before or in 1997. Most of the respondents
were in their 15! year at the university, representing 212 (34.58%), followed by the 3"
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year, representing 127 (20.72%), and the 2" year, representing 109 (17.78%). In years
4 and 5, the number of respondents was 91 (14.85%) and 63 (10.28%), respectively,
while the lowest number of respondents, 5 (0.82%), were in the 6™ year of the university.
Most of the respondents majored in Finance, representing 217 (35.40%), followed
by Management, representing 158 (25.77%); Marketing, representing 141 (23.00%);
and the least in Hospitality and Event, representing 97 (15.82%). The majority of
Thai respondents are in Finance major, representing 174 (28.38%), and Bulgarian
respondents are in Management major, representing 127 (20.71%). A minority of Thai
respondents, representing 44 (7.17%), and Bulgarian respondents, representing 53
(8.62%), studied hospitality and events.

Verifying the Completeness of the Data Brunning the Statistical Analysis
Skewness and kurtosis are the most popular methods for data cleaning and reforming,
which give meaningful information for the normal distribution. In addition, skewness
and kurtosis can be used to calculate this distortion. The analysis of the skewness and
kurtosis of the data revealed that —.468 is the minimum skewness of Thailand data,
—.469 is for Bulgaria, whereas the maximum was -.158 for Thailand data and .042 for
Bulgaria data. While the minimum kurtosis of Thailand data amounted —.278 and —.842
for Bulgaria data, the maximum kurtosis comprised .661 for Thailand data and .583 for
Bulgaria data (Table 1). It can be seen that the skewness and prevalence of the data
were between -2 and 2, which indicated that the data was normally distributed.

Table 1
The Skewness and Kurtosis Test

Thailand Bulgaria Thailand Bulgaria
Skewness ES; :?)r Skewness ESr T’?)r Kurtosis Esr tr?)r Kurtosis Esr tr?)r
SK -.346 138 -.469 140 -.239 .276 -.588 .279
DI -.409 138 -173 140 -.041 .276 -.837 .279
ED -.176 138 .042 140 —-.278 .276 -.842 .279
GL -.468 138 -.363 140 149 .276 -.345 .279
IN -.158 138 -.637 140 .661 .276 .583 .279

Note. SK = The balanced set of key competencies, DI = Digital competences, ED = An education using digital
technologies, GL = A good study and life balance, IN = Intention to continue an education and attend short open
online courses.

Table 2 revealed the highest correlation coefficient of .811 between the balanced
set of key competencies and digital competencies, followed by the correlation
coefficient of .708 between digital competencies and education using digital
technologies. Meanwhile, the correlation coefficient for digital competencies to
continue education and attend short open online courses was the lowest, at .157. The
tolerance and VIF analyses are shown in Table 3.
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Table 2
The Correlation of the Coefficient Matrix
SK DI ED GL IN
SK 1.000
DI .811* 1.000
ED .608* .708* 1.000
GL .609* .654* .677* 1.000
IN 158" 157* 147 192 1.000

Note. *p < .05 was statistically significant at the .05 level. SK = The balanced set of key competencies, DI =
Digital competences, ED = An education using digital technologies, GL = A good study and life balance, IN =
Intention to continue an education and attend short open online courses.

A test for multicollinearity is the association between five variables that can
be tested (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). They increase the magnitude of the error
term and the standard error of the regression coefficient. As a result, the statistical
significance of the coefficients is reduced. Hair et al. (2010) advocate using
tolerance and the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) in multicollinearity problems
with cut-off values greater than 0.1 but less than 10.0. Table 3 shows that the
tolerance values range from 2.700 to 4.221, which is much higher than 0.1. This
implies that the highly correlated variables contain extraneous data that should be
removed because not all of them are required for the analysis. Furthermore, the VIF
ranges from 2.122 to 4.147, indicating that multicollinearity is not an issue with the
exogenous variables.

Table 3
Tolerance and VIF Analysis

Thailand Bulgaria
Models
Tolerance VIF Tolerance VIF
SK .331 3.019 .318 3.142
DI .237 4.221 .260 3.847
ED .330 3.030 440 2.271
GL .370 2.700 471 2122
IN .334 3.580 .280 4147

Note. SK = The balanced set of key competencies, DI = Digital competences, ED = An education using digital
technologies, GL = A good study and life balance, IN = Intention to continue an education and attend short open
online courses.

