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ABSTRACT

In the present era, the importance of soft skills as a crucial element for personal and pro-
fessional success is widely acknowledged. When hiring new employees, these soft skills are
highly valued by employers. However, many students are unaware of the crucial role those
soft skills play in their education and career success, hindering their progress in developing
these skills. This study aims to assess students’ perceptions of the importance of soft skills
for academic performance and career development. A questionnaire-based online survey
was conducted, involving 968 undergraduate students from eight universities in Vietnam, to
gather data. The findings showed that most respondents recognized the significance of soft
skills in fostering positive relationships, career advancement, and securing desirable employ-
ment. However, students did not believe that these skills had a substantial impact on their
academic performance. Communication, teamwork, collaboration, and time management
skills were identified as the most critical soft skills for enhancing academic performance,
while teamwork, collaboration, leadership, and problem-solving skills were considered piv-
otal for career development. Moreover, a significant portion of students perceived their soft
skills level to be below the desired threshold, showing more confidence in skills they consid-
ered to be more important. Similarly, students tended to prioritize the development of soft
skills that they perceived as essential to their personal goals.
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1  INTRODUCTION

In today’s society, soft skills are considered an extremely important factor contrib-
uting to an individual’s success in both their personal and professional lives [1] [2].
These skills enable effective communication, relationship-building, and network-
ing, enhancing overall work performance and facilitating task completion. Unlike
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technical or hard skills, which are associated with professional knowledge, soft skills
encompass interpersonal and emotional abilities that are challenging to evaluate
[3] [4]. Moreover, while hard skills can be improved more easily through training
and education, soft skills are more difficult to develop [5].

The term “soft skills” has been defined in various ways. Generally, soft skills
refer to intangible skills encompassing “personal, social, communication, and self-
management behaviors” [6]. Soft skills are “based on personal competencies and
interpersonal skills” that include abilities such as “communication, teamwork,
negotiation, self-awareness, self-motivation, self-control, decision-making, problem-
solving, critical thinking, and time management skills” [6] [7] [8]. Previous research
has identified essential soft skills for employment in the 21st century, such as “com-
munication, creativity, and problem-solving skills” [9]. Tribble [10] expands the
scope of soft skills to include “self-improvement, interpersonal relations, commu-
nication, career preparation, leadership, teamwork, self-discipline, self-confidence,
good work ethic, and showing courtesy.” When researching soft skills taught at
[talian universities, Mangano [11] focused on eight types of skills: “problem-solving,
analysis and synthesis of information, autonomous criticism, effective communica-
tion, lifelong learning, team working, organizing and planning, and initiative.” Soft
skills have been found to be crucial for personal fulfillment, employability, social
participation, career development, social competence, and life satisfaction [12] [13].

Currently, employers are increasingly valuing soft skills, especially adaptability
and adjustability to changes in the working environment. These skills, along with
technical expertise, are criteria for recruiting and placing the right person in the
right position [14] [15]. The increasing demand for soft skills in the job market has
led to a greater emphasis on soft skills development among students. This is essen-
tial to ensuring that graduates are well-equipped to tackle workplace challenges.
As soft skills are essential for lifelong learning, it is crucial for students to recognize
their significance and strive to master them. The development of soft skills can occur
during students’ academic journeys and professional careers, facilitated by training,
mentoring, coaching, and online platforms [16]. However, studies have shown that
many students lack focus on developing their soft skills due to a lack of awareness
about their importance, which leads to negative attitudes towards acquiring these
skills [6]. Consequently, the soft skills possessed by the majority of graduates often
fail to meet employers’ requirements.

While numerous studies have explored various aspects of soft skills worldwide,
most of these studies have been conducted in Europe and North America, where
the learning context and work culture differ from those in Asian countries [17].
Additionally, the majority of research has focused on employers’ perspectives, with
limited attention given to students’ attitudes towards soft skills. Therefore, this study
aims to explore the perceptions of university students from various disciplines
regarding the significance of soft skills for their academic performance and career
development. The findings will assist educators and researchers in developing strat-
egies to promote the development of soft skills among students, thereby enhancing
their competitiveness in the labor market.

