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their contribution to graduate quality. This conceptual paper addresses
this gap by proposing an integrated framework that conceptualises soft
skills as comprising generic competencies, innovation ability and
positive work attitudes. Drawing on Human Capital Theory, the
framework positions these capabilities as forms of human capital
developed through higher education and proposes that they contribute
to graduate quality. Generic competencies support graduates’ ability to
communicate, manage information and engage in lifelong learning;
innovation ability supports critical thinking, problem-solving and the
generation of new solutions; while positive work attitudes contribute to
responsible, reliable and collaborative workplace behaviour. The

novelty of the framework lies in integrating these cognitive, innovation-
related and behavioural dimensions within a single conceptualisation of
soft skills and linking them explicitly to graduate quality. The proposed
framework provides a theoretical basis for future empirical testing and
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Introduction

Cultivating graduates with higher-order thinking skills who can adapt to future societal
developments and respond effectively to complex real-world challenges has become an
important mission of contemporary educational reform (Yan & Nasri, 2025). Within higher
education, this responsibility extends beyond the transmission of academic knowledge to the
development of human capital capable of responding to changing organisational and societal
demands. The transformation of higher education, particularly alongside developments in
information and communication technology (ICT) and globalisation, has further increased
expectations for universities to produce graduates who are credible, adaptable and competitive.
Consequently, graduate quality has become an important concern for higher education
institutions, as universities not only produce and expand knowledge but also develop students
as important intangible assets (Canibano & Sanchez, 2004; Norman et al., 2026).

Human capital encompasses the abilities, knowledge, skills and experience possessed by
individuals that contribute to organisational capacity and performance (Nelson, 2007; Ali et al.,
2023; Ali et al., 2025). As Malaysia continues to develop as a knowledge-based economy,
students in higher education represent an important investment in human capital that can create
value for organisations and contribute to broader economic development (Azmi et al., 2018;
Norman et al., 2026). In this context, MARA University of Technology (UiTM), as one of
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Malaysia's largest higher education institutions, has an important role in developing quality

human capital. This requires attention not only to academic knowledge but also to the broader
competencies and personal qualities that enable graduates to contribute effectively to
organisations and society.

Academic and technical knowledge alone may not be sufficient to represent the overall quality
of graduates. Employers and other stakeholders increasingly expect graduates to possess non-
academic competencies that enable them to communicate, collaborate, solve problems, adapt
to change and demonstrate appropriate workplace behaviour. These competencies are
commonly associated with soft skills, which include generic and cognitive abilities as well as
non-academic attributes such as positive values, leadership, teamwork, communication and
lifelong learning (Rahman et al., 2019; Kamaruddin et al., 2025). From a quality perspective,
these competencies are important because graduate quality involves meeting the expectations
of multiple stakeholders, including government, universities, parents, employers and society.
Quality, in this respect, concerns the extent to which expectations and established standards are
satisfied (Wan Jaafar, 2006).

Existing literature has examined various competencies associated with graduate development,
including digital competencies, technology adoption, innovative pedagogies, active learning,
collaboration and employability skills (Ali et al., 2025; Norman et al., 2026; Rahmat et al.,
2022). Research has also emphasised the growing importance of soft skills in employability
and early career development, suggesting that technical competencies alone may not
adequately prepare graduates for workplace expectations (Rahman et al., 2019). Despite this
growing recognition, an important conceptual problem remains. Existing studies have largely
examined particular graduate competencies separately, resulting in a fragmented understanding
of how broader dimensions of soft skills contribute to graduate quality. In particular, an
emphasis on generic, analytical and problem-solving competencies may not sufficiently
account for graduates' capacity for strategic innovation and the positive attitudes required in
the workplace. Consequently, there is a need for a more integrated conceptualisation that
considers generic skills, strategic innovation and positive attitudes in relation to graduate
quality and, ultimately, human capital development (Ali et al., 2025; Norman et al., 2026).

Addressing this gap is important because developing quality human capital requires more than
the possession of knowledge or individual competencies. Graduates must be able to apply
generic skills across different situations, respond innovatively to changing demands and
demonstrate positive attitudes in their professional roles. Considering these dimensions
together can provide a more comprehensive understanding of the qualities expected of
university graduates and how graduate quality contributes to human capital development.