When the correlation coefficient between the five observed variables was
considered, the correlation matrix was examined. The reliability coefficients and
average variance extracted (AVE) for all constructs were greater than 0.5, ranging
from 0.502 to 0.648. Farrell and Rudd (2009), as well as Fornell and Larcker (1981),
state that an AVE must be greater than 0.5. Each concept’s AVE was higher than the
recommended value, indicating discriminant validity. Each construct’s AVE exceeded
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0.50 of the total variances, indicating convergent validity (Table 4). The CR for all
constructs was greater than 0.60, ranging from 0.839 to 0.949. All square roots of
AVEs were greater than correlations between pairs of constructs when Farrell and
Rudd (2009) used the most rigorous method to examine discriminant validity. This
revealed adequate discriminant validity (Table 4).

Table 4
The Reliability and Convergent Validity Test

ltems Factor loading a AVE CR

The balanced set of key competencies

SKi1 0.76 732 0.559 0.919
SK2 0.70 774
SK3 0.63 .710
SK4 0.71 .781
SK5 0.80 771
SK6 0.80 747
SK7 0.75 .710
SK8 0.78 .738
SK9 0.78 .739
Digital competences
DI 0.79 .793 0.648 0.949
DI2 0.83 .765
DI3 0.80 773
Dl4 0.80 777
DI5 0.77 T77
Dl6 0.79 .815
DI7 0.82 .827
DI8 0.83 .802
DI9 0.81 .824
DI10 0.81 .793

An education using digital technologies
ED1 0.44 743 0.502 0.871
ED2 0.78 729
ED3 0.76 71
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Table 4 Continued

ltems Factor loading a AVE CR
ED4 0.81 727
ED5 0.51 .707
ED6 0.78 .793
ED7 0.78 .701

A good study and life balance

GL1 0.64 .759 0.526 0.847
GL2 0.75 .760
GL3 0.77 .700
GL4 0.74 794
GL5 0.72 .755

Intention to continue an education and attend short open online courses

IN1 0.92 .766 0.638 0.839
IN2 0.76 772
IN3 0.70 .735

The correlation coefficients were all positive, indicating that the correlation was
directional. This meant that all of the variables fit within the conceptual and theoretical
framework of the researchers’ structural equation model (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007).

Summary of Hypotheses Evaluation

The data presented in Table 5 provides compelling evidence of a correlation
between a well-rounded set of key competencies, digital literacy, and the use of
digital technologies in an educational framework. Such a connection influences
achieving a harmonious study-life equilibrium and fostering the inclination to
pursue further education through digital modalities, specifically through short,
open online courses. The exploration of these variables suggests the possibility of
a causal chain in which integrating a balanced suite of key competencies and digital
acumen within the context of digital education contributes significantly to a balanced
academic and personal life experience. Moreover, this integration is associated with
a predisposition for ongoing engagement with digital learning platforms. Adding
credence to the theoretical postulations established before the study, the empirical
evidence garnered from the research substantiates the preconceived hypotheses.
As delineated in Figure 1, the analysis reveals that the balance of key competencies
stands out as the most critical determinant among the examined factors. The
role of digital competencies sequentially follows this and, finally, the impact of an
educational paradigm incorporating digital technologies.
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Table 5

The Characteristics of Influence Showing a Causal Relationship Between the
Variables and Hypothesis Testing

Hypothesis B pvalue E;ﬁ;ﬁg:g
H1: The balanced set of key competencies positively 70 004 Yes
influence to a good study and life balance ' ’
H2: Digital competencies positively influence a good study
and life balance 30 027 Yes
H3: An education using digital technologies positively 17 115 Yes

influences good study and life balance

H4: A good study and life balance positively influence to
intention to continue education and attend short open .78 100 Yes
online courses

Structural Equation Modeling

The harmony between models and the empirical data determined from the statistical
value y?/df should be less than 3.00. The probability of testing the variance matrix of
variables in the approximate model with the empirical data must exceed the statistical
significance level of 0.120 (p > .05) so that it can be accepted that the model is
consistent with the data (Jaroenwanit et al., 2022). The harmonization index must be
greater than 0.90, i.e., the goodness of fitindex (GFI), the comparative fit index (CFl),
and the non-conformance index or residual index must be less than 0.08. RMSEA is
the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the root means a square
error of standard error is the standardized root mean squared residual (SRMR).
The results indicated that the intervariable relationship model was consistent with
the empirical data. The statistical values passed all specified criteria, as shown
in Table 6 and Figure 2.