This study aims to address the following research questions:

To what extent do university students perceive the importance of soft skills?
Which soft skills are considered essential for students’ education and employment?
How do university students evaluate their level of soft skills?

Which soft skills do university students believe need further development?
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2  METHODOLOGY
2.1 Research context and participants

Over the past few years, there has been a growing emphasis on developing soft
skills among students in Vietnamese universities and colleges. This shift in focus
is driven by the increasing demands of employers in the labor market, prompting
educational organizations to prioritize enhancing students’ awareness of the impor-
tance of soft skills. Consequently, many higher education organizations have imple-
mented various initiatives to integrate soft skills development into both mainstream
and extracurricular activities.

To investigate the perceptions of university students in Vietnam regarding the
importance of soft skills for their education and career progression, this study
gathered data from undergraduate students enrolled in eight different universities
across the country. Participants were selected using a non-probability convenience
sampling approach, and all individuals included in the research provided their
informed consent before participation.

The data was collected through online surveys using a Google Form question-
naire. The questionnaire was sent to undergraduate students via email, inviting
them to participate in the study. A total of 968 valid responses were obtained from
students, with comparable numbers from eight Vietnamese universities.

The demographic characteristics of the respondents are presented in Table 1.
Among the participants, 442 (45.66%) were male, and 526 (54.34%) were female. In
terms of study year, 328 (33.88%) respondents were freshmen, 209 (21.59%) were
sophomores, 268 (27.69%) were third-year students, and 163 (16.84%) were in their
final year. The study included 22 majors representing seven fields of study, namely
economics, information technology, linguistics, agriculture, engineering technolo-
gies, medicine, and others. The number of respondents varied across these fields,
with the majors listed in descending order based on the frequency of respondents.

Table 1. Demographic information of respondents (N = 968)

Items Frequencies (n=968)  Percentage (%)
Gender Male 442 45.66
Female 526 54.34
Study year First year 328 33.88
Second year 209 21.59
Third year 268 27.69
Last year 163 16.84
Study fields Economics 237 2448
Information Technology 214 2211
Agriculture 174 17.98
Linguistics 153 15.81
Engineering Technologies 96 9.92
Medicine 83 8.57
Other 11 1.13
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2.2 Instrument and procedure

The research questionnaire used in this study was developed based on the work
of Majid et al. [17] and Ramlan and Ngah [18], with necessary modifications to
adapt it to the specific context of the research site. Specifically, certain soft skills,
such as strategic thinking, passion for work, and responsibility, which were either
unfamiliar or not acquired by students, were excluded from the study. Conversely,
additional soft skills, such as planning and organizing skills, self-motivation, and
self-direction, were included in the questionnaire as part of the curriculum at the
universities under investigation. The questionnaire consisted of two main parts. The
first part aimed to collect demographic information from the respondents, including
gender, educational institution, year of study, and academic field. The second part
comprised research questions that investigated how university students perceive the
importance of soft skills and their relevance for education and career advancement.
To ensure comprehensive data collection, the questionnaire utilized multiple-choice
and rating scale questions. These questions were designed using a 5-point Likert
scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) [19].

Prior to conducting the empirical study, a pilot study was carried out to evaluate
the reliability of the questionnaire. The Cronbach’s alpha test was performed using
SPSS software version 25, utilizing a sample of 50 responses. The results indicate
that the questionnaire demonstrated high reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha value
exceeding 0.9. This confirms the suitability of the questionnaire for effectively captur-
ing data on university students’ perceptions regarding the importance of soft skills.

The empirical study was conducted in September 2022, during which a total of 968
valid responses were collected. The data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, fre-
quency tables, regression analysis, and ANOVA in SPSS 25 software. Descriptive statis-
tics were used to summarize the demographic characteristics of the respondents, while
frequency tables were employed to present the summarized responses to the research
questions. The study utilized regression analysis to evaluate the relationship between
the demographic characteristics of the participants and their perspectives on the signif-
icance of soft skills. Additionally, ANOVA analysis was employed to compare how per-
ceptions of the significance of soft skills differed across various demographic groups.