In this paper, soft skills are viewed as an important intangible asset in the development of
graduate quality. Generic competencies, innovation ability and positive works attitude are
considered important components of soft skills associated with the quality of graduates. These
competencies are also consistent with industry expectations, including those highlighted by the
Federation of Malaysian Manufacturers (FMM), regarding the qualities expected of graduates.
Accordingly, this paper has two main objectives: first (1), to enhance understanding of the
relationship between soft skills and the quality of graduates; and second (2), to propose an
integrated conceptual framework linking generic competencies, innovation ability and positive
work attitudes to graduate quality and human capital development. Figure 1 presents the main
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components of competencies and their relationship with graduate quality and human capital
development.

Human Capital Development

|

Soft skills Soft skills

Generic Competencies [—— [ Quality of Graduates |<—— Innovation Ability

1

Positive Works Attitude

Soft skills

Figure 1: Main Components of Soft Skills.
Literature Review
Quality of Graduates

Graduate quality refers to the overall capability of graduates to demonstrate the knowledge,
competencies, innovative capacity and behavioural attributes required to perform effectively
in employment and contribute positively to organisations and society. Graduate quality
represents a broader outcome of higher education rather than a single skill or competency. It
reflects graduates' preparedness to apply their knowledge and capabilities effectively in real-
world contexts. Graduate quality is therefore conceptually distinguished from soft skills. Soft
skills represent specific transferable capabilities developed through education and experience,
whereas graduate quality represents the broader outcome reflected in graduates' ability to apply
these capabilities effectively. Azmi et al., (2018) stressed that the personality of candidates is
the significant factor in graduates’ employability, apart from self-management and teamwork.
Hossain et al., (2018) listed traits that have important relationships with and influence
graduates’ employability: responsible, selfless and positive, and willing to give and take. Even
though many studies support the relationship between quality of graduates and soft skills, but
in certain cultures, the social background is deemed to be more important than the quality of
graduates. For example, in China, the marketability of the graduates does not have significant
relationship with graduates’ skills but depending on the social background and networking
relationships (Chan, 2012).

Future employers recruit employees who are equipped with good technological skills,
communication skills including proficiency in a third language, time management, analytical
skills, problem solving and leadership skills, as well as creative, innovative and reflective skills
(Caglar et al., 2026; Ali et al., 2025; Norman et al., 2025; Rahmat et al., 2022; Rahman et al.,
2019). Olichi and Pyiki (2019) and Lakshmi and Siddharda (2019) stressed that good
competencies are important but to have graduates that could use the human capital will have a
positive impact to the organisation. The literature therefore suggests that graduate quality
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extends beyond disciplinary knowledge. It incorporates a combination of transferable

competencies, cognitive capabilities and behavioural attributes that enable graduates to
perform effectively in workplace contexts. These observations provide a basis for examining
soft skills as an important dimension of graduate quality.

Soft Skills
Generic Competencies

Generic competencies refer to transferable capabilities that enable graduates to communicate,
manage information, engage in lifelong learning and interact effectively with different
individuals and groups. In the present framework, generic competencies include
communication skills, information management and lifelong learning, networking, and
understanding of societal issues. These competencies are transferable across academic
disciplines and occupational contexts. Zahid (2006) mentioned that apart of 3M skills - which
refer to the foundational competencies of reading (Membaca), writing (Menulis) and arithmetic
(Mengira) - and computer skills, graduates should possess good communication skills,
especially in English and an inner motivation for lifelong learning (Kamaruddin et al., 2025).
Zahid (2006) further noted that lifelong learning requires a knowledge-based environment and
skills such as information literacy and the ability to use information for decision-making,
technological skills, networking skills across various disciplines, an understanding of societal
issues, as well as organisational and entrepreneurial skills. This aligns with Kamaruddin et al.,
(2025) and Rahman et al., (2019) who revealed that graduates need communication,
presentation, lifelong learning, and information-seeking skills. In this era of globalisation, the
need for faster information is very crucial (Bovee & Thill, 2005). Soft skills are needed
because, in the development of human capital, these generic skills that shape students with
perseverance in today’s competitive world. In Islam, the Qur’an also emphasises knowledge
and information, as stated in Surah Az-Zumar (39:9), which conveys the meaning that “Is there
the same between knowledgeable person and non-knowledgeable person”, (39:9).

