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Introduction 

The COMPETE project will help graduates to develop soft skills and key competences that will enhance 

their employability, socio-educational and personal development. The development of soft skills 

should help them to find work and to be active in social life. To reach this objective, a serious game 

will be developed that will train graduates and young people at risk of unemployment to acquire soft 

skills. Games have proven to be valuable in education: they can give immediate feedback, offer 

opportunities to experience failure in a controlled environment and have a high learner engagement. 

In COMPETE teachers and trainers will play a key role in implementing the game within the learning 

process.  

In the first phase of COMPETE a combination of desk research, interviews and surveys has been done 

to detect which soft skills are most requested by the labour market and to detect for which soft skills 

the skills gap is the biggest. The objective of this working paper is to give the necessary input for the 

following phase in the project namely the development of the serious game. 

The definition of soft skills for this working paper is taken from Haselberger and other authors within 

the ModEs project (2012, 67): ‘Soft skills represent a dynamic combination of cognitive and meta-

cognitive skills, interpersonal, intellectual and practical skills. Soft skills help people to adapt and 

behave positively so that they can deal effectively with the challenges of their professional and 

everyday life.’ 



1. Desk research
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1. Desk research 

The severity of youth unemployment across the EU and the world, has led to more attention for the 

need for high quality and relevant skills development. There is a growing awareness that soft skills are 

critical to young people’s success in the workplace and life in general. One of the EU 2020 Strategy 

goals is to increase the employment rate of recent graduates. A possible solution to reach the 

threshold of 82% employment rate is to reduce the gap in the soft skills of recent graduates. The rapidly 

changing labour market needs other skills than traditional hard skills. Many employers report skills 

gaps and mismatches. 

Which are the soft skills needed according to EU and international institutions? 

Several reports on the international and EU level have documented changes in the future of jobs and 

skills. A desk research has been performed to investigate research at EU and international level 

concerning skill gaps and soft skills. Various reports were consulted: 

• McKinsey & Company  

o Education to employment: Getting Europe’s youth into work (2014) 

o Skill shift: Automation and the future of the workforce (2018) 

• IPOL - Labour market shortages in the European union (2015) 

• Rapport World Economic Forum: The Future of Jobs (2015) 

• ManpowerGroup  

o The talent shortage continues (2014)  

o Humans wanted: Robots need you (2019) 

• Syntra Flanders: Future competences in 300 pioneering companies 

 

Results 

The most important findings of each international report in relation to skill gaps, mismatches and soft 

skills are summarized below. 

McKinsey & Company  

McKinsey & Company surveyed companies all over the world such as companies in Turkey, India, Brazil, 

Germany and the United Kingdom. 

Education to employment: Getting Europe’s youth into work (2014) 

In general, 33% of employers believe that a lack of skills causes significant problems or is detrimental 

to business. The skills gaps cause the most problems in countries with the highest youth 

unemployment such as Greece and Italy. 

The report concluded that education providers, employers and young people operate in “parallel 

universes”. Education providers were more often confident that their graduates were prepared for 

work (74%), compared with the youth themselves (38%) and the employers (35%). A third of educators 

surveyed could not estimate the percentage of graduates who found a job after graduating. The ones 

who did offer a guess, got it wrong and were often more optimistic than the reality reported by the 

young people. Helping students to find employment is not the highest priority for educators. However, 

many providers did assist students with employment-rated support, two-thirds said they offered such 

services. Students often were not aware of these services. The report suggests that educators could 

pay more attention to employment, since it is often an important reason for students to pursue 
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education. If students start to doubt the value of their education, it can translate into disengagement 

and discouragement. In the long term, it might have an intellectual and economic impact if young 

people will no longer be encouraged to invest financially in their studies. Only half of the youth 

believed that their post-secondary studies improved their employment opportunities. 

Employers were asked to rate the importance of skills and to rate the youths’ competence in each skill. 

The difference between the measurement of importance and competence was calculated and used as 

an indicator of the skills gap. The top three soft skills with the greatest skills gap were problem-solving 

and analysis, work ethic and spoken communication. The highest skills gaps were in the service 

(tertiary) sector and in the public service. Nearly four in ten employers reported that one of the reasons 

for the vacancies they had was a lack of the rights skills in new graduates. The skills gaps were less 

present in primary industries such as agriculture and mining or manufacturing. Two reasons for the 

skills gap were outlined. First, students are not building the qualifications that employers need. Second, 

educators and employers are not communicating with each other.  

In general, employers across every country and every sector believed that not nearly enough young 

people show basic “soft” skills such as good work ethic, teamwork and interpersonal skills, although 

they are needed on the work floor.  

Companies can have different strategies to deal with the soft skills gap, such as providing upskilling 

themselves. Especially small businesses (with less than 20 employees) did not address the skills gap 

but were considered “disengaged”. However, those small businesses are considered the backbone of 

Europe’s employment provision and are even the most important in countries with the highest 

unemployment. 

Skill shift: Automation and the future of the workforce (2018) 

Skills are shifting 

Automation and artificial intelligence are changing the kind of workers needed by companies. Not only 

technological skills (e.g. basic digital skills and programming) but also social and emotional skills such 

as leadership and managing others are gaining in importance. The demand for some higher cognitive 

skills, especially creativity, will rise sharply. More basic cognitive skills and physical and manual skills 

will be less in demand because of automation and artificial intelligence.  

In Europe, it is expected that the demand for physical and manual skills will decline by 16 percent 

between 2016 and 2030. In certain countries, such as Spain and Italy, physical and manual skills will 

remain the most significant skill set in 2030, even though it will decline. Also in some sectors, such as 

healthcare, the need for motor skills will increase because of an aging population that drives a demand 

for nursing, doctor and physical therapy activities. In Western Europe, an increase of 22% in hours 

worked in 2030 using social and emotional skills is expected compared to 2016. In addition, an increase 

in 7% of hours worked in higher cognitive skills and a 52% increase in technological skills. 
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In addition, companies have to make some organization changes in order to stay competitive. A survey 

of 3000 business leaders in seven countries emphasized the importance of continuous learning for 

workers and a shift to more cross-functional and team-based work. Those organizational changes will 

also have to be accompanied by the appropriate skills in workers. 

Higher cognitive skills will increase in need, for example, critical thinking and decision making, project 

management, complex information processing and interpretation, creativity, and advanced literacy 

and writing. The social and emotional skills that will increase most in need were leadership and 

managing others, teaching and training others and adaptability and continuous learning. Other social 

and emotional skills that will increase in need are advanced communication and negotiation skills, 

interpersonal skills and empathy, entrepreneurship, and initiative-taking. 

Skills mismatch 

Today there is already a growing body of evidence that suggests a mismatch between the skills present 

in workers and the skills employers are looking for. There is a mismatch between the skills and the 

educational credential of individuals, compared with what companies need. In the European Union, 

more than 20 percent of workers receive either more or less formal education than is required for their 

job. In addition, there is a mismatch in the skills of the workers in their current jobs. In a survey in 2015, 

37 percent reported that their current jobs did nog fully use their skills. In parallel, many employers 

face recruitment problems due to skill shortages. According to academic research, these skill 

mismatches are partly due to the changing labor market, with the growth of sectors that require more 

postsecondary education. 

IPOL – Labour market shortages in the EU 

In the IPOL study of the European Parliament, a comprehensive overview of labour shortages in the 

European Union is given. A labour shortage is defined as a situation in which labour demand exceeds 

labour supply. In the report, a distinction is made between quantitative and qualitative labour 

NOTE: Westem Europe: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, 
and the United Kingdom. Numbers may not sum due to rounding.  
SOURCE: Mckinsey Global Institute workforce skills model; McKinsey Global Institute analysis  
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shortages. A quantitative shortage means that there is a lack of workers in the labour market. In the 

case of a qualitative shortage, there are enough workers available, but still a large share of vacancies 

remain unfilled and the unemployment rate will be higher. The cause of a qualitative shortage is often 

a skill mismatch. Skill mismatch can exist because graduates do not possess the necessary skills for the 

open vacancies, or because skill requirements have changed over time or because job requirements 

by employers do not fit with the competences of jobseekers. Importantly, labour shortages are always 

relative to the terms offered (e.g. wage levels and working conditions), for example, wage levels might 

be the reason why job seekers do not opt for a job which could reduce the shortage. 

The report indicates that there is no evidence of quantitative shortage at the EU-28 level. But there 

are specific qualitative shortages across the Member States. Two in five companies claim to have 

difficulties recruiting people with the skills needed to fill their vacancies and workers have difficulties 

with finding a job that matches their qualification level. Some occupational groups experience 

shortages throughout Europe, such as metal, machinery, science and engineering, and ICT 

professionals. 

In conclusion, qualitative shortages, especially relating to skills shortages and mismatch, are more 

common than quantitative shortages in the EU.  

Rapport World Economic Forum: The future of jobs 

The report of the World Economic Forum is based on an extensive survey of chief human resource 

officers and other executives of leading global employers. A total of 371 individual companies 

responded over the first half of 2015.  

The world economic forum reports how demographic, socio-economic and technological factors have 

an influence on business models and employee skills. Especially the impact of mobile internet, cloud 

technology, processing power, and big data is already felt on employee skills. 

The report anticipates a dramatic shift in skills requirements. The rapid change in society, sometimes 

called ‘the fourth industrial revolution’, requires an adaptation of our education system. For example, 

it has been estimated that nearly 50% of subject knowledge acquired during the first year of a four-

year technical degree is outdated by the time the students graduate1. Many young people feel that 

formal education has its limits and fails to keep pace with the working world. 

Respondents expect that complex problem-solving will be one of the core skills required in more than 

one third (36%) of all jobs across all industries. Especially among industries such as Professional 

Services, Information and Communication Technology. Furthermore, social skills (e.g. persuasion, 

emotional intelligence and training others) will be demanded more than narrow technical skills. Part 

of the core skills demanded will be content skills, cognitive abilities (eg. Creativity) and process skills 

(such as active listening).  

