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Abstract 
Employability skills can be categorised as ‘people’ or ‘soft skills’ and ‘technical’ or ‘industry 
specific’ skills. Australian employers are increasingly seeking to employ university graduates 
with well-developed people skills. Evidence from industry suggests these skills, in particular 
communication skills are lacking in today’s graduates. The aim of this study was to raise 
student awareness of the importance of people skills, assess their perception of personal 
competence across a range of these skills and support them to develop plans that will help 
them strengthen these skills in preparation for graduation. An online survey was emailed to 
222 first year undergraduate students; 99 were completed. Analysis of quantitative data 
revealed students perceived themselves to be highly competent across a range of people skills. 
However, qualitative data found students also identified people skills that they needed to 
develop further. The study findings suggest that first-year students may have inflated and 
unrealistic perceptions of their people skills and highlights the importance of the introduction 
of these employability skills early in the curriculum. Recommendations from this study include 
the introduction of curriculum activities in the first year of their degree that raise student 
awareness of industry expectations of people skills upon graduation. The implementation of a 
people skills self-assessment tool for these students is also recommended as a benchmarking 
activity. Use of this tool can motivate students to engage with university support and industry 
opportunities that further strengthen these important skills. 
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Introduction 

Definitions and discipline-specific frameworks vary in the way they describe student employability 
skills (Griffin & Coelhoso, 2019; Römgens et al., 2020). This includes the use of the terms ‘people 
skills’ and ‘soft skills’ to describe a student’s personal attributes, which are separate to, but 
complement ‘hard skills’, or the technical requirements for a job (Suneela, 2014). Although the term 
‘soft skills’ is commonly used in the student employability literature (Gruzdev et al., 2018; Succi & 
Canovi, 2020), concerns among industry and academic leaders that the term is a misnomer that 
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undermines the importance of these skills and the ease in which they are acquired merits the use of 
the alternative term ‘people skills’ (Levinson, 2020). For the purpose of this article, student 
employability skills are regarded as a combination of discipline-related technical skills, including data 
analysis and clinical, and people skills, including emotional intelligence and leadership (Pennington & 
Stanford, 2019). 

Australian employers of university graduates are increasingly recognising and prioritising the 
importance of people skills over technical skills (Pennington & Stanford, 2019). A crucial strength of 
people skills is their transferability between industries and occupations (Directorate-General for 
Employment Social Affairs and Inclusion (European Commission), 2011). In the health sector 
important people skills include communication, information communication and technology, work 
psychology, teamwork, interpersonal skills, critical thinking and problem solving, self-management, 
planning and organising, conceptual and analytical skills, global citizenship, and professional ethical 
practice (Deloitte Access Economics, 2017; Sisodia & Agarwal, 2017). 

Communication skills, including positive relationships within the workplace and with clients, is 
considered an essential people skill (Deloitte Access Economics, 2017). Within the broad scope of 
communication, sit oral and written skills, the ability to respond to non-verbal cues and active 
listening (Sisodia & Agarwal, 2017). Information Communication and Technology (ICT) skills are also 
considered critical, especially Microsoft Office, email and the internet (Sisodia & Agarwal, 2017); 
educators cannot assume that students have these skills (Sánchez-Caballé et al., 2020). An increased 
demand for digital literacy in cloud based tools including social media and collaborative based tools 
is also evident (Al-Samarraie & Saeed, 2018), as is the expectation of data set management skills 
(Department of Jobs and Small Business, 2019). 

Essential communication skills in the health sector are informed by its diverse nature and its 
propensity to expose its employees to a myriad of cultures and life situations. This complex and 
dynamic environment calls for high levels of professionalism, the ability to self-regulate work-life 
balance, and strong ethical foundations. Employees need to demonstrate cultural awareness, 
punctuality, conflict management, loyalty and integrity towards the organisation and their 
colleagues (Sisodia & Agarwal, 2017). Health sector employers are also looking for well-developed 
skills in teamwork, critical thinking, problem solving, self-management, planning and organising, 
conceptual and analytical, and interpersonal skills (Abbasi Farhad et al., 2018). 

The growing importance of ‘people skills’ is highlighted in the Deloitte report ‘Soft Skills for Business 
Success’ (Deloitte Access Economics, 2017), which has forecasted that by 2030, two-thirds of all jobs 
will be people-skill intensive, with these occupations expected to grow at 2.5 times the rate of other 
occupations (Deloitte Access Economics, 2017). This is supported by Pennington and Stanford 
(2019), who suggest these skills are the most valuable to a workforce as they build resilience to the 
dynamic and fluid nature of employment, technology, and workplace relationships. In the ever-
changing work environment, an ability to transfer people skills to new situations increasingly 
underpins graduate employability. According to Hill et al. (2020), activities that identify these 
transferable people skills in the classroom setting supported the student’s understanding of their 
relevance and value to future career progression. 

Evidence from graduate-entry level employers in Australia suggests these skills are lacking in some 
graduates, with communication skills a significant area of concern (Deloitte Access Economics, 
2017). The Australian Productivity Commission (Productivity Commission, n.d.), has gone so far as to 
link declining national employment outcomes with this deficit in people skills, and with higher 
education’s current preoccupation with research. The Commission recommends universities 
increase their efforts to promote employability skill development with their students through 
targeted high-quality teaching. The key people skills that require development include critical 
thinking, decision making, conflict resolution and meta-cognition (the willingness and ability to self-
reflect) (Jackson & Chapman, 2012). 
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The purpose of this study was to raise first year student awareness of the importance of people skills 
and to assess their own level of competence across these skills. In highlighting the importance of 
‘people skills’ early in the career journey, and signposting students to relevant university support 
services, the initiative aimed to facilitate students to seek and participate in activities that could 
further develop these skills and hence increase their employability readiness at graduation. 

