L
2023 Proceedi ngs Baltimore, Maryland m

—_—\

Soft Skills: The Key to Success for Textile and Apparel Graduates in Bangladesh
Sudipta Das, Debanjan Das Ph.D., Aaron J. Giorgi Ph.D., West Virginia University, USA

Keywords: Soft Skills, Job Title, Tertiary Educational Institution

Bangladesh's apparel sector contributes significantly to the country's export earnings and provides
employment opportunities for about 40% of the workforce, equivalent to over 4 million low and
semi-skilled people (Bossavie et al., 2019). Contributing around 12% to the country's GDP, the
Bangladeshi apparel sector had an export value of about $35 billion, accounting for more than 80%
of the country's national exports (BGMEA, 2021). It is worth noting that a large pool of low-cost
workers propels this growth. But the industry is facing a severe shortage of skilled human
resources, which is one of the possible reasons Bangladesh may not achieve further growth in
apparel export (Amin, 2018). Islam et al., (2018) found that fashion companies hire foreign
workers because they possess better skills and knowledge than textile graduates from within
Bangladesh. Soft skills have become a crucial requirement for employers in Bangladesh (Alam et
al., 2022). College graduates in Bangladesh often lack the soft skills employers require because of
the insufficient efforts of educational institutes (Amin, 2018). Consequently, the future of college
graduates in Bangladesh may be in jeopardy unless measures are taken to enhance their soft skills.

Enhancing soft skills is necessary due to the attractive career focus and intense competition in the global
apparel market. In Bangladesh, there is a concern that foreign workers occupy positions that local graduates
could have filled due to the skill gap in the domestic workforce (Islam et al., 2018). The skill gap occurs
when job candidates lack the required skills, making it challenging for professionals to find suitable
candidates. Alam et al., (2022) found that professionals are no longer satisfied with academic competence
alone; college graduates must develop the necessary skills to secure future employment. Nusrat & Sultana
(2018) also noted that employers prioritized their soft skills while employing graduates. Soft skills are a
group of skills that people need to succeed in their personal, social, and professional lives (Rao, 2018). For
professionals, Jacobs & Karpova (2022) divided soft skills into two groups: (a) interpersonal skills
(communication, collaboration) that show how well they get along with other people, and (b) personal traits
(adaptability, creativity) that are not technical but are unique to each person. Robles, (2012) states ten
essential soft skills are crucial in the workplace. These include integrity, communication, courtesy,
responsibility, social skills, a positive attitude, professionalism, flexibility, teamwork, and a work ethic.

Sadachar et al., (2019) found that to remain relevant, apparel design and merchandising programs should
produce industry-ready graduates with strong, soft skills, giving them a competitive edge in the workforce.
Afroze et al., (2019) added that graduates are enormously employable and preferred by employers with
communication, problem-solving, creativity, teamwork, leadership, professionalism, and adaptability
skills. Gray et al., (2005) found that soft skills like communication are not only for employment but also
for promotion prospects. Therefore, this study explores the soft skills possessed by Textile and Apparel
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graduates in Bangladesh and if there is any association between those skills, job titles, and tenure in the
profession.

This study followed an exploratory, descriptive survey research design. The target population was defined
as apparel and textile graduates in Bangladesh. The sample entailed 122 graduates aged 23-41 working in
different professional positions. The instrument was developed based on Communication, Collaboration,
Work Ethic, Time Management, Goal Setting, and Leadership skills from pre-tested existing studies and
used a Likert-type scale extending from Very Often to Never (Glaittli, 2018; Yeung et al., 2012). Data was
collected from the graduates through purposive and snowball sampling techniques in the online survey
distributed through Qualtrics; therefore, this study's findings are limited by sampling methods. The total
number of participants solicited from snowball sample was 151, with 122 usable responses, yielding a
usable response rate of 40.53%. General descriptive for demographic and target variables were conducted.
One-way ANOVA was utilized to test for associations between Soft Skills categories with Job Title and
Years of Experience.

Sample included five levels of response for Job Title: (i) Merchandisers (n = 51, 41.8%), (ii) Executive
Officer (n = 26, 21.3%), (iif) Manager (n = 19, 15.6%), (iv) Academic Profession (n = 17, 13.9%), (v)
Unemployed (n = 9, 7.4%). Respondents reported a variety of experience levels: (i) 1-3 years (n = 44,
36.1%), (ii) 4-6 years (n = 37, 30.3%), (iii) Less than a year (n = 19, 15.6%), (iv) 7-9 years (n = 11, 9%),
(v) 9-12 years (n = 8, 6.6%), (vi) More than 12 years (n = 3, 2.5%). For each soft skill category, we report
the most utilized skill. The Communication skill reported most often used was sharing messages with others
(n = 61, 50%). The Collaboration skill reported most often used was allowing others to speak and share
their opinions in group work (n = 73, 59.8%). Regarding Work Ethic skill, it was reported that most often
used was making the best effort in their work (n = 74, 60.7%). Time Management skill reported often was
used when they complete assigned work before moving on to other duties (n = 68, 55.7%). The Goal setting
skill reported often was used to monitor their progress to achieve their goals and are confident about
establishing personal objectives (n = 59, 48.4%). The Leadership skill reported often used was to decide in
any situation and ensure that everyone in a group project understands the work role (n = 61, 50%).