Table 6

The Results of the Consideration of the Coherence Values of the Direct Influence
Path Analysis Model

S{?tistical Criteria for consideration Statistics Results
alues
c - 20.285 -
df - 14.000 -
c should be less than 3.00 1.448 Pass
P more valuable 0.05 0.120 Pass
CFlI more valuable 0.90 0.905 Pass
GFI more valuable 0.90 0.907 Pass
RMSEA less than 0.08 0.037 Pass

SRMR less than 0.08 0.047 Pass
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Figure 2
The Analysis of Factors Influencing the Causal Relationships Between the Variables
and Hypothesis Testing of Thailand and Bulgaria

The balanced set of TH: 0.45
BUL:0.56

key competencies

Intention to

TH: 063 continue an
A good study and life BUL: 0.58 .
8 Y ife N education and

balance
attend short open
online courses

TH: 0.21
BUL: 0.42

Digital competences

An education using )
digital technologies ﬁz glli/)ljlllztng

Note. Source: developed by the authors.

The Difference Between European and Asian Students’ Perception

The z-test for comparing the multi-group analysis in SEM shows the outcome of the
z-test approach, which included Asian (Thailand students) and European (Bulgaria
students), z-score, and p-value for each construct provided (Table 7). All of these
constructs meet the required level of .05, according to the p-value result. Thus,
the conclusion can be made of a significant difference between exogenous and
endogenous constructs in the Asian and European regions.

Table 7
Multi-Group Analysis Using z-Test
z-Test Approach Asian European z-score p-value
H1: The balanced set of key
competencies positively influence 0.0812 0.0874 0.0123 .0115
to a good study and life balance
H2: Digital competencies positively 0.5463 0.6223 0.0078 0489

influence a good study and life balance

H3: An education using digital

technologies positively influences good 0.0254 0.0244 0.0420 .0012
study and life balance

H4: A good study and life balance

p03|t|v1_=:ly |anuence_ to intention 0.17881 04778 0.0005 0454
to continue education and attend short

open online courses

Discussion

The statistical analysis presented in Table 7, which was conducted using z-test,
provides a stimulating examination of the differences in perspectives among
representatives of Asian and European cultural domains as illustrated by Thai and
Bulgarian students, respectively. The outcome of this analysis indicates marked
discrepancies across all hypothesized areas of comparison, which underscores
a deeper, multilayered dialogue that transcends mere geographical dichotomies. This
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divergence in perceptions may be rooted in a complex variety of cultural variables,
reflecting distinct values, beliefs, and social norms that are innate to Asian and
European societies. The cultural dimension may influence educational expectations,
learning styles, and communication patterns, which are essential ingredients in
perceiving and interfacing with the educational process, including the acceptance
and use of digital technologies in learning environments. Also, pedagogical traditions
distinct to each region likely contribute to these observed differences.

The mode of instruction, emphasis on rote learning versus critical thinking,
the role of the instructor, and the structure of academic programs can dramatically
influence student perceptions and reactions towards educational experiences. These
pedagogical elements may well echo through the results reflected in the z-test scores.
Another aspect to consider involves socioeconomic disparities. Variations in access
to resources, educational infrastructure, and technological advancements could play
an important role in shaping the perceptions and expectations of students from these
diverse locales. Furthermore, socioeconomic status can influence students’ ability to
engage with digital tools for learning, potentially reinforcing the divide captured by the
analysis. The differences uncovered by the statistical assessments invite educators,
policymakers, and researchers to investigate the underpinnings of these disparities.
It suggests the necessity for a culturally responsive and socio-economically sensitive
approach to the design and implementation of educational strategies, particularly
those involving digital technology.

