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ABSTRACT

Empowering students for future success through a comprehensive soft skills approach involves an integrative 
framework designed to equip graduates with the essential competencies needed to navigate the complexities 
of the modern job market. This review synthesises educational theories and industry expectations to develop 
core soft skills, including communication, teamwork, flexibility, problem-solving, and emotional intelligence. 
The model emphasises active learning through experiential workshops, collaborative projects, and personalised 
mentorship to ensure sustainable skill acquisition. The review explicitly addresses three objectives: (a) to examine 
the relationship between proficiency in communication, (b) to explore the influence of group dynamics and team 
formation on teamwork skills, and (c) to investigate the impact on leadership development. Each objective 
is explored through a synthesis of empirical studies and theoretical frameworks. The findings reveal a strong 
positive correlation between verbal and written communication skills, highlight the crucial role of cohesive group 
dynamics in fostering effective teamwork, and demonstrate the effectiveness of structured leadership programs 
in enhancing leadership competencies. By aligning these insights with a holistic educational model, this review 
presents new conceptual contributions and practical recommendations to enhance soft skills training and improve 
graduate employability.
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ABSTRAK

Memperkasakan pelajar untuk kejayaan masa depan melalui pendekatan kemahiran insaniah yang komprehensif 
melibatkan rangka kerja integratif yang direka untuk melengkapkan graduan dengan kecekapan penting yang 
diperlukan untuk mengemudi kerumitan pasaran kerja moden. Kajian ini mensintesis teori pendidikan dan 
jangkaan industri untuk membangunkan kemahiran insaniah teras, termasuk komunikasi, kerja berpasukan, 
fleksibiliti, penyelesaian masalah dan kecerdasan emosi. Model ini menekankan pembelajaran aktif melalui 
bengkel pengalaman, projek kolaboratif, dan bimbingan peribadi untuk memastikan pemerolehan kemahiran 
yang mampan. Kajian semula secara eksplisit menangani tiga objektif: (a) untuk mengkaji hubungan antara 
kecekapan dalam komunikasi, (b) untuk meneroka pengaruh dinamik kumpulan dan pembentukan pasukan ke atas 
kemahiran kerja berpasukan, dan (c) untuk menyiasat kesan ke atas pembangunan kepimpinan. Setiap objektif 
diterokai melalui sintesis kajian empirikal dan kerangka teori. Penemuan ini mendedahkan korelasi positif yang 
kuat antara kemahiran komunikasi lisan dan bertulis, menyerlahkan peranan penting dinamik kumpulan yang 
padu dalam memupuk kerja berpasukan yang berkesan, dan menunjukkan keberkesanan program kepimpinan 
berstruktur dalam meningkatkan kecekapan kepimpinan. Dengan menyelaraskan pandangan ini dengan model 
pendidikan holistik, ulasan ini membentangkan sumbangan konsep dan cadangan praktikal baharu untuk 
meningkatkan latihan kemahiran insaniah dan meningkatkan kebolehpasaran graduan.

Kata kunci: Kemahiran insaniah, kemahiran komunikasi, kerja berpasukan, pembangunan kepimpinan, 
kebolehpasaran siswazah
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INTRODUCTION

In today's rapidly changing society, traditional definitions 
of academic success have become inadequate. As 
the job market becomes increasingly globalised and 
competitive, employers are placing greater importance 
on graduates who not only possess solid academic 
knowledge but also a diverse array of soft skills. 
Key among these skills are effective communication, 
teamwork, adaptability, and leadership—all vital 
for success in varied and dynamic professional 
environments (Ibrahim et al., 2017). Extensive study 
of the literature has shown that communication skills 
were found to be one of the most important skills 
required for employability of fresh graduates, further 
highlighting the importance of developing soft skills 
to enhance their employability (Tushar & Sooraksa, 
2023). Consequently, higher education institutions face 
the challenge of reshaping their approach to student 
development by integrating holistic skill sets designed 
to produce future-ready graduates (Lavi et al., 2021).

This review addresses that challenge by 
proposing a structured and comprehensive methodology 
for developing soft skills, designed to enhance 
graduate employability. It  explicitly explores three 
interconnected domains: (a) the relationship between 
verbal and written communication proficiency, (b) the 
influence of group dynamics and team composition on 
teamwork effectiveness, and (c) the role of leadership 
programs in fostering leadership development. These 
domains are analysed through the lens of contemporary 
educational theories and current industry expectations, 
reflecting the real-world need for graduates who can 
lead, collaborate, and communicate effectively (Lista 
et al., 2022).

