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THE IMPORTANCE OF STUDENTS’ SOFT SKILLS
BASED ON PILOT RESEARCH RESULTS FROM SERBIA

Agnes Slavié, Maja Strugar Jelaca, Nemanja Berber, Dimitrije Gasi¢

Abstract

The rapid changes in the organizations’ external and internal en-
vironment require highly competent, flexible and innovative work-
force who have the knowledge and skills to adopt to the new situation.
Tertiary education has to develop the professional competences and
soft skills of their students in order to enhance their employability at
the labor market. Soft skills represent psychological attributes that
express how people learn, think, and act. The most well-known are
communication, teamwork, flexibility, creativity, leadership etc. Re-
search results show that there is often a gap between the students’ soft
skills and the employers’ expectations. The reason for expectation gap
may lay in the constant changes in the business context and therefore
in the employers’ requirements. The aim of the paper is to present a
few research results on the importance of soft skills in the tertiary
education, the evolution of expectation gap and a few best practices
on development of students’ soft skills word wide. Besides, the paper
presents the results of a field research conducted in Serbia, Faculty
of Economics in Subotica, University of Novi Sad on the students’
perceptions about their soft skills. The obtained results may be useful
for the development of study programs in Serbia and in the region.

Keywords: soft skills, tertiary education, employers’ expectations,
Serbia

Introduction

Higher education institutions are expected to serve as human capital

providers for the nation. Tertiary education is concerned to be res-
ponsible not for the simple training of students and preparing them
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for work, but it may be directly related to their personal development,
too. The dramatic changes in business context, as well as in social, po-
litical and technological environment mean a constant challenge for
higher education. The industrial revolution 4.0 requires highly com-
petent human resources, employees who are qualified, agile, adaptive
and responsive to rapid changes. Universities have to introduce stu-
dy programs which prepares students for the changing contexts and
complex expectations of the global labor market. Guerra-Baez (2019)
underlines that e comprehensive university level training has to focus
not only on theoretical and practical knowledge relating to a profes-
sion, but also methodologies aimed at promoting autonomy in lear-
ning, creativity for problem solving, critical thinking, commitment
to society, and persistence in the face of adversity. [1]

According to Kember, Leung, and Ma [2] there is an increasing re-
cognition for awareness that soft skills can support scholars to achieve
academic and job-related aims upon their graduation. On this line of
reasoning, soft skills have become increasingly critical parts of edu-
cation. Tang further emphasized that higher educational institutions
are grounds where scholars track their socialization and obtain and
grow a variety of knowledge, skills, attitudes, and characteristics that
shake the manner they act in and take part with broader society. This
is why the industry’s feedback is extremely important to determine
the characteristics that the graduates must possess so that they can
function effectively in their workplace.[3]

Even though there is significant interest of universities and stu-
dents about the importance of soft skills there is still a significant
gap between the students’ soft skills and the employers’ expectations
about soft skills.

The importance of soft skills highly depends on the dimensions
of organizational and national cultural. Even between neighboring
countries we could not find the same pattern of communication,
planning and organization in companies. Nowadays the process of
globalization and digitalization require the cooperation of employers
from different countries and cultures. For this reason, by our opi-
nion, a study on the importance of soft skills and their development
at tertiary education shall focus on the analysis of different practices
from various national cultures.
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The aim of the theoretical part of the paper is to present a few
research results on the importance of soft skills in the tertiary edu-
cation, the evolution of expectation gap and a few best practices on
development of students’ soft skills word wide. The empirical part of
the paper presents the results of a field research conducted in Serbia,
Faculty of Economics in Subotica, University of Novi Sad on the stu-
dents’ perceptions about their soft skills.

