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Abstract

Soft skills are increasingly recognised as decisive factors for employability and career
advancement in the global labour market. This study examines their role in the profes-
sional trajectories of university graduates in Ecuador, analysing both the competencies
supplied by higher education and the structural demand of the labour market. Based on
institutional surveys applied to 3,358 graduates from the Salesian Polytechnic University
(Cuenca campus), the results show that more than 90% of graduates remain in operational
positions, while only 5% reach tactical or managerial levels. To address this phenomenon,
five key soft skills—leadership, effective communication, teamwork, problem-solving, and
adaptability—were evaluated through a structured questionnaire using Likert-type items.
The findings reveal a persistent concentration of professionals in lower organisational levels
and heterogeneous perceptions of the applicability of academic training. These outcomes
highlight both individual skill gaps and structural limitations of the Ecuadorian labour
market, such as the scarcity of managerial positions and the prevalence of family-based
business structures. In response, the study proposes a sector-based curricular improvement
strategy that systematically incorporates soft skills into university programmes, differen-
tiated by economic sectors such as education, health, commerce, public administration,
industry, and primary activities. Grounded in empirical evidence, this approach provides
a practical framework to enhance graduates’ career progression, foster more equitable
professional mobility, and strengthen the relevance of higher education. The model can be
replicated across other Latin American universities facing similar challenges, while also
aligning with international standards for competency-based education.

Keywords: soft skills; university curriculum; employability; career advancement;
Latin America

1. Introduction
In the current context, characterized by digital transformation and the constant evo-

lution of the labour market, soft skills have become a central factor for the employability
and professional projection of university graduates [1–5]. These competencies, in synergy
with technical knowledge, shape a more competitive professional profile, adaptable to
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the changing demands of different economic sectors. Soft skills comprise a broad and
heterogeneous set of non-technical competencies that include effective communication,
leadership, teamwork, adaptability, problem-solving, and conflict management. Their
definition, however, remains complex and subject to debate, as they encompass not only
skills but also attitudes, values, and personal attributes [6–11].

Despite this conceptual ambiguity, the literature agrees that they represent transversal
competencies, transferable across different contexts, and are essential for employability,
active citizenship, and lifelong learning [8,12–14]. In this study, soft skills are opera-
tionalised through specific dimensions that include leadership, communication, teamwork,
adaptability, and problem-solving, in line with international frameworks on professional
competencies.

The relevance of these competencies is widely recognised in the business field. Interna-
tional corporations such as Toyota and General Motors, as well as accrediting bodies such
as ABET (Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology), prioritise in their recruit-
ment and performance evaluation processes capacities such as critical thinking, emotional
regulation, adaptability, effective communication, and decision-making in highly complex
contexts [9,15–17]. Corporate reports indicate that more than 70% of the criteria used to
promote talent from operational positions to middle and senior management are based on
these competencies, even above sustained technical performance. This evidence reinforces
the premise that soft skills are an indispensable requirement for leadership, innovation,
and productivity in increasingly competitive organisational environments.

In Latin America, and particularly in Ecuador, this challenge presents specific char-
acteristics. Institutional data from the Salesian Polytechnic University (UPS) show that
among graduates registered since 2013, only 5% occupy tactical or managerial positions,
while more than 90% remain in operational roles. This finding suggests a gap in the de-
velopment of transversal competencies that facilitate advancement to positions of greater
responsibility. Nevertheless, it must also be acknowledged that the limited generation
of managerial positions in the Ecuadorian labour market, along with the prevalence of
family-based enterprises in which leadership roles are often reserved for close circles of
trust, restrict professional mobility even for graduates with strong soft skills. Therefore, the
explanation of this phenomenon must simultaneously consider the supply of competencies
and the structural demand of the labour market.

This problem is not exclusive to Ecuador. Comparative studies in Argentina and
Colombia indicate that most university graduates remain in technical roles without access-
ing leadership positions, due to the scarce incorporation of transversal competencies into
curricula [18–21]. Previous research has also highlighted that the lack of effective commu-
nication, leadership, conflict resolution, and critical thinking constitutes one of the main
barriers to professional progression, even when strong technical training is present [22,23].

The convergence of findings across different countries reinforces the need to rethink
Latin American university curricula by systematically integrating soft skills to foster sus-
tainable professional trajectories. However, the review of curricula in Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs) in the region reveals significant gaps in pedagogical methodologies
that allow these skills to be evaluated and developed in a structured and verifiable man-
ner [24–27]. The absence of robust assessment mechanisms generates uncertainty regarding
the relevance of university education in relation to labour market demands and pressures
universities to design innovative strategies for training holistic professionals.