The proposed approach emphasises the 
significance of active learning strategies, such as 
experiential workshops, collaborative projects, and 
mentorship, that foster ongoing skill acquisition. These 
methods not only enhance technical competencies 
but also cultivate interpersonal confidence, emotional 
intelligence, and a strong leadership identity (Rao, 
2018; Glazunova et al., 2022). Through immersive 
engagements, students become better prepared 
to translate theoretical knowledge into practical 
applications, thus improving both employability and 
professional adaptability (Andreau et al., 2019).

In Malaysia and numerous other countries, 
the disparity between academic achievement and 
workforce readiness remains a critical issue. Many 
graduates struggle to meet the evolving demands of 
the workplace due to a lack of adequate training in 
essential soft skills. Addressing this gap necessitates 

a deliberate emphasis on essential skills such as 
communication, collaboration, and leadership that span 
disciplinary boundaries, enabling agile and impactful 
participation in the workforce (Husin et al., 2022). 
Malaysian employers have consistently provided 
feedback that graduates lack proficiency in the English 
language, practical communication skills, analytical 
skills, and critical thinking (Cheong et al., 2016). The 
general feedback from employers suggests that there 
is a gap between what the job market requires and the 
competencies of graduates upon completion of their 
degree.

To meet this challenge, this review presents 
the Integrated Soft Skills Synergy (ISSS) Model, a 
conceptual framework that positions communication, 
teamwork, and leadership as interconnected pillars of 
graduate employability. The ISSS Model illustrates 
how development in one area can positively influence 
others, resulting in a compounding impact on graduate 
readiness. This model not only contributes to the 
existing academic literature but also provides practical 
guidance for educators and curriculum designers 
seeking to integrate soft skills training into higher 
education policies and practices.

METHODOLOGY

This paper presents a theoretical and narrative 
review that synthesises scholarly discussions on the 
development of soft skills and their impact on graduate 
employability. The literature selection was guided by 
three primary objectives: (a) to examine the relationship 
between verbal and written communication proficiency, 
(b) to explore the influence of group dynamics and 
team formation on teamwork skills, and (c) to analyse 
the impact of leadership programs on leadership 
development.

A thorough literature search was conducted 
using academic databases, with a particular focus on 
Google Scholar. This search focused on peer-reviewed 
journal articles, books, and empirical studies published 
between 2013 and 2024. The keywords utilised in the 
search included “soft skills,” “graduate employability,” 
“communication skills,” “teamwork,” and “leadership 
development.” Articles were screened for relevance to 
at least one of the three targeted soft skill domains, with 
preference for studies that provided empirical evidence 
or strong theoretical contributions. The selected studies 
were categorised thematically and critically analysed in 
alignment with the review’s objectives.

This approach facilitates a comprehensive and 
evidence-based understanding of how communication, 
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teamwork, and leadership intersect to shape graduate 
readiness. The synthesis also serves as the foundation 
for proposing the Integrated Soft Skills Synergy (ISSS) 
Model introduced in this review.

FINDING

Addressing the Gap through the ISSS Model

A pressing issue hindering the future success of 
Malaysian graduates is the persistent gap between 
academic qualifications and essential soft skills 
demanded by the workforce. Despite the education 
system’s strong emphasis on academic achievement, 
it often falls short in cultivating non-cognitive 
competencies such as communication, problem-solving, 
adaptability, and leadership (von Wachter, 2020). As 
a result, many graduates are ill-equipped to meet the 
dynamic and evolving needs of modern industries.

This challenge is further compounded by 
structural inequities in educational access, particularly 
in rural and underserved communities, which 
limit students' exposure to holistic skill-building 
opportunities (Lembani et al., 2020). The absence of 
inclusive, skills-based curricula perpetuates a cycle in 
which graduates, regardless of academic merit, struggle 
to perform and compete in the global workforce. A 
study by Kenayathulla et al., (2019) on 841 final-year 
students from 22 vocational colleges in regions all 
over Malaysia on 15 variables including leadership, 
communication skills and teamwork showed that 
despite students recognise the importance of the given 
skills, they may not be receiving adequate instruction 
or course demands to equate to proper possession 
of the skill in performing the skill due to their lower 
competence compared to the importance perceived 
by them. Hence, a significant gap exists between their 
actual competence in terms of overall employability 
skills and the importance they attribute to it, suggesting 
the need for intervention and an inclusive model to aid 
in developing their employability skills. 

