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 Today’s rapidly changing world and the shift from an industrial economy to an 

information and knowledge economy has had a profound impact on the skills required of recent 

graduates and employees in the Canadian and global labour market, placing increasing emphasis 

on soft skills (Mitchell, Skinner, & White, 2010; Robles, 2012). While employers are demanding 

soft skills in their new hires and post-secondary educational institutions are under ongoing 

pressure to prove the value of their programs, little work has examined whether the soft skills 

possessed by recent post-secondary graduates actually improve their job search and employment 

outcomes. The present thesis’ aim is twofold: 1) to assess the soft skills of recent graduates’ 

using a situational judgment test (SJT), and 2) to investigate the relationships between soft skills, 

job search self-efficacy, job search behaviours, and early-career employment outcomes. Though 

under-powered, findings suggest that soft skills may ease the school-to-work transition by 

contributing to recent graduates’ job search self-efficacy; r = .34, 95% CI [.18, .49], p < .01. 

Furthermore, findings of an exploratory qualitative analysis suggest that additional development 

of communication skills (e.g., networking and presentation skills) and self-management skills 

(e.g., stress-management, persistence, and self-confidence) in post-secondary education may be 

most beneficial in easing the crucial school-to-work transition.  
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Assessing Post-Secondary Graduates’ Soft Skills, Job Search and Employment Outcomes 

Are post-secondary graduates ready to meet the demands of today’s hyper-connected, 

rapidly-changing workplaces? Many employers say no, raising concerns about a gap between the 

skills possessed by graduates and the skills required for success in the workplace and global 

economy (Evers, Rush, & Berdrow, 1998; Jackson, 2010; King, 2003). In fact, past research 

indicates that although employers are satisfied with graduates’ hard skills (i.e., technical, 

occupation-specific knowledge and skills), they believe graduates’ soft skills (i.e., interpersonal 

and intrapersonal skills, along with personal attributes that support effective job performance) 

are lacking (Shury, Winterbotham, Davies, & Oldfield, 2010; Jackson, 2010).  

Educational stakeholders (e.g., students, parents, and governments) have also expressed 

concerns over the employability skills and career outcomes of graduates (e.g., Bridgstock, 2009; 

King, 2003). Whether it is in Ontario, or around the world, educational stakeholders are calling 

for accountability by asking universities to demonstrate what their programs are accomplishing, 

including soft skill development (Bridgstock, 2009; Ontario Universities Council on Quality 

Assurance, 2016). The proposed study will assess post-secondary graduates’ soft skills, in order 

to examine how one’s level of soft skills relates to their job search behaviours and employment 

outcomes, where job search self-efficacy will be tested as a mediator of the relation between soft 

skills and employment outcomes.  

Soft Skills 

Soft Skills Valued by Employers 

As noted, there has been increasing concern over post-secondary graduates’ 

employability skills, especially soft skills, from employers. Researchers have also suggested that 

soft skills – interpersonal skills and personal attributes that support effective job performance 
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(e.g., adaptability, integrity, leadership, communication, and teamwork) – are valuable in a 

variety of settings, including employment and post-secondary education (Lievens & Sackett, 

2012).  

As a starting point, I used the Bases of Competence model put forth by Evers et al. (1998) 

as a framework to determine the soft skills commonly valued by employers. Evers et al.’s model 

was developed by interviewing both corporate CEOs and university presidents to determine the 

skills needed for the evolving Canadian workplace (Evers et al., 1998). From these interviews, 

Evers et al. (1998) grouped commonly reported soft skills into four main competencies: (1) 

Managing Self, (2) Managing People and Tasks, (3) Mobilizing Innovation and Change, and (4) 

Communicating. This framework was chosen as a starting point for the thesis because the model 

was developed based on the needs of the Canadian workplace, which most of our sample (i.e., 

post-secondary graduates at the University of Guelph) will be entering, and therefore, will need 

for successful employment. A more detailed view of each competency and associated soft skills 

can be seen in Table 1.  

Recent employer-based research supports the competencies found by Evers et al. (1998). 

For instance, when Robles (2012) asked corporate executives what soft skills were most needed, 

the skills that emerged all fell within the competencies found by Evers et al. (1998). More 

specifically, the 10 soft skills that emerged were: communication, courtesy, flexibility, integrity, 

interpersonal skills, positive attitude, professionalism, responsibility, team work and work ethic 

(Robles, 2012). Moreover, the desire for strong soft skills by employers even spans across 

industries.  

Dixon, Belnap, Albrect, and Lee (2010) suggest that today’s corporate financial 

professionals need to master hard skills, as well as numerous soft skills including 
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communication, teamwork, coordination, working under pressure, and problem-solving. 

Accountants, for example, must have both technical and soft skills (Stovall & Stovall, 2009). In 

fact, soft skills take up an entire section of the competency map for Chartered Professional 

Accountants (CPA) in Canada (CPA Canada, 2018). Strong communication skills and teamwork 

are also important for individuals working in Information Technology (IT; Chute, 2012). An 

analysis of job advertisements in the IT industry reveals a significant demand for soft skills like 

communication, teamwork, self-management, and self-motivation (Wahl et al., 2012), while in 

the manufacturing industry, Rasul, Rauf, and Mansor (2013) found evidence that interpersonal 

skills, integrity, leadership, creative/innovative thinking, and problem-solving are the 

employability skills most valued by employers.  

Soft skills are not only perceived as desirable by employers, employees also tend to be 

rewarded for using soft skills in the workplace. A review of existing empirical research (073., 

2014) and estimations of wage returns based on skill type (i.e., hard and soft skills; Balcar, 2016) 

suggests that soft skills are associated with significant wage returns. In fact, findings suggest that 

soft skills may be as important as hard skills in wage determination (Balcar, 2016).  

In addition, the use of soft skills in the workplace has been proposed to be linked to job 

performance. For instance, researchers have found that employees higher in personal initiative – 

taking an active and self-starting approach to work goals and tasks, including persisting in 

overcoming obstacles – are evaluated more favourably by their supervisors (Thompson, 2005; 

Bledow & Frese, 2009). Furthermore, Thomas et al. (2010) found a positive, small-to-moderate 

correlation between personal initiative and overall job performance (r = .25). Interpersonal skills, 

measured using a situational judgment test, have also been linked to internship performance (7 
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years post-test) and job performance (9 years post-test) in medical students and doctors (Lievens 

& Sackett, 2012).  

Thus, research suggests a relationship between soft skills and employment outcomes 

(e.g., job performance, salary) that merits further investigation. However, when examining a 

population such as recent post-secondary graduates entering the workforce, job search 

behaviours and outcomes must also be considered. 

Job Search and Employment Outcomes 

Job Search Behaviours 

Existing research suggests that job-search behaviour is a multidimensional construct, 

with an effective job-search requiring more than merely putting significant effort into the job 

search (Van Hoye, 2015). The job search process for new graduates typically consists of seeking 

information about possible job leads, generating and evaluating a list of job alternatives, and 

choosing a job from that list (Barber, Daly, Giannantonio, & Phillips, 1994). 

 Job-search effort and intensity. Although both job-search effort and intensity measure 

how much a job seeker engages in the job search (Van Hoye, 2015), they appear to be distinct 

constructs (Saks, 2006). More specifically, job-search effort focuses on the subjectively felt 

investments made in the job search (cognitive, emotional and/or behavioural efforts), whereas 

job-search intensity focuses on how often the job seeker performed specific job-search behaviour 

(Saks, 2005). As such, measures of job-search effort assess the general amount of time and 

energy the job seeker feels they have invested over a given time-period, with no reference to 

concrete job-search behaviours (e.g., “Within the last six months, I have given my best effort to 

find a new job,” rated on a 4-point Likert-scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree, to 4 = 

strongly agree [Blau, 1993]). In contrast, measures of job-search intensity assess the frequency 
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with which job seekers engage in concrete job-search behaviours over a given time-period (e.g., 

“Within the last six months, I spoke with previous employers or business acquaintances about 

possible job leads,” rated on a 5-point Likert-scale, ranging from 1 = never (0 times), to 5 = very 

frequently (10 or more times) [Blau, 1994]).  

 In terms of outcomes, meta-analytic research indicates positive relationships between 

both job search effort and intensity and employment outcomes (Kanfer, Wanberg, & Kantrowitz, 

2001). More specifically, Kanfer et al. (2001) found that job search effort is correlated with 

employment status (rc = .30, k = 8; N = 1,516), number of job offers (rc = .08, k = 2; N = 251), 

and job search duration (rc = -.40, k = 2; N = 415). Kanfer et al. (2001) also found correlations 

between job search intensity and employment status (rc = .16, k = 13; N = 4,302), number of job 

offers (rc = .27, k = 9; N = 1,234), and job search duration (rc = -.10, k = 7; N = 2,828). 

Additionally, research conducted with recent graduates suggests that job-search intensity is 

positively related to the number of job offers received (Saks & Ashforth, 2000) and initial 

compensation (Werbel, 2000).  

 Preparatory and active job search behaviour. A job seeker’s overall job search 

intensity can be split up into two dimensions: preparatory and active job search behaviour (Blau, 

1993). Preparatory job search behavior refers to gathering information about jobs and potential 

job leads from a variety of sources during the planning phase of the job search (e.g., job sites and 

friends; Blau, 1993). Active job search behaviour refers to following up on these potential job 

leads (e.g., sending out resumes and attending job interviews; Blau, 1993). Although findings 

suggest that both types of job search behaviour are positively related to obtaining employment 

(Saks & Ashforth, 1999), active job search behaviour appears to be a stronger predictor (Blau, 

1993; Saks, 2006; Saks & Ashforth, 2000) and mediates the effects of preparatory job search 



   6 

behaviour (Blau, 1994). In research conducted with recent graduates, Saks (2006) found 

evidence that active job search behaviour was positively related to the number of job interviews 

and job offers received. However, changes may be seen over time; for instance, Saks and 

Ashforth (1999) found evidence that active job search behaviour better predicted employment 

status at the time of graduation, whereas preparatory job search behaviour better predicted 

employment status four-months post-graduation.  

 Job search information sources. Just as overall job-search intensity can be split up into 

preparatory and active job search behaviour, preparatory job search behaviour can be divided 

into formal and informal job information sources. Job information sources are defined as the 

means by which job seekers learn about jobs and potential job leads, and can be categorized as 

formal or informal (Saks, 2015). Formal job information sources involve public intermediaries 

existing primarily for recruitment purposes (e.g., online job ads, job fairs, and employment 

agencies; Barber et al., 1994). In contrast, informal job information sources involve either private 

intermediaries (e.g., current/former employees, friends and relatives) or no intermediary at all 

(e.g., rehires and walk-ins; Saks & Ashforth, 1997).  

In terms of employment outcomes, a strong body of research suggests that job seekers are 

more likely to obtain employment through informal sources than formal sources (Granovetter, 

1995; Schwabs, Rynes, & Aldag, 1987; Zottoli & Wanous, 2000). In addition, the use of 

informal sources to obtain employment is generally also associated with higher job satisfaction, 

better fit perceptions, and lower turnover (Granovetter, 1995; Zottoli & Wanous, 2000). 

However, when it comes to recent graduates, some research suggests that formal sources may 

result in better employment outcomes than informal sources. For instance, Saks (2006) found 

evidence that recent graduates who used informal sources received fewer job offers and were less 
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likely to obtain employment. In addition, findings suggest that recent graduates who use more 

formal sources may have higher pre-entry perceptions of person-job and person-organization fit 

(Saks & Ashforth, 1997). Saks (2015) has proposed that the benefits of formal sources may be 

specific to recent graduates due to their more limited network of informal sources and/or the 

greater availability of formal sources on post-secondary campuses. 

 Job search self-efficacy. Another variable of interest when studying recent graduates’ 

job search process and success is job search self-efficacy. A considerable amount of empirical 

research suggests that job search self-efficacy – confidence in one’s ability to perform activities 

required to obtain employment (Saks, 2006) – is a strong predictor of job search behaviours and 

employment outcomes (e.g., Kanfer et al., 2001; Moynihan et al., 2003). For instance, in meta-

analysis conducted by Kanfer et al. (2001), a positive, medium correlation was found between 

job search self-efficacy and job search behaviour (rc = .27; k = 28; N = 10,020). In addition, 

research findings suggest that job search self-efficacy is positively related to intensity of both 

preparatory and active job search behaviour (Blau, 1994; Saks & Ashforth, 1999, 2000). 

Furthermore, Saks and Ashforth (2000) found evidence that job seekers with higher job search 

self-efficacy may use informal job information sources more frequently.  

Employment Outcomes 

 The job search literature has considered numerous outcomes as indicators of job search 

success. Most commonly, researchers operationalize job search success as number of interviews 

and job offers received (e.g., Moynihan et al., 2003; Saks & Ashforth, 1999), job search duration 

(e.g., Wanberg et al., 1999), and employment status (e.g., Schwab et al., 1987). For instance, a 

meta-analysis of the antecedents and outcomes of job search by Kanfer et al. (2001) found that 

job search behaviour is associated with number of job offers received (rc = .28; k = 11; N = 
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1,485), employment status (rc = .21; k = 21; N = 5,818), and job search duration (rc = -.14; k = 8; 

N = 3,243). The same meta-analysis (Kanfer et al., 2001) also found that job search self-efficacy 

is associated with number of job offers received (rc = .28; k = 5; N = 463), employment status (rc 

= .09; k = 11; N = 5,251), and job search duration (rc = -.12; k = 4; N = 2,335). However, 

researchers have also examined other objective outcomes such as initial income (e.g., Werbel, 

2000), and affective outcomes such as affective commitment and job satisfaction (e.g., Saks & 

Ashforth, 2002; Wanberg et al., 1999; Werbel, 2000). For example, job search intensity – a 

combination of preparatory and active search behaviours – appears to have a significant impact 

on initial income with recent graduates (r = .38; Werbel, 2000).  

The Present Study 

Soft Skills Valued by Higher Education Institutions 

Beyond the job market, soft skills development is also valued in higher education 

institutions. In fact, the Ontario Council of Academic Vice Presidents’ Quality Assurance 

Framework (2010) requires that all educational institutions implement an Institutional Quality 

Assurance Process (IQAP) that is consistent with the organization’s mission and degree level 

expectations, including the use of learning outcomes. Learning outcomes aim to ensure that 

degree programs and individual courses are built around a certain set of knowledge, skills and 

values that students should acquire during their education.  

 The University of Guelph’s undergraduate learning outcomes (2012) include both hard 

(i.e., technical) skills and soft skills. For instance, students are expected to graduate having 

mastered skills in professional and ethical behaviour, along with creative and innovative 

thinking. They are also expected to acquire communication skills, including interpersonal skills. 

A full list of the University of Guelph’s undergraduate learning outcomes (2012), with brief 
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descriptions, can be seen on the university’s website: 

https://www.uoguelph.ca/vpacademic/avpa/outcomes/pdfs/Undergraduate%20Learning%20Outc

omes.pdf. 

In addition, four of the five University of Guelph undergraduate learning outcomes fit 

within the competencies described in the Bases of Competence model proposed by Evers et al. 

(1998; refer to Figure 3). Professional and ethical behaviours (e.g., teamwork, ethical reasoning, 

leadership, personal organization and time management) falls under both the Managing Self 

competency and Managing People and Tasks competencies. Critical and creative thinking falls 

under the Mobilising Innovation and Change competency. Global understanding falls under the 

Communication competency because knowledge of cultural similarities and differences, along 

with intercultural competence, improve communication skills. Finally, communication falls 

under the Communication competency. As such, the only learning outcome that is not captured 

well under this model is literacy, which is better categorized as a hard skill because it is a 

technical skill and relatively easy to objectively measure, unlike most soft skills (Balcar, 2016). 