Communication skills

Information management and
life-long learning

Generic competencies

Networking skills and
understanding societies issues

Figure 2: Generic Competencies

Generic competencies can be developed through curriculum-based activities, presentations,
research assignments, collaborative projects, internships and other experiential learning
opportunities. Such activities provide students with opportunities to practise communication,
information management, lifelong learning and networking in genuine contexts. Research
activities can prepare students to read and learn effectively. This is because, before conducting
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research, students need to read a wide range of articles to carry out a literature review and

develop a research problem and problem statement. Critical thinking and problem-solving
skills are also developed during the research design and data analysis processes. In addition,
research activities can support students in acquiring lifelong learning and information
management skills, as learning is not limited to classroom activities alone. Students’
communication skills, such as language proficiency will also be evaluated through their
research reports (Wan Ruzainun, 2007). Integrity among students can be developed by
enforcing strict anti-plagiarism policies and encouraging respect for intellectual property.
Asking them to write short stories can also help develop this skill.

For networking skills and understanding societal issues, students can be encouraged through
university initiatives such as industrial training, internships, and student exchange programmes
with overseas institutions. However, these programmes may have limitations in terms of
budgeting. This issue can be addressed by allowing students to seek their own financial support,
while ensuring that their efforts are properly recognised and appreciated. In a nutshell, these
generic skills prepare graduates with essential survival skills for the future. Communication,
information management skills, lifelong learning, networking skills and understanding of
societal issues are key components of graduate’s quality required by employers (Rahman et al.,
2019; Rido, 2020).

Conceptually, generic competencies contribute to graduate quality by enabling graduates to
communicate knowledge effectively, manage and evaluate information, continue learning
beyond formal education and interact appropriately with different stakeholders. These
capabilities enhance graduates' ability to apply disciplinary knowledge across changing
academic and workplace contexts. Therefore, generic competencies are proposed as an
important dimension contributing to graduate quality.

Innovation Ability

Innovation ability refers to the capacity of graduates to generate, evaluate and apply new ideas,
approaches and solutions to address problems and respond to changing circumstances. In the
context of higher education, innovation ability encompasses critical thinking, problem-solving,
creativity, opportunity recognition and entrepreneurial thinking. These capabilities enable
graduates to move beyond the reproduction of existing knowledge and apply knowledge in new
and practical ways.

Critical Thinking skills

Problem-solving skills Innovation Ability

Entrepreneurial skills

Figure 3: Innovation Ability
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In achieving strategic innovation, priorities must be given to value-added activities such as
group projects, knowledge sharing, risk management, experimentation, tolerant for noncritical
mistakes, adaptability to ambiguity as changes can happen drastically and good orientation
towards market and customer needs (Graetz et al., 2006; Senadheera & Wisenthige 2026).
These value-added practices will generate economic growth and impart positive impact to the
society and nation. The focus of innovation is not to outperform rivals, but rather to create a
new niche that could be followed by others (Ismail & Hassan, 2019; Juhdi et al., 2010).

The innovation skills also refer to critical thinking and problem-solving skills. In the learning
process, critical thinking and problem-solving skills can be developed through career planning
tasks, handling domestic or international issues, discussing case studies and encouraging forum
with the industry professionals or alumni (Vlachopoulos & Tsitiridou, 2026). For graduates,
innovation ability is particularly relevant because contemporary work environments require
individuals to analyse problems, generate alternative solutions and adapt existing knowledge
to new situations. Critical thinking and problem-solving therefore represent important elements
of innovation ability, while entrepreneurial thinking supports opportunity recognition and
proactive action. Together, these capabilities strengthen graduates' capacity to respond to
workplace challenges and contribute to organisational improvement. Postgraduate students, in
particular, are encouraged to develop new methods or theories and to create new products,
especially in science and technology. Innovation in new product development should be
awarded high merit as an incentive.

Apart from that, entrepreneurship programmes play an important role in developing students’
skills. By participating in training organized by MASMED UiTM through courses such as
ENT300 (Fundamentals of Entrepreneurship) or ENT530 (Principles of Entrepreneurship),
students can enhance their entrepreneurial skills. Entrepreneurial traits beneficial to individuals
includes persistence, information-seeking, initiatives, opportunity recognition and action,
commitment to work, emphasis on high-quality output, efficiency orientation, and systematic
planning (Ali et al., 2023; Rido, 2020).

Strategic innovation is important for preparing dynamic graduates with critical thinking skills,
problem-solving skills and entrepreneurial skills. Accordingly, innovation ability is expected
to contribute to graduate quality by strengthening graduates' capacity to analyse complex
situations, solve problems, generate new ideas and adapt to changing workplace requirements.

