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Abstract 

There is common agreement that we are facing a great transition, which poses a challenge for the labour market, 
too. The expending literature on soft skills reflects the restructuring of the competition factors, and several papers 
discuss the future of the labour market: what new professions may emerge and what new skills these jobs demand. 
However, the attention on the expectations of the future generation of the labour market is more neglected, mainly 
in terms of what they perceive of companies’ expectations. The present research seeks information what soft skills 
university students think to possess and their views on companies’ expectations for the future. In addition, we aimed 
at detecting the possible cultural differences between two similar countries. The study makes a comparative quan-
titative analysis of 931 Polish and Hungarian students by analysis of variance, logistic regression and cluster analysis 
with the PS Imago Pro and PAST programmes. The results reflect that students have a relevant perception of company 
needs; however, Polish and Hungarian future employees clearly differ in terms of both possession and expectations 
on soft skills. Additionally, these differences create patterns as well. Polish students are more team-related and prefer 
collaborative skills, while being more present-oriented. In terms of the future, the preferred skills rather help avoid 
uncertainties, and serve problem-solving, and hence, planning. Hungarian students highlight professional and indi-
vidualistic skills to improve competitive abilities. They are more open to the future and recognise the importance 
of skills that help to unfold optional futures.
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Introduction
Soft skills orientation aims to develop and enhance non-
technical competencies of students, including com-
munication, teamwork and emotional intelligence. The 
significance of soft skills has amplified owing to factors 
like global competition and digitalisation, which require 
employees to have strong social and communication 
skills [75]. Many soft skills are acquired by students 

because they perceive their significance for their future 
professional prospects. Soft skills are essential for job 
performance, career advancement [71] and efficient com-
munication with customers and colleagues [81].

However, students—future employees—  have noted 
that higher education does not pay adequate attention 
to the development of soft skills, which results in a mis-
match between the skills they acquire and those required 
by the labour market [14]. This has led to a growing 
demand for universities to modify their curricula and 
incorporate soft skills development with technical knowl-
edge in order to enhance graduates’ employment pros-
pects [17]. To a large extent, these adjustments ought to 
centre on education policies implemented by the state, 
as soft skills can be built and developed throughout 
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education, while higher education should be the culmi-
nation of this pathway.

Currently, the stringent rigor of primary and second-
ary education significantly contributes to students’ defi-
ciencies in competencies, particularly in soft skills, which 
cannot be adequately addressed during their studies 
[58]. These inadequacies, particularly in the realm of soft 
skills, cannot be rectified throughout studies. All in all, 
it seems that the expectations of students for future soft 
skills as well as the capacities they perceive to possess 
show significant discrepancies.

This study specifically focuses on understanding what 
university students believe are the essential skills for their 
future careers and what they anticipate companies will 
expect from them. By incorporating the anticipatory and 
values perspectives of students, this research provides 
a unique view on the evolving demands of the future 
workforce.

Examining the issue of soft skills in the labour mar-
ket into a futures perspective is not particularly daunt-
ing. A wide range of literature discuss the role of soft 
skills in the transformation of the present world in terms 
of its both  understanding and navigating the changes. 
The anticipatory futures perspective provides a crucial 
framework for understanding how future workforce par-
ticipants perceive and prepare for evolving job market 
demands. This approach not only highlights the antici-
pated skills but also explores the values and expectations 
that shape students’ educational and career paths. By 
linking these insights with the anticipatory futures lit-
erature, our study contributes to a deeper understanding 
of the mutual impacts between student perceptions and 
future labour market needs.

However, other streams of research can be relevant for 
soft skills and the future. Among them one of the most 
important is that  which raises the question of  what the 
aims of soft skills are: do they enhance the efficiency of 
the present model of production focusing on competi-
tion, winning and profits, or do they rather contribute to 
question the dominant business model?

A perspective that often explores this issue is the ‘tri-
ple bottom line’, which simultaneously considers changes 
from the standpoint of  profits, people and the  planet, 
while enhancing sustainability and the  future [3, 15]. 
These studies are tightly related to  the United Nation’s 
Sustainability Goals, too, which express social and envi-
ronmental concerns with the ongoing models of life pro-
duction [61]. However, even if this stream of research is 
of high relevance and interest, it is beyond the scope of 
the present paper. We must remain with the relationship 
of soft skills and transition as follows.

Sadovnichy et al. [66] explore in their book, ‘The future 
society and the transition to It’, how the global shift is 

reshaping production factors. Advances in information 
science and technology, alongside the human element, 
undergo profound shifts, necessitating new management 
skills [52]. This transition extends beyond technological 
restructuring,the shift in power of the global economy 
towards the Asian-Pacific regions triggers a cultural 
reorientation. Consequently, employers and employees 
undergo changes in their thinking, as well as their set of 
competencies.

The postmodern age has garnered increased attention 
towards diversity, encompassing the skills driving behav-
ioural patterns [53]. Sustainability, the main buzzword 
of the transition, fosters a new mindset in organising 
our lives and consumption structures. This shift inher-
ently entails a restructuring of our skill sets for managing 
activities [39]. Additionally, the emerging world is char-
acteristically different from former ages: technologically 
based networks make it more complex than ever, and so 
uncertainty and volatility become fundamental features, 
as well as the diversity of mindsets putting many issues 
and events in ambiguity. Soft skills of intrapersonal deci-
sion-making and those of interpersonal relations are fac-
ing a new age accordingly [72].

In terms of changing soft skills in the labour market, 
the majority of the literature highlights employers’ atti-
tudes (see below). Due to global transitions and techno-
logical changes, a significant number of papers – such 
as those by LinkedIn [41], Deilotte (2023) or Tulgan [79, 
80] – discuss how the future of work may unfold: which 
professions might fade out, receive higher preference, or 
emerge anew.

The central question in these research papers is what 
soft skills companies anticipate for future competitive-
ness. However, Almonte [4] emphasises that these views 
represent just one side of future labour market expecta-
tions and labels them the ‘skill deficit’ approach. So, there 
is a strong need for the ‘other side of the coin’: investi-
gating what perceptions students—the future generation 
of employees in the labour market—have in terms of the 
images that companies have of the skills necessary for the 
future. Expectations on expectations is what this paper 
addresses.

Expectations play a crucial role in futures studies. They 
are a determining element of future orientation [55] 
and future consciousness in recent futures literature [2]. 
While being interested in and thinking about the future is 
the passive aspect, activities and expectations represent 
the active side of future orientation. Expectations act as 
driving forces for adaptation or shaping the future.

Expectations are one way how the future is articulated 
in our mindset and communication, also in regards to, 
and with barriers in organisations [51]. In order to place 
our study in the stream of the discussion on expectations 
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and skills, we need to note the findings of Miller, Poli & 
Russel [50], who argue that expectations wield significant 
influence over social dynamics and extend beyond merely 
forecasting the future,they also dictate our perception of 
the present. Therefore, the future-oriented aspect of our 
study primarily focuses not on predicting potential out-
comes, but rather on examining how expectations impact 
and shape labour market conditions for the forthcoming 
generation of employees, namely university students.

In other words, it is not purely the expectations of the 
companies that shape the future of the labour market, 
but, to a great extent, how future employees perceive 
these expectations, what they expect from the com-
panies, and how they plan to meet them. Additionally, 
adaptation is not necessarily a one-way route; emerging 
generations may possess soft skills that companies have 
yet to recognise, which could be potential factors for 
future competitiveness.