Soft Skills, Job Search Behaviours, and Employment Outcomes 

Given that job search is largely self-directed (Kanfer et al., 2001), providing ample 

latitude as to whether action should be initiated, certain soft skills such as personal initiative may 

play an important role in job search success. Existing research findings suggest that proactive 

personality – an antecedent to personal initiative – is positively correlated with job search 

behaviours and success (Brown, Cober, Kane, Levy, & Shalhoop, 2006; Claes & De Witte, 

2002).  

For instance, Claes & De Witte (2002) found a moderate, positive correlation between 

proactive personality and preparatory job search behaviour in a sample of graduating post-



   10 

secondary students (r = .31). Brown et al. (2006) found small-to-moderate, positive correlations 

between proactive personality and job search behaviour (r = .19), job search effort (r = .16), 

number of second-round interviews (r = .21), and number of job offers (r = .22) in graduating 

post-secondary students. Thus, people more likely to engage in personal initiative behaviours 

may also be more likely to engage in a strong job search (preparatory and active) and may 

experience a more successful job search (e.g., second-round job interviews and job offers).  

Research also suggests that interpersonal skills, including leadership experiences, play a 

key role in job seekers obtaining second-round job interviews and eventual employment (Chia, 

2005; Tay, Ang, & Van Dyne, 2006). More specifically, Chia (2005) found that although 

emotional intelligence (which contributes to interpersonal skills) was not related to initial job 

interview offers (r = -.03), it was positively related to second-round job interview offers (r = .28) 

and number of job offers received (r = .57). These findings suggest that although interpersonal 

skill is not a significant predictor of initial job interview offers, it may increase progress to later 

stages of the job search, including eventual employment (Chia, 2005). Furthermore, Tay et al. 

(2006) found that although graduating accounting students’ prior leadership experience was not 

significantly associated with the number of initial job interviews received (r = .07), it was 

positively related to interview success (operationalized as number of job offers received; r = .18).  

Becker (2005) found a correlation between employee’s integrity scored assessed using 

the Situational Judgment Test of Integrity (SJT-I) and positive career outcomes, such as: 

managerial ratings of career potential, leadership activities, and job performance. Additionally, 

these relationships existed across a variety of industries (e.g., fast service employees, engineers, 

and production workers; Becker, 2005). 
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Collectively, these research findings suggest that graduates with higher soft skills – 

particularly proactivity, interpersonal skills, leadership skills, and integrity – may be perceived in 

initial job interviews as stronger candidates, leading to more second-round interviews and job 

offers (Brown et al., 2006; Chia, 2005; Tay et al., 2006). In addition, graduates higher in 

proactivity may encounter more job search success (i.e., job offers) due to increased engagement 

in the job search process (Brown et al., 2006; Claes & De Witte, 2002). It has been suggested 

that soft skills, such as proactivity, affect job seekers’ behaviours, and eventual job search 

success, through job search self-efficacy (Brown et al., 2006; Moynihan et al., 2003). For 

instance, Brown et al. (2006) found evidence that job search self-efficacy fully mediates the 

relationship between proactive personality and job search behaviour. Based on the 

aforementioned research, I hypothesize that:   

Hypothesis 1. Recent graduates’ level of soft skills will be positively correlated with job 

search self-efficacy.  

Hypothesis 2a-b. Recent graduates’ level of job search self-efficacy will be positive 

correlated with: (a) preparatory job search behaviour, and (b) active job search behaviour. 

Soft Skills and Employment Quality 

In terms of more objective indictors of employment quality, researchers have recently 

begun to examine the impact of soft skills on an individual’s wages. A review of existing 

empirical literature by Balcar (2014) suggests that soft skills are associated with significant wage 

returns. Furthermore, estimated wage returns of hard and soft skills in a Czech Republic sample 

by Balcar (2016) suggest that soft skills are as important a wage determinant as hard skills. More 

specifically, Balcar (2016) found that a one standard deviation increase in hard skills increased 

wages by 8.84%. Similarly, a one standard deviation increase in soft skills increased wages by 
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8.51% (Balcar, 2016). Moreover, positive and significant associations between both hard and 

soft skills and wages remained even when numerous personal, employer, and job characteristics 

were added into the model (Balcar, 2016).  

Furthermore, De Vos, De Clippeleer and Dewilde (2009) found that for recent post-

secondary graduates, proactive career behaviours – anticipatory action that individuals take to 

impact themselves and/or their environments (e.g., networking, career planning) – were 

positively associated with salary. Additionally, Seibert, Kraimer, and Crant (2001) found 

evidence that political knowledge (i.e., one’s success in gaining information regarding work 

relationships and power structures within an organization) and career initiative behaviours (e.g., 

career planning and consultation with more senior personnel) are positively associated with 

salary progression in recent graduates. Thus, although limited in size, the existing body of 

research suggests that soft skills may be positively associated with wages, an objective indicator 

of employment quality.  

 Focusing on more subjective indicators of employment quality, research indicates that 

interpersonal skills and proactivity – components of soft skills – are positively related to job 

satisfaction and organizational commitment (Fuller & Marler, 2009; Morrison, 2004; Thomas et 

al., 2010). In a study examining both subjective indicators, Morrison (2004) found that the 

number of self-reported informal relationships and social support an employee had in the 

workplace was positively associated with increased job satisfaction and affective organizational 

commitment. Proactivity might play a role in these findings as proactive individuals may be 

particularly skilled in networking and building social capital (e.g., Thompson, 2005).  

Focusing on organizational commitment alone, a recent meta-analysis of two studies (N = 

581) by Thomas et al. (2010) found a moderate, positive correlation between personal initiative 
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and affective organizational commitment (r = .38). Moreover, a meta-analysis of fifteen studies 

(N = 4,753) conducted by Fuller & Marler (2009) found small-to-moderate, positive correlation 

between proactive personality and organizational commitment (r = .21). These findings may be 

due to proactivity and organizational commitment sharing a unifying sense of active involvement 

in the creation and development of the organizational environment (Bateman & Crant, 1993; Den 

Hartog & Belschake, 2007).  

Further, Thomas et al. (2010) suggest that employee proactivity may facilitate affective 

organizational commitment; more specifically, proactive employees’ recognition of their 

influential work behaviours may lead to increased feelings of identifying with and feeling 

involved in their organization. Finally, Hornung, Rousseau, and Glaser (2008) found evidence 

that employee personal initiative is associated with better negotiated development opportunities, 

which is in turn positively related to affective organizational commitment. 

 In addition to affective organizational commitment, another indicator of high quality 

employment is whether or not an individual is satisfied with their job. When assessing how 

proactivity relates to job satisfaction, both Fuller & Marler (2009) and Thomas et al. (2010) 

found small-to-moderate, positive correlations between proactive personality – a key antecedent 

to personal initiative (Seibert et al., 2001) – and job satisfaction (r = .24; k = 21; N = 7,243 and r 

= .21, k = 14; N = 3,096, respectively). Erdogan and Bauer (2005) have suggested that proactive 

employees may feel more job satisfaction because they take initiative to remove barriers 

preventing satisfaction. Kristof-Brown, Zimmerman, & Johnson (2005) posit that proactive 

customization of one’s work environment may lead to job satisfaction. For instance, individuals 

higher in personal initiative are more likely to negotiate flexible working conditions with better 

development opportunities (Hornung et al., 2008), which might increase feeling of job 
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satisfaction. Displays of initiative at work may also facilitate job satisfaction through the 

acquisition of rewarding skill development and career success (Eby, Butts, & Lockwood, 2003).  

Additionally, Li, Liang, and Crant (2010) found empirical evidence that proactive 

personality is positive associated with employees establishing a high-quality leader-member 

exchange (LMX) relationship with their supervisors, which is in turn associated with higher job 

satisfaction. Finally, Fiori, Bollmann, and Rossier (2015) found evidence that career adaptability 

– the ability to manage one’s career and the challenges that come with it – is positively 

associated with job satisfaction. Collectively, these findings suggest that soft skills may play a 

direct role in obtaining high-quality employment.  

The relationship between soft skills and employment outcomes may also be mediated by 

one’s engagement in the job search process (e.g., job search self-efficacy, preparatory job search 

behaviours and active job search behaviours). For instance, Brown et al. (2006) found evidence 

that job search self-efficacy fully mediated the aforementioned relationship between proactive 

personality and job search behaviours, search effort, and search outcomes. In addition, Frese and 

Fay’s (2001) personal initiative model implicitly suggests that personal initiative’s influence on 

work-related outcomes is mediated through psychological orientations, including self-efficacy. 

Thus, I propose that:  

Hypothesis 3a-c. Recent graduates’ level of soft skills will be positively correlated with 

employment outcomes: (a) number of job offers, (b) salary, and (c) job satisfaction, with 

these relationships partially mediated by job search self-efficacy.  

For a visualization of all hypotheses, refer to Figure 1. 
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Assessing Graduates’ Soft Skills 

Despite the established importance of soft skills in the workplace and pressure for 

educational institutions to be accountable through learning outcomes’ assessment, there are 

relatively few examples of graduates’ soft skills assessments. Soft skills can be assessed in 

numerous ways, including self-report measures, peer-report measures, and testing. One example 

is the self-report measure administered by Evers et al. (1998) to graduating undergraduates, 

based on the Bases of Competence model described above. The self-report measure administered 

by Evers et al. (1998) listed the model’s competencies, with a short description of each, and 

asked graduating students to rate themselves on each competency. Evers et al. (1998) found that 

students rated themselves higher in Communicating and Managing Self competencies, and lower 

in Managing People and Tasks and Mobilizing Innovation and Change competencies. 

For multiple reasons, self-report can be a problematic form of assessment and lead to 

invalid results. One problem is response bias, for example, self-presentation bias (i.e. social 

desirability bias; greater-than-actual tendencies due to participants’ interpretations of what are 

socially desirable responses) (Donaldson & Grant-Vallone, 2002; Kopcha & Sullivan, 2007). 

Another problem reflects beta changes: observed variation due to scale re-calibration by the 

participant between assessments (Golembiewski et al., 1976). In other words, it is possible that it 

is the scale on which participants uses to assess the construct being measured that changes from 

Time 1 to Time 2, rather than their actual skill level. A further problem reflects gamma changes: 

re-conceptualization or re-definition of the construct being measured by the participant between 

assessments (Golembiewski et al., 1976). For example, the construct of leadership, may have a 

different meaning to the participant when reassessed at Time 2 versus Time 1. 



   16 

These types of changes are important in the assessment of graduates’ soft skills because 

some graduates have never been in the workforce, or have not yet experienced the type of 

workplace situations they may face in their careers. In other words, they don’t know what they 

don’t know. As a result, when tracking change over time, self-reported assessments may appear 

to decrease after the graduates start working as they redefine the constructs of interest. This has 

been referred to as “the humbling effect” in prior research (Evers et al., 1998). More recent 

research suggests evidence of this effect; for example, using the Bases of Competence model’s 

self-report measure, Berdrow and Evers (2010) found that graduating students were 

overconfident about their competencies and underestimated workplace demands. Furthermore, 

when Jackson (2012) asked business undergraduates to rate their soft skills using self-report, 

they rated themselves considerably higher than their industry counterparts.  

Furthermore, researchers have suggested that self-report assessments measure self-

concepts that do not necessarily reflect actual behaviour (McClelland, 1987; Spencer & Spencer, 

1993). For instance, Frese, Fay, Hilburger, and Leng (1997) warned against the use of self-report 

measures of personal initiative, a soft skill, and instead recommended the use of situational 

approaches. They argue that self-report measures may not be valid measures of skills such as 

personal initiative because they are inferential measurements (Frese et al., 1997). In other words, 

participants must infer their level of personal initiative based on recall of past work behaviour or 

their self-concept (Bledow & Frese, 2009). Moreover, error is introduced in self-report when 

participants have different notions of what constitutes high and low personal initiative, or any 

soft skill of interest, and therefore relate to different anchor points on Likert-scales used in self-

report (Bledow & Frese, 2009).  
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As such, some researchers have developed situational judgment tests (SJTs) as an 

alternative, more objective way of assessing soft skills. SJTs may be particularly well-suited to 

the assessment of soft skills because they involve the presentation of complex social situations 

that are rich in contextual detail, standardized across participants, and require the application of 

relevant knowledge, skills and abilities to solve (Christian, Edwards, & Bradley, 2010).  More 

specifically, in a typical SJT, participants are given hypothetical situations, along with a list of 

possible responses for each, some more effective than others (Whetzel & McDaniel, 2009). 

Participants are then asked to select the response that reflects how they are most and least likely 

to behave in the hypothetical situation. Later, their response choices are compared to the 

responses of a reference group (i.e., subject matter experts) to assess their soft skills.  

This approach, the one chosen for graduates’ soft skill assessment in the present study, 

allows for a more objective assessment of interpersonal and intrapersonal skills because, unlike 

most self-report measures that base assessment on decontextualized and generalized statements, 

SJTs base assessment on behavioural examples (Bledow & Frese, 2009). Bledow and Frese 

(2009) argue that this is beneficial because it prevents ambiguity in terms of the meaning 

participants attach to items. In addition, recent research by Anderson, Thier, and Pitts (2017) 

found evidence that SJTs are less susceptible to bias than self-report measures, and may mitigate 

concerns of validity common to self-report when measuring interpersonal and intrapersonal 

skills.  

A further strength of SJTs is their strong criterion-related validity; they have been shown 

to predict performance in both employment and educational contexts (e.g., Lieven, Peeters, & 

Schollaert, 2008, Lievens & Sackett, 2012; Oswald, Friede, Schmitt, Kim, & Ramsay, 2004). For 

instance, Lievens and Sackett (2012) followed 723 medical students from admission to 
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employment and found that one’s level of knowledge about effective interpersonal behaviour at 

the time of admission, measured using an SJT, was a valid predictor of internship performance (7 

years later) and job performance (9 years later). Moreover, mediation analyses supported the link 

between translating knowledge about effective interpersonal behaviour into actual interpersonal 

behaviour in internships and displaying that behaviour on the job (Lievens & Sackett, 2012).  

Furthermore, SJTs have been shown to have incremental validity over traditional 

predictors of job performance, such as cognitive ability and personality (e.g., Clevenger, Pereira, 

Wiechmann, Schmitt, & Schmidt Harvey, 2001; Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). In other words, 

SJTs appear to be capturing something unique and related to job performance that is not captured 

by traditional predictors (Weekley & Ployhart, 2006).  

Despite their strength in predicting various outcomes (i.e., strong criterion-related 

validity), various validity and reliability issues related to SJTs remain inadequately resolved 

(Christian et al., 2010; Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). More specifically, estimating the reliability 

of SJTs is challenging because they typically assess multiple constructs, even at the item level 

(Whetzel & McDaniel, 2009). For example, a review by Catano, Brochu, and Lamerson (2012), 

composed of 39 studies that included 56 reliability coefficients (N = 45,062), reported a mean 

alpha of .46. However, the low internal consistency reliabilities reported may simply reflect the 

fact that Cronbach’s alpha is not an appropriate way of assessing the reliability of 

multidimensional tests such as SJTs. Thus, it has been suggested that researchers seek other, 

more appropriate approaches for estimating the reliability of SJTs, such as test-retest and parallel 

forms reliability (Catano et al., 2012; Lievens, Peeters, & Schollaert, 2008; Whetzel & 

McDaniel, 2009). 
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Summary 

The purpose of the present study is to assess recent post-secondary graduates’ soft skills  

– personal initiative, leadership, integrity, and adaptability – using a situational judgment test 

(SJT), to examine the role of soft skills in recent graduates’ job search and employment 

outcomes. Additionally, job search self-efficacy is examined as a potential mediator of the 

relationship between soft skills and employment outcomes. 