The present study examines the gaps between university academic training and
the transversal competencies demanded by the labour market in Ecuador. Based on
institutional survey data collected from 3358 UPS graduates, complemented by interviews
with employers and key stakeholders, we propose a strategy for curricular alignment
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that identifies the priority soft skills for each economic sector and their relationship with
graduates’ organisational positioning.

The aim is to generate useful evidence to highlight current employability challenges,
guide the redesign of academic programmes according to the productive context, and
strengthen the connection between universities and the labour market. This article seeks to
answer the following research question: To what extent does the academic training of UPS
graduates provide the soft skills required for employability and professional advancement
in the Ecuadorian labour market? Moreover, this issue is framed within the guidelines
of the Council of Higher Education (CES), the Council for Quality Assurance in Higher
Education (CACES) [28], and the National System for Admission and Leveling (SNNA),
ensuring coherence with current national educational policies.

2. Methodology
2.1. Focus

This study adopts a quantitative, descriptive, and cross-sectional approach, aimed at
analysing university graduates’ perceptions of the applicability of their academic training in
the labour market, with a particular emphasis on transversal competencies (soft skills). The
central methodological objective is to examine the extent to which skills such as leadership,
communication, teamwork, problem-solving, and adaptability—acquired during university
education—are related to labour market insertion and to the occupation of hierarchical
levels (operational, tactical, and managerial).

The research also considers the distribution of participants according to the economic
sector in which they are employed, which allows the identification of general patterns
linking academic preparation with current professional practice.

2.2. Data Collection Instrument

For data collection, a structured questionnaire was employed, designed on the basis
of previous studies [23–26,29]. The instrument was organised into three complemen-
tary blocks.

The first block, sectoral and organisational classification, gathered information on the
economic sector in which participants are employed (primary, secondary, or tertiary) and
the hierarchical level reached within their organisation (operational, tactical, or managerial).

The second block, perception of the application of academic training, assessed the
extent to which participants apply the knowledge acquired during their degree in their
professional practice, using a four-point Likert scale ranging from “Strongly agree” to
“Strongly disagree” [30,31].

Finally, the third block, development of transversal competencies (soft skills), exam-
ined graduates’ self-assessment across five key dimensions—leadership, effective commu-
nication, teamwork, problem-solving, and adaptability.

Each dimension was evaluated through five-point Likert items adapted from validated
instruments in previous studies [31]. Examples of these items include “The training
I received strengthened my leadership capacity to coordinate teams” and “My degree
enabled me to develop effective communication skills in professional contexts.” This block
made it possible to analyse the relationship between graduates’ perception of competence
development and the hierarchical level attained in the labour market.

Together, the first two blocks, along with the specific section on soft skills, provide
an integrated overview of graduates’ professional trajectories and the relevance of their
academic training. Table 1 summarises this information, showing the sectoral distribution,
the hierarchical level reached, and the assessment of transversal competencies.
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Table 1. Sectoral distribution of UPS graduates—Cuenca Campus (2013–2021), according to organisational level and perception of the application of their profession:
shows the frequency and percentage of graduates by economic sector (primary, secondary, and tertiary), their location within the business structure (operational,
tactical, and managerial) and their degree of agreement regarding the applicability of university education in their work environment.

Analysis-Sede Cuenca

Sector Frequency % Organizational Level Application of Profession

Primary 2.65% Operational level Tactical Managerial Totally agree Agree to some extent Disagree to some extent Totally Disagree
Oil and Gas 7 0.21%
Agriculture 47 1.40%
Forestry 0 0.00%

Raw materials Animal Husbandry 23 0.68% 45.45% 31.82% 22.73% 21.35% 10.11% 62.92% 5.62%
Fishing 0 0.00%
Miners 12 0.36%

Secondary 13.94% Operational level Tactical Managerial Totally agree Agree to some extent Disagree to some extent Totally Disagree
Food 69 2.05%
Textiles 31 0.92%

Production Chemical Industry 5 0.15% 54.86% 39.58% 5.56% 36.72% 12.01% 39.49% 11.78%
Mechanical-Electrical Industry 363 10.81%

Tertiary 83.41% Operational level Tactical Managerial Totally agree Agree to some extent Disagree to some extent Totally Disagree
Commerce 351 10.45%
Construction 97 2.89%
Education 620 18.46%
Electricity Supply 151 4.50%
Water Supply 33 0.98%

Service Sector Public Administration 364 10.84% 62.18% 28.10% 9.72% 34.91% 19.60% 27.44% 18.05%
Tourism 19 0.57%
Financial Activities 318 9.47%
Transport 307 9.14%
Communication 0 0.00%
Culture 7 0.21%
Engineering Services 419 12.48%

Total Surveys 3358 100%
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2.3. Participants

The study population consisted of 6,638 graduates registered since 2013 at the Sale-
sian Polytechnic University (UPS), Cuenca campus. Of this total, 3358 responded to the
institutional follow-up questionnaire, representing a response rate of 50.6%. This sample
constitutes the analytical base of the present study and provides a sufficient volume of
cases to ensure the statistical robustness of the results.