A new demand for creative and interpersonal skills in formerly technical occupations is expected. For 

example, healthcare practitioners have to be able to translate and communicate effectively data from 

technological innovations for diagnosis to patients. In conclusion, the participants in the report of the 

world economic forum expect that cognitive abilities such as creativity and problem solving will be an 

important part of the core skill set.  They expect that cognitive abilities and system skills will increase 

most in demand in all industries.  
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ManpowerGroup 

The talent shortage continues 

In 2019, ManpowerGroup found that 54% of companies reported talent shortages, which is the highest 

level ever measured. Ten years earlier in 2009, it was 30% who reported talent shortages. 

ManpowerGroup speaks about the need for Skill Revolution as skill needs and job role change faster 

than ever. According to their study, automation is rather creating jobs than the opposite. In addition, 

organizations that are automating are creating the most jobs.  Automation is changing the skills needed 

from workers. One of the skills that would increase in demand are digital skills. The report states that 

there is a mismatch between the education and experience employers require versus what exists today 

in potential employees. Growth and change in manufacturing and production make human skills in 

workers more important such as advanced communication, negotiation, leadership, management and 

adaptability (McKinsey & Company, 2018). For example, 65% of companies planning to increase 

headcount in IT role say communication is the most valued soft skill. 

Although the demand for technological and digital skills is growing, employers place increasing value 

on soft skills since automation and machines prove better at routine tasks. They concluded that in an 

increasingly technology-enabled world, people are in demand. 

Humans wanted: Robots need you (2019) 

ManpowerGroup recently published the fourth report on skills revolution. They questioned 19’000 

employers in 44 countries about the impact of automation on job growth and the type of skills they 

are looking for. 

The reports state that the idea that robots replace humans is not the real issue, but robots are added 

to the workforce just as humans. Their research shows that most employers (87%) plan to increase or 

maintain the same amount of workers as a result of automation. However, those workers will have to 

perform new and complementary roles to those done by machines that require different skills. 

Especially companies who invest in automation will increase their workforce. Robots are helping to 

boost productivity and companies who fail to invest, risk missing out on creating wealth and jobs.  

The skills needed in workers changes due to automation. The demand for IT skills is growing 

significantly. Currently, there is a mismatch between education and experience expected by employers 

and what exists. Furthermore, there will be growth in demand for customer-facing, engineering and 

management roles, all of which require human skills such as advanced communication, negotiation, 

leadership and adaptability. Employers place more importance on human skills, but according to 43% 

those soft skills are harder to teach.  

Another tendency is that more companies (84%) are planning to upskill their workforce by 2020, in 

2018 this was 54%. This trend is linked with talent shortages. According to the report by 2022, over 

half of employees will require reskilling and upskilling. Thus, companies need to promote a culture of 

lifelong learning.  

Syntra Flanders: Future competences in pioneering companies 

With the support of the European Social Funds (ESF) and the Flemish government, eleven focus studies 

were done to delineate future competence needs of companies linked with the impact of digitization, 

automation, and other trends. Almost 300 companies were questioned about their future 

expectations, the companies included Flemish branches of multinationals, but also SMEs and startups. 



Output 1: Research on soft skills for employability 

COMPETE! COMPetences for Effective labour markeT Entry! 2019-1-IT02-KA203-062350  
 

10 

Based on their analysis, eleven key competences were outline who will become (even) more important 

for all entrepreneurs and their colleagues in all investigated sectors (e.g. insurance, food industry, 

energy, building, logistics).  

The first competence was interdisciplinary teamwork, the capacity to work together with colleagues 

and partners from another (educational) background, another culture or who speak different 

languages. This also included being able to invest time to come to agreements. The second 

competence was financial literacy and financial insights since for example technology driven 

innovation causes changes in the way companies provide products and/or services. The third 

competence was capacity to learn : because jobs evolve faster, this competency becomes crucial. 

Furthermore, because of automation, people will get new responsibilities. The fourth was the capacity 

to plan and organize: since projects become more complex and more task will be delegated to the 

teams. The fifth was complex problem solving, for example being able to filter valuable information 

out of a data-overload, to manage the extra responsibilities, to work and create without standards. 

Other competences mentioned were commercial skills and customer care (especially for the more 

technical profiles), being able to take responsibility, being able to use digital tools and artificial 

intelligence, being able to adapt (e.g. mental flexibility of employees to switch between different 

contexts and tasks), innovation and the capacity to coach and give bottom-up leadership. 

Conclusion 

Many international and European reports have signalled that the skills needed in the work floor are 

changing dramatically. The importance of soft skills increases in the future European work floor. The 

evolution of automation makes human skills even more important than before. Soft skills often 

mentioned in the reports are complex problem solving, advanced communication, creativity, teaching 

and training of others, continuous learning, negotiation, leadership, interpersonal skills, and 

adaptability. In addition, the organisation of the future work floor will look different and will depend 

more on team-based and interdisciplinary work, making soft skills such as teamwork, communication, 

and negotiation more important. For companies is difficult to address the skill gap in soft skills, since 

they are considered harder to teach and small companies often lack resources to upskill their 

employees. 

Building the COMPETE soft skill framework 

A literature search was performed about soft skills to create a new framework that could be used as 

starting point to interview and survey the labour market and (graduate) students. Three soft skills 

frameworks were compared with each other. 

1. eLene4Work soft skills framework 

The eLene4Work Erasmus+ project developed MOOC’s (Massive online courses) and OER (Open 

Educational Resources) to give students the opportunity to identify their own gaps in soft skills and to 

improve their soft skills. For this purpose they developed a very extensive self-assessment 

questionnaire for students to detect which soft skills they lack most.  

The soft skill framework used in eLene4Work has been based on several classification of soft skills, 

such as “life skills” (WHO, 1993) and “key competences for lifelong learning” (UE, 2006). The 

framework classifies 15 soft skills in four categories: social skills, personal skills, methodological skills 

and digital skills. We built further on the framework used in eLene4Work and the questions used in 

their survey. 



Output 1: Research on soft skills for employability 

COMPETE! COMPetences for Effective labour markeT Entry! 2019-1-IT02-KA203-062350  
 

11 

2. The competence model used by UNIR  

The framework developed by UNIR integrates competences from three different competency models: 

the DigComp 2.0 Framework from the EU; the model of the World Economic Forum (2020); and the 

Top 5 LinkedIn skill report (2019). In addition, they have incorporated the digital approach across all 

the competences. 

The model consists of 10 soft skills: complex problem solving, information management, creativity, 

teamwork, communication, emotional intelligence, adaptability, project management, negotiation 

and customer orientation. 

3. MODES’ soft skill framework 

In the European project MODES they worked together with corporate representatives and university 

lectures to identify soft skills. In total 22 soft skills were identified: communication, customer/user 

orientation, teamwork, learning skills, creativity/innovation, decision making, analysis skills, 

management skills, adaptability to change, leadership, commitment/identification with the 

organization, results orientation, continuous improvement, negotiation, professional ethics, tolerance 

to stress, self-awareness, life balance, conflict management, cultural adaptability, contact network, 

research and information management skills. This list was validated by 246 companies and 35 expert 

from different countries.  

Based on the validation research, 18 soft skills were withhold that could be classified in three clusters: 

social skills, methodological skills and personal skills.  
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Comparison between the soft skills frameworks  

eLene4work UNIR key competence model MODES COMPETE 

SOCIAL 

• Communication 

• Teamwork 

• Conflict management 

• Negotiation 

• Team work 

• Communication 

• Negotiation 

• Customer orientation 

SOCIAL 

• Teamwork 

• Communication 

• Contact network 

• Conflict management 

• Negotiation 

• Customer/user orientation 

SOCIAL (5) 

• Team work 

• Communication 

• Negotiation 

• Customer orientation 

• Contact network 

PERSONAL 

• Leadership 

• Self-evaluation 

• Adaptability and flexibility 

• Emotional intelligence 

• Adaptability 

PERSONAL 

• Tolerance to stress 

• Life balance 

• Leadership 

• Adaptability to changes  

• Culture adaptability 

PERSONAL (6) 

• Emotional intelligence 

• Adaptability 

• Tolerance to stress 

• Life balance 

• Leadership 

• Culture adaptability 

METHODOLOGICAL 

• Learning to learn 

• Analytical skills 

• Creativity and innovation 

• Problem solving 

• Creativity 

• Complex problem solving 

• Information 
management 

• Project management 

METHODOLOGICAL 

• Creativity and innovation 

• Learning skills 

• Analysis skills 

• Decision making 

• Continuous improvement 

• Result orientation  

• Management skills 

METHODOLOGICAL (6) 

• Creativity 

• Complex problem solving 

• Learning skills 

• Project management 

• Continuous improvement 

• Result orientation  

DIGITAL 

• Information & data processing 

• Communication 

• Content creation 

• Problem solving 

  DIGITAL (3) 

• Digital information management 

• Digital communication 

• Digital content creation 
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Building the framework used in COMPETE 

The soft skill framework for COMPETE has been developed to investigate which soft skills are most 

requested to enter the labour market in a successful way. The framework provided the basis for our 

research to get insights in the importance attached to soft skills by employers and students, and an 

evaluation of the abilities of graduates by employers and graduates. For this purpose, we decided to 

use a rather extensive framework. Clearly, we could not decide in advance which soft skills to include, 

since that would be based on our own appraisal of the importance of those skills without validating it. 

To build the COMPETE framework, we started from the four categories as outlined in the eLene4work 

taxonomy, the most extended framework. All soft skills that were mentioned in minimally two of the 

three frameworks were included. For each remaining soft skill, we assessed if it was already 

represented by another soft skill or if it should be included in the taxonomy as well. To avoid confusion 

with the other soft skills, the prefix digital was added for each digital soft skill. The final framework of 

COMPETE exists of twenty soft skills. 