Background
The importance of soft skills in tertiary education

Polanyi (1966) has classified knowledge into two types including: soft
skills and hard skills. [4] Both the students’ soft and hard skills are
important for their employability and higher education programs
perform a vital role in assisting their scholars’ employability. Author
Tang highlights that employability is demonstrated in the claim of
a combination of personal potentials and principles, considerations,
skills, and the capability to replicate effectively on practice. Based on
numerous research results it is considered that employers would like
to look for additional skills besides graduates” qualifications and ex-
perience. [5] This means that the technical skills possessed by specia-
lists are less important compared to those soft skills that can be trans-
ferred between different jobs and employment sectors when linked
with different roles. This is why in recent years it has been identified
that the training and development of soft skills of university students
should be of central interest to higher education institutions since
they are closely related to personal well-being, social adjustment, and
adaptation to the work context. [6]

Rainsbury et al. [7] consider hard skills as those related to techni-
cal aspects to perform several tasks in work. Therefore, hard skills are
basically cognitive and are influenced by intellectual quotient (IQ).
Asbari et al. [8] emphasize that hard skills can produce something
that is visible, explicit and direct, they can be assessed from technical
or practical tests. Hard skills are mainly related to mastery of science
and technology, they are easily documented, formed and articulated
and usually constitute knowledge inherent in higher education. In
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addition, hard skills can be created, written and transferred between
higher education activity units. Hard skills are technical competen-
cies specific to a particular discipline or field of work that enable the
successful performance of certain academic and professional tasks.
In the educational context, hard skills are traditionally limited to
the development and acquisition of formal learning through subjects
taught in schools. [9]

There are lots of definitions of soft skills. Schulz (2008) stresses
that the perception of what is a soft skill differs from context to cont-
ext. A subject may be considered a soft skill in one particular area,
and may be considered a hard skill in another. [10] One of the defini-
tions emphasizes that the concept of soft skills is comparable to the
concept of life skills proposed by the World Health Organization, Di-
vision of Mental Health which defines them as a set of socio-affective
skills that are necessary for interaction with others and that make it
possible to cope with everyday demands and challenging situations.
It is important to note that the concept of soft skills differs from that
of social skills, because social skills are part of soft skills, but the latter
are additionally formed by skills to learn, analyze, manage time, and
innovate. These aspects go beyond the set of skills that allow interac-
tion with others. [11]

Escola-Gason and Gallifa stress that soft skills represent psycho-
logical attributes that express how people learn, think, and act. Mea-
suring soft skills is important because they are variables that allow
students to predict their professional future and career orientation.
[12] Asbari et al. (2020) underline that soft skills form the knowledge
that is still in the minds of humans and is highly personal so that
transformation requires personal interaction. These soft skills are
rooted in one’s actions and experiences, including idealism, values,
and emotionality. Based on this understanding, soft skills are categ-
orized as personal knowledge or in other words knowledge obtained
from individuals or individuals [13].

According to Kallioinen soft skills refer to dynamic, interperso-
nal psychological attributes that describe a person’s different ways
of learning, thinking, and acting. [14] Kechagias (2011) emphasizes
that soft skills have two essential characteristics: on the one hand,
they are competencies that are not exclusively limited to academic
performance. They are called “soft” because they also intervene in
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the vital learning that any human being must perform to achieve a
balanced and adaptive life at the psychological level. This means that
soft skills are conditioned by certain personality traits and thus affect
the psychological processes that characterize the vital development
of human beings.

On the other hand, they are called “competencies” because they
can be assessed at two levels: (1) as an optimal ability and (2) as a psy-
chological state based on a person’s self-perception. These two levels
are not mutually incompatible; rather, they are complementary. [15]

There are many classifications of soft skills. For example, Robles
concluded that the most important soft skills in the work context are
integrity, communication, courtesy, responsibility, social skills, posi-
tive attitudes, professionalism, flexibility, teamwork, and work ethics.
[16] In a comprehensive review, Gallifa and Garriga identified up to
66 soft skills, of which 27 were considered “generic competencies”.
The most frequent soft skills in education are critical thinking, prob-
lem solving, leadership, responsibility, communication, and collabo-
ration. [17]

Caeiro-Rodriguez, et al. presents the results of HERA project
grouping the existing soft skills into 5 categories: (1) technical skills
that comprise skills out of the standard engineering curriculum re-
lated to technical aspects; (2) metacognitive skills related to the ma-
nagement and improvement of the cognitive process; (3) intraperso-
nal skills related to one’s inner characteristics and also one’s attitude
towards things, ranging from creativity or adaptability to self-discip-
line or perseverance; (4) interpersonal skills are skills that improve
one’s capabilities to work with others; (5) problem-solving skills that
help to identify the source of a problem and find a suitable and effec-
tive solution. [18]