Method 

Participants 

 Study participants were recent graduates of the University of Guelph’s undergraduate 

programs. Three thousand and seventy-six recent graduates were contacted via email and asked 

to participate in a “graduating survey” 2-months post-program completion (July 2017). 

Approximately 4-5 months after completing the Time 1 graduating survey, participants who 

consented to participate in a follow-up survey were contacted to participate in the Time 2 survey. 

At each time point in the study (i.e., Time 1 and Time 2), graduates who completed the online 

survey were entered into a draw to win a $25 Amazon.ca electronic gift cards as an incentive to 

participate. 

Power Analyses. Prior to the collection of data, a priori power analyses were run for 

each hypothesis using G*Power (Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner, 2007). The power estimates 

are reported for each hypothesis below. 

Hypothesis 1. I conducted a power analysis for a zero-order correlation between soft 

skills and job search self-efficacy. Given that the present study used a unique measure of soft 

skills, hypothesis 1 falls under a new area of research and a medium effect size seems to be a 
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reasonable and conservative estimate given that most correlations found in the job search 

literature are medium to large in size. Thus, I followed the guidelines for effect sizes in 

Industrial-Organizational Psychology proposed by Bosco, Aguinis, Singh, Field, and Pierce 

(2015), where a medium effect size is r = .16. The power analysis determined that I needed 304 

participants overall to achieve a power of .80, with an alpha of .05. 

Hypothesis 2a-b. For hypothesis 2a, I conducted a power analysis for a zero-order 

correlation between job search self-efficacy and preparatory job search behaviour. The effect 

size (r = .37) was taken from a related article by Saks and Ashforth (2000) examining job search 

behaviours in recent graduates. The power analysis determined that I needed 55 participants 

overall to achieve a power of .80, with an alpha of .05. 

 For hypothesis 2b, I conducted a power analysis for a zero-order correlation between job 

search self-efficacy and active job search behaviour using G*Power. The effect size (r = .19) was 

taken from a related article by Saks and Ashforth (2000) examining job search behaviours in 

recent graduates. The power analysis determined that I needed 215 participants overall to achieve 

a power of .80, with an alpha of .05

Hypotheses 3a-c. Due to the mediation proposed in hypotheses 3a-c, I conducted a power 

analysis for each path in the mediated model and used weakest path (largest sample size 

estimate) to determine the sample size needed to achieve a power of .80, with an alpha of .05. 

The first path, soft skills to job search self-efficacy, was calculated for hypothesis 1 and provided 

a sample size estimate of 304 participants. The second path, job search self-efficacy to 

preparatory job search behaviour, was calculated for hypothesis 2a and provided a sample size 

estimate of 55 participants. The third path, job search self-efficacy to active job search 

behaviour, was calculated for hypothesis 2b and provided a sample size estimate of 215 
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participants. The fourth path, preparatory job search behaviour to employment outcomes, would 

require 304 participants, assuming a medium effect size of .16. The fifth path, active job search 

behaviour to employment outcomes, required 304 participants, assuming a medium effect size of 

.16. Thus, because the first/fourth/fifth paths have the smallest effect size, and therefore largest 

sample size estimates, I estimated that I needed 304 participants to achieve a power of .80, with 

an alpha of .05 to test hypothesis 3a-c.  

 Summary of Power Analyses. Thus, based on the power analyses conducted for each 

hypothesis, the sample size goal of the thesis was 304 participants. Unfortunately, due to 

unexpected administrative delays this sample size was not obtained, making the current study’s 

findings exploratory in nature. 

Response rate and missing data analysis. Of the initial pool of 3,076 recent graduates 

who were contacted via email to participate in the Time 1 survey, 217 graduates (7.1%) 

responded to the survey request. Sixty-five of these graduates (30%) exited the survey before 

answering any questions and were thus removed from the sample. Of the remaining graduates, 

four (1.8%) did not graduate in the Summer 2017 semester, two (0.9%) were over thirty-years-

old, sixteen (7.4%) were missing over 5% of data, and six (2.8%) failed an instructed item; all of 

these participants were removed from the sample. The remaining data were screened for outliers 

using the Mahalanobis test, with a conservative probability estimate of p < .001 for the c2 value 

as suggested by Tabachnick and Fidell (2012). One graduate (0.5%) was identified as an outlier 

and was removed from the data set, resulting in a final sample size for Time 1 of 123 graduates. 

Refer to Table 2 for a summary of the dropped participants for Time 1. 

Of the initial pool of 118 graduates who agreed to be contacted to participate in the Time 

2 follow-up survey, 80 graduates (67.8%) responded. Fourteen of these graduates (17.5%) were 
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removed from the sample for missing more than 5% of their Time 1 data, preventing their Time 

1 data to be used to predict job search and employment outcomes. An additional twelve 

graduates (15%) were removed from the sample for missing more than 5% of their Time 2 data. 

Fifteen graduates (18.8%) were removed from the dataset prior to testing hypothesis 3a-c 

because they were unemployed. Another thirteen graduates (16.3%) were removed because their 

post-graduation plans included plans other than engaging in a job search (e.g., travel, taking time 

off before starting graduate school or to apply to graduate school). Lastly, the Mahalanobis test 

was run but failed to find any outliers in the Time 2 data, resulting in a final same size for Time 2 

of twenty-six employed graduates. Refer to Table 4 for a summary of the dropped participants 

for Time 1. 

Time 1 demographics. The majority of graduates in the final Time 1 sample were 

female (80.5%, n = 99), with an average age of 22.13 years (SD = 1.17). Males accounted for 

only 19.5% of the Time 1 sample (n = 24), with an average age of 22.54 (SD = 1.22). Regarding 

the degree distribution of participants, the majority of graduates (42.3%, n = 52) graduated from 

Science, with 19.5% (n = 24) from Arts, 8.9% (n = 11) from Commerce, 8.1% (n = 10) from 

Engineering, 8.1% (n = 10) from Applied Science, 5.7% (n = 7) from Arts and Science, 3.3% (n 

= 4) from Science in Agriculture, 1.6% (n = 2) from Science in Environmental Science, 1.6% (n 

= 2) from Landscape Architecture, and 0.8% (n = 1) from Computing. In terms of self-reported 

GPA, 55.3% of graduates (n = 68) reported a GPA of 81% or above, 37.4% (n = 46) reported a 

GPA of 71-80%, and 7.3% (n = 9) reported a GPA of 61-70%. See Table 3 for a visual 

representation of Time 1 demographics.  

Time 2 demographics. The majority of graduates in the final Time 2 sample (n = 26) 

were female (84.6%, n = 22), with an average age of 22.00 years (SD = 0.76). Males accounted 



   23 

for only 15.4% of the Time 2 sample (n = 4). Regarding the degree distribution of participants, 

the majority of graduates (38.5%, n = 10) graduated from Science, with 15.4% (n = 4) from 

Commerce, 11.5% (n = 3) from Applied Science, 11.5% (n = 3) from Arts, 11.5% (n = 3) from 

Arts & Science, 7.7% (n = 2) from Science in Agriculture, and 3.8% (n = 1) from Engineering. 

In terms of self-reported GPA, 50.0% of graduates (n = 13) reported a GPA of 81% or above, 

46.2% reported a GPA of 71-80%, and 3.8% (n = 1) reported a GPA of 61-70%. See Table 5 for 

a visual representation of Time 2 demographics.  

Procedure 

At two points in time (i.e., around graduation and 6-months post-graduation), an online survey 

was administered to recent graduates using Qualtrics. The online surveys measured graduates’ 

soft skills, job search behaviours, and employment outcomes with each survey taking 

approximately 30 minutes to complete. See Figure 2 for an illustration of measures administered 

at each time point. 

Time 1. Shortly after graduation (July 2017), an online survey was administered to 

participating graduates. This survey included a situational judgment test (SJT) to assess soft 

skills (i.e., adaptability, integrity, leadership, and personal initiative), demographics, job search 

measures, and consent to be contacted for participation in the Time 2 follow-up survey.  

Time 2. Approximately five-months post-convocation (November 2017), another online 

survey was administered to the 118 graduates (54.4%) who consented to participate in the 

follow-up survey at Time 1. The Time 2 survey re-assessed all graduates’ soft skills using the 

same SJT as Time 1, in addition to assessing the outcome of their job search. Graduates who 

were employed at Time 2 were asked to provide additional information about their job search 

outcomes (e.g., number of job offers and job search duration). Employed graduates also 
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completed measures to assess the quality of their employment (e.g., salary and job satisfaction). 

Unemployed graduates were asked to provide general information about their job search to date 

(e.g., whether they have received/rejected job offers), and their current job search efforts were re-

assessed with the same job search measures used at Time 1.  

Measures1 

 Soft skills. Participants completed a situational judgment test (SJT) to assess their level 

of soft skills at Time 1 and Time 2. The SJT presented graduates with realistic work-related 

situations designed to assess the following four soft skills: personal initiative, leadership, 

integrity, and adaptability. These soft skills were chosen due to the availability of existing SJT 

items that required no to minimal alterations, and because they are valued by both employers and 

universities, as seen in the Bases of Competence model (Evers et al., 1998) and the University of 

Guelph’s undergraduate learning outcomes. 

After thoroughly reviewing the literature and contacting researchers, three existing SJTs 

were identified that were appropriate for assessing the soft skills of interest in this thesis study. 

The three chosen SJTs included measurements of personal initiative (SJT-PI; Bledow & Frese, 

2009), integrity (SJT-I; Becker, 2005), and the Situational Judgment Inventory (SJI; Oswald et 

al., 2005). The decision to use items from existing situational judgment tests, rather than creating 

a unique measure with unique items, was largely based on the time constraints of a Master’s 

thesis. Moreover, the soft skills assessed by items from the three existing situational judgment 

tests cover many of the important soft skills from the Bases of Competency model and the 

University of Guelph’s learning outcomes. Thus, I decided to leverage existing measures, in 

which the psychometric work had already been completed. Future research may include the 

development and validation of a unique situational judgment test. For a visual representation of 
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which competencies, soft skills, and learning outcomes were measured by each situational 

judgment test, see Figure 3. Graduates’ soft skill score was calculated as the sum of performance 

across all sixteen items on the test. The full soft skill SJT measure used in this thesis study can be 

found in Appendix A. 

Situational judgment test - personal initiative (SJT-PI).  

Six items from the SJT-PI developed by Bledow and Frese (2009) were used to assess 

participants’ level of personal initiative. Personal initiative is an active performance concept 

stating that people self-start to bring about positive individual and organizational outcomes 

(Frese & Fay, 2001). More specifically, it is defined as “work behaviour characterized by its self-

starting nature, its proactive approach, and by being persistent in overcoming difficulties that 

arise in the pursuit of a goal” (Frese & Fay, 2001, p. 133). Personal initiative reflects the belief 

that success in today’s fast-paced, global markets relies on employees who actively solve 

problems, look for new opportunities, and continuously improve their work environment 

(Bledow & Frese, 2010). The SJT-PI shows acceptable levels of test-retest reliability of r = .73. 

It also demonstrates adequate criterion-related validity with positive, strong associations between 

the SJT-PI and supervisors’ personal initiative ratings (r = .48) and supervisors’ overall 

performance ratings (r = .37).  

 Situational judgment inventory (SJI). Seven items (leadership = 4; adaptability = 3) 

from the SJI developed by Oswald et al. (2004) were used to assess graduate’s leadership and 

adaptability skills. As the SJI was initially developed for use in the post-secondary admission 

process, wording for items were revised to appropriately reflect the work context. The SJI shows 

an acceptable level of internal consistency (a = .85; Oswald et al., 2004), however, alphas tend 

to be an underestimate for heterogeneous constructs.  
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 Situational judgment test – integrity (SJT-I). Three items from the SJI developed by 

Becker (2005) were used to assess graduates’ level of work-related integrity. The SJT was 

developed based on Becker’s prior work (1998; 2000) suggesting that high-integrity employees 

demonstrate a variety of attributes – rational decision making, benevolence, honesty, 

independent thinking, justice, and productivity – that have common consequences (e.g., respect 

and trust, career progress, positive influences on others, serving as an advisor, and positive 

business outcomes). In terms of validity of the measure, the SJT-I demonstrates criterion-related 

validity with integrity-related work outcomes. More specifically, it shows positive, small-to-

medium correlations with supervisor ratings of leadership (r = .18), in-role performance (r = 

.24), and career potential (r = .26; Becker, 2005).  

Demographics. Participants completed a demographic questionnaire asking them to self-

report their name (to link Time 1 and Time 2 data), age, gender, expected graduation date (to 

confirm they graduated), GPA, degree program, major(s), and minor(s). The full demographic 

measure can be found in Appendix B.  

Job search measures. For the job search component, at Time 1, all graduates were asked 

to complete various measures related to the job search process outlined below. At Time 2, 

unemployed graduates’ job search process was reassessed using the same measures as Time 1, 

with the exception of plans for graduation and permanent job search activity not being 

reassessed. Full job search measures can be found in Appendix C.  

Plans for after graduation and permanent job search activity. Participants were asked to 

report their plans for after graduation, including whether they have a confirmed job for after 

graduation (related to their degree or not) and whether they will be searching for a permanent job 

(and if not, when they anticipate doing so). Gathering this information was important because 
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some students may not engage in the job search process after graduation (e.g., plan to travel/take 

a holiday) or may not be looking for permanent employment (e.g., find a summer job and attend 

graduate school in the fall), which could affect the study results. 

Job search effort. Graduates’ general job search effort was measured using Blau’s (1993) 

4-item scale. Sample items include, “I am focusing considerable time and effort on job search 

activities” and “I am giving my best effort to find a new job.” Responses to each item were 

indicated on a 4-point Likert-scale, where 1 = strongly disagree and 4 = strongly agree. 

Job search self-efficacy. Graduates’ job search self-efficacy was measured with a four-

item scale based on Kanfer and Hulin (1985). Participants were asked how confident they are in 

their ability to engage in the job search. Sample items include, “present yourself well in the 

hiring process” and “keep motivated during the job search process.” Responses to each item 

were indicated on a 5-point Likert-scale, ranging from 1 = not at all confident to 5 = extremely 

confident.  

Job search intensity. Graduates’ job search intensity was measured using a 18-item scale 

derived from Blau’s (1993, 1994) Job Search Behaviour Scale. An important modification was 

made to Blau’s original job search intensity measure for the proposed study. More specifically, 

researchers have pointed out that Blau’s original measure lacks items relating to the use of 

internet sources (e.g., Brown et al., 2006; Saks, 2006; Wanberg et al., 2000). This is problematic 

due to an increase in job seekers’ use of internet resources to locate potential jobs, therefore the 

wording of some items was changed to include internet resources. Preparatory search behaviour 

sample items include, “Searched for job ads online (e.g., indeed.ca, kijiji.ca, linkedin.com)” and 

“Prepare/revise my resumé.” Active search behaviour sample items include, “Have a job 

interview with a potential employer” and “Attend career/job fairs.” Responses to each item were 
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indicated on a 5-point Likert-scale, with 1 = never (0 times) and 5 = very frequently (10 times or 

more). 