The twenty soft skills of the COMPETE framework 

The definitions of the soft skills were based on the definitions written by UNIR, MODES and 

eLene4Work. Examples of skills were based on the self-assessment test in Elene4Work, the learning 

outcomes formulated in MODES (Appendix B), or were self-created. 

Social soft skills 

Team work 

The ability to work collaboratively with others to achieve collective goals. 

Examples: 

- I encourage quiet group members to contribute 

- I introduce new ideas to groups in which I work 

- I am willing to compromise my own view to obtain a group consensus 

Communication 

The ability to transmit ideas, information and  opinions clearly and convincingly both verbally and in 

writing, while listening and being receptive to the proposals of others. 

Examples: 

- I can communicate transparently, stating clearly, what I want to express.  

- I tailor my message to suit the person(s) I am talking too 

- When talking to people, I pay attention to their body language 

Negotiation 

The ability to forge satisfactory agreements for all parties involved.  

Examples: 

- I'll do things so that both of us can get what we want from the negotiation. 

- I'll make sure that both of our needs are understood so that both of us can come out on top. 

- I'll try to see things from the other person's viewpoint and be considerate of their needs. 
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Customer orientation 

The ability to identify, understand and satisfy efficiently the needs of both the existing and potential 

customers.  

Examples: 

- I involve customers in developing realistic objectives or time frames 

- I ask questions to identify customers’ needs and/or expectations 

Contact network 

The ability to develop, maintain and foster contacts both at an internal and external level with the aim 

of reaching the best results for the organization while watching over its image. 

Examples: 

- I am confident how to start a conversation with the purpose of developing a network 

- I can build new relationships with external organisations 

Personal soft skills 

Emotional intelligence 

The capacity to respond to one's and others’ emotions in order to handle interpersonal relationships 

with empathy and fairness. 

Examples: 

- I am good in reading other people’s emotional state 

- I can recognize how my feelings affect my performance  

- I am attentive to emotional cues and am a good listener  

Adaptability 

The ability to demonstrate cognitive versatility, tolerance to ambiguity, and openness to change. 

Examples: 

- I am willing to question old habits and innovate in managing life's demands 

- I challenge traditional assumptions about how things are done, experimenting to make things 

better whenever possible.  

- I look for opportunities to encourage others to learn new ways of doing things. 

Tolerance to stress 

The ability to show endurance in complicated or stressful situations, and when facing barriers in the 

way, workloads or a pace of working different from usual while maintaining the same quality level in 

the tasks accomplished.  

Examples: 

- I can detect the symptoms of chronic stress overload 

- I can employ techniques to help manage stress 

Life balance 

The ability to manage successfully the frequent conflicts between life and work, personal and 

corporative goals, and between personal and corporative values.  
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Examples: 

- I can establish a balance in time sharing between different personally meaningful life aspects 

- I can improve workload management with techniques and approaches 

- I can identify difficulties facing an effective reconciliation of work and family life 

Leadership 

The ability to motivate and guide others to get them to contribute effectively and adequately to the 

attainment of the objectives. 

Examples: 

- I have a vision for where I am headed. 

- I know that different situations require different leadership styles 

- I can describe important qualities and behaviours of effective leaders 

Culture adaptability 

The ability to carry out managerial and entrepreneurial processes in multicultural environments.  

Examples: 

- I am sensitive to the cultural context in which encounters take place 

- I have respect for value-systems different than my own values  

- I a interpret verbal cues in the context of the other’s culture 

- I enjoy cross-cultural work exchanges 

Methodological soft skills 

Creativity 

Creativity is the ability to discover new opportunities and solutions by looking beyond current ideas.  

Examples: 

- I can extend a novel or unique idea, question, format, or product to create new knowledge. 

- I can transform ideas or solutions into entirely new forms 

- I can respond creatively to problems and opportunities 

Complex problem solving 

The ability to solve novel, ill-defined problems in complex and real-world settings. 

Examples: 

- I can identify and analyse problems in difficult situations and make a justifiable evaluation. 

- When gathering information about an issue, I explore solutions that have worked elsewhere 

in the past. 

- I always look for the causes of problems, so that I can understand what's really going on. 

Learning skills 

The ability to provide a self-assessment of the necessities of knowledge (theoretical or practical) and 

take measures to acquire and implement this knowledge, while maintaining a flexible and open 

attitude towards learning throughout the professional life.  
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Examples: 

- I seek advice, information and support when appropriate 

- I know and understand my preferred learning strategies 

- I identify my learning needs and plan actions to fulfil them 

Project management skills 

The ability to plan, implement, and measure projects in a timely and efficient manner. 

Examples: 

- I can evaluate performance of self and others as team members 

- I can apply project management tools, techniques 

- I can manage time and financial resources effectively 

- I can develop a project management system (GANTT, PERT or CPM) 

Continuous improvement 

The ability to perform the activities, duties and responsibilities inherent to the job under quality 

standards and look for the continuous improvement by proposing the adaptation and modernization 

of the process and techniques in use. 

Examples: 

- I can measure the results of improvement against the expected performance indicators.  

- I can set goals, indicators and objectives. 

- I can determine the tasks required to achieve the improvement goals identified 

Result orientation 

The ability to make the organizational efforts profitable while having always in mind the goals pursued. 

It involves optimizing time management, prioritizing the future activities and using tools or techniques 

that make easier to develop them 

Examples: 

- I utilize tools to ensure projects remain on target 

- I maintain team work particularly on the work involving interdependencies 

- I utilize measures to assess goal attainment and outcome achievement 

Digital soft skills 

Digital information management 

The ability to identify and effectively process information relevant to one’s job. 

Examples: 

- I adapt search strategies to a specific search engine, application or device 

- I compare, contrast, and integrate information from different sources 

- I search for words that limit the number of hits 
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Digital communication 

The ability to convey convincing and impacting messages to different audiences in diverse situations 

using digital media. 

Examples: 

- I edit information to communicate it through email, presentation in slides, post in social 

networks, blog 

- I can work at a distance with others 

- I share contents and information using social networks and collaborative platforms (e.g. 

Google Drive, Dropbox etc.) to collect feedbacks 

Digital content creation 

The ability to create and edit new content (from word processing to images and video); integrate and 

re-elaborate previous knowledge and content; produce creative expressions, media outputs and 

programming; deal with and apply intellectual property rights and licences. 

Examples: 

- I am able to judge which software/application fits better the particular type of content I want 

to create 

- I try to always explore new ways and original formats for content creation 

- I am able to create visual representations of knowledge (e.g. diagrams, infographics) using 

digital media 



2. Interviews with the 
labour market



Output 1: Research on soft skills for employability 

 

COMPETE! COMPetences for Effective labour markeT Entry! 2019-1-IT02-KA203-062350 

 
19 

2. Interviews with the labour market 

To be able to answer which soft skills are most requested by the labour market today, interviews were 

done with people from the labour market who have insights about the needs of soft skills in graduates 

in their companies or organizations (e.g. HRM-recruiters, directors, managers). Interviews were done 

face-to-face or by phone. The interviews were semi-structured. The same interview guide was used in 

all partner countries. 

Each partner got a target number of organisations to interview and had to keep in mind a gender 

balance and a balance in types of companies (e.g. profit, non-profit, state-owned). 

Results 

In total, we performed 69 interviews with participants from Belgium, Italy, Spain, Greece and Lithuania. 

Participants worked most often as manager, HRM (Human Resource Manager) or director. Also 

entrepreneurs, coordinators and trainers were questioned. Approximately an equal amount of 

participants worked in a profit as in the non-profit sector. Around six persons worked in a cooperative 

organisations. Furthermore, we strived for a gender balance and interviewed 35 women and 34 men. 

The organisations questioned were deliberately very diverse, including for example the education 

sector, technology companies, consultancy companies, insurance company, social organisations, 

energy companies, the food industry and a psychiatric hospital. The companies ranged from start-up 

companies, scale-up companies to multinational organisations. 

Definition of soft skills 

Participants were asked to describe soft skills in their own words. Only three respondents had never 

heard of the term “soft skills”, of which two persons were working as HRM. Most respondents were 

able to give a definition of soft skills. 

 Some common features used to define soft skills were: 

• Skills who are fundamental in a professional context 

Soft skills were most often defined as being fundamental in a work context. Twenty-three 

respondents made references to work performance, career path or professional life. Several 

quotes illustrated the high importance attached to soft skills, as illustrated by one participant who 

described soft skills as: 

“The cornerstones on which to build your professionalism”  
(male, 50 yr, manager) 

Soft skills were frequently described as being fundamental for success at work and professional 

development.  

“You can be a genius, but of no use for us if you do not have these soft skills, if 

you do not fit with the rest of the team, etc.” (male, 45 yr, manager) 

A few participants also accentuated that soft skills are not specific for a certain workplace. 

Respondents added that soft skills help people to adapt themselves to different contexts. As 

illustrated by this definition: 

“Soft skills are skills to be capable to behave according to the context.”  

(female, 42 yr, CEO) 



Output 1: Research on soft skills for employability 

 

COMPETE! COMPetences for Effective labour markeT Entry! 2019-1-IT02-KA203-062350 

 
20 

In a lesser extent, respondents added that soft skills are not only important for the professional 

life but also for the personal life, or they mentioned the importance for all aspects of life. 

• Skills that are related to personality 

Sixteen participants defined soft skills as being personal skills or traits. This view was related with 

the idea that soft skills are partly innate and belong to a person’s character, what makes them 

more difficult to develop. However, most of those participants mentioned that they can be further 

developed through experience rather than through formal education. 

• Soft skills are important for interpersonal relationships   

Eighteen participants mentioned the importance of the interpersonal dimension of soft skills. Soft 

skills were considered important in relationships with other colleagues and bosses and crucial to 

be able to work together with others. 

Whatever you need in a company to live in harmony with others, integrate and 

reconcile working life with personal life. (female, 34 yr, director) 

• Skills who differ from hard skills or mere knowledge 

Thirteen participants defined soft skills as being different from mere technical knowledge or the 

so called hard skills.  

