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Abstract

Purpose — Besides possessing professional knowledge, tourism service providers need to have
expressed communication skills and soft skills in order to offer a better tourism service. In this
paper, the tourism employees' set of soft and communication skills is analysed and compared from
two different points of view: tourists on the one hand and future tourism professionals, i.e., tourism
students, on the other. Therefore, the main purpose of this study is to analyse the importance and
differences in the perception of soft skills and communication skills in the tourism and hospitality
sector from these two standpoints.

Methodology — Two structured questionnaires were used to collect primary data: the first
questionnaire aimed at examining the tourists' attitudes regarding the importance of soft and
communication skills (N=431), and the second one, at analysing the importance of soft and
communication skills from the perspective of future tourism professionals (N=404). The research
results are presented using descriptive statistics, the t-test, and the Mann-Whitney U test.
Findings — The results indicate that both groups are aware of the importance of communication
and soft skills. The statistically significant differences between the tourist sample and the future
tourism professional sample were found for all items of the Soft skills factor, with the exception
of the items Demonstrating respect, Integrity, and Responsibility. Both samples show similarities
with regard to all kinds of Communication skills. Statistically significant differences in the
perception of all five Communication skills items from tourists' and future tourism professionals'
perspectives were found.

Contribution — The paper contributes to the theory by systematizing and analysing the literature
and conceptualizing the soft skills and communication skills up to date. Its empirical contribution
derives from the examination of data related to the tourist sample and the future tourism employee
sample. This different point of view contributes to filling the research gap and opens new future
research directions. By examining the most important soft skills and communication skills from
these two perspectives, this study provides a practical implication for tourism educators and
hospitality managers, revealing the communication skills and soft skills that require further
development.

Keywords: communication skills; soft skills; tourism employees; tourists.

INTRODUCTION
Tourism is an industry well known for being labour intensive, communication intensive,

and intercultural (Summak 2014). It does not sell conventional products, but rather
services that come in the form of experiences. Hence, the job of tourism employees
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gradually has transformed from “service providers” to “experience providers” (Bharwani
and Jauhari 2013), requiring the possession of some new skills. To work in the tourism
industry, a balance of two types of skills is required: hard skills and soft skills. Hard
skills refer to technical or cognitive competences that can be taught, such as working
with equipment or software (Laker and Powell 2011; Sisson and Adams 2013). On the
other hand, soft skills imply personal characteristics needed to apply technical
knowledge, such as interpersonal, people, or behavioural competences (Weber et al.
2013). Soft skills encompass the skills of dealing with others and self-managing skills
(Sitompul, Dalimounthe, and Syahputra 2018). Sisson and Adams (2013) warn that
although technical skills are important and must be taught in schools or universities, they
should not take precedence over soft skills.

In the tourism and travel industry, soft skills are particularly important. Youssef (2017)
emphasizes two main reasons why they are a crucial requirement to working in the
tourism industry. Firstly, tourism is a people-based industry that encompasses many
different service providers whose soft skills enable them to work together and serve the
customer properly. Furthermore, tourism is a leisure activity and the employees’ soft
skills will contribute to tourist happiness more than a destination itself. As Raybould and
Wilkins (2006) state, in the past few decades the required skills in hospitality have largely
changed, decreasing the importance of operational and technical skills, while increasing
the need for soft skills.

One of the most important soft skills needed in the tourism workplace are communication
skills (Wesley, Jacskon, and Lee 2017; Jiang and Alexakis 2017; Zehrer and
Massenlechner 2009). Today’s business environment requires employees to be able to
communicate in various settings, formally and informally, face-to-face and virtually,
nationally and internationally, and with multi-cultural and multi-generational audiences
(Jackson 2014). In tourism and hospitality, these communication skills go far beyond the
conveying of a message. They are associated with written or oral verbalization, listening,
and non-verbal cues that form part of the tourist experience and build relationships. Only
through proper communication can tourism marketers provide some tangible cues about
intangible tourist experiences (Youssef 2017).