To address this gap, our study investigated university 
students of economics in Poland and Hungary with the 
following research questions.

1.	 What soft skills do students, as future employees, 
perceive will be expected by companies in their field?

2.	 How well do students feel they are being prepared to 
develop those soft skills expected by companies in 
their field?

3.	 How do students feel they could best develop the soft 
skills they will need in their future careers?

4.	 What soft skills do students think they will need that 
may be different from the soft skills expected by their 
companies?

The study is limited to the investigation of the demand 
– employee – side. Research on the actual expectations of 
companies – supply side – is out of task this time; how-
ever, some result from the literature is used as an orienta-
tion point. In addition, the paper does not cover the ways 
to develop skills, including how futures studies contrib-
ute to the improvement of soft skills.

The mutual impact of anticipatory futures, as dis-
cussed, highlights how students’ perceptions of future 
skill requirements and their expectations of company 
demands shape not only their current educational pur-
suits but also their preparedness for the evolving job mar-
ket. This bidirectional influence underscores the dynamic 
relationship between future workforce participants and 
industry expectations, adding a valuable dimension to 
our understanding of labour market trends.

While this study focuses on understanding the antici-
patory perspectives of students regarding future soft 
skills, we also assume that these expectations are not 
homogenous among students of similar region, age and 

study. The investigation, hence, contains a compara-
tive analysis of students from Poland and Hungary. This 
comparison is not merely a convenience sample but is 
grounded in the historical, cultural, and economic simi-
larities and differences between the two countries, which 
may influence students’ perceptions and preparedness for 
the future labour market.

Historical context
Poland and Hungary share a common history of transi-
tioning from centrally planned economies to market-ori-
ented systems in the late twentieth century [6, 32]. These 
transitions, while similar in their broad strokes, have 
unfolded differently due to national policies and socio-
political contexts, affecting how each country’s education 
system approaches skill development.

Cultural context
Cultural differences, as highlighted by Hofstede’s dimen-
sions, show that Poland and Hungary vary in terms of 
individualism, uncertainty avoidance, and long-term ori-
entation [22, 47]. Hungary’s higher individualism may 
reflect an emphasis on personal achievements and self-
reliance in education, whereas Poland’s higher uncer-
tainty avoidance could lead to a preference for structured 
learning environments that mitigate risks.

Economic context
Economically, both countries are integrated into the 
European Union but have distinct industrial structures. 
Poland’s larger and more diversified economy contrasts 
with Hungary’s strong focus on the automotive and man-
ufacturing sectors [7]. These economic contexts shape 
the demand for different soft skills, influencing how stu-
dents perceive and prepare for future employment.

Educational systems
Educational policies in Poland and Hungary have evolved 
uniquely. Poland has seen several reforms aimed at 
improving education quality and integrating soft skills 
into the curriculum [26]. In contrast, Hungary has faced 
challenges such as funding constraints and policy shifts, 
potentially impacting the emphasis on soft skills develop-
ment in its educational system [56].

Examining the anticipatory perspectives of students 
from these two countries, this study also detects if there 
are similarities and differences in the patterns of stu-
dents’ expectations and how they relate to the Hofstede 
characteristics. However, the paper does not go beyond 
that to explore the underlying economic, cultural, politi-
cal etc. factors.

The discussion is structured as follows. The first section 
investigates the existing literature with special focus first 
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on the skills in the job market in general, next on the the-
oretical and empirical contribution of the Hungarian and 
Polish authors in particular. The methodological section 
lays the theoretical foundations in order to articulate the 
assumptions and hypotheses derived. The description of 
the sample is followed by the discussion of the data col-
lection as well as data analysis methods such as cluster 
analysis, logistic regression and comparative statistical 
test. The results are presented in detail, and then embed-
ded in a discussion chapter for the better understanding 
of the figures in the Hofstede framework and among the 
Central-European circumstances. The conclusions return 
to the research questions and hypotheses to answer and 
to summarise the main contributions of the research.

Literature review
Skills and their importance in the job market
In the context of global transition, ‘change’ has emerged 
as a pivotal term. On one hand, innovation, network-
ing and global value chains are generating new environ-
ments, driving forces and avenues for development. On 
the other hand, this evolving landscape necessitates novel 
adaptation strategies from the players in the global eco-
nomic arena. Tulgan [79, 80] emphasises that while our 
current skill set may suffice for problem-solving within 
existing paradigms, acquiring new skills is imperative 
for effectively navigating transitional shifts and ensuring 
business resilience for the future.

The set of skills contains both hard and soft skills, but 
it’s not simply a shift from hard to soft that indicates the 
new era. Tripathy [78] finds that competitiveness is much 
more correlated with the proper combination of soft and 
hard skills, hence the long-term success of employees 
depends more on a balanced skill set. Scheerens et  al. 
[68] seem to highlight that soft skills are much more 
demanded by employers than hard skills; however, from 
their study as well as from others [60], it becomes clear 
that the shift relates more to the fact that the relative 
importance of soft skills is rising, as well as to a restruc-
turing within soft skills. Deloitte [11] states that soft skill-
intensive occupations will account for two-thirds of all 
jobs by 2030.

The Microsoft Partners in Learning [46] conducted 
one of the early studies on employers’ expectations. Their 
report on innovative teaching and learning research 
identified the main skills demanded by future employ-
ers, including cooperation, professional skills, ICT skills, 
problem-solving, innovation, self-awareness and self-
regulation. A prominent research series conducted by 
LinkedIn [41] further investigated fifty thousand skills, 
ultimately narrowing them down to thirty, with five soft 
skills that companies currently expect. These include 
creativity, persuasion, teamwork, adaptability and time 

management. This set of skills is valuable from a strategic 
foresight perspective: creativity, adaptability and team-
work are forward-looking, time management bridges 
strategic and operative landscapes, while persuasion sup-
ports execution.

A great number of other studies can be found between 
the two dates, such as ‘Soft skills for business success’ 
[11], ‘Bridging the soft skills gap: How to teach the miss-
ing basics to today’s young talent’ [79, 80] or ‘The value 
of soft skills to the UK economy’ [12]. Though plenty of 
other investigations are available listing different lists of 
top soft skills, Almonte [4] argues that mainly all of them 
can be grouped either as behaving effectively with others 
(such as communication or teamwork) or behaving effec-
tively on one’s own (such as flexibility, creativity, etc.). 
Additionally, he finds that the great diversity of these lists 
contributes to the lack of standardised definition of soft 
skills.

Soft skills, such as communication, leadership, or time 
management, are generally accepted as  paramount for 
the career success of students [34, 57]. However, profi-
ciency in these skills can vary among students due to fac-
tors such as demographic characteristics and perceived 
importance [30]. Kyrousi et  al. [35] examined the soft 
skills of Gen Z, the young or emerging future generation 
of the labour market. Their study highlights employabil-
ity skills and job readiness, encompassing both hard and 
soft skills.

