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ABSTRACT 

 
University students possess professional knowledge and hard skills, but they often lack of soft skills which are crucially needed at 

workplace. Soft skills are gaining more importance as employers are looking for more graduates who have good personal traits. 

However, some students are unaware of their importance thus, fail to equip themselves with the skills during university life. This 

research was conducted to investigate the perception of university students towards soft skills. A total of 20 students from the Faculty of 
Accountancy and 24 students from the Faculty of Sports Recreation of Universiti Teknologi MARA Perlis were given each a set of 

questionnaire that consists six general questions about soft skills. This paper will highlight the findings between the two groups and 

compare the results of the subjects‟ soft skills perceptions. It was found that students were aware of the importance of soft skills in 
career advancement. Hopefully, the findings of this study will give some pictures on how university students perceive soft skills. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

In many workplaces, employees need to 

communicate well and work in a team, apart from 

having good personality traits like integrity, 

professionalism, positive thinking and others.  These 

characteristics are looked upon by today‟s employers 

that put much emphasis on excellent personal traits 

as the driving force in the success of a company. 

However, many university students are found to be 

lacking of soft skills that are needed by the 

employers. This is a very crucial aspect that needs to 

be looked into by higher learning institutions so that 

they produce graduates who are not only well-versed 

in professional knowledge and hard skills, but also in 

soft skills. 

So, what can be done by the universities? They 

can come up with specific courses that cater to 

enhance the soft skills or provide workshops to let 

students develop and practise their soft skills. 

Teaching staff may also inculcate soft skills through 

class assignments, projects and presentations. 

Nevertheless, if the universities do not have all these 

things, the students themselves must practice the 

skills among others through participations in co-

curriculum activities which are generally known to 

have a natural setting for the development of people 

soft skills. 
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University students should never be shy to 

improve their soft skills because surely they would 

never 

want to face unemployment after 

graduation.The first and foremost important thing of 

soft skills enhancement is the awareness of the 

students about these skills. This is because some 

may think that excellent academic performance is 

the only requirement  in job seeking. Due to having 

no job experience may also cause them fail to realize 

the importance of having soft skills at hand.  

Many studies have been done on soft skills on 

undergraduate students which are among others 

include Shaheen, Zhang, Shen & Siti, Nikitina and 

Furuoka [9] and Shariffah Bahyah [15]. This study is 

done to further understand how diploma university 

students perceive soft skills.  

The research will specifically look into the area 

how students perceived soft skills in terms of soft 

skills for career development, soft skills requirement 

by employers, soft skills for secured jobs, soft skills 

learning, soft skills practice and soft skills‟ 

importance.  

 

Objective: 

Using a quantitative research approach, this 

study explored students‟ general perceptions of soft 

skills. We have examined what they thought about 

soft skills in general, the soft skills that they 

perceived important  and the soft skills that they 

perceived they are weak at.  

 

Research Methodology: 

3.1  Participants: 

This study involved 20 students from the 

Faculty of Accountancy and 24 students from the 

Faculty of Sports Science and Recreation. The 

participants were diploma students in their first 

semester. The total number of participants is 44. 

Convenience sampling technique was used in 

selecting the participants where the students were 

approached with an oral request of their willingness 

to participate in this study.    

 

3.2  Instrument: 

This study used a questionnaire which was 

adapted from Shaheen Majid, Zhang, Shen, and Siti 

Raihana [14]. The items in the questionnaires were 

written in English Language and Bahasa Malaysia to 

ensure better understanding and accurate responses.  

The questionnaire required the participants to 

state their general perceptions of soft skills by 

ticking in the appropriate box to express their 

agreement or disagreement. This section used Likert 

scale question with 1 for „strongly agree‟ and 4 

being „strongly disagree‟.     

 

3.3 Data collection and analysis procedures: 

A set of questionnaire was distributed to the 

participants. They were given 10 minutes to answer 

the questionnaires. Some of the questions were 

reviewed by the researcher to ensure that the 

participants understood the items and were able to 

respond accurately. The data were then analysed to 

reflect the participants‟ perceptions of soft skills. 