3 RESULTS
3.1 Awareness of soft skills

This section aims to assess students’ comprehension of soft skills through a series
of questions. Initially, participants were asked to define what soft skills included. The
majority of respondents, comprising 61%, identified soft skills as “personal, social, com-
munication, and self-management behaviors” [6]. Another 32% of participants viewed
soft skills as complementary to hard skills, which are specific task-oriented abilities [20].
The remaining 7% provided alternative definitions, highlighting the existence of
diverse conceptualizations of soft skills, which could potentially confuse students.

To further explore students’ awareness of soft skills, a list of 12 specific soft skills
was presented. When asked to identify which skills they think are soft skills, less than
170 out of 968 students (17.56%) chose all skills, indicating a limited understanding of
the concept (see Figure 1). The results revealed the top five skills that were widely rec-
ognized as soft skills by more than 70% of respondents. These skills include commu-
nication skills (99.28%), teamwork and collaboration skills (92.67%), problem-solving
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skills (85.95%), negotiation skills (77.07%), and leadership skills (73.55%). These find-
ings align with previous research conducted by Maxwell et al. [21], which also iden-
tified communication and problem-solving as crucial soft skills.

However, certain personality attributes such as self-motivation, self-direction,
and willingness to learn were not widely acknowledged as soft skills by the majority
of students, with only 42.87% and 36.98% recognizing them, respectively. In addi-
tion, several respondents suggested other skills such as “project management skills,”
“adaptability,” and “stress management” as potential soft skills.

In general, these findings highlight the varying understanding of soft skills
among students and the prevailing recognition of certain skills such as communica-
tion, teamwork, problem-solving, negotiation, and leadership as essential soft skills,
while some important attributes may be overlooked.

Communication skills [ 961 (99.28%)
Teamwork and collaboration skills [ 897 (92.67%)
Problem-solving skills [ 832.(85.95%)
Negotiation skills I T 746 (77.07%)
Leadership skills I 712, (73.55%)
Creative thinking skills [ 693 (71.59%)
Critical thinking skills [ 659 (68.08%)
Time management skills [ 610(63.02%)
Planning and organizing skills T 572 (59.09%)
Presentation skills [ 530 (54.75%)
Self-motivation and self-direction [ 415 (42.87%)
Willingness to learn [T 358(36.98%)

0 200 400 600 800 1000 1200

Fig. 1. Skills considered as soft skills by the respondents (multiple responses) (N = 968)

3.2 Perceived importance of soft skills

To assess the students’ perception of the significance of soft skills, a series of
statements were incorporated into the research questionnaire. The students were
asked to choose either “strongly agree,” “agree,” “neutral,” “disagree,” or “strongly
disagree” with the statements.

The results, presented in Table 2, indicated that a significant percentage of respon-
dents expressed agreement (625, or 64.57%) and strong agreement (213, or 22%) with
the statement that “soft skills are essential for career development.” Additionally, 539
(55.68%) respondents agreed, and 174 (17.98%) respondents strongly agreed that
“Soft skills are important for obtaining a better job.” These findings are consistent
with the study by Sarker et al. [22], which demonstrated that students with strong soft
skills have a competitive edge in obtaining and handling employment opportunities.

In terms of the statement “Soft skills are as important as professional knowledge,”
over half of the respondents either agreed (358, or 36.98%) or strongly agreed (141, or
14.57%). This demonstrates the recognition that soft skills hold comparable significance
to professional knowledge. While professional knowledge and hard skills are essential
for finding employment, soft skills play a crucial role in retaining jobs [23]. Regarding
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the potential for improving soft skills, a significant proportion of students agreed (489,
or 50.52%) and strongly agreed (128, or 13.22%) that soft skills can be enhanced through
practice. This aligns with the findings of [4], highlighting that soft skills can be developed
through dedicated efforts, even though skills associated with social and emotional capa-
bilities may require longer-term cultivation. Similarly, more than 50% of the respon-
dents agreed (381, or 39.36%) and strongly agreed (109, or 11.26%) with the statement
“Soft skills are harder to acquire than professional knowledge” [5]. This illustrates that
students acknowledge the value and importance of soft skills for their overall success.