Escola-Gason and Gallifa (2022) underline that in general, clas-
sifications of soft skills have two problems. First, the attributes inclu-
ded in the classifications change depending on the context and type
of task to be performed. This results in the lack of a solid and ge-
neralist theory that explains which personal styles allow us to defi-
ne soft skills. Unlike personality theories, soft skills do not present
operational theoretical models. This is the predominant difficulty in
the psychometric assessment of soft skills. Second, in most classifica-
tions, the difference between hard and soft skills is not well-defined.
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The most exhaustive classifications in the educational field cannot be
practically measured and require operational adaptations. [19]

The expectation gap concerning soft skills

Despite of the rising awareness of universities and students about
the importance of soft skills there is a significant gap between the
students’ soft skills and the employers’ expectations about soft skills.
The differences in skills acquired from education providers and the
expectations of employers is known as the “expectation gap”. The
main reasons for the expectation gap are the rapid changes in the
employers” expectations and the impossibility of tertiary education
institutions to incorporate these requirements rapidly in the study
programs. [20] Author Schulz emphasizes that for decades employers,
as well as educators frequently complain about a lack in soft skills of
the graduates from tertiary educational institutions. Predominantly
missed are communication skills, but additional knowledge in busi-
ness or project management is also ranking highly on the list of mis-
sing skills desirable for graduates entering the business world. [21]

Author Kruger presents a survey conducted by the Association of
American Colleges and Universities proving that there is a gap betwe-
en how higher education institutions believe they have prepared their
students to the expectations of the labor market and how employers
evaluate the graduates’ readiness for work. The results indicated that
university graduates are found to be well prepared in written and oral
communication, innovation, complex problem-solving, critical thin-
king and analytic reasoning, and applying their knowledge and skills
to real-world settings perceived by about 25% of the surveyed emp-
loyers. However, results showed that more than 60% of graduates rate
themselves as well prepared in terms of these soft skills. The result
underlines that tertiary education must identify innovative and ac-
tive methods to measure and communicate their graduates’ accomp-
lishment. [22]

The majority of the participants of research obtained in Malaysia
in 2017 agreed that universities are dedicated to providing technical
skills training effectively compared to the development of soft skills
of their students. This is because most of the university courses are
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planned to train students a specific capability, therefore university
graduates are lacking in communication and interpersonal, prob-
lem-solving, team-working, and critical and creative thinking skills.
(23]

A research from the accounting industry in New Zealand shows
that the employers’ expectations have changed following global trans-
formation of business operations and require both accounting and
generic proficiencies. The pace at which vocational education provi-
ders update and incorporate these required skills is slower than chan-
ges in the business environment. Most tertiary education accounting
courses have not significantly changed from teaching traditional ac-
counting principles and theories to innovative course contents that
include the technical and generic skills required in accounting prac-
tice, such as analysis of facts to generate information for business de-
cision making and emotional intelligence, which are described in as
non-technical skills. Consequently, employers are sometimes concer-
ned about the mismatch between accounting graduates’ skills and the
expectations employers have of those skills. It is important to under-
line that the gap between employers’ expectations concerning techni-
cal accounting skills and the skills that tertiary accounting graduates
acquire during their studies is not unique to the accounting discipli-
ne, the situation concerning engineering is very similar. [24]

The findings of a study from Greece also present an expectation
gap concerning MBA study programs. The role of business schools
and their MBA programs are to provide their students with the es-
sential skills to connect business education to business practice. The
research results indicate that an MBA degree contributes conside-
rably to most of the managerial skills, although relevant criticisms
regarding a gap between MBA programs and business needs are not
groundless. The main argument regarding MBA studies concerns the
gap between theory (general knowledge offered by the relevant cour-
ses) and practice (real business needs), arguing that the knowledge
and skills delivered by the MBA programs relate poorly to practit-
ioners’ needs. This is proven by the MBA graduates’ perceptions, the
level of skills provided by their degree do not fully meet the level of
managerial skills needed in real business. [25]