Many researchers have stressed the importance of communication skills development for
graduate students (Conrad and Newberry 2012; Lim et al. 2016; Plant and Slippers 2015;
Robles 2012; Wang et al. 2009; Zehrer and Mdssenlechner 2009). Better social and
communication skills are related to better job performance and employability, and
individuals with a higher level of communication skills tend to be chosen as leaders
(Weber et al. 2009; Succi and Canovi 2019). The importance and ubiquity of soft skills,
and communication skills in particular, have been widely recognized so it has become a
prominent topic of research, especially in terms of the soft skills of students required for
their future workplace. Despite the indisputable relevance of communication skills
(Zehrer and Mdossenlechner 2009; Robles 2012; Conrad and Newberry 2012; Stevens
2005), existing studies show that the preparedness of future tourism employees in terms
of these skills is insufficient (Lolli 2013; Stevens 2005). According to Singh and
Jaykumar (2019), there is a serious gap between the demand for qualified entry-level
employees and the available supply in the service sector.
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While the growing interest in exploring the perspectives of future tourism employees and
the expectations of the tourism industry regarding soft skills and communication skills
is evident, only a few studies have focused on the importance of tourism employee skills
from the perspective of tourists. Nonetheless, researchers generally agree that employee
behaviour is a vital factor in shaping customer’s perceptions of the service (Wall and
Berry 2007, Baker et al. 2013; Wu et al. 2015). Moreover, according to Barnes et al.
(2020), the satisfaction of tourists depends heavily on their personal interaction with
tourism employees who need to possess various soft skills.

However, the changing nature of the tourism and hospitality environment requires
continuous research of skills to regularly update the knowledge (Raybould and Wilkins.
2006). Besides the constant changes on the tourism demand side, it should be noted that
there is a new generational cohort entering the tourism and hospitality workforce whose
characteristics and work attitudes have yet to be explored (Goh and Lee 2018). Therefore,
further research on soft skills and communication skills is needed (Wesley, Jacskon, and
Lee 2017). However, studies to date have been investigating soft skills sorely on the
sample of consumers (Alhelalat, Habiballah, and Twaissi 2017; Wu et al. 2015) or the
sample of students as future tourism employees (Wesley, Jackson, and Lee 2017; Succi
and Canovi 2019; Singh and Jaykumar 2019). Similarly, communication skills have been
discussed considering the sample of service customers (Mustelier-Puig, Anjum, and
Ming 2019; Alshatnawi 2013) or students as future tourism employees (Lolli 2013;
Ozdipginer, Ceylan, and Aktas 2017; Loreto 2020). No study so far has presented the
comparison of these two fundamental stakeholders in tourism regarding these specific
skills, which would fill the gap of better understanding the differences in their
perceptions. Therefore, this research attempts to fulfill this gap and enhance the
understanding of soft skills and communication skills in tourism from the perspective of
both future tourism employees and tourists.

Additionally, the paper aims to present a systematization of the key soft skills and
communication skills for both future tourism employees and tourists.

The paper is structured into five main parts. After the introduction, the literature review
on soft skills and communication skills is presented in the second part. The third part
details the methodology and is followed by research results. Finally, the fifth part brings
concluding remarks with implications and suggestions for future research.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW
1.1. Soft skills in tourism encounter

Soft skills are personal attributes that improve the interaction of individuals and their
ability to perform a particular job (Hendarman and Tjakraatmadja 2012). They can be
defined as a combination of personal qualities, abilities, attitudes, and habits of an
individual (Pandey and Pandey 2015), which allows them to deal effectively with the
challenges of professional and everyday life (Hurrell 2016). Muzio and Fisher (2009)
explained that soft skills allow an individual to better understand their own actions and
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how to work with others, while Ranade et al. (2010) identified soft skills as behaviour
that makes employees more effective in what they do and directs them toward goals.

Soft skills cover a wide range of different skills that have a significant impact on the
successful communication of tourism employees. By synthesizing the available literature
and research by different authors (Tesone and Ricci 2005, Cheung, Law and He 2010.
Robles 2012, Suh, West and Shin 2012, Testa and Sipe 2012, Wang and Tsai 2014, Succi
and Canovi 2019, Weber, Lee, and Crawford 2019), these skills can be classified into
several groups. The first group refers to communication skills that are most often
associated with listening, presenting, and verbal and nonverbal communication skills.
The second group comprises interpersonal skills which are related to the skills of
developing good relationships and cooperation, giving and receiving effective feedback,
and motivational skills. The next group refers to emotional intelligence which consists
of interpersonal intelligence that includes skills such as self-control, self-awareness, and
self-motivation. The fourth group, intrapersonal intelligence, includes skills such as
empathy and assertiveness, and change and stress management skills. The last group
refers to professionalism which is most often defined through the possession of work
ethic and knowledge of business etiquette, the ability to constructively resolve conflicts,
and effective time management.

