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Abstract: This study explores how students' soft skills relate to demographic factors such as gender,
education, and age, with a specific focus on Indonesia’s labour absorption challenges. Using a
survey of more than five hundred respondents, the research identifies patterns in how soft skills are
perceived and developed among students from diverse backgrounds. The findings reveal that certain
competencies —such as communication, teamwork, empathy, and leadership —show significant
variation based on gender and educational level, while most soft skills remain relatively stable across
age groups. The analysis also highlights strong interrelationships among specific soft skill
components, indicating that they function as an integrated set rather than isolated attributes. These
insights suggest that higher education institutions should strengthen curriculum design and learning
strategies to equip graduates with the soft skills demanded by the labour market. By emphasising
inclusive and targeted development of interpersonal competencies, universities can enhance
graduate employability and help address the structural gap between education and workforce
readiness. This study offers both theoretical insights and practical implications for soft skill
development in emerging economies such as Indonesia.
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Introduction

interpersonal and adaptive skills—commonly referred to as soft skills—has increased significantly. Soft skills

encompass a range of non-technical competencies, such as effective communication, teamwork, adaptability,
and leadership, which are essential for navigating complex professional environments and achieving career
progression (Jackson, 2010). Unlike hard skills, which are specific, teachable abilities or knowledge sets, soft skills
are more concerned with how individuals interact with others and manage their behaviour in diverse contexts. Succi
and Canovi (2019) explore these distinctions by investigating the perceptions of both students and employers across
various European countries, revealing that 86% of respondents have observed an increased emphasis on soft skills
over the past decade. Their study underscores a misalignment between the soft skills prioritised by employers—
namely communication, problem-solving, and adaptability—and students' self-perceptions, highlighting a pressing
need for stronger alignment between Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) and industry stakeholders to bridge this
gap.

Previous research also emphasises a persistent mismatch between the soft skills possessed by graduates and those
demanded by employers, despite long-standing recognition of their importance for employability and professional
success (Crossman & Clarke, 2010; Clarke, 2017). Succi's work advances this dialogue by offering a framework for
HEIs to recalibrate curricula based on labour market expectations, drawing on validated surveys and HR interviews

ﬁ s organisations navigate rapid change and intense competition, the demand for graduates with robust
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to propose actionable reforms in education. Furthermore, research into demographic influences reveals that soft skills,
such as empathy, can vary significantly with age—suggesting that aspects like empathic accuracy may decline over
time, which points to the relevance of gender differences and age in understanding soft skill development (Wieck et
al., 2021).

In the Indonesian context, a pilot study by the International Labour Organisation (ILO, 2018), in partnership with the
Alliance of Indonesian Youth (ARI) and Binus University, identified 14 soft skills considered vital by local
stakeholders. These include vision setting, professional development, negotiation, creative thinking, critical reasoning,
interpersonal communication, and public speaking. Such competencies not only reflect cross-cultural leadership
capabilities (Caligiuri & Tarique, 2012), but also highlight the role of targeted developmental interventions in fostering
leadership potential among Indonesian youth. This reinforces the importance of systematically integrating soft skills
into higher education to equip graduates with relevant and globally competitive abilities. Overall, these findings
provide strong empirical support for positioning Soft Skills, Higher Education, Gender Differences, and Employability
as central themes in the discourse on preparing students for the complexities of the future workforce.

Literature Review
Theoretical Background

Various demographic factors, notably gender, education, and age, influence the development and manifestation of soft
skills. This theoretical background explores these dimensions through the lens of recent empirical studies and
established theories.

Soft Skills and Gender

Gender differences in soft skills have been a focal point in organisational behaviour research. A study by Testa et al.
(2024) investigated the relationship between perceived value and students' intention to adopt Natural Language
Processing (NLP) models, considering gender as a moderating factor. The findings revealed that while a higher
perceived value positively influenced the intention to use NLP models for both genders, females were less inclined to
adopt these technologies compared with males. This aligns with \Gendered Socialisation Theory (GST) (Eagly &
Wood, 2002), suggesting that societal norms and expectations shape the development and application of soft skills
differently across genders.

Soft Skills and Education

The role of education in enhancing soft skills is well-documented. Holik and Sanda (2021) examined the integration
of transferable skills into education and training programmes, focusing on a young women's training programme. The
study demonstrated that embedding transferable skills into educational curricula significantly improved participants’
competencies, underscoring the importance of educational interventions in soft skills development. This finding
resonates with Transformative Learning Theory (TLT) (Mezirow, 2009), which posits that critical reflection and
experiential learning within educational settings facilitate profound personal and professional growth.

Soft Skills and Age

Age-related variations in soft skills have garnered attention in organisational studies. Research by Testa et al. (2024)
explored the moderating effect of age on the relationship between soft skills and career engagement. The study found
that psychological capital mediates this relationship differently across age groups, suggesting that younger and older
employees may leverage distinct soft skills to enhance their career engagement. This observation aligns with the
Lifespan Theory of Motivation (LTM) (Heckhausen et al., 2010), which suggests that individuals' goals and
motivations evolve with age, influencing the development and application of various competencies, including soft
skills.

Understanding the interplay between demographic factors and soft skills is crucial for designing effective educational
programmes and workplace policies. Gender-specific socialisation patterns, educational interventions, and age-related
motivational shifts all contribute to the development and application of soft skills. Future research should continue to
explore these dynamics to inform strategies that promote equitable and effective soft skills development across diverse
populations.