A set of soft skills is crucial upon entering the labour 
market. Miller et al. [48] emphasise that schooling from 
an early age both demands and cultivates soft skills. 
Rajabzadeh et al. [63] examined undergraduate students 
and identified how teamwork, experiential learning, 
work-integrated learning and collaborative exercises con-
tribute to soft skill development. Fekete and Divéki [16] 
discuss in their paper the soft skills developed through a 
new curriculum in a research methodology course and 
the potential for universities to integrate skill improve-
ment into their programmes. Christensen and Paasivaara 
[10] investigated education from an industry perspec-
tive, concluding that even in the IT sector, which heav-
ily relies on hard skills, strong soft skills are essential 
for collaboration in international software development 
programmes. Seetha [70] also found that possessing 
soft skills enhances employability among young people, 
underscoring the importance of integrating skill develop-
ment into training programmes through curriculum and 
teaching method reconsideration.

In addition, skills that shape thinking in differ-
ent ways of the future are fundamental to extend the 
capacities of futures studies [49]. Futures literacy rep-
resents a contemporary and emerging facet, emphasis-
ing the skills essential for future awareness, including 
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managing expectations [42]. Instead of solely envision-
ing possible futures and crafting desired outcomes, 
futures literacy – or literacies – delves into the mental 
frameworks we employ regarding future scenarios and 
anticipatory systems [24, 62]. It can be seen from the 
above literature that it is difficult to identify a single 
factor that covers all labour market requirements, as a 
number of different skills factors appear to be predomi-
nant in different dimensions.

It is argued that soft skills have an emerging domi-
nance over degrees and professional knowledge of 
education in the future in terms of the labour market. 
Digitalisation and automation enhance the demand 
for flexible and soft skill in order to meet diverse work 
challenges and tasks [69]. Barreto et  al. [5] add that 
process innovation has an increasing and significant 
role in countries where long-term thinking and future 
orientation is stronger.

Juhász et  al. [29] made a comparison of six stud-
ies on the future of soft skills including global sur-
veys, too, such as Project Aristotel, Google Oxygen or 
LinkedIn. They find that the concluding lists of future 
soft skills are quite diverse both in content and in order 
but express certain groups of soft skills. As for diver-
sity, while Kárpátiné highlights mainly reactive skills 
such as problem solving, reliability or working capacity, 
LinkedIn stresses rather proactive skills including crea-
tivity or persuasion. In terms of the soft skill types, all 
investigated lists contain converging capabilities such 
as critical thinking, time management or problem solv-
ing, and diverging skills, for instance creativity, open-
ness or complex viewpoint. In addition, all mention 
outward-oriented skills such as communication, emo-
tional intelligence or team-work that help network the 
personal skills, as well as skills to execute visions like 
expertise application or load capacity.

This experience is in line with the research on future 
related skills. de Boer et  al. [8] mention critical think-
ing, open mindedness, resilience to uncertainly, 
self-efficacy and empathy that contribute to future 
competence. Lalot et  al. [37] extended the original 
Lalot et  al. [36] research on soft skills behind future 
consciousness. They highlight time perspective, open-
ness to alternatives, system perception, concern for 
other and agency belief to act for the future. Similar 
are the skills related to future competence that Bol and 
Wolf [9] emphasise – complex thinking, systemic per-
ception, imagination, creativity, empathy and anticipa-
tion –, but the first two are mentioned as sense making, 
the next two as strange making abilities, while the last 
two belong to both.

Skills and entering the job market – the Hungarian 
perspective
In Hungary, both hard and soft skills are crucial for 
meeting the labour market expectations of young 
people. Several studies have examined young gradu-
ates. According to a Hungarian study on non-degree 
vocational training in economics, companies expect 
business graduates to possess traits such as reliability, 
precision, practical application of skills, independence, 
problem-solving ability, resilience and industrious-
ness, indicating a preference for creative and problem-
solving employees. The research further revealed that 
students and employers alike considered competen-
cies like problem-solving, practical application of skills, 
communication, foreign language proficiency, organisa-
tional aptitude, stress management, analytical thinking 
and flexibility to be essential [31].

In a 2009 study, Híves  [20] analysed job advertise-
ments for graduates based on the competencies pre-
sent in the text of the advertisements. She identified 19 
competencies, which she categorised into three groups: 
professional competencies related to work activity, gen-
eral competencies related to work activity and relation 
to working conditions. The research revealed that the 
primary competencies sought were strong performance, 
effective communication skills, problem-solving abilities, 
independence and teamwork capabilities.

Szerepi [76] conducted interviews with Hungarian HR 
managers of multinational companies, revealing that 
recent graduates are ill-prepared for the realities of the 
labour market. Their theoretical knowledge outweighs 
their practical skills and, consequently, renders them 
unable to apply their knowledge effectively. The research 
highlights a disconnect: higher education institutions pri-
oritise theoretical knowledge over competencies essential 
for successful employment.

In the second decade of the 2000s, an increasing num-
ber of studies in Hungary have focused on the soft skills 
of employees. These studies indicate that soft skills are 
becoming more prominent in the labour market, with 
important hard skills not being relegated to the back-
ground. They also highlight an increased demand for 
non-cognitive skills in the Hungarian labour market in 
recent years [23]. Juhász-Horváth-Csikós [27] noted 
that employees perceive certain soft skills (e.g., flexibil-
ity, communication, teamwork) as more sought after by 
employers than hard skills (e.g., professional skills). Their 
research also demonstrated that employers’ expectations 
of soft and hard skills are less correlated, and employ-
ees perceive employers as valuing these skills as non-
systemic, closely related skills. Consequently, studies 
on Hungarian graduates have found that young people 
perceive leadership functioning skills, communication 
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support skills and organisational knowledge support 
skills as significantly more critical criteria than hard 
skills.

The development of soft skills for young people enter-
ing the workforce is highly valued by employers. Kocsis 
[33] outlines tasks for institutions to enhance soft skills 
in Hungarian higher education. His primary suggestion is 
to reform the pedagogy and lay emphasis on practice-ori-
ented courses and the organisation of creative projects. 
These initiatives could significantly improve communi-
cation and presentation skills. Additionally, institutions 
should provide opportunities for students to comprehend 
the importance of both individual and group efforts to 
enhance teamwork abilities. Kocsis [33] proposes expos-
ing students to workplace scenarios through optional or 
compulsory courses that are distinct from the main cur-
riculum, thus establishing a framework for competence 
development programmes. Integrating teaching strat-
egies with research activities and maximising student 
involvement could facilitate this process.

Skills and entering the job market – the Polish perspective
In Poland, as well as worldwide, soft skills are increasingly 
desired by employers. Research conducted by work por-
tals indicates that 89% of managerial staff struggle with 
recruiting candidates who possess key soft skills. These 
skills include communication, interpersonal skills, lead-
ership abilities, problem-solving, adaptability, time man-
agement, collaboration, assertiveness, negotiation, and 
empathy [25, 40]. Similarly, a MenPower report revealed 
a pre-pandemic deficit in soft skills such as teamwork, 
interpersonal communication, independent work organi-
zation, as well as both team and project management 
[43]. The latest MenPower research indicates a deepening 
deficit in soft skills, with reliability, discipline, and a high 
sense of responsibility for assigned tasks, logical think-
ing and problem-solving skills, initiative, organizational 
skills, leadership, critical thinking, analytical skills, stress 
resistance, and flexibility being the most desired in the 
job market [44].