The exploration of the first hypothesis (H1) reveals a consensus between students
from both Asian and European regions on the significance of a comprehensive set
of key competencies in promoting an effective study-life balance. Nonetheless,
a slightly higher valuation of this aspect is discernible among European students
(Bulgaria) in comparison to their Asian counterparts (Thailand). This variation may
reflect deeper educational philosophies and historical practices that characterize
each region. The European education system, particularly Bulgaria in this study, has
a longstanding tradition that encourages a well-rounded educational experience.
Kreber (2009) examined the historical inclination of European pedagogy to prioritize
holistic development, nurturing not only cognitive capabilities but also critical thinking,
creativity, and emotional intelligence. Such an approach could naturally embed an
appreciation for a set of diversified competencies that balance technical knowledge
with soft skills, thereby contributing to a more integrated study-life dynamic.

On the other hand, Asian education systems, typified in this instance by
Thailand, have traditionally upheld a different set of pedagogical values. Kim
(2005) highlights the tendency toward rote learning and memorization, which, while
effective for knowledge retention, may not provide the same support for balancing
academic rigors with the demands of personal life. This historical focus could
potentially influence the perception of key competencies among Asian learners,
shaping the prioritization of certain skills and the integration of study habits into their
broader lifestyle. It is important to note, however, that global educational reforms
are catalyzing changes in the Asian educational landscape. Influences such as
technology integration, cross-cultural exchanges, and international educational
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standards are reshaping customary learning modalities, potentially bridging the gap
between Asian and European perceptions of a balanced educational approach. This
evolving educational ecosystem calls for further inquiry into the dynamics between
these shifting paradigms and student perceptions. As the educational systems of
Asian regions such as Thailand continue to reform and adapt, the examination of
how these changes impact student experiences, competency development, and
study-life integration will be particularly enlightening.

The second hypothesis (H2) unearths a more pronounced difference in
perceptions between the Asian and European cohorts regarding the valuation of digital
competencies. European students, herein from Bulgaria, attributed greater importance
to digital skills, a preference that may be reflective of the European education sector’s
voracious embrace of digital transformation. Schools and universities in Europe
often integrate technology not only as a subject of instruction but also intrinsically
into the pedagogy itself, facilitating the development of digital literacy alongside
traditional academic subjects (Ertmer & Ottenbreit-Leftwich, 2013). This widespread
digital integration in European curricula could be a byproduct of both sociocultural
attitudes towards technology and education policies that actively promote digital
readiness as a core student competency. These regions’ educational infrastructure
and public policy typically support continuous investment in technological resources
and training, ensuring the cultivation and alignment of digital competencies with
evolving labor market demands. Although Thailand has demonstrated a committed
effort to incorporate digital education throughout its learning processes, disparities
in technological infrastructure, access, and resource allocation could present
hurdles. The pace at which digital integration occurs may not be consistent across
various educational institutions or geographic areas within the country. This uneven
progress, combined with cultural and socioeconomic factors, may influence the
varying degrees of emphasis placed on digital skills by Thai students. As Thailand
and similar Asian regions press forward with educational reforms aimed at reinforcing
digital literacy, further investigation into the precise factors influencing the adoption
and valuation of digital competencies will be invaluable. Such research may inform
targeted interventions that facilitate the advancement of digital learning, ensuring that
all students, irrespective of their geographical location, have equitable opportunities
to develop critical 21%-century skills.

Hypothesis 3 presents a scenario where the observed discrepancies between
the Asian and European regions are minimal, hinting at an emergent global
convergence in attitudes towards adopting and integrating digital technologies within
educational spheres. This subtle difference underscores a collective recognition
across diverse geographies of the instrumental role that digital technologies play
in augmenting study-life balance. This understanding is becoming increasingly
ubiquitous as societies worldwide navigate the complexities of the digital age. The
trend towards a more unified perspective on digital education aligns with the forces of
rapid globalization, which have been extensively reshaping educational paradigms.
The influence of global connectivity means that regional boundaries no longer
confine educational practices, resources, and philosophies. This has fostered a more
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standardized approach to incorporating digital tools and platforms into learning
environments. Recent historical developments, most notably the COVID-19 pandemic,
have precipitated an unprecedented acceleration of this trend. The pandemic acted
as a catalyst, compelling educational institutions worldwide to rapidly adopt online
learning modalities (Crick, 2020). This abrupt shift highlighted the viability of digital
education and essentially democratized access to it, dismantling many pre-existing
regional disparities in digital readiness and exposure.