Moreover, rapid technological advancements 
and the pressures of globalisation have intensified the 
demand for soft skills such as agility, collaborative 
thinking, and emotional intelligence. However, 
Malaysia’s current education system is not sufficiently 
responsive to these transformations (Husin et al., 2022; 
Keser et al., 2019). Without purposeful interventions, 
this skills mismatch may continue to weaken national 
human capital outcomes.

To bridge this gap, this review introduces 
the Integrated Soft Skills Synergy (ISSS) Model 

as a conceptual framework. This model posits that 
communication, teamwork, and leadership are 
interdependent soft skills that collectively reinforce 
graduate employability. The model identifies a 
synergistic relationship whereby growth in one skill 
area (e.g., communication) positively influences and 
enhances the other domains (e.g., collaboration and 
leadership). For instance, effective communication 
fosters clarity and cohesion in teams, which in turn 
strengthens leadership dynamics within group settings.

The ISSS Model thus serves as a guiding 
framework to realign Malaysian higher education 
towards the cultivation of integrated soft skills. It 
recommends embedding experiential learning, peer-
led collaboration, and mentorship structures that 
holistically develop these three core competencies. 
Graduates who are proficient across all three areas 
are more likely to exhibit confidence, adaptability, 
and influence in the workplace—qualities essential 
for navigating uncertainty and leading organisational 
innovation.

Ultimately, addressing the soft skills gap 
through the ISSS Model not only enhances individual 
employability but also contributes to Malaysia’s broader 
socio-economic resilience. A workforce defined by 
strong communication, collaboration, and leadership 
skills positions Malaysia to attract investment, drive 
innovation, and assert its leadership on the global stage.

DISCUSSION

Enhancing Graduate Employability through the 
Integration of Soft Skills (ISSS Model)

The modern job market increasingly demands a robust 
skill set that extends beyond technical knowledge; it 
requires graduates to cultivate a well-rounded array of 
soft skills that enhance their adaptability, collaboration, 
and communication. This discussion examines the 
interconnection of communication, teamwork, and 
leadership skills as crucial components of graduate 
employability, in line with the Integration of Soft 
Skills Strategy (ISSS Model). The ISSS Model argues 
that soft skills should not be taught in isolation but 
rather integrated into a comprehensive developmental 
framework that aligns educational outcomes with 
industry requirements.

Communication Skills

Proficiency in both verbal and written communication 
is essential for achieving success in academic and 
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professional contexts (Lely Novia et al., 2022; Fadli 
Rahman et al., 2022). The spoken-written continuum 
(Aktas & Stede, 2020) illustrates how spoken and 
written language exist on a spectrum of communication, 
where each modality strengthens the other (A. Haris 
et al., 2016). Love et al. (2021) demonstrated that 
effective team communication is crucial for building 
psychological safety, fostering a shared understanding, 
and, consequently, enhancing team performance 
positively. This finding further supports the research by 
Granados et al. (2021), which shows that competence 
in one area positively impacts performance in the other, 
a synergy supported by socio-cultural theory and the 
interdependence hypothesis.

Empirical studies reveal that mastery of both 
verbal and written communication has a significant 
impact on academic performance and employability 
(Global & Makena, 2023; Rios et al., 2020). 
According to a study by Nadarajah (2021), the most 
in-demand employability skill in the job market was 
communication skills, as 70 percent of jobs required 
good communication skills. Nevertheless, individual 
differences, environmental influences, and socio-
cultural factors (Weidmann & Chopik, 2023) also 
contribute to shaping this relationship. For instance, 
academic and professional communication necessitates 
adherence to distinct discourse conventions.

The ISSS Model advocates for the integration 
of skill-building activities in both verbal and written 
communication within a cohesive curriculum, 
emphasising practical applications in real-world 
contexts. Such integrated strategies not only foster 
communicative competence but also equip students to 
meet the varying demands of the workplace (Burge et 
al., 2014).