Soft skills represent the opposite side of technical and specialist skills.  

(female, 34 yr, director) 

In times of digitalisation and machine learning, soft skills are those skills 

with which “humans can still demonstrate they are more intelligent and 

competent than robots”. (male, 35 yr, trainer) 

• Skills who are not taught at school but acquire life-long learning 

Participants also shared their ideas about how soft skills can be developed. One of the ways most 

mentioned to develop soft skills is through experience and internships. 

Skills which cannot be developed simply through study but belong to each 

person's character and / or can be strengthened through experiential paths. 

 (female, 52 yr, training coordinator) 

Several participants stressed that soft skills develop throughout life. This vision was related to the 

idea that all people will have some basic level of soft skills, that can be further developed. A few 

participants defined soft skills explicitly as the skills not being taught in school. According to some 

participants, universities should take responsibility for training soft skills. Other participants 

thought it was rather the responsibility of the employers to train and focus on soft skills, since 

“education and the labour market will always be different worlds”. While others defined soft skills 

in such a way that they are personal skills that by default cannot be taught.  

Soft skills are those capacities people don’t learn during their studies.  

(female, 43 yr, head of HRM) 

Conclusion 

In general, most participants were able to give a definition of soft skills. Despite the variation in 

responses, participants generally agreed on the importance of soft skills for professional life and 

personal life. They were often seen as fundamental for work performance. Soft skills were described 

by their difference with hard skills. Participants differed in their view on whether or not soft skills were 
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trainable or rather a stable personality trait. Furthermore, views differed on who has the responsibility 

to train soft skills: education sector, graduates themselves or companies. 

Soft skills gap 

Most participants agreed with the existence of a gap between the soft skills of graduates and the 

expectations of the labour market. For example, a description by a 50-year-old female CEO: 

The gap between the expectations of a new employee and their soft skills is huge. They 

don't know anything about labour market, they haven't cultivated any soft skills, they 

are full of just knowledge and no idea of what is going on in the labour market. They 

can't express themselves in a clear way, they don't know how to write a professional 

email, they can't  be in another person's situation, and therefore, they can't find the 

way to talk and achieve what they want. 

Other participants nuanced this view of a “huge” soft skill gap. A few participants mentioned that the 

soft skill gap is not exclusively a problem for young graduates: 

However, I also observe gaps here among people in their 40s and 50s.  

(male, 45 yr, manager) 

Furthermore, seven participants commented that it is not possible to speak about a general soft skill 

gap, since it depends a lot of the employee and the study field, “In some cases, the gap is bigger; in 

some other cases, it is smaller.” (female, 38, trainer) Six participants argued that the graduates lack 

experience in practice, such as internships in companies: 

It is not that graduates do not have certain set of skills, but rather lack of experience 

applying those skills. (female, 29, project manager) 

For some soft skills it was found inevitable to have a gap because of age, such as for leadership and 

stress tolerance.  

And finally, several participants argued that there will always be a period of adaptation when starting 

in a work context.  

One should keep in mind that there is always a period of adaptation – no matter 

whether it is a senior or junior joining a company. (female, 36 yr, co-entrepreneur) 

There is a soft skills gap but this gap has always been there. The gap did not increase. 

There is a difference in the skills after you graduate and the skills the company expects. 

(male, 46 yr, HR-manager) 

Soft skills lacking in graduates 

When asked to describe which soft skills students lack, a wide variety of responses were given. Most 

often (by 24 participants) communication with others was mentioned as lacking in graduates. 

Examples were not being able to explain short and concise, not being able to transmit ideas, 

information and opinions. 

Communication was followed by adaptability (14 participants), customer orientation (13 

participants), problem solving (12 participants) and teamwork (11 references). 

Adaptability was seen as not being able to adapt themselves to the company, not being open to try 

other activities than the ones they feel already confident in and having difficulties to transfer theory 

into practice. 
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Customer orientation was mostly defined as being sensitive to and understanding customer needs. 

One participant broadly described the complexity of having a customer orientation and the link with 

other soft skills such as emotional intelligence: 

They have to manage frustration – their frustration and that of our clients. For this they 

need to be able first of all to understand the frustration (on the client’s side) and where 

it is coming from, they have to be able to listen, put themselves in the shoes of the 

client and react with empathy without creating false attentions.  At the same time they 

also need to be able to set limits. This is not something you learn at university.  

(male, manager, 45 yr) 

The gap in problem solving was according to a some participants linked with graduates being more 

procedural and less capable of being proactive and creative in finding solutions. 

Teamwork was often cited as lacking in graduates. One director linked this to his observation that 

young people are more individualist and egocentric. According to another participant it is rather due 

to the focus in education: 

In the education for visual artist the focus is on being unique and independent. But later 

if you work (e.g. in a school) you have to work in a big team with a division of tasks and 

responsibilities. This is not only the case for the art education, when I last was 

searching someone for an administrative job, more than half of the applicants would 

have difficulty working in a team. They had either the idea “what I say will be the way it 

goes”, having a big opinion of themselves or the tendency to ignore oneself.  

 (male, 47 yr, director) 

Other soft skills that were lacking mentioned by at least 5 participants were creativity (6 references), 

emotional intelligence (6 references), stress tolerance (6 references), negotiation (5 references) and 

leadership (5 references).  

Interestingly, some skills/attitudes were mentioned that were not part of the soft skills framework 

we used. Those were critical thinking (4 participants), self-reflection/self-questioning (4 participants), 

humility, respect, being open to feedback (8 participants), patience (4 participants) and taking 

initiative (8 participants). Patience was related with graduates expecting quick wins and not having a 

long-term perspective. 

An example of the lack in humility and respect in graduates: 

Also, I sometimes observe a certain arrogance, lack of respect among youngsters 

entering the IT sector. Some of them feel themselves somehow superior compared to 

many other persons (and clients) that do not have their technical knowledge. They 

sometimes tend to be a  bit too sure about themselves. 

 (male, 38 yr) 

The lack in taking initiative was often linked with missing a sense of responsibility, being afraid of 

making mistakes, having a wait-and-see attitude, a struggle to break patterns or to take risks. One 

participant also called this a lack of entrepreneurial attitude. 

Students already come with many new ideas. We try to change ourselves and 

incorporate the new talent’s ideas. But many students lack enough initiative to push for 

change.  

(female, 42 yr, HRM director) 
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Other soft skills that were a few times were mentioned as lacking were learning, networking, open-

mindedness, project management, result orientation, strategic analytical thinking, time management 

and work-life balance. 

Graduates’ soft skills 

Participants were asked to describe the soft skills that they found that graduates already possessed. 

Many participants had difficulty with this question, since they did not want to generalize across 

students. However, some trends in the responses of participants emerged. Seventeen participants 

evaluated that graduates score good in digital skills and often mentioned that they were experienced 

in using social media. This was followed by the observation that many graduates are already used of 

working in teams, this was linked with education that more often focusses on project work and groups 

work. Furthermore, several participants described a trend that young graduates attach more 

importance to collaboration and are les individualistic compared to past generations.  

They are often well collaborative in a group work, even sometimes at the expense of 

result orientation. They prefer to take care of the relational dynamics in the trade off 

with the objective. (female, 38 yr, director of HR) 

The top 5 of soft skills of graduates is completed with adaptation mentioned by nine participants, this 

ability was related with the observation that “things are changing very quickly nowadays”. Followed 

by learning skills (8 references) and creativity (7 references). Cultural adaptability was mentioned by 

5 participants. All other soft skills were never, one (negotiation, continuous improvement, critical 

thinking, communication) or two times (emotional intelligence, problem solving) referred to. 

Most important soft skills according to the labour market 

Participants were asked which soft skills they found most important in graduates. The majority of the 

participants (36) mentioned teamwork, followed by communication (28), problem solving (24), 

adaptability/flexibility (14/12) and a willingness to learn (15). The complexity of the soft skill 

communication was well described by one of the participants: 

You have to be aware of the right way to communicate depending on the person, the 

moment, the context. When I was young I found myself in several complicated 

situations because I was not able to explain to “less technical” persons problems and 

solutions. Especially if you are in a very technical profession, working on topics many 

persons do not fully understand and master, this capacity is as important as your 

technical knowledge. (male, 38 yr, manager) 

Adaptability was explained as being able to change roles depending on different situations, being open 

to new things and being able to adapt oneself to the work context. Some soft skills were mentioned 

that were not part of our framework, such as critical thinking by three respondents, risk taking by three 

respondents and having a sense of humour. Other soft skills often cited were result orientation (14), 

stress tolerance (14) and negotiation (14). 

Ideas about the game 

A game can be a way to develop soft skills 

The majority of the participants thought the game was a good idea to develop soft skills. The reasons 

mentioned to support the use of a game to develop soft skills were: 

1. Games involve having fun while learning 
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2. Games offer the possibility to provide challenges or competition 

3. Games can offer a safe environment to test and apply skills 

4. Games are rather practical oriented than theoretical 

Some participants described certain conditions or limitations of the game: 

1. Not all soft skills can be learned through a game (e.g. leadership, tolerance for stress) 

2. The game should be adapted to the language and culture of young people 

3. The guidance of a teacher or educator is absolutely relevant 

 
Always in an educational environment, a game can be absolutely relevant, as long as 

then the educator/teacher/trainer takes the time to mirror what has happened 
during the game and what the learners have learned during the activity. 

 (male, 56 yr, manager) 
 

Some scepticism and doubts 

Fifteen interviewees reported some doubts regarding the use of game to support soft skills 

development. Seven participants stated they did not think it was possible to train soft skills using a 

game. 

I think it is very difficult to make a video game that can train a student with respect to 

soft skills, both for their complexity and for their differences. 