Methods 

Invited participants in this study were first year undergraduate students (n=222) at a Western 
Australian University, enrolled in one of three units taught across the School of Medical and Health 
Science and the School of Science. The study was approved by the University Human Research Ethics 
Committee (HREC), #21965. 

Data collection instrument 
The data collection instrument in this study was an online version of a paper-based tool, ‘The 
Employability Skills Cluster Matrix Self-Assessment Tool’ [ESCM-SAT], which had been used and 
evaluated with third year university students (Sambell et al., 2020). It was developed from core 
principles referenced in industry literature and evident in four well recognised tools including, 
Employability Skills Self-Assessment Tool (RTI International, 2015), The New Work Mindset (The 
Foundation for Young Australians (FYA), 2017), Core Skills Development Framework (Department of 
Industry Innovation Climate Change Science Research and Tertiary Education [DIICSRTE] et al., 2013), 
and Career Development Learning and Employability (Watts, 2006). The tool was adapted for use 
with a first-year tertiary student cohort and named ‘ESCMfirst’. Consultation with teaching and 
learning content experts confirmed the relevance of this adapted tool’s use to measure 
employability skills and associated clusters with first year tertiary students (Sambell et al., 2020). 
This tool was initially developed to collect quantitative survey and open-ended responses and to 
guide self-directed learning across a diverse range of employability skills. No such tool was 
previously available (Sambell et al., 2020). 

The ESCMfirst was piloted with first-year students, and minor adjustments made prior to use in this 
study. Adjustments were made based on feedback from students and from content experts within 
the university. This primarily concerned the detail in some of the sub elements of a tool which were 
deemed unnecessary for first year students. The main cluster elements were retained, and the sub 
elements simplified. An accompanying training module for students was developed to support 
student engagement with this tool. This module included instructional videos provided online or 
embedded in classroom discussions, to support the completion of the online survey via Qualtrics in 
week 2-3 of a 13-week semester (Qualtrics, 2013). 
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Figure 1: Process for Data Collection 

Figure 1 outlines the process of data collection, signposting of students to self-directed development 
opportunities and data analysis. The survey contained questions relating to student demographics 
and questions that asked students to score themselves on 15 elements within five core clusters. The 
five core skill clusters were Communication; Interpersonal; Career Management; Self-management; 
and Academic (Figure 2). These core cluster areas were adapted from four key documents in 
previous research by Sambell et al. (2020) which were based on key industry documents and well 
recognised employability principles (Department of Industry Innovation Climate Change Science 
Research and Tertiary Education [DIICSRTE] et al., 2013; RTI International, 2015; The Foundation for 
Young Australians (FYA), 2017; Watts, 2006). Within these cluster areas students rated themselves 
against these 15 elements using a Likert Scale, 1 (low proficiency) to 5 (high proficiency). Scores for 
each element were summed to provide a cluster area score and an overall total ESCMfirst score out 
of a possible 75. An email trigger allowed the sum of each score to be sent to students, with 
recommendations of university resources that could support further development of each cluster 
area. 
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This instrument also asked students to provide a text response that identified strategies and actions 
that could support skills that required further development. 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Employability Skills Cluster Matrix (ESCM) Clusters 

 

Skills clusters and elements 
The Communication Skills Cluster was described as the ability to source and share information 
through meaningful interactions. Students rated four elements: written, oral, listening, and digital 
literacy communication skills, and provided text responses of strategies to improve their own 
communication skills. 

The Interpersonal Skills Cluster was described as effective interaction with other people, both 
individually and in groups, and included a self-rating of three elements: emotional intelligence, 
teamwork, and leadership. Students provided text responses of strategies to improve their 
interpersonal skills. 

The Career Management Skills Cluster was described as the ability to research employment 
opportunities, and to identify, record, reflect upon an articulate the personal attributes, knowledge 
and qualifications required secure suitable employment. Self-ranking of two elements: 1. 
understanding and developing self, and exploring life, and 2. learning and work, was undertaken. 
Students also provided text responses of strategies to improve their career management skills. 

The Self-Management Skills Cluster was described as the ability to take responsibility and maintain 
motivation to keep on task, evaluate personal performance and set goals for personal achievements. 
Students ranked three elements: planning and organising, initiative, and adaptability, and provided 
text responses of strategies to improve their self-management skills. 
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The Academic Skills Cluster was described as ways to become a more effective learner and succeed 
in academic pursuits and future career aspirations. Three elements: research, analytical, and 
problem-solving skills were ranked, and students provided text responses of strategies to improve 
their academic skills. 

These clusters bring together key components of previously published employability skills 
measurement tools and provide the opportunity for student self-reflection (Sambell et al., 2020). 

Data collection 
Electronic consent was required to initiate the online survey. A staff guide, student ‘frequently asked 
questions’ document, and video were created to guide survey completion and an understanding of 
the ESCMfirst tool. The survey link was sent through the Qualtrics email distribution channel of the 
three first year units in which the students were enrolled. The survey was distributed prior to the 
commencement of any student work experience/internship. Each survey had an email trigger that 
ensured students received an email summary of their responses, and information on skill 
development support within the university. Students were also prompted to download their 
responses in PDF format and retain this for future reference. 

Quantitative data analysis 
Student self-assessed proficiency scores for each element were summed to provide a cluster area 
score and an overall total ESCMfirst Score, with a possible maximum score of 75. Linear regression 
was initially used to generate age and gender adjusted scores for each element, cluster area, and the 
total score. Due to their non-parametric nature, these adjusted scores were then compared by unit 
using the Kruskal-Wallis test (McDonald, 2014). 