Unlike hard skills that refer to an individual's ability to perform a particular type of task,
soft skills are widely applicable (Hendarman and Tjakraatmadja 2012) and can refer to
all competencies that are not directly related to a particular task, but are vital because
they primarily contribute to human relationships (Dogara et al. 2020). Also, hard skills
usually require the acquisition of knowledge (Ciappei and Cinque 2014) and are
relatively easy to learn and measure, while soft skills are difficult to measure or prove
because they arise from the psychological personality, preferences, and experiences of
individuals (Balcar 2016). Historically, hard skills were, for a long time, the only skills
needed for employment, but in today's environment, hard skills alone are no longer
sufficient (Robles 2012) and the prevailing view is that without soft skills, such as
interpersonal and relationship building skills, individuals cannot communicate and
collaborate effectively (Wesley, Jackson, and Lee 2017).

This is particularly important in tourism and hospitality where interaction between
tourists and tourism employees has become an integral part of the tourism product (Burns
1997), and very often it is an important factor in tourists' perceptions of overall service
quality (Nickson, Warhurst, and Dutton 2005). Despite the high level of technological
development and the availability of technology in the workplace, tourism and hospitality
companies still depend heavily on labour-intensive inputs of their workforce (Baum et
al. 2016). Thus, the tourism product, which is essentially a service and tourist experience,
largely depends on the emotional intelligence and other characteristics, habits, and
abilities of tourism employees.

Services in tourism and hospitality can be viewed from a technical aspect, such as waiting
time, cleanliness, or organization, and from the aspect of interpersonal relationships,
which includes the relationship of employees to tourists. Testa and Sipe (2012) believe
that a quality tourist service must include both aspects to meet the needs of tourists; while
the technical aspect is expected, the interpersonal aspect gives additional value and tone
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to each tourist experience and often exceeds their expectations. Therefore, tourism
employees are often expected to recognize and make decisions on the spot about what
they think will please individuals, encourage positive emotions in them, and achieve
greater emotional value (Nickson, Warhurst, and Dutton 2005). Despite these
expectations and remarkable impact on tourist satisfaction, soft skills in tourism and
hospitality are very often underestimated, sometimes classified as low skills, or
interpreted as a part of the natural order of things (Burns 1997).

Employers perspective of soft skills (Gruzdev et al. 2018; Zehrer and Mdéssenlechner
2009; Coffelt, Grauman, and Smith 2019) recently has been extensively researched.
Although graduates nowadays are technically savvy and possess many functional skills,
they lack soft skills such as customer service and interpersonal skills (Singh and
Jaykumar 2019). On the other hand, these interpersonal skills are highly valued by
tourists in shaping their experience (Wu et al. 2015; Barnes 2020). Hence, the soft skills
of young tourism professionals entering the labour market do not fit the criteria of the
tourism workplace (Singh and Jaykumar 2019; Gruzdev et al. 2018).

Given that these skills are often underestimated by the younger generation (Schroth
2019; Bencsik, Horvath-Csikés, and Juhasz 2016.) and that tourists highly value them
during the tourism encounter, the first hypothesis is defined:

H1: There is a statistically significant difference between tourists and future
tourism employees in the perception of soft skills.

1.2. Communication skills in tourism encounter

Communication skills have been recognized as one of the most important soft skills
within and outside of the tourism context (Wesley, Jackson, and Lee 2017; Jiang and
Alexakis 2017; Succi and Canovi 2019; Robles 2012). These skills refer to the ability to
share ideas, feelings, opinions, and information between two or more parties in a way
that a common understanding of the message among all parties is ensured (Youssef
2017). As mentioned earlier, tourism is a labour-intense industry that does not sell
tangible goods, but services that appear in the form of experiences. Therefore,
communication is vital in tourism since the personal encounter of tourists and employees
makes up a great part of the tourism experience. According to Nikolich and Sparks
(1995) there are two basic areas of communication that influence satisfaction in the
service encounter: (1) the ability of service providers to clearly communicate a message
to the customer, and (2) the utilization of communication strategies to develop a
relationship with customers.