Hypothesis Development

Soft skills—such as communication, teamwork, and adaptability—are increasingly recognised as essential for success
in the modern workforce, often more so than technological or strategic advantages (Dogara et al., 2020; Cortellazzo
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et al., 2020; Borner et al., 2018). For school and university graduates, developing these competencies enhances
employability and supports organisational effectiveness (Singh & Srivastava, 2014). Unlike hard skills, soft skills are
transferable across industries and are vital for navigating interpersonal interactions and leading in diverse
environments (CSP Global, 2017; Gnecco et al., 2023). Their importance is further reinforced by studies showing that
effective training approaches, such as time-spaced learning, significantly improve performance outcomes (Ibrahim et
al., 2017).

Jackson (2010) emphasises the need to align educational outcomes with industry expectations by integrating soft skills
into university curricula. Succi & Canovi (2019) found that 86% of employers have increased their focus on soft skills
in the past decade, yet students' perceptions often do not match employer expectations—highlighting a persistent skills
gap. This gap underscores the importance of stronger collaboration between higher education institutions and
industries to cultivate relevant competencies. Studies also emphasise the significance of demographic factors, such as
gender, age, and educational background, in shaping perceptions and the development of soft skills (Succi & Canovi,
2019). In the Indonesian context, gender gaps in education—especially in rural areas—remain a challenge, although
female literacy rates are improving (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2020). According to McKinsey (2018), achieving
gender equality could add $135 billion to Indonesia’s economy by 2025. Meanwhile, unemployment among educated
youth suggests a need to reform higher education to emphasise entrepreneurship and soft skills.

Caligiuri & Tarique (2012) highlight the importance of soft skills such as cultural flexibility in preparing future global
leaders, while Patacsil & Tablatin (2017) stress teamwork and communication as critical areas often neglected in
academic settings. Their study on IT students and industry supervisors confirms that soft skills are just as vital as
technical ones in the workplace. In conclusion, the development of soft skills—across gender, education levels, and
cultural backgrounds—is essential for enhancing graduate employability and national human capital. Educational
institutions must prioritise these skills to meet the evolving demands of the global labour market.

The Framework Research Model )

Recommendation
Meet Expectation between Curriculum in HEI (Higher Education)
Industry and student | Workshep
Training
A
Student Acquired Soft Skill g v 3! Industry prespective or
Perspective Expectation

Age School Gender

Figure 1. Research Framework
Source: own research, 2025

Given that the conditions discussed relate to the employment outcomes of student graduates and the responsibilities
of educational institutions, this article aims to provide a theoretical overview of the soft skills possessed by students
and the role of demographic factors, while also examining how these soft skills are interconnected. Accordingly, this
study proposes the following hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1: There are significant differences in soft skills component scores across gender, age, and education
levels.
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Hypothesis 2: There is a significant relationship between soft-skill components based on the Pearson correlation
value.

Methodology and Data Collection Process

This research employs a survey-based approach using a structured, self-administered online questionnaire to examine
whether gender, age, and education influence students' perceptions of their soft skills and how soft skill components
correlate. The study focuses on respondents located in Indonesia and utilises a quantitative research methodology. The
study utilized a sample of 509 participants selected from a population of approximately 4 million workers in Indonesia,
Central Bureau of Statistics (2020). The sample size of 509 was determined using Slovin’s formula and Cochran’s
theory standards, ensuring a 95% confidence level and a 0,05 margin of error, which is considered robust for a
population of this scale (7/8). This quantitative breadth allows for statistically significant comparisons across
demographic variables such as gender and education. The questionnaire was administered in two versions, English
and Indonesian. It contained 22 items, including demographic questions, and consisted of two sections. Section A
gathered information regarding respondents’ gender, age, and education to identify how students acquire soft skills
across these demographic categories. Section B was \designed by the researchers to assess the frequency and
relationships among soft-skill components, comprising 22 items measuring different soft skills. A five-point Likert
scale was used to measure student responses, adapted from Le Clear, E. A. (2005), and intended to capture perceptions
related to school or higher education improvement. Data collection was carried out using structured questionnaires
distributed between June and August 2023.

To ensure the rigour and credibility of the findings, several strategies were employed to mitigate internal biases within
the collected data, with a specific focus on the qualitative component derived from open-ended survey responses. For
the quantitative data, common method bias was addressed through procedural remedies, including respondent
anonymity and the psychological separation of items to reduce socially desirable responding. Regarding the qualitative
element—which involved thematic analysis of participants' perspectives on soft skill barriers—triangulation of data
sources was used to validate emerging themes against quantitative trends. To mitigate researcher bias (reflexivity), an
independent peer-review process was conducted during the coding phase, ensuring that interpretations were grounded
in the data rather than the researchers' preconceptions. Furthermore, "member checking" principles were applied by
cross-referencing initial findings with existing literature on the Indonesian labour market to ensure contextual
accuracy. This multi-layered approach to bias mitigation enhances the internal validity of the study, ensuring that the
derived conclusions accurately reflect the lived experiences of students and the structural realities of Indonesia’s
education-to-workforce transition.

Prior to data collection, all respondents were presented with an informed consent statement outlining the purpose,
nature, and confidentiality measures of the research. Participants were informed that the study aimed to understand
students’ soft skill competencies across various demographic dimensions in Indonesia. The consent form emphasised
the voluntary nature of participation and assured respondents that their responses would be used solely for academic
research purposes and kept strictly confidential.

Next page
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Research Findings
Descriptive Statistical Analysis

Table 2 presents the descriptive statistics and Pearson product-moment correlations for the soft-skill components
measured in this study.