Analysis of open-ended text responses 
Text responses were organised according to cluster area, and imported into NVivo 12 (QSR 
International Pty Ltd, 2018), in Microsoft Excel format. Themes were developed within each cluster 
area from the process of open coding of text responses, followed by the process of code 
consolidation as appropriate. The process involved the repeated revisiting of the original text data to 
ensure codes offered authentic representation. One researcher completed the initial coding of data, 
with consensus of emerging themes reached in collaboration with the other researchers. 

Findings 

Of the 222 first-year students contacted, 99 completed the online ESCMfirst survey. The student 
mean age was 23 ±7 years, 71% were female. 

Student self-assessment of clusters 
Table 1 reports the median and IQR for each of the 15 elements embedded in the five cluster areas 
(each element could score a maximum of 5), the cluster area scores, and total ESCMfirst score for 
each unit. The median total ESCMfirst score was 60 (IQR 10) points from a possible 75 points (Table 
1); scores ranged from 41 to 74. Most students scored themselves towards the high end of the Likert 
scale (1 to 5) across each element, with all median cluster area scores at 80% or above. The total 
score, cluster and element scores did not differ after adjustment for age or gender. 

There was no statistical significance in student scores across the three units of study where p = <0.5, 
(Table 1.) therefore unit findings data were aggregated. 
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Table 1: Employability Skills Matrix: Total score, cluster area, and element scores for first year students overall and across three different Level 1 units. 

CONSTRUCT Overall (n=99) 
Median± IQR 

Unit 1 (n=49) 
Median± IQR 

unit 2 (n=15) 
Median± IQR 

unit 3  (n=35) 
Median± IQR 

Kruskal-Wallis 
H Significance 

TOTAL SCORE (75) 60 10 59 12 62 13 61 9 0.827 

COMMUNICATION SKILLS (20) 16 3 16 3 16 2 16 2 0.886 

Written  4 1 4 1 4 0 4 0 0.659 

Oral 4 2 4 2 4 1 4 1 0.838 

Listening  5 1 5 1 4 1 5 1 0.942 

Digital literacy 4 1 4 1 4 2 4 1 0.919 

INTERPERSONAL SKILLS (15) 12 3 12 2 12 4 13 2 0.979 

Emotional intelligence 4 1 4 2 4 2 4 1 0.075 

Teamwork 4 1 4 1 4 1 5 1 0.941 

Leadership 4 1 4 1.5 4 1 4 1 0.951 

CAREER MANAGEMENT (10) 8 2 8 2 8 2 8 2 0.992 

Understanding and developing self 4 1 4 2 4 1 4 1 0.392 

Exploring life, learning and work 4 2 4 2 4 2 4 0 0.974 

SELF-MANAGEMENT SKILLS (15) 12 3 12 3 12 3 13 2 0.987 

Planning and organising 4 1 4 1 4 1 4 1 0.205 

Initiative 4 1 4 1 5 1 4 1 0.361 

Adaptability 4 2 4 2 4 1 4 1 0.154 

ACADEMIC SKILLS (15) 12 3 12 3.5 12 2 12 3 0.999 

Research  4 1 4 1 4 2 4 1 0.491 

Analytical 4 1 4 2 4 2 4 1 0.649 

Problem solving 4 1 4 1 4 1 4 1 0.988 
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Open ended text responses 
Open text questions within the survey were used to explore the strategies students felt would 
improve their people skills within each cluster. A summary of these findings is provided under each 
cluster in the following paragraphs, illustrated with student quotes. 

Communication skills cluster 
Overall, students articulated that they aspired to enhance a variety of communication skills, 
including digital, oral, and written. Most students saw workshop attendance as a suitable strategy to 
build these skills. 

Improving written skills 

Students indicated they would read a variety of books, not limited to their academic textbooks, to 
increase their understanding of sentence structure. Students also mentioned they would research 
writing styles online. To upskill in academic writing, referencing vocabulary expansion, students 
suggested they would participate in university workshops and would seek feedback from academic 
staff in class and in assessment work: 

I could improve my skills by attending workshops that are specific to writing and formatting. 
This would improve my writing because it would be presented in a better fashion (Student 44). 

Enhancing oral communication skills 

Students described how they could improve their oral communication skills through participation in 
group discussions, voicing ideas in class, developing their confidence, and having 

... enough courage to state (their) opinion (Student 12). 

Students reported they would enrol in units that required them to present their work to other 
students and staff. They also proposed self-directed researching of effective communication 
methods and attending oral communication skill development workshops. 

Improving listening skills 

It was common for students to report that their listening skills were adequate and did not require 
improvement. Where the need for improvement was identified, greater attention in class was 
regarded as an important strategy. Students also suggested they participate more in class, answer 
more questions, and contribute more to group debates: 

I could take time to hear ideas and opinions from others and combine them with mine to find 
the best beneficial result for the group (Student 45). 

Improving digital literacy 

Students reflected on their need to undertake professional development to increase their digital 
literacy and proficiency. Strategies mentioned to improve digital literacy included increased 
exposure to a variety of programs and software. Workshops, courses, and joining online clubs were 
also suggested, and guidance and support from university sources was considered valuable: 

Asking my friends, asking my lecturer, visit the website and research sites provided by my 
university or universally trusted and known (Student 48). 

Students also aspired to increase their skills in sourcing and interpreting data through repeated 
practice. 

Interpersonal skills cluster 
Students’ perceptions of their own interpersonal skills were mixed. They provided a range of 
suggestions were made to develop leadership skills, emotional intelligence, and teamwork skills. 
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Improving leadership skills 

Some students perceived they had strong team leadership attributes: 

I like to think that I've learned all that I can about leadership by being a team leader in my 
workplace … I'm a fairly good leader in my experience (Student 6). 

Others reported they lacked the confidence or experience in leadership, especially the skills required 
to lead teams: 

I've always been more of a follower than a leader, however, I would like to develop my ability 
to take action and initiative in certain situations (Student 85). 