Effective communication with customers requires the possession of various skills that
enable communication in multiple settings. The most common classification distinguishes
between verbal and non-verbal communication skills.

The fundamental communication skills that are most commonly addressed by researchers

are oral and written communication skills (Jones 2011; Kleckner and Marshall 2014;
MacDermott and Ortiz 2017; Morgan 1997; Lolli 2013; Ulinski and O'callaghan 2002).

171



3 ToSEE — Tourism in Southern and Eastern Europe, Vol. 6, pp. 167-185, 2021.
A. Cui¢ Tankovi¢, J. Kapes, V. Kralji¢: IMPORTANCE OF SOFT SKILLS AND COMMUNICATION ...

Oral communication skills include a range of activities such as presenting, public
speaking, giving and receiving feedback, negotiating, but also adapting the
communication to the audience and keeping their attention (Gray and Murray 2011;
Jackson 2014; Morgan 1997; Ulinski and O'callaghan 2002). These skills are emphasized
by many authors as the most needed in today’s workplace (Coffelt, Baker, and Corey
2016). However, according to several studies, the level of oral communication skills of
young employees appears to be insufficient (Stevens 2005; Coffelt, Baker, and Corey
2016) and the need for their future development is highly recommended.

Notwithstanding the importance of speaking skills, the skill of listening should not be
disregarded. In fact, it is considered to be the most important and most common
communication activity in the business environment (Keyton et al. 2013). In the tourism
industry, listening is of great importance regarding the two previously mentioned areas of
communication that influence service satisfaction (Nikolich and Sparsk 1995). The
employees who listen to their colleagues and customers resolve problems more effectively
and build strong relationship with their customers more easily (Brownell 2009; Lolli 2013).
However, to listen effectively, a set of skills has to be acquired. The message has to be
heard, understood, remembered, interpreted, evaluated, and responded to (Brownell 2016).

Writing communication skills, one of the most common skills to appear in the literature,
refer to abilities such as writing documents and memos in a clear and concise manner,
following a logical order and ensuring grammatical and spelling accuracy, as well as
adjusting the style and message to various document forms and audiences (Jones 2011;
Morgan 1997). It should be noted that due to technological advancements, written
communication has largely changed. Nonetheless, Coffelt, Baker and Corey (2016) state
that traditional writing skills are still highly valued by employers. Moreover, some studies
show that young employees lack certain writing communication skills (Jones 2011).

As observed, information technology has greatly affected the tourism industry, and the two
have become inseparable. This has resulted in the need for new digital competences and
skills that have become crucial to working in the information-intensive tourism industry
(Carlisle, lvanov and Dijkmans 2021). However, these skills go far beyond the
conventional writing skills or the ability to use software (Eshet-Alkalai,2004). They
include a range of skills such as creating, displaying and sharing digital information,
communication through e-mail and social media, understanding the netiquette, and being
aware of the consequences of information sharing (Siddiq, Scherer, and Tondeur 2016;
Jones 2011; Ferrari 2013). Given the dynamism of technological changes, Carlisle, Ivanov
and Dijkmans (2021) state that the future will bring only more diversity in systems and
software in tourism and, thereby, more new digital communication skills will be required.

In addition to using written or spoken words, communication also occurs non-verbally.
Moreover, according to previous research, the verbal part accounts only for 7% of the
message, while 38% refers to the vocal part and 55%, to non-verbal language (Mandal
2014). Knapp, Hall and Horgan (2014) have classified non-verbal communication into
three main groups: (1) communication environment, such as interior, exterior, lightning or
temperature, (2) physical characteristics of the communicator, such as appearance, posture,
or apparel, and (3) body movements and facial expressions. Given the specific context of
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tourism services, although understudied, non-verbal communication is extremely
important since it largely influences the perception of service (Islam and Kirilova 2020).