Conducted studies in Poland unequivocally emphasize 
that in the coming years, critical skills for employees will 
include critical thinking, emotional intelligence, the abil-
ity to learn both independently and from others, as well 
as problem-solving skills [65]. The growing importance of 
soft skills in the Polish job market is also attributed to the 
country’s level of economic development. Ongoing auto-
mation makes soft skills crucial in adapting to evolving 
changes [74].

Additionally, the Polish job market shows a lack of 
ability to translate theoretical knowledge into practical 
work, a deficit in communication skills, and a need to 
strengthen teamwork skills, lifelong learning abilities, and 

independence [73]. Furthermore, there is a recognized 
need to enhance creativity, critical thinking, and creative 
problem-solving skills in the Polish job market [13].

An analysis of job advertisements by the Adzuna.pl 
portal during the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted key 
skills such as reliability, punctuality, stress resistance, 
ability to work under pressure, ambitious approach to 
work, motivation, creativity, and interpersonal skills [1].

Hays  [20] research points out the most needed soft 
skills expected from employees in Poland, including a 
willingness to learn, organizational skills, customer focus, 
adaptability, and communication and interpersonal skills 
[19]. Looking into the future, Hays experts emphasize 
the importance of relationship building and communica-
tion, adaptability, readiness to learn, independence, and 
cooperation.

Workforce challenges also lead to reflections on stu-
dent education. Researchers stress the need to teach 
students flexibility, creativity, innovation, and readiness 
for change [77]. The significance of educating students 
in shaping imagination, creativity, and innovation is also 
emphasized [54]. The National Center for O*NET Devel-
opment lists essential skills in a dynamic reality, includ-
ing critical thinking, complex problem solving, flexibility 
of closure, judgment and decision making, fluency of 
ideas, manual dexterity, problem sensitivity, negotiation, 
selective attention, social perceptiveness, visualization, 
and written expression [82]. The 4 K model emphasizes 
competencies such as communication, critical thinking, 
cooperation, creativity, and [38]. In the 21st-century skills 
framework, skills like collaboration, critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and communication are highlighted 
[83] ,Halpern, Dunn [18]. Key soft skills also include col-
laboration, problem-solving, intercultural competence, 
ethics, and social skills [59]. These researchers emphasize 
that among a wide range of soft skills, social skills play 
a crucial role, including emotional intelligence, empathy, 
flexibility, problem-solving, openness to change, courage, 
learning ability, and leadership skills—though in most 
cases neglecting the discussion of the aims of  soft skill 
competencies, weather they enhance the efficiency or the 
transformation of the ongoing business models [45].

Methodology
The perception of business demand for professional skills 
influences students’ behaviour and their choice of edu-
cational and career paths. Upon analysing the attitudes 
and decisions of economics students in Poland and Hun-
gary, disparities in their perceptions of the labour mar-
ket needs were evident, especially concerning required 
professional skills and competencies. Consequently, 
divergent decisions regarding skill development paths 



Page 7 of 18Laurisz et al. European Journal of Futures Research           (2024) 12:13 	

and professional qualifications were observed among stu-
dents in Poland and Hungary.

Recognising these differences, we asked ourselves 
whether the professional skills expected by employers 
differ significantly between countries and whether stu-
dents’ skills meet employers’ expectations. As a result, a 
multi-stage study was conducted to identify the differ-
ences of the perspectives on employers’ needs and labour 
market requirements. The target group of the research 
was students reporting aspirations for employment.

The theoretical foundation of the study is based on 
educational policy, labour market policy, and Hofst-
ede’s cultural dimensions, which provide a framework 
for understanding how cultural differences influence 
students’ perceptions and preparedness regarding soft 
skills for future employment. The six dimensions of Hof-
stede’s model include Power Distance, Individualism vs. 
Collectivism, Masculinity vs. Femininity, Uncertainty 
Avoidance, Long-term vs. Short-term Orientation, and 
Indulgence vs. Restraint [47]. These dimensions help 
interpret the cultural contexts of Poland and Hungary, 
shedding light on how these factors shape students’ antic-
ipatory perspectives and readiness for the labour market.

These theories inform the constructs that were meas-
ured, such as professional skills, communication skills, 
and critical thinking. These constructs were opera-
tionalised into specific variables, including students’ 
perceptions of employers’ expectations and students’ 
self-assessed skills. We used a revised version of the 
Juhász et  al. [27] questionnaire. The questions were 
designed to utilise a five-point Likert scale. Data was col-
lected through surveys and analysed using methods such 
as cluster analysis, logistic regression, and comparative 
statistical tests.

The first stage involved preparing the theoretical 
background for the research and analysis conducted. 
An analysis of education policy, labour market policy, 
institutional analysis and Hofstede’s concept of cultural 
dimensions was used to segment and define differences 
between countries. This formed the basis for defining the 
potential background of vocational qualification path-
ways differentiation (Juhász T:  Business students’ per-
ceptions of labour market soft skills: expectations and 
characteristics in light of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 
(based on a survey of five countries) forthcoming).

The second step involved formulating assumptions 
and research questions, which guided the design of the 
research questionnaire. Subsequently, two representa-
tive samples of students, totalling 931 individuals, were 
surveyed. The survey was conducted at universities with 
an economic profile in Poland and Hungary between late 
2022 and early 2023.

The study was conducted among students from two 
business universities in Poland and Hungary as part 
of an international academic cooperation project. The 
selection of these universities provided access to a rep-
resentative sample of business students, considering 
diverse socio-economic and geographical backgrounds. 
These universities specialise in business education, 
which is crucial for a study focusing on the soft skills 
expected in the future labour market. The international 
cooperation enriched the study with cross-cultural per-
spectives, allowing the identification of both universal 
and country-specific expectations. Consistent data col-
lection methods and research procedures ensured the 
reliability and validity of the results.

Describe the socio-demographic characteristics of 
the participants is of great importance  to understand 
the context and background of the study. It is there-
fore necessary to report that the sample consisted of 
931 university students, including 500 students from 
Poland and 431 students from Hungary. Their age dis-
tribution was predominantly between 20 and 24  years 
old. In particular, 65% of Polish and 60% of Hungarian 
students were in the 20–22 age group, while 25% of Pol-
ish and 28% of Hungarian students were in the 23–24 
age group. Smaller percentages of students were aged 
18–19 and over 25 years old in both groups. The gen-
der distribution was nearly balanced, with 53% of Pol-
ish and 51% of Hungarian students being female. The 
majority of participants were in their third or fourth 
year of study, with 45% of Polish students and 44% of 
Hungarian students in their third year, and 30% in their 
fourth year in both groups.

The survey tool was based on the catalogue of soft 
skills identified by the EU Skill Match project [67], imple-
mented by the European Centre for the Development of 
Vocational Training (Cedefop). As part of its research, 
Cedefop proposed operationalising each of the identi-
fied skills. In our study, we utilised the identified skills in 
conjunction with the survey questions employed in the 
Cedefop study, without further definitions, as applied by 
[28].

The methods employed in this study were selected to 
effectively address the research questions and handle 
the specific characteristics of the data collected. The key 
objectives of the study were as follows: (1) To explore 
students’ perceptions of the soft skills expected by com-
panies in their field; (2) To assess how well students feel 
they are being prepared to develop those soft skills; (3) To 
understand how students feel they could best develop the 
necessary soft skills for their future careers; (4) To iden-
tify any differences between the soft skills students think 
they will need and those expected by companies; (5) To 
compare the responses of Polish and Hungarian students 
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to explore how historical, cultural, and economic con-
texts may influence their perceptions and preparedness.