Positive Work Attitudes

The third skills higlighted by FMM in 2005 is a positive attitude toward job or work, which is
grounded in core values namely integrity, perseverance and sincerity. Zahid (2006) outlined
eight criteria for a positive works attitude, and his report is supported by subsequent studies
(Norman et al., 2026; Akbar et al., 2026; Rido, 2020; Rahman et al., 2019). Positive work
attitudes explained by behavioural and personal attributes that influence how graduates
approach their responsibilities, interact with others and respond to workplace demands. In this
framework, positive work attitudes include reliability, commitment, integrity, perseverance,
responsibility, teamwork and willingness to improve. These attributes influence how
effectively graduates translate their knowledge and competencies into workplace behaviour.
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(1) Resolution to produce excellent products as long time journey and maintain the standard

that had been achieved.
(i1) Sincerity in terms of seriousness, politeness, and motivated for organization excellent.
(ii1)  Committed to quality and high standard performance.
(iv)  Reliability.
(v) Clear thinking and always seek to find ways to solve the problems.
(vi)  Wanted to quit bad habits and learn to control oneself.
(vii)  Fast and ready to take risk politely.
(viii) The priority in working as a team.

Sincerity
Resolution in producing excellent Resolution in producing excellent
results results
Fast and ready to take risk politely Positive attitude Working as a team
Reliability \ Quit bad habit and learn to control
Clear thinking and seek to solve oneself

problems

Figure 4: Eight Criteria of Positive Works Attitude

These criteria collectively highlight the behavioural dimension of graduate quality. While
generic competencies describe what graduates are capable of doing and innovation ability
describes their capacity to generate and apply solutions, positive work attitudes describe how
graduates approach their responsibilities and interact with others when applying these
capabilities.

Positive work attitudes can be developed through curricular and co-curricular activities that
provide students with opportunities to practise responsibility, teamwork, leadership,
communication and self-management. Experiential learning, community engagement, student
organisations and workplace exposure may provide contexts in which such attitudes can be
developed and observed. These soft skills can be developed with the support of the Student
Affairs Department. Monitoring of student activities can be implemented through three
approaches, namely:

e Periodic approach;
e Continuous approach; and lastly
e Customized approach

A periodic approach can be implemented on a larger scale through activities such as organising
seminars, dialogues, and forums, whereas a continuous approach requires regular
implementation, such as weekly or biweekly discussions, workshops, and training sessions. A
customised approach refers to programmes tailored to specific target groups, for example,
community service initiatives for students with behavioural issues, as practised by some
universities in South Korea. (Yan & Nasri, 2025).
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To ensure that undergraduates participate eftectively, they should be given incentives such as
certificates or an additional one-hour credit for co-curricular activities that promote positive
attitudes. Lecturers or academicians can also incorporate classroom activities that support the
development of students’ positive character and attitudes. For first-year students, programmes
that expose them to different personality types and leadership qualities are suitable, while for
final-year students, the focus should be on refining professional attitude and interview
presentation skills. Developing positive values in individuals is challenging; however,
universities play an important role in ensuring that students cultivate positive attitudes,
especially for their future employers. Human capital development is grounded in strong values
that shape the identity of a nation. Graduates are valuable assets who must be nurtured. (Ismail
& Hassan, 2019; Rahman et al., 2019; Norman, 2026).

The Human Capital Theory as Theoretical Foundation

Human Capital Theory provides the theoretical foundation for the proposed relationship
between soft skills and graduate quality. The theory conceptualises education and training as
investments that develop individuals' knowledge, skills, capabilities and attributes, which can
subsequently generate value for individuals, organisations and society. In the context of higher
education, universities contribute to human capital development by providing students with
opportunities to acquire disciplinary knowledge and develop transferable capabilities through
formal education, experiential learning and social interaction.

The human capital theory has been extensively studied in relation to graduates’ marketability
(Azmi et al., 2018; Ma’dan et al., 2018). The theory is based on an individual’s capabilities and
strengths, which serve as intangible assets. These assets, such as habits, social attributes, and
personality, add economic value to both individuals and organisations. Human capital theory
clarified how knowledge can improve worker productivity and efficiency. There are three
important aspects to this theory; first, the new generation needs to be exposed to the knowledge
accepted by the older generation; second, the new generation need to learn how to use the
knowledge to develop new product, new process or new method; and third, individuals must
be encouraged to develop new ideas, product, process and method through creative approaches
(Olaniyan & Okemakinde, 2008). Hamat and Nordin (2012) identified education and training
as essential aspects in developing the human capital.