Outcome measures. At Time 2, outcome measures were administered using an online 

survey to graduates who consented to participate in the Time 2 survey. All graduates, employed 

and unemployed, were administered the first three outcome measures (i.e., number of job offers, 

employment status, and soft skills needing further development). However, the remaining 

outcome measures – salary, job satisfaction, belief in opportunities for movement, perceived-

person organization fit, and affective organizational commitment – were only completed by 

employed graduates. Unemployed graduates were re-administered the job search measures 

instead. Full outcome measures can be found in Appendix D.  

Number of job offers. Graduates were asked to indicate how many job offers they received.  

Employment status and information. Graduates were asked to indicate whether they are 

currently employed. If a graduate was employed, they were asked to report job information, such 

as job position, whether it is part-time or full-time, type of employment (i.e., employee vs. self-

owned business), and if they believe it is the first job in their career path (as opposed to a temporary 

job).  

Soft skills needing further development. Graduates were asked, “What soft skills (i.e., 

interpersonal skills and personal characteristics) do you feel you still need to develop and could 

have benefitted from learning during your undergraduate degree to support your transition after 

graduation?” Free-form qualitative responses of any length were collected. 

Salary. Employed graduates were asked to self-report their salary. A limitation is that self-

reported salary is subjective, however previous work has demonstrated that self-reported salary 

correlates highly with archival company records (Judge, Cable, Boudreau, & Bretz, 1995).  
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Job satisfaction. Employed graduates also completed a 6-item scale of job satisfaction 

developed by Rice et al. (1991). Sample items include, “How does your job measure up to the 

sort of job you wanted when you took it?” and “If a friend asked if he/she should apply for a job 

like yours with your employer, what would you recommend?” Responses for five of the 

questions were on a 5-point scale (e.g., 1 = Not at all what I wanted to 5 = Very close to ideal), 

and responses for the remaining question (i.e., “How do you feel about your job overall?”) was 

on a 6-point scale where 1 = Terrible and 6 = Delighted.  

Belief in opportunities for movement. Employed graduates completed Pyper’s (2001) 

belief in opportunities for movement scale, which assesses whether an employee believes there is 

opportunity for vertical and/or horizontal movement at the organization of employment. This 

scale consists of 15-items developed by Pyper (2001). Sample items include, “I have a good 

chance of moving to another department for a job at the same level as the one I have now” and 

“There are opportunities for advancement in this organization for people with skills like mine.” 

Responses for each item were indicated on a 7-point Likert-scale, ranging from 1 = strongly 

disagree to 7 = strongly agree. 

Perceived person-organization fit. Employed graduates’ perceived person-organization 

fit was assessed using a 3-item scale developed by Cable and Judge (1996). Sample items 

include, “To what degree do you feel your values ‘match’ or fit this organization?” and “To what 

extent do the values and ‘personality’ of this organization reflect your own values and 

personality?” Responses to each item were indicated on a 5-point Likert-scale ranging from 1 = 

not at all to 5 = completely. 

Affective organizational commitment. Employed graduates’ affective organizational 

commitment was measured using a 6-item scale developed by Meyer, Allen, and Smith (1993). 
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Sample items include, “I would be happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization” 

and “This organization has a great deal of personal meaning for me.” Responses to each item 

were indicated on a 7-point Likert-scale, ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly 

agree. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics, Correlations and Reliabilities 

 Table 6 presents the descriptive statistics and pairwise correlations with 95% confidence 

intervals for all relevant measures on the Time 1 and Time 2 surveys. Table 7 presents the 

reliabilities for relevant measures in the Time 1 survey, and Table 8 presents the reliabilities for 

relevant measures in the Time 2 survey. 

Hypothesis Testing 

Hypothesis 1. Hypothesis 1 predicted a positive correlation between soft skills and job 

search self-efficacy. In other words, recent graduates who possess a high level of soft skills 

would be more confident in their ability to successfully engage in the job search process. This 

hypothesis was tested by calculating the correlation between soft skills and job search self-

efficacy. As predicted, results indicate soft skills and job search self-efficacy are moderately to 

strongly correlated (r = .34, 95% CI [.18, .49], p < .001) according to the effect size guidelines 

by Bosco et al. (2015) for I-O psychology. Thus, hypothesis 1 was supported.  

Hypothesis 2a-b. Hypothesis 2a-b predicted (a) a positive correlation between job search 

self-efficacy and preparatory job search behaviours, and (b) a positive correlation between job 

search self-efficacy and active job search behaviours. In other words, graduates who are more 

confident in their job search abilities would engage in more job search behaviours. This 

hypothesis was tested by calculating the correlation with confidence intervals between: (a) job 
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search self-efficacy and preparatory job search behaviours, and (b) job search self-efficacy and 

active job search behaviours. Contrary to expectations, the correlation between job search self-

efficacy and preparatory job search was r = -.10, 95% CI [-.14, .32], p = .42, and between job 

search self-efficacy and active job search was r = -.02, 95% CI [-.26, .21], p = .85. As such, 

hypothesis 2 was not supported; however, it should be noted that the CIs are wide indicating that 

the sample size is too small and should be replicated with a larger sample size before conclusions 

can be drawn.  

Hypothesis 3a-c. Hypothesis 3a-c predicted that job search self-efficacy would partially 

mediate the relationship between soft skills and employment outcomes: specifically, (a) number 

of job offers, (b) salary, and (c) job satisfaction. Unfortunately, salary was not a viable variable 

because participants reported salary in a variety of ways that made it difficult to compare across 

participants (e.g., hourly, salary, per item, per contract). Thus, the decision was made to replace 

salary with whether or not the graduate believed one of their current jobs was a “career” job. 

Likewise, due to the small size of my Time 2 sample (n = 26), using multi-level structural 

equation modeling to examine findings based on degree type was not viable. Instead, I used 

partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-SEM) to test each model for hypothesis 

3a-c, using the SmartPLS 3 software (Ringle, Wende, & Becker, 2015).  

The partial least squared approach to structural equation modeling was selected for  

several reasons. First, PLS-SEM performs better when there is little a priori knowledge of 

structural model relationships or the measurement of constructs, as is the case with soft skills 

development and outcomes (Hair et al., 2017). Second, a simulation study by Reinartz et al. 

(2009) found that PLS-SEM is a better choice than CB-SEM when assumptions, such as 

minimum sample size, are violated; specifically, it has higher levels of statistical power with 
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small sample sizes (Hair et al., 2017). As minimum sample sizes obtained through a power 

analysis were not reached due to unforeseen administration delays, PLS-SEM is preferable. 

Third, PLS-SEM is able to handle one-item indicators of latent variables and handles different 

scales of measurement well (Hair et al., 2017). Fourth, in comparison to other multivariate 

approaches, a Monte Carlo simulation study by Chin, Marcolin, and Newsted (2003) concluded 

that PLS-SEM does a better job of capturing “true” interaction effects, like mediation.  

Considering the aforementioned strengths of PLS-SEM, along with the ability to benefit 

from the traditional strengthens of SEM (e.g., accounting for measurement error; Chin, 1998), I 

choose PLS-SEM conducted using SmartPLS 3. With that being said, before analyzing the data, 

it is important to also recognize the limitations of choosing to use PLS-SEM. For instance, PLS-

SEM does not have an established global goodness-of-fit measure, limiting its use for theory 

testing and confirmation (Hair et al., 2017). However, with research on soft skills development, 

use, and outcomes in the workplace still being relatively young, with no full theoretical model to 

test and confirm, and with the thesis research being underpowered, this should not be an issue. 

Another disadvantage is that research suggests PLS-SEM often underestimates path 

coefficients between model constructs, as a result of its algorithm that works to maximize 

measurement models (Hair et al., 2017). However, this thesis is in an exploratory phase, 

especially because minimum sample size was not met, so taking a more conservative approach 

(i.e., underestimating path coefficients) is less problematic than risking overestimating path 

coefficients with other approaches, such as CB-SEM.  

I started my analysis by drawing my models in SmartPLS 3, then used the following 

functions: (1) the PLS algorithm function to obtain the bulk of the results, and (2) the 

bootstrapping function set to 5,000 iterations to obtain confidence intervals and p-values.  
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Measurement model. After running the consistent PLS algorithm function, I evaluated 

the measurement model using steps provided by Hair et al. (2017). More specifically, the 

following steps were followed: 

i) The internal consistency of reflectively measured scales was evaluated by examining 

both Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability (i.e., a measure of reliability that 

prioritizes indicators according to each item’s individual reliability; Hair et al., 2017). 

Internal consistency values above .70 and composite reliability values between .80 

and .90 are considered reasonable according to Hair et al. (2017).  

ii) Average variance extracted (AVE) values (i.e., a measure of communality of the 

indicators used to measure a construct) evaluated the convergent validity of 

reflectively measured constructs.  

iii) Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio values (i.e., a measure assessing whether a 

construct has the strongest relationship with its own indicators versus indicators of 

other constructs in the model; Henseler, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 2015) evaluated the 

discriminant validity between constructs in the models.   

iv) Outer and inner variance inflation factor (VIF) values evaluated collinearity between 

constructs in the models.  

First, the internal consistency and composite reliability of the soft skills construct and job 

search self-efficacy construct were evaluated; Hair et al. (2017) suggest .70 for internal 

consistency reliability and between .80 and .90 for composite reliability. The reliabilities of the 

job search self-efficacy construct were within a reasonable range, with an internal consistency 

reliability of .81 and composite reliability of .87. Additionally, the reliabilities of the job 

satisfaction construct were within a reasonable range, with an internal consistency reliability of 
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.89 and composite reliability of .91. The internal consistency reliability of soft skills fell slightly 

below the Hair et al.’s (2017) reasonable range with an internal consistency reliability of .65 and 

composite reliability of .69.  

Second, the convergent validity of job satisfaction, job search self-efficacy, and soft skills 

were evaluated; according to Hair et al. (2017) values should be above the threshold value of .50. 

The AVE value for job satisfaction and job search self-efficacy were .64 and .63, respectively, 

indicating acceptable levels of convergent validity; in other words, correlations between the 

items for each construct provide evidence that the items all converge onto the associated 

construct. However, the AVE value for soft skills was .19, failing to demonstrate evidence of 

convergent validity; this AVE value is not surprising given that the soft skills construct is 

composed of four soft skills (i.e., personal initiative, leadership, adaptability and integrity) which 

would not necessarily be expected to be correlated with each other.  

Third, HTMT values evaluated the discriminant validity of reflectively measured 

constructs; Hair et al. (2017) suggest that HTMT values between constructs should be less than 

.85. All HTMT values in the models were less than .85 (see Table 9), with the highest value 

being between job search self-efficacy and soft skills at .63. Thus, the HTMT values indicate that 

the indicators associated with each construct, in all three models, discriminate from each other. 

Lastly, I evaluated for collinearity in the data by examining inner and outer VIF values; Hair et 

al. (2017) suggest these values should be less than 5; all of the inner and outer VIF values were 

less than 5, indicating acceptable levels of collinearity.  

 Structural model. To evaluate the structural model, I focused on the following output: (1) 

R2 (i.e., coefficients of determination) values, and (2) path coefficients. Each structural model 

with R2 and path coefficient values is illustrated in Figures 4-6. 
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First, the coefficients of determination values were examined, providing valuable 

information about the amount of variance accounted for in an endogenous construct by the 

exogenous constructs connected to it (Hair et al., 2017). For model 1, job search self-efficacy 

and job offer, these values were R2 = .35 and R2 = .08, respectively. For model 2, job search self-

efficacy and career job, the values were R2 = .31 and R2 = .27, respectively. For model 3, job 

search self-efficacy and job satisfaction, the values were R2 = .37 and R2 = .19, respectively.  

Second, I evaluated the path coefficients for each model. The results suggest that none of 

the paths in the three models were statistically significant, and all paths displayed extremely 

wide confidence intervals indicating anywhere from large negative relationships to large positive 

relationships. However, the study was underpowered due to university administrative delays, 

possibly affecting the study’s findings; recommendations for future research to address this 

limitation and others will be suggested in the discussion. 

Mediation. To further evaluate for mediation, I examined the t and p values for 

bootstrapped indirect effect. In model 1, the indirect effect of the soft skills construct on job 

offers (through the mediator construct job search self-efficacy) was -.01, 95% CI [-.45, .44], t = 

.04, p = .97, suggesting a negligible relationship between soft skills and job offers in the sample 

of graduates. Similar findings emerged in model 2 and 3; the indirect effect of soft skills on 

whether the employment was considered a career job (through the mediator construct job search 

self-efficacy) was .22, 95% CI [-.31, .53], t = 1.02, p = .31, and the indirect effect of soft skills 

on job satisfaction (through the mediator construct job search self-efficacy) was .33, 95% CI [-

.35, .68], t = 1.24, p = .22. Thus, I did not find support for a relationship between soft skills and 

(a) job offers, (b) career job, or (c) job satisfaction, and support was not found for job search 

self-efficacy as a mediator of any of the relationships, possibly due to lack of power. 
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Exploratory Analyses 

 Correlational analysis. The first step in my exploratory analyses was to conduct a 

correlational analysis between employed graduates’ level of soft skills assessed at Time 1 and 

additional employment outcomes measures (i.e., belief in opportunity for movement, person-

organizational fit, and affective commitment) assessed at Time 2. Prior to calculating 

correlations, I checked the reliabilities of each outcome measure using Cronbach’s alpha. All 

measures demonstrated reasonable levels of internal consistency reliability, ranging from .77 

(affective commitment) to .92 (belief in opportunity for movement). Next, I calculated the 

correlations between graduates’ softs skills and each outcome measure. The correlation between 

graduates’ soft skills and belief in opportunity for movement was r = .21, 95% CI [-.11, .49], p = 

.20. The correlation between graduates’ soft skills and person-organization fit was r = -.09, 95% 

CI [-.39, .23], p = .60. The correlation between graduates’ soft skills and affective commitment 

was r = .08, 95% CI [-.24, .39], p = .20.  

 Other correlations worth noting include five relationships among job search variables. 

First, a small-to-moderate, negative relationship between job search self-efficacy and general job 

search effort in the sample (r = -.20, 95% CI [-.36, -.02], p < .05). Thus, graduates’ high in job 

search self-efficacy demonstrated lower levels of general job search effort. Second, the study’s 

sample demonstrated strong, positive relationships between general job search effort and both 

preparatory (r = .44, 95% CI [.29, .58], p < .01) and active (r = .39, 95% CI [.23, .53], p < .01) 

job search behaviours. Third, the relationship between preparatory and active job search 

behaviours was large and positive (r = .69, 95% CI [.58, .77], p < .01). Fourth, general job search 

effort has a large, positive relationship with search duration (r = .55, 95% CI [.29, .74], p = .01). 

In other words, graduates high in general job search effort also had the longest search duration 



   

 

 

37 

before obtaining employment. Fifth, there was a small-to-large, positive relationship between 

active job search behaviours and a longer search duration (r = .35, 95% CI [.04, .60], p < .05).  

 Lastly, in terms of relationships between job search and employment outcomes, affective 

commitment demonstrated a small-to-large, positive relationship with graduates’ general job 

search effort (r = .39, 95% CI[.08, .62], p < .05). In other words, graduates who put the most 

effort into their job search also showed high levels of affective commitment once employed. 