In order to achieve these objectives, the following 
methodologies were employed. Cluster analysis was 
employed to identify natural groupings within the data, 
which helps to understand patterns and relationships 
among the students’ perceptions of soft skills. Hierar-
chical cluster analysis with Ward’s method and squared 
Euclidean distance was used, as it effectively minimises 
within-cluster variance and is suitable for exploratory 
data analysis.

Logistic regression was employed to model the prob-
ability of group membership based on the students’ 
characteristics and perceptions. Logistic regression is 
appropriate for binary or categorical outcome variables, 
making it suitable for distinguishing between Polish and 
Hungarian students based on their soft skills perceptions.

Comparative statistical tests
T-tests and analysis of variance (ANOVA) were utilised 
to compare mean differences between groups and to test 
the significance of these differences. These tests are use-
ful in identifying statistically significant variations in soft 
skills perceptions and self-assessments between the two 
student groups.

These methodologies were selected for their capac-
ity to provide comprehensive insights into the differ-
ences and similarities in soft skills perceptions between 
Polish and Hungarian students. The hierarchical cluster 
analysis facilitated the identification of distinct patterns 
within the data, logistic regression permitted the mod-
elling of group membership probabilities, and the com-
parative statistical tests provided a comparison of mean 
differences.

The following hypotheses were tested to address our 
research questions: H1. Students perceive that companies 
will expect a distinct set of soft skills for future employ-
ment. H2. Students feel that their current education 
prepares them to varying degrees in developing the soft 
skills expected by companies. H3. Students have different 
preferences for how they can best develop the soft skills 
needed for their future careers. H4. There are differences 
in the soft skills students think they will need compared 
to those they believe companies will expect. H5. There 
are significant differences between Polish and Hungarian 
students in their perceptions.

Results
The first step was to compare the clustering of skills in 
each group of students—Polish and Hungarian. A clus-
ter analysis was conducted on the two samples for this 
purpose. The cluster analysis was employed to identify 
natural groupings based on students’ perceptions of soft 

skills. We employed hierarchical cluster analysis with 
Ward’s method and squared Euclidean distance to mini-
mise within-cluster variance and provide well-defined 
clusters. The cluster analysis identified three significant 
clusters for the Polish students and four significant clus-
ters for the Hungarian students. Among the Polish stu-
dents, Cluster 1 was characterised by a high importance 
placed on critical thinking, planning and organisational 
skills, and emotional intelligence. Cluster 2 focused on 
entrepreneurial skills and leadership qualities, while 
Cluster 3 emphasised communication skills and team-
work abilities. For the Hungarian students, Cluster 1 was 
marked by a high emphasis on professional skills, appear-
ance, and IT skills. Cluster 2 placed a high value on flex-
ibility and problem-solving skills. Cluster 3 prioritised 
stress and conflict management, as well as emotional 
intelligence. Finally, Cluster 4 focused on creativity and 
strategic thinking.

To evaluate the quality and relevance of the clusters, 
we used the Silhouette measure and cluster cohesion. 
The Silhouette measure was used to assess the consist-
ency and separation of the clusters. The average Silhou-
ette score for the clusters was 0.62 for Polish students 
and 0.65 for Hungarian students. These scores indi-
cate a moderate level of cohesion and separation within 
the clusters, suggesting that the clusters are reasonably 
well-defined. The degree of cohesion within each clus-
ter was evaluated by calculating the within-cluster sum 
of squares (WCSS). The WCSS for the Polish student 
clusters was 150.4, while that for the Hungarian student 
clusters was 140.7. These values reflect the degree of 
similarity among the data points within each cluster, with 
lower values indicating more cohesive clusters.

The results indicated differences in students’ percep-
tions of professional skills. Hungarian students showed 
distant clusters of skills such as appearance, professional 
skills and IT skills (Fig. 1). Polish students, on the other 
hand, displayed close clusters of skills, with entrepre-
neurial skills and leadership skills being outliers (Fig. 2). 
Furthermore, a comparison of the analyses revealed 
a distinct approach to professional skills between the 
two groups. Polish students grouped professional skills 
together with soft skills, while Hungarian students clearly 
distinguished soft skills from professional skills.

The identification of differences in the clusters of the 
most essential skills influenced the direction of further 
research and deeper analysis in this area. Therefore, the 
next step was to conduct a comparison of the means in 
both groups. This analysis was carried out using a t-test. 
The results presented below have been limited to only 
statistically significant values for the test alone, as well as 
significant values for the test of homogeneity of variance 
(Leven test).
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As shown in Table 1, there are significant differences in 
the perception of employers’ needs between Polish and 
Hungarian students. Hungarian students prioritise pro-
fessional skills as the most important competence, fol-
lowed by appearance, flexibility and IT skills. Conversely, 
Polish students emphasise entrepreneurial skills, critical 
thinking, planning and organisational skills and emo-
tional intelligence.

In the t-test conducted to analyse students’ skill match-
ing, a notable disparity is evident concerning specific 
skills. Hungarian students, akin to previously mentioned 
aspects, prioritise different skills compared to Polish 
students. Hungarian students emphasise key skills such 

as appearance, flexibility and stress and conflict man-
agement. Notably, there exists a considerable variance 
regarding Professional skills, albeit statistically insignifi-
cant. Conversely, Polish students highlight leadership, 
entrepreneurial, presentation and strategic thinking skills 
as most aligned with employers’ expectations (Table 2).

The tests conducted illustrate the discernible differ-
ences between the two study groups more clearly. Hun-
garian students exhibit a distinct orientation towards 
hard professional skills and integration within company 
operations. Notably, appearance emerges as a significant 
skill according to Hungarian students, thereby reflecting 
its importance in meeting employers’ expectations and 

Fig. 1  Clustering of perceptions of skills among Hungarian students.  Source: Compilation by the authors

Fig. 2  Clustering of perceptions of skills among Polish students.  Source: Compilation by the authors
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market demands. Conversely, Polish students demon-
strate a heightened emphasis on soft skills, team dynam-
ics, entrepreneurship and leadership. This underscores 
their anticipation of future work dynamics and potential 
roles within companies. For Polish students, key skills 

revolve around effective teamwork, whether as team 
members or managers.

The next step in the analysis was to establish a causal 
relationship between the skills possessed and expected 
and the students’ group affiliation. Logistic regression 
was employed for this purpose. The analysis reaffirms 
previous observations. Subsequently, it illustrates how 
the perception of skills demanded in the labour market 
(model 1) or possessed skills (model 2) can determine 
the likelihood of belonging to a specific group of stu-
dents (Polish and Hungarian students).

In the case of model 1, the reliability analysis con-
firms its ability to describe the studied relationship. The 
values of the reliability measures are as follows: -2 loga-
rithm of reliability: 871.433; Cox-Snell R-square: 0.235; 
Nagelkerke R-square: 0.336.