Overall, these results indicate that students generally recognize the significance
of soft skills for career advancement and job opportunities. They also perceive soft
skills as being equally important as professional knowledge, recognizing the poten-
tial for improvement through practice while acknowledging the challenges associ-
ated with acquiring soft skills compared to professional knowledge.

Table 2. General perception of soft skills

Statement SD D N A SA
“Soft skills are essential for career development” 6 34 80 | 625 | 213
“Soft skills are important for obtaining a better job” 17 59 | 179 | 539 | 174
“Soft skills are as important as professional knowledge” 33 | 109 | 327 | 358 | 141
“Soft skills can be improved through practice” 27 73 | 251 | 489 | 128
“Soft skills are harder to acquire than professional knowledge” 51 85 | 342 | 381 | 109

Notes: SD: strongly disagree; D: disagree; N: neutral; A: agree; SA: strongly agree.

The majority of participants (89%) acknowledged the necessity of soft skills in
both academic and professional environments. However, 11% of students believed
that soft skills were important only in the workplace and not relevant to their aca-
demic performance. This observation aligns with the findings of Feraco et al. [24],
emphasizing the crucial role of soft skills in supporting students’ academic achieve-
ments and enhancing their overall life satisfaction.

Figure 2 presents the primary reasons for the importance of soft skills in students’
lives. Participants were asked to rate the importance of soft skills for different objectives
on a scale from 1 (lowest proficiency) to 5 (highest proficiency). Among the provided
purposes, the highest-rated reason for learning soft skills was “creating good relation-
ships with others” (mean = 4.25). This was followed by “career development” and
“finding a good job,” with mean scores of 4.03 and 3.96, respectively. However, partic-
ipants considered soft skills to be relatively less important for academic performance
(mean = 3.34). This finding aligns with [13], which emphasized the importance of soft
skills, especially communication skills, in creating job opportunities for individuals.

Creating good relationships with others [ 425
Career development [ 403
Finding a good job | 3.96
Enabling success in life [ 3.68
Good academic performance [ 3.34

0 1 2 3 4 5

Fig. 2. Purposes for leaning soft skills (N = 968, Mean = 1-5)
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In order to gain deeper insights into students’ perceptions regarding the impor-
tance of different types of soft skills for academic performance and career develop-
ment, they were requested to rate the level of importance of the 12 soft skills previously
identified. The study results, as shown in Figure 3, revealed that the three most crucial
soft skills for academic performance were communication (mean = 3.91), teamwork
and collaboration (mean = 3.89), and time management (mean = 3.65). These results
align with previous research that highlighted the paramount importance of “commu-
nication” as a core skill in higher education [25]. Conversely, for career development,
the most significant soft skills were teamwork and collaboration, leadership, and
problem-solving, with mean scores 0f 4.01, 3.98, and 3.95, respectively. These findings
are consistent with a study by Ooi and Ting [26], which highlighted the importance of
teamwork as one of the most desired skills by employers in the workplace.

Communication skills

Teamwork and collaboration skills

Time management skills
Leadership skills
Problem-solving skills
Planning and organizing skills
Presentation skills

Creative thinking skills
Critical thinking skills
Willingness to learn

Self-motivation and self-direction

Negotiation skills

o
—
o
w
o~
w1

[ Importance level for academic performance B Importance level for career development

Fig. 3. Importance of soft skills for academic performance and for career development
(N =968, Mean = 1-5)

3.3 Self-assessment of soft skills level

When evaluating their level of soft skills, students were not confident in their
abilities. A significant majority of the respondents, 70.24%, considered their soft
skills to be at an average level, while 18.06% perceived their soft skill level as weak
or very weak. In contrast, only a small percentage believed their soft skills were at
good or very good levels, with 10.65% and 1.05%, respectively. This lack of confi-
dence in their soft skills can likely be explained by the absence of comprehensive
soft skills training programs at school.