Suggestions to improve leadership skills included joining clubs, participating in university events, 
volunteering, developing more patience, being proactive and showing initiative. 

Improving emotional intelligence 

Carefully listening to peers’ contributions and considering others’ point of view were student 
suggestions to enhance their own emotional intelligence. Several commented that building a 
connection and relationships with colleagues and peers would be a useful approach, while others 
thought reading more about the subject could improve their emotional intelligence. One student 
suggested: 

I could observe how I react to people and by examining how my actions can affect others 
(Student 92). 

As with listening skills, many students believed they already possessed a high level of emotional 
intelligence and therefore did not need to invest in self-improvement in this area. 

Enhancing teamwork skills 

Students used phrases such as “being confident”, “trust in others to get jobs done” and “keeping an 
open mindset” to describe how their teamwork skills could be improved. Students also described 
more altruistic approaches: 

By listening to others, giving your opinion and helping each other, even if it’s not necessarily 
your responsibility (Student 3). 

Again, the idea of ongoing practice to develop these skills was commonly cited. 

Career management skills cluster 
This cluster assessed the student’s ability to initiate research into employment options and 
prompted their reflection on their career goals and ways to achieve them. 

Understanding and developing self 

Students stated that they planned to request constructive feedback from others and make greater 
efforts to focus on their own strengths and weaknesses. Specific strategies included seeking 
guidance from a university careers counsellor or sourcing a mentor. Self-directed plans included 
keeping a reflective diary or attending a retreat. One student suggested: 

 Do things by yourself, things that are out of your comfort zone to get to know yourself more 
(Student 10). 

Exploring life, learning and work 

Some students aspired to improve their time management skills by developing practical strategies 
that could help them organise and prioritise their time. Respondents also suggested breaking down 
goals into manageable chunks, setting short and long-term goals, attending workshops, and gaining 
work experience. Several students were uncertain or undecided about their future career: 
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[I need to] figure out how I would like my career to progress (Student 78). 

While some were confident in their own skills, direction, and experience, many still needed support 
in goal setting: 

I need to develop a plan of my goals and where I see my career taking me, however it is hard 
to think about [it] so soon into learning (Student 1). 

Of all the clusters, career management appeared the most difficult for students to conceptualise and 
reflect upon. This is not surprising in this study of first year students, who are navigating multiple 
aspects of university life and who have limited real-world exposure to career opportunities 
associated with their field of study. 

Self-management skills cluster 
The elements within this cluster gathered insight into the student’s perception of the self-directed 
activities they possessed, and those they needed to pursue further, to enhance their employability. 

Planning and organising 

The essence of students’ responses related to improving self-organisation, working more effectively, 
and improved time management. Specific strategies frequently mentioned included learning from 
others who role-modelled strong self-management skills, listing goals and making a schedule of their 
tasks. Some students reported they had little trouble creating plans, but had difficulty acting on 
them, with one student aspiring to: 

Follow through with plans more effectively/adhering more strictly to plans that I have set 
(Student 24). 

Initiative 

Gaining confidence was the most common reference under this element, with one student 
commenting they needed to “push” themselves by placing themselves in new situations and seeking 
help from experts, such as counsellors. Others reported confidence in their ability to take initiative: 

I'm confident in my ability to think outside-of-the-box and know when and where taking action 
is necessary (Student 15). 

Adaptability 

Students described how new situations and uncertainty could be stressful and lead to poor 
functioning: 

Once I get flustered things tend to breakdown (Student 19). 

Students’ suggestions to improve their adaptability to change included intentionally placing 
themselves in situations where they could build resilience. Some students perceived a need to be 
more open-minded to change and find ways to reduce their stress levels in new situations. 

Academic skills cluster 
Students come to university with varied exposure and experience to research, analytical, and 
problem solving skills, which are all considered vital academic skills (Munn, 2016). This cluster 
explored first-year student participants’ perceptions of their academic skills, and their reflections on 
ways to improve. 

Research skills 

The need to improve data gathering skills across a wider range of sources, as well as data 
interpretation skills were commonly mentioned. Similar to other cluster areas, some students 
suggested undertaking more individual skill-building strategies such as to read up on how to 



Sambell, R., Andrew, L., Devine, A., Darby, J. Beatty, S. and Godrich, S. (2021). Opportunities to identify and develop people skills: What 

University Students need early in their degree journey. Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability, 12(2), 348-365. 358 

 

 

 

understand data and gather information (Student 5), while others endeavoured to consult with 
university support services such as library and academic workshops. Students were clear about the 
importance of this area of skill development: 

I need to have clear direction and help with this skill as I am a mature age student and am 
unfamiliar with research on an academic level (Student 44). 

Analytical skills 

Online videos and texts were considered valuable resources to support analytical skills. Workshops, 
mentors, and peers were also important. The importance of repeated practice was also discussed: 

By practicing [sic] more in relation to scientific research and data and understanding 
[distinguishing] "bad" science from the trustworthy data and research (Student 3). 

Students frequently referred to “breaking down” information as a strategy to improve how to better 
understand data in their own terms. 

Problem-solving skills 

As with many of the previous findings, methods to improve problem solving skills ranged from 
individual approaches such as studying, to seeking expert sources of support. Students aspired to 
improve their own problem-solving skills through logical thinking exercises and taking the time to 
consider new ways to solve presenting problems. Practice and collaboration with others were 
commonly perceived as methods to develop problem-solving skills: 

I could practice [sic] and have other people give me their opinions and ideas on the topic to 
give me perspective and open my mind to thought processes I might not have thought about 
(Student 27) 

Several students referred to being more creative, or visualising problems through mind maps. 

Table 2 highlights the five clusters and their elements. It summarises students’ ideas around what 
skills they needed to achieve, and how to do this - through self-directed work or external support. 