The empirical study from Australia also supported the gap betwe-
en theory and practice and concluded that Australian MBA graduates
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lack interpersonal and business-engagement content and fail to meet
business needs. In addition, the results of a survey obtained among
practicing managers revealed that the most important expectations
from the labor market towards MBA graduates include interpersonal
skills, emotional intelligence, communication skills and capacity for
business ethics. [26] Authors Baruch and Peiperl also stress that some
of the qualities and abilities attributed to the MBA are associated with
the ‘hard’ skills, such as research and accounting skills, whereas ot-
hers concerned with general managerial competencies such as career
management, decision-making and working in teams. [27]

A survey conducted by the Financial Times indicated that soft
skills, such as the ability to work within a team and with a wide va-
riety of people, were rated as the most valuable skills MBA gradua-
tes should have. [28] Some MBA graduates cannot meet the above-
mentioned expectations unless they have graduated from reputable
universities or have adequate work experience. The first reason for
this negative perception might be due to the changing nature of the
business school model, from in-person lectures to fully-online MBA
programs. The second reason is that MBA programs are often cri-
ticized for not imbuing their graduates with the needed soft skills
and ethical behavior, both of which are necessary in a corporate
world. Soft skills would require not just theories but actions - actual
practices and students may best acquire them through experientially
learning. [29]

Overall, it can be concluded that a typical MBA program seems
to assist graduates in enhancing managerial skills, though not at the
level required by their employers. It also helps MBA holders to find
enriching jobs with increasing compensation over time. On the other
hand, it exerts a moderate to negligible influence on the selection/
hiring process, job hopping and certainly on promotions. [30]

The development of students’ soft skills

As during the last decades, the perceived importance of soft skills has
increased significantly, it is of high importance for everyone to acqui-
re adequate skills beyond academic or technical knowledge. Skills
such as digital literacy, independent and autonomous learning, open-
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ness to criticism, assertiveness or social interaction and empathy,
generally known as soft skills, play a key role. Despite this growing
interest on the introduction of soft skills in the curricula, there is no
common understanding about what skills are important, or how to
teach or assess them. In fact, the way soft skills are being taught and
assessed in different countries and educational institutions is very di-
verse and this is an issue that should be addressed. [31]

Promoting soft skills of university students is a win-win situation.
The students benefit from personal training; the educational institu-
tions benefit from providing real comprehensive training, thus comp-
lying with basic institutional principles; the community benefits be-
cause it is served by professionals in training while, at the same time,
students increase their transversal skills. The development of soft
skills requires from universities some kind of fieldwork with com-
munities and families close to the educational environment that can
benefit from the technical or disciplinary skills that the students de-
velop. Another basic pillar of training in soft skills is interdisciplinary
as it is believed that it is not the task of educators alone, but the res-
ponsibility of psychologists, counselors, and other actors involved in
the teaching and learning process. The third pillar is considering the
cost of students’ integral training as an investment where there is no
loss. [32]

University lecturers have a special responsibility regarding soft
skills, because during students’ studies they have major impact on the
development of their soft skills. Lecturers should actively practice soft
skills with their students. A very effective and efficient way of doing
this is to include soft skills training into the teaching of hard skills.
As a positive side effect, the lessons will become more attractive, whi-
ch in turn will increase the success rate of learners. Students need
to adopt an active role where they can experience their capabilities,
strengths and weaknesses in relation to soft skills. As a result, many
different approaches are being considered, usually as some kind of ro-
le-playing game, or involving a classroom debate. The analysis of the
literature shows that the main strategies used to develop soft skills in
the university context comprise the design of activities linked to the
curriculum that allow practical application. [33]

Author Schulz identified two methods of learning or improving
soft skills. One way is enrolling for formal training with the advanta-
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ge of having some kind of certificate at the end of the course, which
might come in handy for job applications, but it is not always guaran-
teed that a certain course actually successfully enhanced a person’s
soft skills. The other way of acquiring soft skills is self-training, usu-
ally based on books and e-learning. A very pleasant way of self-tra-
ining one’s soft skills is frequent socializing with friends, colleagues
and other members of society with the purpose in mind to enhance
certain soft skills. There are a lots of communication skills, which can
be practiced while chatting and discussing with others in an infor-
mal manner: language proficiency in general, listening, discussing,
etiquette, self-esteem, or body language. [34]