 (male, 51, director of non-profit organisation) 

One of the most cited reasons was related with the (im)possibility to be trained in communication and 

interpersonal skills using a digital game that does not involve real interaction (e.g. lack of non-verbal 

communication). According to some participants soft skills should be developed through interaction 

with others. One participant stated that especially family is important since soft skills are in her opinion 

related with values and ethics. 

But, clearly, games will not help in their communication skills. Precisely, their 

communication problems may be caused by looking at the computer to much… They 

need to develop interpersonal relationships. (female, 51, manager in IT consulting) 

In addition, there were some doubts regarding the fact that adults would create a game for young 

people. Lastly, one participant commented that teachers are often not updated on new tools such as 

games. 

Some participants offered an alternative for the game, instead of focusing on soft skills development, 

they proposed to focus the game on self-reflection and awareness of soft skills guided by regular talks 

with a mentor. 

On which soft skills should the game focus? 

Participants were asked on which soft skills they would focus the game if they could choose. The top 3 

soft skills mentioned are the same as the soft skills they found in general the most important. First, 35 

participants choose to focus on teamwork, followed by communication (24) and problem-solving (24). 

In addition, adaptability (21) and emotional intelligence (14) were often cited. 

Interestingly, eight participants proposed to focus the game on increasing awareness and reflection 

about the own soft skills. With the goal to “introduce a way of thinking that leads the person to work 

on soft skills” and “to make them think, rather than to develop these soft skills”, to “make them warm 
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for soft skills and get in touch with which soft-skills they did not know yet that they had or don’t have”. 

This could be done by using specific questions and game approaches.  

Developing soft skills through a game would be too generic in its results (as not 

possible to fully adapt it to each individual player and the time process needed), it 

should really just be used as a first awareness-raising step.  

(female, 42, HR-director of non-profit organisation) 

A few participants also explicitly stated they would not focus the game on leadership, tolerance to 

stress, emotional intelligence or life balance, because these skills were considered more difficult to 

develop. 

How should the game look like? 

Participants shared their ideas about how a game to develop soft skills should look like. 

Real-life problems 
One aspect that was most often cited, by eighteen participants, was the importance to have a game 

that involves real-life problems or challenges related to the working environment.  A role-playing 

simulation game was often proposed to make the game close to real-life. The simulation PC-game 

“The SIMS 2: Open for business” was several times given as an example. Participants proposed the 

game should focus on relational dynamics or the role-playing could also be used to place them in 

incidents with customers or living the customer experience. 

The videogame must be very concrete and close to real life. It has to look like a 

“role-playing game” where people are controlled and where mistakes need to be 

fixed. Soft skills should be based on someone’s attitude. (male, 49, director) 

An attractive and colourful interface which simulates plausible, business / personal 

contexts (not extra-terrestrial ones… better situations set at a company’s coffee 

machine, for instance. (female, 38, HRM) 

A related proposition was to work with cases. Some examples of cases or real-life situations were 

given: 

E.g. what if you experience to much workload, or if you are called after work, or if 

there is to many pressure on your shoulders? (male, 27, HR consultant) 

It would be interesting to develop a game that trains students in how they can cope 

with difficult situations and with aggressive behaviour (e.g. how to deescalate) 

(male, 31, HRM) 

Working with cases was also seen by a participant as a way to evaluate the soft skills in an implicit 

way: 

The game should encourage introspection and lead the students to deeper 

insights. Not by using a questionnaire but in a more implicit way. The use of 

realistic cases could be used. “How would  you deal with this real-world situation?” 

And then students should get some indication about which soft skills they are 

already good at and which can be improved. (male, 34, CEO) 

Thirteen participants proposed to make the game a role-play game, where learners can try different 

roles. One participant gave a broad description of how he saw the game: 
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In my sense it would be most impactful if it was conceived as a kind of role play game 

with different participants. With the roles each of the players will be given at the 

very beginning, players will then jointly construct and experience their story and 

solve different challenges the game will confront them with (example: the game will 

provide a specific player at a certain point in the game with a specific order inciting 

the player to change his/her behaviour without the others knowing about the 

order). The “situation of departure” could be related to a specific soft skill – 

however, through the different orders, players would then also be encouraged to 

focus on a specific soft skill (or be made aware of the lack of a specific skill).There 

could also be a function, at the very end of the game, that would somehow 

summarize the ‘story’ and behaviour of the players, provide players with links to 

further useful websites and tools, etc. (male, 38, manager) 

A multi-player game 
The second element of the game often mentioned was the importance to have an aspect in the game 

that involved working together in teams, cited by eight participants. A game that involved working in 

teams was related to the soft skills communication (e.g. providing feedback), time-management and 

result orientation. Some participants proposed competition between teams while others stressed that 

the game should focus on a cooperative perspective: “with the others and not against the others”. 

Escape rooms were often given as an example of working in teams to get results. 

Combination of online and offline activities 
The third element proposed by eleven participants was to combine the game with face-to-face contact 

with an educator/teacher/mentor/coach. Most often this face-to-face contact was linked with 

providing feedback, stimulating reflection and analysing together what has happened during the game. 

This guidance was seen as crucial, since “there is not such a thing as a quick fix”. Several participants 

argued that a human dimension is crucial for the game. 

A game might be useful to show young people which skills they are lacking, but then 

training and accompaniment with a more “human dimension” should follow. Young 

people should then be accompanied by somebody going with them through the whole 

thought process, discussing with them (and this should not be done by a machine). 

(female, 42, HR-director) 

There should be a discussion with the mentor at the end of the game. (female, 29, 

project manager) 

Also, the game should be used in cooperation with university profs that could 

accompany the whole process. Online and offline elements should be combined. 

(male, 29, director) 

A game over a longer period 
Several participants explained the game should be played during a longer period, since “soft skills can’t 

be trained by playing a game one time”.  A few even mentioned the potential of making a game that 

can be used for “lifelong learning”. The game should also have an increasing complexity.  

I expect a game in stages linked to the possibility to be played during a long period, 

where at the end of each stage there is the possibility to make experiences out of the 

game, in the real life, before moving on to the next step. (female, 43, HRM) 

Other proposals regarding the game 

• A strategic game in which participants have to make decisions who have certain consequences.  
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• A game that provides systematic feedback on the options selected 

• A small fun test that can be used to monitor progression for new employees 

• A game with many interactions, short and dynamic topics 

• A game focused on a diversity of problems (not such as many games repetitive focusing on the 

same problem e.g. Candy Crush) 

Conclusion of the interviews 

Overall, participants were convinced of the importance of soft skills. Soft skills were seen as 

fundamental for success in the professional and personal life. Participants mostly agreed about the 

existence of a soft skill gap, however, the gap was nuanced by stressing that it depends also on the 

student, the education and by stressing that the gap exists also for older employees. Communication 

was the soft skill that most participants thought was lacking in graduate students, while teamwork and 

digital skills were perceived to be better developed. There were roughly two visions of the possibility 

to develop soft skills. According to some participants soft skills are rather seen as personality traits, 

innate and thus difficult to develop. Some of those participants did not believe that a digital game 

could be used to develop soft skills. Most participants thought soft skills could (also) be learned 

through experience. Those participants were enthusiastic about the digital game. Participants agreed 

that the game should focus on realistic problems and challenges related to the work environment, 

involving multiple players working together. Teamwork, communication and problem solving were the 

three skills that were most popular to focus the game on. Several participants proposed to focus the 

game on self-awareness of the own level and existence soft skills. The development of soft skills was 

considered to be part of a longer trajectory, preferably guided by some face-to-face coaching by a 

teacher or mentor. 

  



3. Analysis (graduate) 
students’ responses
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3. Analysis (graduate) students’ responses 

To investigate the perspective of (graduate) students, an internet survey was created based on the soft 

skill framework developed. The survey targeted both students and graduate students. The survey 

existed of demographic questions, questions about how the (graduate) students evaluate their own 

soft skills, the importance they attach to soft skills, a ranking of the soft skills they would like to learn 

through the game and some questions about games in general. The survey was designed using Survey 

Monkey and spread through the partners. 

Results 

In total 375 students agreed to participate, of which 274 students completed the entire survey. The 

mean time to fill out the survey was 9 min 44 s.  

Demographics 

The mean age of the respondents was 27 year (SD=8). The majority of students identified as female 

(63,6%) and were currently studying (81,4%). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Count Column N % 

Gender identity Female 232 63,6% 

Male 125 34,2% 

Neither male, neither female 7 1,9% 

Other: 1 0,3% 

Nationality Belgian 163 44,7% 

Italian 72 19,7% 

Spanish 40 11,0% 

Greek 33 9,0% 

Lithuanian 27 7,4% 

Other 26 7,1% 

Danish 4 1,1% 

Studying? Currently studying 297 81,4% 

Graduated 68 18,6% 
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Characteristics of the students 

Half of the students questioned were in a professional bachelor and approximately one third studied 

for an academic bachelor or master. The majority of the students questioned were studying social 

sciences (57.7%). 

 Count % 

Degree Professional bachelor 150 51,2% 

Academic bachelor or master (university) 96 32,8% 

Other  47 16,0% 

Academic 
discipline 

Social sciences (e.g. economics, psychology, political science) 169 57,7% 
Applied sciences (e.g. business, engineering and technology, 
medicine and health) 

63 21,5% 

Humanities (e.g. anthropology, religion, law, arts, philosophy, 
history) 

33 11,3% 

Formal sciences (e.g. mathematics, computer sciences) 13 4,4% 

Other (e.g. visual advertising, education sciences) 11 3,8% 

Natural sciences (e.g. biology, chemistry, physics) 4 1,4% 

 

Characteristics of the graduates 

The majority of the graduates had obtained an academic bachelor (42,4), followed by 30,3% who had 

obtained an academic master. Most of the graduates had completed a study in humanities (40,9%) or 

social sciences (30,3%). 

 count % 

Highest degree 
obtained: 

Academic bachelor 28 42,4% 
Academic master 20 30,3% 

Other 10 15,2% 

Professional bachelor 8 12,1% 

Academic 
discipline 

Humanities (e.g. anthropology, religion, law, arts, philosophy, 
history) 

27 40,9% 

Social sciences (e.g. economics, psychology, political science) 20 30,3% 

Other: 6 9,1% 
Applied sciences (e.g. business, engineering and technology, 
medicine and health) 

6 9,1% 

Formal sciences (e.g. mathematics, computer sciences) 4 6,1% 

Natural sciences (e.g. biology, chemistry, physics) 3 4,5% 
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Self-evaluation of soft skills  

Each soft skill was described as a statement “I am able to ….” and two examples to illustrate the skill 

were given in italics. Participants rated for each skill in how far the statement correctly described them. 