 

Literature Review: 

In the recent years, employers complain that 

there is a mismatch between the employers‟ needs 

and the graduates‟ output. The employers reported 

that the graduates were unable to perform as 

expected. In most cases, the graduates lack of soft 

skills as they have poor communication, decision-

making, problem-solving and critical thinking skills. 

The graduates are expected to have excellent 

academic results and soft skills. 

Soft skills consist of  communication , critical 

thinking and problem solving, teamwork, lifelong 

learning and information management, 

entrepreneurship, professional ethics and moral and 

leadership skills [8]. The literature review discusses 

the voices of the undergraduates and the employers 

regarding their perceptions of soft skills and their 

impacts on the graduates‟ future employment. In 

improving the undergraduates‟ soft skills, the 

researchers investigated the perceptions of the 

undergraduates towards soft skills. Riam [10] 

investigates 107 workers and 359 polytechnic 

students‟ perceptions of soft skills after the industrial 

attachment. The results indicated the undergraduates 

needed to improve their time management, 

communication, teamwork, learning and 

interpersonal skills. Furthermore, the results proved 

employers expected future employers to be skilful on 

problem solving, leadership and decision- making. 

Another study was carried out by Shaheen, Zhang, 

Shen & Siti [14] to study undergraduates‟ 

perceptions of the usefulness of soft skills on their 

employment and academic. The participants were 

188 undergraduates from four Singaporean 

universities studying Business Management. The 

study employed a questionnaire for data collection. 

The findings indicated the undergraduates felt the 

soft skills only contributed to their employment, but 

not their academic performance. The undergraduates 

felt the most important skills were critical thinking, 

problem-solving, team work, time management and 

decision making skills.  

Nikitina and Furuoka [9] investigate ninety-six 

Malaysian undergraduates‟ expectations of soft skills 

in a qualitative study investigating students‟ 

perception on the instructors and courses. The 

undergraduates studied at University Malaysia Sabah 

(UMS). The findings indicated the undergradutes 

perceived soft skills as a crucial part of the 

university education. However, they failed to 

recognise all the soft skills listed by the Ministry of 

Higher Education. 

Shariffah Bahyah [15] determines the level of 

soft skills proficiency of diploma and foundation 
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students at a private tertiary institution in terms of 

gender, area of residence and type of schools. The 

study used questionnaires which were administered 

to 323 Malaysian students. The soft skills sought to 

be studied by them involved communication skills, 

leadership skills, teamwork skills, entrepreneurial 

skills, values, ethics and professionalism, lifelong 

learning & information, management skills and  

critical thinking & problem solving skills. The 

results indicated that the students were confident of 

their soft skills proficiency. The perceptions of soft 

skills proficiency were influenced by gender, types 

of schools and area of residence. 

There have been many studies conducted in 

areas which are rarely focused by other researchers 

that disclose many new findings on soft skills among 

undergraduates. For instance,  Gonzalez, Abdul 

Kasim and Naimie [5] indicate that there was a lack 

of research of soft skills and dental schools. Soft 

skills were found important in helping dental 

workers communicated with their clients. The paper 

highlighted teaching soft skills was challenging at 

dental schools. The study discussed the types of soft 

skills to be taught, the ways they were taught and 

emerging issues needed to be addressed in a module 

used by the Faculty of Dentistry, University of 

Malaya. Communication skills, critical thinking and 

problem-solving skills, teamwork skills, life-long 

learning and information management, 

entrepreneurial skills, professional ethics and morals 

and leadership skills were necessary soft skills 

implemented in the module.  

Another study was carried out by Azleen, Mohd 

Zulkeflee, Nek Kamal and Siti Fara [2] to investigate 

team work skills among 179 final year accounting 

students in Malaysia which focused on team skills 

dimension as this area was rarely focused by the 

researcher. The study investigated the relationships 

among six areas of teamwork skills such as 

coordination, decision making, leadership, 

interpersonal skills, adaptability and communication. 

In addition, the study investigated the perceptions of 

the students towards these skills. The findings 

indicated the students listed accounting knowledge, 

professionalism, oral communication, problem 

solving, time management, auditing, ability to 

memorize, work well with others, written 

communication, leadership ability, computers, 

economic and business law as important soft skills 

required. 