 

Table 2: Elements and Strategies. 

Cluster and elements Strategies 
Communication skills 
Written Participate in university workshops 

Read more widely 
Research writing techniques online 

Oral Participate in class group discussion 
Choose units with oral presentations 
Complete online and university workshops 

Listening Contribute to class debate 
Answer questions in class 
Pay more attention to others in class 

Digital literacy Increase familiarity with a range of software 
Complete workshops and online courses 
Seek university expert support 
Practice sourcing evidence 

Interpersonal skills 
Emotional intelligence Build connections with peers 

Research the topic of emotional intelligence 
Consider others’ points of view 
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Teamwork Be confident in teams 
Trust team mates to perform 
Be open-minded 

Leadership Practice taking initiative and lead in class 
Join social groups and university clubs 
Volunteer 

Career management 
Understanding ad developing self Seek constructive feedback 

Focus on personal strengths and weaknesses 
Seek career advisor support 
Keep a reflective diary 
Participate in activities outside comfort zone 

Exploring life, learning and work Develop time-management 
Set personal goals 
Gain industry experience 

Self-management skills  
Planning and organising Learn from role models 

Schedule tasks 
Act on plans  

Initiative Gain confidence 
Push self to take initiative 

Adaptability Try out unfamiliar situations 
Manage stress levels 
Be more open-minded to change 

Academic skills 
Research Improve data gathering and interpreting 

Consult with library services 
Participate in academic workshop  

Analytical Learn to break down information 
Seek online support 
Repeated practice 
Support from peers, mentors, and workshops 

Problem solving Complete logical thinking exercises 
Think in new ways 
Collaborate with others 
Practice 

Discussion and recommendations 

There is strong evidence that the future employment market will prioritise well-developed people 
skills as an employee prerequisite (García-Pérez et al., 2021; The Foundation for Young Australians 
(FYA), 2016; World Economic Forum, 2020) with the demonstration of discipline specific skills no 
longer sufficient to secure employment (Jassal & Clark, 2016). This initiative highlighted the 
importance of people skills early in the career journey, and signposted students to relevant 
university support services. In doing so, this initiative aimed to prompt and facilitate students to 
seek and participate in activities that could further develop these skills, and hence increase their 
employability at graduation. 
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Student confidence and implications 
Industry reports suggest that today’s graduates enter the marketplace with underdeveloped people 
skills, and little has changed in the last decade (Deloitte Access Economics, 2017; Jackson & 
Chapman, 2012; Productivity Commission, n.d.). In contrast, the first-year undergraduates in this 
study had a high level of confidence across every assessed skills cluster. Although confidence can be 
a key prerequisite to student engagement in their learning (Bandura, 1995), it is important to ask is 
this confidence a true reflection of the students’ abilities, or a situation of confidence over 
competence? This finding reflects a previous study, in this case with Australian business 
undergraduate students, who were described as displaying ‘inflated’ self-ratings of competence in 
three categories of people skills (Jackson, 2012). In this study, the phenomenon was attributed in 
part to the high proportion of ‘Y generation’ students (born between 1982 and 2005) in their 
sample, referring to the literature that suggests these students have an unrealistic level of 
confidence and demonstrated a level of arrogance in their expectations of their employers and 
employment on graduation (see Gawrycka et al. (2020)). 

In the present study, most students could be categorised as Y-generation. The potential for over-
confidence is a particular concern with these students who are preparing to enter the health 
workforce where their decisions can have a significant impact on the health and safety of others in 
their care. Evidence suggests the overconfident individual is less likely to reflect, seek personal 
development or demonstrate willingness to change (McEachan et al., 2016; Montaño & Kasprzyk, 
2015). Such reflection and humility is an essential attribute of the safe practitioner (Hayes et al., 
2018). The findings of the present study suggest this confidence is an issue that requires the priority 
attention of university tutors. 

To this end, Andrade (2019) argues that research on student employability skills self-assessment 
includes ongoing evaluation across the degree journey, so that ongoing meaningful self-reflection on 
changing perspectives and personal development can be captured and utilised. Also of relevance is 
the work of Ibarra-Sáiz et al. (2020) who reviewed the causal relationship between self-regulation 
and peer assessment, concluding peer-feedback was a key element to improving a student’s 
competence. 

The high student self-assessment in the study may be explained by the fact that undergraduate 
students early in their degree have had limited opportunity to benchmark their own employability 
skill perceptions against the expectations of industry (Bruce & Hamp-Lyons, 2015; Mattern et al., 
2015; McNair et al., 2016; Wilson et al., 2016). In simple terms, students don’t know what they don’t 
know. International students, who are less likely to have had any experience in the Australian 
workforce before they begin their university degree may have especially unrealistic perceptions of 
their abilities (Green et al., 2020; Terpstra-Tong & Ahmad, 2018). This idea is further supported by 
research previously conducted by the authors, that found third year students were more inclined to 
rank themselves lower on employability skill elements, inferring they had developed an awareness 
of employability skills expectations during their degree and therefore had a more realistic perception 
of their own skills (Sambell et al., 2020). 

The identification of this potential ‘over-confidence’ is important early in the student’s university 
career so that action can begin to address it. This study adds to the body of evidence that proposes 
some form of accessible industry engagement is paramount to the future employability of 
undergraduate students (Andrew, 2020; Bruce & Hamp-Lyons, 2015; Mattern et al., 2015; McNair et 
al., 2016; Wilson et al., 2016). A realistic picture of the workplace and early career roles and duties 
can be introduced into the curriculum through virtual and face-to-face immersion in workplace 
scenarios and conversations with potential employers. Scott et al. (2019) however, argue that the 
effectiveness of such strategies depends on their contextualisation to the student discipline and 
intended career pathway. Gribble (2015) recommends field trips to industry sites and guest lecturers 
to emphasise the importance of people skills. Ongoing collaboration between industry, the 



Sambell, R., Andrew, L., Devine, A., Darby, J. Beatty, S. and Godrich, S. (2021). Opportunities to identify and develop people skills: What 

University Students need early in their degree journey. Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability, 12(2), 348-365. 361 

 

 

 

university, its academics and students to determine contemporary, emerging and predicted future 
workforce skills requirements is also important (Ishengoma & Vaaland, 2016). Activities that develop 
the student’s understanding of the expected level of competence of these skills and their 
transferability into different contexts are also needed (Gill, 2018). 