Teamwork Skills

Teamwork, as a core pillar of the Integrated Soft 
Skills Synthesis (ISSS)  Model, plays a critical 
role in shaping graduate employability. The ability 
to work collaboratively is increasingly valued in 
modern organisations, where teamwork accounts 
for a significant portion of employees’ work time 
(Aguenza et al., 2024). Higher education institutions 
are therefore positioned as incubators to cultivate 
students’ collaborative capabilities through intentional 
pedagogical design.

However, merely grouping students does not 
automatically translate into effective collaboration or 
the development of better team members (Robbins et al., 
2019). Proper teamwork skills are developed through 
structured collaborative learning environments that 

incorporate active engagement, small-group learning, 
and the promotion of critical thinking (Robbins et al., 
2019). Boud et al. (2013) emphasise the pedagogical 
value of collaborative learning in developing 
essential skills such as working with others, critical 
inquiry, knowledge articulation, peer assessment, and 
autonomous learning. These competencies are directly 
transferable to modern workplaces, particularly in 
project-based and multidisciplinary settings.

The ISSS   Model promotes teamwork 
development not only through formal curricula but also 
via co-curricular and extracurricular activities, thereby 
fostering team readiness from secondary school to 
university levels. Empirical literature consistently 
ranks teamwork as the third most critical employability 
skill after communication and problem-solving (Tushar 
& Sooraksa, 2023).

Teamwork effectiveness is also strongly 
influenced by group dynamics and maturity. Lee and 
Shin (2014) explored how group cohesion, decision-
making processes, and internal communication 
structures determine collaborative success. The 
classical team development framework—forming, 
storming, norming, performing, and adjourning-serves 
as a foundation for understanding how teams evolve. 
Effective teams thrive on clearly defined roles, shared 
objectives, and mutual trust (Yap et al., 2020). From 
a psychological perspective, theories such as social 
identity theory and social interdependence provide 
cognitive and emotional underpinnings for team 
synergy (Hogg et al., 2016).

Additionally, the structure and support 
provided by an organisation shape team performance. 
Scholars such as William et al. (2016) and Rydenfält 
et al. (2017) emphasise the importance of team 
composition and systemic support in fostering 
effective collaboration. In today’s rapidly evolving 
work environments, technological innovations have 
introduced new models of virtual teamwork. Fuller et al. 
(2016) examine the implications of computer-mediated 
communication, noting that while virtual teams offer 
flexibility, they also require targeted strategies to 
overcome communication barriers.The ISSS Model 
recognises these challenges and advocates for adaptive 
training environments that expose students to both 
physical and virtual teamwork contexts. Interventions 
such as structured team-building, conflict resolution 
workshops, and leadership development programs are 
central to preparing graduates for complex team-based 
roles (Mathieu et al., 2019). As such, the integration 
of teamwork pedagogy within higher education is not 
merely desirable-it is essential.
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Leadership Development

Leadership development is a crucial component 
for enhancing employability and facilitating career 
advancement (Agusta & Azmy, 2023). A study 
conducted by Abdullah et al. (2019) on 234 Universiti 
Malaysia Kelantan (UMK) graduates showed that 
leadership skills, teamwork skills and communication 
skills were positively associated with employability. 
The leadership skills possessed by graduates had 
the most decisive influence on their employment 
opportunities among the three variables, further 
emphasising the importance of fostering leadership 
skills among students as a means to enhance their 
employability. Therefore, structured programs such as 
workshops, coaching, and mentoring nurture essential 
leadership qualities, including strategic thinking, 
decision-making, and resilience (Seidle et al., 2016; 
Dimick et al., 2018; Kelsey & Furhman, 2020).

Leadership opportunities also emerge through 
experiential learning and organisational responsibilities 
(Cullen-Lester et al., 2017). Research indicates that such 
experiences enhance self-confidence, accountability, 
and long-term career success (Luria et al., 2019; O. 
Seidle et al., 2016). Theories of transformational and 
authentic leadership emphasise the importance of value-
driven, self-aware, and relationally attuned leadership 
(Afshan et al., 2021).

Moreover, technology has transformed 
leadership training, offering access through virtual 
coaching and global networking. Online programs 
provide flexible, inclusive, and culturally rich 
experiences for leadership development (Crans et al., 
2022).

The ISSS Model advocates for integrating 
leadership development within both curricular and 
co-curricular activities, utilising feedback-rich 
environments and role simulations. This approach 
ensures that graduates are equipped not only to lead, but 
to do so ethically and effectively in dynamic workplace 
settings.