Studies too were conducted on employers to 

probe the importance and the types of the soft skills 

needed from the graduates. Robles [11] conducted a 

study to identify the soft skills needed by the 

employers in business sectors. 49 executives 

participated in the survey. The results indicated that 

there were ten crucial soft skills listed as work ethic, 

team work, flexibility, professionalism, positive 

attitude, social skills, courtesy, integrity and 

communication. The study suggested graduates with 

these crucial soft skills are most likely to be 

employed. Hasbullah, Sharifah Mazlina and Nur 

Affah [7] conducted a study on Quantity Surveying 

(QS) graduates. The study employed a survey 

approach towards 80 employers of Quantity 

Surveying or organizations which had QS graduates 

working with them in Lembah Kelang, Malaysia. 

The study revealed the graduates had poor critical 

thinking, decision-making, problem solving, 

communication and language skills and they were 

also having problems to work independently. 

                                                                                 

Findings And Discussion: 

20 students from the Faculty of Accountancy 

and 24 students of Sport Recreation participated in 

the study.  The students were semester one diploma 

students 

taking their ELC 120 code (Integrated Language 

Skill:  Listening).  The total respondents for the 

study is 44.  According to Burns and Grove 

(2001:377),  there are no hard or fast rules about the 

sample size, but a sample should have at least 30 

respondents.

 
Table 1: Results for ACD120   

Statement 1 2 3 4 

Soft skills are critical for career advancement. 12 8 0 0 

Soft skills are highly sought after by employers.   5 13 2 0 

Soft skills are important for getting a better job.   14 4 2 0 

Soft skills are difficult to learn compared to professional knowledge.   2 8 9 1 

Soft skills cannot be enhanced through practice 1 2 11 6 

Soft skills are not as important as professional knowledge.   0 1 8 11 

    

 4=Strongly disagree   3=disagree   2=agree  1=strongly agree   
 

ACD 120 students perceived soft skills as very 

important for their career advancement where 12 of 

them strongly agreed with the statement and 8 

agreed.  Nobody chose disagree and strongly 

disagree to the statement.  However, not many 

students believe that soft skills are highly sought 

after by the employers.  Only 5 students strongly 

agreed to the statement, 13 agreed and 2 students 

disagreed to it.  In addition, majority of the students 

perceived soft skills as important in order to get a 

good job.  14 of them strongly agreed, 4 agreed and 

only 2 disagreed. Students had different opinions on 

learning/acquiring soft skills as compared to 

professional knowledge.  This is because only 2 of 

the strongly agreed that soft skills are difficult to 

learn as compared to professional skills.  8 of the 
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agreed, 9 disagreed and 1 strongly agreed.  To 

conclude, there is a balance in terms of number of 

respondents for agree and disagree answer which is 

10. Besides, majority of the students thought that 

soft skills can be enhanced through practiced.  This 

is because 17 out of 20 students believed that these 

skills can be enhanced through practice.  

Furthermore, majority of them also believed that soft 

skills are as important as professional skills.   Only 1 

student did not think that it is important. 

 
Table 2  Results for SR113  

Statement 1 2 3 4 

Soft skills are critical for career advancement.   14 9 0 1 

Soft skills are highly sought after by employers 10 12 2 0 

Soft skills are important for getting a better job 12 12 0 0 

Soft skills are difficult to learn compared to professional knowledge.   2 8 10 4 

1=strongly agree   2=agree   3=disagree   4=strongly disagree 
 

Majority of the SR113 students perceived soft 

skills as important in career advancement except 1 

student.  These students also believed that soft skills 

are highly sought after by the employers except 2 

students who disagreed to the statement.  In addition, 

SR113 students perceived soft skills as important to 

get a better job (12 strongly agreed and 12 agreed to 

the statement). SR113 students also had different 

opinions on learning/acquiring soft skills as 

compared to professional knowledge. Majority of 

them thought that soft skills are hard to learn as 

compared to professional knowledge (14 of them 

disagreed and 10 agreed to the statement saying that 

soft skills are difficult to learn compared to 

professional skills).  Besides, the students also 

believed that soft skills can be enhanced through 

practice.  Only 10 of the respondents thought that 

soft skills cannot be enhanced through practice as 

compared to 14 who believed that these skills can be 

enhanced through practice.  There is a balance in 

number (12 and 12) in terms of students‟ perception 

towards soft skills which are not as important as 

professional knowledge. 