Belief in opportunity for movement showed large, positive relationships with job search self-

efficacy (r = .60, 95% CI[.36, .77], p < .01) and job satisfaction (r = .53, 95% CI[.26, .73], p < 

.01). Person-organization fit demonstrated a large, positive relationship with job satisfaction (r = 

.80, 95% CI [.65, .89], p < .01), and a small-to-large, positive relationship with belief in 

opportunity for movement (r = .45, 95% CI[.15, .67], p < .01).  

 PLS-SEM analysis. Although no significant relationships, or support for job search self-

efficacy as a mediator, was found in the hypothesis 3a-c results, I was curious whether job search 

behaviour (i.e., preparatory and active search behaviours) could be a potential mediator. The 

decision to keep preparatory and active search behaviour items together as indicators for a 

construct called job search behaviour was made based on findings by Saks and Ashforth (1999), 

where both active and preparatory search behaviours predicted recent graduates’ employment 

status. Following the procedures used to test hypothesis 3a-c, I started my analysis by drawing 

my models in SmartPLS 3, then used the PLS algorithm and bootstrapping function set to 5,000 

iterations to evaluate measurement and structural models.  

Measurement model. First, the internal consistency and composite reliability of the soft 

skills construct and job search behaviour construct were evaluated. Hair et al. (2017) suggest .70 

and above for internal consistency reliability and between .80 and above for composite 
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reliability. The reliabilities of the job search behaviour construct were within a reasonable range, 

with an internal consistency reliability of .90 and composite reliability of .91. Additionally, the 

reliabilities of the job satisfaction construct were within a reasonable range, with an internal 

consistency reliability of .89 and composite reliability of .92. The internal consistency reliability 

of soft skills fell slightly below the Hair et al.’s (2017) reasonable range with an internal 

consistency reliability of .65 and composite reliability of .69.  

Second, the convergent validity of job satisfaction, job search behaviour, and soft skills 

were evaluated; according to Hair et al. (2017) values should be above the threshold value of .50. 

The AVE value for job satisfaction was .65, indicating acceptable levels of convergent validity; 

in other words, correlations between the items for each construct provide evidence that the items 

all converge onto the associated construct. The AVE value for job search behaviour was .38, 

which is slightly below average; however, this is expected because half of the construct’s 

indicators measure preparatory behaviours while the other half measures active behaviours. 

Similarly, the AVE value for soft skills was .15, failing to demonstrate evidence of convergent 

validity; but the AVE value is not surprising given that the soft skills construct is composed of 

four soft skills (i.e., personal initiative, leadership, adaptability and integrity) which would not 

necessarily be expected to be correlated with each other.  

Third, HTMT values evaluated the discriminant validity of reflectively measured 

constructs; Hair et al. (2017) suggest that HTMT values between constructs should be less than 

.85. All HTMT values in the models were less than .85 (see Table 10), with the highest value 

being between job search behaviour and soft skills at .63. Thus, the HTMT values indicate that 

the indicators associated with each construct, in all three models, discriminate from each other. 

Lastly, I evaluated for collinearity in the data by examining inner and outer VIF values; Hair et 
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al. (2017) suggest these values should be less than 5. All of the inner VIF values were less than 5 

and all of the outer VIF values were less than 5, except for six out of eighteen of the job search 

behaviour items, indicating some multicollinearity which may affect the path coefficients. More 

specifically, it may make the path coefficients less stable due to shared variance; however, the 

decision was made to retain all items because the job search inventory is a commonly used 

measure that has been validated scale in job search research.  

 Structural model. To evaluate the structural model, I focused on the following output: (1) 

R2 (i.e., coefficients of determination) values, and (2) path coefficients. Each structural model 

with R2 and path coefficient values is illustrated in Figures 7-9. 

First, the coefficients of determination values are examined, providing valuable 

information about the amount of variance accounted for in an endogenous construct by the 

exogenous constructs connected to it (Hair et al., 2017). For exploratory model 1, job search 

behaviour and job offer, these values were R2 = .34 and R2 = .13, respectively. For exploratory 

model 2, job search behaviour and career job, the values were R2 = .27 and R2 = .40, 

respectively. For exploratory model 3, job search behaviour and job satisfaction, the values were 

R2 = .35 and R2 = .33, respectively.  

Second, I evaluated the path coefficients for each model. The results suggest that none of 

the paths in the three models were statistically significant, and all paths displayed extremely 

wide confidence intervals indicating anywhere from large negative relationships to large positive 

relationships. However, as mentioned previously, the lack of power could possibly have affected 

the study’s findings. 

Lastly, to evaluate for mediation I examined the t and p values for bootstrapped indirect 

effect. In exploratory model 1, the indirect effect of the soft skills construct on job offers 
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(through the mediator construct job search behaviour) was .04, 95% CI [-.52, .59], t = .16, p = 

.87, suggesting a negligible relationship between soft skills and job offers in the sample of 

graduates. Similar findings emerged in exploratory model 2 and 3; the indirect effect of soft 

skills on whether the employment was considered a career job (through the mediator construct 

job search behaviour) was .04, 95% CI [-.60, .52], t = 0.15, p = .88, and the indirect effect of soft 

skills on job satisfaction (through the mediator construct job search behaviour) was -.03, 95% CI 

[-.50, .57], t = 0.11, p = .91. Thus, I did not find support for job search behaviour as a mediator 

of any of the relationships, possibly due to lack of power. 

Qualitative analysis. To better understand which soft skills recent graduates’ believe 

could have eased the school-to-work transition, a qualitative analysis was conducted on the open-

ended question: “What soft skills (i.e., interpersonal skills and personal characteristics) do you 

feel you still need to develop and could have benefited from learning during your undergraduate 

degree to support your transition after graduation?” The main advantage of conducting a 

qualitative analysis of this question is its ability to generate rich information derived from 

graduates’ recent personal experiences of the school-to-work transition.  

The specific type of qualitative analysis used was template analysis (TA), a form of 

thematic analysis in which the researcher develops and refines a coding template to represent 

themes identified in the data (King, 1998).  In other words, template analysis involves 

hierarchical coding balanced by a relatively structured process of analyzing textual data with the 

flexibility to adapt it (Brooks, McCluskey, Turkey, & King, 2015). Template analysis is a widely 

used qualitative analysis tool used in organizational research (King, 1998), with its central 

feature being the development of an initial coding template, which is then applied to the data, 

revised and refined (Brooks et al., 2015). An advantage of the technique is its flexibility, 
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encouraging the analyst to develop themes more extensively where the most meaningful data are 

found (Brooks et al., 2015). I conducted the template analysis using NVIVO 11 with steps 

provided by Brooks et al. (2015), as follows: 

(1) To become familiar with the data to be analyzed, I read the dataset (N = 59) in full 

twice.   

(2) A priori themes were identified and organized into a hierarchical framework, 

informed by Evers et al.’s (1998) Bases of Competencies model, forming the 

initial template (see Figure 10). 

(3) The initial template was applied to the data and modified as necessary; this 

iterative process of trying out and refining successive versions of the template 

ended once all substantial sections of data clearly relevant to the research question 

had been coded, and took two subsequent refinements to complete.  

(4) The finalized template (see Figure 11) was applied to the full dataset.  

Four first-level, eleven second-level, and nine third-level themes were identified in 

the data; Figure 11 depicts the final coding template. Findings indicated that six graduates 

(10.7%) felt they developed all the soft skills they needed for a successful school-to-work 

transition; whereas, the other fifty graduates (89.3%) felt they could have benefitted from 

additional soft skills development (refer to Figure 12 for a visualization of the category 

breakdown).  

The most common soft skills mentioned by recent graduates fall under the first-level 

category, namely Communication (64.3%). Communication skills involve interacting 

effectively with a variety of individuals and groups in order to facilitate the gathering, 

integrating, and conveying of information in many forms (e.g., verbal and written). Three out 
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of four of the original second-level soft skills from the Bases of Competence model were 

reflected in graduates’ answers: Oral Communication (48.2%), Interpersonal (8.9%), and 

Written Communication (7.1%). None of the graduates believed they needed to further 

develop the second-level soft skill of Listening (0.0%). Furthermore, within the second-level 

soft skill of Oral Communication, three third-level soft skills were reflected in graduates’ 

answers: networking skills (21.4%), presentation skills (16.1%), and interviewing for 

employment (10.7%). It is worth noting that all three third-level of the communication soft 

skills reported by recent graduates are related to job search behaviours.  

The second most frequently mentioned first-level soft skill category was Managing 

Self (21.4%); Managing Self refers to constantly developing practices and internalizing 

routines for maximizing one’s ability to deal with the uncertainty of an ever-changing 

environment. Two out of the four original second-level soft skills from the Bases of 

Competence model were reflected in graduates’ answers: Personal Strengths (19.6%) and 

Personal Organization and Time Management (3.6%). No graduates believed their Learning 

(0.0%) or Problem-solving and Analytic (0.0%) skills needed further development. Looking 

more closely at Personal Strengths, graduates felt they would have benefited from 

developing better Confidence (5.4%), Stress Management (5.4%), ability to Maintain 

Motivation (3.6%), ability to Maintain a Positive Attitude (1.8%), Introspection (1.8%), and 

Receiving Feedback (1.8%). 

The third most frequently mentioned first-level soft skill category was Managing 

People and Tasks (17.86%). Managing People and Tasks refers to accomplishing tasks at 

hand by planning, organizing, coordinating, and controlling both resources and people. All 

five original second-level soft skills from the Bases of Competence model were reflected in 
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graduates’ answers: Managing Conflict (7.14%), Leadership and Influence (5.36%), 

Coordinating (3.57%), Decision-making (1.79%), and Planning and Organizing (1.79%).  

Lastly, only three recent graduates (5.36%) referenced soft skills that fall under the 

first-level Mobilizing Innovation and Change category; all answers fell specifically into the 

second-level skill of Creativity, Innovation and Change (5.36%). No graduates referenced 

skills that would fall under the following original second-level soft skills from the Bases of 

Competence model: Ability to Conceptualize (0.0%), Risk-taking (0.0%), and Visioning 

(0.0%).  

Discussion 

Past literature suggests that post-secondary graduates may not be ready to meet the 

demands of today’s 21st-century workplaces, with many employers raising concerns about recent 

graduates’ soft skills (e.g., Jackson, 2010; Shury et al., 2010). Moreover, hyper-connected and 

rapidly-changing organizations with increasingly flat hierarchies demand employees have 

sufficient soft skills to be successful (e.g., Evers et al., 1998; Jackson, 2010; King, 2003). The 

present study aimed to assess the soft skills of University of Guelph’s graduating undergraduates 

in order to investigate the relationships between soft skills, job search, and early-career 

employment outcomes.  

As previously mentioned, the study’s sample size was constrained by university 

administrative delays that led to the Time 1 survey not being emailed to graduates until two 

months post-convocation; a time when some graduates’ may no longer have been checking their 

undergraduate university email frequently or at all. This delay in survey administration likely 

contributed to an unusually low response rate for the Time 1 study (7.1%), which further 

constrained the Time 2 sample. Moreover, the surveys used were likely too long in length, with 
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sixteen cognitively demanding soft skills situational judgment questions, followed by 

demographics and job search or employment outcome questions, potentially making the survey 

too challenging. These demands may account for some of the participants who dropped out 

during the study and could have affected response quality. 

Although findings must be interpreted with caution because the study was under-

powered, results of hypothesis 1 suggests that soft skills may contribute to recent graduates’ 

confidence in their ability to engage in the job search process (i.e., job search self-efficacy). 

However, it is still unclear whether soft skills influence graduates’ job search behaviours (i.e., 

preparatory and active search behaviours) and early-career outcomes. Specifically, results of 

hypothesis 2 and hypothesis 3a-c were inconclusive with confidence intervals so wide that it is 

unclear what the true relationships are between soft skills, job search behaviours, and early-

career outcomes. 

While support for the proposed hypotheses was limited, there were a number of 

interesting exploratory findings. For instance, a qualitative analysis revealed that recent 

graduates believe that further development of oral communication and interpersonal skills, 

specifically networking and presentation skills, would have eased their school-to-work transition. 

Recent graduates also believed they would have benefited from further developing their self-

management skills (e.g., stress-management, self-confidence, and self-motivation), and from 

more preparation for obtaining post-graduation employment (e.g., resume writing and 

interviewing skills). 

Despite the aforementioned challenges and limited confident, meaningful findings in the 

current study, the questions of how and which soft skills help recent graduates find employment 

and result in positive early career outcomes are still worthy of future investigation. In fact, they 
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are particularly important questions of interest as post-secondary institutions face ongoing 

pressure to assess and demonstrate learning outcomes (see, for example, the quality assurance 

framework of the Ontario Universities Council on Quality Assurance) to show how their 

programs they provide are relevant and prepare students to enter the workforce. Future research 

should attempt to replicate the present study’s findings that soft skills are positively related to job 

search self-efficacy, and should continue to investigate the relationships between soft skills, job 

search behaviours and early-career outcomes, with an adequate sample size. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

The first recommendation for future research is to collect a larger sample that meets or 

exceeds the study’s a priori power analyses. Ideally, researchers should gain institutional support 

to assist in the collection of the sample’s data. To give graduates across all programs an equal 

chance to participate, the Time 1 survey should be sent to all graduating undergraduate students. 

Ideally, these surveys should be sent out prior to convocation, when all graduating students are 

more likely to still be checking their university-affiliated email addresses and their job search 

behaviours are fresh in their memories. If institutional support is unavailable, researchers could 

explore alternative options such as classroom and/or campus recruitment (e.g., at convocation). 

Another way to increase the likelihood of getting a larger sample is to ensure the survey 

length is not too long or cognitively demanding for participants, to avoid the relatively high 

dropout rate seen in this study’s Time 1 survey (37.4%). This is particularly important when 

using a SJT because all but one of the participants who dropped out in the Time 1 survey did so 

prior to starting the SJT or during the SJT, not during the less cognitively demanding 

demographic or job search questions. The cognitive demands of a SJT can be reduced by 

reducing the overall number of questions, reducing the amount of situational details supplied in 
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each question, and reducing the number of possible response choices that participants must 

compare and choose between for each question.  

The second recommendation for future research is to collect more detailed and clear 

information on graduating students, especially in regards to whether participants plan to enter the 

workforce permanently, prior to graduation. A limitation of the present thesis was a lack of 

clarity in terms of which graduates were truly planning to enter the workforce to start their 

careers and which graduates were planning to temporarily enter the workforce while waiting to 

start or apply to graduate school. Though I asked participants to report on their post-graduation 

plans (e.g., travel, attend graduate school, search for employment) and whether they planned to 

look for permanent employment, it remained difficult to determine whether graduates planned to 

engage in an effortful job search to enter the workforce permanently. In fact, the term permanent 

employment did not appear to be to meaningful to graduating students with the majority claiming 

that they would not be looking for permanent employment in the future, despite planning to 

obtain employment. It is unclear to what degree the results of the sample were affected by the 

university administrative delays, but graduates who were still checking their undergraduate 

university email a couple months post convocation could be different than those who are not. 

Additionally, more detailed demographic information could be collected in future 

research to provide a fuller picture of how soft skills are developed over the course of students’ 

post-secondary career. For instance, researchers should consider asking graduating students 

whether they have completed a co-op or internship during their degree, or whether they have 

been involved in extracurricular university activities (e.g., sports teams, student government, and 

student clubs). Researchers could also ask what activities students engaged in outside of school 

during their undergraduate career (e.g., volunteering and employment), and how often.  