The analysis results of students’ proficiency in soft skills show that the top three
soft skills in which students expressed the highest confidence were problem-solving
(Mean = 3.55), leadership skills (Mean = 3.44), and communication (Mean = 3.43).
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In contrast, negotiation skills, willingness to learn, and self-motivation and self-
direction were evaluated at the lowest levels, with mean scores of 2.96, 2.94, and
2.75, respectively (see Figure 4).

Problem-solving skills e 3.55
Leadership skills e, 3.44
Communication skills [y 343
Teamwork and collaboration skills e 336
Presentation skills [ 3.34
Time management skills e 3.3
Planning and organizing skills I 3.24
Creative thinking skills I 3.2
Critical thinking skills [ 3.12
Negotiation skills [ 2.96
Willingness to learn [ 2.94

Self-motivation and self-direction [N 275
0 1 2 3 4 5

Fig. 4. Self-assessment of the level of soft skills by the respondents (N = 968, Mean = 1-5)

To investigate the relationship between the perceived importance and the pro-
ficiency level of soft skills among university students, a correlation analysis was
conducted. The results presented in Table 3 reveal strong relationships between the
perceived importance of most soft skills and the level of proficiency demonstrated
by the students. This implies that students assigned higher scores to the skills they
deemed more important. Similar findings were observed by Majid et al. [17], where
students also assigned higher scores to skills they perceived as significant.

Table 3. Correlation between perceived importance and soft skills level

Soft Skills Correlation

Communication skills 365 (")
Teamwork and collaboration skills 427 (%)
Problem-solving skills A59 ()
Negotiation skills 327 (%)
Leadership skills 167 (%)
Creative thinking skills 235 (%
Critical thinking skills 283 (*)
Time management skills 326 ()
Planning and organizing skills 423 (%)
Presentation skills 402 ()
Self-motivation and self-direction 158 (%)
Willingness to learn 338 ()

Notes: **Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed); *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level
(2-tailed).
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To evaluate the relationship between educational institutions and students’
self-assessment of their soft skills level, a one-way ANOVA test was conducted. The
results revealed a statistically significant correlation between students’ level of soft
skills and the university they attended (sig = 0.041 < 0.05), as shown in Table 4. This
suggests that the perception of soft skills possessed by students varies among differ-
ent universities. This difference can potentially arise from the implementation of
unique soft skills training programs offered by each university.

Table 4. One-way ANOVA test on the effect of students’ school on students’ soft skills level

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Between Groups 10.368 7 2.184 3.204
Within Groups 1561.152 960 1.618 041*
Total 1571.520 967

Note: *The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.

Based on the analysis, students’ perceptions of their soft skills varied across dif-
ferent study fields. As shown in Table 5, economics students displayed the high-
est confidence in their soft skills (Mean = 4.62), followed by students in linguistics
(Mean = 4.47), medicine (Mean = 4.25), and agriculture (Mean = 4.13). On the other
hand, students in engineering technologies and information technology expressed
a lower level of satisfaction with their soft skills, with mean scores of 3.92 and 3.58,
respectively. The lower satisfaction levels among these students may be attributed
to a curriculum that predominantly emphasizes technical and theoretical aspects,
potentially omitting the comprehensive development of soft skills. Furthermore, the
results of the one-way ANOVA test examining the impact of study fields on students’
perceptions of soft skills indicated a significant difference at the 0.05 level, with
sig.=0.047 (sig < 0.05) (refer to Table 6). This suggests that the perception of soft skills
among students significantly varies based on their chosen majors.