Table 2. Descriptive statistics and Pearson product-moment correlations

Components of soft skills Mean scores Standard deviation

L. Professional skills 4.56 0.657
2. Language Skills 4.51 0.614
3. IT skills 4.34 0.744
4. Appearance 4.24 0.823
5. Good communication 4.66 0.555
6. Critical thinking 4.63 0.579
7. Leadership 4.55 0.605
8. Entrepreneurial Skills 4.36 0.712
9. Teamwork 4.65 0.594
10. Ethics and Morals 4.71 0.533
11. Strategic Thinking 4.60 0.596
12. Time Management 4.61 0.620
13. Planning and 4.49 0.635

Organisation
14. Communication 4.64 0.549

Skills
15. Presentation Skills 4.55 0.628
16. Self-awareness 4.58 0.593
17. Problem Solving 4.63 0.609
18. Empathy 4.53 0.650
19. Creativity 4.59 0.611
20. Flexibility 4.50 0.654
21. Stress and Conflict 4.52

Management 0.644
22. Emotional 4.57

Intelligence 0.657

Source: own research, 2025

Table 2 synthesises the overall contribution of the study, showing that most soft skills—such as empathy,
flexibility, and professionalism—are evenly distributed across demographic groups. This interpretation is derived
from the relatively uniform mean values in Table 2 (ranging from 4.24 to 4.71) and the strong positive correlations
reported in Table 3 (r > .70). These results indicate that contextual and personality-related factors may play a
greater role in shaping soft skills than demographic characteristics.

Correlation analysis confirmed the study’s hypotheses by showing strong positive relationships among the soft-
skill variables. Stress and conflict management had the strongest association with emotional intelligence (r=.783,
p < .05), followed by flexibility with creativity, planning with communication, teamwork with ethics,
communication with public speaking, and strategic thinking with planning—each exceeding .70 and therefore
indicating strong connections (Stellefson et al., 2008). Emotional intelligence and planning/organisation emerged
as core competencies that are linked to a wide range of other skills. These findings suggest that soft skills are
highly interconnected, and that developing them holistically is more effective than addressing them individually.
Strengthening these key competencies can significantly enhance performance, leadership, and collaboration.
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Table 3. Top 6 soft skills that are most positively related to each other

329

Components of soft skills

Coefficient correlation

N S e

Stress and Conflict Management with Emotional Intelligence

Flexibility with Creativity

Planning and Organisation with Communication Skills

Teamwork with Ethic and Morals

Good communication with Communication skills/Public speaking

Strategic thinking with Planning and Organisation

0.783
0.742
0.756
0.740
0.746
0.745

Source: own research, 2025

Inferential Statistical Analysis
Gender-Based Research Findings

As indicated in Table 3, soft skills showing significant differences suggest potential areas where gender may play
a role. These areas could be explored further to design interventions or training programmes tailored by gender.
However, non-significant skills indicate areas in which both genders may have similar strengths, allowing for a
uniform approach to training and development. This study examines gender differences across a wide range of
soft skills. Significant skills (gender-based differences identified) include IT skills, appearance, good
communication skills, teamwork, ethics and morals, time management, presentation skills, and empathy. On the
other hand, non-significant skills (no gender-based differences) include leadership, critical thinking, language
skills, problem-solving, creativity, emotional intelligence, and several others. Using a t-test, we evaluated whether
specific soft skills differed significantly between gender groups. The analysis produced t-values and one-sided p-
values for each component, enabling the interpretation of statistically significant gender differences at a threshold
of p <0.05.

Table 4. Correlation Coefficient of Student’s Soft Skill Based on Gender

Significant One side-

Components of soft skills Code t-value Conclusion
p value
Professional skills 8 _ProfS
- -0.757 0.225 Bad
Language Skills 8_LangS
-1.53 0.063 Bad
IT skills 8 IT
-2.991 0.001 Good
Appearance 8_A]
PP —P -1.859 0.032 Good
Good communication 8_GCS
- -2212 0.014 Good
Critical thinking 8 CT
-0.949 0.171 Bad
Leadership 8 LeadS
- -0.842 0.200 Bad
Entrepreneurial Skills 8_ES
-1.183 0.119
Teamwork 8 Ab
-2.242 0.013 Good
Ethics and Morals 8_EMS
- -2.481 0.007 Good
Strategic Thinking 8_ST
-1.281 0.100 Bad
Time Management 8 ™
-1.69 0.046 Good
Planning and Organisation 8_POS
-1.273 0.102 Bad
Communication Skills 8_CS
- -2.333 0.010 Good
Presentation Skills 8_PresS
-0.701 0.242 Bad
Self-awareness 8_SA
- -0.698 0.243 Bad
Problem Solving 8 ProbS
- -1.399 0.081 Bad
Empath 8 Em
Pty —mp -2.111 0.018 Good
Creativity 8_Crea
-1.35 0.089 Bad
Flexibility 8 Flex
- -0.459 0.323 Bad
Stress and Conflict Management 8_Stress
-0.362 0.359 Bad
Emotional Intelligence 8 EI
B -0.193 0.423 Bad

Source: own research, 2025
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Table 4 elaborates on gender-based differences in certain competencies, including IT skills, communication, teamwork, ethics,
and empathy. The evidence comes from the t-test results in Table 4, which reveal statistically significant differences (p <.05)
for these components. The discussion highlights that such disparities may arise from sociocultural or occupational factors, and
that inclusive training approaches are needed to address these inequalities.
The t-test results show that some soft skills display significant gender differences, while others do not. Notably, IT skills (t =
-2.991, p = 0.001), communication skills (t = -2.333, p = 0.010), teamwork (t = -2.242, p = 0.013), ethics and morals (t = -
2.481, p = 0.007), appearance skills (t =-1.859, p = 0.032), and empathy (t =-2.111, p = 0.018) show statistically significant
gender differences, suggesting that gender may influence proficiency in these areas. Time management (t =-1.69, p = 0.046)
also shows a marginally significant difference. In contrast, no significant gender differences were found in professional skills,
critical thinking, leadership, entrepreneurial skills, strategic thinking, creativity, flexibility, stress and conflict management,
emotional intelligence, presentation skills, planning and organisation, or self-awareness. Language skills and problem-solving
approach significance but do not meet conventional thresholds. These findings indicate that gender may play a role in the
development or expression of certain soft skills, while others appear to be more evenly distributed. This underscores the
importance of considering gender dynamics in skill development initiatives and tailoring educational or training programmes
to address potential disparities.