As observed, communication skills appear to be a crucial factor in providing excellent
tourist service although the empirical research on the tourist perception of
communication skills is very limited. Both verbal and non-verbal communication is of
utmost importance for any service encounter because it directly influences customer
satisfaction (Mustelier-Puig and Xu Ming 2019). On the other hand, multiple studies
have confirmed that the communication skills of new employees do not fully match the
tourism job requirements (Lolli 2013; Stevens 2005; Paranto and Kelkar 2000).
Moreover, some recent research on new generations of graduates has revealed that, due
to the prevalence of virtual communication, they have missed out to learn some basics
of interpersonal communication, especially regarding oral and written communication
skills (Gaidhani, Arora, and Sharma 2019; Bencsik, Horvéth-Csikds, and Juhéasz 2016;
Schroth 2019). Accordingly, new generations of entry-level graduates neither possess
the same communication skills nor find them equally important as their predecessors
(Pegiuliauskiené 2018; Gaidhani, Atrora, and Sharma 2019; Turner 2015). Due to these
differences, discrepancies are expected between the employee perspective and the tourist
perspective. Accordingly, the second hypothesis is defined:

H2: There is a statistically significant difference between tourists and future
tourism employees in the perception of communication skills.

2. METODOLOGY

Two structured questionnaires were used to collect primary data: the first aimed at
examining tourist attitudes regarding the importance of soft skills and communication
skills, and the second analysed the importance of soft skills and communication skills
from the perspective of future tourism professionals. Empirical research using the survey
method was conducted from February to May 2020 on a sample of Croatian tourists, and
from January 2019 to January 2020 on a sample of future tourism employees. A
structured questionnaire was used as a measuring instrument in both surveys, distributed
online by email and social media to a convenience sample. Tourism and hospitality
students in Croatia were the target population for the future tourism employee sample.
The questionnaire was administered to all full-time students at the Faculty of Tourism
during their class periods. A total of 404 questionnaires were collected from future tourism
professionals and 431, from tourists. In total, 835 correctly completed questionnaires were
collected and used in further analysis.

The measuring instrument's design was based on the relevant literature and scientific
research in this field, and the questions were adopted for this study. The questionnaire
for tourists contained a screening question, asking whether the respondents had used a
tourism service in the last 12 months. Both questionnaires had the same previously
validated scale, which measured the perceived importance of communication skills,
divided into five dimensions, representing the five core types of communication skills:
written communication (Jones 2011), oral communication (Jackson 2014), listening
skills (Brownells HURIER model), digital skills (Siddig, Scherer, and Tondeur 2016),
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and non-verbal communication skills (Limbu et al. 2016). The set of items regarding soft
skills is adopted from Conrad and Newberry (2012).

Participants were asked to indicate their perceived importance of all items in the tourism
workplace using a 5-point Likert scale (1 — extremely unimportant, 5 — extremely
important). Socio-demographic data was collected at the end of both questionnaires.

3. DATA ANALYSIS

The collected data were analysed with IBM Statistics SPSS. The independent t-test was
performed to compare the differences between future tourism professionals and tourists
in their perception of communication skills and soft skills.

3.1. Profile of future tourism professionals

The demographic data collected on the students included gender, age, year of study, and
study program (Table 1). Of the respondents, the majority, 78 percent, were female, and
98 percent were from 19 to 25 years old. Regarding the year of study, 27 percent of the
respondents were 1%t and 2" undergraduate students, and 20 percent of respondents were
graduate students. The majority of the respondents (45 percent) were enrolled in the
study program Tourism Management, followed by Hospitality Management (26 percent)
and Sustainable Tourism Development (25 percent).

Table 1: Demographic data of future tourism professional

Features Frequency  Percentage

Gender Female 315 78

Male 89 22

18 or less 4 1

Age 19-21 228 56

22-25 168 42

26 —30 4 1

1%t year of undergraduate study 110 27

2" year of undergraduate study 110 27

Yearof 34 Jear of undergraduate stud 22 5
study year of undergraduate study

4™ year of undergraduate study 82 20

1t year of graduate study 80 20

Tourism Management 182 45

Study Hospitality Management 104 26

program Tourism Marketing 15 4

Sustainable Tourism Development 103 25

Based on the question about the work experience of students, it was determined that the
respondents had acquired an average of 17 months of work experience in tourism, of
which the largest part in two areas - Food and Beverage (53 percent) and Reception (23
percent). Additional areas included Housekeeping (5 percent), Animation (5 percent),
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Travel agencies (4 percent), Tourist Board (2 percent), while the smallest share of
respondents, 1 percent of the total number of respondents, gained work experience
through Sales, Tourist guidance, work at the Info desk, or in the Wellness Department.