UPS offers undergraduate programmes in diverse areas of knowledge, including
Business Administration, Accounting and Auditing, Economics, Architecture, Biotechnol-
ogy, Biomedicine, Law, Anthropology, Intercultural Bilingual Education, Theology, and
Multimedia Design. This academic diversity is relevant because it differentially shapes
professional trajectories: graduates from management- and business-related fields tend to
project themselves more quickly into leadership positions, whereas those from technical,
scientific, or social disciplines usually begin in operational or intermediate roles, with
longer processes of career advancement. Therefore, not all graduates face the same oppor-
tunities to attain managerial positions in the short term, which constitutes an antecedent
variable influencing the relationship between soft skills and organisational position.

Moreover, the data analysed correspond to the period 2013–2021, which implies the
participation of cohorts with varying professional trajectories. Naturally, a recent graduate
(for example, from 2021) has fewer chances of having reached a managerial position
compared to a graduate from 2013, with almost a decade of accumulated experience.
This temporal difference represents a contextual factor that must be considered when
interpreting the results.

Finally, a central variable in the analysis is the organisational level occupied by par-
ticipants (operational, tactical, or managerial), as it allows assessing the correspondence
between the academic training received and their effective insertion into the labour market.

Ethical Consideration on the Data Source

The data used in this study were obtained from the institutional graduate follow-up
system of the Salesian Polytechnic University (UPS), which periodically administers struc-
tured surveys for academic and quality assurance purposes. The information collected
corresponds to voluntary responses from participants and was anonymised by the institu-
tion prior to delivery for analysis, thereby guaranteeing confidentiality and compliance
with current ethical standards.

According to the UPS Policy for the Protection and Use of Personal Data (Resolution
No. 128-104-2023-04-19), the use of information for statistical and academic research pur-
poses does not require the explicit authorisation of data subjects, provided that ethical,
confidential, and limited use of the data is ensured. For this reason, the study was ex-
empt from review by an ethics committee, as it did not involve direct intervention with
individuals or the handling of identifiable sensitive information.

The study was conducted in accordance with the principles of the Declaration of
Helsinki and international guidelines on ethics in educational research, ensuring that the
results are used exclusively for academic purposes and for the improvement of higher
education quality.

3. Results
3.1. Sectoral Analysis of the Professional Practice of Graduates

To better understand the relationship between university academic training and pro-
fessional practice, we analysed graduates’ outcomes across the three main economic sectors:
primary, secondary, and tertiary. This analysis focused on three key dimensions: (i) labour
market insertion, defined as the proportion of graduates actively employed in each sector;
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(ii) professional performance, referring to the functions graduates perform in relation to
the competencies they acquired during their studies; and (iii) organisational positioning,
determined by the hierarchical level they have reached within the workplace (operational,
tactical, or managerial).

This structured approach not only quantifies graduates’ presence in the different
productive sectors but also evaluates the quality of their participation and their real op-
portunities for professional development. In addition, it helps identify structural barriers,
areas for improvement, and occupational trends that directly shape labour mobility and
the construction of sustainable career paths. The following sections present the detailed
analysis by economic sector, based on these three dimensions.

3.1.1. Primary Sector

The primary sector which includes agriculture, livestock, forestry, fishing, and mining
shows only marginal participation from university graduates. According to the data
analysed, fewer than 2% of the surveyed graduates report employment in this sector, which
underscores the weak link between academic training and the productive dynamics of the
country’s rural and extractive activities.

This pattern is consistent with other Latin American contexts, where the primary
sector remains one of the least technologised and absorbs very little university-trained
talent [32–37]. In the few cases where insertion does occur, graduates usually take on
operational functions with limited access to management or planning roles. This situation
suggests an underutilisation of the competencies they acquired during their studies.

Two main factors explain this scenario. First, a curricular disconnection: degree
programmes do not sufficiently address sector-specific challenges such as environmental
sustainability, agro-industrial innovation, or territorial management. Second, the lack of
institutional and public policies that encourage professional participation in these environ-
ments limits the sector’s consolidation as a viable option for graduate employment.