Education Based Research Findings

As presented in Table 4, the analysis examines various soft-skill components based on mean scores, Levene's test statistics for
homogeneity of variances, and their corresponding significance values. The components are evaluated to determine differences
in variances and their significance levels, categorizing the results as either "Good" (no significant difference, p > 0.05) or
"Bad" (significant difference, p < 0.05). Components such as professional skills, language skills, and IT skills demonstrate
non-significant variance differences, indicated by their higher p-values. Conversely, components such as critical thinking,
good communication, leadership, and ethics and morals show significant variance differences, suggesting that these soft skills
may vary across groups or conditions. These findings offer insights into which soft skills exhibit greater consistency and which
may require more tailored interventions or focused improvement strategies.

Table 5. Correlation Coefficient of Students’ Soft Skill Based on Education

Mean Lavene’s

Components of soft skills Code e sigh* Conclusion
scores statistic
Professional skills 8_ProfS
- 4.56 2.134 0.075 Good
Language Skills 8_LangS
4.51 1.636 0.164 Good
IT skills 8 _IT
- 4.34 1.801 0.127 Good
Appearance 8 Ap
4.24 0.964 0.427 Good
Good communication 8_GCS
4.66 5.891 0.001 Bad
Critical thinking 8 CT
- 4.63 4.036 0.003 Bad
Leadership 8 LeadS
- 4.55 4.764 0.001 Bad
Entrepreneurial Skills 8_ES
4.36 1.567 0.182 Good
Teamwork 8_Ab
- 4.65 3.248 0.120 Good
Ethics and Morals 8_EMS
- 4.71 3.466 0.008 Bad
Strategic Thinking 8_ST
4.60 3.097 0.016 Bad
Time Management 8 ™
- 4.61 2977 0.019 Bad
Planning and Organisation 8_POS
- 4.49 1.608 0.171 Good
Communication Skills 8_CS
4.64 2.666 0.032 Bad
Presentation Skills 8_PresS
- 4.55 1.429 0.223 Good
Self-awareness 8_SA
- 4.58 6.248 0.001 Bad
Problem Solving 8 ProbS
4.63 2.513 0.041 Bad
Empathy 8 Emp
4.53 2.224 0.065 Good
Creativity 8_Crea
4.59 4.892 0.001 Bad
Flexibility 8 Flex
4.50 4.172 0.002 Bad
Stress and Conflict Management 8_Stress
- 4.52 3.752 0.005 Bad
Emotional Intelligence 8 EI
B 4.57 1.826 0.122 Good

Source: own research, 2025

Table 5 discusses how education significantly influences specific soft skills, such as critical thinking, leadership,
communication, and ethics. These findings correspond to the Levene’s test results in Table 5, which report
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significant variance (p < .05) across education levels. This suggests that formal education environments play a
transformative role in developing higher-order cognitive and interpersonal abilities.

The Levene’s test results indicate that several soft skills—such as communication, critical thinking, leadership,
ethics and morals, strategic thinking, time management, self-awareness, problem-solving, creativity, flexibility,
and stress/conflict management—show significant variance based on education level, suggesting that these
abilities may be shaped or enhanced through formal education. In contrast, skills such as professional conduct,
language proficiency, IT skills, appearance, teamwork, entrepreneurial ability, planning and organisation,
presentation, emotional intelligence, and empathy show no or only marginal educational variance, indicating that
they may be influenced by factors beyond schooling. These findings suggest that education plays a critical role in
the development of particular soft skills, particularly those related to communication, leadership, and higher-order
thinking, and reinforce the need to incorporate targeted soft skills training into academic curricula to better prepare
students for professional environments.

Age-Based Research Findings

As elaborated in Table 5, the findings provide an overview of the homogeneity of variances and ANOVA results
for different components of soft skills across age groups. The table presents mean scores for each soft skill, the
results of Levene's test for homogeneity of variances (statistic and significance values), and the significance values
from the ANOVA. Skills with non-significant Levene's test outcomes (p > 0.05) demonstrate homogeneity of
variances across age groups, whereas those with significant values (p < 0.05) indicate potential variability. For
example, critical thinking and self-awareness show significant variance differences, as indicated by their p-values
of 0.029 and 0.044respectively. Meanwhile, the ANOVA results highlight which soft skills display significant
differences in mean scores among age groups, providing insights into age-related variations in soft skill
proficiency.