The findings regarding Hypothesis 4 reveal a convergence in perspectives
between the two examined regions, underscoring a universal acknowledgment of the
importance of study-life balance as a key factor influencing the decision to pursue
continuing education. This shared recognition transcends cultural and geographical
boundaries, reflecting a global shift in educational values. The availability and
accessibility of flexible online courses and sophisticated digital platforms have been
instrumental in this shift. These innovations in the educational space provide learners
with the autonomy to tailor their academic pursuits in concert with their personal lives.
Such flexibility is particularly appealing to a diverse student population that includes
working professionals, parents, and those with various other commitments outside of
the academic sphere (Selwyn, 2016).

The research emphasizes the cultural distinctiveness of memory in Asian
educational methods (exemplified by Thailand), where the traditional focus has been on
rote learning. This contrasts with Western traditions (Bulgaria), where critical thinking
and analytical abilities were more important, even before the broad use of digitalization.
Although digital teaching methods have been included in education in Thailand, the
traditional emphasis on memorizing remains deeply ingrained (Al-khresheh, 2024;
Wilang, 2024). From the other spectrum, Bulgarian educational practices have always
emphasized the need for critical thinking, which is further reinforced by a research-
focused approach (Basaran et al., 2024; Guo et al., 2020). The study acknowledges
the necessity of further investigating the impact of digital technologies on cultural
practices, specifically in Thailand, where it is essential to strike a balance between
the traditional emphasis on memorizing and the increasing need for critical thinking in
education. The contrast with Bulgaria highlights the wider significance of these distinct
educational ideologies in adjusting to contemporary educational requirements.

Students, irrespective of their location, now have the opportunity to engage
with learning at a pace and schedule that aligns with their individual needs. This
more fluid and customizable approach to education offers a pathway to achieving
a balance that was traditionally elusive, particularly in rigid, time- and place-bound
educational models. The trends indicate that such balance is not a mere convenience
but a substantial attribute that can enhance educational engagement and success.
Educational providers and policymakers must prioritize supporting digital platforms
and online learning structures, as learners worldwide increasingly value the
seamless integration of education into daily life. By enriching the possibilities for
study-life balance, the global education landscape can evolve to not only meet the
diverse needs of students, but also promote their holistic well-being and long-term
academic gratification.
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Conclusion

The investigation into student perceptions across Asian and European educational
intentions reveals both common ground and divergences in the role of competencies
affecting study-life balance. These variations may be deeply entrenched in the distinct
historical contexts, cultural values, and pedagogical traditions that characterize each
region. While Asian educational systems have traditionally emphasized rote learning,
European pedagogy has leaned toward a more holistic approach, cultivating a range
of competencies. However, as global education increasingly leans towards digital and
online applications, we are witnessing a harmonization of perspectives regarding the
integration of competencies and technology in education. This digital transformation
has the potential to bridge long-standing divides, providing a universally accessible
platform where diverse educational philosophies can converge and prosper.
Nevertheless, it is crucial to acknowledge that regional characteristics will continue
to be significant in shaping the specific aspects of educational experiences. These
indigenous characteristics are not simply relics of the past, but active, living elements
that define the identity of educational systems and influence how learners and
educators perceive and engage with the concept of a balanced educational journey
in a digital world.

This study’s notable limitation is the disproportionate representation of Year 1
students among the survey respondents. As newly admitted students, they may
possess a limited understanding of study-life balance, potentially influencing the
validity of the findings. This concern is particularly relevant in Hypothesis 3, which
required participants to evaluate their professors’ research activities—a task that
may be challenging for first-year students with limited exposure. We conducted
data collection during the second semester to mitigate potential bias, ensuring that
all participants had spent at least six months on campus before completing the
questionnaire. However, future research should consider excluding first-year students
from similar studies, as their limited experience may affect the data quality. Instead,
graduate students who have accumulated substantial academic experience over
2-6 years should constitute the primary respondent group, as they are more likely to
provide more informed responses. The use of closed-ended questionnaires presented
a further limitation, though it did not significantly affect the overall outcomes, as the
extensive examination and presentation of the variables in Tables 1-7 ensured the
reliability of the findings. Further studies should take into account the use of open-
ended questions as a means to supplement the quantitative data.
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