Nevertheless, the primary sector remains a strategic field with high potential for
transformation. Incorporating soft skills such as adaptability, community leadership,
and intercultural communication [33,34,38] can significantly strengthen the professional
role in rural contexts, which are often characterised by weak or undefined organisational
structures. More contextualised, interdisciplinary, and territory-oriented training would not
only expand employment opportunities in this sector but also contribute more effectively
to the country’s sustainable development.

3.1.2. Secondary Sector

The secondary sector which includes manufacturing, construction, energy generation,
and other transformation processes represents a moderate space of employment for univer-
sity graduates. Around 10% of the surveyed graduates work in this sector, primarily in
fields related to engineering, industrial maintenance, and operational management.

Although participation is higher than in the primary sector, most graduates remain
concentrated in operational and tactical positions, with very limited access to managerial
roles. This pattern reflects structural barriers to upward mobility, which can be explained
by three interrelated factors.

First, technical degree programmes still prioritise disciplinary content without system-
atically integrating transversal competencies such as leadership, effective communication,
or conflict resolution. As noted in [36,37], this omission reduces graduates’ ability to take
on strategic responsibilities in dynamic and highly demanding industrial environments.

Second, many industries operate within rigid hierarchical structures, where access to
decision-making positions depends more on seniority or internal tenure than on demon-
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strated competencies. This organisational logic—commonly described as hierarchical
capitalism [39,40]—restricts upward mobility for young professionals, even when they
possess solid academic training.

Third, the weak connection between universities and industrial firms contributes to
outdated curricula and training that is disconnected from the sector’s actual needs. As
highlighted by [41–47], this gap limits knowledge transfer and hinders the incorporation of
high value-added professional profiles into the industrial workforce.

Despite these challenges, the secondary sector offers significant opportunities for
innovation, technological application, and continuous process improvement. To take ad-
vantage of this potential, higher education institutions need to strengthen the development
of interpersonal and organisational soft skills and implement strategies such as internships,
dual training programmes, and institutional partnerships with companies. These initiatives
would better prepare students to assume leadership roles and facilitate their transition into
strategic functions within industrial structures.

3.1.3. Tertiary Sector

The tertiary sector which includes service activities such as education, health, com-
merce, public administration, finance, and tourism—constitutes the main area of employ-
ment for university graduates. More than 70% of the surveyed graduates work in this sector,
with education 18.46%, public administration 10.84%, commerce 10.45%, and health 3.42%
standing out as the most significant subsectors. This high participation suggests a notable
alignment between the university’s academic offerings and local labour market demands.

In contrast to the limited presence in the primary sector and the moderate participation
in the secondary sector, the tertiary sector demonstrates a much greater capacity to absorb
university-trained profiles, particularly in teaching, public management, professional
services, and customer-oriented activities. However, the analysis also shows that most
graduates remain in operational or tactical positions, with restricted access to managerial
roles. This indicates broad inclusion but limited vertical development—a phenomenon that
several studies describe as partial integration within organisational structures [41–43].

Three interrelated factors help explain this pattern. First, service environments de-
mand relational competencies such as effective communication, empathy, leadership, and
conflict resolution [48], which are essential for assuming strategic responsibilities. When
these soft skills are absent or underdeveloped, graduates struggle to progress into coordi-
nation or leadership roles. Second, subsectors such as commerce and public administration
are characterised by high staff turnover, temporary contracts, and limited internal pro-
motion, which undermine the consolidation of sustainable career paths. Third, despite
these limitations, the tertiary sector represents a platform with high social impact potential,
particularly in areas such as health and education, where professional work can directly
benefit vulnerable communities.

In sum, while this sector concentrates the largest share of graduates, it also requires
stronger training in socio-emotional skills, leadership, team management, and decision-
making. Universities should therefore implement institutional policies that foster en-
trepreneurship, professional mobility, and progressive access to higher hierarchical levels
within the service sector.

3.1.4. Organizational Position and Perceived Applicability

Figure 1 compares graduates’ organisational level with their perception of the applica-
bility of academic training, differentiated by economic sector: primary (A), secondary (B),
and tertiary (C).
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In the primary sector (Figure 1A), most graduates concentrate in operational roles
55% and tactical roles 32%, with minimal presence in managerial positions. However,
perceptions of academic training are predominantly negative: 63% of respondents strongly
disagreed with the statement “I apply my profession”, while 21% partially disagreed. These
results indicate a marked underutilisation of academic knowledge and soft skills, most
likely related to the sector’s low level of technological development and its limited demand
for university-trained professionals.