Table 6. Correlation Coefficient of Students’ Soft Skill Based on Age

Lavene’s

Components of soft skills Code Mean scores statistic* sig ANNOVA/sig
Professional skills 8 _ProfS
- 4.56 0.921 0.430 0.954
Language Skills 8_LangS
4.51 1.169 0321 0.990
IT skills 8 _IT
- 4.34 0.423 0.737 0.166
Appearance 8 Ap
4.24 2.01 0.112 0.727
Good communication 8_GCS
4.66 0.592 0.620 0.922
Critical thinking 8 CT
- 4.63 3.027 0.029 0.574
Leadership 8 LeadS
- 4.55 0.289 0.833 0.799
Entrepreneurial Skills 8_ES
436 0.881 0.451 0.273
Teamwork 8_Ab
B 4.65 0.516 0.672 0.862
Ethics and Morals 8_EMS
- 4.71 0.797 0.496 0.904
Strategic Thinking 8_ST
4.60 1.574 0.195 0.873
Time Management 8 ™
- 4.61 0.623 0.600 0.699
Planning and Organisation 8_POS
- 4.49 0.607 0.611 0.878
Communication Skills 8_CS
4.64 0.394 0.757 0.983
Presentation Skills 8_PresS
- 4.55 0.564 0.639 0.846
Self-awareness 8_SA
- 4.58 2.714 0.044 0.452
Problem Solving 8 ProbS
4.63 0.435 0.728 0.990
Empathy 8 Emp
4.53 0.194 0.900 0.804
Creativity 8_Crea
4.59 1.987 0.115 0.422
Flexibility 8 Flex
4.50 0.439 0.725 0.581
Stress and Conflict Management 8_Stress
- 4.52 1.36 0.254 0.772
Emotional Intelligence 8 EI
~ 4.57 0.18 0.910 0.995

Source: own research, 2025
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Table 6 draws on the results of the Levene’s test and ANOVA, which show that most soft skills do not vary
significantly across age groups (p > .05), apart for minor variations in critical thinking and self-awareness. The
analysis indicates that soft skills remain relatively stable with age, supporting the notion that lifelong learning and
reflective experience contribute to maintaining and refining these competencies over time.
This study employed Levene’s test and ANOVA to examine the effect of age on soft skills, using a significance
threshold of p < 0.05. The findings reveal that most soft skill components—including professional skills, language
skills, IT skills, appearance, communication, leadership, entrepreneurial, teamwork, ethics, strategic thinking,
time management, planning and organisation, presentation, problem-solving, empathy, creativity, flexibility,
stress management, and emotional intelligence—do not differ significantly by age. Although critical thinking and
self-awareness showed significant variance in Levene’s test, the ANOVA results did not identify meaningful
differences in mean scores, suggesting some variability in how these skills are distributed across age groups.
Overall, the results indicate that soft skills remain relatively stable across age, reinforcing the idea that age is not
a strong predictor of competence and that soft skill development can occur throughout the lifespan.

Discussion and Conclusion

The paper demonstrates that students’ soft skills significantly contribute to addressing demographic gaps related
to gender, education, and age.

Gender

The analysis reveals gender-based differences in several key soft skills, particularly IT, communication, and
presentation abilities. Research suggests that male-dominated job roles often emphasise technical skills,
contributing to gaps in IT competencies (Calanca et al., 2019), while women’s more expressive writing styles may
enhance communication effectiveness (Levitskaya et al., 2022). These differences likely reflect broader social and
cultural influences within contexts such as Indonesia (Rahmi et al., 2023; Setiati, 2023; McKinsey, 2018). In
contrast, skills such as critical thinking, leadership, emotional intelligence, and stress management appear to be
evenly distributed across genders, indicating that they may be less influenced by gender-related factors (Bosson
et al., 2021; Siddiq & Scherer, 2019). These insights emphasise the importance of understanding how gender
shapes certain competencies and of addressing unequal access to, or opportunities for, skill development.

Education

Analysis of soft skills across education levels shows that abilities such as communication, critical thinking, and
leadership tend to improve with higher education, reflecting how advanced learning fosters cognitive and
interpersonal growth (Zhao et al., 2024; OECD, 2019). In contrast, professional and IT skills remain relatively
consistent, suggesting that they are shaped more by standardised training or self-directed learning outside formal
education (Eurostat, 2023; White et al., 2013). This indicates that while education strengthens complex thinking
and social interaction, technical skills can also be developed through alternative pathways such as workplace
experience or digital tools (Freeman et al., 2014; Hung, 2002).

Age

Analysis of soft skills across age groups shows that most skills—such as leadership, communication, and IT—
remain relatively stable over time, suggesting that they are developed early and sustained throughout life (Feraco
etal., 2024). However, critical thinking and self-awareness show notable variance, with self-awareness potentially
increasing through experience and maturity (Fernandez-Arias et al., 2021). While some studies support the
stability of age-related soft skills, others report persistent differences across age groups (Fernandez-Arias, 2021;
Feraco & Meneghetti, 2024), indicating that certain soft skills may continue to evolve as individuals age.

Conclusion

This study contributes to soft skills research by examining how gender, age, and education influence students’
self-assessed competencies. The findings indicate that many soft skills—such as empathy, flexibility, and
professionalism—are consistently distributed across demographic groups, suggesting that attributes such as
personality or organisational culture may play a more substantial role in shaping their development than
demographics alone. However, skills such as IT, communication, and teamwork show gender-based differences,
highlighting the need for inclusive development strategies. Education emerges a key driver of high-order soft
skills , including critical thinking and leadership, although challenges remain in translating training into practice.
Existing studies highlight the importance of structured support and experiential learning, yet future research is
needed to validate these approaches. While most soft skills appear stable across age groups, self-awareness may
increase over time, reinforcing its relevance to lifelong learning einitiatives. Given the growing link between
employability and entrepreneurial readiness, universities are encouraged to embed soft skills—particularly
entrepreneurial competencies—into their curricula, especially in rapidly transforming labour markets such as
Indonesia.
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A critical aspect of this study involved the systematic mitigation of internal biases to ensure that the conclusions
drawn are both robust and representative. By integrating qualitative insights with quantitative metrics, the research
moved beyond mere correlation to understand the why behind soft skill disparities. Qualitative data were subjected
to rigorous thematic scrutiny, where negative case analysis was employed to challenge early assumptions and
refine the final conclusions. This process allowed the study to identify nuanced challenges—such as the
sociocultural barriers affecting gender-based skill acquisition—that quantitative data alone might obscure. The
conclusions were derived by synthesizing these qualitative narratives with statistical outputs, ensuring a holistic
view of the labor absorption dilemma. Consequently, the study’s recommendations for Higher Education
Institutions are not only evidence-based but also contextually sensitive, accounting for the qualitative complexities
of student perceptions and the multifaceted nature of human capital development in emerging economies. (2)