Previous research has indicated a poor level of first and second year student engagement in 
employability skill development activities (Tymon, 2013). This may be mitigated by the activity 
described in this study, where students are enlightened of the topic and its significance early in their 
university journey. 

Opportunities for the development of student people-skills 
Although the students’ overall confidence in their own skill set was high, some reported the need for 
further development, notably planning career goals, time management and self-organisation, taking 
initiative, being more open minded and research skills. It was promising to note that the participants 
could identify a wide range of relevant self-development strategies that could enhance their skills 
within each of the five clusters. Some level of naivety or uncertainty of appropriate strategies was 
also evident, for example, students often cited ‘practise’ as a catch-all remedy for skill development. 

Reliance on individual self-development alone may be insufficient - for some, additional support is 
needed. Some student groups, such as first generation (Hirudayaraj, 2011) and international 
students who tend to be less familiar with the expectations of industry and have fewer social 
support networks (Andrew, 2020; Green et al., 2020; Terpstra-Tong & Ahmad, 2018), may need 
explicit guidance and support from their tutors, careers advisors and peers. The framework for 
assuring quality in Work Integrated Learning by the Australian Collaborative Education Network 
Limited (ACEN) provides a comprehensive overview of key principles to guide elements of WIL within 
and across the curriculum (Campbell, 2019). 

Of equal importance is a strong curriculum that scaffolds people skills across core or mandatory 
units, in learning activities and assessments, especially where a dedicated work integrated learning 
(WIL) unit is absent or difficult for some students to access projects, simulations and fieldwork, and 
other work oriented learning can be used (Australia Universities, 2019; Harris-Reeves & Mahoney, 
2017). Harris-Reeves and Mahoney (2017) have suggested that as little as ten hours of shadowing 
could enhance perceptions of employability and increase student retention rates, as it strengthens a 
student connection with their study and possible employment pathways. 

Limitations and proposals for future research 
This cross-sectional study of first year undergraduates revealed student perceptions and awareness 
of their own people skills and the way they could address personal deficits by self-directed efforts 
and university services. To provide a more comprehensive understanding of the efficacy of this 
process, it would be useful to revisit students across their degree to ascertain if an exercise in 
awareness raising influenced their actions and how this manifested. It would also be useful to ‘re-
visit’ the same students later in their degree to reassess their level of confidence in their people skills 
and how this has altered over time. 

The study did not demonstrate the students’ intent to access these resources nor to engage in 
activities they identified as relevant to their personal development. For example, students stated 
they could enrol in units where they were expected to present to class to build associated 
communication skills, what we do not know is if they did this. Furthermore, in some areas, student 
stated what they could do to improve certain people skills, such as ‘be more confident’, but were 
unclear how they would achieve this. Qualitative studies that explored these areas more deeply in 
focus group or interview settings would offer a deeper and more informative picture. 



Sambell, R., Andrew, L., Devine, A., Darby, J. Beatty, S. and Godrich, S. (2021). Opportunities to identify and develop people skills: What 

University Students need early in their degree journey. Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability, 12(2), 348-365. 362 

 

 

 

The study’s findings could also be enriched by future multi-site studies and by a longitudinal 
approach that employs an ongoing assessment of student perceptions of employability skills, as well 
as the strategies these students employed in further self-development. 

Conclusion 

The demonstration of people skills expected by industry is increasingly important to the successful 
employment of university graduates in today’s highly competitive job market. This outcome depends 
on student awareness of these expectations and their efforts to develop these skills across their 
degree. Although this area has been investigated by different researchers in different disciplines 
over specific timeframes, we have yet to see a change in the findings in the difference between 
students’ self-perception of their people skills and their actual level of attainment in this area. This 
study highlights the need for early intervention in higher education curriculum that fosters students’ 
ability to reflect realistically on their people skills, facilitate their engagement in curricular activities, 
and signpost individual self-development opportunities. 

References 

Abbasi Farhad, K., Ali, A., & Bibi, N. (2018). Analysis of skill gap for business graduates: managerial perspective 
from banking industry. Education + Training, 60(4), 354-367. https://doi.org/10.1108/ET-08-2017-
0120 

Al-Samarraie, H., & Saeed, N. (2018). A systematic review of cloud computing tools for collaborative learning: 
Opportunities and challenges to the blended-learning environment. Computers & Education, 124, 77-
91. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2018.05.016 

Andrade, H. L. (2019). A Critical Review of Research on Student Self-Assessment [Systematic Review]. Frontiers 
in Education, 4(87). https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2019.00087 

Andrew, L. (2020). Ensuring Equitable Work-Integrated Learning Opportunities for International Students. 
Journal of University Teaching & Learning Practice, 17(4), 13. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.14453/jutlp.v17i4.13 

Bandura, A. (1995). Self-efficacy in changing societies. Cambridge University Press. 
Bruce, E., & Hamp-Lyons, L. (2015). Opposing tensions of local and international standards for EAP writing 

programmes: Who are we assessing for? Journal of English for Academic Purposes, 18, 64-77. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jeap.2015.03.003 

Campbell, M., Russell, L., Smith, L., McAllister, L., Tunny, R., Thomson, K. & Barrett, M. (2019). A framework for 
assuring quality in Work Integrated Learning. 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/13Voqe_rqb0MMpYNC1BGs3MpBMtudKy5n/view 