In the secondary sector (Figure 1B), around 70% of graduates work in operational
positions, 25% in tactical roles, and only 5% in managerial roles. Perceptions of applicability
are divided: 37% reported fully applying their training, while 39% stated that they do not
apply it. This disparity reflects heterogeneous experiences within the industrial sector,
where some graduates achieve alignment between their academic profile and professional
tasks, while others face a mismatch between training and assigned responsibilities.

In the tertiary sector (Figure 1C), which employs the largest share of graduates, 60%
remain in operational positions and 35% in tactical positions, with only a small fraction
in leadership roles. Perceptions of applicability are also fragmented: 30% reported not
applying what they learned, while 28% strongly agreed that they do. This heterogeneous
pattern reflects the diversity of subsectors (education, health, commerce, etc.), which present
highly variable demands and working conditions.

Figure 1. Organizational level and perceived applicability: (A) Primary sector; (B) Secondary sector;
(C) Tertiary sector.

Taken together, these findings confirm a structural trend: access to employment
does not necessarily guarantee meaningful or adequate professional insertion. The high
concentration of graduates in lower hierarchical levels, combined with negative or in-
consistent perceptions of the utility of academic training, highlights the urgent need to
rethink curricula.

Higher education institutions must foster programmes more closely connected to sec-
toral contexts and focused on the development of soft skills and transferable competencies,
in order to promote professional trajectories that are more meaningful, sustainable, and
aligned with expected graduate profiles.
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3.2. Sectoral Analysis of Soft Skills and Organizational Mobility

The study highlights a persistent structural trend: a large proportion of graduates
remain in operational positions, with limited participation in tactical or managerial roles.

This situation appears consistently across strategic sectors such as education, health,
commerce, public administration, industry, and even primary activities. Labour market
insertion, therefore, does not always translate into upward professional development,
revealing a gap between graduate profiles and the actual demands of the productive
environment—particularly those that extend beyond technical knowledge.

In this context, strengthening soft skills emerges as a structural requirement for facil-
itating organisational advancement. These transversal, contextualised, and progressive
competencies enable professionals to take on functions related to leadership, coordination,
decision-making, and adaptation to dynamic environments [49–52].

From a conceptual perspective, no single or universally accepted taxonomy exists
for these skills. In the literature, they appear under different labels—non-technical skills,
transferable skills, interpersonal skills, or employability skills—which reflects their versatile
and highly adaptable nature. Their multicomponent character also becomes evident in
sectoral expression: certain competencies gain more importance depending on the economic
sector, equipping professionals to evolve from operational roles to strategic responsibilities.

The study identifies significant differences among the sectors with the highest grad-
uate participation, with education 18.46%, public administration 10.84%, and commerce
10.45% standing out, followed by lower representation in health 3.42% and the primary
sector 1.84%. Each of these areas requires specific competencies that reflect graduates’
adaptation to diverse professional contexts. In the field of education, essential skills in-
clude effective communication, pedagogical leadership, conflict resolution, and collegial
decision-making, while in the health sector, ethical leadership, time management, em-
pathy, and emotional regulation are particularly relevant, as they are indispensable in
high-pressure environments. In commerce, the demand centers on customer orientation,
persuasive communication, problem-solving agility, and resilience, competencies that are
critical for progression into supervisory or operational logistics roles. In public adminis-
tration, evidence-based decision-making, regulatory adaptability, professional ethics, and
institutional leadership are highly valued, as they are fundamental for occupying mid-level
or managerial positions. Likewise, the secondary or industrial sector requires technical
problem-solving, leadership in production processes, openness to technological innovation,
and collaborative work in structured environments. Finally, although less represented,
the primary sector calls for autonomy, resilience, community leadership, and indepen-
dent decision-making, particularly in connection with rural development and sustainable
agro-industrial projects.

It is important to note that soft skills are not restricted to the interpersonal sphere. They
also include intrapersonal dimensions (self-management, change management), cognitive
dimensions (critical thinking, informed judgement), and affective dimensions (empathy,
active listening), all of which show high transferability across diverse work contexts.

Therefore, their systematic integration into university curricula must go beyond
theoretical inclusion. Active methodologies, simulations, case studies, interdisciplinary
projects, and performance-based assessments are required to ensure gradual and measur-
able development of these competencies. Such a training strategy would help reduce the
over-concentration of graduates in operational functions, promoting more dynamic and
sustainable professional trajectories aligned with the demands of the twenty-first century.
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3.3. Projection Towards Curricular Improvement

Soft skills constitute a key factor in the processes of labour market insertion and
professional progression for university graduates, regardless of the economic sector in
which they are employed. Multiple studies confirm that competencies such as leadership,
teamwork, effective communication, problem-solving, adaptability, and evidence-based
decision-making are highly valued and can facilitate the transition from operational func-
tions to tactical or leadership positions. Nevertheless, this relationship must be interpreted
with caution, since the data from this study do not allow us to establish a direct causal link
between the lack of these competencies and the low proportion of graduates in managerial
roles. Structural factors of the labour market—such as the limited generation of managerial
positions, the prevalence of family-based enterprises, and sectoral restrictions that reduce
the availability of leadership roles—also play a decisive role.