In addition to previous work experience, respondents were asked to identify a tourism area
in which they would like to work upon completing their college education. The results are
as follows: Accommodation (26 percent), Local / regional / national tourism organizations
(20 percent), Travel agencies / Tour operators (19 percent), Food and Beverage (11
percent), Recreation and Animation (7 percent), Culture (4 percent), Education and Science
(4 percent,) Transport (>1 percent). In addition to these eight listed areas, respondents were
also given the option to state any other area they would like to work in and 8 percent of the
respondents chose areas such as marketing, sustainable development, human resources,
and others.

3.2. Tourist profile

The demographic data collected on the tourists included gender, age, education,
employment, and marital status (Table 2). Of the respondents, the majority are female
(83 percent), from 18 to 35 years of age (60 percent). Within the sample, 41 percent of
the respondents have a graduate degree and 27 percent, an undergraduate degree. The
majority of the respondents (57 percent) are employed, and 11 percent of respondents
are unemployed. Regarding marital status, the majority of the respondents (53 percent)
are unmarried, followed by married (33 percent), in an extramarital union (7 percent),
divorced (5 percent), and widow/widower (2 percent).

Table 2: Tourists' demographic data

Features Frequency  Percentage

Gender Male 74 17
Female 357 83

16-25 135 31

26-35 125 29

Age 36-45 96 22
46-55 54 13

56-65 20 5

66 and above 1 0

Elementary school 2 0

High-school degree 97 23

Education Undergraduate study 117 27
Graduate study 177 41

Postgraduate study / scientific master's

degree / MBA / doctorate 38 9
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Tables 2 (continued)

Features Frequency  Percentage

Employed 245 57

Unemployed 48 11

Employment  Student 126 29
Retired 7 2

Other 5 1

Married 143 33

Unmarried 228 53

Marital status  Divorced 21 5
Extramarital union 32 7

Widow / widower 7 2

Since the questionnaire had the screening question, all respondents included in the sample
have used some tourist service within the last 12 months. Within this sample, the majority
of the respondents used hotel services (56 percent) and transport services (55 percent),
followed by travel agency services (46 percent) and food services (46 percent). Fewer
respondents used accommodation services (39 percent) and cultural services (28 percent),
while the least number of respondents used recreation/sports services (17 percent).

By observing the demographic characteristics of these two independent samples, a chi-
square test is performed to examine their independence. Taken into account that one sample
is composed of future tourism employees, i.e. students who are younger and have yet to
reach their desired level of education, the two samples were analysed for gender
characteristics. It denotes a non-significant degree of differences between the samples (y*
= 3,123, p<0.05). Therefore, the two samples have no differences in demographics, and
further data analysis can proceed.

3.3. Skills importance and differences

The mean ranking of items for the future tourism professional sample, the tourist sample,
and in total is shown below, as well as the results of the differences between the
perception of importance of Communication skills and Soft skills for the two samples
(Table 3). T-test for independent samples was applied to assess the significant difference
between future tourism professionals' and tourists’ perception of the importance of
communication skills and soft skills (Table 3).

Scale reliability was measured with Cronbach’s Alpha, which for both samples is 0.707
for Communication skills and 0.922 for Soft skills. Both reliability coefficients are higher
than 0.70, which is considered acceptable.

For future tourism professionals, Non-verbal skills (4.70+0.44) and Oral communication
skills (4.60+0.48) are the most important variables of the Communication skills factor,
while the items Kindness (4.82+0.48) and Responsibility (4.82+0.52) have the highest
mean in the Soft skills factor. Tourists, on the other hand, rated Oral communication
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skills (4.62+0.56) as the most important communication item, followed by Listening
communication skills (4.54+0.63). Among the soft skills items, Responsibility has the
highest mean (4.79+0.51), along with Demonstrating respect (4.75+0.55). Summarizing
the results from both samples, the most prominent skills among Communication skills
are Oral communication skills (4.61+0.59) and Non-verbal communication skills
(4.37£0.8). For both samples (N=835), Oral communication skills (4.61+0.54) is the
most important item of the Communication skills factor, while the item Responsibility
(4.81£0.51) has the highest mean in the Soft skills factor.