   

 

 

47 

Alternatively, this could be accomplished by measuring student’s soft skills as they enter 

university and upon, as well as during their university career, if feasible; or, by conducting a 

qualitative study. In a qualitative study of this nature, researchers could ask recent graduates to 

reflect on where (e.g., class, co-op/internship, employment, volunteering, extracurricular 

activities) they feel they developed the soft skills that supports their school-to-work transition 

and early-career outcomes, and how those soft skills have helped them. 

The third recommendation for future search is to develop a soft skill SJT from scratch. 

Despite the increased cognitive demands of SJTs, they are a measurement method well suited to 

measuring multidimensional constructs, such as the skills that make up the broader term soft 

skills (McDaniel & Whetzel, 2005). Furthermore, they are less susceptible to bias (e.g., social 

desirability bias) than self-report measures (Anderson et al., 2017), like those used by Evers et al. 

(1998). They are also a better measurement method because they do not require participants to 

infer their level of soft skills based on recall of past behaviour or their self-concept, which may 

introduce error, as seen in self-report measures (Bledow & Frese, 2009). Lastly, SJTs strong 

criterion-related validity makes them a strong measurement method choice, with numerous 

researchers finding relationships between soft skills measured by SJTs and school/work 

performance (e.g., Lieven et al., 2008; Lievens & Sackett, 2012; Oswald et al., 2004).  

Although the present study’s soft skill SJT demonstrated reasonable internal consistency 

reliability for a SJT, future research could benefit from a soft skill SJT developed specifically to 

assess soft skills relevant to recent graduates’ employability, school-to-work transition, and 

early-career outcomes. Considering the present study’s exploratory qualitative findings on recent 

graduates’ school-to-work transition, researchers may want to focus primarily on soft skills that 

graduates feel are most important for a successful school-to-work transition. More specifically, 
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these skills include: creative and innovative thinking, dealing with change (i.e., adaptability), 

planning and organizing tasks (independently and on teams), managing conflict, leadership and 

influence, decision-making, coordinating teamwork), presentation skills, networking and 

interpersonal skills, receiving constructive feedback, persistence (i.e., maintaining motivation 

and a positive attitude), and stress-management. Practical recommendations for SJT development 

can be found in the Practical Implications.  

Theoretical Implications 

 The present study provided an opportunity to assess whether Evers et al.’s (1998) model 

of post-secondary graduates’ employability in the Canadian economy is still a useful framework 

for employability, twenty years later. Due to the time constraints of a Master’s thesis, I was not 

able to assess all of the soft skills included in the Bases of Competence model using a SJT. 

However, quantitative results do appear to indirectly confirm the model’s assumption that soft 

skills contribute to employability. More specifically, preliminary evidence was found for soft 

skills contribution to recent graduates’ job search self-efficacy, which past research has 

established is a strong predictor of both job search behaviours and employment outcomes (e.g., 

Kanfer et al., 2001; Moynihan et al., 2003). 

 Furthermore, qualitative results of the present study allow for evaluation of whether Ever 

et al.’s (1998) Bases of Competence model is still relevant two decades post-creation. Upon 

comparing recent graduates’ reflections on which soft skills they still needed to develop for a 

successful school-to-work transition, all four of the competencies proposed by Evers et al. (1998) 

were present; but, not all of the soft skills associated with each competency were reflected in 

graduates’ answers. For instance, no graduates’ mentioned the following soft skills from the 

model: ability to conceptualize, risk-taking, visioning, listening, learning, and problem-solving 
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and analytic skills. However, a failure to mention some of the soft skills in the model does not 

mean they are no longer relevant for graduates. Some of the skills may not have been mentioned 

because graduates felt they were sufficiently developed during their undergraduate studies, such 

as listening, learning, and problem-solving and analytic skills. Alternatively, some of the skills 

not mentioned may not be as relevant for the school-to-work transition or early-career success, 

such as visioning.  

Future research could better assess the relevance of the Bases of Competence model by 

asking recent graduates to reflect on each skill in the model and assess how important they are 

for a successful school-to-work transition and early-career success. Researchers could also ask 

employers to do the same, in order to determine whether the skills in the model still reflect those 

sought after by today’s employers. Research could also be done to determine whether some of 

the skills are more important for early-career success versus later-career success, providing 

educational institutions with valuable information on which soft skills are most essential for 

post-graduation employability. 

Practical Implications 

 Recommendations for Educational Institutions. Findings of the present study and 

broader literature suggest that soft skills are increasingly desired by employers, and may 

contribute to graduates’ job search self-efficacy and ease the school-to-work transition. Thus, it 

is important that educators provide valuable opportunities for students to develop soft skills. The 

following section outlines how educators can help students develop each of the four soft skill 

competencies proposed in the Bases of Competence model.  

Communicating. Universities currently tend to do a good job of integrating 

communication development opportunities into courses by having students complete and receive 
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feedback on written assignments to develop their written communication, and by asking students 

to complete presentations to develop their oral communication. However, the present study’s 

qualitative findings suggest that many recent graduates feel they would have benefited from 

further developing their oral communication skills in their undergraduate degree, specifically 

their presentation and networking skills. While many students do get opportunities to practice 

presenting and receive feedback on their presentations, more in-depth training on giving 

effective presentations, as well as ways to interact with and manage an audience, may be 

beneficial.  

Students would also benefit from training and practice on how to network in professional 

settings to help set them up for success post-graduation. Specifically, graduates in the present 

study reported struggling with knowing how to start a conversation with strangers or 

acquaintances, making small talk, and self-promoting in a confident yet appropriate way. One 

way to help students develop these skills could be courses that focus on professional skills, such 

as those mentioned. Such courses could include activities like developing, delivering, and 

refining elevator pitches to help improve networking and self-promotion skills. 

Managing Self. Soft skills that fall into the competency of Managing Self are believed to 

be developed to a high degree through the demands of student life (Evers et al., 1998). 

Specifically, students must juggle courses and coursework, with other demands in their life, such 

as seeing friends and family, taking care of their physical and mental health, and employment. 

However, first-year students could benefit from additional education and coaching on how to 

balance competing demands effectively. For instance, first-year courses could take time to focus 

on teaching students how to effectively prioritize, plan, and organize their time, while also 

emphasizing the importance of stress-management and persistence (i.e., maintaining energy, 
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motivation and a positive attitude). Teaching students how to effectively respond to constructive 

feedback and failure, early in their undergraduate career, would also be beneficial.    

Mobilizing Innovation and Change. Similar to Managing Self, Mobilizing Innovation and 

Change is to some degree developed through the demands of student life. For instance, changing 

external life circumstances while attempting to balance one’s course load, often force students to 

become more adaptable and learn how to deal with change. However, educators can still have a 

profound impact on the development of this competency. Specifically, educators seeking to help 

students develop this competency should encourage and reward creative/innovative thinking, 

along with calculated risk-taking (Evers et al., 1998). For example, a marketing instructor could 

give their students a project where they are asked to develop an innovative product in teams, 

fostering both creative thinking and teamwork skills. The introduction of unexpected 

“market/industry regulations” or “changing market demands” over the course of the project 

could also provide opportunities for students to develop their ability to adapt to changing 

circumstances, similar to those occurring in today’s workplaces.  

Managing People and Tasks. The primary way of training students in Managing People 

and Tasks is through assigning projects that require students to work in teams; however, it is not 

enough for students to simply complete projects as a team to develop this competency (Evers et 

al., 1998). Instead, instructors should coach teams through the process, using team projects as an 

opportunity to teach students about leadership, followership, teamwork, and communication 

skills. Evers et al. (1998) recommend that instructors evaluate teams not only on their project 

outcomes but also on their abilities to plan and coordinate their activities (including setting goals 

and timelines), establish roles and role clarity, make decisions, and manage conflict within the 

team.  
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 Recommendations for Employers. In light of the present study’s findings, employers 

may also want to consider fostering employee soft skill development, especially for recent 

graduates. Although educational institutions prepare graduates as best they can for the demands 

of today’s workforce, qualitative findings make it clear that recent graduates still feel they need 

to further develop their soft skills for a successful school-to-work transition. This is especially 

true when it comes to soft skills related to communication and self-management.  

Organizations could help ease this transition and set young new hires up for success by 

integrating soft skill development into their onboarding process. For organizations with new 

graduate programs, sufficient emphasis should be placed on the development of soft skills, in 

addition to technical skills. Qualitative findings suggest that soft skills such as relationship-

building and interpersonal skills (e.g., small talk, networking, presentation skills) and self-

management skills (e.g., prioritization and time management, stress-management) should receive 

the most emphasis; however, the development of other soft skills may also be important 

depending on the position and organization.  

Lastly, organizations must be careful to ensure they create workplaces that foster and 

encourage the soft skills they desire in employees. This may include creating policies and work 

cultures that support the soft skills valued and require for success. For instance, if an 

organization values innovation and must adapt rapidly to changing external circumstances to 

maintain a competitive advantage, encouraging and rewarding employees for thinking creatively 

and take initiative, even if it sometimes leads to mistakes or failures, will encourage employees 

practice and develop those soft skills (Evers et al., 1998).  

 Situational Judgment Test Development and Use. A unique method that educational 

institutions and employers can use to both assess and train soft skills is SJTs. SJT-based training 
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is particularly attractive as it is a training method which utilizes active learning and structured 

feedback (Cox, Barron, Davis, and de la Garza, 2017). Moreover, SJT-based training allows 

organizations to capture complex situations that are easily tailored to the skill of interest without 

the expense of a typical simulation, making it a cost-effective alternative (Hauenstein, Findlay, & 

McDonald, 2010). SJT-based training has also been demonstrated to be more effective than 

traditional, lecture-based training (Cox et al., 2017). 

 SJT-based training is a type of scenario-based training that relies on vignettes (written or 

video) containing situational cues similar to those found in the real-world. After reading or 

watching a vignette, trainees are presented with potential behavioural responses and are asked 

which responses are the most and least effective in a situation like the one encountered. Upon 

selecting their responses, trainees are given immediate structured feedback (Weekley & Ployhart, 

2006). SJT-based training has been used by large organizations for leadership development in the 

manufacturing, health care, transportation, and information technology industries (Weekley & 

Ployhart, 2006). For example, the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) has used SJT-based 

training as a part of their computer-based leadership development skill module (Weekley & 

Ployhart, 2006). 

 Whether for assessment or training purposes, the initial development of a SJT follows the 

same steps, with the most common approach being the critical incident method. In the critical 

incident method, subject matter experts (SMEs) are asked to recall exceptionally good and poor 

examples of performance in a particular domain or skill of interest (Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). 

Often the antecedent-behaviour-consequence (A-B-C) format is used to guide the critical 

incident, where the antecedent is what led up to the incident, the behaviour is what the individual 
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did that was effective or ineffective, and the consequence describes the outcome (Weekley & 

Ployhart, 2006).  

Using the A-B-C format, the antecedent becomes an SJT item stems (i.e., the situation), 

and the behaviour becomes one of the response options (Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). Then, 

SMEs or test developers help to generate alternative response options that varying in degree of 

effectiveness (Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). If SMEs are used to generate alternative responses, 

having a large group of SMEs with varying perspectives is likely to make the response option 

generation process better (Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). If test developers generate alternative 

responses, SMEs should ideally be used to review the options generated for realism and 

reasonableness (Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). 

Once all of the SJT item stems and response options have been generated, response 

effectiveness for each item can be determined in one of three ways: SMEs, empirical keying, and 

theory (Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). Current research findings suggest using SMEs or empirical 

keying if the goal is to improve performance, as most theoretically-developed keys have failed to 

demonstrate the criterion-related validity that SME-based and empirical keying methods have 

(Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). If the goal for the SJT under development is to use it for training 

purposes, using SMEs to determine response effectiveness will help generate structured feedback 

for trainees. Using the SME method, SMEs rank the effectiveness of each response option 

(Weekley & Ployhart, 2006). SMEs could also be asked to provide qualitative feedback on why 

each response received the effectiveness rating it did, which can be used to develop structured 

feedback for trainees. 

Conclusion 
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The present thesis aimed to assess the soft skills of graduating undergraduate students at 

the University of Guelph using a situational judgment test (SJT) in order to investigate the 

relationships between soft skills, job search, and employment outcomes. Although the research 

was underpowered due to university administrative delays, findings suggest that soft skills may 

contribute to recent graduates’ job search self-efficacy. Furthermore, qualitative findings suggest 

that more opportunities to develop soft skill competencies, specifically communication and 

managing oneself, may help ease graduating students’ school-to-work transition. Lastly, the 

present thesis demonstrated how SJTs provide a unique measurement method well suited to the 

assessment of multidimensional constructs, such as soft skills. 
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Table 1 
 
Bases of Competence Model 
 
1. Mobilizing Innovation & Change: Conceptualizing as well as setting in motion ways of 
initiating and managing change that involve significant departures from the current mode. 
 
1.1. Ability to conceptualize Ability to combine relevant information from a number 

of sources, integrate information into more general 
contexts, and apply information to new or broader 
contexts. 

1.2. Creativity, innovation, change Ability to adapt to situations of change; at times 
involving the ability to initiate change and 
reconceptualize roles in response to changing demands 
related to the organization’s success. 

1.3. Risk-taking Taking reasonable job-related risks by recognizing 
alternatives or different ways of meeting objectives, 
while at the same time recognizing the potential 
negative outcomes and monitoring the progress towards 
the set objectives. 

1.4. Visioning Ability to conceptualize the future of the company and 
provide innovative paths for the company to follow. 

 
2. Managing People & Tasks: Accomplishing the tasks at hand by planning, organizing, 
coordinating, and controlling both resources and people. 
 
2.1. Coordinating The ability to coordinate the work of peers and 

subordinates and encourage positive group relationships. 
2.2. Decision-making Making timely decisions on the basis of a thorough 

assessment of the short- and long-term effects of 
decisions, recognizing the political and ethical 
implications, and being able to identify those who will 
be affected by the decisions made. 

2.3. Leadership & influence Ability to give direction and guidance to others and to 
delegate work tasks to peers and subordinates in an 
effective manner, one that motivates others to do their 
best. 

2.4. Managing conflict Ability to identify sources of conflict between oneself 
and others, or between other people, and to take steps to 
overcome disharmony. 

2.5. Planning & organizing Ability to determine the tasks needed to meet objectives 
(strategic and tactical), perhaps assigning some of the 
tasks to others, monitoring the progress made against 
the plan, and revising the plan to include new 
information. 
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3. Communicating: Interacting effectively with a variety of individuals and groups to 
facilitate the gathering, integrating, and conveying of information in many forms (e.g., verbal, 
written). 
 
3.1. Interpersonal  Working well with others (superiors, subordinates, and 

peers), understanding their needs, and being sympathetic 
to them. 

3.2. Listening Being attentive when others are speaking and 
responding effectively to others’ comments during a 
conversation. 

3.3. Oral communication The ability to present information verbally to others, 
one-on-one and in groups. 

3.4. Written communication Effective transfer of written information, formally (e.g., 
reports and business correspondence) and informally 
(e.g., memos, notes, and emails). 

 
4. Managing Self: Constantly developing practices and internalizing routines for maximizing 
one’s ability to deal with the uncertainty of an ever-changing environment. 
 
4.1. Learning Ability to gain knowledge from everyday experiences 

and keep up-to-date on developments in one’s field. 
4.2. Personal Organization & Time 
Management 

Managing several tasks at once; being able to set 
priorities and allocate time efficiently in order to meet 
deadlines. 

4.3. Personal Strengths Comprises a variety of personal traits that assist 
individuals in dealing with day-to-daywork situations 
(e.g., maintaining high energy, motivating oneself to 
function at an optimal level of performance, stress 
management, maintaining a positive attitude, working 
independently, and responding effectively to feedback). 