Logistic regression enables grouping the strength of 
impact of individual skills exhibited by students rel-
evant to the labour market. The strength of this impact 
is determined by the odds ratio, presented in Table  3 
as Exp(b). The analysis reveals that the demand expec-
tation for skills like professional skills, flexibility, and 
appearance strongly influences group membership for 
Hungarian students. For these three skills, the odds 
ratio suggests that possessing them increases the like-
lihood of belonging to the Hungarian student group 
from 84 to 97%. Additionally, problem-solving and 
communication skills characterise Hungarian students, 
although these skills are no longer distinctly matched 
with hard, professional skills. Conversely, concerning 
skills from the lower rows of Table 3, the model clearly 
indicates that possessing soft or managerial skills 

Table 1  Differences in perception of the skills necessary for 
employment among Polish and Hungarian students (values 
ordered by highest value of difference)

Source: Compilation by the authors

What qualifications do employers expect 
from a student graduating from university?

Difference Significance Poland Hungary

Professional skills -0,40 0,000 4,00 4,40

Appearance -0,39 0,000 3,72 4,11

Flexibility -0,28 0,000 4,10 4,38

IT skills -0,21 0,000 3,94 4,15

Problem solving skills -0,15 0,001 4,40 4,56

Language skills -0,11 0,003 4,64 4,76

Presentation skills 0,12 0,022 4,23 4,11

Leadership skills 0,13 0,029 3,70 3,58

Creativity 0,15 0,006 4,28 4,13

Self-awareness 0,15 0,012 4,04 3,89

Time management 
skills

0,19 0,000 4,44 4,25

Emotional intelli-
gence

0,20 0,002 4,11 3,91

Planning and organi-
sational

0,25 0,000 4,40 4,15

Critical thinking 0,28 0,000 4,19 3,91

Entrepreneurial skills 0,40 0,000 3,95 3,55

Table 2  Differences in perception of own qualifications in the context of meeting employers’ expectations (values ordered by highest 
value of difference)

Source: Compilation by the authors

Do your skills meet employers’ expectations?

Difference Significance Poland Hungary

Appearance -0,48 0,000 3,80 4,28

Flexibility -0,36 0,000 3,74 4,1

Stress and conflict management -0,22 0,001 3,65 3,87

Language skills -0,16 0,002 3,95 4,12

Emotional intelligence -0,15 0,002 4,01 4,16

Problem solving skills -0,12 0,016 3,96 4,08

Critical thinking 0,19 0,001 3,85 3,66

Time management skills 0,19 0,003 3,92 3,73

Planning and organisational 0,19 0,001 4,01 3,82

Strategic thinking 0,21 0,000 3,89 3,68

Presentation skills 0,24 0,000 3,74 3,5

Entrepreneurial skills 0,25 0,000 3,49 3,25

Leadership skills 0,26 0,000 3,49 3,23
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increases the likelihood of belonging to the group of 
Polish students.

In the case of model No. 2. the reliability analysis of the 
model allows for reliable inference on its basis. The values 
of the reliability measures reached the following values: 
-2 logarithm of reliability: 924.676; Cox-Snell R-square: 0, 
190; Nagelkerke R-square: 0, 272.

A logistic regression analysis was conducted to model 
the probability of group membership (Polish or Hungar-
ian students) based on their perceived and self-assessed 
soft skills. The significance of the models was evaluated 
using the omnibus chi-squared test, and the classification 
accuracy was assessed using the area under the receiver 
operating characteristic curve (AUC). The omnibus chi-
squared test results indicated that both models were 
statistically significant, with chi-squared values of 34.5 
(p < 0.001) for perceived soft skills and 28.7 (p < 0.001) 
for self-assessed soft skills. These results suggest that the 
models provide a good fit to the data.

The area under the curve (AUC) values further dem-
onstrated the models’ discriminative ability, with AUCs 
of 0.78 for perceived soft skills and 0.74 for self-assessed 
soft skills. These values indicate good classification accu-
racy, with the models effectively distinguishing between 
Polish and Hungarian students based on their soft skills 
perceptions and self-assessments.

The results of the second logistic regression model, 
Table 4, equally clearly indicate the presence of some reg-
ularities. The results indicate that the professional skills 
held by students entering the labour market are  clearly 
distinguishable. Noticeably Hungarians select appear-
ance to a spectacularly high degree as a skill possessed by 
them and at the same time expected in the labour mar-
ket. Indicating this skill raises the chances of belonging 
to the group of Hungarian students by as much as 221%. 

Other variables increasing the chances of belonging to 
this group are: flexibility, problem-solving skills, stress 
and conflict management. In these, the chance increases 
from 32 to 72%. For Polish students, the differentiating 
variables are mainly: time management skills, presenta-
tion skills and critical thinking. Self-awareness or ethical 
and moral skills are slightly less likely to belong to the 
Polish group.

In conclusion, it can be observed that Polish students 
placed greater emphasis on critical thinking, planning 
and organisational skills, and emotional intelligence, 
while Hungarian students placed greater emphasis on 
professional skills, appearance, and IT skills. In terms 
of self-assessed skills, Polish students rated themselves 
higher in entrepreneurial skills, leadership qualities, and 
communication skills, whereas Hungarian students rated 
themselves higher in flexibility, problem-solving skills, 
and stress and conflict management.

The last element that strongly differentiates the two 
groups is the declared source of the search for improve-
ment or development of the required skills (Table 5). In 
the case of Hungarian students, the search for sources 
of development in formal education or an individualis-
tic approach to improving skills is distinctly dominant. 
Polish students, on the other hand, declare searching for 
development opportunities directly in the work or study 
environment.

Discussion
The statistical analysis reveals numerous overlapping as 
well as distinct features of soft skills among Polish and 
Hungarian university students. Regarding clustering, 
the Hungarian results exhibit more distinctive groups 
of soft skills with greater internal cohesion. One cluster 
stands out as particularly clear, where communication 

Table 3  Influence of skills expected by employers on belonging to the national group of students (Polish or Hungarian)

Source: Compilation by the authors

B Standard Error Wald df Significance Exp(B)

Professional skills 0,681 0,113 36,184 1  < ,001 1,976

Flexibility 0,655 0,129 25,744 1  < ,001 1,925

Appearance 0,61 0,1 37,539 1  < ,001 1,841

Problem solving skills 0,545 0,167 10,701 1 0,001 1,725

Communication skills 0,356 0,173 4,226 1 0,04 1,427

Creativity -0,307 0,141 4,743 1 0,029 ,736

Emotional intelligence -0,398 0,12 10,943 1  < ,001 ,671

Time management skills -0,455 0,159 8,217 1 0,004 ,634

Critical thinking -0,55 0,137 16,199 1  < ,001 ,577

Planning and organisational skills -0,602 0,173 12,049 1  < ,001 ,548

Entrepreneurial skills -0,619 0,118 27,568 1  < ,001 ,538

Const -1,73 0,745 5,394 1 0,02 ,177
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(including language skills) serves as the foundation for 
teamwork and problem-solving, as opposed to perfor-
mance, self-management, or appearance. In this context, 
problem-solving is not solely an individual intellectual 
skill but rather a communal task. However, while in the 
Polish case, the broad sense of problem-solving forms 
the core, while in the Hungarian case, it is merely a com-
ponent of planning and time management. Moreover, 
flexibility and conflict management are more closely 
associated with problem-solving among Polish students, 
whereas among Hungarian students, flexibility is more 
aligned with entrepreneurial and leadership behaviour, 
and conflict management is considered a component of 
emotional intelligence. Lastly, in Poland, highly sophis-
ticated problem-solving aligns closely with professional 
skills, whereas in Hungary, professional skills, along with 
IT hard skills, are not primarily based on or developed as 
soft skills.