 
Table 3: Results for both  programs ( AC120 and SR 113)  

Statement 1 2 3 4 Total 

Soft skills are critical for career advancement.   26 17 0 1 44 

Soft skills are highly sought after by employers.   15 25 4 0 44 

Soft skills are important for getting a better job.   26 16 2 0 44 

Soft skills are difficult to learn compared to professional knowledge.   4 16 19 5 44 

Soft skills cannot be enhanced through practice.   4 9 19 12 44 

Soft skills are not as important as professional knowledge.   5 8 16 15 44 

TOTAL 80 91 60 33 264 

1=strongly agree   2=agree   3=disagree   4=strongly disagree 

 

Findings from the research show that students 

from both programs (AC120 and SR113) perceived 

soft skills as a critical factor for their career 

advancement.  Soft skills are important in today 

competitive job market.  According to Schulz [12], 

“To be successful in this tough environment, 

candidates for jobs have to bring along a 

“competitive edge” that distinguishes them from 

other candidates with similar qualifications and 

comparable evaluation results.” Besides, these 

students also believed that soft skills are highly 

sought after by the employers. Only 4 of them did 

not think that the employers value these skills when 

they look for possible new candidates to join their 

organization.  In addition, majority of them 

perceived soft skills as important in order to get a 

good job.  Only 2 of them thought that these skills 

are not important to get a good job. 

Adam [1] lists the 10 skills employers most 

want in 2015 graduates that include their ability to: 

1. work in a team 

2. make decisions and solve problems 

3. communicate efficiently with people at 

different situations  

and position levels 

4. plan, organize and prioritize work 

5. obtain and process information effectively 

6. analyze data 

7. work with computer software programs 

8. write and edit written reports 

9. sell products/ideas and influence others 

10. incorporate technical knowledge which is 

related to their job 

 

Adam [1] further states that, no matter what 

students learned in schools, they at least have to 

learn the top five skills mentioned in the list.  

 

Moreover, 24 of the students believed that soft 

skills are not that hard to learn as compared to 

professional knowledge and  20 students thought that 

these skills are hard to learn. Greenberg and Nilssen 

[6] state the difference between skill and knowledge. 

Skill according to them refers to one‟s creativity, 

communication, collaboration and critical thinking. 

Knowledge, on the other hand refers to information, 

facts and data. By incorporating both the skills and 

knowledge in preparing the students for their future 

will definitely benefit them. Besides, the students 

from both programs also perceived soft skills as 
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important as professional knowledge. Only 13 out of 

44 students thought that soft skills are not as 

important as professional knowledge. This shows 

that students are aware of the importance and values 

of soft skills.  

In addition, 13 of the students thought that soft 

skills cannot be enhanced through practice and 31 

students believed that these skills can be enhanced 

through practice.  Soft skills can be enhanced 

through trainings either inside or outside the 

workplace. Evenson as cited by Robles [11] stresses 

the fact that educators should teach cooperating 

skills to their students. In addition, Sutton [13] 

claims that soft skills are very important as potential 

job hires. 

 

Conclusion: 

This study aimed to investigate students‟ 

general perceptions of soft skills. Based on the 

findings, the students were aware that soft skills are 

essential in career advancement when they perceived 

soft skills as important for this aspect. They also 

viewed soft skills as important for them to secure 

good jobs. This showed that they were aware of the 

fact that soft skills are the most sought after skills by 

employers. The findings also revealed that many of 

them perceived soft skills and professional 

knowledge as equally important thus, making formal 

soft skill training suitable to be included in the 

curricula. This is supported by the findings where 

the students believed that soft skills can be enhanced 

through practice which will definitely provide them 

with real life situations where they need to apply the 

learnt soft skills. Many students were of the opinion 

that soft skills are not difficult to learn if compared 

to professional skills.  
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