4.4. Problem-solving & Analytic Identifying, prioritizing, and solving problems, 
individually or in groups; the ability to ask the right 
questions, sort out the many facets of a problem, and 
contribute ideas as well as answers regarding the 
problem. 

Note: Developed by Evers and Rush, 1996, p. 280–81. 
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Table 2 
 
Participants Dropped from Final Time 1 Dataset (n = 94) 
 n 
Quit before starting survey 65 
Did not graduate in Summer 2017 4 
Over 30 years of age 2 
Missing more than 5% of data 16 
Failed an instructed item 6 
Outlier 1 

 
 
Table 3 
 
Time 1 Demographic Characteristics (n = 123) 
  M SD SE n % 
Age       
 Female 22.13 1.17 0.12   
 Male 22.54 1.22 0.25   
Gender       
 Female    99 80.5 
 Male    24 19.5 
Degree       
 Science    52 42.3 
 Arts    24 19.5 
 Commerce    11 8.9 
 Engineering    10 8.1 
 Applied Science    10 8.1 
 Arts & Science    7 5.7 
 Science in Agriculture    4 3.3 
 Science in Environmental 

Science 
   2 1.6 

 Landscape Architecture    2 1.6 
 Computing    1 0.8 
GPA       
 81% +    68 55.3 
 71-80%    46 37.4 
 61-70%    9 7.3 

 
 
  



   

 

 

70 

Table 4 
 
Participants Dropped from Final Time 2 Dataset (n = 54) 

 n 
Unemployed 15 

  
Incomplete Time 1 data  14 
  
Missing more than 5% of data 12 
  
Indicated in Time 1 survey 
they would not be engaged in a 
strong job search (e.g., travel) 

13 

 
 
Table 5 
 
Time 2 Demographic Characteristics (n = 26) 
  M SD SE n % 
Age       
 Female 22.00 0.76 0.16   
 Male 22.75 1.5 0.75   
Gender       
 Female    22 84.6 
 Male    4 15.4 
Degree       
 Science    10 38.5 
 Commerce    4 15.4 
 Applied Science    3 11.5 
 Arts    3 11.5 
 Arts & Science    3 11.5 
 Science in Agriculture    2 7.7 
 Engineering    1 3.8 
GPA       
 81% +    13 50.0 
 71-80%    12 46.2 
 61-70%    1 3.8 
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Table 6 
 
Descriptive Statistics and Correlations with Confidence Intervals 

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
             
Time 1              

1. Soft Skills 4.07 3.61                     
                          
2. General Job 
Search Effort 8.27 3.58 .13                   

      [-.04, .30]                   
                          
3. Job Search Self-
Efficacy 12.65 3.24 .34** -.20*                 

      [.18, .49] [-.36, -.02]                 
                          
4. Preparatory 
Search 26.15 6.40 .11 .44** .01               

      [-.07, .28] [.29, .58] [-.17, .19]               
                          
5. Active Search 16.29 4.68 .08 .39** .03 .69**             
     [-.10, .25] [.23, .53] [-.15, .21] [.58, .77]             
Time 2             
             
6. Search Duration 4.44 6.11 .09 .55** -.11 .22 .35*           
      [-.24, .39] [.29, .74] [-.41, .21] [-.11, .50] [.04, .60]           
                          
7. Job Offers 0.90 1.19 .16 .20 .18 .15 .16 -.03         
      [-.17, .45] [-.12, .49] [-.15, .47] [-.17, .45] [-.16, .45] [-.34, .29]         
                          
8. Job Satisfaction 23.44 4.45 -.10 -.06 .29 -.24 -.12 -.01 .15       
      [-.40, .22] [-.37, .26] [-.03, .55] [-.51, .08] [-.42, .20] [-.33, .30] [-.18, .44]       
                          
9. Affective 
Commitment 22.15 3.66 .08 .39* -.02 .21 .19 .12 .21 .18     

      [-.24, .39] [.08, .62] [-.33, .30] [-.11, .49] [-.13, .48] [-.21, .42] [-.11, .49] [-.15, .47]     
                          
10. Belief in 
Opportunity for 
Movement 

60.69 7.47 .21 -.08 .60** -.08 .04 -.01 .12 .53** .04   

      [-.11, .49] [-.39, .24] [.36, .77] [-.39, .24] [-.28, .35] [-.33, .31] [-.20, .42] [.26, .73] [-.28, .35]   
                          
11. Person-
Organization Fit 10.90 2.29 -.09 -.09 .22 -.21 -.09 -.03 .25 .80** -.00 .45** 

      [-.39, .23] [-.39, .24] [-.10, .50] [-.49, .12] [-.39, .23] [-.34, .29] [-.07, .52] [.65, .89] [-.32, .31] [.15, .67] 
                          

 
Note. * indicates p < .05; ** indicates p < .01. M and SD are used to represent mean and standard deviation, respectively. Values in square brackets indicate the 95% confidence interval for each 
correlation. The confidence interval is a plausible range of population correlations that could have caused the sample correlation (Cumming, 2014). 
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Table 7 
 
Time 1 Reliabilities (a) 
  

a a 95% CI 
[LL, UL] 

Soft Skills SJT  .61 [.51, .71] 
    
General Job Search Effort  .96 [.95, .97] 
    
Job Search Self-Efficacy  .78 [.72, .84] 
    
Job Search Inventory    
 Preparatory .77 [.71, .83] 
 Active .75 [.69, .81] 
 Combined .85 [.82, .89] 

 
 
Table 8 
 
Time 2 Reliability (a)  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 9 
 
Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio values for hypothesis 3a-c 

 JSSE Job Offers Career Job Job Satisfaction 
JSSE     
Job Offers .18    
Career Job .22    
Job Satisfaction .36    
Soft Skills .63 .34 .44 .53 

 
 

 
a a 95% CI 

[LL, UL] 
Job Satisfaction .91 [.87, .95] 
   
Affective Commitment .78 [.68, .88] 
   
Belief in Opportunity for Movement .92 [.89, .96] 
   
Person-Organization Fit .83 [.74, .92] 
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Table 10 
 
Heterotrait-monotrait (HTMT) ratio values for exploratory SEM models 

 Job Search 
Behaviour 

Job Offers Career Job Job Satisfaction 

Job Search Behaviour     
Job Offers .28    
Career Job .25    
Job Satisfaction .40    
Soft Skills .63 .34 .44 .53 
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Figure 1. Illustration of hypotheses 1-3.  
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Figure 2. Measures administered at each time point (i.e., around time of graduation and 6-
months post-graduation) to employed and unemployed graduates. 
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Figure 3. Competencies, soft skills, and learning outcomes assessed by each SJT measure. 
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Figure 4. Structural model of hypothesis 3a with R2 values displayed within the latent variables, 
and path coefficients displayed between latent variables. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Structural model of hypothesis 3b with R2 values displayed within the latent variables, 
and path coefficients displayed between latent variables.  
 

Job Search 
Self-Efficacy 

R2 =  .35 

Job Offers 

R2 =  .08 
Soft Skills 

.59 
[-.82, .86] 

-.02 
[-.57, .62] 

.29 
[-.82, .83] 

Job Search 
Self-Efficacy 

R2 =  .31 

Career Job 
Soft Skills 

R2 =  .27 

.56 
[-.74, .85] 

.39 
[-.42, .72] 

-.63 
[-.99, .91] 
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Figure 6. Structural model of hypothesis 3c with R2 values displayed within the latent variables, 
and path coefficients displayed between latent variables.  
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Structural model of soft skills to job offers mediated by job search behaviour (i.e., 
preparatory and active behaviours) with R2 values displayed within the latent variables, and path 
coefficients displayed between latent variables.  
 

Job Search 
Behaviour 

R2 = .34 

.58 
[-.72, .90] 

Job Offers 
Soft Skills 

R2 = .13 

.08 
[-.64, .73] 

.31 
[-.82, .89] 

Job Search 
Self-Efficacy 

R2 = .37 

Soft Skills 
R2 = .19 

Job Satisfaction 

.61 
[-.78, .85] 

.55 
[-.38, .90] 

-.41 
[-1.0, .90] 
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Figure 8. Structural model of soft skills to career job mediated by job search behavior (i.e., 
preparatory and active behaviours) with R2 values displayed within the latent variables, and path 
coefficients displayed between latent variables.  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Structural model of soft skills to job satisfaction mediated by job search (i.e., 
preparatory and active behaviours) with R2 values displayed within the latent variables, and path 
coefficients displayed between latent variables.  

Job Search 
Behaviour 

R2 =  .27 

Career Job 
Soft Skills 

R2 = .40 

.52 
[-.72, .90] 

.08 
[-.76, .61] 

-.67 
[-1.0, 1.0] 

Job Search 
Behaviour 

R2 = .35 

Soft Skills 
Job Satisfaction 

R2 = .33 

.59 
[-.58, .89] 

-.05 
[-.62, .71] 

-.55 
[-1.0, .90] 



   

 

 

80 

 
1. Mobilizing Innovation and Change  

1.1. Ability to conceptualize  
1.2. Creativity, innovation, change  
1.3. Risk-taking  
1.4. Visioning  

 
2. Managing People and Tasks  

2.1. Coordinating  
2.2. Decision-making  
2.3. Leadership and influence  
2.4. Managing conflict  
2.5. Planning and organizing  

 
3. Communicating  

3.1. Interpersonal  
3.2. Listening 
3.3. Oral communication  

3.3.1. One-on-One 
3.3.2. Groups 

3.4. Written communication 
3.4.1. Formal 
3.4.2. Informal 

 
4. Managing Self 

4.1. Learning  
4.2. Personal organization and time management 
4.3. Personal strengths 

4.3.1. Maintaining energy and motivation 
4.3.2. Stress Management 
4.3.3. Maintaining a positive attitude 
4.3.4. Working independently 
4.3.5. Receiving feedback 

4.4. Problem-solving and analytic 
 
 
Figure 10. Initial template for template analysis.  
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1. Mobilizing Innovation and Change  

1.1. Creativity, innovation, change  
 
2. Managing People and Tasks  

2.1. Coordinating  
2.2. Decision-making  
2.3. Leadership and influence  
2.4. Managing conflict  
2.5. Planning and organizing  

 
3. Communicating  

3.1. Interpersonal  
3.2. Oral communication  

3.2.1. Presentations  
3.2.2. Networking 
3.2.3. Interviewing for employment 

3.3. Written communication 
 
4. Managing Self 

4.1. Personal organization and time management 
4.2. Personal strengths 

4.2.1. Maintaining motivation 
4.2.2. Stress Management 
4.2.3. Maintaining a positive attitude 
4.2.4. Receiving feedback 
4.2.5. Confidence 
4.2.6. Introspection 

 
 
Figure 11. Final template for template analysis.
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Figure 12. Breakdown of soft skill competency responses in template analysis.  
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Appendix A 

Situational Judgment Test (Soft Skill Assessment) 

1. (Integrity; SJT-I) Your work team is in a meeting discussing how to sell a new product. 
Everyone seem to agree that the product should be offered to customers within the month. Your 
boss is all for this, and you know he does not like public disagreements. However, you have 
concerns because a recent report from the research department points to several potential safety 
problems with the product. What would you do? 
 

  Most Likely Least Likely 

Try to understand why 
everyone else wants to offer 
the product to customers this 
month. Maybe your concerns 
are misplaced. 

o  o  

Voice your concerns with the 
product and explain why you 
believe the safety issues need 
to be addressed. 

o  o  
Go along with what others 
want to do so that everyone 
feels good about the team.  

o  o  
Afterwards, talk with several 
other members of the team to 
see if they share your 
concern.  

o  o  
 
2. (Personal Initiative; SJT-PI) You are working in a fast-moving industry. To be able to provide 
good advice to your clients, you need to stay up-to-date. However, your company does little to 
keep employees up-to-date. Day-to-day business keeps you busy at full capacity and you do not 
have the time to get information on the latest developments.  What would you do? 
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 Most Likely Least Likely 

Rely on your coworkers to 
keep you well informed and 
concentrate on your day-to-
day work. 

o  o  
Take the time necessary to 
keep your knowledge up-to-
date. If necessary, other tasks 
have to wait. 

o  o  
Remain calm and confident 
that you can meet all 
demands. 

o  o  
Update your knowledge 
during times with less 
workload.  

o  o  
 
3. (Leadership; SJI) You are assigned to a group to work on a particular project. When you sit 
down together as a group, no one says anything. What would you do? 
 

 Most Likely Least Likely 

Look at them until someone eventually says something. o  o  

Start the conversation by introducing yourself. o  o  
Get to know everyone first and see what they are thinking 
about the project to make sure the project's goals are clear to 
everyone. 

o  o  
Try to start working on the project by asking everyone's 
opinion about the nature of the project.  o  o  
You would take the leadership role by assigning people to do 
things or ask questions to get things rolling. o  o  

 
4. (Personal Initiative; SJT-PI) Your supervisor regularly organizes team meetings. You are 
dissatisfied with how they are going. A lot of time is lost because the meetings are poorly 
structured and because there are frequent departures from the main topic at hand. You know, 
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however, that your supervisor does not see any reason for change and is irritated when criticized.  
What would you do? 
 

  Most Likely Least Likely 

Take the matters into your 
own hands and organize team 
meetings more effectively.  

o  o  
Ask coworkers who know 
your supervisor best how to 
address the issue at an 
opportune moment. 

o  o  
Try not to get upset and to 
make the best of team 
meetings. 

o  o  
As much as possible, try to 
stay away from team 
meetings and use the time for 
more important things. 

o  o  
 
5. (Adaptability; SJI) You have to give an important presentation at work the next day and just 
settled down to practice rehearsing the presentation when you realize your roommate has 
organized a party for that night. You would love to join your friends and the noise is making 
rehearsing difficult.  What would you do? 
 

 Most Likely Least Likely 

Find an alternative place to 
rehearse your presentation. o  o  
Tell yourself that you have to 
rehearse for an hour, then you 
can go to the party. 

o  o  
Ask them to keep quiet, or 
wait until you are done 
rehearsing if they really want 
to party. 

o  o  

Don't join the party and try to 
rehearse despite the noise. o  o  

6. (Integrity; SJT-I) You are designing a product, and have been asked to work with three other 
designers. Each designer has created his/her own design, and you’re now meeting to discuss 
what to do. You have seen the other designs, and believe yours is the best. The other designers 



   

 

 

86 

seem to agree, but two of them want to make changes to the way it looks. You think the changes 
reduce the quality of the product.  What would you do? 
 

 Most Likely Least Likely 

Work with others to produce 
a design that everyone is 
fairly satisfied with. 

o  o  
Let the others make the 
changes as they see fit, as 
long as they don't drastically 
alter the basic design. 

o  o  

Bring in your manager to help 
resolve the disagreement. o  o  
Explain why you think the 
original design is better, and 
refuse to change your mind 
unless better ideas are 
offered.  

o  o  

 
7. (Personal Initiative; SJT-PI) It is part of your job to forward customer requests to a different 
department. Again and again, you receive customer complaints because employees in the other 
department have not dealt with customer requests on time. This issue has already been discussed 
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in a team meeting and you were assured that the employees of the other department are working 
at full capacity. However, you still receive customer complaints.  What would you do? 
 