Table 5. Perception of soft skills possessed by students of different majors

Study Field n Mean (1-5) )
Economics 237 4.62 1.36
Linguistics 153 447 1.40
Medicine 83 425 1.00
Agriculture 174 413 1.11
Engineering Technologies 96 392 1.35
Information Technology 214 3.58 1.37
Other 11 4.06 1.28

Table 6. One-way ANOVA test on the effect of students’ majors on students’ soft skills level

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Between groups 18.761 6 3.127 2.935
Within Groups 1552.758 961 1.616 047*
Total 1571.520 967

Note: *The mean difference is significant at the 0.05 level.
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Regarding the students’ study year, the average self-assessment scores for overall
soft skills varied among the different groups. The results presented in Table 7 show
that last-year students had the highest average score (Mean = 4.46), followed by
third-year students (Mean = 4.38), second-year students (Mean = 4.25), and first-year
students (Mean = 4.12). This indicates that last-year students tend to have a higher
self-assessment of their soft skills compared to second-year and third-year students.
This observation can be attributed to the accumulation of soft skills over time as
students’ progress in their studies [27]. However, the results of the one-way ANOVA
test showed an insignificant value of 0.902 > 0.05 (refer to Table 8). This suggests
that there was no significant difference in the self-assessed level of soft skills among
students in different study years.

Table 7. Perception of soft skills possessed by students of the different study years

Year of Study n Mean (1-5) SD
First year 328 4.12 1.25
Second year 209 425 1.29
Third year 268 438 1.28
Last year 163 446 141

Table 8. One-way ANOVA test on the effect of students’ study year on students’ soft skills level

Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Between Groups 936 3 312 1.92
Within Groups 1570.583 964 1.629 902
Total 1571.520 967

Note: The mean difference is not significant at the 0.05 level.

3.4 The need for soft skills improvement

After assessing their own soft skills, participants were asked to identify the
skills they wanted to develop. The top three soft skills that students expressed a
desire to develop were communication skills (64.36%), teamwork and collabo-
ration skills (63.84%), and leadership skills (60.43%) (see Figure 5). These skills
were also identified as the most crucial soft skills by students (refer to Figure 3).
Following these, the next three skills that students aimed to improve were related
to management and problem-solving abilities, namely time management skills
(56.40%), problem-solving skills (54.75%), and planning and organizing skills
(51.34%). In contrast, self-motivation and self-direction (28.51%) and willingness
to learn (24.69%) were the skills that received less attention from students in
terms of development. This indicates that students tend to prioritize the enhance-
ment of soft skills that they perceive to be more crucial for their personal and
professional growth.
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Communication skills 623 (64.36%)
Teamwork and collaboration skills 618 (63.84%)
Leadership skills 585 (60.43%)
Time management skills 546 (56.4%)
Problem-solving skills 530 (54.75%)
Planning and organizing skills 497 (51.34%)
Presentation skills 483 (49.9%)
Negotiation skills 447 (45.66%)
Critical thinking skills 392 (40.5%)
Creative thinking skills 374 (38.64%)
Self-motivation and self-direction 276 (28.51%)
Willingness to learn 239 (24.69%)

0 100 200 300 400 500 600 700 800 900

Fig. 5. Soft skills needed for improvement (multiple responses) (N = 968)

4  DISCUSSION

This study has investigated the perceptions of university students regarding the
importance of soft skills for their academic performance and career development.
The results showed that the most considered soft skills were communication, team-
work, collaboration, problem-solving, negotiation, and leadership skills. This result
is consistent with the findings by Maxwell et al. [21], who identified “communica-
tion and problem solving” as the most essential skills in the literature. Similarly,
Ngo [27] found that communication is the most popular and most concerning soft
skill among students. This is because it offers benefits such as boosting an individu-
al’s confidence and enhancing their ability to build positive relationships with others.