This study’s findings directly align with the global Sustainable Development agenda, particularly SDG
4 (Quality Education) and SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth). The identified challenges in soft skill
competitiveness significantly hinder sustainable labour absorption in Indonesia. The research reveals that higher
education effectively develops higher-order cognitive skills such as critical thinking and leadership, highlighting
its crucial role in cultivating a resilient workforce capable of driving sustainable economic innovation. However,
the gender-based disparities in IT and communication skills present a critical challenge to “inclusive and
equitable” development. Addressing these gaps is essential for reducing inequalities and ensuring all graduates
contribute to a sustainable economy. Furthermore, the strong link between emotional intelligence and conflict
management suggests holistic skill development is a prerequisite for professional sustainability. By aligning
university curricula with these findings, Indonesia can bridge the structural gap between education and the
workforce transforming labour absorption from a dilemma into a catalyst for long-term sustainable growth and
national prosperity. (2)

Future Research and Limitation

This study, which focuses on Indonesian students, suggests that future research should expand to other countries
and across different educational levels—from primary to higher education—to provide broader insights.
Although the sample primarily consists of educated individuals, the data collection mechanisms were designed
to include participants with varied educational backgrounds. The study offers both theoretical and practical
contribution by identifying strategies that HEIs can adopt to foster soft skills. However, two key limitations
should be noted. First, the use of correlation and ANOVA only captures one-way relationships, whereas soft
skills development may involve reciprocal effects (Bortes et al., 2021). Second, despite increasing global
emphasis, few academic disciplines explicitly address soft skills, particularly across wider geographical regions.
Nonetheless, HEIs continue to recognise the importance of integrating soft skills into their curricula to better
prepare students for evolving labour demands (Almeida & Morais, 2021). These findings are vital for improving
curriculum design and supporting graduates as they navigate post-university employment challenges.

References

Abouhasera, S., Abu-Madi, M., Al-Hamdani, M., & Abdallah, A. M. (2023). Exploring emotional intelligence
and sociodemographics in higher education: The imperative for skills and curriculum development.
Behavioral Sciences, 13 (11), 911. https://doi.org/10.3390/bs13110911

Almeida, F., & Morais, J. (2021). Strategies for developing soft skills among higher engineering courses.
Journal of Education, 203 (1), 103—112. https://doi.org/10.1177/00220574211016417

Bortes, C., Ragnarsson, S., Strandh, M., & Petersen, S. (2021). The bidirectional relationship between subjective
well-being and academic achievement in adolescence. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 50, 992—
1002. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-021-01413-3

Bosson, J. K., Jurek, P., Vandello, J. A., Kosakowska-Berezecka, N., Olech, M., Besta, T., Bender, M.,
Hoorens, V., Becker, M., Timur Sevincer, A., Best, D. L., Safdar, S., Wlodarczyk, A., Zawisza, M.,
Zadkowska, M., Abuhamdeh, S., Badu Agyemang, C., Akbas, G., Albayrak-Aydemir, N., &
Zukauskiené, R. (2021). Psychometric properties and correlates of precarious manhood beliefs in 62
nations. Journal of Cross-Cultural Psychology, 52 (3), 231-258.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022121997997

Bosson, J. K., Vandello, J. A., & Caswell, T. A. (2013). Precarious manhood. In The SAGE Handbook of
Gender and Psychology (pp. 115-130). SAGE Publications. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446269930.n8

Calanca, F., Sayfullina, L., Minkus, L., Wagner, C., & Mayiskenova, E. (2019). Responsible team players
wanted: An analysis of soft skill requirements in job advertisements. EPJ Data Science, 8 (1), 13.
https://doi.org/10.1140/epjds/s13688-019-0190-z

Caligiuri, P., & Tarique, I. (2012). Dynamic cross-cultural competencies and global leadership effectiveness.
Journal of World Business, 47 (4), 612—622. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2012.01.014

Central Statistics Agency. (2020). Keadaan Angkatan Kerja di Indonesia Agustus 2020. BPS/ (CSA). BPS
Keadaan Angkatan Kerja 2020.



https://doi.org/10.3390/bs13110911
https://doi.org/10.1177/00220574211016417
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10964-021-01413-3
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022022121997997
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446269930.n8
https://doi.org/10.1140/epjds/s13688-019-0190-z
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jwb.2012.01.014
https://www.bps.go.id/id/publication/2020/11/30/307a288d678f91b9be362021/keadaan-angkatan-kerja-di-indonesia-agustus-2020.html
https://www.bps.go.id/id/publication/2020/11/30/307a288d678f91b9be362021/keadaan-angkatan-kerja-di-indonesia-agustus-2020.html

334 Ikhram and Juhasz / OIDA International Journal of Sustainable Development, 19:07,2026

Clarke, M. (2017). Rethinking graduate employability: The role of capital, individual attributes and context.
Studies in Higher Education, 43 (11), 1923—-1937. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1294152

Cortellazzo, L., Bonesso, S., Gerli, F., & Batista-Foguet, J. M. (2020). Protean career orientation: Behavioral
antecedents and employability outcomes. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 116, 103343.
https://doi.org/10.1016/1.jvb.2019.103343

Crossman, J. E., & Clarke, M. (2010). International experience and graduate employability: Stakeholder
perceptions on the connection. Higher Education, 59, 599—613. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-
9268-z

CSP Global. (2017, February 10). Hard skills vs. soft skills: Your guide to navigating the workplace. Concordia
University, St. Paul. https://online.csp.edu/resources/article/hard-skills-vs-soft-skills/

Dogara, G., Kamin, Y., & Saud, M. (2020). The impact of assessment techniques on the relationship between
work-based learning and teamwork skills development. IEEE Access, 8, 1-1.
https://doi.org/10.1109/ACCESS.2020.2983487

Eagly, A. H., & Koenig, A. M. (2006). Social role theory of sex differences and similarities: Implication for
prosocial behavior. In K. Dindia & D. J. Canary (Eds.), Sex differences and similarities in
communication (2nd ed., pp. 161-177). Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Publishers.