Deloitte Access Economics. (2017). Soft skills for business success. http://hdl.voced.edu.au/10707/429130 
Department of Industry Innovation Climate Change Science Research and Tertiary Education [DIICSRTE], 

Department of Education, & Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR). (2013). Core skills for 
work developmental framework. http://hdl.voced.edu.au/10707/265735 

Department of Jobs and Small Business. (2019). Australian Jobs 2019. Government of Australia 
https://apo.org.au/sites/default/files/resource-files/2019-05/apo-nid239966.pdf 

Directorate-General for Employment Social Affairs and Inclusion (European Commission). (2011). 
Transferability of Skills across Economic Sectors. https://doi.org/10.2767/40404 

García-Pérez, L., García-Garnica, M., & Olmedo-Moreno, E. M. (2021). Skills for a Working Future: How to Bring 
about Professional Success from the Educational Setting. Education Sciences, 11(1), 27. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci11010027 

Gawrycka, M., Kujawska, J., & Tomczak, M. T. (2020). Competencies of graduates as future labour market 
participants – preliminary study. Economic Research-Ekonomska Istraživanja, 33(1), 1095-1107. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1331677X.2019.1631200 

Gill, R. (2018). Building employability skills for higher education students: An Australian example (Vol. 9). 
Deakin University. https://doi.org/10.3316/informit.348796293798832 



Sambell, R., Andrew, L., Devine, A., Darby, J. Beatty, S. and Godrich, S. (2021). Opportunities to identify and develop people skills: What 

University Students need early in their degree journey. Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability, 12(2), 348-365. 363 

 

 

 

Green, C. A., Tindall-Ford, S. K., & Eady, M. J. (2020). School-university partnerships in Australia: a systematic 
literature review. Asia-Pacific Journal of Teacher Education, 48(4), 403-435. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1359866X.2019.1651822 

Gribble, C. (2015). Enhancing the employability of international graduates: A guide for Australian education 
providers. International Education Association Australia (IEAA)(Ed.), IEAA International Employability 
Guide. Melbourne: International Education Association Australia. 
https://www.ieaa.org.au/documents/item/547 

Griffin, M., & Coelhoso, P. (2019). Business students’ perspectives on employability skills post internship 
experience. Higher Education, Skills and Work-Based Learning, 9(1), 60-75. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/HESWBL-12-2017-0102 

Gruzdev, M. V., Kuznetsova, I. V., Tarkhanova, I. Y., & Kazakova, E. I. (2018). University Graduates' Soft Skills: 
The Employers' Opinion. European journal of contemporary education, 7(4), 690-698. https://doi.org/ 
10.13187/ejced.2018.4.690 

Harris-Reeves, B., & Mahoney, J. (2017). Brief work-integrated learning opportunities and first-year university 
students’ perceptions of employability and academic performance. Australian Journal of Career 
Development, 26(1), 32-37. https://doi.org/10.1177/1038416217697974 

Hayes, C., Jackson, D., Davidson, P. M., Daly, J., & Power, T. (2018). Pondering practice: Enhancing the art of 
reflection. J Clin Nurs, 27(1-2), e345-e353. https://doi.org/10.1111/jocn.13876 

Hill, M. A., Overton, T., Kitson, R. R., Thompson, C. D., Brookes, R. H., Coppo, P., & Bayley, L. (2020). ‘They help 
us realise what we’re actually gaining’: The impact on undergraduates and teaching staff of displaying 
transferable skills badges. Active Learning in Higher Education, 1-18. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1469787419898023 

Hirudayaraj, M. (2011). First-generation students in higher education: Issues of employability in a knowledge 
based economy. Online Journal for Workforce Education and Development, 5(3). 
https://opensiuc.lib.siu.edu/ojwed/vol5/iss3/2/ 

Ibarra-Sáiz, M. S., Rodríguez-Gómez, G., & Boud, D. (2020). Developing student competence through peer 
assessment: the role of feedback, self-regulation and evaluative judgement. Higher Education, 80(1), 
137-156. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-019-00469-2 

Ishengoma, E., & Vaaland, T. I. (2016). Can university-industry linkages stimulate student employability? 
Education+ Training, 58(1), 18-44. https://doi.org/ 10.1108/ET-11-2014-0137 

Jackson, D. (2012). Business Undergraduates' Perceptions of Their Capabilities in Employability 
Skills:Implications for Industry and Higher Education. Industry and Higher Education, 26(5), 345-356. 
https://doi.org/10.5367/ihe.2012.0117 

Jackson, D., & Chapman, E. (2012). Non-technical skill gaps in Australian business graduates. Education + 
Training, 54(2/3), 95-113. https://doi.org/10.1108/00400911211210224 

Jassal, K., & Clark, H. (2016). The new learning economy and the rise of the working learner: An anthology of 
recent evidence. ACT Center for Equity and Learning and ACT Foundation. 
https://www.iftf.org/fileadmin/user_upload/downloads/work-
learn/RiseofTheWorkingLearner_P.K.Jassal_H.Clark.pdf 

Levinson, E. (2020). Stop calling them soft skills. Insight. Association for Talent Development. . 
https://www.td.org/insights/stop-calling-it-soft-skills 

Mattern, K., Radunzel, J., & Westrick, P. (2015). Development of STEM Readiness Benchmarks to Assist 
Educational and Career Decision Making. ACT Research Report Series, (3). ACT, Inc. 
https://www.act.org/content/dam/act/unsecured/documents/ACT_RR2015-3.pdf 

McDonald, J. H. (2014). Handbook of Biological Statistics. 3rd ed. Sparky House. 
http://www.biostathandbook.com/ 

McEachan, R., Taylor, N., Harrison, R., Lawton, R., Gardner, P., & Conner, M. (2016). Meta-Analysis of the 
Reasoned Action Approach (RAA) to Understanding Health Behaviors. Annals of Behavioral Medicine, 
50(4), 592-612. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12160-016-9798-4 

McNair, R., Griffiths, L., Reid, K., & Sloan, H. (2016). Medical students developing confidence and patient 
centredness in diverse clinical settings: a longitudinal survey study. BMC Medical Education, 16(1), 
176. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-016-0689-y 

Montaño, D. E., & Kasprzyk, D. (2015). Theory of reasoned action, theory of planned behavior, and the 
integrated behavioral model,. In K. Glanz, B. K. Rimer, & K. "V." Viswanath (Eds.), Health behavior: 
Theory, research and practice. Jossey-Bass/Wiley. 