For example work/life balance: 

I am able to manage successfully the frequent conflicts between life and work.  

* I can establish a balance in time-sharing between different personally meaningful aspects  

* I can improve workload management with techniques and approaches. 

 

  
Strongly 
disagree Disagree 

Somewhat 
disagree 

Neither 
agree or 
disagree 

Somewhat 
agree Agree 

Strongly 
agree 

digital content creation 4,50% 10,90% 14,30% 19,60% 20,80% 18,90% 10,90% 

tolerance to stress 2,60% 2,60% 8,20% 9,70% 29,70% 32,70% 14,50% 

customer orientation 1,20% 0,80% 5,10% 10,50% 27,00% 38,70% 16,80% 

work/life balance 1,30% 2,60% 6,90% 7,50% 24,20% 39,50% 18,00% 

creativity 0,40% 1,10% 6,30% 11,10% 30,60% 32,50% 18,10% 

project management 1,40% 3,50% 8,70% 7,60% 25,70% 34,40% 18,80% 

negotiation 1,00% 0,00% 3,80% 8,30% 23,50% 44,30% 19,00% 

networking 1,30% 3,60% 8,20% 7,50% 22,60% 36,70% 20,00% 

continuous improvement 0,40% 0,70% 3,00% 8,20% 25,80% 39,00% 22,80% 

leadership 1,50% 3,60% 8,00% 8,00% 23,40% 32,50% 23,00% 

communication 0,40% 1,10% 4,30% 5,00% 25,70% 36,80% 26,80% 

adaptability 0,30% 1,70% 3,40% 6,10% 23,50% 38,10% 26,90% 
digital information 
management 0,40% 1,10% 3,60% 7,20% 19,70% 38,00% 30,10% 

result orientation 1,00% 1,00% 4,50% 4,50% 19,50% 38,30% 31,20% 

learning skills 0,70% 0,40% 3,20% 2,50% 20,00% 41,40% 31,80% 

emotional intelligence 0,70% 1,80% 3,20% 5,70% 17,60% 38,70% 32,30% 

problem solving 0,60% 1,00% 1,30% 4,90% 22,30% 36,90% 33,00% 

cultural adaptability 0,70% 0,70% 1,70% 6,60% 13,40% 40,00% 36,90% 

teamwork 1,00% 1,00% 0,70% 3,90% 15,60% 37,50% 40,40% 

digital communication 0,70% 0,40% 3,20% 5,30% 14,50% 31,80% 44,20% 

 

In general, most students evaluated their own level of soft skills positively, ranging from 77% to 94% 

of participants who answered somewhat agree to strongly agree to nearly all soft skills. The exception 

is the soft skill digital content creation, where only half of the students somewhat agreed to strongly 

and one-third of students rather disagreed. 

When having a look at the percentage who strongly agreed, we can conclude that students had the 

most confidence in the skills digital communication, teamwork, and cultural adaptability. They had the 

least confidence in the skills digital content creation, tolerance to stress, customer orientation, 

creativity, and project management. 
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Gender differences in self-evaluation 

Mean scores between male and female-identifying students were compared. The differences were 

overall very small. Female identifying students scored themselves significantly higher on the soft skills: 

adaptability, cultural adaptability, emotional intelligence and learning skills. Male identifying students 

scored themselves significantly higher than female students on the soft skills project management, 

leadership, digital information management, and creativity.  

 Gender identity 

male female 

Mean Mean 

Adaptability: I am able to show openness to changes, tolerate ambiguity, 
and to turn easily from one task to the other. 

5,49 5,87 

Cultural adaptability: I am able to carry out tasks in multicultural 
environments. 

5,72 6,15 

Project management: I am able to plan, implement, and measure projects in 
a timely and efficient manner. 

5,57 5,19 

Emotional intelligence: I am able to respond to my own and other people 
emotions. 

5,57 5,99 

Leadership: I am able to take the leadership of a group, I can motivate others. 5,67 5,25 

Learning skills: I am able to assess what I need to learn further and to 
organize my own learning, since learning is important throughout the 
professional life. 

5,70 6,06 

Digital information management: I am able to work with digital information 
in an effective way. 

6,09 5,65 

Creativity: I am able to discover new opportunities and solutions by looking 
beyond current ideas. 

5,61 5,30 

 

 



Output 1: Research on soft skills for employability 

 

COMPETE! COMPetences for Effective labour markeT Entry! 2019-1-IT02-KA203-062350 

 
33 

0.00% 20.00% 40.00% 60.00% 80.00% 100.00% 120.00%

digital content creation

tolerance to stress

customer orientation

creativity

project management

work/life balance

negotiation

networking

continuous improvement

leadership

communication

adaptability

digital information management

learning skills

emotional intelligence

result orientation

problem solving

cultural adaptability

teamwork

digital communication

Self-evaluation of soft skills

Strongly disagree  % Disagree % Somewhat disagree  % Neither agree or disagree % Somehwat agree  % Agree % Strongly agree %



Output 1: Research on soft skills for employability 

 

COMPETE! COMPetences for Effective labour markeT Entry! 2019-1-IT02-KA203-062350 

 
34 

Rating of importance of soft skills 

Students were asked to rate for each soft skill how important they thought that soft skill would be for 

them to find a job and to be successful in that job. 

All soft skills were considered important to very important by the majority of students. The most 

important soft skills according to the students were communication and problem-solving. Followed 

closely by teamwork, adaptability, life-balance, and learning skills. More than 60% of students scored 

those soft skills as very important.  More than 90% of students rated those six soft skills as important 

to very important. 

Digital skills and leadership were rated lowest in importance. Digital content creation was the soft skill 

that was rated lowest in importance, although still 57,70% of students considered this skill to be 

important to very important. 
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Gender differences in rating of importance 

Female-identifying students attached significantly more importance to the majority of the personal 

and social soft skills (e.g. teamwork, negotiation, adaptability, life-balance, communication, tolerance 

to stress) compared to the male students. No gender differences were found for most methodological 

and digital soft skills, with the exception of creativity and learning skills. The table shows the means of 

the soft skills where the differences were significant. 

  

Social soft skills Gender identity Personal soft skills Gender identity 

male female male female 

Mean Mean Mean Mean 

teamwork 4,45 4,66 life balance 4,36 4,64 

negotiation 4,06 4,37 culture adaptability 4,04 4,47 

communication 4,49 4,77 emotional intelligence 4,11 4,65 

customer orientation 4,21 4,48 tolerance to stress 4,28 4,50 

Methodological   adaptability 4,38 4,71 

creativity 4,24 4,46  

learning skills 4,39 4,61 
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Games: popularity of devices and genres 

Most popular devices for playing games were smartphones and computers. Consoles and tablets were 

more or less equally popular. Smart TV was not often used to play games. 
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Gender differences 

Except for other games and card games, all differences were statistically significant. Students 

identifying as males more often played adventure games, strategy games and action games than 

female-identifying students. Female-identifying students more often played quizzes, puzzles, and brain 

teasers, or never or rarely played videogames. 
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Ranking of soft skills most engaging to learn through a game 

The top 5 soft skills that students would like to learn through the game were teamwork, 

communication, problem solving, creativity and tolerance to stress. Between female and male-

identifying students there was no difference in which five skills are part of their top 5, but the top 5 

ranking did differ slightly. For male-identifying students teamwork (1) and creativity (2) were ranked 

highest, for female-identifying students problem solving (1) and communication (2). Almost half of the 

students chose teamwork, communication and problem-solving. 

The least popular soft skills to learn through the game were digital skills and methodological skills such 

as result orientation, project management, and continuous improvement. Furthermore, cultural 

adaptability and customer orientation were seldom mentioned by the students. 
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Soft skill gap (graduate) students 

The soft skill gap was calculated by subtracting the self-evaluated competence score from the 

importance score (rescaled to a score between 0-7).  

A positive value means that the soft skill was considered more important than the students evaluated 

their own ability. 

The biggest soft skill gap was observed for tolerance to stress and work/life balance, followed by 

communication and creativity. For digital communication and digital information management the 

value was negative, which means that there is no soft skill gap according to the students. 

Table 1 Soft skill gap scores according to the students 

 

 

tolerance to stress 1,018 

work/life balance 0,932 

communication 0,79 

creativity 0,718 

customer orientation 0,682 

adaptability 0,678 

problem solving 0,652 

networking 0,65 

project management 0,64 

digital content creation 0,578 

continuous improvement 0,546 

emotional intelligence 0,4 

learning skills 0,394 

negotiation 0,33 

teamwork 0,31 

leadership 0,276 

result orientation 0,094 

cultural adaptability 0,03 

digital information management -0,204 

digital communication -0,422 
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Conclusions (graduate) students 

Self-evaluation of soft skills 

Students evaluated their own soft skills positively. They had the most confidence in the skills 
digital communication, teamwork, and cultural adaptability. They had the least confidence in 
the skills digital content creation, tolerance to stress, customer orientation, and creativity. 

Importance of soft skills to find and to be successful in a job 

All soft skills were considered important to very important by the majority of students. The 
most important soft skills according to the students were communication and problem-
solving. Followed closely by teamwork, adaptability, life-balance, and learning skills. The least 
important were the digital skills and leadership. In general, female students found social and 
personal soft skills slightly more important than male students. 