Focusing on the development of soft skills at tertiary education
a formal approach would be to incorporate soft skills subjects into
a study program’s curriculum. On lower levels a course may require
students to do a bit of research and to present their results to the class
afterwards. On graduate level a course on management skills, inclu-
ding some communication skills together with the management of
time, conflict management or cultural issues would be useful. Howe-
ver, very often the curricula are already overloaded with hard skills
courses, making it almost impossible to add or substitute courses. A
very elegant way of offering soft skills training to students is to embed
it into the teaching of hard skills. This way, no changes to a prog-
ram’s curriculum are necessary, instead the change will be reflected
in the lecturers’ teaching methodology requiring some re-thinking
and re-planning of existing hard skill courses. [35]

Author Tang considers that there are four basic questions that
should be answered while lecturers are designing activities for their
courses. The four questions are including the purpose of this activity
and the importance, what kinds of soft skill are developed through
the teaching activity, and the methods that the students can apply
what they have learned in their workplace. Focusing on the methods
of developing soft skills Tang suggests that the employment-related
skills such as critical thinking and communication skills can be em-
bedded in role-playing instructional activities. Team-working skill
can be developed in group work instructional activities. Other than
soft skills can be taught in weekly teaching courses, companies who
involved as parts of the university internship program can integrate
these soft skills in those activities within their internship training.
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Additionally, some of the participants highlighted the importance of
coaching and mentoring in order to sustain these soft skills. Another
proposal is that the advisory boards of each faculty in higher educa-
tion institutions should include practitioners so that they can cons-
tantly appraise their program and their instructional methods accor-
ding to the board members’ feedback. In order to enhance graduate
employability, faculty should include externships into their programs
with the aim to develop scholars’ professional experiences. A subs-
tantial follow-up such as the faculty can survey the employers reg-
arding their scholars’ performance after six months of the students’
placement. [36]

Caeiro-Rodriguez, et al. analyzed the promotion and teaching of
soft skills in higher education across five European countries: Gre-
ece, Estonia, Denmark, Portugal and Spain. The research provides
an overview of the best practices on these countries, focusing also
on technological solutions to actually enable the development of soft
skills. In their research students were asked if they thought that the
current educational system allowed individuals to develop the skills
that they consider to be important in their academic and future pro-
fessional careers. Students mostly tended to provide a negative ans-
wer (45%) although the number of undecided students was equally
high (41%) and only 14% responded positively. The students acknow-
ledge the existence of a variety of pedagogical methods to teach and
learn soft skills. However, they tend to value most those with which
they are more familiar, such as those directly involving teamwork or
those applied in regular course activities (making decisions, solving
problems, etc.). [37]

The research from Indonesia focused on four soft skills during an
MBA program in Indonesia: teamwork, communication, ethical res-
ponsibility, and leadership based on an outdoor training. The study
offers two recommendations that could improve the effectiveness of
the training, especially in behavioral change. The first recommenda-
tion concerns the timing of the training announcement and sche-
dule. The other is a clear understanding of the purpose and goal of
the training, and the training activities. These suggested enhance-
ments could increase participants’ acceptance levels of the training
events and improve their level of absorption in the training inputs.
The enhancements are also expected to create a positive atmosphere,
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one in which the participants can completely concentrate on learning
throughout the training session. [38]

Author Tang analyzed students’ soft skill development based on
focus groups from Thailand, United Kingdom and Vietnam. The
results of the study indicated that graduates believed their education
and skills were sufficient and higher education institutions reflected
their confidence in preparing their scholars for the transition to the
workplace. Unfortunately, literature reviews indicated that new gra-
duates are found to be lacked essential soft skills for employment,
revealing impractical expectations and demands for higher wages by
graduates as examples. Such distinct viewpoints must be taken into
consideration for effective resolutions to enhance the graduate emp-
loyability. It can be concluded that employers are seeking for gradua-
tes who are well-informed and experienced and simultaneously reta-
in the required characteristics. The research results suggest to higher
education institutions to redirect their resources from classroom-ba-
sed initiatives to employment-based training and internships to en-
hance graduates’ soft skills thus provide immediate projections and
support graduates in the transitional stage into employment. [39]