Although Human Capital Theory provides a useful explanation of the relationship between
education, capabilities and economic value, it does not fully capture all social and contextual
factors influencing graduate outcomes. For instance, it cannot fully explain how education can
improve productivity, how salaries cannot be justified or how to explain the role of social class
(Ma’dan et al., 2019). This theory stated that assets or qualities that cannot be listed in company
accounts in value form can only be classified as economic value in terms of experience and
workers experience including asset like education, training, wisdom, skills, health and others
that often been valued by employers like loyalty and time management (Ma’dan et al., 2019;
Hamat & Nordin, 2012). Nevertheless, the theory provides an appropriate foundation for the
present framework because the study focuses specifically on capabilities developed through
higher education and their contribution to graduate quality.

In the context of this study, the university's ability to nurture quality human capital through

dynamic curriculum, that could produce graduates that are highly skilled with good soft skills
like good attributes, problem-solving skills and innovation strategies will become a company
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gem. Within the proposed framework, generic competencies, innovation ability and positive

work attitudes represent complementary forms of human capital developed through higher
education. Generic competencies enable graduates to communicate, manage information and
continue learning; innovation ability enables them to analyse problems, generate ideas and
develop solutions; while positive work attitudes influence how graduates apply their
knowledge and capabilities through responsible, reliable and collaborative behaviour. From
this perspective, investment in these capabilities enhances the overall quality of graduates and
strengthens their preparedness for employment and organisational participation.

Methodology

This conceptual study employed a structured literature search to identify and synthesise
research relevant to human capital development, soft skills, graduate quality and employability
at preliminary stage. This method was adopted because it provides a clear view of the
phenomenon surrounding these key concepts. Although this technique originated in clinical
and healthcare research, but currently it is widely used in the humanities research (Lubna et al.,
2017). Literature searches were conducted using Google Scholar, Scopus, ScienceDirect and
SpringerLink. The search employed combinations of keywords including “human capital
development”, “soft skills”, “graduate quality”, “graduate employability”, “employability
skills”, “employer expectations” and “higher education”. This principle of literature search
helped the study in getting some of the articles that could defining the objectives of this study.
The search initially identified 120 articles published between 2012 to 2026. The articles were
screened based on their relevance to higher education, graduate quality, employability, soft
skills and human capital development. Articles that did not directly address these themes were
excluded. Following the screening process, 31 articles were retained for conceptual analysis.
The selected literature was analysed thematically to identify recurring soft-skill dimensions,
their relationship with graduate outcomes and the theoretical relevance of Human Capital
Theory. The findings from the literature synthesis were subsequently used to develop the
proposed conceptual framework.

Proposed integrated Framework of Soft Skills, Graduate Quality and Human Capital
Development

Areview of the literature indicates that existing studies have predominantly examined graduate
competencies as separate areas of competency. Although these studies provide valuable
insights into individual competency dimensions, the fragmented approach provides limited
understanding of how these competencies can be integrated to support the development of
quality graduates. To address this gap, this paper proposes an integrated competency
framework that brings together these three dimensions and positions them as complementary
contributors to graduate quality. The framework therefore provides a holistic perspective that
connects competency development with the broader goal of human capital development.

1947



Volume: 8 Issue: 31 (September 2026) PP. 1938-1952

International Journal of
_ Modern Education

Human Capital Theory

(Theoretical Foundation)

|

EISSN: 2637-0905

Soft Skills l
(Independent Variable — IV)
e ) e
Generic CompeFenc1es . Graduate Quality Human Capltal
(e.g., communication, information . i Development
management, lifelong learning) (Mediating/Dependent Variable — DV) (Out. )
utcome
- = =D « Knowledge application = i ]
Innovation Ability « Competencies Enhanced value of individuals
(e.g., critical thinking, problem-solving, S A knowledge, skills and attributes
creativity) ;i P . ty for individuals, organisations
* Behavioural attributes and society
Positive Work Attitudes \ J S )
(e.g., responsibility, integrity,
teamwork)
N J

Independent Variable (IV) Dependent Variable (DV)

Figure 5: The Proposed Framework
Discussion

The literature indicates that generic competencies provide graduates with transferable
capabilities that support the effective application of disciplinary knowledge. Communication,
information management, lifelong learning and networking enable graduates to interact with
different stakeholders, access and evaluate information, and continue developing their
capabilities beyond formal education. These competencies therefore contribute to graduate
quality by strengthening graduates' ability to transfer knowledge across different academic and
workplace environments.