 Most Likely Least Likely 

Approach the employees of 
the other department and 
lobby for an improvement in 
customer requests. 

o  o  
Compensate for the shortfalls 
in the other department by 
working more. 

o  o  
Bring up this issue again in 
the next team meeting. o  o  
Try not to be bothered and 
make sure that you do not get 
deeply involved in a conflict. 

o  o  
Accept that the employees of 
the other department are 
doing the best they possibly 
can. 

o  o  
 
8. (Leadership; SJI) As the manager of a department, you asked an administrative assistant to 
track the use of important and costly supplies. In response, she developed forms requiring the 
department’s employees to indicate when and how they used various supplies. The 
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administrative assistant now complains that no employees are complying with her requests for 
information on the use of supplies.  What would you do? 
 

 Most Likely Least Likely 

Explain the importance of 
tracking to the department’s 
employees, and demand that 
everyone complies with the 
request. 

o  o  

Ask everyone to respect the 
administrative assistant’s hard 
work and effort by 
cooperating.   

o  o  
Limit access to the supplies 
until people start filling out 
the forms, or have penalties 
for not complying. 

o  o  
Designate someone else to be 
in charge of tracking and 
enforcing the information 
requests. 

o  o  
Ask the department’s 
employees if there is a 
misunderstanding about the 
forms and for suggestions on 
improving them. 

o  o  

 
9. (Personal Initiative; SJT-PI) You have been working in the same position for a few years. 
Now you want new challenges. However, your manager seems to have little interest in 
developing employees. If you talk about opportunities for promotions, he avoids the issue.  What 
would you do? 
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 Most Likely  Least Likely 

Ask your manager for a 
meeting to find out under 
which conditions you will get 
a promotion. 

o  o  
Approach the heads of other 
departments and apply for 
interesting positions.  

o  o  
You do not worry. Since you 
do a good job, you are 
confident you will get 
promoted soon. 

o  o  

Put in extra effort to try to 
obtain a promotion. o  o  

 
10. (Leadership; SJI) You are working with a group of coworkers on a report. One member of 
the group seems to want to do all the work himself. He is very quick to take on interesting tasks, 
and does all the work alone, only bringing his findings to the group.  What would you do? 

 Most Likely Least Likely 

Let him do all the work he is 
doing correctly and share the 
credit when you turn it in. 

o  o  
Appreciate his work but tell 
him that you would like to be 
a part of the research team.  

o  o  
Do the same work 
independently and collaborate 
on the findings. 

o  o  
Have him explain the work 
and suggest that next time the 
group works together. 

o  o  
If he does not want to share, 
talk to your manager. o  o  
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11. (Adaptability; SJI) Your manager assigned you to prepare a report at the end of a work 
project. You don’t know how to prepare parts of the report, but need to decide on an initial step 
in figuring out how to prepare the report.  What would you do? 
 

 Most Likely Least Likely 

Ask a coworker who has 
prepared a report in the past. o  o  
Set up a meeting with your 
manager. o  o  
Ask your manager if you 
could see an old report. o  o  
Ask your 
friends/family/partner what 
they think you should do.  

o  o  
Go and talk to your manager 
with some specific questions 
in mind. 

o  o  
 
12. (Leadership; SJI) An important project you have been working on with a group of other 
coworkers is not developing as it should because of petty differences and the need of some 
members to satisfy their own agenda. What would you do? 
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 Most Likely Least Likely 

Try to solve the group 
problems before starting on 
the work.  

o  o  
Work hard by yourself to 
make sure the group is 
finished, taking on others' 
share of the work if 
necessary.  

o  o  

Talk to a manger and get 
suggestions about solving the 
problem.  

o  o  
Schedule a number of 
meetings, forcing the group to 
interact.  

o  o  
Take charge and delegate 
tasks to each person. Make 
them responsible for their 
part of the project. 

o  o  
Talk to the group and demand 
that they start working 
together.  

o  o  
 
13. (Personal Initiative; SJT-PI) You are under enormous pressure to accomplish your tasks on 
time. Yesterday, new trainees started in your department, and they are unfamiliar with the 
workflow. You keep having to stop your work to answer trainees’ questions and to correct their 
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mistakes. You are expected to do both, finish your work on time and take care of the trainees.  
What would you do? 
 

 Most Likely Least Likely 

Tell the trainees that you are 
available after work to 
answer their questions. 

o  o  
Openly say that you cannot 
take care of the trainees and 
lobby for better initial 
training of the trainees. 

o  o  
Send the trainees to your 
coworkers when they have 
questions. 

o  o  
Try to get by without 
becoming stressed and worn 
out. 

o  o  
 
14. (Integrity; SJT-I) You’re a new manager and have noticed that your employees are not 
happy. You’ve hired two experts to advise you. After talking to employees, the experts give you 
their separate reports. One suggests that employees’ jobs be made more challenging so they 
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won’t get bored. The other suggests insurance plans and rewards be offered so people know the 
company cares about them. What would you do? 
 

 Most Likely Least Likely 

Call the experts' past 
customers and act on the 
advice of the expert with the 
better reputation.  

o  o  
Call a meeting of department 
managers to see what others 
think should be done. 

o  o  
Contact a third expert to get 
another opinion. o  o  
Meet with each expert alone 
and ask them what evidence 
there is that their approach is 
best.  

o  o  
 
15. (Personal Initiative; SJT-PI) Due to a conflict among your coworkers, the climate in the 
department is rather tense. You are not involved in the conflict. However, you feel like it’s 
disrupting your work. The attempt of one of your coworkers to reconcile the conflict was not 
appreciated. What would you do? 
 

 Most Likely Least Likely 

Try not to take sides and ask your coworkers to be considerate 
of others. o  o  
Take charge of mediating among your coworkers even if they 
react negatively in the beginning.  o  o  

Stay calm and do not let yourself be bothered by the conflict.  o  o  

Ask your manager to take action.  o  o  
 
16. (Adaptability; SJI) At the beginning of the year, your manager gave you two big projects 
with assigned deadlines. Some way into the year, you begin experiencing unforeseen 
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complications with more than one of your projects. Despite your best efforts, it does not look like 
you will be able to complete all of your projects adequately and on time.  What would you do? 
 

 Most Likely Least Likely 

Simply do your best to 
complete both projects, 
coming into work early or 
staying late to work on the 
projects. Knowing that you’re 
giving your best, you will be 
satisfied with the results no 
matter what they are.  

o  o  

Contact your manager as 
soon as you realize that you 
are having difficulty 
completing the projects on 
time. Solicit their advice and 
try to work out alternative 
solutions that enable you to 
complete both projects.  

o  o  

Try to get at least one of the 
project deadlines extended so 
that you have a chance of 
fully completing all of them.  

o  o  
Talk to other coworkers to 
see if there is any way that 
they could help you finish the 
projects on time.  

o  o  
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Appendix B 
 

Demographic Measure 

Demographics:  

1. What is your full name? (first and last) 

2. What is your age in years? 

3. What is your gender? 

a. Female 

b. Male 

c. Other 

4. What is your expected graduation date? 

a. Summer 2017 (June) 

b. Fall 2017 (October) 

c. Winter 2018 (February) 

d. Other (please specify) 

5. What is your cumulative average overall? 

a. Below 60% 

b. 61-70% 

c. 71-80% 

d. 80% and above 

6. What is your degree program? 

a. Bachelor of Applied Science 

b. Bachelor of Arts 

c. Bachelor of Arts & Sciences 

d. Bachelor of Bio-Resource Management 
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e. Bachelor of Commerce 

f. Bachelor of Computing 

g. Bachelor of Engineering 

h. Bachelor of Landscape Architecture 

i. Bachelor of Science 

j. Bachelor of Science in Agriculture 

k. Bachelor of Science in Environmental Sciences 

7. What is your major? (if double major, list both majors) 

8. What is your minor, if you have one? (if double minor, list both minors) 
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Appendix C 

Job Search Measures 

Job Search Activity: 
 
Are you currently employed?       NO    YES-PART-TIME  YES- FULL-TIME 
 
Right now, do you have a confirmed job after graduation that is related to your degree when you 
graduate?          YES          NO 
 
Right now, do you have a confirmed job after graduation that is NOT related to your degree 
when you graduate?          YES          NO 
 

What are your plans after graduation? Select all 
that apply 

Travel/take a holiday  
Find a summer job and look for a permanent job over the summer  
Find a summer job and attend college/graduate school in the fall  
Find a permanent job related to my degree/major  
Find any permanent job  
Other (please identify):  
  
  

 
 
Are you searching for a permanent job right now?   YES    NO, If NO when do you anticipate 
looking for a permanent job? ________ (month and year) 
 
How long have you been searching for that job?   ____________ (weeks) 
 
General Job Search Effort (Blau, 1993) 
 
With respect to your job search, please answer the following questions using the scale provided. 
  Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Agree Strongly 

Agree 
 

I am spending a lot of time looking for jobs.  1 2 3 4  
I am devoting much effort looking for jobs. 1 2 3 4  
I am focusing considerable time and effort on 
job search activities. 1 2 3 4  

 
I am giving my best effort to find a new job. 1 2 3 4  

 
 
Job Search Self-Efficacy (Kanfer & Hulin, 1985): 
 
How confident are you that you can…. 
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  Not at all 
confident 

Somewhat 
confident 

Confident Very 
confident 

Extremely 
confident 

 

Find a good job.  1 2 3 4 5  
 

Present yourself well in the hiring process. 1 2 3 4 5  
 

Handle any setbacks that occur during the 
job search. 1 2 3 4 5  

 
Keep motivated during the job search 
process. 1 2 3 4 5  

 
 
Job Search Intensity (Blau, 1993): 
 

With respect to your current job search, how frequently did you…. 
 Never 

(0 times) 
Rarely 
(1 or 2 times) 

Occasionally 
(3 to 5 times) 

Frequently 
(6 to 9 times) 

Very Frequently 
(10 times or more) 

Search for job ads online (e.g., 
indeed.ca, Kijiji.ca, linkedin.com) 1 2 3 4 5 

List yourself as a job applicant 
online (e.g., Kijiji.ca, 
linkedin.com). 

1 2 3 4 5 

Prepare/revise your resumé. 1 2 3 4 5 
 

Email or mail resumés to potential 
employers. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Fill out a job application. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Read a book or article about 
getting a job. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
Have a job interview with a 
prospective employer. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
Talk with friends about possible 
job leads 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
Talk with relatives about possible 
job leads. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
Contact an employment agency. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Contact a recruitment firm. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Attend a job search workshop. 1 2 3 4 5 

 1 2 3 4 5 
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Speak with previous employers or 
business acquaintances job leads. 
 
Email or telephone a prospective 
employer. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
Use current university resources 
(e.g. students or professors) to 
generate potential job leads. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 

Attention check: To answer this 
question, please choose option 4, 
“frequently”. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
Attend career/job fairs. 1 2 3 4 5 

 
Discuss jobs you were interested 
in with persons currently in them. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 
Analyze your interests and 
abilities to determine the best job 
for you. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix D 
 

Outcome Measures 
 
Employment Information: 
 
How many job offers have you received?  ________ 
 
Are you employed?                    NO       YES 
 
Are you registered in school full-time?             NO       YES 

• If yes, please identify the type of schooling (e.g., post-grad diploma/certificate, 
another undergraduate degree, grad school) 

 
Are you self-employed?             NO       YES 
    
Please complete the table below for all of the jobs you have. 
 
Job Title Full-Time    Part-Time   Contract Starting Date 

(dd/mm/yy) 
Compensation 
Salary    Hourly 

Wage 

 1                   2                3  1             2 $ 
 1                   2                3  1             2 $ 
 1                   2                3  1             2 $ 
 1                   2                3  1             2 $ 

 
For any of the jobs listed above, do you consider one of them to be your first job in your career 
path?         YES       NO 
 
How long had you been searching before you found the first job?   ____________(weeks) 
 
Before you took the first job, how many job offers did you have?   __________ 
 
Soft skills needing further development: 
 
What soft skills (i.e., interpersonal skills and personal characteristics) do you feel you still need 
to develop and could have benefitted from learning during your undergraduate degree to support 
your transition after graduation? ___________________________________________________ 
 
Perceived Person-Organization Fit (Cable & Judge, 1996): 
 

Please respond to the questions below using the scale provided on the right. 
 
  Not at all    Completely  
To what degree do you feel your values “match” or fit this 
organization? 

1 2 3 4 5  

My values match those of the current employees in this 
organization. 

1 2 3 4 5  
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To what extent do the values and “personality” of this organization 
reflect your own values and personality? 

1 2 3 4 5  

 
 
Affective Organizational Commitment (Meyer et al., 1993): 
 
Using the scale below, please respond to each question by placing the number that corresponds 
to your disagreement or agreement in the space provided. 
 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Slightly Disagree Neither Agree 
Nor Disagree 

Slightly  
Agree 

 
Agree 

Strongly  
Agree 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
1. I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization.   

2. I really feel as if this organization’s problems are my own.   

3. I do not feel a strong sense of “belonging” to my organization.  R 

4. I do not feel “emotionally attached” to this organization.  R 

5. I do not feel like “part of the family” at my organization.  R 

6. This organization has a great deal of personal meaning for me.   

 
Belief in Opportunities for Movement (Pyper, 2001): 
 
Using the scale below, please respond to each question by placing the number that corresponds 
to your disagreement or agreement in the space provided. 
 

Strongly 
Disagree 

 
Disagree 

Slightly Disagree Neither Agree 
Nor Disagree 

Slightly  
Agree 

 
Agree 

Strongly  
Agree 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
1. I believe that there will be exciting opportunities for me in this organization.    

2. Even with my skills and experience, there are few promotion opportunities for 
me in this organization. 

 R 

3. I believe there are interesting jobs/positions I could take in other areas of this 
organization. 

  

4. I know what my next career move will be in this organization.   

5. I feel that I have enough career options in this organization that I have no need 
to go elsewhere for career opportunities.  

  

6. If I wanted to work in another area or department within this organization, my 
organization would support me. 

  

7. I feel as though I have no career options within this organization.  R 



   

 

 

102 

8. I feel that I would have a greater opportunity of being promoted within this 
organization than at another organization. 

  

9. Sometimes I feel there are no job alternatives for me in this organization.  R 

10. I have a good chance of moving to another department for a job at the same 
level as the one I have now. 

  

11. I know this organization is serious about providing career opportunities for me.   

12. I will have to leave this organization if I want a promotion.  R 

13. When I hear about positions opening within this organization, I feel reassured 
that there will be opportunities for me here. 

  

14. It would be easy to find an interesting job in another department within this 
organization. 

  

15. There are opportunities for advancement in this organization for people with 
skills like mine.   

  

 
 
Job Satisfaction (Rice et al., 1991): 
 
Using the scale on the right, please respond 
to the questions below. 

Definitely not 
take the job    Definitely take 

the job 
 

If you had to decide all over again whether 
to take the job you now have, what would 
you decide? 

1 2 3 4 5 
 

 Not recommend 
at all    Recommend 

strongly 
 

If a friend asked if he/she should apply for a 
job like yours with your employer, what 
would you recommend? 

1 2 3 4 5 
 

 Very far from 
ideal    Very close to 

ideal 
 

How does this job compare to your ideal 
job? 1 2 3 4 5  

 Not at all like I 
wanted    Very close to 

ideal 
 

How does your job measure up to the sort of 
job you wanted when you took it? 1 2 3 4 5  

 Not at all 
satisfied    Completely 

satisfied 
 

All things considered, how satisfied are you 
with your current job? 1 2 3 4 5  

 
 Terrible Unhappy Mostly 

Dissatisfied Mixed Mostly 
Satisfied Delighted 

How do you feel about your job 
overall? 1 2 3 4 5 6 

 