In the last few decades, companies in Serbia - like other organiza-
tions world-wide - have been faced with numerous challenges, such
as globalization, growing competition, the emergence of new infor-
mation and communication technologies. [40] New technologies,
environmental and climate concerns, globalization, shifts and uncer-
tainties caused by the Covid-19 pandemic are all disrupting, resha-
ping, and transforming today’s business environment in Serbia, too.
[41] Companies need competent and talented employees who have
the soft skills which will help them to adopt to the changing business
context. Research conducted in 2011 in Serbia showed that enthusi-
asm, teamwork, flexibility and communication skills are the highly
ranked soft skills what by managers from all sectors expect from their
employees. [42]

The research of Mili¢ et al. (2023) on perception of engineering
students in Serbia has shown that when it comes to the importance
of various soft skills needed for future careers, students rated team
work and communication sKkills as the most important, and creativity
and leadership as the least important soft skills. Students rated their
own levels of soft skills, problem solving, and flexibility/adaptability
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and companies have to cooperate in order to succeed. [43]
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were rated with the highest scores, while presentation skills and stress
management were ranked lowest. The results show that students are
becoming more aware of the importance of non-technical skills. But
there is still a gap between the importance level of skills needed for
future work and the level of student’s self-assessment of soft skills.
The results suggest that educational institutions, professors, students

In order to analyze the students’ current perception on their soft
skills a questionnaire-based field research was conducted, as a part
of international study on the importance of students’ soft skills. As
the questionnaire was filled out by the students of Faculty of Econo-
mics in Subotica, University of Novi Sad, Serbia, it may be considered
as pilot research for Serbia. The on-line anonymous questionnaire

was filled out by university students of all levels (bachelor, master
and PhD students) from October 2022 till January 2023. The total
number of respondents was 245. The questions were focusing on the
students’ perceptions on their soft skills, the students’ opinion about
the employers’ expectations and the students’ perception on how they
meet those expectations. The figures 1, 2 and 3 show the respondents
demographic data, while figure 4 presents the respondents’ structure

based on their work experience.

= Male = Female

Figure 1: Sample structure regarding respondents’ gender.
Source: Authors’ research
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The majority of the respondents (about 80%) were female, and it
mainly represents the students’ structure at Faculty of Economics in
Subotica, University of Novi Sad, as the majority of students are fe-
male. Figure 2 presents the respondents’ structure due to their age.

0 50 100 150 200 250

Llessthan 20 yearsold | &

Between 21-30 years [N 035
Between 31-40 years | 3
Between 41-50 years 1

Over 51years 0

Figure 2: Sample structure regarding respondents’ age
Source: Authors’ research

The respondents’ age distribution shows that the great majority
(96%) of respondents is between 21 and 29 years. It is important to
note that in Serbia children begin the elementary school with 7 years,
not with 6 years as it us the case in Hungary and other European
countries. The older students (older than 30 years) make only about
4% of the sample. It also represents the students’ structure at the fa-
culty, as the share of older students is significantly lower than in the
EU countries. Figure 3 gives an insight about the respondents’ hig-
hest qualification.

The two thirds (66%) of the interviewees are master students, with
college or university education, while one thirds of respondents are
undergraduate students. This structure does not represent the fa-
culty’s students, as the majority are undergraduate students.

—
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PhD studies 0

College/university | N
Secondary school with leaving _

certificate

Secondary school §

Figure 3: Sample structure concerning respondents’ highest
qualification. Source: Authors’ research

Figure 4 shows the structure of respondents based on the length of
their work experience.