According to the research results, more than half of the respondents agreed or
strongly agreed that soft skills are essential for securing a better job and are equally
important as technical knowledge. These findings were in accordance with several
previous studies [17] [22] [28]. For example, Sarker et al. [22] found that students
with good soft skills are capable of obtaining and managing their jobs as they can
“understand the expected behavior and requirements of employers,” thereby hav-
ing a higher probability of success in their future careers. Regarding the reasons
that make soft skills important for students’ lives, “creating good relationships with
others” was considered the most important reason for learning soft skills, followed
by “career development” and “finding a good job.” According to Al Asefer and Zainal
Abidin [23], employers often prefer to recruit individuals who exhibit proficiency
in both hard skills and soft skills. Therefore, cultivating soft skills during university
education is a strategic investment for students aspiring to have a more promis-
ing and successful future career [29]. On the other hand, students considered soft
skills to be less important for academic performance. This is in accordance with the
results of the earlier study by Rao [13], which recognized that soft skills, especially
communication skills, are more important at work as they can generate good job
opportunities for a person. Individuals with competent soft skills can easily build
strong relationships with others and quickly adapt to new environments, enabling
them to succeed in life.
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Moreover, the study found that the top three significant soft skills for academic
performance were communication, teamwork, collaboration, and time management
skills. This result is consistent with previous research that found that “communica-
tion” was a core skill in higher education and the most important skill according to
students [30] [31]. With effective communication and teamwork skills, students can
connect with other people more easily and present their ideas and knowledge more
effectively [25]. On the other hand, teamwork and collaboration, leadership, and
problem-solving are considered the most essential soft skills for career development.
This reflects the fact that the soft skills that students need in their careers differ from
those required in the academic environment. A study by Ooi and Ting [26] showed
that in the workplace, “participating as a part of a team” ranked third among the top
important skills among employers. Moreover, engaging in teamwork and collabora-
tion is known to enhance the “work spirit” and foster a “sense of belongingness” [31].
Lavender [32] suggests that for success in the workplace, employees must equip them-
selves with a diverse set of soft skills, including communication, problem-solving,
teamwork, decision-making, leadership, critical thinking, time management, and
creativity.

Overall, students lacked confidence in their soft skills abilities. Almost 90% of
respondents considered their soft skills to be at an average level or lower. Among the
top three soft skills, students felt most confident in problem-solving, leadership, and
communication. This finding was similar to the results reported by Majid et al. [17]
and Ngo [27]. This phenomenon of low confidence in soft skills among students
could result from a lack of soft skills training programs for undergraduate students
in many Vietnamese universities.

The analysis results indicated strong relationships between the perceived impor-
tance of most soft skills and the proficiency level of these skills among students. In fact,
students gave higher scores to the skills that they considered to be more important.
This is verified by Majid et al. [17], who discovered a similar result, with students
scoring higher for skills they perceived to be important. And as a result, they are
probably working hard to improve the skills they thought were essential to their lives.

Furthermore, the perception of students regarding their possession of soft skills
varied across different study fields. Among the most confident with their soft skills
are students in economics, linguistics, medicine, and agriculture. In contrast, the
students in engineering technologies and information technology thought their level
of soft skills was not as good as expected. This could be because economics students
have better access to soft skills such as communication, negotiation, and leadership
through mandatory courses in their curricula. Meanwhile, students in engineering
and technology fields mainly focus on professional knowledge courses rather than
soft skills [33]. The study conducted by de Campos et al. [34] highlights a critical
gap that exists between engineering education, the job market, and societal needs.
The findings reveal the inadequacy of new engineering graduates in possessing the
essential skills required to navigate the dynamic and evolving work environment.
To meet the current demands of the job market and society, a paradigm shift in
engineering education is necessary. The traditional focus on technical and theoret-
ical aspects must expand to incorporate a broader set of skills, as problem-solving
capabilities are incomplete without a foundation in various soft skills. Moreover, it
is essential for promoting lifelong learning and self-direction as crucial components
of an engineer’s skill set. This aligns with the evolving nature of engineering profes-
sions, where adaptability and continuous learning are paramount.

It is interesting that the final-year students obtained the highest score for self-
assessment on soft skills level, followed by the third-year students and the

International Journal of Engineering Pedagogy (iJEP) iJEP [Vol. 14 No. 3 (2024)


https://online-journals.org/index.php/i-jep

iJEP | Vol. 14 No. 3 (2024)

The Importance of Soft Skills for Academic Performance and Career Development—From the Perspective of University Students

second-year students, and the lowest score was found for first-year students. This
can be explained by the accumulation of soft skills over time through personal and
professional projects, internships, and extracurricular activities [35]. Last year, stu-
dents studied for nearly 4 to 5 years in university. They were trained in certain skills
through specialized subjects, soft skills courses, extracurricular activities in student
clubs, social activities, and practical experiences [27].