This phenomenon, clearly evidenced at the Salesian Polytechnic University, Cuenca
campus, does not represent an isolated case. On the contrary, it reflects a broader challenge
across many higher education institutions in Latin America, where curricula still prioritize
technical components while neglecting the systematic and progressive development of
transversal competencies as an integral part of graduate profiles. The sectoral analysis
reveals differentiated patterns regarding the types of soft skills that support professional
advancement. In particular, interpersonal skills—such as communication, leadership, and
collaboration—are essential in fields like education, health, and public services [53].

Meanwhile, intrapersonal skills, including self-management, resilience, and adapt-
ability to change, exert a significant influence in the primary and industrial sectors, where
autonomy and continuous adaptation are indispensable [54]. Finally, cognitive and affec-
tive skills, encompassing critical thinking, ethical judgment, and empathy, demonstrate a
transversal applicability across all sectors and hierarchical levels [55].

This diagnosis sustains that improving the quality of graduate profiles requires curricu-
lar transformation oriented towards systematically strengthening these competencies—not
as an exclusive condition for upward mobility, but as a necessary component to broaden
employability and professional development opportunities. The proposal presented in
Table 2 serves as a strategic input for this process. By classifying soft skills according to inter-
national evidence and linking them to specific productive sectors and their organisational
projection, the study provides a concrete and replicable roadmap.

Consequently, this study not only identifies a critical need but also offers a structured
proposal aligned with the demands of the contemporary labour market [18,28,55–57].

Integrating the soft skills matrix into curricular redesign in a sectoral, measurable,
and contextualised manner aims to significantly strengthen employability, sustainable
professional development, and academic relevance in higher education institutions in
Ecuador and across Latin America.
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Table 2. Classification of soft skills according to area of focus, data source, sectors with greatest adaptability, and potential professional application.

Author/Source Area of Focus Data Source Soft Skills Considered Important Top Sectors for Management
Adaptability Potential Professional Application

Andrews and Higson, 2008 [45] Graduate employability Literature review
Communication, self-management,
time management, creativity,
decision-making, teamwork, resilience

Public administration, education,
health

Link between communication skills
and leadership in the public and
education sectors

Aasheim, Li, and Williams, 2009 [46] Information technology (entry level) Mid-level and senior managers
Communication, teamwork,
adaptability, interpersonal skills,
analytical thinking, motivation

Technology, telecommunications,
engineering

Promotion to senior positions through
technical leadership and team
management

Mitchell, Skinner, and White, 2010 [48] Business graduates Recruiters
Communication, teamwork,
responsibility, critical thinking,
initiative, interpersonal skills

Commerce, marketing, business
management

Customer management, commercial
leadership, operational management

Crawford et al., 2011 [47] Graduates in agriculture and natural
resources Graduates, employers, teachers

Communication, decision-making,
self-management, teamwork,
professionalism

Primary sector, agribusiness, rural
development

Community project coordination and
rural leadership

Hanover, 2011 [29] Engineering (21st century skills) Technical and educational studies
Teamwork, creativity, global
perspective, ethics, critical thinking,
multidisciplinary thinking

Strategic industry, interdisciplinary
projects

High-level technical planning and
leadership in engineering teams

Robles, 2012 [49] Business graduates Business executives
Communication, integrity,
interpersonal skills, professionalism,
work ethic, flexibility

Commerce, operational management,
public service

Conflict resolution, organisational
improvement and customer service

Lippman et al., 2015 [50] Youth Literature review Social skills, communication, complex
thinking, self-control, self-concept

Education, health, community
development

Facilitation of training processes and
interdisciplinary collaboration

Wikle and Fagin, 2015 [51] Geographic information science Employers
Problem solving, critical thinking,
flexibility, project leadership, writing,
teamwork

Urban planning, land use planning,
environmental management

Ability to lead spatial analysis and
technical teams

Berger, 2016 [36] Entry-level taxpayers LinkedIn profiles
Teamwork, creativity, communication,
adaptability, punctuality,
interpersonal communication