A One-Way ANOVA test was performed to see any association between the Soft Skills with Job
Title and Years of Experience as individual independent variables. ANOVA model, including Job
Title (Merchandiser, Executive Officer, Manager, Academic Profession, Unemployed),
significantly related to Collaboration Skills (F (4, 117) = 3.304, p <.013). However, the ANOVA
model, including Job Title, was not found to be significantly related to any other soft skill
categories (Communication, Work Ethic, Time Management, Goal Setting, Leadership) as a p-
values were larger than .05. Additionally, ANOVA model including years of experience was not
found to be significantly related to any of the soft skill categories as a p-values were larger than .05.

Based on the results, it was concluded that job rank or title is a significant factor in determining an
individual's collaboration skills. Higher job ranks are associated with higher utilization of collaboration
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skills. Therefore, organizations may need to take a more holistic approach to develop other soft skills
required by workers; focusing on various factors such as training, mentoring, and creating a supportive
work environment to improve employee's soft skills. Before that, tertiary educational institutes should focus
on developing employable individuals with comprehensive skills rather than producing highly educated
graduates. It is recommended that tertiary educational institutes use the findings from this study to improve
their curriculum, focusing on developing student's soft skills. Also, this study can help industry recruiters
identify what soft skills their employees utilize, serving as a baseline for what skills need to be trained
which are not possessed by textile and apparel graduates.

References

Afroze, R., Eva, T. P., & Sarker, A. R. (2019). Do Soft Skills matter? A Study on Employability of
Engineering Graduates in Bangladesh. Journal of Intercultural Management, 11(3), 21-44.
https://doi.org/10.2478/joim-2019-0016

Alam, M. J.,, Ogawa, K., & Islam, S. R. Bin. (2022). Importance of Skills Development for Ensuring
Graduates Employability: The Case of Bangladesh. Social Sciences, 11(8), 360.
https://doi.org/10.3390/so0csci11080360

Amin, T. (2018, July 1). 10 reasons why Bangladesh will not be able to achieve $50 billion apparel
export by 2021. TextileToday. https://www.textiletoday.com.bd/10-reasons-bangladesh-will-not-
able-achieve-50-billion-apparel-export-2021/

BGMEA. (2021). The Apparel Story: Bangladesh Apparel Industry Setting Higher Bars of Sustainability.
Bangladesh Garment Manufacturers and Exporters Association.
https://www.bgmea.com.bd/uploads/newsletters/apparel-story-june-july-2021.pdf

Bossavie, L., Cho, Y., & Heath, R. (2019). The Effects of International Scrutiny on Manufacturing
Workers: Evidence from the Rana Plaza Collapse in Bangladesh. World Bank, Washington, DC.
https://doi.org/10.1596/1813-9450-9065

Glaittli, M. (2018). Soft Skills in High School (Publication No. 10979059) [Doctoral dissertation, Arizona
State University]. ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Global.

Gray, F. E., Emerson, L., & MacKay, B. (2005). Meeting the Demands of the Workplace: Science
Students and Written Skills. Journal of Science Education and Technology, 14(4), 425-435.
http://www.jstor.org/stable/40186675

Page 3 of 4

© 2023 The author(s). Published under a Creative Commons Attribution License
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction
in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
ITAA Proceedings, #80 - https://itaaonline.org



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://itaaonline.org/

2023 Proceedings Baltimore, Maryland

Islam, S., Tasneem, &, & Islam, N. (2018). Insights into the Skill Development Issues of Management
Jobs: A Study on RMG and Textile Sectors of Bangladesh. Asian Social Science, 14(12).
https://doi.org/10.5539/ass.v14n12p56

Jacobs, B., & Karpova, E. (2022). Skills and Knowledge for Merchandising Professionals: The Case of
the South African Apparel Retail Industry. Clothing and Textiles Research Journal, 40(1), 55-72.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0887302X20935516

Nusrat, M., & Sultana, N. (2018, June). Soft Skills for sustainable employment of Business Graduates of
Bangladesh. Higher Education, Skills and Work-Based Learning.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326040863_Soft_Skills_for_sustainable_employment_of
Business_Graduates_of Bangladesh

Rao, M. S. (2018). Soft skills: toward a sanctimonious discipline. On the Horizon, 26(3), 215-224.
https://doi.org/10.1108/0TH-06-2017-0034Robles, M. M. (2012). Executive Perceptions of the Top
10 Soft Skills Needed in Today's Workplace. Business Communication Quarterly, 75(4), 453-465.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1080569912460400

Sadachar, A., Dance, E., Teel, J., & Hubbard, S. (2019). Are Apparel Design and Merchandising
Programs” Curriculum Building Students” Soft Skills? A Pilot Study Regarding the Presence of
Communication and Leadership Skills. International Textile and Apparel Association Annual
Conference Proceedings, 76(1). https://doi.org/10.31274/1ITAA.8804

Yeung, J. H. Y., Ong, G. J.,, Davies, R. P., Gao, F., & Perkins, G. D. (2012). Factors affecting team
leadership skills and their relationship with quality of cardiopulmonary resuscitation. Critical Care
Medicine, 40(9), 2617-2621. https://doi.org/10.1097/CCM.0b013e3182591fda

Page 4 of 4

© 2023 The author(s). Published under a Creative Commons Attribution License
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction
in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
ITAA Proceedings, #80 - https://itaaonline.org



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://itaaonline.org/