0 20 40 60 80 100 120 140 160

Without work experience

With half year of work experience orless

More than a half year but up to one year

More than one year

Figure 4: Sample structure concerning respondents’
work experience. Source: Authors’ research
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The majority (58%) of analyzed students has no work experience,
while about 23% of them have worked for a period between half a year
and one year. It represents the students’ structure at the faculty, as the
share of students with work experience is significantly lower than in
the EU countries.

Results and discussion

The research on the students’ perception of their soft skills analyzed
different aspects, but in this paper we show the following data: the
respondents’ perceptions on employers’ expectations from candidates
with tertiary education, students’ perceptions on the level of their soft
skills, students’ perception on how well they meet the employers’ ex-
pectations, respondents’ perception on where they can improve their
soft skills, and their perception on who may influence the develop-
ment of soft skills.

First the interviewees were asked to identify the most important
soft skills the employers expect from a candidate with a university
education and to value how do they meet these requirements concer-
ning the soft skills. A five-point Likert scale was used to document
the answers. Table 1 presents the students’ perception about the ten
most important skills employers expect from university graduates
and their perception on how they meet these expectations. The means
and the standard deviation data are presented.

According to the obtained data students consider that employers
expect from university graduates the following skills: communica-
tion skills, language skills, teamwork, planning and problem solving,
flexibility and creativity. Based on the students’ self-evaluation they
have the highest level of communication skills, teamwork skills, plan-
ning and organization skills and flexibility. The students consider
that they have lower level of language skills and presentation skills.
Students assume that they meet the employers’ requirements the best
concerning their ability to work in teams, the group of communica-
tion skills and flexibility.

—
—
—
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Table I: The respondents’ perceptions about soft skills
(I- not important at all 5-the most important)

Students’ : Students’
perceptlon’ on Students’ percep- perception
employers’ ex- . on how well

. / tions on the level
The most impor- : pectations from . . they meet the
. . . of their soft skills ,
 tant skills -candidates with -employers
: tertiary education _expectations -
Mean | Stand. i Mean { Stand. | Mean : Stand
(-5)  dev. (-5 @ dev. (-5 dev.
Communication o' (908 428 0761 424 0,838
Skllls et he e e e e e e e e e e baeeeia e
Good communi- ) o (o0 435 0793 419 0818
cation skills S NSRS S S
Language skills 4.46 0,765 : 3.77 0,990 : 4.01 : 0,889
Ability 440 0832 429 0,878 426 0,786
to work in team OO TSSO OO O
 Planning and 5 5 5
organizational 440 0,775 ¢ 4.27 0,790 411 @ 0,884
skills o - :
Problem solving 438 0,838 | 4.04 0,836
Flexibility 434 0851 426 0,808
Presentation 432 0767 396 1,022
skills T
Creativity 427 0873 401 0943
Time 426 0822 402 00936
management O NSO SO N

Source: Authors’ research

The questionnaire consisted a multiple answer question concer-
ning what students think where they can improve their soft skills.
The answers are presented in Figure 5.

The respondents consider that the most important place to impro-
ve soft skills is the workplace, as 78% of them choose this alternative.
The second-best place to improve soft skills is among friends, as about
40% of students marked this answer. The third place for the improve-
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ment of soft skills, according to our respondents, is at school, as 40%
of them choose this alternative.

At last, we present the data on students’ perception on who influ-
ences them in developing their soft skills based on the answers to a
multiple-choice question.

At work

Abroad

Among strangers

Among friends

In the family

At school

Business & Diplomacy Review 1. évfolyam | 2. szdm | 2023. december
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Figure 5: Respondents’ perception on where they can improve their
soft skills. Source: Authors’ research

yselr -
strangers |G
Colleagues |
People working in education || NN RNREE
Friends |
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Employer

(=]

50 100 150 200

Figure 6: Respondents’ perception on who may influence the develop-
ment of their soft skills. Source: Authors’ research
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The obtained answers show that young tertiary educated people
consider that they influence themselves the most regarding the de-
velopment of soft skills (68% choose this alternative). Besides, their
colleagues (55%) and people working in education (46%) may have a
significant influence on the development of their soft skills.