Logistics, administration, general
services

Transition to supervisory and
organisational responsibility roles

John and Chen, 2017 [52] Science, Technology, Engineering and
Mathematics (STEM) Employers Teamwork, communication, empathy,

analytical thinking, self-control
Research, innovation, university
teaching

Scientific project management and
academic leadership

Pócsová et al., 2020 [53] Engineering—social-emotional skills Academic studies Critical thinking, problem solving,
communication, collaboration Technical education, leadership STEM Innovation in educational settings,

leadership of multidisciplinary teams

Fernandes et al., 2021 [54] Special education teaching Literature review
Improved performance, personal and
social skills, interpersonal
relationships

Educational management, educational
psychology, inclusion

Technical coordination in specialised
educational contexts
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4. Discussion
This study reveals a structural mismatch between university training and the com-

petencies required for graduates’ professional advancement in the Ecuadorian labour
market.

Although data indicate a high rate of labour market insertion, more than 90% of
graduates remain in operational positions and only about 5% reach tactical or managerial
roles. As shown across sectors such as education, health, industry, commerce, and public
administration, upward mobility remains limited and cannot be explained solely by the
lack of soft skills.

Indeed, competencies such as leadership, effective communication, problem-solving,
and adaptability are indispensable for coordination and management roles. However, the
evidence from this study does not establish a direct causal link between the absence of these
skills and the low presence of graduates in managerial positions. Structural explanations
are also plausible: the restricted generation of managerial posts in the Ecuadorian labour
market and the prevalence of family-based firms, where leadership roles are often reserved
for insiders. Consequently, interpretation of the findings must simultaneously consider
both the supply of individual competencies and the structural demand for leadership roles.

The proposal presented in this study seeks to address this challenge through a differen-
tiated curricular tool summarised in Table 2. This sectoral classification of soft skills, based
on empirical evidence, identifies which competencies are most relevant for professional
progression in each economic sector. Unlike generic or abstract frameworks, this strategy is
grounded in occupational realities, enabling more contextualised and effective pedagogical
planning. For example, in education and health, the emphasis lies on collaborative leader-
ship and empathetic communication, while in industry and the primary sector, resilience,
teamwork, and adaptability to complex environments are more critical.

The proposal gains additional relevance by aligning with international frameworks
such as ABET criteria, which mandate the integration of competencies such as communica-
tion, ethical judgement, and problem-solving into graduate profiles. This theoretical and
practical convergence reinforces the need for curricular redesign that encompasses not only
technical knowledge but also socio-emotional dimensions, particularly in disciplines such
as engineering where technical training has historically prevailed.

Beyond identifying the gap between universities and the labour market, this study
provides a practical and adaptable roadmap for curricular improvement. The progressive
integration of soft skills from the earliest stages of training would enhance employability,
promote professional mobility, and contribute to more equitable and sustainable labour
insertion. Moreover, the applicability of this proposal extends beyond the Salesian Polytech-
nic University and can be replicated across higher education institutions in Latin America
facing similar challenges of academic relevance and professional stagnation.

5. Implications for Education Policy
The findings of this study highlight several implications for higher education policy

and quality assurance frameworks.
First, universities must systematically integrate soft skills such as leadership, commu-

nication, adaptability, and critical thinking into graduate profiles, ensuring their transversal,
measurable, and progressive development. Beyond isolated courses, these competencies
should be embedded across the curriculum through active methodologies, continuous
assessment, and interdisciplinary projects.

Second, curricular redesign should explicitly reflect the differentiated demands of
economic sectors. Aligning academic content and teaching strategies with the realities of
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the productive environment can improve both graduates’ employability and their organisa-
tional mobility.

Third, stronger university–industry linkages are essential. Dual training models,
internships, and sectoral agreements can facilitate smoother transitions into strategic roles,
reducing the over-concentration of graduates in operational functions.

Fourth, quality assurance agencies—such as CACES in Ecuador—should incorporate
soft skills indicators into their accreditation standards. By recognising these competen-
cies as part of quality benchmarks, accreditation systems can create strong incentives for
universities to embed them in curricula.

Finally, labour insertion strategies must go beyond entry-level access and actively
support career progression. Policies that promote upward professional trajectories are criti-
cal to ensure that graduates not only enter the labour market but also achieve sustainable
advancement towards leadership and decision-making positions. To achieve this, higher
education institutions should incorporate soft skills into graduate profiles, integrating
competencies such as leadership, communication, adaptability, and critical thinking in a
crosscutting, assessable, and progressive manner.

Likewise, curricula must be redesigned according to economic sectors, adjusting train-
ing content and methodologies to the specific demands of the productive environment in
order to improve graduates’ employability and organizational mobility. It is also necessary
to strengthen university–business ties through dual training, pre-professional internships,
and sectoral agreements that facilitate the transition to strategic roles. Furthermore, quality
assurance agencies such as CACES should include soft skills indicators in their assessment
standards, thereby reinforcing their importance in accreditation processes. Finally, labour
market integration strategies should design policies that promote upward trajectories,
incorporating mechanisms that foster professional development beyond operational levels.