Ranking of soft skills to learn through a digital game 

The five soft skills that students would like to learn most through the game are teamwork, 
communication, problem-solving, creativity, and tolerance to stress. 

The least popular were digital skills, cultural adaptability, customer orientation, and result 
orientation. 

Soft skill gap 

The biggest soft skill gap was observed for tolerance to stress and work/life balance, followed 
by communication and creativity. For digital communication and digital information 
management the value was negative, which means that there was no soft skill gap according 
to the students. 
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Visual summary matrix 

(GRADUATE) STUDENTS  Self-evaluation? Importance? Ranking? Gap? 
Teamwork High confidence 

 
Important Highest  

Adaptability  Important   

Cultural adaptability High confidence  Low  

Digital content creation Less confidence Not so 
important 

Low  

Digital communication High confidence Not so 
important 

Low No gap 

Communication  Very 
important 

Highest  

Tolerance to stress Less confidence Important High Gap 

Customer orientation Less confidence  Low  
Creativity Less confidence  High  

Learning skills  Important   

Problem solving  Very 
important 

High  

Leadership  Not so 
important 

  

Life balance    Gap 

 

General conclusion (graduate) students 

The matrix shows that for the soft skill tolerance to stress, students have relatively less confidence in 

that skill, however, they consider it an important skill and ranked it often in their top 5 to focus the 

game on. Tolerance to stress and life balance had the biggest GAP score. Also, creativity is a soft skill 

that is ranked high and in which students scored themselves relatively low compared to the other soft 

skills. Teamwork is considered very important and many students would like to focus a game on that, 

although they already have the ability to work in teams according to their self-evaluation. 

Communication is ranked highest and considered very important, and they evaluated their 

communication skills less positively compared to their teamwork skills. 

Digital skills are in general considered less important and ranked low. 

 

 



4. Analysis employer 
responses
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4. Analysis employer responses 

To investigate the perspective of the labour market on soft skills, a diverse group of people working 
in companies and organisations was questioned. The focus was on people who worked as directors, 
management or at the HRM department.  

The survey existed of demographic questions, an evaluation of the soft skills of typical graduates, the 
importance of soft skills, and a ranking of the soft skills they would focus the game on. The survey was 
programmed using Survey Monkey and spread through the partners. The same soft skills framework 
as for the questioning of the (graduate) students was used. 

Results 

In total 261 employers agreed to participate in the study of which 184 completed the entire survey. 

Demographics 

The mean age of the respondents was 41 years (SD=10,3). The majority of the respondents identified 
as female (56,0%). Approximately half of the respondents worked in the profit sector (services or 
production) and 27,7% worked in the non-profit sector. Many different sectors were surveyed, 
education and consulting being most represented. The companies varied from small (<50 employees, 
40,8%) to large companies with more than 250 employees (36,4%). Nearly one-third of the companies 
considered themselves to be a cooperative organization, and one fifth were multinational companies. 

 Count % 

Gender identity Female 102 56,0% 

Male 79 43,4% 

Neither male, nor female 1 0,5% 

Other 0 0,0% 

Organisation Profit organization: services 65 35,3% 

Non-profit organization (e.g. NGO, social 

economy) 

51 27,7% 

Profit organization: production or 

creation/development 

36 19,6% 

State company or public services 24 13,0% 

Other (e.g. union) 8 4,3% 

Sector Other (e.g. design, culture, police, sales) 53 28,8% 

Education 39 21,2% 

Consulting 25 13,6% 

Technology 23 12,5% 

Food 15 8,2% 

Health care 15 8,2% 

Human Resources 9 4,9% 

Finance 4 2,2% 

Insurance 1 0,5% 

Employees < 50 75 40,8% 

50-250 40 21,7% 

>250 67 36,4% 

I don't know 2 1,1% 

HR-management/recruiter 65 35,3% 
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Role in 

organisation 

Other (e.g. trainer, teacher, consultant, 

project manager) 

45 24,5% 

CEO/director 43 23,4% 

Supervisor 31 16,8% 

Characteristics of 

organization 

cooperative organisation 58 31,5% 

family (based) company  22 12,0% 

startup company 16 8,7% 

multinational organisation 39 21,2% 

None of the above 64 34,8% 

 

Evaluation of graduates soft skills 

Participants were asked to rate in how far statements “The graduate is able to..” described a typical 
newly graduated employee. They could answer with strongly disagree, disagree, somewhat disagree, 
neither agree or disagree, somewhat agree, agree, strongly agree or I don’t know. 

Example question for teamwork 
The graduate is able to work in a team with others to achieve collective goals. 
E.g. to encourage quiet group members to contribute, to compromise their own view to obtain a 
group consensus 

The results are visualized in Figure 1. In general, more than 60% of respondents agreed somewhat to 
strongly  with the statements regarding continuous improvement (64%), communication (65%), 
creativity (68%), result orientation (69%), digital content creation (70%), learning skills (74%), 
teamwork (75%), adaptability (75%), cultural adaptability (82%), digital information management 
(92%) and digital communication (92%). The highest mean scores were for digital communication, 
digital information management, cultural adaptability and teamwork.  

More than 30% of respondents rather disagreed (somewhat disagreed to strongly disagreed) with the 
abilities of graduates for leadership (50%), negotiation (41%), tolerance to stress (37%), problem 
solving (34%), life balance (33%) and project management (32%). The mean scores of the skills of the 
graduates were lowest for the soft skills: leadership, negotiation, tolerance to stress, project 
management, and problem-solving. 

Differences between types of organisations or sectors 

In general, not many differences were found between mean scores from participants from different 
sectors or types of organisations. However, the groups of sectors were too small for reliable statistical 
analysis. The comparison between the mean scores of soft skills in graduates between types of 
organisations resulted in two significant findings. There was a small difference in means scores for the 
soft skill adaptability (higher score for the ‘profit companies: production’ compared to the ‘non-profit’ 
or ‘profit: services’) and for digital communication (highest score for ‘profit: production’ and lowest 
for ‘non-profit’). 

Conclusion 

In general most soft skills of graduates were evaluated rather positively. Graduates were perceived 
best in digital communication, digital information management, teamwork and cultural adaptability. 
Graduates are considered relatively weaker in the soft skills leadership, negotiation, tolerance to 
stress, project management and problem solving.  
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Figure 1 Evaluation of graduates’ soft skills
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Importance of soft skills in graduates 

Participants were asked to rate on a 5-point scale (1= not important to 5= very important) for each of 
the 20 soft skills how important they considered the soft skill in a graduate that applies for a job in 
their organization. 

All soft skills were considered by at least half of the participants to be important to very important. 
Leadership and digital content creation were considered the least important. 

Based on the mean scores, the five most important soft skills according to the labour market were 
teamwork (M=4.76), communication (M=4.64), adaptability (M=4.58), problem-solving (M=4.54) and 
learning skills (M=4.48). 

 

Differences between types of organisations 

Only for the soft skill continuous improvement a significant difference between the mean importance 
scores of different types of organisations was found. The ‘non-profit’ respondents attached slightly 
more importance to continuous improvement compared to respondents from other types of 
organisations. 
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Ranking of soft skills 

Respondents were asked which 5 soft skills they would choose to focus the serious game on. They 
made a ranking with their top 5. 

The top 5 soft skills to focus on in the game were teamwork, problem solving, communication, 
adaptability and emotional intelligence. More than half of the participants (62.6%) opted for teamwork 
or problem-solving (56,4%) to focus the game on. More than one-third opted for communication 
(42,9%), adaptability (38%), and emotional intelligence (35%). The five skills that were the least 
mentioned were the three digital skills, networking, and life balance. Less than 10 percent of 
respondents chose those soft skills in their top 5. 
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Ranking according to gender 

We compared the ranking of the soft skills the game should focus on between female and male-
identifying participants. There was considerable consensus between both groups. Both female and 
male-identifying participants most often placed teamwork, problem solving, adaptability and 
communication in their top 5. Female-identifying participants ranked more often communication on 
the first place in their top 5, while male-identifying participants more often opted for teamwork on the 
first place. Furthermore, the top 5 of male participants was complemented by emotional intelligence, 
while for female participants it was complemented by result orientation.   
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Soft skill gap 

The soft skill gap was calculated by subtracting the competence score from the importance score 
(rescaled to a score between 0-7). A positive value means that the soft skill is considered more 
important than the employers evaluate the graduates’ ability. 

The biggest soft skill gap was observed for problem-solving and tolerance to stress, followed by 
emotional intelligence, communication, and customer orientation. For the digital skills, the values 
were negative, which means that there is no soft skill gap according to the labour market. 

  

Soft skill gap (importance - competence) 

Problem solving 2,026 

Tolerance to stress 1,86 

Emotional intelligence 1,688 

Communication 1,616 

Customer orientation 1,582 

Continuous improvement 1,418 

Project management 1,402 

Negotiation 1,38 

Teamwork 1,374 

Life balance 1,338 

Adaptability 1,222 

Leadership 1,178 

Learning skills 1,162 

Result orientation 1,158 

Creativity 0,944 

Contact network 0,908 

Cultural adaptability 0,384 

Digital content creation -0,082 

Digital communication -0,136 

Digital information management -0,214 



5. Synthesis of students 
and employers 
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5. Synthesis of students and employers perspectives 

Comparison between the interviews and the surveys with employers 

The findings of both the interviews with the labour market and the surveys regarding graduates’ soft 
skills corresponded quite well. According to both analysis, graduates scored best in digital skills and 
teamwork.  

The employers rated most skills as important to very important in the survey. The same was found in 
the interviews. Interviewees made clear that soft skills were not just important but even fundamental 
for the professional and personal life. The top 5 of the most important soft skills were the same in the 
interviews as in the surveys: teamwork, communication, adaptability, problem-solving, and learning 
skills. The top 3 ranked skills to focus the game on were also the same: teamwork, communication and 
problem-solving. 