Sambell, R., Andrew, L., Devine, A., Darby, J. Beatty, S. and Godrich, S. (2021). Opportunities to identify and develop people skills: What 

University Students need early in their degree journey. Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability, 12(2), 348-365. 364 

 

 

 

Munn, J., Coutts, R. A., Knopke, J., Grant, A. F., Bartlett, E. J., & Munn, J. . (2016). The academic skill needs and 
competency of first year health science students: Views of educators. Journal of Academic Language 
and Learning, 10(2), A32-A47. https://journal.aall.org.au/index.php/jall/article/view/409 

Pennington, A., & Stanford, J. (2019). The future of work for australian graduates: The changing landscape of 
university employment transitions in Australia. https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2020/12/Future_of_Work_for_Australian_Graduates_GCA_Final_Formatted.pdf 

Productivity Commission. (2017). Future skills and work (Ch. 3). In: Shifting the Dial: 5 year productivity review. 
Productivity Commission. https://www.pc.gov.au/inquiries/completed/productivity-review/report/3-
future-skills-work 

QSR International Pty Ltd. (2018). NVivo qualitative data analysis software,. In (Version 12) 
https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo-qualitative-data-analysis-software/home 

Qualtrics. (2013). Qualtrics: Online Survey Software and Insight Platform. https://www.qualtrics.com 
Römgens, I., Scoupe, R., & Beausaert, S. (2020). Unraveling the concept of employability, bringing together 

research on employability in higher education and the workplace. Studies in Higher Education, 45(12), 
2588-2603. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2019.1623770 

RTI International. (2015). Employability Skills Self-Assessment Tool. 
https://ccrscenter.org/sites/default/files/Self-Assessment-Tool.pdf 

Sambell, R., Devine, A., Lo, J. S., & Lawlis, T. (2020). Work-integrated learning builds student identification of 
employability skills: Utilizing a food literacy education strategy. International Journal of Work-
Integrated Learning, 21(1), 63-87. https://www.ijwil.org/files/IJWIL_21_1_63_87.pdf 

Sánchez-Caballé, A., Gisbert Cervera, M., & Esteve-Mon, F. M. (2020). The digital competence of university 
students: a systematic literature review. Aloma, 38(1), 63-74 http://hdl.handle.net/10234/191134 

Scott, F. J., Connell, P., Thomson, L. A., & Willison, D. (2019). Empowering students by enhancing their 
employability skills. Journal of Further and Higher Education, 43(5), 692-707. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0309877X.2017.1394989 

Sisodia, S., & Agarwal, N. (2017). Employability skills essential for healthcare industry. Procedia computer 
science, 122, 431-438. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2017.11.390 

Succi, C., & Canovi, M. (2020). 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 

Suneela, E. (2014). Soft skills are employability skills; with special reference to communication skills. Journal of 
Humanities and Social Sciences, 19(8), 59-61. https://www.iosrjournals.org/iosr-jhss/papers/Vol19-
issue8/Version-4/L019845961.pdf 

Terpstra-Tong, J. L. Y., & Ahmad, A. (2018). High school-university disconnect: a complex issue in Malaysia. 
International Journal of Educational Management, 32(5), 851-865.  
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJEM-10-2016-0214 

The Foundation for Young Australians. (2016). The new basics: Big data reveals the skills young people need for 
the new work order. https://www.fya.org.au/app/uploads/2021/09/The-New-Basics_2016.pdf 

The Foundation for Young Australians. (2017). The new basics: The new work mindset: 7 new job clusters to 
help young people navigate the new work order. https://www.fya.org.au/wp-
content/uploads/2016/11/The-New-Work-Mindset.pdf 

Tymon, A. (2013). The student perspective on employability. Studies in Higher Education, 38(6), 841-856. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2011.604408 

Universities Australia. (2019). Work-integrated learning in universities: Final report. Universities Australia, ACT. 
https://internationaleducation.gov.au/international-
network/australia/InternationalStrategy/EGIProjects/Documents/WIL%20in%20universities%20-
%20final%20report%20April%202019.pdf 

Watts, A. G. (2006). Career development learning and employability. Learning and employability, Series 2. 
Higher Education Academy, UK. 
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/id592_career_development_learning_and_employability
.pdf 

Wilson, K. L., Murphy, K. A., Pearson, A. G., Wallace, B. M., Reher, V. G., & Buys, N. (2016). Understanding the 
early transition needs of diverse commencing university students in a health faculty: informing 
effective intervention practices. Studies in Higher Education, 41(6), 1023-1040. 
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2014.966070 



Sambell, R., Andrew, L., Devine, A., Darby, J. Beatty, S. and Godrich, S. (2021). Opportunities to identify and develop people skills: What 

University Students need early in their degree journey. Journal of Teaching and Learning for Graduate Employability, 12(2), 348-365. 365 

 

 

 

World Economic Forum. (2020). The Future of Jobs Report 2020. Switzerland. 
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_Future_of_Jobs_2020.pdf 

 

 

 