6. Limitations of the Study
This research proposes a strategy for curricular improvement based on the sectoral

integration of soft skills; however, several limitations must be acknowledged.
First, the cross-sectional design does not allow observation of the temporal evolution

of professional trajectories, which restricts the analysis of long-term changes in graduates’
career positioning.

Second, although the database covers cohorts between 2013 and 2021, the time elapsed
since graduation was not formally included as a variable of analysis. Naturally, recent
graduates (for example, from 2021) face lower probabilities of reaching managerial positions
compared to graduates from 2013, who already accumulate almost a decade of experience.

The absence of this factor limits the ability to interpret the relationship between soft
skills and professional mobility with greater precision.

Third, all participants graduated from a single higher education institution with a
humanist orientation (UPS). This may introduce selection bias due to the relative homo-
geneity of the group and limits the comparability with institutions of different academic
profiles. For this reason, the findings should not be automatically generalised to the overall
population of Ecuadorian graduates.

Fourth, although the survey collected 3358 responses—a significant volume for statis-
tical analysis—participation was voluntary, which prevents guaranteeing absolute repre-
sentativeness of the graduate population. In addition, the dataset does not include relevant
sociodemographic variables such as gender, age, academic programme, or academic perfor-
mance. The absence of this information restricts the possibility of conducting more nuanced
analyses and prevents identifying potential inequalities in career trajectories.
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Fifth, the data are based on self-reported perceptions, which may introduce subjective
biases. Moreover, the study did not contrast graduates’ perceptions with the perspectives
of employers or other stakeholders, reducing the external validity of the findings. Finally,
while the instrument was designed on the basis of the specialised literature, it was not
subjected to a formal psychometric validation process.

Consequently, future research should include reliability and validity tests of the
instruments, incorporate contextual variables (such as cohort of graduation and programme
of study), and develop longitudinal and comparative designs. It is also recommended
to integrate the perspective of employers and other key stakeholders in the productive
environment, in order to strengthen the robustness and applicability of the findings.

7. Conclusions
This study provides evidence that, in the Ecuadorian context, the development of

transversal competencies remains insufficiently incorporated into higher education cur-
ricula, even though these skills are decisive for graduates’ employability and long-term
career progression. These findings are consistent with recent systematic reviews, which
highlight persistent gaps between higher education training and employers’ expectations,
emphasizing the urgent need to integrate transversal skills systematically and progressively
into graduate profiles [58,59].

The results reveal sectoral differences in the demand for soft skills: interpersonal
competencies such as communication, leadership, and collaboration are especially valued
in education, health, and public services, while intrapersonal abilities such as resilience,
adaptability, and autonomy are essential in the primary and industrial sectors. This sectoral
differentiation echoes previous evidence identifying socio-relational, intrapersonal, and cog-
nitive/affective skills as critical dimensions for employability across diverse professional
fields [59].

A further contribution of this study lies in bridging the gap between labour market
requirements and curriculum design. In this sense, innovative approaches such as Service-
Learning have demonstrated their capacity to strengthen the acquisition of transversal
competencies, aligning university training with professional demands and fostering the
employability of graduates [60].

Finally, beyond the labour market, transversal competencies also contribute positively
to academic performance, underscoring their relevance for higher education institutions
not only as employability tools but also as drivers of student success [61,62]. Strengthening
these competencies, therefore, represents a dual opportunity: to enhance graduates’ inte-
gration into the labour market while simultaneously improving their academic trajectories.

Documents Used in the Analysis

• Form 01: Institutional instrument for monitoring graduates
• Higher Education Quality Assurance Council (CASES).
• External evaluation model for universities and polytechnic schools. Quito: Council

for Quality Assurance in Higher Education.
• Institutional project on professional skills and employability Applied research carried

out by the UPS.

Active stage, which includes interviews and surveys of business owners in the
provinces of Azuay, Cañar, Morona Santiago, Guayas, and Pichincha. The information is
stored in the archives of the Outreach Department and has been used for comparative and
curriculum diagnostic purposes.

https://seguimientograduados.ups.edu.ec:8443/forms/formulario.php
https://www.caces.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2019/12/3.-Modelo_Eval_UEP_2019_compressed.pdf
https://www.caces.gob.ec/wp-content/uploads/downloads/2019/12/3.-Modelo_Eval_UEP_2019_compressed.pdf
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