Integrating Soft Skills for Enhanced Graduate 
Employability

This review highlights the intricate connections between 
communication, teamwork, and leadership skills. 
Enhancing verbal communication can simultaneously 
improve writing abilities, and vice versa. Strong 
group dynamics foster collaborative excellence, 
while structured leadership development initiatives 
enhance both individual potential and organisational 
performance.

The ISSS Model offers a strategic approach 
to embed these soft skills throughout the student 
experience through active learning, real-world 
engagement, and reflective mentoring. Universities 
and organisations need to adopt a holistic framework 
that promotes synergy among these skills, rather than 
developing them in isolation.

Ultimately, equipping graduates for future 
success requires a deliberate and integrated approach 
to developing soft skills. This strategy will empower 
them not only to secure employment but also to excel in 
leadership, collaboration, and communication within an 
increasingly complex and evolving global landscape.

The review reveals a strong correlation 
between verbal and written communication proficiency, 
indicating that efforts to enhance one skill can have 
a positive impact on the other. To maximise the 
effectiveness of communication skill development 
activities, educators and trainers should consider 
creating integrated communication programs that 
address both verbal and written skills (Burge et al., 
2014).

The importance of fostering healthy 
interactions, clarifying responsibilities, and promoting 
effective leadership within teams is underscored by 
the significant influence of group dynamics on team 
development (Naveenan et al., 2018). Organisations 
can undertake activities that strengthen team cohesion, 
provide leadership training, and implement conflict 
resolution strategies to cultivate high-performing 
teams, ultimately enhancing collaboration and overall 
effectiveness (Mathieu et al., 2019).

The positive correlation between leadership 
programs and opportunities for leadership development 
underscores the importance of investing in structured 
leadership training activities. Organisations must 
ensure their employees have access to a diverse array of 
leadership development programs, including training 
seminars, mentorship initiatives, and experiential 
learning opportunities, to cultivate influential leaders. 
Furthermore, fostering a culture that emphasises the 
significance of leadership development and continuous 
learning can actively encourage individuals to seek 
growth and promotion within the organisation.

Research indicates a strong relationship 
between verbal and written communication skills, 
which, in turn, can help enhance other skills, such as 
teamwork and collaboration. This correlation suggests 
that efforts to enhance one skill can have a positive 
influence on the other. Therefore, educators and 
trainers are encouraged to develop integrated programs 
that simultaneously target both verbal and written 
communication skills to optimise the development of 
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overall communication abilities, which will also have a 
positive impact on the development of other soft skills. 

Furthermore, it is essential to foster healthy 
relationships, clearly outline responsibilities, and 
encourage effective leadership within teams to fully 
comprehend the influence of group dynamics on team 
development. By engaging in activities that promote 
team building, leadership training, collaborative 
learning and conflict resolution strategies, organisations 
can cultivate cohesive teams that excel in performance. 
These initiatives not only enhance collaboration 
within the organisation but also contribute to overall 
effectiveness.

Moreover, the strong correlation between 
leadership programs and opportunities for leadership 
development underscores the importance of investing 
in structured activities within the leadership 
development framework. Businesses must ensure that 
their employees have access to a variety of leadership 
programs, including training seminars, mentorship 
initiatives, and additional experiential learning 
opportunities. By fostering a culture that prioritises 
continuous learning and emphasises the importance of 
leadership development, organisations can motivate 
individuals to pursue growth and advancement within 
the organisation.

CONCLUSION

The results of this study confirm that communication, 
teamwork, and leadership are interconnected soft skills 
that significantly enhance graduate employability. 
The strong positive correlation between verbal and 
written communication indicates that improvement 
in one area effectively fosters growth in the other. 
Moreover, cohesive group dynamics play a crucial role 
in forming high-performing teams, while structured 
leadership programs enhance confidence, competence, 
and real-world preparedness among emerging leaders. 
To institutionalise this development, the Integrated 
Soft Skills Synergy (ISSS) Model provides a 
strategic and comprehensive approach, emphasising 
experiential learning, industry collaboration, and 
reflective mentoring. Moving forward, future research 
should investigate the long-term effectiveness of 
ISSS implementation across various disciplines and 
educational contexts, including comparisons between 
rural and urban settings as well as the integration of 
digital tools. Such research can refine best practices and 
facilitate the nationwide scaling of soft skills education, 
ensuring that graduates not only secure employment but 
also excel and lead in dynamic global environments.
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