Eurostat. (2023, February). Digital skills in 2023: Impact of education and age.
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/en/web/products-eurostat-news/w/DDN-20240222-1

Feraco, T., & Meneghetti, C. (2023). Social, emotional, and behavioral skills: Age and gender differences at 12
to 19 years old. Journal of Intelligence, 11 (6), 118. https://doi.org/10.3390/jintelligence1 1060118

Feraco, T., Casali, N., Carbone, E., & Meneghetti, C. (2024). Soft skills and their relationship with life
satisfaction and cognitive reserve in adulthood and older age. European Journal of Ageing, 21 (1), 25.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10433-024-00820-2

Fernandez-Arias, P., Antén-Sancho, A., Vergara, D., & Barrientos, A. (2021). Soft skills of American university
teachers: Self-concept. Sustainability, 13 (22), 12397. https://doi.org/10.3390/sul32212397

Freeman, S., Eddy, S. L., McDonough, M., Smith, M. K., Okoroafor, N., Jordt, H., & Wenderoth, M. P. (2014).
Active learning increases student performance in science, engineering, and mathematics. Proceedings
of the National Academy of Sciences, 111 (23), 8410-8415. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1319030111

Gnecco, G., Landi, S., & Riccaboni, M. (2023). The emergence of social soft skill needs in the post COVID-19
era. Quality & Quantity, 58, 1-34. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-023-01659-y

Gomez, G. S., Lopez, O. G., Vega, L. D., Duarte, S. R., & Ponce, S. L. (2022). The impact of gender and
academic degrees on the performance of transversal competencies in higher education students.
International Journal of Higher Education, 11 (3), 148. https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v11n3p148

Heckhausen, J., Wrosch, C., & Schulz, R. (2010). A motivational theory of life-span development.
Psychological Review, 117 (1), 32—60. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017668

Holik, I., & Sanda, I. D. (2021). Opportunities for the development of soft skills in engineer education. Opus et
Educatio, 8 (3). https://doi.org/10.3311/0pe.462

Hung, D. (2002). Situated cognition and problem-based learning: Implications for learning and instruction with
technology. Journal of Interactive Learning Research, 13 (4), 393—-415.

Ibrahim, R., Boerhannoeddin, A., & Bakare, K. K. (2017). The effect of soft skills and training methodology on
employee performance. European Journal of Training and Development, 41 (4), 388—406.
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJTD-08-2016-0066

International Labour Organization (ILO). (2018, June). Powering up Indonesian youth through soft skills
enhancement. https://www.ilo.org/resource/news/powering-indonesian-youth-through-soft-skills-
enhancement

Jackson, D. (2014). Employability skill development in work-integrated learning: Barriers and best practice.
Studies in Higher Education, 40 (2), 350-367. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2013.842221

Jackson, D., & Hancock, P. (2010). Non-technical skills in undergraduate degrees in business: Development and
transfer. Education Research and Perspectives, 37 (1), 52—84. https://doi.org/10.70953/ERPv37.10003

Borner, K., Scrivner, O., Gallant, M., Ma, S., Liu, X., Chewning, K., Wu, L., & Evans, J. A. (2018). Skill
discrepancies between research, education, and jobs reveal the critical need to supply soft skills for the
data economy. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 115 (50), 12630-12637.
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas. 1804247115

Lan, L. T. N. (2023). Students’ perceptions and attitudes towards the importance of soft skills development in
learning and career development. European Journal of Contemporary Education and E-Learning, 1 (3),
62-72. https://doi.org/10.59324/ejceel.2023.1(3).06

Le Clear, E. A. (2005). Relationship among leadership styles, school culture, and student achievement
[Unpublished doctoral dissertation]. University of Florida.

Levitskaya, E., Kedrick, K., & Funk, R. J. (2022). Investigating writing style as a contributor to gender gaps in
science and technology. ArXiv, abs/2204.13805. https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2204.13805



https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2017.1294152
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2019.103343
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9268-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-009-9268-z
https://online.csp.edu/resources/article/hard-skills-vs-soft-skills/
https://doi.org/10.1109/ACCESS.2020.2983487
https://doi.org/10.3390/jintelligence11060118
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10433-024-00820-2
https://doi.org/10.3390/su132212397
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1319030111
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-023-01659-y
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v11n3p148
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0017668
https://doi.org/10.3311/ope.462
https://doi.org/10.1108/EJTD-08-2016-0066
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2013.842221
https://doi.org/10.70953/ERPv37.10003
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1804247115
https://doi.org/10.59324/ejceel.2023.1(3).06
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2204.13805

Ikhram and Juhasz / OIDA International Journal of Sustainable Development, 19:07,2026 335

McKinsey Global Institute. (2018, May). The power of parity: Advancing women’s equality in Asia Pacific -
Focus: Indonesia. McKinsey & Company. https://www.mckinsey.com/mgi

Mezirow, J. (2009). Transformative learning theory. In J. Mezirow & E. W. Taylor (Eds.), Transformative
learning in practice: Insights from community, workplace, and higher education (pp. 18-32). Jossey-
Bass.