Finally, students considered communication, teamwork, collaboration, and lead-
ership skills as the top soft skills they most wanted to develop. This means that stu-
dents tend to focus on developing soft skills that are perceived to be more crucial
to them. The findings of this study are in line with the research of Majid et al. [17],
which identified students’ desire to improve soft skills deemed important to them.

Many researchers and educators have identified a significant gap between the
soft skills expected by employers and the actual level of soft skills possessed by grad-
uates [36]. This underscores the imperative for a paradigm shift in higher education
to bridge the gap between academic preparation and the demands of the contem-
porary job market. Recognizing the vital role of soft skills, there is an urgent call to
proactively integrate them into the educational curriculum. It is crucial to enhance
student awareness of the importance of soft skills for their academic performance
and career advancement, especially among engineering students, who often prior-
itize hard skills over soft skill development. As education significantly influences
students’ soft skills [34], educators and policymakers should develop specialized aca-
demic programs, particularly for engineering professionals, to establish an environ-
ment conducive to learning and practicing these skills. This approach aims to equip
graduates with the confidence and readiness required for success in both academic
and professional environments. The study advocates for a comprehensive approach
to engineering education, emphasizing not only technical expertise but also inter-
personal and communication skills essential for professional success. Proposed
strategies include offering specialized soft skills training, integrating soft skills into
existing courses and extracurricular activities, and providing opportunities for stu-
dents to practice and enhance crucial skills such as communication, teamwork, crit-
ical and creative thinking, and problem-solving.

5 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION

The main goal of this study is to assess the students’ perceptions of the importance
of soft skills in academic performance and career development. The results showed
that the majority of Viethamese undergraduate students recognized the importance
of soft skills for both academic and work environments, despite their limited under-
standing of the concept of soft skills. According to the students, the reasons that
made soft skills important to them were “creating good relationships with others,”
“career development,” and “finding a good job.” Moreover, the study findings indi-
cate that the three most important soft skills for students’ academic performance are
communication, teamwork, collaboration, and time management skills. Meanwhile,
teamwork and collaboration, leadership, and problem-solving were considered the
most important soft skills for career development. Furthermore, the study revealed
that many students identified their overall soft skills level as below the desired
level. Noticeably, students felt more confident about the skills they considered more
important. The study also found that students tend to prioritize the development of
soft skills perceived as more important to them, such as teamwork and collaboration
skills and communication skills. The findings of this research provide a foundation
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for future studies aimed at developing solutions to enhance the soft skills competen-
cies of university students.

This study has several limitations. Firstly, the reliance on self-reported data intro-
duces the potential for self-report bias. Students’ responses may be influenced by social
desirability or subjective interpretations, which can lead to potential discrepancies
between their perceived and actual soft skills competencies. It would be beneficial
for future studies to incorporate objective assessments, such as performance evalua-
tions or standardized tests, to complement self-report measures and provide a more
objective evaluation of students’ soft skills. Another limitation is the participants’ lim-
ited understanding of soft skills. The study acknowledged that the students had a lim-
ited understanding of the concept, which could have impacted their perceptions and
responses. To address this limitation, future research could incorporate educational
interventions aimed at raising awareness and enhancing students’ understanding of
soft skills. Furthermore, the lack of objective measures to assess soft skills is a significant
limitation. Employing objective assessments, such as performance-based tasks or stan-
dardized assessments, in future studies would enhance the reliability and validity of
soft skills evaluations. This would enable a more comprehensive and accurate assess-
ment of students’ soft skills competencies. Importantly, conducting longitudinal studies
in future research would provide insights into the development and impact of soft skills
over time, allowing for a more comprehensive understanding of their long-term effects.
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