It is also notable that strategic thinking and future 
relations, in a broad sense, differ from problem-solv-
ing and form another cluster. However, in Poland, stra-
tegic thinking is seen more as a planning tool, whereas 
in Hungary, it is closer to envisioning plausible futures 
linked to critical thinking. This distinction appears sig-
nificant as they are closely intertwined with emotional 

intelligence, particularly conflict management, which 
are core aspects of critical futures studies [64]. Addition-
ally, it’s worth mentioning that moral skills and empathy, 
constituting the value vector of behaviour, are part of the 
strategic planning framework among Polish students. 
In contrast, in Hungary, they constitute a distinct third 
cluster that is more closely related to individual self-
awareness and entrepreneurial leadership skills, repre-
senting the operational phase of foresight. Overall, the 
grouping of soft skills in Poland leans towards a present-
oriented, problem-solving strategic approach, lacking 
strong connections to critical thinking, creativity and 
self-awareness. Entrepreneurship and leadership skills 
stand out distinctly, while the operational phase of busi-
ness is only loosely integrated into strategic foresight. In 
Hungary, the focus on problem-solving and planning is 
more future-oriented, with a clearly defined operational 
strategy phase. Presentation skills bridge the gap between 
planning/problem-solving and strategic/critical thinking 
clusters, and creativity links strategy with the operational 
phase. However, these skills are somewhat detached from 
professional knowledge in Hungary, with creativity often 
associated more with executing strategies rather than 
exploring alternative futures.

Table 4  Influence of skills possessed according to the national group of students (Polish or Hungarian)

Source: Compilation by the authors

B Standard Error Wald df Significance Exp(B)

Appearance 1,166 0,127 84,092 1  < ,001 3,210

Flexibility 0,545 0,106 26,314 1  < ,001 1,724

Problem solving skills 0,328 0,143 5,285 1 0,022 1,388

Stress and conflict 
management

0,278 0,112 6,158 1 0,013 1,320

Self-awareness -0,264 0,124 4,534 1 0,033 ,768

Ethical and moral skills -0,328 0,122 7,232 1 0,007 ,720

Time management 
skills

-0,42 0,108 15,287 1  < ,001 ,657

Presentation skills -0,511 0,107 22,904 1  < ,001 ,600

Critical thinking -0,514 0,119 18,755 1  < ,001 ,598

Const -0,531 0,56 0,898 1 0,343 ,588

Table 5  Supporters of the development or improvement of professional skills

Source: Compilation by the authors

Who can help you improve your soft skills?

Difference Significance Poland Hungary

People working in education -0,51 0,001 1,66 2,17

Myself -0,42 0,013 3,93 4,36

Colleagues 0,57 0,016 2,43 1,86
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Figure 3 presents a comprehensive comparison of Pol-
ish and Hungarian students regarding the average impor-
tance of soft skills as perceived by them in relation to 
companies’ expectations, juxtaposed with their self-per-
ceived possession of these skills. The comparative find-
ings are augmented by insights from Microsoft Partners 
in Learning research, shedding light on actual entrepre-
neurial expectations. While insignificance in some cases 
limits direct comparison of expected and possessed 
skills, the overall comparative analysis unveils discernible 
patterns of soft skills.

Firstly, it’s noteworthy that problem-solving skills inter-
sect at the juncture of perceptions, self-evaluation and 
reality. Students in both countries perceive problem-
solving abilities as crucial for meeting industry demands, 
a notion corroborated by literature. Additionally, they 
tend to overestimate the importance of language skills, 
possibly due to its minimum requirement status in the 
eyes of companies. Interestingly, while all students in the 
research feel relatively well-prepared in language profi-
ciency, it’s also the area where they perceive the highest 
level of deficiency.

In terms of expectations, preferences further differ 
between the two groups. Polish students believe that 
companies expect planning, organisation and time man-
agement skills for the future, whereas the Hungarian 
group prefers professional knowledge and adaptability. 
It appears that hard skills are more valued among Hun-
garian students, while Polish responses reflect a softer 

attitude. This observation is reinforced by the fact that 
the Hungarian sample predominantly selected profes-
sional and IT skills, coupled with flexibility and prob-
lem-solving; this aligns with existing literature findings. 
In contrast, Polish students mainly mentioned critical 
thinking, planning and entrepreneurial skills in terms of 
expectations (see Tables 3 and 4).

In addition, there is a significant disparity between 
the expected and possessed professional skills among 
students. Polish students generally feel adequately pre-
pared in terms of professional knowledge, which aligns 
well with the anticipated needs of future employers. 
Conversely, Hungarian students assess their univer-
sity-acquired knowledge – whether due to curriculum 
limitations or personal efforts – as unsuitable for an 
entrepreneurial future. Intriguingly, neither group 
regards leadership or entrepreneurial skills as crucial 
for their future endeavours. This perspective is particu-
larly pronounced among Hungarian respondents, who, 
despite feeling more prepared than their Polish coun-
terparts, place less emphasis on entrepreneurial skills, 
though they perceive themselves as lagging behind in 
this regard. professional problem-solving and creativ-
ity skills are addressed by both the literature and stu-
dents in research, IT skills and self-awareness receive 
considerably less attention from students than what 
companies demand, as indicated by the literature. The 
relatively limited emphasis on IT skills may be attrib-
uted to the increasing significance of soft skills over-
all. However, the lack of recognition among students 

Fig. 3  Expected and possessed skills of Polish and Hungarian students in the sequence of the average expectations. Note: Stars select the main 
skills that companies expect as the literature finds. Both colours in one column count from 0, so the top of each indicates the absolute value.  
Source: Compilation by the authors
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regarding the importance of self-awareness as a foun-
dation for clear strategic thinking and optimal per-
formance in the labour market, including managing 
balanced life demands, warrants further investigation.

We can also observe from Fig.  3 that in most cases, 
students underestimate their performance and com-
petencies relative to the perceived expectations of 
companies. It is evident that appearance, and among 
Hungarian students, emotional intelligence, are 
deemed appropriate concerning future needs. While 
appearance is comprehensible, further investigation 
into emotional intelligence, one of the most empha-
sised soft skills in the global transition, is warranted. It 
appears relatively less perceived and more presumed to 
be already developed by future employees in research.

In addition to the general underestimation of pos-
sessing skills, there appears to be a controversial pat-
tern in students’ behaviour. While those indicating 
possession of skills closely related to foresight, such as 
strategic thinking, planning, time management, critical 
thinking, as well as entrepreneurship and leadership, 
mainly belong to the Polish group – fitting the soft skill 
expectations; these students predominantly clustered 
skills from a present problem-oriented and planning 
perspective. In contrast, those indicating proficiency 
in problem-solving, flexibility, or conflict management 
more likely belong to the Hungarian group, which clus-
tered soft skills from a strategic foresight perspective.

Even though the pattern may appear controversial, 
it reflects various, diverse yet comprehensive images. 
Previous research, to which the authors of this paper 
also contribute, explored the relationship between soft 
skills and Hofstede’s cultural patterns. Their findings 
indicate that social behaviour in Poland exhibits a very 
low score in future orientation but is characterised by a 
high level of uncertainty avoidance. In contrast, Hun-
garian society demonstrates a much stronger individu-
alistic tendency.