OECD. (2019). Skills matter: Additional results from the survey of adult skills. OECD Skills Studies, OECD
Publishing. https://doi.org/10.1787/1f029d8f-en

Patacsil, F., & Tablatin, C. (2017). Exploring the importance of soft and hard skills as perceived by IT
internship students and industry: A gap analysis. Journal of Technology and Science Education, 7 (3),
347. https://doi.org/10.3926/jotse.271

Prince, M. (2004). Does active learning work? A review of the research. Journal of Engineering Education, 93
(3), 223-231.

Rahmi, R., Kamil, R., & Fitriani, D. N. (2023). Gender differences in information and communication
technology competencies among librarians in Indonesia. BACA: Jurnal Dokumentasi Dan Informasi,
44(2), 113—124. https://doi.org/10.55981/baca.2023.2029

Setiati, F. (2023). Are there soft skill ability different in gender? Journal of Career and Entrepreneurship, 2 (2),
44-58. https://doi.org/10.22219/jce.v2i2.31029

Siddiq, F., & Scherer, R. (2019). Is there a gender gap? A meta-analysis of the gender differences in students’
ICT literacy. Educational Research Review, 27, 205-217. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2019.03.007

Sihombing, L. (2009). Hakikat kolektivitas dalam kehidupan berbangsa Indonesia. Jurnal Amanat Agung, 5 (2),
215-226. https://ojs.sttaa.ac.id/index.php/JAA/article/view/89

Singh, A. K., & Srivastava, S. (2014). Development and validation of student engagement scale in the Indian
context. Global Business Review, 15 (3), 505-515. https://doi.org/10.1177/0972150914535137

Succi, C., & Canovi, M. (2019). Soft skills to enhance graduate employability: Comparing students and
employers’ perceptions. Studies in Higher Education, 45 (9), 1834—1847.
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1585420

Sudana, I. M., Apriyani, D., Supraptono, E., & Kamis, A. (2019). Business incubator training management
model to increase graduate competency. Benchmarking: An International Journal, 26 (3), 773-787.
https://doi.org/10.1108/B1J-03-2018-0069

Testa, M., Della Volpe, M., D’ Amato, A., & Apuzzo, A. (2024). Does gender impact the relationship between
perceived value and intentions of use of natural processing models? Transforming Government: People,
Process and Policy. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1108/TG-02-2024-003 1

Urkia-Basterra, 1., Imaz Agirre, A., & Alvarez-Huerta, P. (2025). Soft skills development in work-based
learning: A systematic literature review. Higher Education, Skills and Work-Based Learning. Advance
online publication. https://doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-11-2024-0348

White, C. B., Gruppen, L. D., & Fantone, J. C. (2013). Self-regulated learning in medical education. In
Understanding Medical Education (pp. 271-282). Wiley.

Wieck, C., Kunzmann, U., & Scheibe, S. (2021). Empathy at work: The role of age and emotional job demands.
Psychology and Aging, 36 (1), 36-48. https://doi.org/10.1037/pag0000469

Windasari, N. R., & Karya, D. F. (2024). Exploring Indonesian primary school teachers’ emotional intelligence:
Comparisons by gender and teaching experience. [IUM Journal of Educational Studies, 12 (1), 74-89.
https://doi.org/10.31436/ijes.v12i1.517

Zhao, J. Y., & Bikar Singh, S. S. (2024). Effects of liberal education on students’ personality, critical thinking,
and leadership skills: A conceptual study. Malaysian Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities
(MJSSH), 9 (8), €002820. https://doi.org/10.47405/mjssh.v9i8.2820

Author Biography

M. Abdi Dzil Ikhram W is doctorate student at Budapest University of Economics and Business, Hungary. He
is also Lecturer at Faculty of Economics and Business, University of Brawijaya, Indonesia. His research interest
includes entrepreneurship, leadership, organization behavior and soft skill development, etc. His research has been
published in journals and conferences such as International Journal of Research in Business and Social Science,
APMBA (Asia Pacific Management and Business Application), Revista De Gestdo E Secretariado, etc.

Timea Juhasz completed her PhD studies at Szechenyi Istvan University in 2010 and earned her habilitation at
the same institution in 2019. She has more than 300 publications to her credit. She currently works as an associate
professor at the University of Sopron and also previously in Budapest University of Economics and Business. Her
research areas include: skills, work-life balance, artificial intelligence, and HR.


https://www.mckinsey.com/mgi
https://doi.org/10.1787/1f029d8f-en
https://doi.org/10.3926/jotse.271
https://doi.org/10.55981/baca.2023.2029
https://doi.org/10.22219/jce.v2i2.31029
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.edurev.2019.03.007
https://ojs.sttaa.ac.id/index.php/JAA/article/view/89
https://doi.org/10.1177/0972150914535137
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1585420
https://doi.org/10.1108/BIJ-03-2018-0069
https://doi.org/10.1108/TG-02-2024-0031
https://doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-11-2024-0348
https://doi.org/10.1037/pag0000469
https://doi.org/10.31436/ijes.v12i1.517
https://doi.org/10.47405/mjssh.v9i8.2820

336 Ikhram and Juhasz / OIDA International Journal of Sustainable Development, 19:07,2026

Credit Authorship Contribution Statement

M. ABDI DZIL IKHRAM W (corresponding author): Conceptualization, Methodology, Data curation, Formal
analysis, Investigation, writing—original draft, Writing — review editing, conceptualization, & formal analysis.
TIMEA JUHASZ: Conceptualization, validation, methodology, supervision, funding acquisition, project
administration.

Declaration of Competing Interest

The authors declare that they have no known competing financial interests or personal relationships that could
have appeared to influence the work reported in this paper.