In the interviews communication was the soft skill that employers found the least present in graduates, 
while in the surveys it was leadership that was rated lowest in competence. The soft skill gap calculated 
(importance score – competence score) for communication does correspond with the lack of 
communication skills reported by the interviewees. 

The findings of both the surveys and interviews correspond well, although the way of assessing was 
very different.  

Comparison between (graduate) students and the employers data 

The importance gap                                             IMPORTANCE GAP (employer – student) 

We calculated the difference between the 
mean importance of a soft skill as perceived by 
the labour market and the (graduate) students. 
This GAP can help us understand how aligned 
the expectations of employers and students 
are. If the GAP is big, we should start our 
development process closing this GAP with 
some relevant information to students of what 
employers are really looking for. 

In general the importance GAP is small, since 
both graduate students and labour market 
representatives attached a lot of importance to 
the soft skills questioned. 

For the majority of soft skills the gap was 
negative, what means that the students scored 
the mean importance of many soft skills higher 
than the employers. This was most pronounced 
for the soft skills work/life balance and 
leadership. 

Employers attached slightly more importance 
to the soft skills digital communication, 
teamwork and result orientation compared to 
the students. 

1 digital communication 0,336 

2 teamwok 0,294 

3 result orientation 0,294 

4 digital information management 0,14 

5 continuous improvement 0,042 

6 adaptability 0,014 

7 Communication -0,014 

8 learning skills -0,042 

9 digital content creation -0,07 

10 tolerance to stress -0,098 

11 emotional intelligence -0,112 

12 cultural adaptability -0,126 

13 customer orientation -0,14 

14 problem solving -0,196 

15 Creativity -0,224 

16 project management -0,238 

17 Networking -0,462 

18 Negotiation -0,49 

19 life balance -0,644 

20 leadership -0,728 
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The developmental GAP 

The difference between the self-evaluated competence of the (graduate) students and the rating of 
the competence of newly graduates by the employers was calculated. This GAP can help us understand 
the alignment of students and employers about what it means to have developed a certain degree of 
a particular skill. It could happen that, for some skills, students may think they have developed them 
well in school but employers think that this is not the case.  

For all soft skills, except the digital skills, the GAP score was negative. This means that students rated 
their own ability in soft skills higher than the employers scored graduates. 

The biggest GAP was present for the soft skills leadership, problem solving, negotiation, emotional 
intelligence and life balance.  

 

The overall gap 

The overall GAP was calculated by the sum of the soft skill gap of the students summed with the gap 
according to the employers. 

We also calculated an overall gap in which the employers were weighted more than the evaluation of 
the students. The formula was (2*GAP employer + GAP students)/3. The three soft skills with the 
biggest GAP score were the same as in the unweighted variant: tolerance to stress, problem solving 
and communication. 

 

Unweighted overall GAP scores 

1 Tolerance to stress 2,878 11 Teamwork 1,684 

2 Problem solving 2,678 12 Creativity 1,662 

3 Communication 2,406 13 Contact network 1,558 

4 Life balance 2,27 14 Learning skills 1,556 

5 Customer orientation 2,264 15 Leadership 1,454 

6 Emotional intelligence 2,088 16 Result orientation 1,252 

7 Project management 2,042 17 Digital content creation 0,496 

8 Continuous improvement 1,964 18 Cultural adaptability 0,414 

9 Adaptability 1,9 19 Digital information management 0,418 
10 Negotiation 1,71 20 Digital communication 0,558 

 

  

Development GAP (competence employer - competence students) 

1 Leadership -1,63 11 learning skills -0,81 

2 problem solving -1,57 12 result orientation -0,77 

3 Negotiation -1,54 13 teamwork -0,77 

4 emotional intelligence -1,4 14 networking -0,72 

5 life balance -1,05 15 adaptability -0,53 

6 customer orientation -1,04 16 cultural adaptability -0,48 

7 project management -1 17 creativity -0,45 

8 tolerance to stress -0,94 18 digital communication 0,05 

9 Communication -0,84 19 digital information management 0,15 
10 continuous improvement -0,83 20 digital content creation 0,59 
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Summary and comparison of results (graduate) students’ and employers’ data 

Evaluation of soft skills 

Students 

Students evaluated their soft skills positively. They had the most confidence in the skills digital 
communication, teamwork and cultural adaptability. They had the least confidence in the skills digital 
content creation, tolerance to stress, customer orientation and creativity. 

Employers 

Employers rated the soft skills of (graduate) students rather positively. They mostly agreed with the 
soft skills digital communication and digital information management, followed by teamwork and 
(cultural) adaptability. Leadership was the soft skill that according to 50% of respondents was 
evaluated negatively. Students were also considered relatively weaker in the soft skills negotiation, 
tolerance to stress, project management and problem solving. 

Comparison 

Although both students and employers evaluated most soft skills positively, students gave themselves 
higher scores than employers. One exception was digital content creation, that according to the 
students was their weakest soft skill, but was rated relatively high by the employers. On the other 
hand, the majority of students evaluated they had the soft skill leadership, while only a minority of 
employers (30%) somewhat to strongly agreed with leadership abilities. Students and employers 
agreed that graduates are capable of the soft skills digital communication, teamwork and cultural 
adaptability. 

Importance of soft skills to find and to be successful in a job 

Students 

All soft skills were considered important to very important by the majority of students. The most 
important soft skills according to the students were communication and problem solving. Followed 
closely by teamwork, adaptability, life-balance and learning skills. The least important were the digital 
skills and leadership. In general, female students found the social and personal soft skills slightly more 
important than male-identifying students. 

Employers 

The majority of the respondents evaluated all soft skills as being moderately to very important, with 
the accent on very important. Two soft skills were considered less important: digital content creation 
and leadership. The most important soft skills were teamwork, communication, adaptability, problem 
solving and learning skills. 

Comparison 

Both students and employers thought soft skills were important to find and to be successful in a job. 
They both considered teamwork, communication and adaptability as very important soft skills. They 
also agreed that they considered digital content creation as less important. 

Ranking of soft skills to learn through a digital game 

Students 

The five soft skills that students would like to learn most through the game are teamwork, 
communication, problem solving, creativity and tolerance to stress. 
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The least popular were digital skills, cultural adaptability, customer orientation and result orientation. 

Employers 

The five soft skills that employers ranked highest to focus the game on were teamwork, problem 
solving, communication, adaptability and emotional intelligence. The least popular were the digital 
skills, networking and life balance.  

Comparison 

The top 3 ranked soft skills by employers and students were the same: teamwork, communication and 
problem solving. Students ranked creativity and tolerance to stress higher than employers. Employers 
ranked emotional intelligence and learning skills slightly higher than the students. 

Both groups ranked digital skills low. Although employers evaluated leadership abilities most negative 
in students, they ranked leadership rather low and even lower than the students did.  

Soft skill gap 

Students 

The biggest soft skill gap was observed for tolerance to stress and work/life balance, followed by 
communication and creativity. For digital communication and digital information management the 
value was negative, which means that there is no soft skill gap according to the students. 

Employers 

The biggest soft skill gap was observed for problem solving and tolerance to stress, followed by 
emotional intelligence, communication and customer orientation. Only for the digital skills the value 
was negative, what means that the competence was scored higher than the importance. 

Comparison 

The soft skills gaps of the employers were greater than the ones based on student responses. 
Employers and students agreed on the gap for the soft skill tolerance to stress. They also both had 
negative values for digital information management and digital communication.  

Overall gap 

Taking the student’s and employer’s perspective together, the biggest GAP was found for tolerance to 
stress, followed by problem solving, communication, life balance and customer orientation. 

GAPS between students and employers views 

Importance GAP 

Generally, students and employers both attached a lot of importance to most soft skills. Students 
attached more importance to fourteen soft skills, most pronounced for the soft skills life balance and 
leadership. Employers attached slightly more importance to digital communication, teamwork and 
result orientation. 

Development GAP 

For all soft skills, except the digital skills, students rated themselves higher than the employers. The 
biggest gap was present for leadership, problem solving, negotiation, emotional intelligence and life 
balance. 
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Visual summary matrix 

The responses of graduate students are marked by orange, the results of employers in green, and when 
results of students and employers are combined or congruent, light blue. 

(GRADUATE) 
STUDENTS  
EMPLOYERS 

Self-
evaluation 

Importance Ranking Gaps? 

Problem solving Less confidence Very important 
Important 

High 
High 

Employer Gap 
Development GAP (2) 
Overall GAP  (2) 

Communication  Very important 

Important 

Highest 

High 

Gap 

Overall GAP (3) 

Teamwork Positive 
Positive 

Important 
Very important 

Highest 
Highest 

Importance GAP  
 

Tolerance to stress Less confidence 

Less confidence 

Important High Gap 

Gap 

Overall GAP (1) 

Creativity Less confidence  High Gap 

Adaptability  Important 
Important 

High  

Learning skills  Important 
Important 

  

Leadership Less confidence Not so important 
Less important 

 Development GAP (1) 

Life balance   Low by 
employers 

Gap 
Development GAP (5) 

Negotiation Less confidence   Development GAP 

Project 
management 

Less confidence    

Emotional 
intelligence 

  High 

(ranked 6the 
by students) 

Gap 

Cultural 
adaptability 

Positive 
Positive 

 Low by 
students 

 

Customer 
orientation 

Less confidence  Low by 
students 

 

Digital content 
creation 

Less confidence Not so important 
(students) 
Less important 
(employers) 

Low 
(students) 
Low 
(employers) 

 

Digital 
communication 

Positive 
Positive 

Not so important 
(students) 

Low  
Low  

No gap (students) 
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General conclusion  

Both the analysis of the interviews as the surveys pointed out that teamwork, communication, and 
problem-solving are the three soft skills most popular to focus the game on, according to both students 
and employers. According to the surveys also tolerance to stress could be a focus, since it is considered 
important by (graduate) students and rated low in competence by both students and employers. 
Furthermore, tolerance to stress scored highest in the overall GAP score. 
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