Table 3: Mean ranking of communication skills and soft skills

Future tourism
Items professionals Tourists Total F

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Communication skills
Cronbach’s Alpha=0.707

Written communication 431 0.52 4.19 0.77 4.25 0.66 45.35*
skills
Oral communication skills 4.60 0.48 4.62 0.59 4.61 0.54 46.88*
Listening communication 311 0.32 454 0.63 3.84 0.87 260.95*
skills
Digital communication 455 0.46 4.07 0.77 431 0.68 33.28*
skills

Non-verbal communication 4,70 0.44 4.05 0.80 4.37 0.72 68.34*
skills

Soft skills

Cronbach’s Alpha= 0.922

Demonstrating emotional 4.55 0.72 4.26 0.83 4.40 0.79 8.67**
self-control

Resolving conflict 4.73 0.60 4.59 0.65 4.66 0.63 14.50*
Building relationships 481 0.50 4.46 0.73 4.63 0.65 123.88*
Building trust 4.73 0.59 4.56 0.65 4.64 0.62 25.30*
Demonstrating respect 4.77 0.54 4.75 0.55 4.76 0.55 0.78***
Integrity 4.48 0.67 4.42 0.72 4.45 0.69 2.04***
Kindness 4.82 0.48 472 0.56 477 0.52 22.87*
Responsibility 4.82 0.52 479 051 481 0.51 1.88%**
Ability in social 4.64 0.62 431 0.77 447 0.72 14.91*
relationships

Building optimism 4.62 0.65 4.40 0.76 451 0.72 14.56*
Professionalism 4.79 0.50 4.76 0.52 4.78 0.51 2.11%%*
Flexibility 4.55 0.661 4.37 0.67 4.46 0.67 0.38***
Building team bonds 4.63 0.646 4.25 0.81 4.44 0.75 28.46*
Work ethics 4.67 0.618 4.54 0.71 4.60 0.67 13.17*

Significance level: * p < 0.001; ** p< 0.05; *** p>0.05

Results show statistically significant differences between the importance of all five items
of Communication skills. Moreover, results reveal that the future tourism professionals’
and tourists’ perceptions of importance do not differ significantly for Demonstrating
respect, Integrity, and Responsibility in the Soft skills factor, whereas there is a
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significant difference for Resolving conflict, Building relationships, Building trust,
Kindness, Ability in social relationships, Building optimism, and Work ethics.

Figure 1 and Figure 2 present boxplots displaying the distribution of data for the factors
of Communication skills and Soft skills based on the two samples. The Communication
skills factor presents outliers in the distribution, with the minimum starting at 3 for the
tourist sample, and at 3.50 for the future tourism professional sample. The differences
between the data can be seen in the distribution of the first and third quartile, where the
results pertaining to the future tourism professional sample are tightly grouped, but the
median is the similar. The tourist sample has a higher maximum.

Figure 1: Differences in Communication skills
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Figure 2: Difference in Soft skills

5,00 1
4,00 liapcesl
139 T?DO =
262 63
8 JIEY -
» 30325 12 5as
= 3,00
= - 12 ¢549
an
&
w 35 193
*
2,00 *199
527
*
194 772
1,00 * *
00 T T
Tourists Future tourism professionals

Figure 2 explains the distribution of the data for Soft skills and the differences between
the two samples. The maximum is the same as the third quartile for the future tourism
professional sample, which has a higher minimum than the tourist sample. The
distribution of the data for the future tourism professional sample is tighter than for the
tourist sample.

Both Figures 1 and 2 prove that the data are not symmetrical and are skewed, so a non-
parametric test was used for the further examination.

By applying the Independent-Samples Mann-Whitney U Test, a statistically significant
difference between the groups was noted for Soft skills (p<0.001), thereby confirming
the first hypothesis (H1). On the other hand, no significant difference was noted for
Communication skills (p=0.057), thus rejecting the second hypothesis (H2).