Innovation ability represents the cognitive and creative dimension of the proposed framework.
Critical thinking and problem-solving enable graduates to analyse situations, identify
alternatives and develop appropriate solutions, while creativity and entrepreneurial thinking
support the generation and application of new ideas. These capabilities are relevant to graduate
quality because workplace environments frequently require graduates to respond to changing
conditions rather than merely reproduce existing knowledge.

Positive work attitudes represent the behavioural dimension of the framework. Attributes such
as reliability, commitment, integrity, responsibility and teamwork influence how graduates
apply their knowledge and competencies in organisational settings. Consequently, graduate
quality should not be understood solely in terms of what graduates know or can do, but also in
terms of how they demonstrate these capabilities through responsible and constructive
behaviour.

The proposed framework contributes to the literature by integrating three dimensions of soft
skills rather than examining individual competencies independently. Generic competencies
focus on graduates' ability to communicate, manage information and continue learning;
innovation ability focuses on their capacity to analyse problems and generate solutions; while
positive work attitudes focus on the behavioural attributes that shape how these capabilities are
applied. The three dimensions therefore represent complementary aspects of graduate
capability rather than competing constructs.
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This integrated perspective provides a more comprehensive conceptualisation of graduate
quality because effective graduates require not only transferable competencies but also the
ability to apply knowledge innovatively and demonstrate appropriate behavioural attributes.
The framework consequently extends the discussion of soft skills from individual
competencies towards an integrated understanding of how cognitive, innovation-related and
behavioural capabilities may collectively contribute to graduate quality.

Practical Implications of The Theoretical Frameworks

The proposed framework has implications for curriculum development, graduate assessment,
employability programmes and university—industry collaboration. First, the framework can
support curriculum development by providing a structured basis for embedding generic
competencies, innovation ability and positive work attitudes across courses and learning
experiences. Rather than treating soft skills as an isolated component of the curriculum, these
capabilities can be incorporated into programme learning outcomes, learning activities and
experiential learning opportunities.

Second, the framework can support graduate assessment by providing a multidimensional basis
for evaluating graduate capabilities beyond academic achievement. Communication,
information management and lifelong learning may be assessed under generic competencies;
critical thinking, problem-solving and creativity under innovation ability; and responsibility,
integrity, reliability and teamwork under positive work attitudes. These capabilities can be
assessed through presentations, projects, portfolios, internships and other authentic assessment
approaches.

Third, the framework can guide employability programmes by identifying complementary
areas of graduate development. Generic competencies may be developed through
communication, presentation and networking activities, while innovation ability may be
strengthened through problem-solving, innovation and entrepreneurial activities. Positive work
attitudes may be developed through professionalism, teamwork, leadership and workplace-
readiness programmes.

Finally, the framework can facilitate university—industry collaboration by providing a common
reference for discussing graduate capabilities. Industry partners can contribute through
internships, industry-based projects, mentoring, workplace simulations, guest lectures and
feedback on students' performance. Such engagement can provide universities with valuable
insights regarding the capabilities required in occupational contexts and can subsequently
inform curriculum and assessment development. Therefore, the framework provides a basis for
connecting curriculum development, graduate assessment, employability initiatives and
industry engagement within a more integrated approach to human capital development.

Conclusion

This conceptual paper proposes an integrated framework explaining the relationship between
soft skills and graduate quality in higher education. Grounded on Human Capital Theory, the
framework conceptualises soft skills as comprising three complementary dimensions: generic
competencies, innovation ability and positive work attitudes. Generic competencies enable
graduates to communicate and apply knowledge effectively, innovation ability supports critical
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thinking, problem-solving and the generation of new solutions, while positive work attitudes
influence the responsible and effective application of these capabilities in workplace contexts.

The main contribution of the framework is its integration of cognitive, innovation-related and
behavioural dimensions within a single conceptualisation of soft skills and their relationship
with graduate quality. This integrated perspective addresses the limitation of examining soft-
skill dimensions independently and provides a more comprehensive basis for understanding
graduate development. Practically, the framework supports curriculum design, graduate
assessment, employability development and university—industry engagement.

Future research should empirically examine the proposed relationships using quantitative,
qualitative or mixed-method approaches. Future studies may also investigate whether the three
dimensions make differential contributions to graduate quality across disciplines, levels of
study and institutional contexts. Such empirical testing would provide further evidence
regarding the applicability and explanatory value of the proposed framework.
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