Based on the results of the questionnaire-based research it can be
concluded that the situation in Serbia concerning the importance of
soft skills in tertiary education is similar to the situation presented
in the literature. Students consider soft skills very important for the-
ir employability, they are aware of the employers’ expectations and
consider that they roughly meet those expectations. The best fit is
found considering the ability to work in team, communication skills
and flexibility. Besides, there is an expectation gap, as students assu-
me that they have a lower level of skills than expected by the emp-
loyers, mainly considering languages skills and presentation skills.

The importance of tertiary education in developing soft skills
in Serbia is moderate, according to the students’ perception as they
consider that they can better improve their soft skills at work or
among friends, than at school. But it is promising that they claim that
beside themselves and their colleagues, people in education may have
an influence on the development of their soft skills. The fact that stu-
dents consider that they themselves have the highest influence on the
development of soft skills is hopeful and is in line with the conclusion
of cited authors, who emphasize that soft skill development require
the active role of students and the of self-training.

Conclusions

The industrial revolution 4.0 requires highly competent employees
who have professional competences and soft skills to successfully
cooperate in the global business context. This is why universities have
to introduce study programs which prepares students for the chan-
ging contexts and develop not only their knowledge, but soft skills,
too. The development of soft skills during a formal tertiary education
is challenging as soft skills form the knowledge that is in the minds of
humans and is highly personal so that transformation requires perso-
nal interaction. Even though universities and students have realized
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the importance of soft skills there is often a gap between the struc-
ture and level of students’ soft skills and the employers” expectations.
The rapid changes in the business context result in a shift between
the employers’ expectations and the possibility of tertiary education
institutions to incorporate these requirements rapidly in the study
programs, risking the adequate employability of students. There are
numerous examples of the intention of faculties to develop soft skills.
It is important to note that students should be aware of the importan-
ce of soft skills and encouraged to enhance them.

The most widespread approach is to incorporate soft skills subjects
into a study program’s curriculum. But very often the curricula are
already overloaded with hard skills courses, making it almost impos-
sible to add or substitute courses. Furthermore, some lecturers might
be ignorant of the importance of soft skills and hence, do not support
dedicated courses in this regard. A more efficient way of offering soft
skills training to students is to embed it into the teaching of hard
skills. But it may be reflected in the lecturers’ teaching methodology
requiring some re-thinking and re-planning of existing hard skill
courses.

The aim of the empirical part of the paper was to present the re-
search results on the students’ soft skills in Serbia. According to the
obtained data students consider that employers expect from university
graduates the following skills: communication skills, language skills,
teamwork, planning and problem solving, flexibility and creativity.
Based on the students’ self-evaluation they have the highest level of
communication skills, teamwork skills, planning and organization
skills and flexibility. Students assume that they meet the employers’
requirements the best concerning their ability to work in teams, the
group of communication skills and flexibility.

Besides, there is an expectation gap, as students assume that they
have a lower level of skills than expected by the employers, mainly
considering languages skills and presentation skills. The importance
of tertiary education in developing soft skills in Serbia is moderate.
Students assume that that they can better improve their soft skills at
work or among friends, than at school. Even though they consider
that teachers have some influence on the development of their soft
skills. The students consider self-training as the most effective way of
developing soft skills.
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The obtained data are in line with the conclusions of other resear-
ches world-wide as the results demonstrate that students of economy
from Serbia, University of Novi Sad are aware of the importance of
soft skills and the requirements of employers, but there is still an ex-
pectation gap. In comparison to the perception of Serbian students of
engineering — presented in the research of Mili¢ et al (2023) - students
of economy consider communication and leadership skills as more
important.

The practical implication of the research is that the results of the
pilot research from Faculty of Economics, University of Novi Sad may
be useful in creation of new study programs for future graduates of
economy and business administration in Serbia and in the region.
It is important to incorporate interactive teaching methods into the
hard-skill courses in order to develop teamwork, and problem solving
and flexibility of students. Besides, introducing soft skill courses, like
communication or leadership may significantly develop the students’
employability. In the development of new curriculum and study cour-
ses it will be recommended to involve the representatives of local emp-
loyers, too. The limitations of the study apply to the pilot character of
the study, the number of respondents and the focus on only one faculty
of economy from Serbia.
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