CONCLUSION
This paper aims to contribute to the discussion regarding the growing importance of soft
skills and communication skills. The research results suggest that both tourists and future

tourism professionals are aware of the importance of soft skills and communication
skills.
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High average scores indicate that all soft skills are considered highly important by both
groups. Tourist scores show that the highest importance is given to Responsibility,
Professionalism, Demonstrating respect, and Kindness. Future tourism professionals
rated the skills similarly, giving the highest scores to Kindness, Responsibility, Building
relationships, and Demonstrating respect. Similar to Raybould and Wilkins’s (2006)
results, although a small variation was found in the importance ranking and the
differences for three items did not prove significant, the difference in perception for the
Soft skills factor is statistically significant. The results support previous findings on the
importance of soft skills (Robles 2012; Conrad and Newberry 2012; Jiang and Alexakis
2017). The future tourism employees, however, show greater awareness of the
importance of soft skills in this study than they do in some previous studies, perhaps due
to the recently increased focus on these type of the skills in university curriculum (Ritter
et al. 2018; Yan et al. 2019).

When observing average scores for communication skills, results indicate their high
relevance for both groups. Non-verbal communication skills appear to be the most
important for future tourism employees. Furthermore, oral communication skills were
ranked highly by both groups, which is consistent with previous research (Clokie and
Fourie 2016; Coffelt, Baker, and Corey 2016; Jackson 2014). According to Jiang and
Alexakis (2017), strong oral communication skills will remain crucial in the hospitality
industry as those are the skills that assure guest satisfaction. A notable discrepancy is
seen in listening skills that are highly rated by tourists but received the lowest score from
future tourism employees. These findings support some recent studies where authors
state that new generations have a serious lack of listening skills (Bejtkovsky 2016;
Schroth 2019). Thus, the future tourism employees’ perception appears to be conflicting
with tourist expectations as well as with demands of the tourism workplace where
listening is highly valued (Keyton et al. 2013; Clokie and Fourie 2016). When observed
independently, the perception for all five communication skills significantly differs
between tourists and future tourism professionals. However, the difference for the
Communication skills factor did not prove to be statistically significant.

This research broadens the literature on soft skills and communication skills in the
context of tourism. Besides the conceptualization of observed skills, it upgrades the
existing knowledge on future tourism professionals’ perception and industry
requirements, by adding the tourists’ point of view that has been overlooked by
researchers so far. Although discrepancies appear to be small, a comparison of the
perception of future tourism employees as service providers, and tourists as service users,
provides tourism educators with clear guidelines as to the skills they should focus on.
From this follows the study’s practical contribution. As several scholars have stated
(Jackson 2014; Raybould and Wilkins 2006), collaboration is needed between academia
and industry to successfully prepare students in universities for the contemporary
workplace. Itis a shared responsibility which requires educating students prior to sending
them to the workplace (Hartman and McCambridge 2011). Several researchers have
emphasized the need to embed the soft skills and communication skills training in
schools curriculum (Singh and Jaykumar 2019; Succi and Canovi 2019). Formal
education is more focused on building knowledge than skills although interpersonal
skills and communication are highly needed in the tourism workplace (Wesley, Jacskon,
and Lee 2017; Jiang and Alexakis 2017; Lolli 2013). Therefore, the research suggests
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that greater attention should be focused on the development of soft skills and
communication skills, particularly listening and oral communication skills, as well as
people skills such as professionalism, responsibility, and demonstrating respect.

This study has some limitations which suggest directions for future research. Firstly, it
should be noted that this research examines only the importance of skills from both sides,
while the actual or perceived performance remains unknown. Therefore, in future
research Importance-Performance Analysis could be applied to gain more information
and draw more detailed recommendations for tourism educators. Furthermore, as stated
by Raybould and Wilkins (2006), the needs and expectations for employee skills change
over time, so a longitudinal research should be employed. Another limitation is the scope
of the questionnaire. All the examined skills include a range of competences that could
be measured. Therefore, for future research it is suggested to expand the measurement
instrument for both communication skills and soft skills to gain a more detailed
understanding. Finally, future studies could also focus on examining the perceived
importance of soft skills and communications skills on a sample of tourism workers
currently employed in the industry.
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