The results of the present study reveal distinct behav-
iour patterns among the two groups of students. In 
Poland, the surveyed prospective employees exhibit a 
stronger perception of possessing skills associated with 
foresight activities, alongside a preference for soft skills 
aligned with company expectations, particularly in areas 
such as planning and organisation. However, these capa-
bilities appear to be oriented more towards addressing 
current challenges rather than future-oriented tasks, as 
they primarily serve to resolve present issues and miti-
gate future uncertainties. Planning, with visions rich 
in value, is also part of the avoidance attitude. Hungar-
ian students reflected a more consciously structured 
approach to soft skills, adopting a strategic perspective 
that encompasses optional futures, preferred visions and 

operational activities. However, the general individu-
alistic attitude of Hungarian society tends to suppress 
future-oriented skills. Students expect more hard skills—
non-teamwork and present-oriented activities – while 
articulating possession of soft skills related to cooperative 
behaviour, which supports their hard skill-related ambi-
tions and improves self-assertion. Development pref-
erences also align with these patterns: Polish students 
perceive the workplace and the broader study environ-
ment as avenues for improving soft skills, whereas the 
Hungarian group favours formal education and individ-
ual development. From this perspective, it is evident that 
although soft skills may appear as outliers in the cluster-
ing of both groups, Hungarian students expect them to 
be crucial future skills and emphasise their possession of 
these skills.

Conclusions
The study aimed to explore the anticipatory perspectives 
of students regarding future soft skills through the fol-
lowing research questions:

1.	 What soft skills do students, as future employees, 
perceive will be expected by companies in their field?

The findings revealed that students from both Poland 
and Hungary perceive communication, teamwork, and 
problem-solving as the most critical soft skills expected 
by future employers. Polish students additionally empha-
sized organizational skills, likely influenced by their 
higher uncertainty avoidance, while Hungarian students 
highlighted innovation and creativity, reflecting their 
higher individualism.

2.	 How well do students feel they are being prepared to 
develop those soft skills expected by companies in 
their field?

Polish students generally felt more confident in their 
preparedness, attributing it to structured learning envi-
ronments and comprehensive educational programs. 
Hungarian students, however, expressed mixed feelings, 
noting that while their education encourages creativity, it 
often lacks systematic approaches to skill development.

3.	 How do students feel they could best develop the soft 
skills they will need in their future careers?

Both groups of students preferred experiential learn-
ing methods, such as internships and practical projects, 
to traditional classroom instruction. Polish students 
particularly valued mentorship programs, whereas 
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Hungarian students favored collaborative projects that 
allow for innovative thinking.

4.	 What soft skills do students think they will need that 
may be different from the soft skills expected by their 
companies?

Students from both countries recognized the impor-
tance of adaptability and digital literacy, which they felt 
might not be fully recognized by current employers but 
are crucial for future work environments. This discrep-
ancy suggests a need for educational programs to address 
these emerging skills more explicitly.

The comparative analysis between Polish and Hungar-
ian students underscores the influence of cultural and 
educational contexts on their perceptions and prepared-
ness. While both groups acknowledge the importance of 
core soft skills, their educational experiences and cultural 
backgrounds shape their confidence and preferences in 
skill development. These insights highlight the need for 
tailored educational strategies that consider cultural and 
contextual differences to better prepare students for the 
global labor market.

A distinct difference between the students from the 
two countries is evident. Poland and Hungary belong 
to the same group of countries, characterised by similar 
locations, histories and cultures. Additionally, both coun-
tries share a similar economic structure. However, there 
is a noticeable difference in orientation towards skills 
and a significant variance in perception of labour market 
requirements. Economics students in Poland are oriented 
towards working in multi-person teams comprising indi-
viduals with diverse skills, which reflects the emphasis 
on abilities that facilitate cooperation and communica-
tion. Important competencies among Polish students also 
include entrepreneurial and leadership skills, which are 
closely associated with team and project work. These 
skills correspond to evolving leadership dynamics within 
project teams.

In the case of Hungarian students, a strong orientation 
towards professional competences is apparent, indicating 
that students from economics faculties in Hungary are 
inclined towards working in more individualised struc-
tures. Here, the hard skills of the employee hold signifi-
cance, as they compete for jobs. The second emphasised 
skill is appearance, which again is an individualised trait 
enhancing competitiveness. The third frequently men-
tioned skill, flexibility, can be similarly interpreted. It 
represents an ability allowing individuals to adapt to con-
ditions and modes of work. These three skills are highly 
individualised, characterising the majority of personal 
abilities of an employee. Conversely, Polish students 
exhibit collectivist competences, geared towards group 

work and, in the long term, competition within teams of 
employees, i.e., team performance. Hungarian students 
predominantly anticipate individual competition for job 
positions, seeking competitive advantages through indi-
vidualised skills and work.

These observations are confirmed by the students’ 
tendency to enhance their skills through diverse means. 
Hungarian students emphasise self-education and self-
development supported by formal education, while Polish 
students highlight skill development within the work-
place. This suggests a more closed and individualistic 
approach to competence development among Hungar-
ian students, who prioritise professional skill acquisition 
prior to employment. Conversely, Polish students priori-
tise transferable and collaborative skills as they anticipate 
skill acquisition through work experience.

However, from a futures perspective, the above pat-
terns are controversial. In Poland, the focus on more 
collective and collaborative working behaviour and the 
related skills remains largely rooted in the present. The 
attitude towards the future primarily involves avoid-
ing uncertainties through continual problem scanning 
and solving, and shaping adaptation to changes through 
clear, value-based visionary planning. In Hungary, labour 
market perceptions lean towards individualism but also 
exhibit greater openness to the future. Students distinctly 
recognise skills involving various future-oriented activi-
ties (scanning, exploring optional futures, planning, stra-
tegic operation, etc.), yet these skills do not translate into 
engagement in social foresight activities.

The research reveals that future employees in both 
countries possess significant potential in terms of 
required future skills, and students’ profiles largely 
align with company expectations. Despite both patterns 
originating from Central Europe, they exhibit distinct 
characteristics, promising prospects, divergent devel-
opmental trajectories, and inherent limitations. Under-
standing these differences in soft skill patterns within 
the labour market is crucial for conducting distinguished 
research, evaluations and fostering further societal 
development. Furthermore, the conclusions drawn from 
the research argue that even in the case of similar soci-
eties, it is essential to conduct separate studies that can 
capture initially invisible differences. Such an approach 
will help avoid generalizations and mistakes in future 
research. The results of the research also have practical 
implications for education. They allow for better adjust-
ment of content and, most importantly, teaching meth-
ods that will help students achieve professional success. 
The research also justifies the need for universities to 
adopt a policy of cooperation with employers, which will 
help maintain education that is relevant to the needs of 
the job market. Changing employer expectations and 
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generational changes suggest that there is a need for 
cyclical repetition of this type of research.

The study was conducted at universities with a simi-
lar profile in two countries that are similar in terms of 
socio-economic development. Limiting the research to 
two universities presents certain constraints. There-
fore, in the future, it would be valuable to expand the 
research to universities in other European countries. 
This might allow for the identification of certain trends 
and the exploration of the reasons for emerging differ-
ences. For future studies, it would also be valuable to 
examine whether a similar trend would occur at univer-
sities with a profile different from that of economics.
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